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Suspect packages 
sent to diplomatic 
missions in Australia

MELBOURNE: Suspicious packages were sent to
more than a dozen foreign embassies and con-
sulates in major Australian cities yesterday in a
seemingly orchestrated but scattershot campaign.
Emergency services raced to a string of diplomatic
facilities which had received packages containing
suspected hazardous material, all within the space
of a few hours. There was no obvious pattern to
countries targeted, with consulates of the United
States, China, Italy, India, Japan and New Zealand
suffering scares.

The packages were not believed to be danger-
ous, but police, fire crews and forensic teams were
urged to use breathing apparatus as they docu-
mented and double- or triple-bagged the materials
for further testing. Victoria Police said there was no
threat to the public: “At this time we believe the
matter is targeted and not impacting the general
community.” Most of the sites-also including loca-
tions near the Spanish, Swiss, Egyptian and
Pakistani consulates-were evacuated as a precau-
tion but have since been declared safe.

A British High Commission spokesperson said its
consulate general in Melbourne had been targeted,
but “all our staff are safe and accounted for”. The US
consulate in the city said it had also received a “suspi-
cious” package, which a spokesperson said was han-
dled in coordination with police and the fire service. 

Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs said it
had sent a note to all diplomatic missions in the capi-
tal on Tuesday, “alerting them to the possibility of
suspicious packages being delivered by mail”. That
warning was triggered after three earlier incidents at
offices in Sydney and Canberra. Local media on
Monday reported that the Argentine consulate in
Sydney had received a package containing white
powder. It did not test positive for toxins. —AFP

MELBOURNE: Victoria Police forensic officers remove a bag
from the Italian consulate in Melbourne. —AFP

LONDON: British MPs yesterday began five days of
debate ahead of a historic delayed vote on Prime
Minister Theresa May’s Brexit deal, a day after giv-
ing her a stinging blow aimed at preventing the
country from crashing out of the EU with no agree-
ment. May’s attempts to win over MPs from Northern
Ireland’s Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), which
props up her government in parliament but is firmly
opposed to the Brexit deal, were also rebuffed yes-
terday.

The government said it would grant local lawmak-
ers in Northern Ireland greater powers to block leg-
islation if their province ever found itself in a con-
tentious “backstop” arrangement to avoid a hard
border in Ireland. But DUP Brexit spokesman Sammy
Wilson told Sky News that the proposals were “win-
dow dressing” and that there would still have to be
checks between Northern Ireland and mainland
Britain in the event the backstop is enacted.

May faced another possible setback later yester-
day as rebel Conservative MPs pushed for a vote
that would force the government to reveal its plans
within three days if the Brexit deal is not approved
next Tuesday. Lawmakers next week will be voting
on the agreement that May has negotiated with the
EU over the last 18 months, which faces daunting
opposition as the clock ticks down before Britain
leaves the European Union on March 29.

The prime minister has warned rebels in her own
party that defeat will lead to a no-deal Brexit, or no
departure from the bloc at all. But in a vote on
Tuesday that raised the chances of a defeat in next
week’s historic vote, MPs including former ministers
approved an amendment that will curtail the govern-
ment’s tax powers in case of a no-deal Brexit.

Brexit fantasies
David Lidington, May’s effective deputy, called the

House of Commons defeat “inconvenient” yet ineffectu-
al and insisted the government remained focused on
winning approval for the prime minister’s plan. “We are
focused on getting any possible vote in favor of the
PM’s deal,” he told BBC radio. “I don’t think the British
public is served by fantasies about magical alternative
deals.  “The choice the people have is this deal or no
deal, or-as some MPs advocate-to reverse the 2016
referendum entirely.”

The prime minister has already pulled the vote once
with defeat looming, and has said a loss for the govern-
ment would plunge Britain into “uncharted territory”.
She is still seeking assurances from the EU on the most
controversial elements of the Brexit deal relating to
Northern Ireland, in a bid to convince critics to back
the agreement. These assurances are set to be delivered
to lawmakers before they vote, although not before
they start their debate yesterday. “The work to secure
those assurances is ongoing. I think what’s important is
that if we are to secure assurances, MPs are aware of
what they are before the vote takes place,” a Downing
Street spokesman said Tuesday.

Brexit delayed? 
Some MPs would be in favor of a second referen-

dum but such a move would likely cause outrage among
Brexit voters and raise the issue of the framing of the
question. The battle has reached fever pitch as the
deadline looms, with second referendum campaigners
setting up stalls at markets nationwide and Brexiteers
touring the country to persuade Britons they have
nothing to fear from a clean break.

May insists Britain will leave the EU in March what-

ever happens, but there is growing talk of delaying the
two-year Article 50 exit process to give her some
breathing space to get her deal agreed. An EU diplomat
told AFP on Tuesday that “we are convinced that
Theresa May will request a postponement after the
agreement is rejected in the British parliament.” 

Brexit Secretary Stephen Barclay denied reports
about a possible delay, saying “there are people in the

European Union who are discussing this issue, but that
is not the position of the UK government.” The prime
minister survived a half-hearted attempt by her party to
oust her before Christmas, but the level of rebellion has
left her weakened. The main opposition Labor Party on
Wednesday confirmed it will seek a no confidence vote
in the government if MPs reject May’s Brexit deal next
week.—AFP

May’s attempts to win over Northern Ireland’s DUP MPs

Setbacks for May as MPs debate 
Brexit deal before historic vote

LONDON: A video grab from footage broadcast by the UK Parliament’s Parliamentary Recording Unit
(PRU) Britain’s Prime Minister Theresa May as she stands and speaks during the weekly Prime
Minister’s Questions (PMQs) in the House of Commons in London. —AFP

Guatemala shuts
down UN 
anti-corruption
probe
GUATEMALA CITY: Guatemala brushed
aside protests from the United Nations
and pressed ahead Tuesday with shutting
down a UN anti-corruption mission in the
Central American country after it began
investigating President Jimmy Morales.
The move, communicated on Monday to
the world body in New York by
Guatemalan Foreign Minister Sandra
Jovel, has racked up tensions in the coun-
try, where civil organizations have threat-
ened anti-government protests.

Jovel gave UN Secretary-General
Antonio Guterres 24 hours’ notice on
Monday that Morales was terminating the
mandate of the International Commission
Against Impunity in Guatemala (CICIG).
The UN chief said he “strongly” rejected
the decision, insisting the government
abide by an international agreement in
place since 2007. Staff of the mission had
begun implementing a contingency plan
to leave the country, a Commission
spokesman said.

“We’ve launched a contingency plan
and international personnel have been
asked to leave the country until further
notice,” said spokesman Matias Ponce.
Images on social media showed vehicles
entering the Commission’s headquarters
in the capital and leaving with materials
and office furniture, while a crowd waved
Guatemalan flags and set off firecrackers
in celebration.

Army spokesman Oscar Perez said
security guards at the headquarters would
be asked to hand over their firearms from
Wednesday. Business leaders and right-
wing groups backed Morales’s decision in
a statement, slamming the UN mission for
“a serious lack of due process” and insist-
ing the move was constitutional. However,
outraged humanitarian, indigenous and
university organizations called on the
government to reverse the decision. US
Senator Mike Lee, a Republican from
Ohio, also came out in support of the
decision and slammed “violations” by the
CICIG. “A nation’s sovereignty is the core
of its freedom,” Lee said in a tweet.
“Guatemala has every right to speak up
and defend violations of sovereignty and
abuses committed by the International
Commission against Impunity in
Guatemala.”

The Guatemala Immortal group urged
the population to support Morales’s deci-
sion, saying the CICIG had been “taking
over the justice system.” Rigoberta

Menchu, who won the Nobel Peace Prize
in 1992, said Morales’s unilateral decision
was “one more sign of progressive institu-
tional breakdown,” as well as of the rule
of law. Menchu praised the work of the
UN mission, saying it had “contributed
significantly to the fight against corrup-
tion and impunity and strengthened the
system of justice and democracy in
Guatemala.”

Guatemalan officials sought to bar a

Colombian investigator for the mission
from entering the country over the week-
end, and had a lengthy confrontation with
the mission leader, Colombian prosecutor
Ivan Velasquez, who Morales has repeat-
edly tried to expel from the country. The
commission has typically gone after high-
level officials and corporate executives,
including Morales’s son and brother, who
were charged with tax evasion and mon-
ey laundering in 2016. —AFP

GUATEMALA CITY:  People protest against the United Nations International
Commission Against Impunity, CICIG, in Guatemala City. —AFP

US Dems introduce 
gun background 
check bill
WASHINGTON: Democrats unveiled land-
mark gun safety legislation Tuesday five days
after regaining the US House majority, seek-
ing swift action on a measure to expand
background checks on firearm sales. A simi-
lar bill was introduced last year by
Democrats, but Republican leaders declined
to bring it to a vote. The new bill-which has
the backing of former congresswoman
Gabrielle Giffords, who survived being shot
in the head eight years ago to the day and is
now one of the nation’s leading gun control
advocates-has a handful of Republican co-
sponsors, and is likely to pass the chamber.

But it is not expected to advance in the
Senate, which is under Republican control.
Giffords joined House Speaker Nancy Pelosi
and congressman Mike Thompson, who
heads a Democratic task force on gun vio-
lence, in introducing the bill, calling for
“courage” among lawmakers. “Now is the
time to come together, be responsible.
Democrats, Republicans, everyone,” she said.
“We must never stop fighting.”

Pelosi said that by introducing the legisla-
tion early in the new congressional session,
Democrats are saying “enough is enough, by
finally bringing commonsense bipartisan
background check legislation to the floor.”
Thompson said nearly 250,000 Americans
have died from gun violence, including sui-
cides, since the Giffords shooting in 2011, “all
the time while Congress stood by and did
nothing.” “But today is a new day,” he said,
adding that the vast majority of Americans
support the measures.

The bill would expand background
checks to all gun sales, closing loopholes in
federal law requiring criminal background
checks when firearms are sold by licensed
dealers but allowing private citizens to sell
and transfer guns to one another without
any background check. Democrats have
savaged congressional Republicans for
repeatedly failing to take action to prevent
gun violence after tragedies like the Sandy
Hook elementary school shooting in
Connecticut in 2012, or the massacre at a
Las Vegas concert in October 2017.

After a murderous rampage at a Florida
high school last February left 17 students
and staff dead, some Democratic congres-
sional candidates campaigned on pledges to
enact gun safety reform. One of them,
Georgia’s Lucy McBath, whose son was

murdered in 2012, won a congressional seat
in November’s election. “By closing these
loopholes and expanding background
checks, we will make our communities
safer,” she said.

“States that have already expanded
background checks have lowered their

homicide rates, their murder rates and their
gun trafficking.” Last month, President
Donald Trump’s administration moved to
ban bump stocks, devices that allow semi-
automatic weapons to fire like machine
guns and that were used in the Las Vegas
shooting.—AFP

WASHINGTON: Former US Representative Gabrielle Giffords, who was shot in the
head in 2011, speaks at a press conference to introduce legislation on expand-
ing background checks for gun sales at the Capitol in Washington, DC. —AFP 

New York announces 
$100 million universal 
health care plan
NEW YORK: New York Mayor Bill de Blasio
announced Tuesday the city would spend $100 mil-
lion to guarantee health care to all its residents
regardless of their immigration status or their abili-

ty to pay, bringing coverage to 600,000 uninsured
people. The plan will strengthen the city’s existing
public health insurance option, MetroPlus, and cre-
ate a new program called NYC Care that guaran-
tees those who are ineligible for insurance have
access to services, including primary care and spe-
cialist doctors, pharmacies, mental health and sub-
stance abuse programs.

NYC Care is set to launch later this year in the
Bronx borough, becoming available across the entire
city by 2021, according to a statement. The project is

expected to cost at least $100 million a year when it
achieves its full scale. “Health care is a right, not a
privilege reserved for those who can afford it,” said
the mayor, who has tracked hard to the left following
the election of President Donald Trump.

“While the federal government works to gut
health care for millions of Americans, New York
City is leading the way by guaranteeing that every
New Yorker has access to quality, comprehensive
access to care.” Trump made reversing former
president Barack Obama’s health care law a key

pledge of his campaign, and his Republican party
successfully repealed in 2017 a key provision
intended to keep overall costs down by ensuring
healthy individuals bought insurance.

De Blasio’s office credited the law, informally
known as Obamacare, with bringing the number of
uninsured Americans down to nearly half of what it
was in 2013. In his inaugural speech on Monday,
California’s new Democratic Governor Gavin
Newsom announced plans to establish a similar
program to the one unveiled by New York.—AFP


