
ROMA-LOS SAENZ, US: The sun has barely set
when Mexican traffickers inflate their boat, load 15
migrants on board, yelling at the kids to stop crying, and
then row in a frenzy across the Rio Grande, landing on
US soil in just a few minutes.

The same scene has been playing out almost daily
for two months, sometimes right through the night. In
the first half hour of darkness on Sunday, four inflatable
boats with about 50 undocumented immigrants from
Honduras and Guatemala arrived in Roma, Texas, almost
simultaneously.

US agents from the Customs and Border Patrol
(CBP) often converse and even exchange shouted jokes
with smugglers on the Mexican side of the river, but do
not try to stop them if they do not set foot on US soil.
When the migrants arrive-at times in the hundreds, and
many of them minors traveling alone-there are some-
times no agents left on the river banks to process them. 

The CBP agents will instead stop them half a mile
away, at the end of a sandy trail that leads to this town
of 11,000 in the Rio Grande Valley. Most migrants sur-
render voluntarily in the hopes of being granted asylum
in the United States. 

‘I have to support myself’ 
“Tell the agents not to hit my boat; we’re bringing

children, the river is deep, we have already taken off
their vests, they should pay attention!” shouts ‘Chuchi,’ a
25-year-old trafficker as he paddles over to the US side,
where there are at least five other punctured inflatable
boats already on the sand or in thick bushes.  “Every
day” there is a lot of work, ‘Chuchi’ tells AFP from his
boat. “We have kids, just like you” and the work pays
well, he says. 

“It’s better to work here than get involved in crime,
isn’t it?” says his partner, another “pollero” as human
traffickers are known in Mexico. When reminded that
trafficking people is also a crime, he shrugs. “I have to
support myself,” he says. “I also have children; six US

citizen children,” he adds.  He does not give his name,
and says he is afraid of getting caught.  A life vest has
got caught in the reeds a few feet from the US river-
bank, and he does not dare get off the boat to retrieve
it. “I can get off for it, but where is the ‘migra’?” he asks
fearfully, using the Mexican phrase for the border
agents. The “polleros” generally work in conjunction
with drug cartels and in Miguel Aleman, the dangerous
Mexican town facing Roma, the Gulf and Northeast car-
tels are active, according to Ivan Garza Junior, Roma’s
police chief.  The cartels often clash and bursts of auto-
matic rifles can be heard on the US side of the border.
The trafficker on the river says he works “for someone”,
but does not specify who. 

Nearly 100,000 undocumented immigrants, mostly
from Honduras, Guatemala and El Salvador, were

detained by CBP in February, a level not seen since the
arrival of large caravans in 2019.  Most were deported,
said the administration of President Joe Biden, but in
contrast to the policy of Biden’s predecessor Donald
Trump, minors who travel alone and many families are
not being expelled.

At dusk on Saturday evening, a CBP agent yelled a
warning across the river to a smuggler not to cross with
his migrants at that spot, because he would be stopped
by the Texas state police.  “So where do you want
them?” the shirtless “pollero” shouted back, in a
moment of ironic banter.  

The CBP agent responded in kind, showing where
they could land.  “I’m not that keen,” replied the traffick-
er across the river, and lit a cigarette. “Do you want to
smoke marijuana?” he shouted back.  —AFP
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Buhari to visit UK for ‘check-up’

ABUJA: Nigerian President Muhammadu Buhari,
78, was leaving for London yesterday for a “rou-
tine medical check-up” his spokesman said, fol-
lowing concerns about his health. Buhari visited
London several times for check-ups between May
2016, when he was first elected, and 2017 for an
undisclosed ailment. The former general simply
said he had “never been so ill” and that he had
received several blood transfusions. Buhari’s
spokesman said the president would meet “with
security chiefs first in the morning” yesterday
before leaving for Britain. —AFP

Turkmen leader wins crucial seat 

ASHGABAT: Turkmenistan’s autocratic president
Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov received a seat in
the secretive country’s new upper house, state
media reported yesterday, in the latest move hinting
at a succession strategy. Turkmenistan on Sunday
held its first elections to a newly created senate but
there were no opposition candidates. The president
was elected to a seat along with 47 other candi-
dates, said the Neutral Turkmenistan newspaper.
The candidates were elected by local councils and
the newspaper did not say which council had elect-
ed 63-year-old Berdymukhamedov. An official cited
in a separate publication said the head of state had
received 100 percent of the vote. —AFP

Mexico vows justice for Salvadoran

MEXICO CITY: Mexican President Andres
Manuel Lopez Obrador on Monday condemned
the killing of a Salvadoran woman at the hands of
police and vowed “no impunity” for those respon-
sible. Victoria Esperanza Salazar “was subdued by
four individuals,” Lopez Obrador said of
Saturday’s incident in the Caribbean beach resort
of Tulum. “She was brutally treated and murdered.
It fills us with sorrow, pain and shame,” he added,
speaking at the inauguration of a virtual interna-
tional forum on gender equality. “All those respon-
sible are going to be punished. They are already in
the process of being prosecuted and there will be
no impunity,” Lopez Obrador said. — AFP

S Africa’s party issues graft warning 

JOHANNESBURG: South Africa’s embattled rul-
ing party on Monday issued a stern warning to
members facing graft or other criminal charges
after an acrimonious weekend meeting. African
National Congress (ANC) party talks reportedly
spiraled into chaos over moves to speedily oust
corruption-tainted members-some of whom are
openly backed by a faction that opposes President
Cyril Ramaphosa. The monthly meeting of the par-
ty’s decision-making body went into an extra day
with politicians loyal to the ANC’s graft-accused
secretary general, Ace Magashule, objecting to a
seven-day deadline for him to resign, local media
reports said. — AFP

Search on for 11 trapped in Colombia

BOGOTA: Rescuers were working against the
clock to rescue 11 people trapped in a flooded
illegal goldmine since last week, Colombian
authorities said Monday. The group has been
trapped since last Friday in a 17-meter (55-foot)
deep shaft f looded in a heavy downpour.
According to the National Mining Agency
(ANM), rescuers were using electric pumps to
remove water from the mine. “Eleven people are
still missing,” Luis Velasquez, governor of the
northwestern Caldas department, told reporters.
“We hope that in less than 48 hours” they will
have been rescued.  —AFP

Migrants from Ecuador, arriving illegally from Mexico to the US to seek asylum, disembark from an inflatable boat
after crossing the Rio Grande river before turning themselves over to border patrol agents at the border city of Roma
on Monday.— AFP

Stranded in Turkey, 
professor seeks 
return to France
ISTANBUL: Acquitted of terror charges after a stint in
jail, a Turkish professor of a French university remains
stranded in Istanbul, stripped of his passport and sub-
jected to an opaque probe. Tuna Altinel’s colleagues
view the 55-year-old as another victim of a crackdown
against academia and Kurdish causes that gathered
force after President Recep Tayyip Erdogan survived a
coup bid in 2016. The professor of mathematical logic
and set theory at Lyon’s Claude Bernard University
agrees.

“I am a hostage of the Turkish state,” Altinel told AFP
at his Istanbul home. Gangly, bespectacled and occa-
sionally sporting a shy grin, the professor’s plight gained
added attention as a diplomatic feud played out in the
past year between Paris and Ankara. Altinel’s personal
nightmare began in May 2019, shortly after he arrived
for a holiday in Turkey. Instead of returning well-rested
to Lyon, the French city where he has taught and lived
for 25 years, Altinel discovered that he was suspected of
“membership in a terrorist organization”. He was
detained and tried for disseminating “terrorist propagan-
da” while acting as an interpreter at a pro-Kurdish
meeting in France earlier that year. Released in July 2019
and acquitted in January 2020, Altinel has since learned
that he is the subject of a new Turkish investigation of
which he knows little about. That probe appears to have
served as justification for the government’s refusal to
return his travel documents.—AFP

Brazil’s Bolsonaro 
overhauls cabinet 
amid COVID surge
BRASILIA: Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro over-
hauled his government Monday, changing six cabinet
members including the foreign, defense and justice
ministers, as the far-right leader faced mounting pres-
sure over a deadly surge of COVID-19.

Bolsonaro, who comes up for re-election in
October 2022, has drawn backlash with his handling of
the pandemic in hard-hit Brazil, where the average
daily death toll has nearly quadrupled since the start of
the year to more than 2,600, pushing hospitals to
breaking point. The shake-up comes the week after
Bolsonaro replaced former health minister Eduardo
Pazuello, an army general with no medical experience,
with cardiologist Marcelo Queiroga, his fourth health
minister of the pandemic.

While speculation had been swirling that Bolsonaro
was about to fire foreign minister Ernesto Araujo, who
faced criticism for the government’s problems securing
more COVID-19 vaccines, many of the other changes

came as a surprise. The president named army General
Luiz Eduardo Ramos as his new chief of staff, career
diplomat Carlos Franca as his new foreign minister,
General Walter Souza Braga Netto-the outgoing chief
of staff-as defense minister, and police commander
Anderson Torres as justice minister. He also appointed
a new attorney general, outgoing justice minister
Andre Mendonca, and government secretary,
Congresswoman Flavia Arruda-the third woman in his
22-member cabinet.

‘Administration in crisis’ 
Two of the former cabinet members-defense

minister Fernando Azevedo e Silva and foreign
minister Araujo-had been in their posts since
Bolsonaro took office in January 2019. Azevedo e
Si lva’s  exit  was unexpected, and speculat ion
swirled over the reason.

Bolsonaro has been on a purge, amid growing dis-
satisfaction-including from allies in the business sec-
tor-over his handling of a pandemic that has now
claimed more than 312,000 lives in Brazil, the second-
highest death toll worldwide, after the United States.
“The government is extremely fragile, as demonstrated
by the instability at the top,” said professor Mauricio
Santoro of Rio de Janeiro State University (UERJ). “It’s
safe to say there is a crisis in the administration,
beyond one or two ministries.”—AFP

German city 
reopens despite
COVID surge
TUBINGEN, Germany: Germany may be battling a
third wave of the pandemic but life feels almost normal in
the city of Tuebingen, where anyone with a negative
COVID test can enjoy a day of shopping, culture or out-
door dining. As debate rages nationwide about whether
tougher measures are needed to slow surging infections,
the historic university city near Stuttgart has chosen a
different tack by offering free coronavirus testing centers
that hand out “day passes” to those whose results come
back negative. The passes then allow access to what is
currently one of Germany’s most vibrant city centers.

“Customers’ eyes light up when they come in, it’s final-
ly a bit of normality again,” said Sandra Pauli, who was
allowed to reopen her home decor shop some two weeks
ago. “Everyone is very happy.”

The usual rules on mask wearing and physical dis-
tancing still apply, said Pauli, who believes the rapid
testing scheme “is the only way to live with the coron-
avirus” while keeping high street stores afloat and wel-

coming people back into theatres and museums. The
rest of Germany is closely watching the Tuebingen
model, and a string of cities and towns are planning sim-
ilar experiments. 

Not without controversy 
The central city of Weimar has already opened shops

and museums to those carrying a negative test. The small
state of Saarland is going even further and wants to end
its shutdown on April 6, using a combination of rapid
antigen tests and hygiene precautions to open up cine-
mas, gyms and outdoor restaurants. But the trend is not
without controversy at a time when scientists are warning
that new, more contagious virus variants could see
Germany’s caseload explode in the coming weeks.

Among the loudest critics is Chancellor Angela
Merkel, who in a rare live television interview on Sunday
urged regional leaders to stick to agreed COVID curbs.
“I don’t know that testing and shopping is the right
response to what is happening right now,” the veteran
leader said, noting that even in Tuebingen the rate of
infection was climbing despite the thousands of tests.
Merkel and the premiers of Germany’s 16 federal states
agreed in early March to pull the “emergency brake”
and impose renewed restrictions if a region hit more
than 100 new infections per 100,000 people over a
seven-day period-as in currently the case across most
of the country.—AFP

WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden’s adminis-
tration announced a raft of new actions to expand the
national immunization campaign and ensure that 90
percent of adults will be eligible for vaccination
against the coronavirus by April 19. But he warned the
“the war against COVID-19 is far from won,” and
blasted people responsible for “reckless behavior
we’ve seen on television over the past few weeks” that
had left the world’s worst-hit country on the brink of a
fresh surge. The new vaccination measures include
increasing the number of pharmacies participating in a
federal immunization program from 17,000 to nearly
40,000, while creating a dozen more mass vaccination
sites within three weeks. It also includes $100 million
in funding to help vaccinate vulnerable and at-risk
older adults and people with disabilities. 

The overall goal is to ensure 90 percent of adults
will have a vaccination site within five miles of where
they live. The moves came after Rochelle Walensky,
director of the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), highlighted worrying trends in the
data that signaled the United States could soon follow
Europe into another wave.

The rate of infection in the United States had been
plateauing for several weeks, but is now once more on
the rise, with the most recent data showing the seven-
day average at close to 60,000 new daily cases. That

represents an increase of 10 percent over the prior
seven-day period, while hospitalizations are up to
4,800 per day from 4,600 comparing the same time-
frames. Deaths have risen three percent to around
1,000 per day.

‘Impending doom’ 
“I’m going to reflect on the recurring feeling I have

of impending doom,” Walensky, a former frontline
physician who treated COVID patients earlier on in
the pandemic, said in an emotional plea.  

“We have so much to look forward to, so much
promise and potential of where we are, and so much
reason for hope. But right now, I’m scared.” Biden
meanwhile called on states that have loosened mask
mandates and restrictions on businesses to reverse
their orders. “Please, this is not politics. Reinstate the
mandate if you let it down,” he said, adding it was
every American’s “patriotic duty” to wear a mask. Six
states have so far lifted mask mandates and several
more plan to do so in the first half of April. American
health workers have now administered 143 million
shots, and 16 percent of the population is fully vacci-
nated, including half of over-65s. The number of doses
injected into arms accounts for some 26 percent of the
world’s total, despite the fact the country is only four
percent of the global population.

ISTANBUL: Turkish mathematician Tuna Altinel poses
during an interview. — AFP

WASHINGTON, DC: US President Joe Biden (right) and First Lady Dr Jill Biden use paper to trace the name of veteran
Dennis F. Shine as they visit the Vietnam Veterans Memorial for National Vietnam War Veterans Day on Monday.— AFP

Biden ramps up vaccinations but warns
‘war against COVID far from won’


