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TANAUAN, Philippines: Philippine authorities ordered a
crackdown yesterday on evacuees’ daily visits to their
homes in the danger zone around Taal volcano as scien-
tists warned it could be “recharging” for a more powerful
explosion. More than 110,000 people have taken refuge in
evacuation centres since Taal burst to life a week ago, but
many hard-hit towns have let residents back for hours
each day to fetch items, feed livestock and clean up their
houses.

“We are directing DRRMCs (civil defense officers)...
not to allow anyone to enter the danger zone,” said
Epimaco Densing, undersecretary for the Department of
Interior. “It’s dangerous, that’s why we have imposed a
lockdown,” he told reporters. The volcano shot ash 15 kilo-
meters (nine miles) high in the January 12 eruption, which
crushed scores of homes and killed livestock as well as
crops. However, seismologists have warned the volcano
could imminently unleash a much bigger eruption, posing a
deadly risk to anyone in the 14-kilometre radius “danger
zone” that surrounds it. 

Continued earthquakes and an increase in the volcano’s
emission of sulfur dioxide gas were possible indications of
a “recharge” of magna, which would drive a major blast, a
top scientist said.  

“We consider these are signs that there’s a re-supply of
magma which could possibly... cause an eruption that

could be strong,” Renato Solidum, head of the Philippines’
seismological agency, told a local radio station. Until
experts deem the threat has passed, evacuees will need
the shelters spread across some 400 sites that range from
school campuses to covered basketball courts.

Conditions vary between sites, but several evacuees
told AFP they were getting food and a place to sleep, but
that bathrooms were in high demand.  “It’s really difficult
to take a bath or use the toilet because of the sheer num-
bers (of evacuees), but we can take it,” said Sonia Awitan,
55. “What is important is we have a place to shelter and
sleep in,” she added.

Authorities say they have so far been able to provide
fundamental services to the evacuees, but are concerned
about the longer term.

“We can handle the (current evacuee numbers). The
issue is how are we going to sustain resources over the
longer term,” Alex Masiglat, spokesman for disaster relief
in the ground zero Calabarzon region.  “Our concern is
how are we going to sustain a long term evacuation peri-
od,” he added.

Though no people have been reported killed in the
eruption, it has wrought havoc on agriculture and tourism.
Taal is set in the middle of a picturesque lake that is a pop-
ular draw for tourists, especially since it is just 60 kilome-
ters south of the hot and crowded—capital Manila. —AFP
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Trump backers, 
critics clash as 
impeachment 
trial nears
WASHINGTON: Donald Trump’s defenders and sup-
porters skirmished over the airwaves on Sunday a day
after the US president’s legal team dismissed his
impeachment trial as unconstitutional and dangerous.
Coming two days before Trump’s trial opens in the
Senate, the clashing arguments offered an early taste of
the historic drama to play out in coming weeks.

Beginning today, the chamber will meet six hours a
day for six days a week in only the third impeachment
trial of a US president, with lofty constitutional issues
brushing up against raw partisan politics. It will be a
“grueling exercise,” Republican Senator John Cornyn
said on CBS.

Celebrity attorney Alan Dershowitz, a recent addi-
tion to Trump’s legal team, argued Sunday that even if
every charge sent by the House to the Senate for the
president’s trial were accepted as true, it would not rise
to the level of impeachable behavior.

“The (House) vote was to impeach on abuse of pow-
er, which is not within the constitutional criteria for
impeachment, and obstruction of  Congress,”
Dershowitz, a Harvard law professor emeritus, said on
ABC. A politically motivated impeachment, he added,
was the “greatest nightmare” of the country’s founders.

Adam Schiff, the California lawmaker chosen by
House Democrats as lead manager of the impeachment
trial, dismissed the notion that abuse of power was not
impeachable.

‘Arrant nonsense’ 
“That’s an argument you have to make if the facts

are so dead set against you,” he said on ABC. Another
House impeachment manager, Jerrold Nadler, called
Dershowitz’s argument “arrant nonsense.”

The House impeached Trump on charges that he
abused his office by pressuring Ukraine to dig up dirt
on Democratic presidential candidate Joe Biden by
withholding military aid and dangling a White House
meeting with the Ukrainian president.  He was also
charged with obstructing Congress. For Republicans to
argue that such behavior is not impeachable, Schiff
said, “would have appalled the founders, who were
worried about exactly that kind of solicitation of for-
eign interference in an election for personal benefit.”

The two sides have been publicly fencing over
whether the trial will be conducted quickly, perhaps in
as little as two weeks-Trump’s clear preference-or
whether  witnesses can be called and new evidence
introduced-as Democrats insist is needed for a full and
fair trial.

The president has said he would like the Senate to
almost immediately dismiss the charges, but Republican
Senator Lindsey Graham, a Trump confidant, told Fox
News: “That is not going to happen. We don’t have the
votes for that.”

Possible delays 
Dershowitz said Sunday, however, that calling wit-

nesses would introduce major delays.  “The trial will
take a much longer time, because the Democrats will
call (former national security advisor) John Bolton, and
the president will invoke executive privilege and it will
have to go to the courts,” he said on CNN.

Republicans say the House erred by not taking the
time during its hearings to secure the testimony of key
witnesses like Bolton before sending articles of
impeachment to the Senate. Schiff said that would have
meant “endless months or even years of litigation.” He
added, “What the president is threatening to do is
cheat in the next election. You cannot wait months and
years to be able to remove that threat from office.”

Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell has yet to
announce the rules for the trial, but has said he is coop-
erating with the White House and wants it done quickly.

Cornyn said he expected to see essentially the same
rules as during the impeachment trial of President Bill
Clinton in 1998. That would have both sides lay out
their arguments before a possible vote by senators on
whether to allow witnesses. Underscoring the stark
divide running through the Senate, Cornyn said Trump
was being impeached “for a non-crime for events that
never occurred,” while Nadler said “any jury would
convict him in three minutes flat.” — AFP

Ex-Catalan
police chief
goes on trial
for rebellion
SAN FERNANDO DE HENARES,
Spain: The former police chief of
Catalonia went on trial yesterday
over his role in the region’s failed
2017 independence bid in a move
that risks fanning tensions with
Catalan separatists.  Josep Lluis
Trapero, former head of the Mossos
d’Esquadra regional police force, is
in the dock on charges of rebellion
with prosecutors seeking an 11-year
jail sentence. 

During the October 1 independ-
ence referendum, which was banned
by Madrid, prosecutors say the
Mossos demonstrated “total passivi-
ty” under Trapero’s watch while
Spain’s national police led a violent
crackdown, using batons and firing
rubber bullets in a bid to stop voters.

The trial of the career police offi-
cer comes three months after Spain’s
Supreme Court sentenced nine
Catalan separatist leaders to long
prison terms, prompting weeks of
protests which sometimes turned
violent across the wealthy northeast-
ern region. It got underway just
before 10:30 am (0930 GMT) at a
court in an industrial zone in San
Fernando de Henares on the outskirts
of Madrid.

Another senior police officer and
a former official with the Catalan
interior ministry are on trial along-
side Trapero facing charges of
rebellion while a fourth person, a
Mossos officer, faces the lesser
charge of sedition. The trial, which is
expected to run until March 19, will
focus on the Mossos’ role in enforc-
ing a court ban on the referendum,
which was followed several weeks
later by a short-lived declaration of
independence.

Several of the jailed Catalan lead-
ers have been called to testify. In a
tweet, the head of Catalonia’s sepa-
ratist regional government, Quim
Torra, expressed “all his support” for
the accused and predicted that “jus-
tice will eventually impose itself over
revenge”.

Rebellion vs sedition 
In a precedent which may help

Trapero, the Supreme Court in
October dismissed the charge of
rebellion against the nine separatist
leaders, finding them guilty of sedition,
which carries a shorter prison term. By
definition, rebellion is “rising up in a
violent and public manner” to, among
other things, “declare independence
for part of the (Spanish) territory”.

Sedition, however, is “rising up
publicly and in turbulent fashion” to
“prevent by force or in an illegal
way” the law from being applied, or
the application of an administrative
or legal decision. 

Trapero appeared at the sepa-
ratists’ trial as a witness, defending
his performance as police chief and
saying the Mossos “had no intention
of facilitating the referendum”. He
also said his officers would have
been ready to arrest then Catalan
president Carles Puigdemont had
they been asked. Puigdemont fled
Spain to avoid prosecution.  Shortly
after the Catalan parliament issued a
short-lived declaration of independ-
ence, Madrid sacked Trapero, dis-
missed the regional government and
temporarily took over Catalonia’s
regional affairs. 

His dismissal came just two
months after he was praised for cap-
turing those behind a summer van
attack that killed 14 people in
Barcelona and was claimed by
Islamic State extremists. 

New government tone 
The trial takes place just a week

after Socialist Prime Minister Pedro
Sanchez’s new leftwing coalition
government took office in a move
that was facilitated by the support of
a Catalan separatist party.

In exchange, Sanchez promised to
open talks with Catalonia’s separatist
regional government over a solution
to the “political conflict”. He also
promised to stop systematically chal-
lenging separatist initiatives as had
been the case with previous adminis-
trations in Madrid. 

In another development, Sanchez
nominated former justice minister
Dolores Delgado as prosecutor-gen-
eral last week in a move that drew
criticism for blurring the lines
between the executive and the judi-
ciary.  The role could influence future
legal cases involving Catalan sepa-
ratists, as well as how quickly those
leaders who were jailed in October
could obtain parole. — AFP

Nearly 80 ‘highly 
dangerous’ 
inmates escape 
Paraguay prison
ASUNCION, Paraguay: Nearly 80 prisoners, many of
them members of a Brazilian drug- and arms-trafficking
gang and described as “highly dangerous,” have escaped
from a Paraguayan prison near the border, police said. The
escapees, Brazilians and Paraguayans, made their getaway
through a tunnel from the prison in the border city of
Pedro Juan Caballero, police spokeswoman Elena Andrada
said.  “Our best men have gone to the border to attempt to
recapture the prisoners,” she said. 

The number of escapees totaled 76, including 40
Brazilians and 36 Paraguayans, officials said. Justice
Minister Cecilia Perez issued a sharp condemnation,
telling reporters that it must have taken prisoners “several
weeks” to build the tunnel and adding, “It is evident that
the staff knew nothing and did nothing.” The prison’s war-
den was dismissed and dozens of guards were arrested.
Most of the escapees belong to a criminal gang known as

First Capital Command, one of Brazil’s most powerful
criminal enterprises.  Andrada said the burning hulks of
five vans used in the escape were found in Ponta Pora, a
Brazilian city separated from Pedro Juan Caballero only
by an avenue.  Pedro Juan Caballero lies about 300 miles
(500 kilometers) northeast of the capital, Asuncion. Perez
voiced “a strong suspicion that officials are involved in
this corrupt scheme” and said that the escapees are con-
sidered “highly dangerous.”

The escapees included men who had taken part in a
massacre last June at the San Pedro prison, Andrada said.
She said the inmates had dug a tunnel “like we see in the
movies, complete with internal lighting.” 

Investigators have also found hundreds of sandbags.
Brazil meanwhile moved to tighten security in the border
area to help recapture the inmates, Antonio Carlos Videira,
Mato Grosso do Sul state’s justice and public safety secre-
tary, told reporters.

The Department of Border Operations, the Military
Highway Police and other security troops backed by a hel-
icopter have been mobilized, he said, according to
Anuncion’s ABC daily. Brazilian Justice Minister Sergio
Moro echoed the offer of support in recapturing the pris-
oners: “If they return to Brazil, they get one-way tickets to
federal prison,” he tweeted.

Paraguay’s Interior Minister Euclides Acevedo said
police special ops staff were combing the area of the
escape, backed by helicopters. —AFP 

UK PM raises 
visas in pitch 
for post-Brexit 
trade with Africa 
LONDRES, United Kingdom: Prime Minister
Boris Johnson told African leaders yesterday
that Britain would be more open to migrants
from their continent after Brexit as he hosted
a summit intended to boost trading ties.

He also promised an end to direct UK state
investment in thermal coal mining or coal
power plants overseas, saying London would
focus on supporting a switch to low-carbon
energy sources.

Johnson was speaking at the start of the
first UK-Africa Investment Summit in London,
a clear pitch for business less than two weeks
before Britain leaves the European Union. He
told leaders including presidents Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi of Egypt and Uhuru Kenyatta of Kenya
that he wanted to make Britain their “invest-
ment partner of choice”.

After highlighting all that Britain has to
offer, he said Brexit would mean an end to
preferential treatment for EU migrants. “Our
(immigration) system is becoming fairer and
more equal between all our global friends and
partners, treating people the same, wherever
they come from,” he said.

“By putting people before passports we
will be able to attract the best talent from
around the world, wherever they may be.”
Nigeria’s President Muhammadu Buhari, who
also attended the summit, said Brexit offered

an opportunity for increased free trade across
the Commonwealth-and said visas were a key
issue.

“While many in the African diaspora enjoy
considerable benefits from life in the West,
they do not always feel at the heart of the
community,” he wrote in an article for The
Times yesterday.  “A renewed sense that there
are ties that bind us through the
Commonwealth, and a concerted effort to
grow those links through trade, could act as a
spur to encourage togetherness and the cer-
tainty of belonging.” 

Breathe the same air 
Johnson, whose country hosts the next UN

climate change summit in Glasgow later this
year, also announced a shift in investment
strategy to help combat global warming. Sub-
Saharan African faces a number of environ-
mental challenges, particularly the effects of
climate change, water and air pollution, deser-
tification, deforestation and over-fishing. On
fossil fuels, Johnson said: “There’s no point in
the UK reducing the amount of coal we burn,
if we then trundle over to Africa and line our
pockets by encouraging African states to use
more of it, is there?”

“We all breathe the same air, we live
beneath the same sky. We all suffer when car-
bon emissions rise and the planet warns.” He
added: “Not another penny of UK taxpayers
money will be directly invested in digging up
coal or burning it for electricity.

“Instead, we’re going to focus on support-
ing the transition to lower and zero carbon
alternatives.” 

The British government’s export agency
reports providing £2 billion ($2.6 billion) in
financing for UK company exports to Africa in
the past two years. — AFP

BUSO BUSO: A man walks past trees and and a truck covered in ash from the eruption of Taal volcano in Buso
Buso yesterday. — AFP

LONDON: Britain’s Prime Minister Boris Johnson (right) poses with Nigeria’s
President Muhammadu Buhari during their bilateral meeting at the UK-Africa
Investment Summit in London yesterday. — AFP

Handout picture released by Paraguay’s ABC TV showing
the end of the tunnel through which 76 inmates allegedly
escaped from the prison in Pedro Juan Caballero, 500
kilometers northeast of Asuncion, on Sunday. — AFP


