
Dominic Cummings: 
Downing Street’s 
disruptor in chief
LONDON: Dominic Cummings, picked last week by British
Prime Minister Boris Johnson to be his top adviser, is a com-
bative and unorthodox political strategist credited with mas-
terminding the unexpected 2016 Brexit vote victory. The
director of the official Leave campaign, Cummings is hailed as
an innovative disruptor who will bring his win-at-all-costs
mentality to delivering Brexit-alongside an instinct for radical
reform of government. Portrayed by actor Benedict
Cumberbatch as a tortured genius in a TV drama this year
about the EU referendum, the 47-year-old is not your typical
political aide.

Famously described by ex-prime minister David Cameron
as a “career psychopath”, Cummings is a divisive figure within
British conservative circles who has made a host of enemies
with his acid-tongued approach to political debate. He has
been compared to Steve Bannon, US President Donald
Trump’s former chief strategist, and is similarly a keen student
of military theories and tactics. Cummings’ elevation, like
Bannon’s, is seen as a risky move, with some skeptical that his
uncompromising and caustic style can succeed at the heart of
British government.

‘Strategically single-minded’ 
“Dominic Cummings is the disruptor’s disruptor-he’s strate-

gically single-minded and ideologically iconoclastic,” said Tim
Bale, politics professor at Queen Mary University of London,
who featured him in his 2011 tome “The Conservative Party:
from Thatcher to Cameron”. “Civil servants and party appa-
ratchiks may well have their noses put out of joint by his advis-
er, but for Johnson that’s a price well worth paying if he can
hang on to (power) and get us out of the EU.” Opposition par-
ties have decried Cummings’ appointment, noting that he was

found in contempt of parliament in March for refusing to
appear before a committee probing fake news during the ref-
erendum campaign.

In trademark style, he dismissively accused its members of
having “greater interest in grandstanding than truth-seeking”.
On a personal blog where he posts everything from political
musings to lengthy treatises, Cummings argued last month that
Britain’s current Brexit-fuelled political dysfunction was “a
once in 50- or 100-year crisis” to be exploited. “Such crises
also are the waves that can be ridden to change things normal-
ly unchangeable,” Cummings wrote.

‘Us against them’ 
Born in Durham, northern England, to a father who worked

as an oil rig project manager and a mother who was a special
needs teacher, Cummings attended a local private school
before winning admission to elite Oxford University. A
Russophile with a passion for Dostoyevsky, Cummings report-
edly headed to the country after graduation and helped set up
an airline in the 1990s which however failed to get off the
ground. After returning to Britain, he first cut his teeth in poli-
tics by spearheading several campaigns, including against
Britain adopting the euro.

In an early sign of his take-no-prisoners approach,
Cummings was made Conservative Party director of strategy
in 2002 but left the role after eight months, branding then par-
ty leader Iain Duncan Smith “incompetent”. He became special
adviser to education minister Michael Gove-later a leading
Brexiteer-making a name for himself by developing an “us
against them” bunker mentality within the department towards
the rest of government. He is said to disdain Britain’s apolitical
civil service, viewing it as a block on innovation.

‘Wild and unpredictable ride’ 
After a period in the political wilderness, Cummings was

picked to lead the Brexit referendum campaign. The victory
crowned his reputation as a political maverick who could deliver
against the odds. The data-driven campaign used social media
nimbly and was seen as reaching voters typically ignored by
Britain’s main parties-something that could soon come in useful
for Johnson as the likelihood of snap elections grows. — AFP 

SAO PAULO: A bloody clash between two
prison gangs on Monday left at least 57
inmates dead with 16 of them decapitated,
authorities in the state of Para said, the lat-
est deadly clash as Brazil’s government
struggles to control the country’s over-
crowded jails. State authorities said the riot
began around 7 am local time at a prison in
the northern city of Altamira, and involved
rival gangs. 

Prisoners belonging to the Comando
Classe A gang set fire to a cell containing
inmates from the rival Comando Vermelho,
or Red Command, gang, Para’s state govern-
ment said in a statement. Most of the dead
died in the fire, they said, while two guards
were taken hostage, but later released. “It
was a targeted act,” state prison director
Jarbas Vasconcelos said in the statement,
adding there was no prior intelligence that
suggested an attack would take place. 

“The aim was to show that it was a set-
tling of accounts between the two gangs.”
Videos circulating online showed inmates at
the prison celebrating as they kicked decap-
itated heads across the floor. Reuters was
unable, however, to independently verify the
footage. Elected on a tough-on-crime mes-

sage, far-right President Jair Bolsonaro has
benefited from a sharp drop in homicides so
far this year. 

Nonetheless, endemic prison violence
has been a stubborn public security chal-
lenge in one of the world’s most violent
countries. In May, at least 55 inmates died
during prison attacks in the northern state
of Amazonas. Weeks of violence in
Amazonas in 2017 resulted in 150 prison
deaths as local gangs backed by Brazil’s two
largest drug factions went to war.

Brazil’s justice ministry said in a state-
ment that it was working with Para authori-
ties to identify those behind the latest
attack, adding it had opened some space in
the federal prison system where those gang
leaders would be transferred. Brazil’s incar-
cerated population has surged eight-fold in
three decades to around 750,000 inmates,
the world’s third-highest tally. Prison gangs
originally formed to protect inmates and
advocate for better conditions, but have
come to wield vast power that reaches far
beyond prison walls.

The gangs have been linked to bank
heists, drug trafficking and gun-running,
with jailed kingpins presiding over criminal

empires via smuggled cellphones. In the
country’s violent northeast, prison gangs
have grown powerful by moving cocaine
from Colombia and Peru along the Amazon’s
waterways to the Atlantic coast, where it
heads to Africa and Europe. Murderous dis-
putes often arise as they clash over territori-
al control.

The Red Command hails from Rio de
Janeiro, but has expanded deep into north-
ern Brazil as it seeks to diversify its income.
That expansion has often led to confronta-
tions with Brazil’s largest and most powerful
gang, the First Capital Command, headquar-
tered in Sao Paulo. The Comando Classe A
gang is seen as a relatively small gang, and
is little known outside Para. Its high-profile
attack against the Red Command could give
it a nationwide reputation. Bolsonaro’s gov-
ernment has proposed moving powerful
incarcerated drug lords to federal lockups,
and building more prisons at the state level. 

But with the vast majority of prisons run
by Brazil’s overstretched state govern-
ments, Bolsonaro is likely limited in terms
of what he can achieve from Brasilia. In
February, Justice Minister Sergio Moro
unveiled his signature crime-fighting bill,

including proposals to toughen prison sen-
tences and isolate gang leaders in maxi-
mum-security lockups. That bill has since

struggled in Congress, with the govern-
ment giving its pension reform legislation
priority. — Reuters
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ALTAMIRA: A police officer patrols the surroundings of the Altamira Regional Recovery Centre after at least 57 inmates were killed in a prison riot, in the Brazilian northern city of Altamira, Para State, on July 29, 2019. — AFP 

57 killed in Brazil prison as gangs clash
16 decapitated; government struggling to control overcrowded jails 

Makeshift shrines
honor victims of 
British knife crime
MANCHESTER: A cluster of flowers and can-
dles marks the spot where Jodie Chesney, 17,
was stabbed in a park in east London in an
attack with no obvious motive. In honor of her
favorite color, purple ribbons have been tied to a
railing, alongside a message also written in pur-
ple: “Choose life, drop the knife! RIP Jodie.”
Jodie’s memorial is one of dozens to be found on
roadsides, parks and outside victims’ homes as
Britain struggles to tackle a surge in knife crime. 

In the year to March, knife crime offences
rose 8% to a record high of around 44,000.
London still has the most stabbings overall, but
in some parts of Wales, North Yorkshire and
East Anglia, the rate soared by over 25 percent
compared to a year earlier. The number of fatal
stabbings rose to 285 in England and Wales in
2018, the highest level since records began
more than 70 years ago. Campaigners blame
cuts to police, youth and mental health services. 

Often the perpetrators and victims are in still
in their teens. Yousef Makki, 17, was stabbed to
death in Hale Barns, a village in Greater
Manchester, in March this year. Earlier this
month, another boy, also 17, was cleared of his
murder. Makki’s family have protested against
the verdict.

At the spot where Makki was stabbed along
a residential road, people have left flowers and
photos taped to a tree trunk. More flowers and
balloons mark the place outside a block of flats
in London’s Hackney area where Joshua White,

29, was stabbed through the heart in broad
daylight in April. Two teenagers have been
charged with his murder, and police are
attempting to extradite an 18-year-old from
Ireland in relation to the attack.

Jodie Chesney’s father Peter is seeking to
create a more permanent tribute to his daughter
and is setting up the Jodie Chesney Foundation,
a charity aimed at tackling knife crime. “The
whole idea is to turn something so bad into
something good, and do what we can to help
with the knife crime problem by educating peo-
ple, trying to spread the word and change the
culture,” he told Reuters. Two men and two
boys have been charged with her murder, which
all four deny. The trial is due to start in
September.

Patrick Green is chief executive of the Ben
Kinsella Trust, a charity named after a school-
boy who was fatally stabbed in Islington,
London, in 2008. He said that the surge in
offences committed with knives could lead to
even more fatal incidents and showed that extra
funding and measures taken to address root
causes would take time to take effect. “We just
haven’t got a handle on this. For the sake of a
quarter of an inch, in terms of a wound, that’s
the difference between survival and death,”
Green told Reuters.

Britain has allocated 35 million pounds
($43.54 million) to police for violence reduction
units, and new Prime Minister Boris Johnson
has promised more. The force has suffered big
staffing and funding squeezes under austerity
measures by the last two Conservative-led
governments. Former PM Theresa May in
March dismissed claims that an increase in
police numbers would help solve knife crime.
But Britain’s most senior police officer,
Metropolitan Police Commissioner Cressida
Dick, said there was a link. — Reuters

ALTAMIRA: Relatives of inmates wait for information about their loved ones after a riot at the
Altamira Regional Recovery Centre in the Brazilian northern city of Altamira, Para State. — AFP 


