
WASHINGTON: Citing safety concerns, the
United States yesterday suspended all passenger
and cargo air services to Venezuela. The an-
nouncement follows the decision in March by
American Airlines, the largest carrier providing
services, to suspend flights to the crisis-stricken
South American nation. The decision came at the
request of the Department of Homeland Security
following an assessment of conditions in
Venezuela, the Department of Transportation
said in a statement.

An order released by the Transportation De-
partment cited “reports of civil unrest in an
around the airports” and said the US Transporta-
tion Security Administration had been unable to
gain access to Venezuelan airports for security
assessments. The State Department has urged
Americans not travel to Venezuela and temporar-
ily suspended US embassy operations, with-
drawing diplomatic personnel. Earlier this month,
the Federal Aviation Administration prohibited
most US-certified aircraft and pilots from flying
below 26,000 feet over Venezuelan territory, also
on safety grounds. 

Venezuela peace talks 
Locked in a bitter power struggle, represen-

tatives of Venezuela’s regime and the opposition
held peace talks this week in a secret location in
Oslo in a bid to end a five-month political crisis,
media reported yesterday. The development was
hailed cautiously by experts. Venezuela has been

in political turmoil since assembly speaker Juan
Guaido declared himself acting president in Jan-
uary in a direct challenge to President Nicolas
Maduro’s authority.

Norway’s NRK radio and television network,
quoting anonymous sources, said the peace talks
had taken place at a secret location in the Nor-
wegian capital for “several days” and the dele-
gations were due to return to Caracas yesterday.
It is the second time that such talks have been
held in Oslo between Maduro’s regime and
Guaido’s representatives, NRK said, adding that
negotiations had also taken place in Cuba. “We
can neither confirm nor deny Norway’s involve-
ment in peace processes or dialogue initiatives,”
a Norwegian foreign ministry spokeswoman, Ane
Haavardsdatter Lunde, told AFP. 

Several South American media outlets, such
as daily ALnavio, also reported talks were held
in the Scandinavian country. Venezuelan Com-
munications Minister Jorge Rodriguez and the
governor of Miranda province Hector Rodriguez
represented Maduro’s government, media re-
ports said. The opposition was represented by
former deputy Gerardo Blyde, former minister
Fernando Martinez Mottola and the vice presi-
dent of the National Assembly Stalin Gonzalez.

‘Very important mission’ 
Several official statements appear to lend cre-

dence to the reports. In Caracas, Maduro said
Jorge Rodriguez “is overseas, on a very impor-

tant mission”. Guaido meanwhile wrote on Twit-
ter, “The Contact Group, Canada, Great Britain,
Norway, the Lima group as well as other initia-
tives are helping us find a solution to the crisis.” 

Norway, home of the Nobel Peace Prize and
the now-defunct Israeli-Palestinian Oslo accords,
has a long tradition of playing the role of “facili-
tator” in peace processes around the world, in-

cluding that in Colombia between the govern-
ment and the FARC rebels in 2016. Guaido, the
leader of Venezuela’s opposition-controlled leg-
islature, has been engaged in a fierce power
struggle with Maduro, who has presided over a
spiraling political and economic crisis in
Venezuela since taking over from late leftist
leader Hugo Chavez in 2013. — Agencies 
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ARLINGTON: An American Airlines passenger jet approaches Ronald Reagan Washington National Air-
port, in Arlington, Virginia. Citing safety concerns, the United States has suspended all passenger and
cargo air services to Venezuela. — AFP 

Venezuela peace talks in Oslo provide glimmer of hope

Citing safety, Washington 
cuts air links to Venezuela

US births fall to 
lowest level in 
32 years: CDC
WASHINGTON: The number of births in the US fell once
again in 2018, reaching the lowest level in more than three
decades, according to government statistics published
Wednesday. Births have fallen in 10 of the last 11 years since
last peaking in 2007, before the Great Recession. With
3,788,235 births in 2018, the number of babies born dropped
two percent compared to 2017, according to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). 

It was the lowest figure since 1986. The total fertility rate
declined two percent to roughly 1.7 births per woman in
2018, another record low. That is well below the replacement
rate of 2.1 births per woman needed for the population to
replace itself over time without immigration. The United
States dipped below that rate for the first time in 1971, and
has remained below it for the past decade.

Birth rates declined for nearly all age groups of women
under 35, but rose for women in their late 30s and early 40s.
“Some of it is still residual from the Great Recession that
pushed back a lot of young people in delaying birth,” said
William Frey, a demographer at the Brookings Institution. He
noted that many people are still “paying off college debt,
many of them couldn’t buy a home because it’s hard to get
a mortgage. It was hard to get a mortgage for all these years.
So, you know, all that kind of just incrementally changes de-
cisions about fertility.” — AFP

‘Australia’s Trump’ 
splashes cash in 
election bid
GOLD COAST: A brash, self-promoting billionaire with political
ambition and a string of controversies in his wake, Clive Palmer not
only sounds like Australia’s answer to Donald Trump, that is exactly
who he is modeling himself on. The businessman has adopted the
slogan “Make Australia Great” for his United Australia Party, re-
peatedly bashed China and is positioning himself as an upstart out-
sider ahead of the country’s parliamentary election on Saturday. A
key difference between the two populists is that the now-US pres-
ident campaigned with the backing of a mainstream political party,
whereas Palmer has entered the electoral race on his own terms. 

Australian politics is traditionally dominated by two major po-
litical forces: the conservative Liberal-National coalition and the
centre-left Labor Party. Palmer is giving them a run for their money,
literally. The mining magnate claims to be spending about Aus$60
million on election advertising - more than the two major parties
combined - running primetime TV ads, plastering his face on bright
yellow billboards across the country, and sending unsolicited text
messages to voters. 

His party has entered candidates in all of the 151 lower house
seats, although at least one was sacked after peddling 9/11 conspir-
acy theories. Palmer started in the property business but made his
fortune in Australia’s booming resources sector and is now worth
an estimated Aus$2.6 billion, according to Forbes magazine. The
65-year-old is currently building a modern-day replica of the Ti-
tanic, which he plans to put in service on the same route as the
doomed original vessel. 

He has been embroiled in a series of high-profile legal battles,
including with a Chinese state-owned company and workers at one
of his own mines, who have not been fully paid. No stranger to Aus-
tralian politics, Palmer was elected to the House of Representatives
in 2013 on a wafer-thin margin of 53 votes. Three of his party’s can-
didates also won Senate seats, but the alliance quickly crumbled
and Palmer served just three years in Parliament - during which he
was criticized for failing to show up regularly - before declaring he
was retiring from politics.  

Political rebirth 
Despite only reviving the party in October 2018 he has displayed

a Trump-style skill for hype, recently releasing a statement that
claimed UAP “will win government”. So will Australian voters follow
their American cousins and pull the lever for a maverick billionaire?
Analysts say the party is not in serious contention to win even a single
seat in the House of Representatives, where a party must gain 76
seats to form a government. Palmer himself stands a fair chance of
being elected to the Senate, or upper house — though many ob-
servers are questioning why he is spending so much money to do so. 

His voting record may provide a clue: It shows only a few issues
piqued his interest - mining, renewable energy and carbon tax leg-
islation - subjects that hew closely to his business interests. Paul
Williams, an elections researcher at Griffith University, said there
was “no doubt” that Palmer was keen to advocate for big business
and speculated that he may also have missed being in the political
limelight.  Palmer is betting that many Australians are fed up with
the major parties and looking for a viable alternative. 

Professor John Wanna, a public policy expert at Australian Na-
tional University, said that UAP’s populist policies - which include
tax cuts, pension increases and a more compassionate approach to
asylum seekers - do not fit neatly on either the left or the right of
the political spectrum.  “All the people he’s got to stand are either
business associates or friends of business associates, there’s no uni-
fying ideology,” he told AFP. — AFP 


