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CIUDAD JUAREZ, Mexico: A convoy of
Mexican state and municipal police trucks
roared along the US-Mexico border in
Ciudad Juarez to confront cartel gunmen, past
National Guardsmen patrolling the banks of
the Rio Grande River for migrants trying to
cross into the United States. “We should be
with them, not here. We’re soldiers,” one of
three guardsmen in a green camouflage uni-
form grumbled to himself within earshot of a
Reuters reporter. He was frustrated that
orders kept him from going to back up police
in the shootout with gangsters.

The National Guard is a new security force
that was created by Mexican President
Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador to bring down
record homicide rates. But now it has been
tasked with patrolling the border to placate
President Donald Trump, who has demanded
Mexico stem the flow of US-bound Central
Americans that pass through the country or
risk tariffs on Mexican goods. If the deploy-
ment of some 21,000 National Guard troops
at Mexico’s northern and southern borders
can reduce the flow of migrants, Lopez
Obrador will have successfully kept Trump’s
tariffs at bay and averted opening up another
front in the global trade war.

But using almost a third of the National
Guard’s total ranks for migration duties means
fewer security forces to tackle one of
Mexico’s most pressing issues, spiraling vio-
lence, which last year cost a record 33,000

lives. Those numbers continued surging in the
first six months of Lopez Obrador’s term in
office, which began in December. In Juarez,
where drug cartel murders are especially
acute, many people wish the troops were
helping fight crime instead.

The city across the border from El Paso,
Texas has long been synonymous with cartel
warfare, which pushed the murder rate to 244
per 100,000 residents by March 2011,
according to data compiled by Juarez-based
advocacy group Mesa de Seguridad y
Justicia. With help from civil society groups
and businesses, the city made hard-won gains
to restore security, and by late 2015 the mur-
der rate had been cut to 21 per 100,000, the
group says, citing numbers from the attorney
general’s office it corroborates independently.

Now, crime is climbing back towards lev-
els last seen in the darkest days of the drug
war, with homicides growing fivefold in the
last three years to 107 per 100,000.
“Murders, kidnappings, extortion have taken
a back seat so the Mexican army can patrol
the border,’ said Juan Hernan Ortiz, director
of Citizens for Better Government, a watch-
dog organization in Juarez that keeps tabs on
the local government. The Mexican govern-
ment did not respond to requests for com-
ment on the criticism.

The National Guard in Juarez, mostly made
up of active-duty soldiers equipped with bal-
listic helmets, body armor and assault rifles, is

identifiable by small arm bands emblazoned
with the letters GN, for the Spanish words for
National Guard. “We have the army dressed
up as the National Guard making sure
migrants don’t reach the United States while
the city is headed towards a much larger crisis
of violence,” said Ortiz.

Shootout by the bridge
The police convoy that raced by the

National Guardsmen was heading to free a
53-year-old American man kidnapped by
members of the Assassin Artists cartel. A car
chase through the streets of Juarez led to a
shootout near the Zaragoza border bridge,
said the attorney general’s office of Chihuahua
state. The American was freed, four kidnap-
pers were arrested, another was killed and
two policemen were wounded.

Visibly vexed at not being able to take part
in the rescue, the three guardsmen remained
at their post on the lookout for migrants as
one cop car after another, sirens blaring,
zipped past them toward the scene of the
gunfight. Along this stretch of frontier the Rio
Grande River is parched dry. Reuters
reporters saw a steady trickle of women, chil-
dren and men walking along the US side of
the riverbed, out of the guardsmen’s jurisdic-
tion and into the United States, where waiting
US Customs and Border Protection agents
took them into custody.

Facing accusations the troops had been

heavy-handed in their efforts to deter migrants
from crossing the northern border, Lopez
Obrador said on June 25 the National Guard
does not have orders to detain migrants. The
guardsmen themselves, who are posted in

groups at specific points along the border or
patrol the frontier in military vehicles mounted
with heavy weapons, say they do not detain
migrants but are there to advise them not to
cross into the United States. — Reuters
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New security force created to bring down record homicide rates

ROME: Dozens of shipwrecked migrants disem-
barked in Italy early yesterday after their rescue
boat docked on the island of Lampedusa, the sec-
ond vessel in a week to defy efforts to stop them
by far-right Interior Minister Matteo Salvini. Some
41 people were finally allowed to step off migrant
rescue charity Mediterranea’s Italian-flagged Alex,
which arrived at the port on Saturday in an
overnight operation that saw the ship temporarily
seized by authorities. 

The boat’s captain Tommaso Stella is being
investigated for allegedly aiding illegal immigra-
tion, according to the Italian news agency Agi.  It
is the second vessel in just over a week to defy
Salvini’s attempts to block Italian ports to rescue
ships, as tensions increase over the international
response to the migration crisis.  A third boat that
had also been waiting off Lampedusa, the German
charity Sea-Eye’s vessel Alan Kurdi carrying 65
migrants, was sailing towards Malta on Sunday,
even though it has not received permission to
enter Maltese waters. 

The charity said it could not “wait until the
state of emergency prevails” in a message on
Twitter. “Now it has to be proven whether the
European governments stand by Italy’s attitude.
Human lives are not a bargaining chip,” it added.
Salvini last month issued a decree that would
bring fines of up to 50,000 euros for the captain,
owner and operator of a vessel “entering Italian
territorial waters without authorization”.

After the Alex reached port , the popul ist
deputy prime minister said that he would raise the
maximum fine to one million euros. “I do not
authorize any landing for those who couldn’t care
less about Italian laws and help the people smug-
glers,” Salvini tweeted late Saturday. Mediterranea
said it had sailed to “the only possible safe port
for landing”, citing “intolerable hygiene conditions
aboard” in a tweet Saturday.

Irresponsibility of European countries   
Authorities on Lampedusa in late June seized a

rescue ship belonging to German aid group Sea-
Watch, which had forced its way into port with
dozens of rescued migrants on board, and arrested
its captain Carola Rackete. An Italian judge subse-
quently ordered her freed, saying she had been
acting to save lives, a decision which sparked
Salvini’s ire but may have encouraged the Alex
crew. Two other investigations, on charges of
helping people smugglers and resist ing the
authorities are still under way after Rackete forced
her way past Italian customs vessels.

“The irresponsibility of European countries
obliged me to do what I did,” Rackete said, in a
message to the thousands of protesters who
demonstrated in Germany on Saturday to support
her.  German Interior Minister Horst Seehofer
wrote a letter to Salvini asking him to rethink his
policy, sources close to the German government
said. “We cannot be responsible for boats with
people rescued from shipwrecks on board spend-
ing weeks on the Mediterranean because they
can’t find a port,” Seehofer wrote.

Sea-Eye’s ship Alan Kurdi is carrying migrants
who were rescued when they encountered diffi-
culties off Libya. A spokesman for the Armed
Forces of Malta said authorities were monitoring
the ship on Sunday, stressing that the vessel had
not been granted permission to enter Maltese
waters. Libya, which has been wracked by chaos
since the 2011 uprising that killed dictator Moamer
Kadhafi, has long been a major transit route for
migrants, especially from sub-Saharan Africa, des-
perate to reach Europe. On Tuesday night, 53
migrants were killed in an air strike on a detention
centre in a Tripoli suburb. — AFP
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Biden apologizes for
comments defending 
segregationist senators
WASHINGTON: Former US Vice President Joe
Biden, the frontrunner for the Democratic nomination
in the 2020 presidential election, apologized on
Saturday for comments supporting segregationist
lawmakers that had been seized on by his opponents.
A former Delaware senator who served under
America’s first black president Barack Obama, Biden
stirred controversy last month when he said he’d “got
things done” with the late southern senators James
Eastland and Herman Talmadge, both of whom sup-
ported racist policies.

Eastland “never called me ‘boy,’ he always called
me ‘son,’” Biden had said in remarks that sparked
condemnation from several of his competitors seeking
the Democratic nomination to face Republican
President Donald Trump in next year’s election. Biden
had remained defiant and refused to apologize, but on
Saturday reversed course. “Was I wrong a few weeks
ago to somehow give the impression to people that I
was praising those men who I successfully opposed,
time and again? Well, yes, I was, and I regret it. And
I’m sorry for any of the pain or misconception they
may have caused anybody,” Biden said during a
speech in South Carolina.

“Should that misstep define 50 years of my record
for fighting for civil rights, racial justice in this coun-
try? I hope not,” he said. Though he still polls at the
top of the crowded Democratic field, Biden saw his
standing slip following his first debate appearance in
which California Senator Kamala Harris confronted
him over racial issues. She accused him of opposing
the busing of black students to schools in white
neighborhoods during the 1970s as part of desegre-
gation efforts, a standout moment during the debates
which stretched over two nights. Polls released fol-
lowing the debates showed growing support for
Harris, the only black female in the race, while Biden’s
fell. On Friday, Biden told CNN he was surprised by
Harris’s attack, but said he wasn’t concerned because
“the American people think they know me.” — AFP

MEXICO: Members of the Mexican National Guard are seen at the US and Mexico border to
stop migrants from crossing into the United States, as seen from Anapra, in Ciudad Juarez,
Mexico. —Reuters

Rattled nerves, minor 
damage from second 
major S California quake
RIDGECREST, United States: Southern California
appeared to have avoided the worst on Saturday after it
was rocked by a second powerful earthquake in as many
days — a 7.1 magnitude tremor that revived fears of the
so-called Big One the region has feared for decades. No
fatalities or serious injuries have been reported from this
second quake, the largest in Southern California in more
than two decades. It hit Friday night in a remote and
sparsely populated area around 150 miles northeast of Los
Angeles, where it was also felt.

But the earth’s mighty twitch shook buildings, damaged
roads and rattled people still jittery from a 6.4-magnitude
earthquake in the same region on Thursday. “We’ve never
seen anything like this, this is the biggest and most impact-
ful quake that I’ve ever experienced,” said Victor Abdullatif,
owner of a small supermarket in the Mojave desert town of
Ridgecrest where the quake left wine bottles and other
merchandise smashed on the floor in huge piles.

Naval Air Weapons Station China Lake, a remote testing
ground for military hardware, wrote on Facebook that due to
the quake it was “not mission capable until further notice.”
An official at China Lake had said after Thursday’s temblor
that there was “substantial damage” to their facilities, includ-
ing fires, water leaks and spills of hazardous materials.  As
the second big quake hit on Friday, two news presenters live
on Los Angeles TV station KCBS looked distraught and
gazed up repeatedly to see if anything was falling. 

“We are experiencing very strong shaking. I think we
need to get under the desk,” one presenter said, then did
just that as the station cut to a commercial. Hardest-hit was
the town of Trona east of Ridgecrest, where between 20
and 50 buildings were damaged and the Federal Emergency

Management Agency had to truck in bottles of water as
water lines had been cut, county supervisor Robert
Lovingood said. California Governor Gavin Newsom said on
Twitter that he had requested federal assistance for com-
munities hit by the quake, and on Saturday flew to the area
to inspect the damage. However there were already signs of
recovery as both Trona and Ridgecrest saw electricity
restored Saturday and the state highway connecting the
towns was opened after “emergency temporary repairs” to
earthquake-caused cracks, the California Department of
Transportation said on Twitter.

The latest quake was 11 times stronger than the 6.4-
magnitude “foreshock” the previous day, according to the
United States Geological Survey. The two major quakes,
along with multiple aftershocks, have revived fears of the

“Big One”-a powerful tremor along the San Andreas Fault
that could devastate major cities in California. “This is an
earthquake sequence. These earthquakes are related,” said
Caltech seismologist Lucy Jones. There was a 10 percent
chance of Friday’s quake being followed by another magni-
tude 7.0 or higher quake in the next week, she added.

Abdullatif, the shop owner, said he is holding off on
cleaning up from the quake because of the warnings there
could be yet more seismic activity. “The anxiety is defi-
nitely very high,” he said. “It’s definitely a scary time.” Terri
Brantley, who lives in a mobile home in Ridgecrest, said the
quake’s fury was stunning. He and his wife were in bed
when it hit but they managed to get out. “It literally picked
up the house in the air, and threw it to the west about
three feet,” he said.  — AFP

RIDGECREST, United States: Surface ruptures and offsets caused by yesterday’s magnitude 7.1 earthquake are
seen as the sun sets along State Route 178 between Ridgecrest and Trona California. — AFP

Greece votes in 
election expected 
to oust leftist Tsipras
ATHENS: Greek voters cast their ballots yesterday in the
country’s first national election of the post-bailout era,
with leftist Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras’s Syriza party
expected to be ousted by the conservative opposition.
After nearly five years in power, Greece’s longest-serving
crisis premier-as well as the youngest in more than a cen-
tury-is battling to overcome a 10-point deficit in opinion
polls amid widespread dissatisfaction after years of high
taxation. 

Polling stations opened at 07.00 am local time and
will close at 07.00 pm. Exit polls are expected soon after
and the first results should come in around 09.00 pm.
With three new opinion polls predicting a clear victory
for the conservative New Democracy party, Tsipras
called for supporters to mobilize, hoping for a turn
around. After voting in Kypseli, near the centre of Athens,
with his supporters cheering, the premier called on
young people “not to leave this crucial decision for their
lives in the hands of others”.

With temperatures forecast to reach 39 degrees
Celsius, all parties are concerned about the impact the
heat will have on turnout. “What is at stake is too impor-
tant for someone not to vote and instead go to the beach,”
36-year-old Aphrodite told AFP, as she cast her vote in the
bohemian downtown neighborhood of Exarcheia. 

“Greece is exiting ten years of crisis and the new gov-
ernment will have the heavy task to give a chance to the
country to recover completely or to sink”, she added.
Opinion polls have consistently forecast that New
Democracy headed by Kyriakos Mitsotakis, a scion of a
leading Greek political family, will win an absolute majority
in Sunday’s legislative elections. “Today is a big celebra-
tion of democracy. Greek women and men hold the fate of
this land in their hands,” Mitsotakis said after voting in an
Athens suburb. 

Battle for the premiership    
Some members of a small far-left party protested out-

side the polling station where Mitsotakis voted, but their

shouts were drowned out by New Democracy supporters
calling their leader the new prime minister. “I hope that
from tomorrow we will be able to breathe with relief. To
take a deep breath. If Mitsotakis does what he promises,”
Athinodoros, a 48-year-old self-employed worker voting
in Athens told AFP.      

Tsipras called the snap election in June after losing both
European and local elections to Mitsotakis’ New
Democracy in the space of two weeks. He has accused
Mitsotakis-who was part of a 2012-2014 crisis govern-
ment-of “disastrous” mismanagement that brought hun-
dreds of thousands of job losses and business failures.
Mitsotakis, who took over New Democracy three years
ago, is a 51-year-old Harvard graduate and former
McKinsey consultant.

He has pledged to create “better” jobs through growth,
foreign investment and tax cuts and to “steamroll” obsta-
cles to business. Tsipras, on the other hand, touts his par-
ty’s track record in reducing unemployment and raising the
minimum wage for the first time since 2012. His govern-
ment also rolled out a batch of last-minute tax cuts in May.
But Tsipras has been widely criticized for campaigning as
an anti-austerity crusader before eventually accepting a
third EU bailout.

According to the latest polls, conducted for the Ant1 tv
channel, New Democracy is expected to gain between 151
to 165 seats in the 300-seat parliament. Syriza meanwhile
is forecast to fall from 144 seats to between 70 and 82. The
biggest party picks the premier. — AFP

ATHENS: Greece’s opposition party New Democracy leader
Kyriakos Mitsotakis leaves a polling booth before casting his vote
during general elections at a polling station in Athens. —AFP


