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West backs Georgia 
opposition protests
TBILISI: The United States and European Union
expressed solidarity yesterday with Georgia’s anti-
government protesters who took to the streets after the
ruling party backtracked on promises of electoral
reforms. In the biggest anti-government protest in
years, more than 20,000 demonstrators rallied on
Sunday outside the parliament building in the capital
Tbilisi urging the government to resign and calling for
new legislative elections.

But the ruling Georgian Dream party general secre-
tary and Tbilisi Mayor Kakha Kaladze flatly ruled out
the possibility of early polls yesterday. Speaking during
a news conference, he accused the opposition of
“destabilizing political processes with cheap and
destructive performances.” In a joint statement earlier
yesterday, the US and EU embassies said they “recog-
nize the deep disappointment of a wide segment of
Georgian society at the failure of parliament to pass the
constitutional amendments required to move to fully
proportional parliamentary elections in 2020.”

“We fully support the right to peaceful assembly and
freedom of expression,” they said. On Sunday night, the
rally dispersed peacefully but entrances to the parlia-
ment building remained blocked by dozens of protest-
ers who say no lawmakers will be allowed to pass
through. Yesterday morning, Georgian Dream MPs
were not allowed into the building by a crowd of pro-
testers who shouted “Rats!” and “Slaves!” and
denounced Georgia’s richest man and party leader
Bidzina Ivanishvili. As of yesterday afternoon, traffic
remained blocked by protesters on Tbilisi’s main thor-
oughfare, Rustaveli Avenue, and several other streets.
At a protest on Thursday, some 10,000 people rallied in
Tbilisi, vowing to press ahead with “permanent”
protests until their demands for snap polls are met.

Plummeting popularity 
Opposition parties called for the rallies after forming

a rare united front against the ruling party, whose MPs
last week voted down legislation to hold parliamentary

elections next year under a new proportional voting
system. The opposition accused oligarch Ivanishvili —
who is widely believed to be the man in charge in
Georgia — of being behind the move. Twelve ruling
party lawmakers — including two deputy parliament
speakers — have left Georgian Dream to protest the
controversial vote. The US and EU embassies said the
failure to pass the legislation “has increased mistrust
and heightened tensions between the ruling party and
other political parties and civil society.”

Protesters say the ruling party unfairly benefits from
the current voting system. The Georgian Dream party
won nearly 77 percent of seats in the 2016 parliamen-
tary election despite garnering only 48.7 percent of the
vote. The opposition at the time denounced the polls as
rigged. Ivanishvili announced “large-scale political
reform” following a summer of protests that saw 240
people injured in a police crackdown.

Two peaceful protesters including a teenaged girl
lost an eye at the time. In power since 2012, the ruling
party has seen its popularity plummet amid widespread
discontent over economic stagnation and perceived
backsliding on its commitment to democracy. Critics
accuse Ivanishvili of persecuting political opponents,
suffocating critical media, and creating a corrupt politi-
cal system where his private interests dominate gov-
ernment decision-making. —AFP

Chile’s prez condemns 
police violence after
four weeks of unrest
SANTIAGO: President Sebastian Pinera condemned on
Sunday for the first time what he called abuses commit-
ted by police in dealing with four weeks of violent
unrest that have rocked Chile. “There was excessive use
of force. Abuses and crimes were committed, and the
rights of all were not respected,” the president said in a
speech to the nation as it marked a month of turmoil that
has left 22 people dead and more than 2,000 injured.

Furious Chileans have been protesting social and
economic inequality, and against an entrenched political
elite that comes from a small number of the wealthiest
families in the country, among other issues. Accusations
of police brutality and human rights violations have
been levelled since the protests broke out, prompting

the United Nations to send a team to investigate.
Amnesty International has also sent a mission.

“There will be no impunity, not for those who com-
mitted acts of unusual violence, nor for those who com-
mitted excesses and abuses. We will do what is best for
the victims,” he said, referring to protesters first and
then the security forces. The crisis is Chile’s biggest
since its return to democracy in 1990 when long time
dictator General Augusto Pinochet yielded to democra-
cy. More than 200 of those injured have sustained seri-
ous eye injuries, some even going blind in one eye, after
being shot by police.

Pinera praised an agreement reached last week
under which Chile will draft a new constitution to
replace the current one that dates back to the dictator-
ship of Pinochet, who ruled from 1973 to 1990. Many in
Chile see this step — getting rid of a charter that
smacks of a dark, repressive chapter in the country’s
past — as a way to help end the crisis. It is a key
demand of the thousands of protesters that have been
taking to the streets in Santiago and elsewhere almost
daily for a month. —AFP

MINSK: Parliamentary polls in Belarus did not
show respect for democracy, international
observers said yesterday, after the opposition to
authoritarian President Alexander Lukashenko
failed to win a single seat. “These elections have
demonstrated an overall lack of respect for demo-
cratic commitments,” Margareta Cederfelt, leader
of the Organization for Security and Cooperation
in Europe’s (OSCE) short-term observer mission,
told journalists in Minsk.

She warned that “parliamentary elections are in
danger of becoming a formality” in the ex-Soviet
country ruled since 1994 by strongman
Lukashenko. Opposition observers had already
denounced Sunday’s vote as a fraud and said it was
rife with violations. Official results released yester-
day showed parties loyal to Lukashenko taking all
110 seats in the House of Representatives, the low-
er chamber of a parliament dubbed a rubber stamp
by critics. The opposition previously held two
seats in the chamber.

More than half of the new deputies are govern-
ment employees, including officials and journalists
working for state media. Among the most promi-
nent new lawmakers was the 22-year-old Miss
Belarus 2018, Maria Vasilevich, who has frequently
accompanied Lukashenko at official events in
recent months. The 65-year-old Lukashenko —
who has been dubbed “Europe’s last dictator” —
has overseen a series of elections that international
observers have deemed unfair.

The country is set to hold a presidential elec-
tion next year and as he cast his ballot on Sunday
Lukashenko confirmed he would again be a can-
didate. Lukashenko has made efforts recently to
reach out to the West, and he said he understood
that Western countries would be watching the
par l iamentary vote. But  said i t  was the
Belarusians who would have the last word. “We
hold this vote in our country for our people, to
make things better, and we hold it in the way we
understand,” he said.

‘Shameless falsifications’ 
Those critical of Lukashenko faced little choice

at the ballot box, with the main opposition leaders

and the only two previous opposition MPs barred
from standing. Nikolai Kozlov, the leader of the
United Civic Front opposition party and a failed
candidate in the vote, denounced the election as a
sham. “With these shameless and cynical falsifica-
tions, the authorities are leaving people no choice
— they are pushing people out into the streets,” he
told AFP on Monday.

An election monitoring campaign organized by
opposition parties reported multiple violations on
voting day, including officials inflating voter num-
bers. “The Belarusian system of election falsifica-
tions has been honed to perfection,” Pavel Usov,
head of the Warsaw-based Centre for Political
Analysis and Prognosis, told AFP. “No one votes,
no one counts the votes, but there is a result which
no one is able to contest.”

There was an “atmosphere of intimidation”
during the campaign and “even temporary deten-
tion of some opposition candidates,” Corien
Jonker, head of the mission of the OSCE Office
for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights,
said in Minsk. According to the authorities, more
than 35 percent of the 6.8 million electorate voted
ahead of  pol l ing day, whi le  overal l  turnout
reached 77 percent.

Reaching out to the West 
In recent months Lukashenko has been making

renewed attempts to reach out to Western nations,
which have been critical of his record on human
rights and democracy. He made a rare visit to
western Europe this month, meeting Austrian lead-
ers in Vienna and saying he wanted the European
Union to be “an important political and business
partner” for his country.

He also hosted then White House national secu-
rity advisor John Bolton for rare talks in Minsk in
August, saying a “new chapter” was opening in ties
with Washington. Lukashenko is seeking a coun-
terweight in relations with giant neighbor Russia,
which is keen to ensure Belarus remains in its
sphere of influence. The countries have formed a
nominal “union”, with close trade and military
cooperation, but Lukashenko has opposed outright
unification. —AFP

‘Parliamentary elections are in danger of becoming a formality’

Observers slam Belarus polls 
for flouting democratic norms

KREVA: Members of a local electoral commission empty a ballot box to count votes at a polling station
after the Belarus’ parliamentary election in the village of Kreva, some 10 km northwest of Minsk. —AFP

TBILISI: Georgian riot police disperse protesters demanding the
government’s resignation and early parliamentary polls outside
the parliament. —AFP

Four killed 
in California 
backyard shooting 
LOS ANGELES: Four people were shot dead and six
others wounded while watching a football game in the
backyard of a central California home on Sunday, police
said. Police were called to the scene after at least one
person opened fire into a crowd of about 35 people
gathered outside the house in Fresno, around 200 miles
north of Los Angeles.

“Three people died on scene,” Fresno deputy police
chief Michael Reed told reporters, adding that a fourth

was rushed to hospital in critical condition and suc-
cumbed to his injuries there. All four of the dead and
the six treated for “non life-threatening” gunshot
wounds were men aged between 25 and 35, Reed said.
“Our heart goes out to the families of the victims... this
is senseless violence, he added.  “We are doing every-
thing we can to bring the perpetrators to justice.”

Reed said it was unclear how many perpetrators had
been involved in the shooting and that there was “no
indication” the incident was gang-related. Police
spokesman Bill Dooley said officers were looking for
surveillance footage and witnesses to track the suspects.
He said the victims were a group of family and friends
who had gathered at the residence to watch a football
match. Fresno councilor Luis Chavez, who represents
the district where the shooting took place, said the inci-
dent was “not a reflection of our community.” —AFP


