
COLCHANE, Chile: Anyier sits at the side of the road
gasping for breath as the beating sun and 3,700-meter
(12,000-foot) altitude take their toll. It has been seven
hours since she entered Chile from Bolivia on foot-her
fifth border crossing since leaving Venezuela nearly a
month and 5,000 kilometers (more than 3,000 miles)
ago. “This has been the toughest,” she pants, sunburned
and with chapped lips. “Awful.”

The 40-year-old, a former employee of Venezuela’s
national iron and steel company, set off for Chile on
January 25 with her 14-year-old daughter Dany and her
partner, 26-year-old barber Reinaldo.

They left a Caracas suburb with just $350 and a
backpack of bare essentials for the long walk across the
Andean high plane and the Atacama desert, crossing
Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Bolivia. They were not
alone. In small groups, exhausted migrants advance
slowly, mainly on foot, completing portions of the jour-
ney by bus or taxi, some catching rides on the roofs of
delivery trucks. Nearing the Chilean town of Colchane
after illegally crossing the border in freezing desert
conditions at dawn, Anyier and other migrants-some
traveling for weeks or even months-are desperate for
drinking water. “They don’t even want to give us water,”
complains Ramses, who is heading to Rancagua, a town
close to Chile’s capital Santiago, where a friend has
offered him a farming job.

None of the migrants, many without valid travel doc-
uments, wanted to give their family names. AFP met
Anyier and her family as they took a break on the side
of the road after a 25-kilometer walk from their last rest
point. The only vehicles to pass were trucks and “lately
taxis and people that blackmail us” when offering rides,
she says, tearfully. “A taxi driver stopped to ask us if we
had papers and when we said we were Venezuelan he
made fun of us and drove off.” After crossing the border,
“we climbed into a truck so that they would take us to
Iquique or to Huara, but they said no, they weren’t
going to help Venezuelans,” adds Reinaldo.

‘Unparalleled crisis’ 
By daytime, the migrants are pummeled by a beating

sun and gusts of wind capable of moving a truck. At
night, the thermometer drops to below freezing,
Colchane mayor Javier Garcia tells AFP. The village of

1,700 people-one of the 10 poorest in Chile-has since
January experienced “a migration phenomenon and
humanitarian crisis that is unparalleled in the region,” he
says. Officially, three people-a Colombian woman, a
baby and a 69-year-old Venezuelan-have died, “of cold,
hypothermia,” according to a soldier in Colchane.  “For
months we saw raw, inhuman images at dawn with tem-
peratures below zero-minus eight or minus 10 — of
(people) crying from hunger, sometimes without mon-
ey,” says Garcia. Some 40 kilometers from Colchane,
26-year-old Alexander lies paralyzed with cold by the
side of the road. Covered by old blankets, he wears light
clothes and beach sandals over his socks.

He cries, saying he cannot feel his hands. “He can’t
handle the cold,” says a friend, before lying down on top
of Alexander and embracing him for warmth. “Come on
buddy, let’s go!” he says, trying to encourage him. Two
others in their 20s throw their blankets and rucksacks
into a roadside ditch in an effort to form a rough shelter

to sleep in.  The Venezuelans’ reception has mostly been
cool in this region of isolated homesteads and indige-
nous Aymara shepherds raising alpacas. Garcia speaks
of a culture clash between the migrants and the Aymara
people of the area, whose reserved character contrasts
sharply with what they perceive as the arrogant and
noisy demeanor of some of the newcomers.

‘They threatened to kill me’ 
The villagers “have been afraid because some of

them (migrants) enter homes without asking permis-
sion,” says Ana Moscoso, a store owner in the village of
Chusmiza.  In the village of Quebe, a signpost reads:
“Beware-Keep out-three pitbulls on the loose.” “They
came here, they threatened to kill me, to eat me because
I threw them out of my grandson’s house,” recounts
Maximiliana Amaro, 82, who lives off her animals and
the quinoa, potatoes and corn she grows. Amaro is furi-
ous, saying Venezuelan migrants enter homes while the

owners are out tending to their alpacas. “And in
Colchane they give them (the migrants) everything,
food, but not to us,” she moans.

A new life 
According to the UN, some five million Venezuelans

have fled their country since 2015 due to the political
and economic crisis.  Most have traveled elsewhere in
South America, including about a half million to Chile,
where many expect to find a chance at a new life in a
more stable economy. Since late 2020, with Peruvian
troops patrolling the border after it was closed due to
the global health crisis, more and more Venezuelans are
attempting the perilous walk along the Andean moun-
tain range to Chile. To make it to the capital Santiago
from Colchane, migrants must first find a way some 170
kilometers to Huara, along a little-used road with few
villages, and from there to the coastal city of Iquique.

In Huara, migrants are seen sleeping on the streets,
with a few finding shelter in the shed of a sympathetic
local. A lucky few catch rides on mining trucks. Others
pay passing drivers up to $100 each for a ride to
Iquique, but many get abandoned along the way.    

‘Nowhere to go’ 
Iquique, a city of 200,000, has been badly hit by the

coronavirus pandemic. Thousands of migrants have
arrived since December, and migrant centers are
crammed full of people fulfilling obligatory quarantines.
In February, the Chilean military removed dozens of
migrants from facilities in Iquique and deported them in
a move meant as a deterrent. “We have nowhere to go
and no money,” said Anabella, one of hundreds of peo-
ple camping out on the Plaza Brasil main square in
Iquique. “There are people who give us tents, we cook,
some go out to do little jobs, sell sweets or ask for mon-
ey,” said the 26-year-old mother of two. Anyier and her
family finally make it to the Iquique bus terminal.

Many, like her, rely on money sent from friends or
family already in Chile to buy a bus ticket and pay for a
coronavirus test to allow them to continue on. On
February 23, Anyier’s family reached Santiago; her sister
emigrated there three years ago. “Thank God!” she
exclaims as she falls into her sister’s arms at the end of
an excruciating ordeal. — AFP
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Venezuelan migrants flood into 
Chile as culture clash looms

Five million Venezuelans have fled their country since 2015

COLCHANE, Chile: Venezuelan migrants Reinaldo (left), 26, Anyier (center), 40, and her daughter Danyierly, 14,
walk along the highway on their way to Iquique, after crossing from Bolivia, in Colchane, Chile. — AFP 

BAGHDAD: A nun and caretakers finalize preparations inside the Syrian Catholic Church of Our Lady of
Deliverance in the Karrada district of Iraq’s capital Baghdad yesterday amidst preparations ahead of the pon-
tiff’s visit. — AFP

Harry ‘worried 
about history 
repeating itself’
LOS ANGELES: Britain’s Prince Harry, who has blamed
press intrusion for contributing to his mother Princess
Diana’s death in 1997, has told US chat show host Oprah
Winfrey he was worried about history repeating itself.

Harry and his wife Meghan Markle rocked Britain’s
monarchy with their shock announcement in January
2020 that they were stepping back from royal duties.

CBS on Sunday released brief clips of an “intimate”
interview with Winfrey about their lives which will air
March 7. “My biggest concern was history repeating
itself,” Harry, 36, said, apparently referring to the death
of his mother who was killed in a high-speed car crash in
Paris in 1997 as she tried to escape paparazzi.

Harry has long had a difficult relationship with
Britain’s tabloids and blames press intrusion for con-
tributing to Diana’s death. “I’m just really relieved and
happy to be sitting here talking to you with my wife by
my side,” Harry, holding Markle’s hand, told Winfrey.

“Because I can’t begin to imagine what it must have
been like for her (Diana), going through this process by
herself all those years ago. “It’s been unbelievably tough
for the two of us, but at least we have each other.”

The couple, who announced on Valentine’s Day that
they were expecting a second child, have launched sev-
eral legal cases against British news outlets alleging
invasion of privacy-including one that ended last month
with a victory against Associated Newspapers.

In a rare interview, Harry last week revealed that he
left royal life because the British press was “destroying”
his mental health. “We all know what the British press
can be like, and it was destroying my mental health,” he
told “The Late Late Show” host James Corden.

“I was, like, this is toxic. So I did what any husband
and what any father would do. I need to get my family
out of here,” said Harry, who relocated to the United
States with Markle last year.

Harry also said he was more comfortable with the
portrayal of the royal family in the hit Netflix series “The
Crown” than he was with newspaper stories written
about him and his family. In February, Buckingham
Palace announced that the couple had permanently quit
royal duties following a one-year review of the new
arrangement. Queen Elizabeth II ordered the Duke and
Duchess of Sussex, as they are formally known, to relin-
quish their honorary titles and patronages. — AFP

Sarkozy convicted 
for corruption
PARIS: Former French president Nicolas Sarkozy was
found guilty of corruption yesterday and handed a
three-year prison sentence, in a ruling that deals a major
blow to any lingering political ambitions. The sentence
includes two years suspended and the remaining one
year would be converted into a non-custodial sentence,
meaning it is unlikely Sarkozy will end up behind bars
over this case. He is almost certain to appeal and remains
free, with no arrest warrant issued, but he faces several
other corruption investigations over campaign financing
and alleged influence peddling. The sentence for seeking
to illegally influence a judge is the latest twist in the
tumultuous political career of the 66-year-old who
remains a favorite for many on the right for his combat-
ive style and tough talk on crime and immigration.

The conviction is likely to undermine any attempted
comeback to frontline politics, an ambition he has
denied, but which has been promoted by many support-
ers ahead of 2022 presidential elections. Wearing a dark
suit and tie, Sarkozy showed no emotion as the sentence
was read out and he left court without commenting to
waiting journalists before heading to his private office in
central Paris.

“What a senseless witchhunt, my love Nicolas
Sarkozy,” his wife, former supermodel and singer Carla
Bruni, posted on Instagram, next to a picture of the cou-
ple embracing. “The fight goes on, the truth will come
out. #injustice.” Only one other modern French presi-
dent, Sarkozy’s political mentor Jacques Chirac, has been
convicted of corruption. Chirac, who did not attend pro-
ceedings in 2011 due to ill health, received a two-year
suspended sentence over the creation of ghost jobs at
the Paris city hall to fund his party when he was mayor.

The verdict yesterday related to a case of influence
peddling and corruption, one of at least four separate
investigations into Sarkozy. It centered on allegations
that the former head of state offered to help a judge
obtain a desirable job in Monaco in 2014 in exchange for
information about an inquiry into his campaign finances.

The former president told the court during the trial he
had “never committed the slightest act of corruption”.
Prosecutors called for him to be jailed for four years and
serve a minimum of two, and asked for the same punish-
ment for his co-defendants - lawyer Thierry Herzog and
the judge Gilbert Azibert, who were also convicted. 

While reading out her sentence, judge Christine Mee
said Sarkozy, who was “guarantor of the independence
of the judiciary, used his status as a former president to
favor a magistrate who had served his personal inter-
ests”. The charges carried a maximum sentence of 10
years and a fine of one million euro ($1.2 million).—AFP

LONDON: In this file photo Britain’s Prince Harry (right)
and Meghan Markle attend a Commonwealth Day
Service at Westminster Abbey in central London.— AFP

PARIS: Former French president Nicolas Sarkozy leaves
after the hearing of the final verdict in a corruption trial
at the Paris courthouse yesterday.—AFP

In historic first, 
Pope Francis 
to visit Iraq
BAGHDAD: Pope Francis is to arrive Friday for the first-
ever papal visit to conflict-torn Iraq, aiming to encour-
age the dwindling Christian community to remain in their
ancient homeland, and broaden his outreach to Islam.

Among the most extraordinary moments of the trip
will be his one-on-one meeting with Grand Ayatollah Ali
Sistani, the highly reclusive cleric, who is a top religious
authority for many of the world’s Shiite Muslims.
Despite a second deadly wave of coronavirus infections,
renewed violence and notoriously poor public services,
Francis is fulfilling the dream of a predecessor, late pope
John Paul II, by visiting Iraq. Amid war and persecution,
the country’s Christian community-one of the world’s
oldest-has fallen from 1.5 million in 2003 to just
400,000 today.  The 84-year-old pontiff, who will be on
his first foreign trip since the start of the pandemic, plans
to voice solidarity with them and the rest of Iraq’s 40
million people during a packed three-day visit.

From central Baghdad to the Shiite shrine city of
Najaf, welcome banners featuring his image and Arabic
title “Baba al-Vatican” already dot the streets. From Ur,
the birthplace of the Prophet Abraham in the southern
desert, to ravaged Christian towns in the north, roads are
being paved and churches rehabilitated in remote areas
that have never seen such a high-profile visitor. “The
pope’s message is that the Church stands beside those
who suffer,” said Najeeb Michaeel, Chaldean Catholic
Archbishop of the northern city of Mosul. “He will have
powerful words for Iraq, where crimes against humanity
have been committed.”

Ancient roots 
Iraq’s Christian community is one of the oldest and

most diverse in the world, with Chaldeans and other
Catholics making up around half, along with Armenian
Orthodox, Protestants and others. By 2003, when the
US-led invasion toppled then-dictator Saddam Hussein,
Christians made up around six percent of Iraq’s 25 mil-
lion people. But even as sectarian violence pushed mem-
bers of the minority to flee, the national population
surged, further diluting Christians to just one percent,
according to William Warda, co-founder of the
Hammurabi Human Rights Organization. Most were con-
centrated in the northern province of Nineveh, where
many still speak a dialect of Aramaic, the language of
Jesus Christ. In 2014, jihadists from the so-called Islamic
State group seized control of Nineveh, rampaging

through Christian towns and telling residents: convert or
die. At the time, Pope Francis endorsed military action
against IS and considered visiting northern Iraq in soli-
darity with Christians there. That trip never materialized,
but Francis has kept a close eye on Iraq, condemning the
killing of unarmed protesters during mass anti-govern-
ment rallies from 2019. —AFP

NY governor 
denies sexual 
harassment
WASHINGTON: New York governor Andrew
Cuomo said Sunday he was “truly sorry” if his
conduct had ever been “misinterpreted as an
unwanted flirtation” as he faced mounting pres-
sure over sexual harassment allegations. Cuomo
has been harshly criticized, including by fellow
Democrats, after former aide Charlotte Bennett
told The New York Times that he sexually
harassed her last year.

The allegations came just four days after ex-
aide Lindsey Boylan described unwanted physical
contact from Cuomo. He issued a statement saying
that “sometimes I think I am being playful and
make jokes that I think are funny... I mean no
offense and only attempt to add some levity and
banter to what is a very serious business.”

“I now understand that my interactions may
have been insensitive or too personal.” He admit-
ted some of his comments may have been “misin-
terpreted as an unwanted flirtation. To the extent
anyone felt that way, I am truly sorry.” But he
denied ever inappropriately touching or proposi-
tioning anyone. Cuomo said he had called for an
independent review into the allegations.

He had earlier chosen former federal judge
Barbara Jones to lead a probe, but high-profile
figures in his own Democratic Party said that was
insufficiently transparent.

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, a prominent young
liberal lawmaker, tweeted that the “detailed
accounts” of Cuomo’s accusers “are extremely
serious and painful to read.” According to the 25-
year-old Bennett, Cuomo, who is 63, said in June
that he was open to dating women in their 20s, and
asked her if she thought age made a difference in
romantic relationships, the Times reported. —AFP


