
PORT-AU-PRINCE, Haiti: When Haitian strongman
Francois Duvalier died, his subjects had no choice on
their next president-his 19-year-old son took over. The
vote to approve him as successor was officially 2,391,916
to zero. Half a century has passed since the April 1971
death of the elder Duvalier but Haiti is still struggling to
achieve democracy, with the Western Hemisphere’s
poorest nation again embroiled in twin crises of political
illegitimacy and rampant violence.

Dubbed Papa Doc due to his background as a physi-
cian, the elder Duvalier was democratically elected in
1957 but soon built a ruthless authoritarian state that is
believed to have killed tens of thousands of people in its
quest to maintain power. Papa Doc also built a fearsome
personality cult, reviving voodoo traditions to cast him-
self as a spirit of the dead and claiming through propa-
ganda posters to have been selected by Jesus Christ.
Papa Doc also knew how to play the United States,
which was panicked over Fidel Castro’s revolution in
nearby Cuba. When “Baby Doc” Jean-Claude Duvalier
took over as the world’s youngest leader, the United
States was fully onboard thanks to the Duvaliers’ fervent
anti-communism.

The US ambassador, Clinton Knox, even had a T-shirt
with the likeness of Baby Doc “so he could show the
opposition, both overseas and inside the country, that he
was their choice,” said historian Pierre Buteau. Baby
Doc, however, faced opposition as protests erupted
across Haiti in the mid-1980s. In 1986, the United States
finally parted ways with Baby Doc, who went into exile
in France where he spent most of the rest of his life.

Democracy came to Haiti with the 1991 election of
reformist priest Jean-Bertrand Aristide, but he was twice
ousted in military coups. Haiti again faces question
marks as President Jovenel Moise insists he is president
through February 2022, rejecting claims by the opposi-
tion that his term ended in February 2021. 

‘You don’t just move on’ 
Moise is championing a June referendum that would

consolidate powers around the presidency amid soaring
violence and kidnappings-including the abductions of
seven Catholic clergy members-that last week prompted
the cabinet to resign. “You don’t just move on from one
day to the next following a dictatorship that lasted 30
years and infected all of the country’s institutions with a
goal of staying in power as long as possible,” said soci-
ologist Laennec Hurbon. The 1987 constitution set a 10-
year ban on political participation by the Tontons
Macoutes, the paramilitary unit-named for a bogeyman

in Haitian folklore-that brutally enforced the Duvaliers’
rule. Mobs carried out lynchings in which suspected
militia members were burned alive with the rubber
wheels around their necks. The attacks came to be
known as “Pere LeBrun”, after a local tire dealer.

But the Tontons Macoutes did not face trial and still
enjoyed quiet relations with US intelligence as they
joined the front lines of opposition to Aristide. “There
was no conventional justice for the atrocities of the
Macoutes, but there was justice by the people through
Pere LeBrun,” Buteau said.

With no formal accounting for crimes under the
Duvaliers, the cruelty of the regime is being quickly for-
gotten in a country where more than half the population
was born after Baby Doc fell. School textbooks do not
even cover Haitian history after 1957. “The problem in
Haiti is that the memories of the dictatorship are very
weak,” Hurbon said. “Many people continue to say that
things were better in ‘86.”

Politics for enrichment  
The fall of the Duvaliers ended the idea of one-party

rule. But it in turn triggered an avalanche of smaller par-
ties motivated more by self-interest than broad ideas or
constituencies.

The last presidential election had no fewer than 54

candidates. “You can set up a party with 20 people.
Today there are certainly more than 250 political par-
ties,” Hurbon said. “Many people believe they can obtain
a better economic situation through the state and effec-
tively we see people entering the political system for
corruption.” The end effect is little democratic participa-
tion by the general public, with just 21 percent voting in
the last elections in 2016.

One shift came in 2018 when young people took to
the streets en masse demanding answers on what suc-
cessive administrations did with $1.6 billion contributed
by Venezuela under its Petrocaribe initiative. Haiti’s High
Court of Auditors responded by producing three volu-
minous reports on rampant mismanagement of the mon-
ey but Moise, named in one of them, clipped the wings
of the court in November through a presidential decree.

Amid the political and economic vacuum, armed
gangs have become a force to themselves in the poorest
parts of the capital Port-au-Prince, contributing to the
sharp rise in kidnappings for ransom.

The political standoff lets the governing class avoid
any trial over Petrocaribe corruption, the goal of the
2018 protests, Buteau said. “There are no longer large
demonstrations because people are hungry and tired
and hardened by poverty. In the face of insecurity, they
are afraid.” — AFP
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News in brief
Egypt sacks rail authority chief 

CAIRO: Egypt’s railways chief was sacked yester-
day following a string of deadly train disasters, two
days after the latest accident that cost 11 lives.
“The goal of these decisions is not merely about
leadership changes of the authority but are in line
with the next stage which demands...a complete
upgrade of the railway network,” the transport
ministry said. The changes “underway aim to pro-
vide better services, working around the clock to
serve commuters and to upgrade... this essential
service which transports millions of passengers
yearly”, it said in a statement. — AFP

Mahathir urges king to lift emergency

KUALA LUMPUR: Former Malaysian leader
Mahathir Mohamad delivered a petition to the
national palace yesterday urging the king to
revoke a Covid-19 state of emergency, saying it
had transformed the country into a “dictatorship”.
The monarch declared the nationwide emergency
in January, on the advice of Prime Minister
Muhyiddin Yassin, in a bid to fight the coronavirus
as cases spiralled out of control.  But parliament
was also suspended, prompting critics to accuse
Muhyiddin of using the virus crisis to cling to pow-
er after allies in his crisis-wracked ruling coalition
deserted him. — AFP

Cape Town blaze almost contained 

CAPE TOWN: A sweeping fire on South Africa’s
iconic Table Mountain that choked Cape Town
with smoke and destroyed several historic sites
including a university library was almost fully con-
tained yesterday, officials said.  High winds had
strengthened the blaze that was first spotted
Sunday but calmer weather conditions yesterday
allowed for fire crews to ramp up their aerial
attack with five helicopters, said Rey Thakhuli,
spokesman for South Africa National Parks.
“Approximately 90 percent of the fire has been
contained,” he said in a statement. The fire first
broke out in the foothills of Table Mountain, a
favorite with tourists, and spread to the University
of Cape Town (UCT), destroying buildings and
forcing students to flee. — AFP

Russia to launch space station in 2025

MOSCOW: Russia’s space agency said yesterday
it hoped to launch its own orbital station in 2025 as
Moscow considers withdrawing from the
International Space Station program to go it alone.
Roscosmos chief Dmitry Rogozin said work had
begun on the fist module of a new station, after
officials warned that Russia was considering
pulling out of the ISS, one of the few successful
examples of cooperation with the West. The
announcement came with tensions soaring over
espionage claims, a Russian troop build-up along
Ukraine’s borders and the deteriorating health of
President Vladimir Putin’s imprisoned critic Alexei
Navalny. — AFP

50 years after Papa Doc, Haiti 
democracy still work in progress

People walk down a street of Port-au-Prince. Half a century has passed since the April 1971 death of the elder
Duvalier but Haiti is still struggling to achieve democracy.— AFP

Country embroiled in twin crises of political illegitimacy,  rampant violence

Duterte to deploy 
navy over South 
China Sea claim
MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte said
he is willing to deploy military ships to the South
China Sea to assert the country’s claim over oil
deposits in a contested part of the waterway. Duterte,
who has embraced China since taking power in 2016,
has faced growing domestic criticism for his reluc-
tance to confront Beijing over its activities in
Philippine-claimed waters. 

Tensions spiked last month after hundreds of
Chinese vessels were detected at Whitsun Reef in the
Spratly Islands, which are contested by several coun-
tries, including the Philippines and China. Beijing has
refused repeated demands by the Philippines to call
back the ships, which Manila says are maritime militia
vessels and China says are fishing boats. “I’m not so
much interested now in fishing. I don’t think there’s
enough fish really to quarrel about,” Duterte said
Monday. 

“But when we start to mine, when we start to get
whatever it is in the bowels of the China sea, our oil,
then by that time... I will send my grey ships there to
state a claim,” he said, while also emphasizing his
desire “to remain friends” and “share whatever it is”.
Duterte spoke the day after top military leadership
rejected a rumor that a social media group involving
members of the armed forces had demanded the presi-
dent denounce China or they would no longer support
him as their commander in chief.

Beijing asserts sovereignty over almost all of the
waterway, which is believed to hold rich deposits of
natural resources. In 2016, a UN-backed tribunal
rejected its claims. Beijing has ignored the ruling.
Duterte has repeatedly said conflict with China would
be futile, and on Monday warned of “bloodshed” if the
Philippines tried to take back the waters.—AFP

Crematoriums 
buckle as dead 
pile up in India
NEW DELHI: A summer storm is buffeting New
Delhi as Mohammed Shamim wearily pauses to glance
at yet another ambulance arriving with a coronavirus
victim to bury, just minutes after the last. The
gravedigger’s grim workload, like those of others
around India, has grown dramatically in the past few
weeks in a brutal second wave that has caught author-
ities badly off guard.

When AFP visited the Jadid Qabristan Ahle ceme-
tery in the Indian capital-which is now in a week-long
lockdown-on Friday, 11 bodies arrived within three
hours. By sunset, 20 bodies were in the ground. This
compares to some days in December and January,
when his earthmoving machine stayed idle and when
many thought the pandemic was over. “Now, it looks
like the virus has legs,” Shamim, 38, a gravedigger like
his father and grandfather, told AFP. “At this rate, I will
run out of space in three or four days.” 

Around the graveyard, white body bags or coffins
made out of cheap wood are carried around by people
in blue or yellow protective suits and lowered into
graves. Small groups of men, some in Islamic skullcaps,
look solemnly at the ground as the imam, struggling to
be heard as dust laced with rain swirls around, recites
final prayers.  Sobbing women watch from their closed
car windows next to the flashing lights of an ambu-
lance as a yellow digger fills up the graves with the dry
brown and grey soil.

“Two days ago someone came to me and said he
needs to start preparing for his mother because doc-
tors had given up on her,” Shamim said. “It’s unreal. I
never thought I’d see the day where I’d have a request
for starting the funeral formalities of a living person.”

Melting iron  
Officially, almost 180,000 Indians have died from

coronavirus, 15,000 of them this month, although some
believe the real number may be higher. Social media
and newspaper reports have been flooded with horri-
fying images of row upon row of burning pyres and
crematoriums unable to cope.

In Ghaziabad outside Delhi, television pictures
showed bodies wrapped in shrouds lined up on biers
on the pavement with weeping relatives waiting for
their slot. In the western state of Gujarat, many crema-
toriums in Surat, Rajkot, Jamnagar and Ahmedabad are
operating around the clock with three to four times
more bodies than normal. 

The chimney of one electric furnace in Ahmedabad
cracked and collapsed after being in constant use for
up to 20 hours every day for the past two weeks. The
iron frames inside another in the industrial diamond
hub of Surat melted because there was no time to let
the furnaces cool.

“Until last month we were cremating 20-odd bodies
per day... But since the beginning of April we have
been handling over 80 bodies every day,” said a local
official at the Ramnath Ghela Crematorium in the city.
With waiting times of up to eight hours, Rajkot has set
up a dedicated 24/7 control room to manage the flow
in the city’s four crematoriums.

Bring your own wood 
At two crematoriums in Lucknow in the north, rela-

tives are being given numbered tokens and made to
wait for up to 12 hours. One has started burning bodies
in an adjacent park, an official told AFP.

Rohit Singh, whose father died from COVID-19,
said crematorium officials were charging around
7,000 rupees ($100) — almost 20 times the normal
rate. Some crematoriums in Lucknow ran out of wood
and asked people to bring it themselves. Viral photos
on social media showed electric rickshaws laden down
with logs. The ultimate place for Hindus to be cremat-
ed is Varanasi, the ancient city where since time imme-
morial bodies have been burned on the banks of the
river Ganges. Belbhadra, who works at one of the
famous ghats there, told AFP that they were cremating
at least 200 suspected coronavirus victims per day.
The usual time to get to the ghat-a riverside embank-
ment for cremations-from the main road via narrow
lanes was usually three or four minutes, a resident said.
“Now it takes around 20 minutes. that’s how crowded
the lanes are with people waiting to cremate the
dead,” he said. — AFP 

Scores test positive 
for COVID on India 
flight to Hong Kong
HONG KONG: At least 53 passengers on a flight
from New Delhi to Hong Kong have tested positive for
coronavirus, authorities said yesterday, as the financial
hub introduced an emergency ban on arrivals from
India over a new wave of cases. The passengers flew
into Hong Kong on a flight run by Indian operator
Vistara on April 4. 

The positive tests are significant as Hong Kong is
regularly recording fewer daily cases than the total
detected on the flight since it brought a fourth wave
under control in January. Authorities have now
imposed a two-week ban on all flights from India,
Pakistan and the Philippines that began on Monday,
categorizing the countries as “extremely high risk”
after detecting the N501Y mutant COVID-19 strain for
the first time in the local community. India is battling
skyrocketing infections, with hospitals running out of
beds and the government forced to reimpose econom-
ically painful restrictions. Its capital New Delhi went
into lockdown from Monday night as officials scramble
to get the surging cases under control.

The Vistara aircraft can hold 188 passengers but
Hong Kong authorities did not announce how many it
had been carrying. The positive coronavirus results
surfaced while the arrivals were undergoing Hong
Kong’s mandatory three-week quarantine period, one
of the strictest entry regimes in the world.—AFP

SURAT, Gujarat: Bodies of patients who lost their lives to
the COVID-19 coronavirus disease kept on funeral pyres
during a mass cremation at a crematorium. — AFP

This handout photo taken April 14, 2021, and received
from the Philippine Coast Guard (PCG), Philippine coast
guard ship BRP Cabra (MRRV-4409), in center, along with
coast guard-manned Bureau of Fisheries boats, patrol an
area in the South China Sea. — AFP

Indian rail staff 
saves boy in 
dramatic rescue
MUMBAI: An Indian railway worker has been hailed a
“superhero” after he sprinted more than 30 meters
along a track to grab a boy from the path of an express

train. CCTV images of Mayur Shelke’s incredible rescue
have gone viral on social media with many lauding the
selfless 30-year-old. The six-year-old boy was with his
partially sighted mother on Saturday at Vangani station-
about 70 kilometers (about 42 miles) east of Mumbai-
when he fell off the platform edge onto the track. Shelke
was alerted by cries for help from the mother and
immediately started running along the track.

He is seen in images released by the Indian Central
Railways grabbing the boy, throwing him back onto the
platform and then climbing up himself barely two sec-
onds before the Udyan Express thundered through. “I

saw the kid falling and the train speeding towards him.
There was no chance he would have lived had I not
intervened,” Shelke was quoted as saying by the Mid-
Day newspaper.

He said he had been scared of the looming train, but
added: “There was no time to think at all, I was deter-
mined to save him.” Fatal accidents are common on
India’s vast, but often dilapidated railway network.
Social media users called Shelke, whose job as a points-
man is to check the train signals, a “superhero”. Railway
Minister Piyush Goyal said Shelke would be rewarded
for “motivating humanity with his work”. — AFP 


