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Panamanians go 
to polls to elect 
new president 

PANAMA CITY: Panamanians went to the polls yester-
day to elect a new president after a campaign dominat-
ed by concerns about corruption. “Voting begins,”
Panama’s Electoral Tribunal tweeted. Some 2.7 million
people are eligible to vote.  Social Democrat Laurentino
Cortizo was favored to win, with pre-election polls giv-
ing him a 10-point lead over his closest challenger, for-
mer foreign minister Romulo Roux of the Democratic
Change party. Independent Ricardo Lombana was a
close third in the polls.

Yesterday’s winner will succeed Juan Carlos Varela,
who is unable to stand for re-election as Panama’s con-
stitution limits presidents to a single five-year term.
Corruption scandals played a significant role in election
campaigning in a country struggling to shed its image as
a money-laundering paradise following the Panama
Papers scandal three years ago. Equally damaging was
the admission by Brazilian construction giant Odebrecht
that it had paid $59 million in bribes in Panama between
2010 and 2014 to secure major public works contracts.

Panama is home to the strategic canal that links the
Atlantic and Pacific oceans, making it a key conduit in
the global maritime trading system. Cortizo, a 66-year-
old former agriculture minister known popularly as
“Nito,” said he wanted to “rescue and transform
Panama” and “leave a legacy” untainted by corruption.
“I’m leaning towards Nito Cortizo because of his ability,
experience and knowledge, and I think he has all the
tools and structure to carry out a large part of what he
has proposed,” Miguel Carrio, an insurance salesman,
told AFP.

The surprise candidate in the race, lawyer and jour-
nalist Lombana, has surged in the polls on an anti-cor-
ruption ticket, garnering almost 20 percent of voter
intentions, compared to Cortizo’s 36 percent. Lombana,
a former Panamanian consul to Washington, has hit out
at the traditional parties, a popular tactic at a time when
public confidence in the political establishment has been
hit by numerous scandals. While he may be behind, 45-
year-old Lombana could yet win yesterday’s election,
political scientist Harry Brown told AFP, given that “the
context of corruption scandals favors independents.”

Speaking to AFP, Dolores De Gracia said she would
vote for Lombana “because in truth I’m looking for a
change, this country needs a change. I trust him and I
hope the corruption will end.” In recent days, Lombana
has been boosted by public backing from singer Ruben
Blades, a legend of salsa. While Blades did not mention
Lombana by name, it was clear he was referring to the
outsider candidate when he called on voters to pick an
independent candidate promising constitutional reform
in a bid to end corruption. —AFP

SKOPJE: A child casts her father’s ballot at a polling station
yesterday.  —AFP

PANAMA CITY: A citizen casts her vote during presidential
and parliamentary elections yesterday. —AFP

CSORNA, Hungary: Never mind the EU-funded roads
and hospital. In the sleepy Hungarian town of Csorna,
there is only one European Parliament election poster
on billboards and bus-shelters: “Back Viktor Orban’s
program, stop immigration!” Csorna is staunch pro-
Orban territory, 150 km west of Budapest on the flat-
lands near the Austrian border. At the last two general
elections, Orban’s ruling Fidesz party gained its biggest
wins nationally in the town of 10,000, where many
locals are proud of their combative prime minister.

“Orban stopped the migrants, thank God, and
stands up for Hungary against Brussels,” Istvan
Balassa, 49, said from the hatch of a fast-food van
parked outside the town hall. “Europe has been too
liberal with the migrants, it doesn’t need any more
Muslims,” he said while doling out “langos”, a popular
Hungarian snack made of fried dough.

‘Stop Brussels’ 
Orban has framed May’s vote as a fight for

“Christian civilization” and warns that “Brussels
bureaucrats” want to “replace” Europe’s population
with immigrants. His seven-point programme calls for
Brussels to stop issuing refugees with what Hungary
calls “migrant visas”, despite the European
Commission insisting it has “zero plans” to introduce
such permits. Budapest also rejects pre-paid “migrant
bank cards” that it says could be used by terrorists to
travel and stay in Europe.

Locals attributed the apparent lack of migrants in
Csorna to Orban’s tough measures, including a border
fence installed in 2015. “The (southern) border is well
defended and keeps them out,” kindergarten worker
Borbely Ferencne told AFP. “Why should my taxes go
to migrant visas or bank cards? Brussels is not han-
dling the migration issue well,” the 56-year-old said.

Orban’s program is just the latest in a series of anti-
EU and anti-immigration campaigns waged by
Budapest. In 2017, it urged Hungarians to “Stop
Brussels” over its alleged interference in national sov-

ereignty. A nationwide billboard campaign this year
targeted European Commission President Jean-Claude
Juncker and Hungarian-born US billionaire George
Soros for allegedly encouraging illegal immigration.
The posters - which the Atlatszo.hu investigative web-
site says cost more than €30 million ($33.5 million) of
taxpayer money - led to Fidesz being suspended from
the European People’s Party (EPP), its own centre-
right political grouping in the European Parliament.

Csorna’s former socialist mayor Jozsef Papp said he
detected a growing ambivalence about the EU since
Orban and Fidesz swept to power in 2010. “The cam-
paigns scare people,” the 59-year-old told AFP in the
town’s leafy Saint Stephen’s Square. “They also deflect
attention from people’s real problems, like young peo-
ple leaving for higher wages in Austria.”

Meanwhile, opposition parties’ election campaigns
are noticeably absent in Csorna. The cash-strapped
parties complain that businesses owning advertising
platforms only accept Fidesz posters, or charge them
inflated prices, making it difficult to get their pro-EU
messages out. Last month, opposition politicians also
protested outside the public broadcaster’s headquar-
ters in Budapest to demand they receive more airtime
on news programs. “Around 70-80 percent of
Hungarians only hear the messages produced by the
government propaganda organs,” protester Akos
Hadhazy told AFP.

‘EU money is squandered’ 
Still, support among Hungarians for EU membership

remains high, according to a recent Eurobarometer
survey. More than 80 percent of participants said they
would vote in favour of staying in the bloc in a referen-
dum, mainly for practical benefits like freedom of
movement and financial aid. Trucks en route to Austria
no longer clog up Csorna town center thanks to a new
ring road, partly built with EU structural funding. A
wing of the local hospital and the town’s drainage sys-
tem have also been revamped.

“Hungary opened its markets to EU firms who take
out huge profits, so deserves any money it gets in
return,” a cyclist on a new EU-funded lane said before
speeding off without giving his name. But some locals
voiced suspicions about rampant corruption. “The EU
money is squandered on unnecessary overpriced
investments, given to circles of friends, without any
competition,” bus driver Gyorgy Szabad, 54, told AFP.

Last March, the EU’s anti-fraud agency OLAF
opened a probe into a solar panel plant project that

received around six million euros of EU aid. A sun-
faded board outside the still-shuttered factory says
the investment - whose cornerstone was laid in 2014
by Csorna native and current Hungarian president
Janos Ader - was scheduled for completion in 2015.
The investigation is “ongoing”, OLAF’s press office
told AFP this week, without giving further details.
Both the Fidesz member of parliament for the Csorna
area and the party’s local head declined requests for
interviews.  —AFP

Opposition parties’ election campaigns noticeably absent in Csorna

Migrant fears, EU suspicion 
in Orban Hungary heartland

CSORNA, Hungary: A picture taken on April 25, 2019 shows a giant cube displayed at a roundabout in
this sleepy Hungarian town. —AFP

Buttigieg impact 
felt in US beyond 
White House dream 
WASHINGTON: The unprecedented
campaign of Pete Buttigieg, with hus-
band and potential first gentleman
Chasten at his side, is shaking up politics
and promises to change perceptions of
same-sex marriage - and what it means
to be a family in America. The Buttigiegs
are the most visible same-sex couple of
the moment, riding a wave of popularity
as Pete, the 37-year-old mayor of South
Bend, Indiana, seeks the Democratic
presidential nomination and the right to
challenge Donald Trump in 2020.

Should the improbable become real-
ity, Buttigieg would serve as America’s
first openly gay commander in chief,
and his 29-year-old husband of 11
months would become the first-ever
US f irst  gentleman. Together they
would challenge expectations of what
the first couple could or should be.
While that remains a far-off dream 18
months from election day, experts say

the pair is already having substantial
cultural impact.

Mill ions of Americans have now
watched Buttigieg’s televised town halls,
seen the candidate and his husband in
person on the campaign trail or viewed
their television interviews. This week’s
Time magazine profile boldly titled
“First Family” features a cover photo of
the couple standing outside their home,
sleeves rolled up - an unremarkable
image capturing a remarkable cultural
moment. “Pete and Chasten are so... nor-
mal and American and relatable,” Annise
Parker, the former mayor of Houston and
one of the first openly gay mayors of a
major American city, told AFP.

Because of heightened media cover-
age during Buttigieg’s rising star cam-
paign - he was virtually unknown weeks
ago but now polls in the top tier among
21 candidates - “it’s driving this main-
stream middle-American image of a
young happily married couple,” said
Parker, who now heads Victory Fund,
which supports LGBTQ candidates. “It’s
hard to discriminate against someone
you can relate to so strongly.”

The average American’s position on
gay marriage has evolved rapidly, said

Brian Powell, a sociology professor at
Indiana University who studies same-
sex marriage. In 2003, his research
showed, a traditional husband-wife-chil-
dren view of family dominated. By 2015,
the “inclusionist” ideal prevailed, and

marriage equality was the law of the
land. Much of that shift was attributable
to television, notably shows like “Will
and Grace,” which helped normalize
same-sex households to millions of
viewers. —AFP

SOUTH BEND, Indiana: In this photo taken on April 14, 2019, Chasten Glezman
(left) joins South Bend Mayor Pete Buttigieg on stage in the old Studebaker car
factory. —AFP

Maduro rallies 
military; opposition 
appeals to troops 
CARACAS: Venezuelan President Nicolas
Maduro urged his troops Saturday to be
“ready” for potential US military action, as
a limited number of opposition supporters
marched on military barracks in a bid to
win the armed forces’ support. The small
turnout for the Saturday marches - with
participants in the hundreds, not the thou-
sands - is another setback for opposition
leader Juan Guaido, following a failed mili-
tary uprising earlier in the week. Maduro
on Saturday instructed the military “to be
ready to defend the homeland with
weapons in your hands if one day the US
empire dares to touch this territory, this
sacred earth.”

Underscoring the continued military
support for his socialist regime, Maduro
delivered his televised address from a base

in northwestern Cojedes state - where he
appeared alongside his defense minister,
Vladimir Padrino, and in the presence of
more than 5,000 troops. The United States
has refused to take the threat of military
action off the table in its push to oust
Maduro - although it so far has limited its
campaign to ramping up sanctions.

Guaido’s cause gained renewed support
on Saturday from US Secretary of State
Mike Pompeo, who issued a video address
to the Venezuelan people, telling them:
“The time for transition is now.” “You can
hold your institutions, your military and
their leaders to the highest standards and
demand a return to democracy,” Pompeo
said in the message. “The United States
stands firmly with you in your quest.”
National Assembly head Guaido, 35, has
branded Maduro a usurper over his contro-
versial re-election last year, and in January
declared himself acting president, plunging
Venezuela into a political crisis that deep-
ened its already grave economic woes. 

But Maduro has held firm, bolstered by
the continued support of the powerful

armed forces. “I told the generals and
admirals yesterday: loyalty, I want an active
loyalty... I trust you, but keep your eyes
open, a handful of traitors cannot tarnish
the honor, the unity, the cohesion and the
image of the armed forces,” the president

said in his speech from the military base.
Maduro also mourned the loss of “seven
worthy officers of the country” who were
killed in a helicopter crash while traveling
to the base for military exercises seen as a
show of strength against Guaido. —AFP

EL PAO, Venezuela: Venezuela’s President Nicolas Maduro speaks to troops dur-
ing military exercises of cadets of the Bolivarian Military University at a training
center on Saturday.  —AFP

Polarized North 
Macedonia votes 
for president 
SKOPJE: North Macedonia returned to the ballot box
yesterday for a presidential run-off that risks turning into
a major headache for the ruling Social Democrats, whose
candidate is battling a nationalist-backed rival. Turnout
figures will be as important as who wins, with 40 percent
of the electorate needed to vote to validate the poll. The
two candidates, the ruling party’s Stevo Pendarovski and
right-wing favourite Gordana Siljanovska-Davkova, fin-
ished in a near dead heat in the first round last month.

Their tie reflected a split between pro-West and
nationalist camps who have clashed over the govern-

ment’s recent move to change the country’s name to
North Macedonia, which ended a long-running row with
Greece. But record-low turnout in the first round, at
barely over 41 percent, also reflected a failure to galva-
nize most of the 1.8 million voters. If turnout sinks below
40 percent yesterday, the entire poll will be annulled,
threatening a new period of political uncertainty in one of
Europe’s poorest states.

“The country has been divided for a long time and I
think one of the first duties of the new president must be to
work to reduce this division,” 70-year-old voter Roza
Jovanova said after casting her ballot in the capital Skopje
on a drizzly Sunday morning. Prime Minister Zoran Zaev is
confident “the elections will succeed”. But if not, he said he
would call a snap parliamentary poll. While the presidency
is a largely ceremonial role, the office can exercise some
veto powers. The current president, opposition-backed
Gjorge Ivanov, has protested the country’s name-change
by refusing to sign bills in recent weeks. —AFP


