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Brazil research chief 
sacked over Bolsonaro 
deforestation spat
BRASILIA: The head of Brazil’s National
Institute for Space Research said on Friday he
would be sacked following a row with President
Jair Bolsonaro over deforestation in the Amazon
rainforest. Ricardo Galvao had accused far-right
Bolsonaro of “cowardice” for publicly question-
ing satellite data produced by the institute,
known by its initials INPE, that showed Amazon
rainforest deforestation had increased 88 per-
cent on-year in June.

“My words about the president have caused
annoyance, so I’m going to be fired,” said
Galvao. Two weeks ago, Bolsonaro had told
reporters: “With all the devastation that you are
accusing us of doing... the Amazon region would
already have been extinguished.” Bolsonaro, a
climate change skeptic, also called on Galvao “to
come to Brasilia to explain the data that was
released to the press.”

The president has previously floated the idea
of opening up protected rainforest areas to agri-
culture, a highly controversial move given the
existing level of deforestation. In his row with
Galvao, Bolsonaro suggested the INPE president
is “in the service of some NGOs.” A day later,
Galvao hit back, blasting Bolsonaro for making
“undue accusations against people of the highest
level of Brazilian science” and comparing the
president’s suspicions to “a joke by a 14-year-old
boy.” Bolsonaro upped the ante on Thursday,
claiming the INPE figures “don’t correspond to
the truth” and were damaging to the institute
and the country.

Axed
Galvao previously insisted he wouldn’t resign,

but speaking on Friday he admitted he had dis-
cussed the possibility he might be fired with
Minister for Science and Technology Marcos
Pontes. Galvao told the press that his dismissal
wouldn’t affect INPE, an institution of interna-
tional repute. The latest data released by INPE
shows that deforestation has increased 40 per-
cent in the last two months compared to the
same period a year ago.

For many years, NGOs defending the environ-
ment and the territorial rights of indigenous peo-
ple have criticized the agriculture industry and
major land owners for constantly trying to
expand into virgin lands, including those pro-
tected by law. Bolsonaro, though, was helped in
his election last year by support from the power-
ful agriculture lobby.

In Europe, other organizations have used the
INPE figures to question the recent free trade
agreement signed between the European Union
and Mercosur, the trade bloc made up of Brazil,
Argentina, Uruguay and Paraguay. “The defor-
estation data reveals what we all know: that it’s
advancing at a rapid rate. And that creates a
problem for the government because there’s
huge national and international pressure,” former
deputy environment minister Joao-Paulo
Capobianco told AFP.

“There’s a massive offensive from sectors that
profit greatly from the occupation of the
Amazon, and the president of the republic has
already shown before his election that he is com-
pletely ignorant about this issue. He doesn’t con-
sider it relevant,” Capobianco said.

Bolsonaro suffered a blow on Thursday when
the Supreme Court canceled a decree transfer-
ring the right to demarcate indigenous lands
from the National Indian Foundation to the
Ministry of Agriculture, a bulwark of the agricul-
ture industry’s interests.—AFP

SYDNEY: Washington wants to quickly deploy new
intermediate-range missiles in Asia, US Defense
Secretary Mark Esper said yesterday. The new
Pentagon chief said the US was now free to deploy the
weapons following its withdrawal Friday from the
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) treaty with
Russia. “Yes I would like to,” Esper said when asked if
the US was considering deploying new medium-range
conventional weapons in Asia.

“We would like to deploy a capability sooner rather
than later,” Esper told reporters on a plane to Sydney
at the start of a week-long tour of Asia. “I would prefer
months... But these things tend to take longer than you
expect.” “That should be no surprise because we have
been talking about that for some time now,” he said.
“And I want to say that 80 percent of their inventory is
INF range systems. So that should not surprise that we
would want to have a like capability,” he said. But Esper
stressed the US was not embarking on a new arms race. 

“The traditional sense of an arms race has been in a
nuclear context,” he said. “Right now, we don’t have
plans to build nuclear-tipped INF range weapons. It’s
the Russians who have developed non-compliant likely,
possibly nuclear-tipped weapons,” he said. “So I don’t
see an arms race happening. I do see us taking correc-
tive measures to develop a capability that we need for
both the European theatre and this theatre, the Indo-
Pac-Com theatre.”

Reassure our allies
The INF treaty was considered a cornerstone of the

global arms control architecture but the United States
said the bilateral pact had given other countries free
rein to develop their own long-range missiles. The rise
of a militarily more assertive China in the region has
worried traditional US allies such as Australia and New
Zealand, and Beijing’s actions in the South China Sea
have alarmed neighbors with competing territorial
claims to the strategic waterway.

Esper did not specify where the US intended to
deploy the weapons. “I would not speculate because
those things depend on plans, it’s those things you
always discuss with your allies,” he said. Esper said he
chose Asia for his first trip since taking office on July 23
“to affirm our commitment to the region, to reassure
our allies and our partners.” The Pentagon chief and US
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo are due to meet with
their Australian counterparts on Sunday.

Washington withdrew from the INF treaty on Friday
after accusing Russia of violating it for years. Under the
pact signed in 1987 by then US president Ronald
Reagan and Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev,
Washington and Moscow agreed to limit the use of
conventional and nuclear medium-range missiles (with
a range of 500-5,000 kilometers, 300-3,000 miles).
But its unraveling had been on the cards for months
amid worsening ties between Russia and the US. —AFP

US free to deploy weapons following withdrawal from INF treaty
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SYDNEY: US Defense Secretary Mark Esper and his wife Leah arrive at Sydney Airport.—AFP

Hundreds detained 
at Moscow 
opposition protest
MOSCOW: Police detained hundreds of
protesters at an unauthorized opposition
gathering in Moscow yesterday, as
authorities upped the pressure on top
Kremlin critic Alexei Navalny by launch-
ing a criminal probe into his anti-graft
group. Crowds of people marched in the
capital’s central boulevards for a protest
“stroll” over the refusal by officials to let a
number of opposition candidates run in
September polls for city parliament seats.

Most of those candidates and opposi-
tion leaders, including Navalny, are being
held by police following a protest rally last
weekend, in which 1,400 demonstrators
were detained-one of the biggest crack-
downs in years. Yesterday, riot police were
deployed in large numbers in central
Moscow, some shops and cafes were shut,
metal barriers were erected and the mobile
internet was down for several hours.

At least 300 people were detained by
police about two hours into the rally,
according to OVD-Info, a non-govern-
mental organization that operates a hot-
line for detainees. AFP correspondents
also observed dozens of arrests along the
route of the protest, as lines of police
attempted to break up the flow of the
crowd by blocking it with a human chain
and grabbing people indiscriminately.

Lyubov Sobol, currently three weeks
into a hunger strike after being barred

from taking part in the local polls and an
ally of key opposition leader Navalny,
was dragged from a taxi and detained
Saturday as she set off for the rally. Many
opposition leaders who attempted to run
in the polls next month argue that the
authorities have arbitrarily declared sig-
natures they gathered to qualify invalid.
People in the crowd on Saturday said
they just want the opposition to have a
chance to run. 

“I want there to be big changes... now
there is an atmosphere of total control,”
Varvara, a 22-year-old artist, told AFP. “I
believe everyone should have a right to
take part” in the polls,” 39-year-old
Robert said. Riot police appeared to out-
number small groups of protesters who
were walking along stretches of the leafy
Boulevard Ring. Authorities have launched
investigations into last weekend’s “mass
riots” and “violence against police”, echo-
ing similar probes into protests against
President Vladimir Putin in 2012 which
saw several people jailed.

New laundering probe
In the polls in September, the opposi-

tion hopes to end the monopoly of
Kremlin loyalists in Moscow’s parliament.
The body decides the city’s multi-billion-
dollar budget but lacks political independ-
ence from mayor Sergei Sobyanin, an ally
of Putin. Sobyanin has warned the opposi-
tion against “new provocations”. Navalny
and other protest leaders argue corrup-
tion is rife in the capital. His anti-corrup-
tion foundation FBK this week published a
new investigation into Sobyanin’s deputy,

accusing her of selling prime Moscow
property to family members at rock-bot-
tom prices.

On Saturday, FBK, which previously
made other high-profile investigations
into the questionable wealth of top offi-
cials, became a target of a new probe into
“laundering” a billion rubles ($15.3 mil-
lion). Employees of the Foundation for
Fighting Corruption (FBK) “received a
large sum of money from third parties
which they knew was procured illegally,”
investigators said. “Accomplices” of FBK
“gave a legal appearance” to the funds by
transferring them to bank accounts and

ultimately to the accounts of the FBK, they
said.

The popular FBK collects money
through donations, and Navalny’s ally
Leonid Volkov dismissed allegations of
money laundering as an attempt to stamp
out Navalny’s national network of volun-
teers. Navalny, currently in jail, was rushed
to hospital last weekend in an incident his
personal doctor blamed on possible poi-
soning with an unknown chemical sub-
stance. A state toxicology lab said no
traces were found. President Vladimir
Putin has yet to comment on the situation
in Moscow. —AFP

MOSCOW: Riot police officers detain a participant of an unsanctioned rally urg-
ing fair elections at Moscow’s Pushkinskaya Square. —AFP

March to end 
murder in violence
plagued US city
BALTIMORE: The misery and hope of the city
of Baltimore are on display at the corner where
40 year old, Levar Bailey was shot dead. As
part of a “Ceasefire” weekend that began early
Friday, activists marched to the Park Avenue
corner and other sites in Baltimore’s downtown
to remember victims of violence in a city with
one of the highest murder rates in the US.

“Bestow your healing touch upon this city,”
the crowd of about 100 said in unison, praying
in front of a park near where Bailey was mur-
dered in November 2017. That was the year of
the first Ceasefire-an event held every three
months that seeks to stand up to violence, cre-
ate awareness, and strengthen community
bonds with the ultimate goal of ending murder.
“So many have died, and so little has been
said,” Bob Hoch, of First and Franklin
Presbyterian Church in Baltimore, says through
a megaphone on Park Avenue across from a
building daubed with graffiti.  Most of the
marchers-a mix of black and white faces-wear
blue T-shirts with the logo of the Presbyterian
Church USA. A man leaning on a metal crutch
clunks past them on the road.

A small step
The activists continue their “peace walk”,

past a man lying motionless on the sidewalk
across from buildings with a sign up outside
them that says: “Now leasing: 1-2-3 bedroom
apartments.”  Some marchers tie small purple
ribbons on a fence above the motionless man.
His mouth is open and a bottle of liquid pokes
out from the back pocket of his jeans. The
marchers turn right, onto another street to
remember Dwight Taylor, 25, shot dead in a
barber shop in April 2011.

Men hang out on the busy street, which is
lined with small retailers. Although more than
300 have been killed each year in Baltimore
since 2015, activists say they are making a dif-
ference. “This may be a small step, but it’s a
positive step,” Keith Paige, pastor of
Baltimore’s Cherry Hill Community
Presbyterian Church, told AFP, sweat glistening
on his forehead in the humid evening air. The
activists are “putting a face on violence, letting
people know that we are not statistics,” Paige
said.  He stops to help a stranger who has fallen
into the street after a screaming match with a
woman outside a shop.

It’s rough
Gary Wheeler, 35, stood outside Baltimore

Celebrity Cutz, the barber shop where he has
worked for the past decade, and praised the
activists who had stopped there for more

prayers. “I think they need a lot more of this
than just down here,” he said. Wheeler said
he hadn’t seen “too much” trouble near his
workplace but in West Baltimore, where he
lives with his family, “it’s rough right now.”
Baltimore Police said three men were shot
and wounded in separate incidents
Friday.Along with the peace walk, the
Ceasefire weekend includes the installation of

peace flags and posters, neighborhood festi-
vals, musicians spreading “a message of
love,” and worship in honor of victims and
their families. The prayer group continued
their walk around the city center, past a the-
ater advertising “Cats” and “Miss Saigon,”
until they met Phyllis Felton, pastor of
Baltimore’s Madison Avenue Presbyterian
Church, waiting for them in a park. —AFP

BALTIMORE: People take part in a Baltimore Ceasefire ‘peace walk’ to push for a
72-hour weekend period without any homicides and commemorate victims of
gun violence in Baltimore, Maryland. —AFP

Judge blocks 
Trump asylum 
restriction
WASHINGTON: A judge on Friday blocked a move by
US President Donald Trump’s administration to stop
migrants from claiming asylum unless they had entered
the country at an official border crossing, news outlets
reported. The policy, enacted by Trump last year, is
among a host of measures his government has taken
against the movement of hundreds of thousands of

migrants from Central America and elsewhere who have
recently tried to cross into the US from Mexico and
request asylum. Federal judge Randolph Moss, sitting in
Washington, ruled that the policy was “in excess of
statutory... authority,” ABC News reported. Moss said it
contradicts standing US immigration law, which allows
undocumented people who are physically present in
the country to apply for asylum even if they did not
enter at an official port of entry, The Hill newspaper
said. The policy had earlier been blocked by a judge in
San Francisco, a ruling the government is appealing.

Trump’s immigration policy has been the subject of
numerous court challenges. Last week, a federal judge
in California issued a preliminary injunction blocking
the administration’s new rule barring most immigrants

from obtaining asylum in the US if they transit through
Mexico. That policy would have effectively prevented
most Central American asylum seekers from gaining
entry into the United States at the southern border, as
the majority come through Mexico.

Day later, Guatemala signed an agreement with the
US that, according to Washington, makes it a “safe third
country,” meaning migrants who want to seek asylum in
the United States but travel through Guatemala must
request asylum in the Central American country. The
number of border-crossers detained by the US Border
Patrol surged to a 13-year high of more than 144,000 in
May before easing to 104,000 in June-still up 142 per-
cent from a year earlier. Most are families from
Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador.—AFP


