
BROWNSVILLE, US: In a gusty, open-air bus depot in
Brownsville, Texas, Febe Carillo-Ramos speaks easily
after a journey of hundreds of miles from her home in
Guatemala: for the first time in 20 days on the road, she
can now move without worry. Her three-year-old son
Wuermer on her lap, she shows a document given to her
the day before by the US Customs and Border Patrol
(CBP) that allows them to travel to Houston where her
husband is, to settle and work, without immediate threat
of deportation.

“They told me that with these papers I can go any-
where,” the 29-year-old says. It’s the new normal for
migrant families under President Joe Biden, after the
harsh “zero tolerance” approach of Donald Trump
dashed the dreams of hundreds of thousands hoping to
escape endemic poverty and violence in Central America.
Biden’s pledge of a more humane approach has helped
spark a new rush to the border-and is threatening to
become a huge political liability at home.

Republicans are accusing him of opening the coun-
try’s doors to illegal border-crossers and sparking a “cri-
sis” on the US-Mexico frontier, marked in Texas by the
meandering Rio Grande. They say Biden’s easier
approach toward immigrants will exacerbate COVID-19
and let “terrorists” in, as House Republican leader Kevin
McCarthy claimed Monday. The mounting criticism saw
Biden tell migrants bluntly: “Don’t come over ... Don’t
leave your town or city or community,” during an inter-
view with ABC News on Tuesday.

Catch and release  
In Brownsville, a loosely-packed city of 180,000

located about 20 miles (32 kilometers) west of where the
Rio Grande ambles into the Gulf of Mexico, there is no
sense of crisis. Under cover of dark migrants like Carillo-
Ramos cross the river from Mexico with their children,
and then turn themselves in to the Border Patrol.

They believe that if they get a foot on US soil, Biden
will let them stay. And while CBP said it sent back many
of the 100,000 migrants caught trying to enter in
February-most of them single adults-hers is a good bet. 

For families, mainly mothers with small children, the
policy in the Brownsville area is “catch and release.” And
every days dozens like her legally board buses to wher-
ever they want to go in the United States.

Sharp turnaround 
Also guaranteed able to stay are children who cross

the border without parents. According to social workers
in Matamoros, the Mexican city opposite Brownsville, the
kids are brought by parents or relatives to the border and
sent across alone, some as young as six. Once across,
they too are processed by CBP, and then handed over to
the Department of Health and Human Services, which

helps them connect with family contacts inside the United
States. But their numbers are overwhelming the system.
In February the CBP picked up 9,457 unaccompanied
children along the frontier.  According to media reports,
currently more than 12,000 are in government hands
awaiting settlement.

That is a sharp turn from Trump’s approach. Aiming to
deter migrants, his administration separated families,
keeping the children in the United States for resettlement
while shipping the parents back over the border, with no
contact. Unaccompanied children were detained for
months, some even lost in the system.

Now, in Brownsville, it’s a smooth process that local
activists say is more humane. Around 150 migrants who
landed as families pass through every day. After register-
ing with CBP, they get dropped off at the bus station or
the airport. Mayor Trey Mendez said Monday that they
are treated like guests and usually leave for their destina-
tions within 24 hours. At the station, volunteers from
Team Brownsville, an NGO, give them clothes and toys
for the children.  A nearby homeless shelter, Good
Neighbor Settlement House, sends over boxed meals and
kits of toiletries. And another group, funded by donations,
gives each migrant a Covid-19 test. So far, said Mendez,
7.3 percent have tested positive. “The rate is less than our
community rate; it’s less than the state average,” he said.

Stories interchangeable with war refugees 
The migrants all have relatives somewhere across

the United States-a husband in Virginia, an uncle in
Indiana, or cousins much closer in Houston. Several
that AFP spoke to said that Biden’s more open policy
encouraged their journey. One said her husband,

already inside the United States, said it would be easi-
er and safer under Biden. 

But all also say they are fleeing the lack of jobs and
money, and constant threat of violence-”delinquents and
narcotraffickers who nobody messes with,” said Carillo-
Ramos. Sam Bishop, who works with Global Response
Management, which provides medical support for
migrants in Matamoros, said they sound like the refugees
fleeing violence that he dealt with as a US military medic
in the Middle East. “Many of the people there in Syria,
who are recognized refugees fleeing violence by ISIS,
have stories that would be interchangeable with the sto-
ries of people that we see here,” he said.

Arriving with hope 
Defending the government’s policy, Biden pointed

to earlier surges, including in 2019. He spoke hours
after his of Homeland Security Alejandro Mayorkas
admitted what previous administrations have all found:
that “The situation at the southwest border is difficult.”
Mayorkas blamed Trump’s harsh and haphazard stance
approach for the current problems. “We are on pace
to encounter more individuals on the southwest border
than we have in the last 20 years,” he said.  And while
he claimed that most migrants from Central America
were being expelled, he admitted that in areas like
Brownsville, the families were being let through-
acknowledging that Mexico doesn’t want to take them
back. “I came to this country as an infant, brought by
parents who understood the hope and promise of
America,” said Cuba-born Mayorkas. “Today, young
children are arriving at our border with that same
hope. We can do this.” — AFP

Thursday, March 18, 2021

6
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Established 1961 

On Texas border, a new migrant 
rush under Biden administration

New approach threatening to become a huge political liability at home 

Migrants mostly from Central America wait in line to cross the border at the Gateway International Bridge into the US
from Matamoros, Mexico to Brownsville, Texas. — AFP

New era beckons 
for Cuba, without 
a Castro in power
HAVANA: Cuba will emerge from the April congress of
its all-powerful Communist Party without a Castro at the
helm for the first time in over 60 years. And while the
country is unlikely to abandon its military, socialist
approach to government any time soon, observers
expect some nods, albeit meek ones, to economic mod-
ernization and social liberalization in future.

The country’s de-facto leader, Raul Castro, 89, is
handing over the reins after 13 years in the seat he inher-
ited from his revolutionary leader brother Fidel, who was
in charge for almost 50 years before that.

In Cuba’s one-party system, the Castros have con-
secutively held the top position in the Communist Party
and the country-that of first secretary-since 1959. The
first secretary is more powerful than the president-a
position both Castros also held. Then in 2018, Raul
Castro ceded the Cuban presidency to Miguel Diaz-
Canel, a major shift for the country that still largely sees
Fidel Castro as its revolutionary father and savior.

In a shuffle of the top brass that has long been sewn
up, Diaz-Canel will become the first non-Castro elected
first secretary at the party’s five-yearly congress to be
held in Havana from April 16 to 19. This will see Castro
officially enter retirement and voluntarily give up any
claim to political power.

New constitution 
A new constitution adopted in May 2019 with almost

80 percent approval among eligible voters 18 and older,
states that the country’s commitment to socialism was
“irreversible.” Yet, there are signs of change to come.
Sixty-year-old Diaz-Canel, like many other members of
the party’s new decision-making politbureau, was born
after the Cuban revolution led by Fidel Castro, who died
in 2016. And the new executive team “will have the task
of building its own legitimacy, which could come from a
political project that brings economic prosperity and
social justice to Cuba,” said Michael Shifter of the Inter-
American Dialogue think tank in Washington DC.—AFP

HAVANA: In this file photo taken on April 19, 2018 outgo-
ing Cuban President Raul Castro (right) raises the arm of
Cuba’s new President Miguel Diaz-Canel after he was for-
mally named by the National Assembly, in Havana. — AFP

EU regulator
‘convinced’ AZ 
jab benefits 
outweigh risks
THE HAGUE: The EU’s medicines regulator said
Tuesday it was “firmly convinced” the benefits of
AstraZeneca’s vaccine outweigh potential risks,
insisting there was no evidence linking it to blood
clots after several nations suspended the shot over
health fears. The suspensions have provoked
intense debate over whether it was prudent to put
AstraZeneca inoculations on hold just as vaccina-
tion campaigns were beginning to gather pace.

Experts at both the World Health Organization
and the European Medicines Agency (EMA) met
Tuesday to discuss the vaccine, with the
European organization expected to publish con-
clusions today.

While millions of doses of the vaccine devel-
oped with Oxford University have been adminis-
tered, small numbers of people have developed
blood clots, prompting countries including the EU’s
three largest nations-Germany, France and Italy-to
suspend injections. The EMA insisted that coun-
tries should continue using the vaccine.  “We are
still firmly convinced that the benefits of the
AstraZeneca vaccine in preventing COVID-19 with
its associated risk of hospitalization and death out-
weigh the risk of these side effects,” EMA chief
Emer Cooke said Tuesday.

Cooke noted however that the regulator was
“looking at adverse events associated with all vac-
cines”. France and Italy welcomed the news.  The
preliminary statements from the EMA “are encour-
aging,” read a joint statement from French
President Emmanuel Macron and Italian Prime
Minister Mario Draghi.

French Prime Minister Jean Castex vowed he
would be vaccinated “very quickly” with the
AstraZeneca vaccine to give the public confidence
in the jab if it is ruled as safe by the EU medicines
agency. Castex also said that new restrictions could
be put in place for the Paris region, such as the
weekend lockdowns already imposed in the Nice
and Calais regions.

“We are in a worrying and critical situation and,
clearly, measures of the type that have been used in
other parts of the territory are on the table,” he told
BFM TV in a live interview.

COVID, not jab, to blame? 
In Britain, which has administered more than 11

million AstraZeneca doses, experts see no evidence
of more frequent blood clots among the inoculated.
Prime Minister Boris Johnson wrote in The Times
newspaper that the shot “is safe and works
extremely well”.

One British scientist argues that COVID-19
itself-and not the vaccine-could be to blame, as it
was known to cause such problems. The “very like-
ly explanation of at least some of the clotting disor-
ders seen are a result of COVID-19 rather than the
vaccine”, said Stephen Evans, professor of phar-
macoepidemiology at the London School of
Hygiene & Tropical Medicine.

“Hence, even if there were a problem, acknowl-
edged to be very rare with the AZ vaccine, the
overall benefit would be so much greater than any
speculative harm,” he added.

Coronavirus deaths across Europe meanwhile
passed the 900,000 mark, making it the worst-hit
global region in absolute terms, according to an
AFP tally. In the world’s hardest-hit country, the
United States, former president Donald Trump
encouraged his Republican supporters-one of the
main groups resistant to COVID-19 vaccines-to
get their shots. “I would recommend it,” Trump said
in a late Tuesday interview on Fox News. This was
Trump’s most explicit endorsement for the national
mass vaccination campaign since he left office in
January.—AFP

In Ghana, fears over 
pandemic rise in 
teenage pregnancies
ACCRA, Ghana: Gifty Nuako has just turned 18, an
age when a young person stands on the threshold of
life. Instead, her future looks bleak. Last December,
she became pregnant-”a mistake,” she says in a whis-
per. She wanted to have an abortion, but her
boyfriend’s family refused. Today, in the back streets of
Jamestown, one of the poorest neighborhoods in the
Ghanaian capital Accra, the teenager hides her barely
rounded stomach under a long skirt and scarves. “Now
I can’t work, I can’t go back to school. I don’t know
what to do any more,” she said. Unwanted teenage
pregnancy is a major problem in Ghana, simultaneous-
ly disempowering girls and entrenching them in pover-
ty, say campaigners.

Activists estimate that nearly one woman in seven
in the country becomes pregnant before the age of 19.
And, they say, anecdotal evidence suggests the num-
bers soared last year after the authorities closed
schools to help curb the spread of COVID.

“Schools were a form of protection,” said Sarah
Lotus Asare, who volunteers with disadvantaged
teenage girls. The schools also gave a sense of pur-
pose to many girls-a crucial compass point that was
taken away when education was shut down.

“Many found themselves idle, without adults to
supervise them,” she said. Classes reopened in mid-
January after a 10-month closure-one of the world’s
longest continuous educational shutdowns prompted
by the coronavirus crisis.

Contraception 
While teenage sexual activity increased during the

school shutdown, the vast majority of girls in Ghana do
not have access to birth control. According to a study
by the Ghana Health Service in 2020, only 18.6 percent
of sexually active adolescents use contraception.

Often, abortion is not an option either. In this con-
servative and religious country, pregnancy termination
is illegal except in cases of rape, incest, foetal impair-
ment or danger to the mother’s physical or mental
health. Ghana’s lack of sex education is also a problem,
said Esi Prah, a member of the NGO Marie Stopes,
which works with the government to develop family
planning. “The sexuality of young girls is still stigma-
tized here,” she said. “Ghanaians in general are rather
hostile to the idea of sex education. There is a tenden-
cy to think that it encourages sex between teenagers,
and that the best contraception is abstinence.”—AFP

In Spain, a victory 
for euthanasia 
campaigners
A POBRA DO CARAMINAL, Spain: In 1998
Ramona Maneiro helped her friend Ramon Sampedro,
paralyzed from the neck down following an accident,
to die, a tale told in the Oscar-winning Spanish film
“The Sea Inside”. Now over two decades later she will
celebrate the expected passage today of a bill allowing
euthanasia in Spain under strict conditions. Maneiro,
60, recalled how she put a glass of water mixed with a
bit of cyanide with a straw in front of Sampedro, so he
could sip it while a video camera recorded his final
moments and his explanation for wanting to die.

“He had decided to go,” she told AFP near the port
of Vigo in the northwestern region of Galicia, her salt
and pepper hair gently swaying in the marine breeze.
“After, I put myself behind the camera, against the wall
almost... until the end,” she added.

A national debate 
Sampedro’s death at age 55 stirred a national

debate over assisted suicide and fuelled calls for it to
be legalized. He was a 25-year-old merchant marine

when in 1968 he dived into a shallow creek near his
home in a village near Vigo and broke his neck, leaving
him a bedridden tetraplegic.

Frustrated at the thought of being dependent on his
family for the rest of his life, he fought an unsuccessful
30-year court battle to be allowed to end his life with
dignity. His case gained international attention thanks
to the success of “The Sea Inside” which won the best
foreign language film at the 2005 Academy Awards. In
it Sampedro is played by one of Spain’s leading actors,
Javier Bardem. If euthanasia had been allowed at the

time, Maneiro wouldn’t have risked prison to help her
friend. She was arrested but released due to lack of
evidence. Seven years later, after the statute of limita-
tions had expired, she admitted her role in Sampedro’s
death in a TV interview. While Sampedro’s family
blamed her for his death, the former fish cannery
worker said she did not feel “guilty of anything”. The
legalization of euthanasia was coming late, but it was a
“victory” for those who “could benefit from it” as well
as “for Ramon”, she added.

‘Like a vegetable’ 
The bill, set to get final approval in parliament

today, will allow someone suffering from a “serious or
incurable disease” to receive medical assistance to die.
Sofia Malagon, who was diagnosed with Parkinson’s
disease in 2014, said the law gives her “peace” in case
she “needs it one day”.

The progressive disease, which produces tremors
and stiffness as well as problems walking, has already
forced the 60-year-old Colombian who lives in
Barcelona to give up her job as a nurse.

“Dying or living badly worries me... if I get demen-
tia I won’t be Sofia anymore,” said Malagon, who has a
masters in bioethics and has been active in the fight to
legalize euthanasia. “I don’t want to be left there like a
vegetable,” she added in front of her huge library at
her flat near Barcelona’s iconic Sagrada Familia basili-
ca. “Medicine should not only cure, it should also avoid
suffering.” — AFP 

BARCELONA: Colombian nurse Sofia Malagon, 60, who
suffers from Parkinson’s disease, reads during an inter-
view at her home in Barcelona. —  AFP

ACCRA: Sarah Lotus Asare (second left), a volunteer who
works with disadvantaged teenage girls, interacts with a
girl in a boxing gym in James Town, Accra, Ghana. — AFP


