
Kamala to bring
message of ‘hope’ 
to Guatemala, Mexico
WASHINGTON: US Vice President Kamala Harris
will visit Guatemala and Mexico next week, bringing
a message of hope to a region hammered by
COVID-19 and which is the source of most of the
undocumented migrants seeking entry in the US.
Harris is taking her first trip abroad as President Joe
Biden’s deputy with an eye towards tackling the root
causes of migration from the region-one of the
thorniest issues facing the White House.  “We have to
give people a sense of hope, a sense of hope that
help is on the way, a sense of hope that if they stay,
things will get better,” Harris has said, after Biden
tasked her with leading diplomatic efforts on the
issue in March. 

She is set to fly tonight to Guatemala, where she
will meet with President Alejandro Giammattei
before setting off to meet with Mexican President
Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador tomorrow. Harris also
has plans to meet with community, labor and busi-
ness leaders, according to her team. Harris said she
hopes to have “very frank and honest discussions”
about corruption, crime and violence. Detentions of
undocumented travelers, including unaccompanied
minors, along the US-Mexico border hit a 15-year
record high in April, with nearly 180,000 people
intercepted-more than 80% of them coming from
Mexico or the so-called Northern Triangle of
Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador.

Vacccines, TPS, Title 42 
Donation of coronavirus vaccines by the United

States to the region is also expected to be up for dis-
cussion.  Harris already addressed the subject over
the phone with Giammattei and Lopez Obrador on
Thursday, just before Biden announced the shipment
of a first batch of six million doses to be distributed in
Central America and the Caribbean through the glob-
al Covax program, plus others to be sent directly from
Washington to partner countries such as Mexico.

For security and democracy expert Rebecca Bill
Chavez, “a real commitment” on the number of doses
destined for the Northern Triangle would be “one
very positive outcome” of Harris’s trip. Another
potential topic is the possibility of granting
Temporary Protected Status (TPS) to Guatemalans
living in the United States, allowing them to work
legally. And there could be talk in Mexico of the end
of “Title 42,” a Trump-era coronavirus policy allow-
ing the immediate deportation of undocumented
migrants-even those who arrive seeking asylum. 

‘A lot tougher’ 
The vice president’s trip to Central America is

part of the Biden administration’s promise of a more
humane immigration policy-in contrast to the hard-
line approach taken by his predecessor Donald
Trump. But Harris faces challenges even more com-
plicated than the ones Biden dealt with as vice presi-
dent under Barack Obama, when he himself was
charged with handling the same matter. “The condi-
tions have deteriorated dramatically since 2014,” said
Michael Shifter, president of the Inter-American
Dialogue think tank, referring to a worsening eco-
nomic situation and an increase in violence, both
exacerbated by the pandemic. 

Harris’s work is therefore “a lot tougher,” Shifter
said, “because the (country) partners are far more
problematic.” The relationship between Washington
and El Salvador  has been tense since the Salvadoran
Legislative Assembly, led by the ruling party, fired
judges and the attorney general May 1, and after the
US labeled members of President Nayib Bukele’s
government as corrupt.

And Honduran President Juan Orlando Hernandez
was implicated of cocaine trafficking in a New York
court earlier this year. A group of 18 US Democratic
senators wrote a letter to Harris ahead of her trip.
“Ensuring stability in Central America directly sup-
ports the national interests of the United States,” said
the group, led by Foreign Relations Committee head
Bob Menendez. 

The Republican opposition, on the other hand, has
accused Biden of creating a “crisis” on the country’s
southern border. Congress must still decide whether
to approve the $861 million Biden has asked for next
year as part of his $4 billion plan to take on the issue
of illegal immigration. — AFP

MEXICO CITY: Mexicans began voting yesterday
in elections seen as pivotal to President Andres
Manuel Lopez Obrador’s promised “transformation”
of a country shaken by the coronavirus pandemic, a
deep recession and drug-related violence. The
midterm polls will elect the 500 members of the
lower house of Congress, 15 of 32 state governors
and thousands of local politicians.

The vote is viewed as critical to the prospects of
Lopez Obrador-known by his initials AMLO-push-
ing through reforms under his so-called “Fourth
Transformation” plan. “What’s at stake is nothing
less than the future of Mexico,” Pamela Starr, pro-
fessor at the University of Southern California, said
in a panel discussion about the elections. “Voters are
choosing really between two competing visions of
Mexico and its future-between Lopez Obrador’s
Fourth Transformation and to a certain extent a
return to the policies that preceded it.” Polling sta-
tions opened at 08:00 am (1300 GMT) and are due
to close at 6:00 pm.

‘Referendum on AMLO’ 
Lopez Obrador was elected in 2018 for a term of

six years, vowing to overhaul Mexico’s “neoliberal”
economic model, root out corruption and end profli-
gacy by a privileged elite. The future of the left-wing
populist’s reform agenda-such as seeking greater
energy independence-hinges on whether voters pun-
ish him for issues including the pandemic and a dead-
ly Mexico City rail accident. “The election is widely

seen as a referendum on AMLO and strong support
for the ruling coalition could embolden the president
to pursue more interventionist policies,” said analysts
at the Capital Economics consultancy firm.

Mexico’s economy, the second-largest in Latin
America, plunged by 8.5 percent in 2020 in the
worst slump in decades, although the government
predicts a rebound this year. Lopez Obrador has
refrained from trying to pump up the economy with
fiscal stimulus, saying it would be imprudent to
increase the national debt. Despite more than a
quarter of a million coronavirus deaths-one of the
world’s highest tolls-the 67-year-old continues to
enjoy public approval ratings above 60 percent.  The
collapse of an elevated metro line in the capital on
May 3 that left 26 people dead does not appear to
have had a significant impact on his support levels. 

Supermajority at stake 
Lopez Obrador owes much of his popularity to

his social welfare programs aimed at helping the eld-
erly and disadvantaged Mexicans. His supporters
say he is their first president to put the interests of
the Mexican majority, many of whom live in poverty,
before those of the wealthy elite. His critics accuse
him of a dangerous tilt towards authoritarianism with
attacks on the judiciary and the National Electoral
Institute that they say undermine democratic checks
and balances. The ruling coalition currently has a
two-thirds supermajority in the lower house of
Congress that enables Lopez Obrador to amend the

constitution without negotiating with his opponents.
But midterm elections in Mexico typically see the

ruling party lose seats and there are signs that histo-
ry is likely to repeat itself. The president’s Morena
party and its allies are projected to see their majori-
ty in the lower house, the Chamber of Deputies,
shrink slightly from 333 seats to 322, according to a
poll of polls by the Oraculus firm.

While the main opposition parties  — the cen-
trist PRI, the conservative PAN and the left-wing
PRD-have formed an alliance, they remain weak-
ened by Lopez Obrador’s 2018 landslide victory.
Yesterday’s vote has been marred by a wave of
political bloodshed that has seen more than 90
politicians murdered since the electoral process
began in September. — AFP
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Nicaragua detains 
another opposition 
presidential hopeful
MANAGUA: Police in Nicaragua on
Saturday took opposition politician Arturo
Cruz into custody, detaining a second
presidential hopeful in less than a week.
Cruz was seized at the Managua airport
upon return from the United States, on
accusations of acting “against Nicaraguan
society and the rights of the people,” pros-
ecutors said.

His detention came three days after
opposition figure Cristiana Chamorro-a
possible challenger to leftist President
Daniel Ortega in November elections-was
placed under house arrest, after govern-
ment claims that she was guilty of money
laundering. Cruz, 67, announced his candi-
dacy two months ago, running with the
conservative Citizen Alliance for Freedom.

The National Police said it  would
“refer the person under investigation to
the competent authorities for prosecution
and to determine criminal responsibili-
ties.” The Nicaraguan Center for Human
Rights called Cruz’s detention a “perverse
strategy” on the part of Ortega’s govern-
ment to silence people he considers polit-
ical enemies.

“These are not criminal investigations,
this is political persecution,” it said. The
United States called for Cruz’s “immediate
release.” “The international community has
spoken: under Ortega, Nicaragua is becom-
ing an international pariah and moving far-
ther away from democracy,” acting under-
secretary of the US State Department’s
Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs Julie
Chung said on Twitter.

‘Dance of suppression’ 
Cruz served as Nicaragua’s ambassador

to the United States between 2007 and
2009, under Ortega’s government. His
detention followed that of Chamorro, a 67-
year-old journalist not aligned to any party.
The daughter of former president Violeta
Barrios de Chamorro, a recent poll showed
her to be the favorite to beat Ortega in
November, though he has not confirmed he
will seek a fourth term. But Chamorro has
for weeks been the subject of a judicial
investigation into money-laundering, which
she has denounced as a “macabre farce”
set up to prevent her from standing as a
candidate.

A day before his arrest, Cruz had
warned via Twitter that he was considering
withdrawing from the race. If Nicaraguan
authorities “continue the dance of suppres-
sion and we are left without other candi-
dates, the logical thing is that this servant
does not participate in this process,” he
said on Twitter. “We must seriously consid-
er participating in this spurious exercise.” 

Last month, Nicaragua’s legislature
appointed a majority of governing party-
aligned magistrates to the election body
that will oversee the elections. It has since
disqualified two parties. In December the
legislature approved a law critics say is
aimed at preventing opposition politicians
from standing in the election. Sponsored by
Ortega, it bars “those who ask for, celebrate
and applaud the imposition of sanctions
against the Nicaraguan state.” Ortega, an
ex-guerrilla who governed from 1979 to
1990, returned to power in 2007 and won
two successive reelections. — AFP

GUERRERO: People queue to cast their votes at a polling station in Nahuat community of Atzacoaloya, Guerrero
state, Mexico, yesterday. — AFP

Biden says will stand 
with European allies 
ahead of Putin summit
WASHINGTON: The United States will stand with
its European allies against Russia, President Joe
Biden has promised ahead of the first face-to-face
meeting with Vladimir Putin of his administration.
Biden will head to Europe Wednesday, and is set to
attend both the G-7 and NATO summits as well as
holding a high-stakes meeting with the Russian
leader in Geneva on June 16. The summit comes amid
the biggest crisis in ties between the two countries in
years, with tensions high over a litany of issues
including hacking allegations, human rights and
claims of election meddling.

In an op-ed for the Washington Post published
Saturday, the US president promised to shore up
Washington’s “democratic alliances” in the face of

multiple crises and mounting threats from Moscow
and Beijing. “We are standing united to address
Russia’s challenges to European security, starting
with its aggression in Ukraine, and there will be no
doubt about the resolve of the United States to
defend our democratic values, which we cannot sep-
arate from our interests,” he wrote. 

“President Putin knows that I will not hesitate to
respond to future harmful activities,” he said.
“When we meet, I will again underscore the com-
mitment of the United States, Europe and like-
minded democracies to stand up for human rights
and dignity.”  Since taking office in January, Biden
has ramped up pressure on the Kremlin, and his
comments likening Putin to a “killer” were met with
fierce criticism in Moscow. 

But both leaders have expressed hopes that rela-
tions can improve, with the Russian president saying
Friday he expected a “positive” result from the talks.
Biden in his weekend op-ed also stressed that
Washington “does not seek conflict” — pointing to
his recent extension of the New START arms reduc-
tion treaty as proof of his desire to reduce tensions.

“We want a stable and predictable relationship
where we can work with Russia on issues like strate-
gic stability and arms control,” he wrote. — AFP

WASHINGTON: This combination of pictures created on
March 17, 2021 shows US President Joe Biden (L) and
Russian President Vladimir Putin. — AFP
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Death toll rises 
to 88 in attack in 
northwest Nigeria
KANO: Police in northwest Nigeria’s Kebbi state
told AFP yesterday that the death toll from an attack
by a gang of cattle thieves on seven villages
Thursday had risen to 88. The region has struggled
with decades-long communal clashes over resources
but more recently some groups have become more
violent, looting, killing and kidnapping for ransom.
“Initially 66 bodies were recovered but 22 more have
been found,” Kebbi state police spokesman Nafiu
Abubakar said, adding that the search for more bod-
ies was ongoing. 

Dozens of assailants on motorcycles attacked sev-
en neighbouring villages in Danko-Wasagu district
on Thursday, Abubakar said. The gunmen targeted
the villages of Koro, Kimpi, Gaya, Dimi, Zutu, Rafin
Gora and Iguenge, he said. Many people were still
unaccounted for yesterday after fleeing the attacks.

“The search is still going on and more bodies could
be found. So, the toll is not conclusive yet,” said
Abubakar. Policemen were deployed to the area over
the weekend to forestall further attacks, he said.

The assailants were believed to have launched the
attacks from neighbouring Zamfara or Niger states
where criminals are known to maintain camps. In
April, nine policemen were killed in the area in a
shootout with gunmen who invaded a village in near-
by Sakaba district to steal livestock, Abubakar told
AFP at the time. 

Security forces stretched thin 
Northwest and central Nigeria are a hub of crimi-

nal gangs known locally as bandits, who raid villages,
harass residents and burn down homes. The gangs
maintain camps in Rugu forest which straddles
Zamfara, Katsina, Kaduna and Niger states. Nigeria’s
security forces, who are also battling a more than
decade-long jihadist insurgency in the northeast of
the country, are being stretched thin.  Gangs in the
northwest have recently stepped up attacks on
schools, kidnapping hundreds of students to squeeze
ransoms from authorities and parents. More than
700 children and students have already been kid-

napped by gunmen for ransom since December,
often from schools in remote areas, where pupils live
in dormitories with little security protection.

State authorities in Niger state said they were
negotiating with gunmen who seized 136 children
from an Islamic seminary last weekend. The attackers
released 11 of the pupils who were “too small and
couldn’t walk” very far, the authorities previously
said. Nearly 700,000 people have been internally
displaced in northwest and north central Nigeria in
February, according to the UN’s migration agency
IOM, as a result of violence.

In Zamfara, Doctors without Borders (MSF) said
it was struggling to respond to growing needs.
Between January and April, MSF said it treated
10,300 children in Zamfara for severe acute malnu-
trition, measles, malaria and other conditions. “This
is 54 percent higher than in the same period last
year,” said an MSF doctor, Godwin Emudanohwo.
“People here need food, safe water and vaccina-
tions now,” said Emudanohwo in a statement. “What
is happening here is a humanitarian emergency that
needs urgent attention and a fast and proper
response,” said Froukje Pelsma, MSF head of mis-
sion in Nigeria. — AFP


