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News in brief

British woman back in court 

LONDON: Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe, a British-Iranian
woman jailed in Tehran for two years, has appeared in court
to face a new charge, her husband said yesterday. Zaghari-
Ratcliffe was summoned to a court in Tehran on Saturday,
according to a statement from Richard Ratcliffe, who runs
the Free Nazanin campaign group. The charge is for “spread-
ing propaganda against the regime”, which she denies, he
said. On Sunday, she was allowed to speak to the British
ambassador to Tehran, Rob Macaire. “This is the first time
that she has been allowed any contact with the embassy in
over two years,” he said. Zaghari-Ratcliffe, a British-Iranian
dual national who works for the Thomson Reuters
Foundation - the media organization’s philanthropic arm -
was arrested at Tehran airport in April 2016. —AFP 

Spain acts to maintain Catalonia rule 

MADRID: Spain acted to maintain direct rule on Catalonia yester-
day after the government objected to the choice of councillors by
fervent separatist leader Quim Torra, who has vowed to recreate
the administration fired by Madrid for declaring independence.
Madrid and Barcelona are engaged in a stand-off after regional
elections called by the government in December returned a
majority of seats for pro-independence parties. Madrid has
imposed direct rule until a new regional government is in place.
Spanish Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy said yesterday he hoped
Catalonia would soon form a viable government that would obey
the law. The Spanish government yesterday recognized the pow-
ers of newly-elected leader Torra but refused to ratify his choice
of councillors - four of whom are facing charges linked to last
year’s independence drive, official documents showed. —Reuters

CARACAS: Venezuela was facing the threat of
fresh international sanctions and intensified
domestic unrest yesterday following President
Nicolas Maduro’s re-election in a vote rejected by
the opposition as a farce. Election officials said
Maduro won 68 percent of the votes cast in
Sunday’s presidential poll, far ahead of the 21 per-
cent won by his nearest rival, ex-army officer
Henri Falcon. In an address to cheering supporters
outside Miraflores Palace in Caracas, Maduro
hailed his victory for another six-year term as a
“historic record”.

“We won again! We triumphed again! We are
the force of history turned into a permanent pop-
ular victory!” Maduro told those gathered to cele-
brate his “knockout” victory. But the vote was
marred by a 52 percent abstention rate - a historic
high - following a boycott called by the
Democratic Unity Roundtable (MUD) opposition
coalition, which slammed the ballot as a “farce”.
And even before it took place, the United States,
Canada, the European Union and a dozen Latin
American countries said they would not recognize
the results.

Vote buying allegations 
Falcon, a loyalist of the late leftist firebrand

Hugo Chavez who was neck-and-neck with
Maduro in pre-election surveys, said the vote
lacked “legitimacy” and accused the government
of vote buying. “For us, there were no elections,”
he told reporters. “We have to have new elections
in Venezuela.” And third-placed Javier Bertucci, an
evangelist preacher who polled around 11 percent,
also joined the call for new elections.

Maduro may have won, but the near future
appears bleak. Venezuela is isolated and deep in

the worst economic crisis of its history, with its
people enduring food and medicine shortages, and
a mass exodus of hundreds of thousands simply
leaving the country. The IMF estimates that
Venezuela’s GDP will continue to shrink this year,
with the inflation rate expected to reach 13,800
percent. Venezuela has always relied on its oil, but
global prices are low and production has dropped
to its lowest level in 30 years. “The upcoming sce-
nario is clear: political tension and radicalization,

repression, massive international rejection, a
sharpening of sanctions, and a climax to the eco-
nomic crisis,” said analyst Luis Vicente Leon.

‘Changes’ necessary 
Maduro, a former bus driver, union leader, for-

eign minister and Chavez’s hand-picked political
heir, has presided over an implosion of the once-
wealthy oil producer’s economy since taking office
in 2013. The socialist leader says Venezuela is the
victim of an “economic war” waged by the con-
servative opposition and external powers includ-
ing the United States aimed at toppling him.

Critics however blame him for gross economic
mismanagement. In his victory speech, Maduro
acknowledged that “changes” were necessary. “I
will dedicate myself entirely towards economic
recovery,” he said, but gave few details.

No succor from the US 
Venezuela can expect no help from

Washington: US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
denounced the election as a “sham”. The US mar-
ket is crucial, as one third of Venezuelan oil
exports go to the United States. But Washington
has threatened to stop buying Venezuelan oil. US
officials have already slapped sanctions on
Maduro and his senior aides, and banned US enti-
ties from buying any more debt from Caracas or
state oil company PDVSA. Venezuela’s crippled oil
industry lacks investment and its assets are
increasingly prey to debt settlements as the coun-
try defaults.

Maduro is placing his trust in allies China and
Russia. And since his many countries view his
reelection as illegitimate, “he will have no capac-
ity for maneuvering in the area of international
finances or diplomacy,” warned analyst Andres
Canizalez. In Beijing, the foreign ministry said
Venezuela’s people and their government “have
the ability to deal with their own internal affairs,
while the parties concerned should also respect
the choices made by the people of Venezuela. “If
there is any dispute, the dispute should be set-
tled within the current legal framework of
Venezuela,” it said. 

Falcon’s failure 
At his victory rally, Maduro called for a

“national dialogue”, even though the MUD oppo-

sition coalition said it would step up pressure for
“legitimate elections” later in the year. But the
opposition is deeply divided, with Falcon stirring
up a hornet’s nest when he left the coalition to
run for president, and has yet to shake off the
stigma of being labeled a traitor. “Falcon failed to
defeat Maduro or the MUD,” political observer
Luis Salamanca told AFP.  “His call for a new

election is late.”
Analysts said the opposition’s greatest chal-

lenge is to coalesce around a strategy that will
create pressure for change after nearly two
decades of socialist “Chavista” rule. As for
Maduro, his biggest risk is an “implosion” if gov-
ernment officials are cornered and pressed by the
international sanctions, Leon said.  —AFP

Election rejected by opposition as a farce

Maduro wins disputed vote as 
Venezuela mulls bleak future

CARACAS: Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro holds the political constitution after the National Electoral
Council (CNE) announced the results of the voting in the presidential election on Sunday. —AFP

Volcano’s gassy, 
glassy ‘laze’ new 
threat for Hawaii
PAHOA, Hawaii: Hawaii faced a new haz-
ard on Sunday as lava f lows from
Kilauea’s volcanic eruption could pro-
duce clouds of acid fumes, steam and
glass-like particles as they reach the
Pacific, authorities said. Civil defense
notices cautioned motorists, boaters and
beachgoers to beware of caustic plumes
of “laze” formed from two streams of hot
lava pouring into the sea after cutting
across Highway 137 on the south coast
of Hawaii’s Big Island late on Saturday
and early Sunday. The bulletins also
warned that reports of toxic sulfur diox-
ide gas being vented from various points
around the volcano had tripled, urging
residents to “take action necessary to
limit further exposure”.

Laze - a term combining the words
“lava” and haze” - is a mix of hydrochlo-
ric acid fumes, steam and fine volcanic
glass specks created when erupting lava,
which can reach 2,000 degrees
Fahrenheit (1,093 degrees Celsius), reacts
with sea water, Hawaii  County Civi l
Defense said in a statement. “Be aware of
the laze hazard and stay away from any
ocean plume,” the agency said, warning
that potential hazards include lung dam-
age, as well as eye and skin irritation.

Under Sunday’s  condit ions, with
strong winds and copious amounts of
lava hitting the ocean, the laze plumes
could extend as far as 24 km, mostly
along the coast and offshore, though the
hazard would diminish the farther out to
sea it blows, according to USGS geolo-

gist Janet Babb. Authorities cautioned,
however, that wind patterns can change
abrupt ly. The US Coast  Guard was
“actively monitoring” the area to keep
away all vessel traffic except permitted
tour boats, the civil defense office said.

Laze killed two people when a lava
flow reached the coast in 2000, and
even a wisp can cause eye and respira-
tory irritation, the US Geological Survey
said. Acid rain from laze has corrosive
properties equivalent to diluted battery
acid, the agency said. The section of
coastal Highway 137 and a nearby a
state park in the area where lava was
pouring into the ocean were both closed,
and another road in the vicinity was
restricted to local traffic as a precaution
due to elevated levels of sulfur dioxide
gas. An air quality index for Kona, about
64 km northwest of the eruption site,
was at “orange” level, meaning that older
individuals and those with lung problems
could be affected.

Earthquakes, ash eruptions
Ki lauea, one of  the world’s  most

active volcanoes, began extruding red-
hot lava and sulfuric acid fumes through
newly opened fissures on the ground
along its eastern flank on May 3, mark-
ing the latest phase of an eruption cycle
that has continued nearly nonstop for 35
years . The occurrence of  new lava-
spewing vents, now numbering at least
22, have been accompanied by flurries of
earthquakes and periodic eruptions of
ash, volcanic rock and toxic gases from
the volcano’s summit crater. 

The lava flows have destroyed dozens
of homes and other buildings, ignited
brush fires and displaced thousands of
residents who were either ordered evac-
uated or fled voluntarily. The volcano
has also fed a phenomenon called vog, a

hazy mix of sulfur dioxide, aerosols,
moisture and dust, with fine particles
that  can travel  deep into lungs, the
USGS said.

On Saturday, authorities reported the
first known serious injury from the erup-
tions - a homeowner whose leg was
shattered by a hot, solid lump of lava
called a “lava bomb” while standing on
the third-floor balcony of his home.
Mark Clawson, a friend of the victim
who did not want his name used, lives
near where his friend was staying as
caretaker, and heard screaming and saw
the harrowing aftermath, he told
Reuters.

Apparently a f iery 5-pound “lava
bomb” about the size of a dinner plate
was launched from a fissure about 200
yards from the house, Clawson said.
“Most of them (lava bombs) arc high in

the air, but every now and again there’s
one that gets shot like a rifle, more hori-
zontal and that’s what happened here,”
he said. It also started a small fire, which
Clawson helped douse. He said doctors
had to pick sharp, hardened fragments of
lava out of the wound, but the prognosis
is good for his friend.

With Highway 137 severed, authori-
ties were trying on Sunday to open up
nearby Highway 11, which was blocked
by almost a mi le of  lava in 2014, to
serve as an alternate escape route. The
Hawaii National Guard has warned of
additional mandatory evacuations if
more roads become blocked. Officials at
the Hawaii Volcano Authority have said
hotter and more viscous lava could be
on the way, with fountains spurting as
high as 600 feet (182 m), as seen in a
1955 eruption. —Reuters

PAHOA: A man points as a steam plume rises while lava enters the Pacific Ocean after
flowing from a Kilauea volcano fissure, on Hawaii’s Big Island on Sunday. —AFP

Mexican rivals 
attack leftist, 
Trump hovers 
over debate
MEXICO CITY: The chasing pack of
Mexican presidential candidates attacked
front-runner Andres Manuel Lopez
Obrador in a second televised debate on
Sunday without landing major blows in
exchanges that often returned to fraught
relations with the United States. Leftist
Lopez Obrador sought to deflect ques-
tions, as he did in the first debate last
month ahead of the July 1 election. He stuck
to many of his stock responses to defend
his sizeable opinion poll lead, rarely rising
to the bait and occasionally mocking his
rivals. The debate, focused principally on
trade, migrants, the Mexico-US border and
the fight against criminal gangs, drew sev-
eral rebukes of US President Donald
Trump, whose broadsides against Mexico
have stirred widespread animosity. The
second-placed challenger, 39-year-old
Ricardo Anaya, crossed the stage to
address Lopez Obrador face to face in a
bid to rile the former Mexico City mayor.

But the 64-year-old Lopez Obrador
brushed off the attacks, dismissively calling
Anaya a “liar and a fraud”. “Anaya is a little

bum demagogue,” Lopez Obrador said, at
one point laughingly telling the audience in
the northern city of Tijuana he was watch-
ing out for his wallet when Anaya
approached him to challenge his record as
mayor of the capital.

Anaya, who is heading a right-left coali-
tion, emerged as the victor of the first debate
in some polls. He tried to paint Lopez
Obrador as out of touch, ill-informed and
beholden to outdated economic models. But
Lopez Obrador showed fewer signs of irrita-
tion than in the first debate, remaining in good
humor and rarely wandering from his script.

‘Alliance for progress’
Lopez Obrador, who in some polls has a

lead of 20 percentage points over Anaya,
recycled much of his campaign rhetoric, and
pledged to make Trump respect Mexico if
he is elected. “I want a friendly relationship
with the government of the United States,
but not one of subordination. Mexico is a
free country, it is a sovereign nation,” Lopez
Obrador said. “We will not be subject to any
foreign government.”

Lopez Obrador said he would propose
an “alliance for progress” that included
Mexico, the United States, Canada and
Central America to foster job creation, grow
the economy and pacify the region. He did
not offer details on his plan. In his third tilt at
the top job, Lopez Obrador has capitalized
on widespread disenchantment with the rul-
ing Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI)
over corruption, rising levels of violence and
sluggish economic growth.

The PRI candidate, former finance minis-
ter Jose Antonio Meade, has struggled to
make an impact, and again found himself
defending the unpopular government of
President Enrique Pena Nieto. Lopez
Obrador came close to winning the presi-
dency in 2006 and was runner-up again six
years later. This time around, Lopez Obrador
has cut a more relaxed figure on the cam-
paign trail, largely avoiding the kind of out-
bursts that in the past helped adversaries

depict him as a threat to the stability in Latin
America’s No. 2 economy.

Despite softening his tone, Lopez
Obrador has butted heads with Mexico’s
business community, calling several tycoons
influence traffickers who benefit from cor-
ruption. Lopez Obrador has already caused
concerns with threats to walk back the liber-
alization of the country’s oil and gas business
and to scrap a new $13 billion Mexico City
airport. —Reuters

Poll marred by
poor turnout

TIJUANA: Mexico’s presidential candidate for the MORENA party Andres Manuel Lopez
Obrador waves upon arrival at the Universidad Autonoma de Baja California (UABC) to take
part in the second presidential debate on Sunday. —AFP

Spurned advances 
provoked Texas 
school shooting
SANTA FE, Texas: A teenage boy charged with fatally shooting
eight students and two teachers during a gun rampage at a
Houston-area high school had been spurned by one of his victims
after making aggressive advances, her mother told a newspaper.
Sadie Rodriguez, the mother of Shana Fisher, 16, who was killed in
the attack, told the Los Angeles Times that her daughter rejected
four months of aggressive advances from Dimitrios Pagourtzis, 17,
who is in jail accused of murdering 10 people early on Friday at the
high school in Santa Fe.

Fisher finally stood up to him and embarrassed him in class, the
newspaper quoted her mother as writing in a private message to the
Times. “A week later he opens fire on everyone he didn’t like,” she
said. “Shana being the first one.” Rodriguez could not independently
be reached for comment. If true, it would be the second school
shooting in recent months driven by such rejection. In March, a 17-
year-old Maryland high school student used his father’s gun to fatal-
ly shoot a female student with whom he had been in a recently end-
ed relationship. Police said Pagourtzis confessed to Friday’s killings
after he was taken into custody, but authorities have offered no
motive yet for the massacre, the fourth-deadliest mass shooting at a
US public school in modern history.

The Santa Fe Independent School District (ISD) denied
accounts from some classmates that Pagourtzis had been bullied,
including by a football coach. “Administration looked into these
claims and confirmed that these reports are untrue,” it said on
Saturday in a statement. Classmates at the school, which has some
1,460 students, described Pagourtzis as a quiet loner who played on
the football team. He wore a black trench coat to school in the Texas
heat on Friday and opened fire with a pistol and shotgun. In Santa Fe
on Sunday, many churches and businesses had signs outside with
messages such as “Santa Fe strong” and “Santa Fe ISD we are here
for you”. About 100 people attended an emotional service at the
Aldersgate United Methodist Church. Service dogs were in a nearby
hall to help console grieving victims. Jared Black, one of the students
killed, attended a youth group at the church, and many of its mem-
bers embraced his mother Pam when the family arrived. —Reuters


