
Chaos as machines
fail, patients die, in 
Venezuela blackout
CARACAS: Venezuela’s nationwide blackout left large
areas of the country in chaos on Friday, crippling day-
to-day functioning of hospitals and other public serv-
ices. Witnesses described scenes of chaos at several
hospitals as relatives tried to move patients in the dark
to clinics with better emergency power facilities.
Marielsi Aray, a patient at the University Hospital suf-
fering from an aggravated infection, died at dawn on
Friday after her respirator stopped working, her uncle
Jose Lugo said.

“The doctors tried to help her by pumping manual-
ly, they did everything they could, but with no electric-
ity, what were they to do?” a distraught Lugo said.
Wiping away tears, he described how his niece had
been brought to the bottom of the 11-story Caracas
hospital on a stretcher after the elevators stopped
working. “They got her to the ground floor where they
had electricity, and connected her up but because of
the transfer and the waiting and everything, she faded
away,” he said.

The power cut compounded an atmosphere of chaos
that has gripped the South American nation, already
battered by economic collapse, since opposition leader
Juan Guaido declared himself interim president in
January and asserted that President Nicolas Maduro
was no longer legitimate. Lugo said another patient
had died in the parking lot in the chaos of the blackout,
as people “tried to get sick people out of here and
move them to other places where they had generators
and equipment that would work.” “The screaming was
brutal,” he said.

Emergency generators fail
Backup generators at the JM de Rios children’s hos-

pital in downtown Caracas failed to kick in when the

blackout hit, said Gilbert Altuvez, whose eight-year-old
boy is among the patients. “The night was terrible.
Without light. Total madness,” he said. When more
generators were brought to supply emergency power,
they weren’t enough. “None managed to supply it com-
pletely,” said Altuvez, 38.

Emilse Arellano said urgent dialysis for her youngest
child had to be canceled Friday, after a night during
which staff worked by the light of cellphones.  “The
children were very scared,” she told AFP. The putrid
odor of rotting flesh hung around the entrance to
Caracas’ main Bello Monte morgue on Friday where the
refrigeration system had stopped working. Worried
relatives gathered outside, waiting for bodies to be

handed over so they could bury their dead. “We can’t
take in any more corpses,” an employee said on condi-
tion of anonymity.

Luis Moises Guerra had come to collect the body of
his son, Johan, a gunshot victim killed three days ago.
“This is the second day I’ve spent here and now there is
no light,” said Guerra. “If they don’t give me the body of
my son today I’ll leave it here and I won’t come back
anymore.”  Guaido told supporters in Caracas it wasn’t
normal “that 50 percent of the hospitals in the country
don’t have electric plant” to be able to cope with such an
emergency. The National Assembly leader is recognized
as interim president by more than 50 countries who
agree that Maduro’s re-election was illegitimate. — AFP 

Political crisis
hurts Trudeau’s
image as
elections loom
OTTAWA: Justin Trudeau rose to pow-
er in Canada as a champion of feminism
and indigenous rights, quickly earning
him golden boy status at home and
abroad as a progressive leader. But a
major political scandal that sparked the
resignation of two of his ministers-both
women, one indigenous-has tarnished
his image just seven months before
national elections. Pundits say the 47-
year-old premier faces a tough battle
just to stay in office, with the latest
polls showing his Liberals trailing the
Conservatives for the first time.

For weeks, Trudeau’s government
has been rocked by accusations of
meddling in the criminal prosecution of
engineering giant SNC-Lavalin, which
was charged with corruption over
alleged bribes paid to secure contracts
in Libya. His attorney general Jody
Wilson-Raybould, who said she experi-
enced “consistent and sustained” polit-
ical pressure to shield the company
from a trial, stepped down. Budget
minister Jane Philpott followed suit, as

did longtime Trudeau friend and top
aide Gerry Butts.

On Thursday, Trudeau addressed the
allegations head-on, telling reporters in
Ottawa that he had learned “lessons”
from the crisis-but denying any wrong-
doing. For the opposition, that wasn’t
enough. On Friday, they renewed their
calls for Trudeau to resign. “Trudeau is
facing a serious crisis of confidence in
his leadership,” said Stephanie
Chouinard, a politics professor at the
Royal Military College of Canada.
“Seeing not one, but two members of
his cabinet slamming the door like that,
it ’s unheard of for many years in
Canada and it augurs very badly for him
ahead of the October elections.”

‘Virtue’ at issue
The Liberals built their brand around

the handsome young Trudeau, a one-
time bartender and snowboard instruc-
tor with Hollywood good looks and a
father who was widely admired when he
served as premier. Trudeau brought
rock star energy to the job, and his
brand of progressive politics-he made
bold statements on climate action,
legalized cannabis and helped refugees
make a new life in Canada. The Liberals’
2015 victory marked the return of the
party, which had governed for most of
the last century before being relegated
to third-place status in a 2006 ballot.
Trudeau was hailed. Now, his “virtue is
being questioned,” Chouinard said. “He

promised to do politics differently and
introduce real change, but (in many
eyes) has showed himself to be a politi-
cian like any other.”

Libya, bribes and Trudeau’s ‘brand’ 
SNC-Lavalin was charged in 2015

with corruption for allegedly bribing
officials in Libya between 2001 and
2011 to secure government contracts
during the rule of former strongman
Muammar Gaddafi . The Montreal-
based firm openly lobbied the govern-
ment for an out-of-court settlement
that would result in a fine and agreeing

to compliance measures, saying a con-
viction would lead to job cuts. 

But Wilson-Raybould, Canada’s first
indigenous attorney general, refused to
ask prosecutors to settle, and the trial is
set to proceed. She later testified to
lawmakers that she had received “veiled
threats” over her stance-and Trudeau’s
inner circle came under suspicion. Since
the crisis erupted a month ago, Trudeau
has seemed “disconnected” and “not in
control” of his government, said Eric
Montigny, a politics professor at Laval
University in Quebec City. — AFP 

LONDON: The leader of Britain’s parliament Andrea
Leadsom said she was beginning to wonder what game
the European Union was playing over Brexit as rela-
tions between London and Brussels deteriorated ahead
of a vote by lawmakers next week. Less than three
weeks before Britain is due to leave the EU on March
29, Prime Minister Theresa May has failed to secure the
changes to the divorce agreement she needs to gain the
support of lawmakers who rejected it in a record rebel-
lion in January.

At the heart of the dispute is a disagreement over
how to manage the border between the British province
of Northern Ireland and EU-member Ireland. On Friday,
the EU’s chief negotiator Michel Barnier put forward a
proposal to keep the border open and keep the
province subject to EU rules,
prompting London to reject
it. “There is still hope, but I
have to say I’m deeply disap-
pointed with what we’re hear-
ing coming out of the EU,”
Leadsom told Reuters. “I do
have to ask myself what game
are they playing here.”

Asked who would be to
blame if May loses the par-
liamentary vote again on
Tuesday, Leadsom said: “I
would point to the EU needing to work closely with
us. “We are hoping we will be able to win that vote
but that does depend on the EU coming to the table
and taking seriously the (UK’s) proposals.” Guy
Verhofstadt, Brexit coordinator for the European
Parliament, backed Barnier. “He has put forward con-
structive additions, now we wait for a credible

response from the UK to ensure an orderly Brexit,” he
said yesterday.

No breakthrough
Talks will continue in Brussels but without a major

breakthrough, May looks set to lose her second
attempt to get lawmaker’s approval and smooth
Britain’s exit from the EU, its biggest shift in trade and
foreign policy in more than 40 years.

The main sticking point is the so-called Northern
Irish backstop, an insurance policy to prevent a return
of border controls in Ireland that eurosceptics believe
is an attempt to trap the country in the EU’s customs
union indefinitely. Barnier’s solution would potentially
create a “border” in the Irish sea between Northern

Ireland and the rest of the
United Kingdom, a move that
is particularly unpalatable to
Northern Ireland’s
Democratic Unionist Party
(DUP).

As defenders of the union
with Britain, the DUP opposes
any change that would treat
Northern Ireland differently
from the rest of the United
Kingdom. May relies on DUP
votes to get her legislation

passed after she lost her parliamentary majority.
Brandon Lewis, the chairman of May’s ruling
Conservative Party, said yesterday the government
could never accept a deal which threatened the integri-
ty of the union. Leadsom said were Britain to leave the
EU without a withdrawal deal it would be harder to
guarantee the smooth flow of goods and people across

the Irish border that has been possible since 1998.
“In making it impossible for us to sign up to that

(deal), it actually makes the problems with the Northern
Irish border harder to solve, not easier to solve,” she
said. May warned on Friday that were lawmakers to
reject her deal on Tuesday, it would increase the chance

that Brexit never happens, leaving voters feeling
betrayed. If her deal is rejected, lawmakers will be able
to vote on Wednesday and Thursday on whether they
want to leave the bloc without a deal or ask for a delay
to Brexit beyond March 29 - all but wresting control of
Brexit from the government. — Reuters
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OTTAWA: Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau speaks to the media at the
national press gallery in Ottawa, Ontario. — AFP 

LONDON: Britain’s Leader of the House of Commons Andrea Leadsom leaves after the weekly cabinet meeting at
10 Downing Street in London. — AFP 

News in brief

Relations sour;
talks continue

Britain rejects latest EU Brexit proposal

What Brexit game is EU playing? 
Parliament leader Leadsom asks

100 injured in ferry collision 

TOKYO: At least 87 passengers in a high speed
ferry were injured in an apparent collision with a
marine animal in the sea of Japan yesterday, coast-
guards and media said. Five people were seriously
injured in the accident, which occurred just before
the hydrofoil was due to arrive on Sado island after a
short trip from the mainland, the Japan Coast Guard
said. It is likely the ferry hit a whale, as both hump-
backs and minkes are often found in the area, public
broadcaster NHK quoted a marine wildlife expert as
saying. “It was a huge impact,” a passenger told
public broadcaster NHK. “One person was bleed-
ing.” There was damage to the back of the vessel,
local media said, but the ferry-with 121 passengers
and four crew on board-reached its destination
without outside help, local media said.— AFP 

Floods kill 23 in Malawi

BLANTYRE: Floods caused by incessant down-
pours have left 23 people dead across Malawi, the
country’s Homeland Security Ministry said yester-
day. In addition to the confirmed deaths, 11 people
were also been reported missing with around
110,000 affected, a statement said. Twelve districts,
all in the south of the country, had been blighted by
the deluges. Malawi defense force and police search
and rescue teams were working in collaboration with
the Malawi Red Cross, the statement added. In one
affected district, Mulanje, camps had been set up for
displaced people, Commissioner Charles Makanga
said. The rains also hit transport links with two major
bridges submerged, cutting off access to Blantyre,
Malawi’s second largest city. — AFP 

Trump’s aide Shine resigns

WASHINGTON: White House communications
director Bill Shine has resigned as Donald Trump’s top
White House communications aide and will move to
work on the US president’s 2020 re-election cam-
paign, the White House said on Friday. Shine, a former
Fox News executive, resigned on Thursday and will
serve as a senior campaign adviser ahead of the 2020
presidential election, White House spokeswoman
Sarah Sanders said in a statement. A source close to
Trump, speaking on condition of anonymity, said the
president had lost confidence in Shine and was relying
heavily on Sanders to run the communications opera-
tion. Shine is the latest in a string of communications
directors who have had short tenures in the Trump
White House, where the president in many ways
serves as his own communications chief. His is one of
several high profile departures from the president’s
staff during Trump’s two years in office. — Reuters

Finland government resigns 

HELSINKI: Finnish Prime Minister Juha Sipila’s
centre-right government resigned on Friday after
failing to push through a flagship social and health
care reform package, just five weeks ahead of a leg-
islative election. There has been a hard fought strug-
gle for the wide-reaching reform for over a decade,
dividing successive governments. Sipila called the
failure to pass the reform “a major disappointment”.
He has since 2015 headed a coalition made up of his
Centre Party, the conservative National Coalition,
and the eurosceptic Blue Reform party, a moderate
faction spun off from the far-right. The three parties
were unable to agree among themselves on the
package, which Sipila had made one of his top prior-
ities in office. He had repeatedly threatened to resign
if the reforms did not go through. — AFP 

CARACAS: View of Caracas during the worst power outage in Venezuela’s history. Venezuela was plunged into
darkness after a massive electricity blackout paralyzed almost the entire country. — AFP 


