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GUATEMALA CITY: US Vice President Kamala Harris waves alongside Guatemala’s Minister of Foreign Affairs Pedro Brolo upon arrival at the Aeropuerto Internacional La Aurora in Guatemala City. Kamala’s visit to Guatemala and Mexico this
week will bring a message of hope to a region hammered by COVID-19 and which is the source of most of the undocumented migrants seeking entry to the US. —AFP

GUATEMALA CITY: US Vice President Kamala Harris
arrived in Guatemala Sunday, 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 to the United States.

Harris, who will also visit Mexico, is making her first
journey abroad as President Joe Biden’s deputy with
an eye toward tackling the root causes of migration
from the region — one of the thorniest issues facing
the White House.

She landed at an air force base outside Guatemala
City on Sunday evening, where she was greeted by
Foreign Minister Pedro Brolo and US Ambassador
William Popp. “I am here in Guatemala City for my first
international trip as vice president,” she wrote on
Twitter following her arrival in the city, where she will
meet with President Alejandro Giammattei as well as
community and business leaders. 

Giammattei extended a “most cordial welcome” to
Harris. “I am certain that it will be a successful visit and
that we will continue to strengthen bilateral relations
for the benefit of our peoples,” he tweeted.  Nancy
McEldowney, Harris’ National Security Advisor, said
the trip was part of efforts to “restore American lead-
ership around the world.”

The United States would seek to develop an agen-

da that “takes into account the need to grow the
Guatemalan economy, to deal with the climate crisis
and food insecurity that has resulted, to work to com-
bat poverty, violence and corruption,” she added.
Harris has said she hopes to have “honest” discus-
sions with the two leaders about corruption, crime
and violence.

Giammattei, speaking to CBS ahead of the visit, said
Harris “doesn’t hold back, which is good. She is frank.”
Detentions of undocumented travelers along the US-
Mexico border, including unaccompanied minors, hit a
15-year high in April. Nearly 180,000 people were
intercepted — more than 80 percent of them coming
from Mexico or the so-called Northern Triangle of
Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador. “We have to
give people a sense of hope ... that if they stay, things
will get better,” Harris has previously said, after Biden
tasked her with leading diplomatic efforts on the issue
in March.

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

States to the region is also expected to be up for dis-
cussion. Harris 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 global Covax
program. Others will 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 ending “Title 42,” a Trump-
era coronavirus policy allowing the immediate depor-
tation 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 complicated
than the ones Biden dealt with as Barack Obama’s vice
president, when he was charged with handling the
same matter.  “The conditions have deteriorated dra-
matically since 2014,” said Michael Shifter, president of

the Inter-American Dialogue think tank, referring to a
worsening economic situation and increasing violence,
both exacerbated by the pandemic. 

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

And Honduran President Juan Orlando Hernandez
was implicated in cocaine trafficking in a New York
court earlier this year. 

A group of 18 US Democratic senators wrote a let-
ter to Harris ahead of her trip. “Ensuring stability in
Central America directly supports the national inter-
ests 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 by failing to rein in immigration.
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 undocument-
ed immigration.  —AFP
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Merkel party wins
big in state poll
BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s centre-
right party yesterday celebrated a thumping win over
the far right in the last regional vote before a general
election that also exposed the weaknesses of the
Greens, their main rivals at the national level.

The Christian Democratic Union (CDU) under new
party chief Armin Laschet won around 37 percent of the
vote in Saxony-Anhalt on Sunday, preliminary results
showed, well ahead of the second place anti-immigra-
tion, anti-Muslim AfD party on around 21 percent. The
Greens, who are polling neck-and-neck with the Union
alliance between the CDU and its smaller Bavarian CSU
for the national election, scored a disappointing result
of around six percent.

The outcome in the former East German state is a
huge boost for conservative would-be chancellor
Laschet ahead of Germany’s general vote on September
26 — the first in 16 years not to feature Merkel.

“Laschet is still a long way from the chancellor’s
office,” the Sueddeutsche Zeitung daily said. But the
poll result has brought him “much closer to it”.

Saxony-Anhalt’s premier, Reiner Haseloff of the
CDU, said the party could carry the momentum from his
barnstorming victory into the September poll.

“If the Union is united, it’s essentially unbeatable and
will be able to provide the next chancellor,” Haseloff,
who had firmly ruled out any cooperation with the
extreme right, told public television.

Berenberg Bank’s chief economist Holger
Schmieding noted that national polls in the last 10 days
have shown the CDU-CSU slightly ahead of the
Greens again after falling behind earlier in the year.
“After the CDU did well in Saxony-Anhalt, this nascent
reversal of fortunes in favour of the CDU will likely
continue,” he said.

Pre-vote jitters 
Nominated as conservative chancellor candidate in

April, Laschet inherited a series of problems including

anger over the government’s pandemic management and a
corruption scandal involving shady coronavirus mask
contracts. At Germany’s last regional elections in March-
in Rhineland-Palatinate and Baden-Wuerttemberg-the
CDU suffered its worst-ever results in both states.
Laschet himself has also suffered from weak popularity,
following damaging infighting within the conservatives for
the chancellor candidate nomination and his own missteps
with pandemic management.

The strife within the conservative ranks had contrasted
starkly with the Greens, who in a show of harmony had
nominated Annalena Baerbock as their chancellor candi-
date. That had left Laschet trailing behind Baerbock in
terms of popularity nationally.

But Spiegel Online said “the voters in Saxony-Anhalt
have given Laschet an invaluable gift. “After his lousy start
as chancellor candidate, it was clear that he would not be
a man drawing euphoric optimism for his campaign.
Rather, the motto was to sit it out,” it said. “What he
needs above all is calm, and now he has it.”

Derailed’ 
For the Greens, however, Die Zeit newspaper said

Sunday’s result “brought them back again to where they
often land in eastern Germany: on the ground”.
Baerbock’s initial popularity after her nomination had
fired up speculation that she could seize Merkel’s job from
the CDU, and polls ahead of Sunday’s vote had predicted
the party doubling its share.  But it only slightly improved
its score, deepening the party’s recent woes at the nation-
al level.

Baerbock last month admitted she had failed to declare
around 25,000 euros ($30,400) in supplementary income
to parliament, something that her critics have leapt on as a
sign of hypocrisy from a party championing more trans-
parency in politics. The daily Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung this week also pointed out inaccuracies in posi-
tions listed on her CV, prompting Baerbock to adapt the
list on the Greens’ website. 

Friedrich Merz, a prominent CDU member, crowed
that the “Baerbock train has derailed”. The Tagesspiegel
daily also forecast a rocky road ahead for the Greens.
Sunday’s showing “could be a quiet harbinger that despite
all the euphoria surrounding a Green chancellor candi-
date, the coming weeks could be difficult”. —AFP

JERUSALEM: For decades, Sheikh Jarrah was just anoth-
er neighbourhood in Zionist-annexed east Jerusalem, but
its story has gone viral online since protests flared against
the planned expulsion of Palestinians from houses there.

“We have managed... not just to shed light on settle-
ment in Jerusalem but also on the rights of Palestinians to
defend themselves, their right to resist the occupier, and
their right to their own narrative,” said Muhammad el-
Kurd. The 23-year-old poet and writer, one of those fac-
ing the loss of their homes, has worked tirelessly to publi-
cise the issue and in the process gained more than
180,000 Twitter followers and more than half a million on
Instagram.

“From the beginning of the campaign our discourse
has been extremely clear,” Muhammad el-Kurd told AFP.
“We are talking about colonialism and settlement-not just
about human rights abuses.” He was speaking to AFP
days before Zionist police detained him and his twin sister
and fellow activist Mona el-Kurd for several hours on
Sunday. Both siblings were later released and returned
home amid renewed protests, an AFP reporter said.

While in detention, Mona had been “threatened in an
attempt to stop her carrying on with her legally permitted
activities”, family lawyer Nasser Odeh said.  The protests
in Sheikh Jarrah spread early last month to the city’s Al-
Aqsa mosque compound, sparking a crackdown by the
security forces against Palestinians there.

That triggered an 11-day war between the Zionist state
and Palestinian militants in the Gaza Strip, which in turn
sparked protests in many countries in support of the
Palestinians.  The hashtags #SheikhJarrah and
#SaveSheikhJarrah went viral. Celebrities from actors
Mark Ruffalo and Viola Davis to Manchester City foot-
baller Riyad Mahrez have posted about the neighbour-
hood on social media. 

‘Unprecedented change’ 
While Palestinians and their backers see the issue as a

microcosm of the wider conflict over land, Zionist settlers

and their supporters have labelled it a mere property dis-
pute, to be decided by Zionist courts.

Zionist occupied east Jerusalem in 1967, later annexing
it in a move never recognised by the international commu-
nity. Under the law, Jewish groups can claim land that
belonged to Jews before the foundation of Zionist state
1948, even if Palestinian families have been living there for
decades.

Palestinians whose ancestors became refugees in the
1948 war have no means to retrieve their homes or land.
Kurd called the situation in Sheikh Jarrah “a tiny sample of
Zionist settler colonialism in Jerusalem and Palestine in
general”.

“Everybody was able to see that we are up against a
racist legal system that was written to protect and sup-
port settlers,” he said. Jewish right groups Ir Amim says
up to 1,000 Palestinians in Sheikh Jarrah and the nearby
Silwan district face being displaced. Kurd, highly articu-
late in English and studying for a Masters’ degree in the
US, spoke to AFP outside his house, half of which was
taken over in 2009 by a Jewish settler.

Behind him, Zionist flags fluttered on a home taken
over by settlers after his neighbours were evicted.
Despite that, “we’ve seen an unprecedented change in
public opinion worldwide,” he said. “People have started
to understand the Sheikh Jarrah case and about colo-
nialism in general in Jerusalem... Even if we don’t man-
age to save the homes, we’ve done something bigger.” 

Kurd said the huge uptick in viewership and fol-
lowers showed there was a “thirst for the Palestinian
reality”. Palestinian families in the neighbourhood say
they were given the keys to their homes by the UN
Palestinian refugee agency and Jordan, which con-
trolled east Jerusalem from 1948 to 1967. Last month,
as tensions in Jerusalem mounted during the build-up
to the Gaza fighting, the Jewish supreme court post-
poned a hearing in the Sheikh Jarrah cases until fur-
ther notice. But Kurd said he had no faith in the Jewish
judiciary. —AFP

#SheikhJarrah: From Jerusalem 
neighbourhood to global hashtag


