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Venezuela’s assembly 
rejects legitimacy of 
Maduro second term
CARACAS: Venezuela’s opposition-controlled but
toothless National Assembly declared Nicolas
Maduro’s presidency illegitimate on Saturday, call-
ing on the military to support efforts to “restore
democracy.” The United States, which has sanc-
tioned Venezuelan officials and entities, hailed the
legislature as “the only legitimate and last remaining
democratically elected institution” in the country.

“We reaffirm the il legitimacy of Nicolas
Maduro,” the assembly’s new president Juan
Guaido said after being sworn in at the start of a
new legislative session. “As of January 10, he will be
usurping the presidency and consequently this
National Assembly is the only legitimate represen-
tative of the people.”

Maduro, who has presided over a virtual col-
lapse of the economy in the once-rich OPEC mem-
ber state, is set to be sworn in on Thursday for a
second six-year term after elections widely con-
demned by the international community. The ballot,
on May 20, was boycotted by most of the opposi-
tion. On Friday, foreign ministers from 12 Latin
American countries and Canada announced in Lima
that their governments would not recognize
Maduro as president if he attempts to remain in
office and urged him to turn over power to the
National Assembly.

The Maduro government accused the so-called
Lima Group of “encouraging a coup d’etat” on
instructions from Washington. Mexico, which is a
member of the group, withheld its support for the
statement. Guaido, in a speech attended by law-
makers and members of the diplomatic corps,
declared that the military’s chain of command had
been “broken or usurped,” but called on the armed
forces to support efforts “to restore democracy.”

He committed to “generate conditions for a gov-
ernment of transition and to call free elections.” The
US State Department said it “celebrates” the
assembly officials’ swearing-in, a ceremony attend-
ed by charge d’affaires James Story. “The National
Assembly should inspire hope in the Venezuelan
people for a peaceful, prosperous, and democratic
future, even as the corrupt and authoritarian
Maduro regime and its allies seek to deny
Venezuelans that right,” State Department deputy
spokesman Robert Palladino said in a statement.

Hands tied 
The National Assembly has been largely side-

lined by a separate regime-created Constituent
Assembly, which called the elections at a time when
most major opposition figures were in jail or
banned from running. Washington, which called the
vote a “sham,” refused along with the European
Union and the Lima Group countries to recognize
the results.

“Maduro is a usurper, an invader and should be
removed,” said Delsa Solorzano, an opposition
deputy. But she denied that the call for armed
forces’ support was “to carry out a coup d’etat.”
The Supreme Court, which has consistently sided
with Maduro, rendered the National Assembly
powerless after the opposition gained the majority
in 2016. “Nothing will come out of the assembly
that can have the least impact,” said Peter Hakim, of
the Inter-American Dialogue, saying it has been
“stripped of power and authority. Our hands are
tied,” Solorzano acknowledged. —AFP

WASHINGTON: Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez began her
term as the youngest woman ever elected to the US
Congress with a bang this week by proposing to tax the
ultra-rich at 60 or 70 percent. The daughter of hard-
scrabble working-class parents, the 29-year-old New
Yorker was working toward making good on a campaign
promise. “People are going to have to pay their fair share
of taxes,” she told CBS television’s “60 Minutes,” in
excerpts released ahead of its Sunday broadcast.

The proposal is part of an ambitious tax plan
dubbed the “Green New Deal” that aims to eliminate
carbon emissions by 2030. The self-described
Democratic Socialist nicknamed AOC suggested taxing
the ultra-wealthy up to 70 percent in order to finance
the plan. “It’s going to require a lot of rapid change that
we don’t even conceive as possible right now. What is
the problem with trying to push our technological
capacities to the furthest extent possible?” she asked.

To pay for the plan, Ocasio-Cortez floated the idea
of tax rates as high as 70 percent on the ultra-rich. She
referred to the progressive taxation system that was in
place in the 1960s before Ronald Reagan took office as
president when the top earners paid 70 percent in tax-
es. That rate then gradually dropped. “You look at our
tax rates back in the 60s and when you have a progres-
sive tax rate system, your tax rate, let’s say, from zero to
$75,000 may be 10 percent or 15 percent, et cetera,”
Ocasio-Cortez said. 

“But once you get to, like, the tippy tops, on your 10
millionth dollar, sometimes you see tax rates as high as
60 or 70 percent. That doesn’t mean all $10 million are
taxed at an extremely high rate. But it means that as
you climb up this ladder you should be contributing
more.” The top marginal tax rate is now 37 percent, fol-
lowing President Donald Trump’s fiscal reforms. It was
previously at 39.6 percent.

Even though it has little chance of success, the pro-
posal backed by the young lawmaker has already gar-
nered significant support. It landed her on the front

page of the New York Daily News, an image of which
Ocasio-Cortez was quick to retweet. A Washington
Post analysis found that if the approximately 16,000
Americans who earn more than $10 million each paid
70 percent income taxes for any revenue above that
marker, the federal government would rake in around
$72 billion per year.

But the sum would likely be much lower because
individuals falling in that bracket would find ways to
avoid the heavy tax burden. In a New York Times op-
ed, Nobel Prize-winning economist Paul Krugman
backed Ocasio-Cortez, rejecting “the constant effort to
portray her as flaky and ignorant. On the tax issue, she’s
just saying what good economists say,” he added.

Undeterred by her youth 
Ever since her surprise victory during Democratic

primaries in June over Joseph Crowley, who had run
unopposed for more than a decade and was seen as a
contender to become the next speaker of the House of
Representatives. The victory has made her a key figure
of the liberal wing of the party, and Ocasio-Cortez has
demonstrated more than once that she can respond
swiftly to her detractors.

When Republican campaign consultant Ed Rollins
called her a “little girl” on a conservative television talk
show, Ocasio-Cortez shot back on Twitter: “If anything,
this dude is a walking argument to tax misogyny at
100%.” On Friday, a video released online by a detrac-
tor showing a young Ocasio-Cortez dancing with fel-
low Boston University students to the Phoenix song
“Lisztomania” in a remake of a mashup of scenes from
the Brat Pack movies.

But rather than embarrass Ocasio-Cortez, the
release ended up having the opposite of its intended
effect. The congresswoman, who has a strong social
media presence, responded by posting a new video of
her dancing in front of her office on Capitol Hill, writing:
“I hear the GOP thinks women dancing are scandalous.

Wait till they find out Congresswomen dance too!”
With her past as a New York bartender, Ocasio-

Cortez is a figurehead of the new wave of young law-
makers who entered Congress after the midterm elec-
tions, bringing fresh perspectives and more diversity to
the legislature. Asked if she considers herself to be a
radical, Ocasio-Cortez told CBS, “You know, if that’s

what radical means, call me a radical. I think that it only
has ever been radicals that have changed this country,”
she explained “Abraham Lincoln made the radical deci-
sion to sign the Emancipation Proclamation. Franklin
Delano Roosevelt made the radical decision to embark
on establishing programs like Social Security. That is
radical.” —AFP

‘Green New Deal’ aims to eliminate carbon emissions by 2030

America’s youngest congresswoman 
launches term with ludicrous tax plan

WASHINGTON DC: US Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Democrat of New York; US
Representative Ilhan Omar (C), Democrat of Minnesota; and US Representative Haley Stevens (R),
Democrat of Michigan, arrive for a photo opportunity with the female House Democratic members of the
116th Congress outside the US Capitol.  —AFP

Merkel’s partner
demands answers
over data breach
BERLIN: Chancellor Angela Merkel’s
junior coalition partners, the Social
Democrats (SPD), demanded yesterday
that her interior minister quickly find
out what Germany’s security agencies
knew about a huge data breach and
how they reacted. The breach has
shocked Germany’s establishment and
risks rocking Merkel’s awkward ‘grand
coalition’ again just months after a row
over the fate of the domestic intelli-
gence agency chief came close to tear-
ing apart the ruling alliance.

The government said on Friday that
personal data and documents from
hundreds of German politicians and
public figures including Merkel had
been published online, in what
appeared to be one of Germany’s
biggest data breaches. Lars Klingbeil,
secretary general of the centre-left
(SPD), told the Funke media group the

government must quickly shed light on
“which agencies knew what exactly
when, and how that was dealt with”.

“This should be a priority for
(Interior Minister) Horst Seehofer. It’s
about protecting our democracy,”
Klingbeil added. Seehofer told the
Sueddeutsche Zeitung he only became
aware of the breach on Friday morning,
but that he would share everything he
finds out with the public and intended
to do so by the middle of this week at
the latest. The ecologist Greens leader
in parliament, Anton Hofreiter, said the
president of the BSI cyber defense
agency, Arne Schoenbohm, must explain
himself urgently in an extraordinary
parliamentary committee meeting.

The BSI on Saturday defended its
role in responding to the data breach,
saying it could not have connected
individual cases it was aware of last
year unt i l  the ent ire  data re lease
became public last week. Last year,
Seehofer was at the centre of a politi-
cal  storm over another securi ty
agency chief, whose the fate almost
tore apart Merkel’s coalition of her
conservat ive bloc and the SPD.
Despite SPD resistance, Seehofer res-

cued Hans-Georg Maassen from dis-
missal in September when the domes-
tic spy chief questioned the authentic-
ity of videos showing far-right nation-
alists chasing immigrants in the east-

ern city of Chemnitz. But Maassen was
subsequently sacked in November
over a speech given behind closed
doors condemning “naive and leftist”
government policies. —Reuters

BERLIN: Picture taken on January 4, 2019 shows the website of the German
Bundestag (lower house of parliament) with a picture of German Chancellor
Angela Merkel displayed on the screen of a laptop. —AFP

Sudan police
break up protests
as Bashir backers
plan rally
KHARTOUM: Riot police fired tear gas
yesterday at protesters in Sudan’s capital
planning to march on the presidential
palace, witnesses said, as backers of
President Omar Al-Bashir announced their
own rally for next week. Deadly anti-gov-
ernment protests have rocked Sudanese
cities including Khartoum since December
19, when unrest first broke out over a gov-
ernment decision to raise the price of bread.

Authorities say at least 19 people
including two security personnel have been
killed in clashes during the demonstrations
so far, but rights group Amnesty
International has put the death toll at 37.
Yesterday, crowds of protesters gathered
in areas of downtown Khartoum after a
group organizing anti-government rallies
called for a march on the palace. But riot
police were quick to move in and disperse
the protesters with tear gas, witnesses said.

“Police are not even allowing 10 people to
gather,” a witness told AFP.

Video footage posted on social media
networks showed protesters fleeing down
streets and alleyways in the downtown area
trying to escape the noxious gas. The
Sudanese Professionals’ Association, a
group of doctors, teachers and engineers,
had called Saturday for the march after
organizing similar rallies in recent weeks.
“We will march on the palace on Sunday
calling for President Bashir to step down,”
the association said in a statement.

As protesters attempted the march,
Sudan’s Labor Minister Bahar Idris
announced that a pro-government rally
would be held Wednesday at Khartoum’s
Green Yard, a large open ground in the
capital. The rally would express “the choice
of the Sudanese people and address the
present crisis”, Idris, a former rebel from
war-torn Darfur, told reporters at a press
conference. Wednesday’s rally would be the
first pro-regime demonstration since anti-
government protests erupted last month.

Anti-government rallies on Sunday
also broke out in the city of Madani
southeast of the capital, witnesses said,
with demonstrators chanting for “peace,
justice, freedom”. A separate protest was
held in the northern town of Atbara,
where the current unrest first erupted on

December 19. Witnesses said the local
market in Atbara was shut down as pro-
testers took to the streets. 

Sudanese authorities have launched a
crackdown on opposition leaders, activists
and journalists to prevent the spread of
protests that initially broke out outside of
Khartoum. The country has been facing a

mounting economic crisis over the past
year led by an acute shortage of foreign
currency. The cost of some commodities
including medicines has more than dou-
bled and inflation has hit 70 percent. Food
and fuel shortages have been regularly
reported across several cities, including
Khartoum. —AFP

KHARTOUM: Sudanese protesters chant slogans during an anti-government
demonstration. —AFP

UN council regrets
Somalia’s decision 
to expel envoy
UNITED NATIONS: The UN Security Council on
Saturday expressed regret after Somalia expelled a UN
envoy but added that it expected “full cooperation”
between Somalia and the United Nations. The council
released the unanimous statement after UN Secretary

General Antonio Guterres on Friday agreed to appoint a
new UN envoy to replace Nicholas Haysom, who was
declared persona non grata by the Mogadishu government
on January 1. Haysom, a South African lawyer and experi-
enced diplomat, was ordered to leave after he questioned
the government’s arrest of an Al-Shabaab defector who ran
for election. The British-drafted statement expressed
“regret” for the decision and expressed full support for the
UN mission to Somalia. Council members reiterated “their
expectation of full cooperation between Somalia and the
United Nations”, it added.

The council met behind closed doors on Friday to dis-
cuss a response to Somalia’s decision but China asked for

more time to consider the text, diplomats said. China pre-
sented amendments on Saturday to stress that the council
respects Somalia’s “sovereignty, territorial integrity, political
independence and unity,” diplomats said. The council state-
ment said 2019 will be a “critical year for Somalia” and
called on its leaders “to work together to advance political
and security reforms.” On Friday, Guterres’ spokesman said
the UN chief “deeply regrets” the decision to expel Haysom
but that he nevertheless intends to appoint a new envoy.
Guterres spoke twice by phone with President Mohamed
Abdullahi Mohamed to urge him to reverse the decision but
the Somali president told him on Friday that Haysom would
not be welcomed back, diplomats said. —AFP


