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Sadr wins Iraq poll 
BAGHDAD: Final results from Iraq’s election confirmed yesterday
that an alliance spearheaded by populist cleric Moqtada Sadr has
triumphed, but the fiery preacher faces a huge task to form a gov-
erning coalition. Sadr’s Marching Towards Reform bloc won 54 of
the 329 seats in parliament in a major upset at a May 12 vote that
saw a record level of abstentions as Iraqis turned their back on a
widely reviled elite. The nationalist - whose Shiite militia battled US
troops after the 2003 invasion - faces a deeply fragmented political
landscape and opposition from key player Iran after he called for
foreign influence in Iraq to be cut. Sadr, who has reinvented himself
as an anti-corruption crusader in an alliance with secular leftists, is
looking to be the kingmaker and oversee the formation of a cross-
sectarian, technocrat government from some dozen parties.

Regional tensions 
But negotiations - which tentatively began after the vote - look set

to drag out and it remains far from certain that Sadr’s group will claim
power after the first vote since the defeat of the Islamic State group.
Poised in second place with some 47 seats is the pro-Iranian
Conquest Alliance made up of ex-fighters from mainly Shiite paramili-
tary units that battled IS. The Victory Alliance bloc of Prime Minister
Haider Al-Abadi, who hoped voters would reward him for seeing off
the militants, performed worse than expected and was back in third
place on 42 seats. 

Sadr declared on Twitter that the results showed “reform has
won and corruption is weakened,” but he faces a tricky regional
context as he begins coalition negotiations. Writing in The
Washington Post Friday, premier Abadi insisted his government
would do “all it can to ensure that the transition to the next gov-
ernment is conducted in a stable and transparent manner”. —AFP

CARACAS: Shrugging aside his country’s economic ruin and grow-
ing international isolation, Venezuela’s socialist President Nicolas
Maduro seeks a second six-year term in controversial elections
today that are being boycotted by the opposition. The US moved to
further isolate his government on Friday, just two days before the
polls, by slapping sanctions on Maduro’s powerful deputy and
socialist party leader Diosdado Cabello. “We are imposing costs on
figures like Diosdado Cabello who exploit their official positions to
engage in narcotics trafficking, money laundering, embezzlement of
state funds, and other corrupt activities,” said US Treasury
Secretary Steven Mnuchin. It was a fresh blow to Maduro, whose
ebullient campaign meetings have done little to disguise a lack of
enthusiasm in the oil-rich but cash-poor South American country,
where the result is widely seen as a foregone conclusion.

He held his final rally on Bolivar
Avenue in downtown Caracas on
Thursday, enlisting former
Argentine soccer star Diego
Maradona to fire-up the crowd.
Applauded by Maduro and his sup-
porters, Maradona declared himself
a Maduro “soldier,” waved a
Venezuelan flag and punched the
air as he danced to loud reggaeton
music on the stage. “Trust me, if you
give me your vote and give us vic-
tory, I swear I will lead great eco-
nomic changes and drive an eco-
nomic revolution that will shake the world,” pledged Maduro. The
55-year-old former bus driver wore a green shirt with the image
of his late predecessor, Hugo Chavez, emblazoned on the sleeve.
Maduro is the clear favorite, despite trailing in opinion polls to
his main rival Henri Falcon, and a low approval rating among
Venezuelans fed up with hyperinflation, food and medicine short-
ages, rising crime and broken water, power and transportation
networks. 

“I’m not going to vote for anyone. I’m concerned with surviving
every day and things are getting more and more screwed up,” fruit
seller Alexis Rodriguez, 40, told AFP. Opinion polls show Falcon
leading with 30 percent of voter intentions, compared to Maduro’s
20 percent. An evangelical candidate, Javier Bertucci, has 14 percent.
However, “low enthusiasm will likely reduce voter turnout and enable
Maduro to control the outcome without major social backlash,” said
analyst Risa Grais-Targow of Eurasia Group.

Divided opposition 
Maduro, with a tight grip on the electoral and military authori-

ties, faces a bitterly divided opposition. Falcon wore the yellow, blue
and red of Venezuela’s flag at his final rally in his western stronghold

of Barquisimeto. He told his supporters he had “faith” in overcoming
the boycott, and “that we are going to vote massively, as our country
needs”. But he has failed to secure the endorsement of the main
opposition leaders, who remain committed to boycotting the vote,
and was unable to convince Bertucci to drop out of the race and
unify what opposition voters there are. “People have lost faith in
protest and the vote, that’s why there’s apathy. The Venezuelan is
bewildered and desperate,” said analyst Juan Manuel Raffalli. The
Democratic Unity Roundtable (MUD) opposition coalition, increas-
ingly pinning its hopes for change on outside pressure forcing the
socialists to remove Maduro, have won support from the US, EU and
14 countries of the Lima Group who have called for the vote to be
postponed.

Canada this week banned Venezuelan expatriates from voting in
the election. The powers accuse
Maduro of undermining democ-
racy, usurping the power of the
opposition-dominated parliament
by replacing it with his all-power-
ful Constituent Assembly, and
cracking down on the opposition.
Protests in 2017, still fresh in the
collective memory, left around
125 dead. The MUD’s most popu-
lar leaders have been sidelined or
detained, the boycott their only
remaining weapon. They accuse
Maduro of luring supporters to

vote on Sunday with rewards of food boxes.

Increasing isolation 
Maduro, meanwhile, continues his defiance in the face of

increasing international isolation and US and EU sanctions. “We will
not give in to blackmail,” he says. “We do not care if they do not
recognize us. The president of Venezuela is elected by the people,
not Donald Trump.” The latest sanctions, leveled at Maduro’s right-
hand man Cabello, a former speaker of the National Assembly, also
targeted his wife and brother. But despite Maduro’s rhetoric and the
world’s largest oil reserves, the country faces ruin, with the IMF cit-
ing a drop of 45.0 percent in GDP since Maduro took over in 2013.
The crippled oil industry lacks investment and its assets are increas-
ingly prey to debt settlements as the country defaults. And worse,
the US threatens an oil embargo on top of sanctions that have hit
Venezuela’s efforts to renegotiate its debt. “The most likely scenario
is greater international isolation and economic deterioration,” said
Diego Moya-Ocampos of IHS Markit analysts. “The key factors will
be the economy and the army,” said analyst Michael Shifter. “The
country is a powder keg and something could provoke unrest that
would be difficult to contain.” —AFP
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CARACAS: Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro (left) speaks to the crowd next to Argentine former
football star Diego Maradona during the closing rally of his campaign on May 17, 2018. —AFP

Hawaii residents 
look for ‘normalcy’ 
amid ash, lava 
PAHOA, Hawaii: Two weeks after fountains of lava and poisonous
gas from Hawaii’s Kilauea volcano forced hundreds of people to
flee their homes in the middle of the night, things were only getting
worse for residents on Friday after another eruption. As Kilauea
oozed lava from 22 fissures on its eastern flank, residents of Pahoa
on the Big Island, some wearing ash masks, hunkered down in shel-
ters and waited for an expected resumption of major eruptions. 

The first evacuations came before dawn on May 3, when the
volcano began its current cycle of eruptions and earthquakes.
“We’re all trying to establish or find some normalcy in our lives
knowing that we’re on an active volcano that’s very active right
now,” said Cindy Hartman, a dietician at Hilo Medical Center. She
packed up and left her home in the Kalapana-Seaview neighbor-
hood on Sunday, after a fissure opened just 3 km from the last
road out. 

Hartman has been staying with a friend but is looking for tem-
porary housing, faced with the possibility that lava could flow for
months. Old-timers have reminded her that a similar event in 1955
lasted for 88 days. Four people were rescued by helicopter after a
fast moving lava flow crossed Pohoiki Road, one of the main arter-
ies in and out of the area, isolating about 40 homes. “People still in
that area are asked to stay in a safe place and wait for further
instructions,” the county said in an alert.

Kilauea spewed ash nearly 9 km into the sky on Thursday in
what scientists warned could be the first in a string of even more
violent explosive eruptions. Residents were warned to take shelter
from the ash as toxic gas levels spiked in a small southeast area
where lava has burst from the ground during the two-week erup-
tion. The mouth of the summit crater vent has nearly tripled in size
during the past couple of days from about 12 acres in area to 34

acres, according to USGS geophysicist Mike Poland. 
While this widening coincided with back-to-back explosive,

steam-driven eruptions from the crater this week, Poland said, the
enlargement was caused primarily by the interior walls of the
crater vent collapsing, as the magma continues to drop through the
throat of the volcano. Geologists say it remains unlikely Kilauea will
have a massive eruption like that of 1790, which killed dozens of
people in the deadliest such event to occur in what is now the
United States. 

Kilauea’s falling lava lake has likely descended to a level at or
below the water table, allowing water to run on to the top of its lava
column and create steam-driven blasts, they said. A spike in toxic
sulfur dioxide gas levels has closed schools around the town of
Pahoa, 40 km east of the volcano, where lava from giant cracks has
destroyed 40 homes and other structures, and forced about 2,000
residents to flee.  A change in wind direction caused volcanic gas to
drift northwest towards Pahoa, prompting National Guard troops to
don gas masks at a nearby road intersection. —Reuters

KAPOHO, Hawaii: A man takes a photo of a lava fountain
from a Kilauea volcano fissure on Hawaii’s Big Island on
Friday. —AFP

Netanyahu basks 
in wins, but graft 
probes still loom
JERUSALEM: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has
basked in recent victories from the US withdrawing from the Iran
nuclear deal to opening its embassy in Jerusalem, giving him respite
from graft probes breathing down his neck. US President Donald
Trump granted Netanyahu’s long-sought wish on May 8 when he
abandoned an international agreement meant to curb the nuclear
activities of Israel’s main enemy Iran.

Netanyahu fought against the deal even before its 2015 signing,
going as far as to defy then president Barack Obama and lobby
against the draft accord from the floor of the US Congress while it
was still being negotiated. In another victory for Netanyahu, Trump’s
deeply controversial decision to recognize Jerusalem as Israel’s capi-
tal resulted in the move of his country’s embassy there from Tel Aviv
on Monday.

It was marked with festive ceremonies attended by a US delega-
tion that included Trump’s daughter Ivanka and her husband Jared
Kushner, both White House aides. Netanyahu spoke at the inaugura-
tion, seeming to revel in the occasion. “What a glorious day.
Remember this moment. This is history,” he said. But at the same time
on the Israel-Gaza border, Israeli troops killed some 60 Palestinians
during protests and clashes, leading to international condemnation.

Netanyahu backed the soldiers’ actions. “Every country has the
obligation to defend its borders,” he said. For the 68-year-old pre-
mier, the Iran deal reversal and embassy move were no doubt per-

sonal vindication after years of making his case for both. But they
were also likely a welcome break from the legal troubles he is facing.

Chicken dance 
A series of graft investigations are looking into Netanyahu’s

affairs, and the attorney general is expected to make a decision on
indictments in two of those cases in the coming months. Police have
recommended his indictment for bribery. Netanyahu, prime minister
for a total of some 12 years, has always maintained his innocence, but
the investigations have gradually ratcheted up speculation over
whether he will eventually be forced from office.

His wife Sara Netanyahu is also facing a possible trial over alleged
misuse of public funds, which she denies. With that in mind, Netanyahu
may have had good reason to literally break out in dance this week
over one recent victory. Just two days before the embassy opening,
Israeli singer Neta Barzilai took first place in the Eurovision Song
Contest, sending a wave of euphoria sweeping over Israelis of all ages
and political allegiances. On Sunday, arriving at the weekly cabinet
meeting, Netanyahu briefly flapped his arms in a reference to Barzilai’s
signature chicken dance. He did the same when meeting Barzilai later in
the week. A recent poll would have only further improved his mood.
The poll conducted by Israeli newspaper Maariv on May 9 and pub-
lished on May 11 showed Netanyahu’s right-wing Likud party on a
surge even before the embassy opening - or even the Eurovision win.

It predicted Likud expanding its hold on the 120-seat parliament
to 36 places from its current 30. The survey was carried out a day
before Israel confirmed hitting “dozens of Iranian military targets,” in
Syria after repeatedly warning it would not tolerate continuing
Iranian deployment in the war-torn neighboring country. Jerusalem
Post senior commentator Amotz Asa-El said those strikes and the
way the operation, codenamed House of Cards, was managed won
Netanyahu more prestige than Trump’s actions. —AFP
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