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Killings, threats and 
delays disenchant 
Colombia ex-FARC

Ricardo Bolanos lays out a camouflage vest, a
small battery radio and old rubber boots on his
bed, cherished relics from his 45 years as a

FARC guerrilla fighter. Bolanos, 64, who lives at the
Pondores reintegration camp in the arid La Guajira
region of northeast Colombia, committed to a peace
process with the government that he hopes will bring a
different life.

The Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia
(FARC) rebels signed a controversial peace deal in
2016 with the government of former President Juan
Manuel Santos, ending five decades of conflict that
killed 260,000 people. The guerrillas agreed to disarm
in return for promises of reintegration into society,
economic benefits for former fighters, political repre-
sentation in Congress, and guarantees of their safety.
But Bolanos, like many other ex-rebels, is worried
about whether right-wing President Ivan Duque, who
took office last year, is committed to helping former
fighters achieve reintegration.

Duque’s right-wing government has opposed many
aspects of the peace deal and has unsuccessfully tried
to make amendments via Congress, requesting tougher
punishments for ex-rebels who committed war crimes.
Another source of fear is the killings of dozens of ex-
FARC fighters around Colombia - some just outside
the camps where ex-rebels live. “We’re worried about
our personal security,” Bolanos says, from his cramped
and overheated living space. “You start to lose confi-
dence in the credibility of the peace process.”

Some 13,018 ex-guerrillas are in the reincorporation
process. Around a quarter of those live in 24 reintegra-
tion camps, while two-thirds live outside them, according
to think tank Ideas para la Paz. The whereabouts of the
remaining 8% are unknown. The United Nations says
137 ex-combatants have been killed since the deal was
signed, leaving many scared of life outside the camps.
The United Nations was unable to say who was respon-
sible for these killings and impunity rates are high.

The killing of human rights activists has also spiked,
though sources disagree on numbers. Estimates range
from government figures of 289 killings to think tank
Indepaz, which pegs them at 738. “We’re worried about
lives as people in the reincorporation process are being
murdered and so are hundreds of social leaders,”
Marcos Calarca, a FARC spokesperson and member of
Congress, told Reuters at the Pondores camp.

Threatening flyers have made their way to some ex-
guerrillas. Reuters was shown one supposedly from the
‘Black Eagles’ paramilitary group. “Colombia cannot be
a cradle for guerrillas disguised as supposed leaders
and we’ve begun the fight to exterminate them
throughout Colombia,” one flyer stated. The govern-
ment’s reintegration agency said more security is being
provided to ex-combatants in the reintegration
process. In June, Duque announced 23 new measures
to ensure their security, including closer work with the
ombudsman to spot risks sooner, less waiting time for
personal security assignation and self defense training.

But killings have continued. According to the
Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA), a think
tank, the murders showcase the lack of capability and
willingness the Duque government has to implement
the accord, weakening the prospect of peace and
jeopardizing the prospect of any future peace talks
with remaining guerrilla groups.

“Killings of former combatants could be a direct
threat to the foundation of any peace accord,” said
WOLA director Geoff Thale. “If this trend continues, it
could push more demobilized ex-combatants into the
growing FARC dissidence.” The dissident movement is
a growing concern. A group of former rebels
announced a new offensive in late August, saying in a
YouTube video that the peace process was not being
properly implemented.

The announcement drew condemnation from the
government, the United Nations and the FARC political
party, whose leadership said the majority of ex-rebels
remain committed despite “difficulties and dangers”.
Some 2,300 people were classed as FARC dissidents in
the most recent official count by military intelligence in
May. Many are thought to be based in Venezuela,
where President Nicolas Maduro has said former rebel
commanders are welcome.

UN figures show just 10% of ex-guerrillas have
been granted credit for farming and development proj-
ects meant to provide jobs for them in civilian life. The
projects were meant to ensure former fighters did not
return to cultivating coca, the raw material for cocaine.
The government says it will extend a monthly $200
stipend to ex-combatants until Dec. 31, as they did not
meet a August 15 cut-off date to hand over the loans.
So far, the government has paid almost $65 million in
stipends, and the extension will cost them another
$12.7 million. The government also announced a $4.6
million investment to purchase land for the FARC for
economic projects. — Reuters

Monday marks 50 years since the death of
Vietnam’s revolutionary leader Ho Chi Minh,
whose embalmed corpse is on show at a stately

mausoleum in Hanoi where it is visited by millions annually
— despite his dying wish to be cremated. Posters, busts,
statues and plaques honoring the father of modern-day
Vietnam are ubiquitous across the country, today a
bustling capitalist one-party state where communist poli-
tics still reign supreme. The embalmed body of “Uncle Ho”
has been on show under a glass sarcophagus since 1975 at
his towering tomb. It is expected to draw huge crowds on
his death anniversary Monday, which also happens to be
Vietnam’s National Day. Here are some other preserved
figures around the world:    

Vladimir Lenin 
Russian revolutionary Vladimir Lenin was the original

communist leader to be embalmed, starting a trend among
hard-left regimes around the world. Lenin died in 1924
aged 53, and had wanted to be buried with his mother in
the former imperial capital of Saint Petersburg, but was
instead preserved in a mausoleum on Red Square, where
he remains, attracting visitors curious to see the Bolshevik
founder of the Soviet Union. Debates on whether to
remove the body started after the collapse of the USSR in
1991 but Russia’s Communist party has vehemently lobbied
to keep Lenin in situ.

Egyptian mummies
Say “Ancient Egypt” to any schoolchild and the first

thing they’ll think of is the mummies - preserved remains
of important figures. The British Museum in London hous-
es a collection of 120 human mummies from Egypt and
Sudan, which counts as one of its biggest draws for many
visitors. The museum also has 300 mummified animals,
including dogs, cats and even a crocodile. None of the
mummies has been unwrapped since the 1790s and muse-
um experts have used x-rays and CT scans to carry out
research on them. 

Mao Zedong
The Chinese revolutionary leader, who died on

September 9, 1976, has been embalmed and on show
since 1977 in a glass cubicle in the Mao Zedong Memorial
Hall in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square. Mao’s body was
placed in formaldehyde and other preserving fluids,
according to an account in the People’s Daily newspaper,
and today the parts of Mao’s body that cannot be seen
are bathed in liquid. When the mausoleum is closed, the
cadaver is lowered into a container maintained at a low
temperature, the paper said.

Eva Peron
Eva Peron, Argentina’s emblematic first lady of the

1940s and 50s, was embalmed when she died of cancer in
1952 at age 33. “Evita” was as adored by her husband’s
poor and working-class base as she was reviled by the
military and elite. After Juan Peron was toppled in a 1955
coup, army officers secretly removed Evita’s corpse from
its resting place at a pro-Peron trade union headquarters
and hid it. Worried that Peronist militants would find it,
then-dictator Pedro Aramburu had the body taken to Italy
and buried in Milan under a false name. Peron’s third wife
and successor, Isabel, finally struck a deal: Evita’s body
was returned to Argentina in 1974 and she has rested ever
since in her family mausoleum in Buenos Aires, a place of
pilgrimage for her admirers and fans of the musical and
movie about her life.

Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il
The bodies of North Korea’s founder Kim Il Sung and

his son and successor Kim Jong Il are on permanent dis-
play at the Kumsusan Palace of the Sun mausoleum in
Pyongyang. Their embalmed corpses rest in glass coffins
on biers in separate halls suffused with dim red light, sol-
diers stand guard in each corner as a steady stream of
visitors - foreigners are allowed and everyone must
adhere to a strict dress code - bows before them three
times. Attendants glide silently across marble floors at
the cavernous complex on the outskirts of the capital,
where exhibits display the two men’s possessions, vehi-
cles and awards.

Kim Il Sung died in 1994 but remains Eternal President

of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, as the iso-
lated country is officially known, while Kim Jong Il, who
died in 2011, is Eternal General Secretary of the ruling
Workers’ Party. Both men suffered heart attacks. Russian
scientists helped embalm their bodies and are said to
assist with maintenance. Current leader Kim Jong Un, the
third generation of the family to rule, and his close aides
visit the mausoleum on key national holidays - such as
their birthdays - to pay their respects.

Ferdinand Marcos
The divisive Filipino dictator died in exile in 1989 after

he was booted out in a “People Power” revolt, but his
embalmed body was returned to his ancestral home where
it lay on display for over two decades. In 2016 his morti-
cian told AFP that Marcos’s face was made of wax, but
insisted the rest of the body - covered up by clothes - was
original. He was finally interred in a Heroes’ Cemetary
three years ago, sparking controversy in the Philippines,
and removing him from the relatively exclusive global club
of famous embalmed bodies on display. — AFP 

This photograph shows a tourist posing for a photograph in front of a statue of Vietnam’s revolutionary leader Ho Chi Minh, at the Ho Chi Minh museum in Hanoi. — AFP 

Body politics: Famous preserved corpses 

Will Britain have an 
election to break 
Brexit impasse?

Prime Minister Boris Johnson is set to clash with
lawmakers in parliament this week over his plans
to take Britain out of the European Union with

or without an exit deal, a showdown that could see
Brexit delayed and the government toppled. That has
raised the chances of an early parliamentary election,
before the next scheduled vote in 2022. An election
can be triggered in two ways:

Johnson calls an election
If Johnson decides parliament is intent on thwarting

his plan to deliver Brexit on Oct. 31, he could try to call
an election, seeking a majority that would allow him to
push his plans through. He would need to put the pro-
posal for an election to parliament and win a two-
thirds majority in the 650-seat legislature. The oppo-
sition Labor Party has long called for an election, so
there should be enough votes to support holding one,
although Tony Blair, a former Labor prime minister,
has warned it would be an “elephant trap” for the par-
ty that it should avoid. If successful, an election could
be held in mid- to late-October, before the Brexit
deadline. The law states there must be 25 working
days between an election being formally called and
polling day, which is traditionally a Thursday.
Therefore an Oct. 17 election is possible if the steps
have been taken by the end of Sept. 12.

No-confidence vote
The opposition Labor Party can call a no-confi-

dence vote in the government. If a majority of law-
makers back the no-confidence vote, then it sets off
a 14-day period where either an alternative govern-
ment can be formed and take control without an
election or the government can win back power. If
neither an alternative government nor the existing
government can win a confidence vote within this
period, an election is called. There are legal restric-
tions setting out a minimum period before an election
can take place after the government loses a no-con-
fidence vote, but not on the maximum period before
one needs to be held. — Reuters

Photo shows a bust of Vietnam’s revolutionary leader Ho Chi
Minh for sale at a shop in the old quarters of Hanoi. — AFP 

Biden seen as weak 
front-runner; 2020 
US race heats up

As summer ends and the race for the 2020
Democratic US presidential nomination shifts into a
higher gear, former Vice President Joe Biden’s per-

ilous position atop the vast field stands to be tested under
even more pressure. Biden, 76, has consistently maintained
a comfortable lead over his rivals. But his campaign has
been plagued by doubts over his age, fitness for office and
whether, as a moderate, he can be a standard-bearer for a
party that has grown increasingly liberal.

Those questions are likely to be magnified in the coming
weeks. Labor Day serves as the traditional marker for the
White House race to intensify, with five months to go until
the first nominating contest - February in Iowa - in the state-
by-state process of picking the party’s nominee to challenge
Republican President Donald Trump in the November 2020
election. Democrats enter the next phase of the contest lack-
ing a true consensus candidate, one who can unite a party
fractured along ideological and generational lines.

While Biden enjoys widespread name recognition
because of his eight years as Barack Obama’s vice presi-
dent and a long Senate career before that, he stands to
suffer as voters begin to focus on other candidates,
according to strategists. That may open the door wider for
his closest competitors, US Senators Bernie Sanders and
Elizabeth Warren - or another rival - to seize momentum.

“Biden is the weakest front-runner in a contested pri-
mary in a long time,” said Democratic operative Joel
Payne, who worked on 2016 Democratic presidential nom-
inee Hillary Clinton’s campaign and attributed Biden’s
standing largely to voters’ familiarity with him rather than
his performance on the campaign trail. The Democratic
field shrank a bit in the past month, with US Senator
Kirsten Gillibrand dropping out last week. But 20 con-
tenders continue to vie for the nomination.

Ten Democrats will square off on Sept 12 at a debate in
Houston. Right now, Democratic strategist Delacey Skinner
said, “most people don’t even know who most of the candi-
dates are.” Jeff Link, a longtime Democratic strategist in
Iowa, likened the primary-season campaign to an American
football game and said Labor Day marks the start of sec-
ond half. “The only thing that matters is the fourth quarter,”
Link said. Biden has weathered fierce attacks from his rivals

and his own penchant for misstatements to remain in front.
Yet his string of gaffes and episodes of faulty memory have
sparked concern over his age and his capacity to battle
Trump next year if he is the party’s nominee. Biden is also
viewed skeptically among some Democrats who dismiss
him as an out-of-touch moderate in a party moving left-
ward. Even so, “if Biden is able to minimize his vulnerabili-
ties, it’s still his race to lose,” Payne said.

Beyond Biden, the story of the contest’s first few
months was the rise of Warren, whose relentless campaign
schedule and formidable state-level organization have
made her a serious threat to win the nomination. She par-
ticularly has emerged as a rival to Biden in Iowa, a state he
desperately needs to win to reinforce his argument that he
is the candidate best equipped to take down Trump. But
questions persist about Warren’s ambitious liberal agenda -
she advocates “big, structural change” - and whether she
can attract moderate and black voters, as Biden does.
Skinner said Warren can expand her appeal beyond
siphoning liberal voters from Sanders and other candidates
on the left. “She actually is starting to draw moderates. She
doesn’t feel like a Bernie (Sanders). She doesn’t feel like
she’s out to blow things up,” Skinner said. “I see her as
someone who can draw supporters from Bernie and from
Biden.” All of the top-tier contenders have faced questions
about whether they can bring together a deeply divided
party and, ultimately, defeat Trump. Sanders is a self-
described “Democratic socialist” who employs the rhetoric
of a revolutionary and has seen his support slide as com-
pared to his 2016 presidential bid when he gave Clinton a
tough fight for the party’s nomination. — Reuters

Democratic presidential candidate and former US Vice
President Joe Biden greets fans after a town hall event at
Clinton College in Rock Hill, South Carolina. — AFP 


