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Lithium, Morales and 
cocaine: What is at 
stake as Bolivia votes?
LA PAZ: As Bolivia readies to vote in a defining elec-
tion, a number of key issues are on the table, includ-
ing the country’s huge lithium deposits, the role of
unseated ex-leader Evo Morales, and policy on farm-
ing coca, the raw ingredient of cocaine. Yesterday’s
presidential ballot is a delayed re-run of a fraught
and later voided vote in 2019 that sparked off deadly
protests and led to the resignation of leftist Morales
after a near 14-year rule.

Who are the front-runners?
The two front-runners this time are Luis Arce, the

candidate for Morales’ socialist MAS party, who
would tilt the country back towards the left after a
period of conservative interim government. Arce’s
main challenger is centrist ex-President Carlos Mesa,
who led the country from 2003 to 2005, and came
second in last year’s vote. Arce, a long-time economy
minister under Morales, leads Mesa in opinion polls,
though not by enough to win outright yesterday. A
candidate needs at least 40% of valid votes in the
first round and a ten point lead to avoid a second
round run-off. A second round, if needed, would take
place on Nov. 29, with polls indicating a potential
narrow win for Mesa.

What will happen to Evo?
Mesa and Arce would take very different paths

over Morales, a divisive figure in Bolivia who is cur-
rently living in exile in Argentina. He is being investi-
gated by state prosecutors in Bolivia over accusations
of corruption, sexual abuse, and fraud, all of which he
denies. Mesa has said that in his government “the
crimes of Evo Morales would not go unpunished,”
while Arce has left the door open for him returning to
politics, though said he would have to first resolve
pending issues with judicial authorities.

Coca policy
MAS under Morales, a former coca growers union

head, had strong support from farmers of the leaf,
which is used medicinally in Bolivia but is also the
raw material to make cocaine. He put a stop to US
drug enforcement operations in the country. Both
candidates say there must be a fight against drugs.
Arce says traditional growing areas must be protect-
ed by law, while Mesa has said there needs to be a
stronger line on controlling legal production.

US ties
Bolivia’s relationship with the United States

soured under Morales, though it has warmed under
the interim government of President Jeanine Anez,
who is not running in election. There has been no US
ambassador in Bolivia since 2008. Arce has pledged
to “work with everyone,” though the close involve-
ment of Morales in his campaign would likely hinder
US ties. Mesa, meanwhile, says there is no reason not
to “resume full ambassadorial-level relations” with
the United States.

‘WHITE GOLD’
Any new government would need to tackle the

question of lithium, the ultralight metal key to making
batteries for electric vehicles. Bolivia has one of the
world’s largest reserves of the ‘white gold’, but it has
been largely untapped. “We intend to turn Bolivia
into a competitive producer that fully develops the
salt flats and ensures its participation in the global
lithium value chain,” Mesa has said. Arce said he
wants to create 130,000 new direct and indirect jobs
by 2025 via the industrialization of lithium. —Reuters

STEPANAKERT: Armenia and Azerbaijan accused
each other of violating a new ceasefire yesterday, as
they tried for the second time in a week to bring a halt
to fighting over the disputed region of Nagorno-
Karabakh. The ex-Soviet neighbors agreed to a truce
from midnight following a push by international media-
tors for a stop to three weeks of heavy clashes over
Nagorno-Karabakh, an ethnic Armenian region that
broke from Azerbaijan’s control in the 1990s.

A previous ceasefire agreed a week ago fell apart
amid mutual accusations and continued fighting that
has left hundreds dead and forced tens of thousands
from their homes. The new ceasefire deal was
announced after one of the deadliest attacks on civil-
ians so far on Saturday, when a missile strike hit a resi-
dential area of Azerbaijan’s second city Ganja, killing
13 people including small children. The two sides have
described the agreement as
a “humanitarian truce” to
allow for the exchange of
prisoners and bodies.

Armenia’s defense min-
istry said Azerbaijani forces
had violated the new
ceasefire only minutes after
it took effect, firing artillery
shells and rockets in the
early hours of yesterday. Its
foreign ministry said
Azerbaijan had also
launched an attack in a
southern area of the Karabakh frontline “demonstrat-
ing to the international community its treacherous
nature, which we have been dealing with for decades”.

Decades-old conflict 
Azerbaijan’s defense ministry accused Armenian

forces of firing artillery and mortar shells in various
directions and of launching early-morning attacks
along the frontline. Armenia was in “gross violation” of
the ceasefire and showing “open disrespect” for the
efforts of international mediators, the foreign ministry
in Baku said. Azerbaijan and Armenia have been locked
in a bitter conflict over Karabakh since Armenian sep-
aratists backed by Yerevan seized control of the moun-

tainous province in a 1990s war that left 30,000 peo-
ple dead.  The region’s declaration of independence
has not been recognized by any country, even Armenia,
and it is still part of Azerbaijan under international law.

The fighting that broke out three weeks ago has
been the heaviest since a 1994 ceasefire and has
threatened to draw in regional powers Turkey, which
backs Azerbaijan, and Russia, which has a military
alliance with Armenia. An AFP journalist in Karabakh’s
main city Stepanakert said the night had been calm
yesterday and that, unlike during previous days,
sounds of explosions could not be heard coming from
frontline areas. But after the failure of other ceasefire
attempts and decades of mistrust, there was little hope
among city residents that a truce would take hold.

‘We can’t trust them’ 
“Our country is ready to

respect the ceasefire but
the others will  not. . . We
can’t trust them,” Sveta
Petrosyan, a 65-year-old
with two sons at the front,
told AFP outside her apart-
ment. Stepanakert has come
under heavy artillery and
rocket fire during the fight-
ing and most of its residents
have fled to Armenia. 

It was shelled again late
on Friday and a few hours

later the missile strike hit Ganja in Azerbaijan, level-
ing a row of houses and leaving 13 dead and more
than 45 people injured. Azerbaijan’s President Ilham
Aliyev described the Ganja attack as a war crime
and vowed his army would “take revenge on the bat-
tlefield”. In Azerbaijan’s frontline town of Terter, res-
idents told AFP there had been some shelling around
midday but that yesterday was the quietest it had
been in several days.

“I don’t know if the ceasefire will last and I don’t
care,” said Elshad Rezayev, 35. “They killed our
women and children. All I want to do is pick up a gun
and go fight them so that this is finished forever.” The
clashes over Karabakh that erupted on September 27

have left more than 700 dead, including scores of
civilians on both sides. The real death toll is probably
much higher, as most of the deaths have been report-
ed among Armenian separatist forces and Azerbaijan
has not released any figures on its military casualties.

Azerbaijan claiming gains 
Azerbaijan says it has retaken significant territory

in areas along the frontline, including two regional
centres-Jabrayil and Fizuli-in a no-man’s land split-
ting Nagorno-Karabakh proper from territory under
Azerbaijani control. It also claims to have taken sev-
eral areas of strategic high ground. Analysts say its

gains may be enough for Baku to declare a halt to
the fighting ahead of winter, when conditions on the
front will be harsh, and agree to return to the nego-
tiating table.  

It is unclear what set off the latest round of fighting
but Armenia has accused Turkey of encouraging long-
time ally Azerbaijan to launch an offensive to retake
Nagorno-Karabakh. Ankara has also been accused of
supplying Syrian fighters as mercenaries to bolster
Baku’s forces. France, Russia and the United States
have tried for decades to mediate a resolution to the
dispute over Karabakh under the “Minsk Group”, but
negotiations have long been stalled.  —AFP

Karabakh rivals trade accusations of breaking new truce

Armenia, Azerbaijan truce 
breaks down within hours

An Armenian soldier stands at the frontline as troops hold positions yesterday during ongoing fight-
ing between Armenia and Azerbaijan. —AFP 

‘Reclaimed ruins’: 
Azerbaijan shows off 
Karabakh conquests
JABRAYIL: They conquered withered vineyards
and left behind burnt carcases of tanks to plant an
Azerbaijani flag atop a barren hill on the edge of
Nagorno-Karabakh-overlooking nothing at all.
Fighting erupted three weeks ago between
Christian ethnic Armenians and Muslim Azerbaijan
over a blood-soaked patch of mountains both call
part of their ancestral lands. The Azerbaijani side
has spent days trumpeting military successes that
give the air of an army on the move.

“If they don’t leave on their own, we’ll chase
them out like dogs,” President Ilham Aliyev said
on the eve of a new ceasefire on Sunday that
both sides accused the other of immediately
breaking. On Twitter, Aliyev l ists towns his
forces have recaptured for the first time since a
1994 truce ended a war that killed 30,000 and
left the region-to the horror of Azerbaijanis-in
separatist hands. One of these towns is Jabrayil.
Yet it is not just empty after being trapped in a
no-mans land spl i t t ing Nagorno-Karabakh
proper from territory under Azerbaijani control-

there is simply no trace of it left. The valley
rolling down from the hill with the flag is cov-
ered with craggy bushes and a few low outlines
of brick walls that have been blasted apart by
rival forces for a generation.

‘Fight to the last drop of blood’ 
Jabrayil’s lone standing structure is a cliff-like

monument equipped with running faucets that the
Soviets erected to encourage “friendship and inter-
ethnic peace”. A machine-gun toting soldier
climbed this to unfurl an Azerbaijani flag before a
clutch of reporters given access to a tightly con-
trolled press tour of recaptured lands. “Our enemy
should know that Azerbaijani soldiers will fight to
their last drop of blood to protect their mother-
land-and to sacrifice their lives if required,”
Colonel Elshat Habilov declared before ordering
the reporters back out.

“As we liberate our occupied lands one by one,
we are gaining morale, drawing ever closer to a
great victory.” That Aliyev’s army wanted to show-
case its hold on this uninhabited hill articulates
Azerbaijan’s desire to put behind it the trauma of
the 1988-1994 war. It ended with Azerbaijan losing
both Nagorno-Karabakh and surrounding areas
such as Jabrayil and the nearby district of Fuzuli
running along the Iranian border. These provide
access points to the southern gates of Nagorno-
Karabakh and its capital Stepanakert.

Piles of bricks 
Azerbaijan it trying to recapture the region by

moving in from its southern and northern ends.
Most of its military successes have come on the
border area of the conflict zone. The exchanges of
mortar and artillery fire on the north end around
Terter are almost ceaseless and require residents
to spend most of their time sheltering in basements.
But Azerbaijani men in fatigues raised their fists in
triumph and looked at ease as they smoked along
the country road leading into Jabrayil. —AFP

JABRAYIL: An Azeri soldier hangs the flag of Azerbaijan
in this city where Azeri forces regained control during
fighting with Armenia over the breakaway region of
Nagorno-Karabakh on Oct 16, 2020. —AFP

Ardern vows to 
deliver reform
WELLINGTON: New Zealand Prime Minister
Jacinda Ardern vowed yesterday to “crack on” with
delivering her vision following a landslide election
victory, after a string of disasters frustrated reform
in her first term. Ardern won a historic outright
majority in Saturday’s poll - the first since New
Zealand adopted proportional voting in 1996 -
allowing her to implement policies without support
from minor parties.

After facing criticism since winning office in 2017
for not delivering on key promises such as protecting
the environment and reducing child poverty, Ardern
said she now had a mandate for change. The charis-
matic leader said the scale of the victory, Labour’s
biggest since 1946, meant more voters were backing
her center-left party and its reformist agenda.

“I think they were endorsing the work we’ve
done and the plan we have to go forward, and
there are some areas we do want to crack on

with,” Ardern said. The 40-year-old, who has been
hailed internationally as a standard-bearer for
progressive politics, admitted the need to placate
minor-party coalition partners “slowed down”
reform in her first term.

She also dealt with New Zealand’s worst terrorist
attack, a deadly volcanic eruption and the country’s
deepest recession in 30 years. In her victory speech
late Saturday, Ardern flagged increased state hous-
ing, more renewable energy and other infrastructure
investment. She also spoke of more training pro-
grams, job creation, protecting the environment and
a determination to tackle issues such as climate
change, poverty and inequality.

‘COVID election’ 
Opposition leader Judith Collins conceded voters

had given Ardern free rein to implement change, but
said that also meant the prime minister could no
longer claim her policy failures were caused by
reform-shy coalition partners. “The government has
got the mandate to do all the things that they’ve
promised to do, so they can’t blame anyone else for
not delivering,” Collins told reporters.

Campaigning during the vote centered on the

government’s successful coronavirus response, with
Ardern dubbing it the “COVID election”. New
Zealand has recorded only 25 coronavirus deaths in
a population of five million, which Collins said
boosted Ardern’s standing in an electorate anxious
about the pandemic. —AFP

AUCKLAND: New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda
Ardern speaks with senior members of parliament a
day after her landslide election yesterday.  —AFP

Strike 
kills 13 

including 
kids

Suspects in South 
Africa white farmer 
murder in court
SENEKAL, South Africa: Emotions ran high on Friday
as two black suspects appeared in a South African
court over the murder of a white farmer which has
sparked racial tensions. A barbed wire fence ringed the
court house in the central town of Senekal and police
and a water cannon were deployed as opposing
groups of white farmers and black activists gathered
near the site.

Around 2,000 supporters of the radical leftist
Economic Freedom Fighters gathered for eight hours

under scorching heat for a protest. Crime in this sleepy
but rich farming area, 300 km south of Johannesburg,
is centered mainly around stock theft, which farmers
say is rampant. Murders are relatively rare.  But on Oct
2, the body of 22-year-old farm manager Brendin
Horner was found. He had been strangled and tied to a
fence at a farm in Paul Roux near Senekal. A silver
cross with his name engraved on it has been erected at
the spot where the body was discovered. 

Unrest 
The killing of white farmers is a highly emotive

issue in South Africa. Some conservative groups
claim that farmers are victims of a genocide and the
government is not doing enough to protect them.
“This young man is paying with his life, he is going
to help us solve the (crime) problem,” Horner’s
employer Gilly Scheeper, 58, said in reference to the

attention brought to the case.
Scheeper has hired private investigators to run a

parallel probe into the death “because police here are
corrupt”. The motive for the murder has not been
established, but a police officer who is investigating
the case said the farmer’s wallet went missing after the
attack. A dozen policemen guarded the court house on
Friday, dressed in bulletproof jackets and armed with
assault rifles. Elsewhere around the court’s precincts,
police patrolled in cars and from a helicopter.

The two suspects - Sekwetja Mahlamba, 32 and
Sekolo Mlatlaletsa, 44 - wore grey jerseys as they
appeared for their bail hearing. One of them has previ-
ously been arrested 16 times and convicted four times
for stock theft and housebreaking. “I don’t think that
they should get bail because of the seriousness of the
offence,” investigating police officer Gerhard Peter
Myburgh told the court. —AFP


