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Illiteracy haunts isolated Venezuelan village
Eight years of economic crisis decimate Venezuela 

OLOGA: A family rests at the entrance of their stilt home over the Maracaibo Lake in Ologa, Zulia state, Venezuela.  —AFP 

US senators call to 
expel 300 Russian 
diplomats over visas
WASHINGTON: Leading senators called Tuesday on
the United States to consider expelling up to 300
Russian diplomats unless Moscow issues more visas
for the US embassy. The United States protested
when Moscow on August 1 barred embassies from
hiring Russian or third-country staff, forcing
Washington to lay off nearly 200 locals at missions
across Russia. In a letter to President Joe Biden, two
Democratic and two Republican senators said that
Russia has long counted local staff when calculating
the number of US diplomats allowed. As a result,
some 400 Russian diplomats are now based in the
United States and some 100 US diplomats are in
Russia, they said.

“This disproportionality in diplomatic represen-
tation is unacceptable,” wrote the senators who
included Bob Menendez, chairman of the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee, and Marco Rubio, a
leading Republican. “Russia must issue enough visas
to approach parity between the number of
American diplomats serving in Russia and the num-
ber of Russian diplomats serving in the United
States. If such action is not taken, we urge you to
begin expelling Russian diplomats, to bring the US
diplomatic presence to parity.”

The senators said that the dismissal of local staff
has hindered the embassy’s ability to handle
Americans’ consular needs as well as US policy inter-
ests. The Biden administration in April expelled 10
Russian diplomats over what Washington alleged was
Russian interference in the US election and a cyber-
attack. Relations between the Cold War foes remain
tense but have seen greater stability since Biden met
Russian President Vladimir Putin in June in Geneva,
tasking senior officials with further discussions on
arms control and preventing miscalculations. —AFP

OLOGA: Desks at the only school in the impover-
ished Venezuelan fishing village of Ologa are piled
one on top of the other in a dark and dusty room. It
has been four years since the classroom doors last
opened at this remote school on the shores of Lake
Maracaibo in the country’s western Zulia state, and
now the paint is peeling off the walls. And while the
government has announced the reopening of schools
closed for a year due to the coronavirus pandemic,
Ologa’s will remain shut.

“Of my eight (adult) children, only one knows how to
read and write, we are all ignorant,” fisherman Angel
Villasmil, 58, told AFP before flinging his net into the
water. According to UNESCO, literacy in Venezuela is
over 97 percent but Ologa, home to 40 families, suffers
from isolation. Eight years of economic crisis, including

four years of hyperinflation, has decimated Venezuela’s
crucial oil production industry. 

And in oil-rich Zulia, fuel shortages have led to the
collapse of public services and the increasing decline
of villages like Ologa. “Children aren’t going to school
because they closed,” said Villasmil as he laid out his
catch while some of his 20 grandchildren played with
oil-covered plastic debris on the lake’s shore.
Although the school was open during his youth,
Villasmil never studied. Now he sets out every day on
his fishing boat hoping to catch something to sell or
feed his family with.

Teachers stranded
Many school teachers used to travel to work by

hitching free rides on fishing or tourist boats, but the

fuel shortages made that impossible. The last remaining
school teacher “stopped going because of the fuel
problem,” said another local teacher on the condition of
anonymity. Before then, teachers had to make do on
salaries of less than $5 a month. Andrea, 12, remembers
a time when she used to attend school on the crescent-
shaped islet covered with mangroves and where the
sounds of wild animals, such as tigrillos - small jungle
cats - were constant.

What she misses the most is playing with her class-
mates. They used to play on a swing they made from
rope and wood and hung between fruit trees. “I didn’t
learn to read,” she says. Villasmil’s daughter Maria,
remembers her school years fondly. “The teacher
taught me many things, writing, reading,” said the 21-
year-old mother. “I want my daughter to also learn.
There are a lot of children here that want to study and
can’t do so because there’s no school,” she added,
referring to her three-year-old Sheira.

‘Our lungs hurt’ 
In Ologa, a village where aging houses are built on

stilts, the closed school is far from its main problem. “We
don’t have electricity, we drink water when it rains, for the
rest we have to take water from the river,” said Francisco
Romero, 67. That water is highly polluted and often cov-
ered by a coat of oil that escapes from the extraction
centers in the north east of the lake. “Life has been tough
recently” for Romero and his nine family members living
in a small house above the water. The house is filled with
smoke of wood burned for cooking due to the lack of gas.
“Our lungs hurt ... we have failures on every side. Fuel,
electricity, water.” The only fuel they ever see is occa-
sionally when merchants arrive and try to exchange it for
fish, rice or corn flour. Many inhabitants left the area so
they could “put their children in school,” but the national
crisis forced them to come back, said Romero. “Life
inland is not the same to here where you can fish and eat.
Inland, if you don’t have money, you don’t eat.” —AFP
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Russia reports 
record number 
of COVID deaths
MOSCOW: Russia reported a record high number
of daily coronavirus deaths yesterday as the coun-
try struggles with stubbornly high infection rates
and regions beyond Moscow cautiously bring back
pandemic restrictions. The world’s fifth worst-hit
country with more than 7.5 million infections,
Russia has seen cases climb since August driven by
the contagious Delta variant and a sluggish vacci-
nations drive.

A government tally recorded 929 COVID-19
deaths in the past 24 hours, Russia’s highest daily
virus death toll since the outbreak of the pandemic.
Several Russia-made jabs have been available for
months, but authorities have struggled to encourage
its vaccine-sceptic population to get inoculated.
Polls show that more than half of Russians do not
plan to get a shot.

As of yesterday, just under 30 percent of Russia’s
146 million population had been fully vaccinated,
according to the Gogov website, which tallies
COVID-19 data from the regions. Deputy Prime
Minister Tatyana Golikova said earlier this week
that death rates were high among unvaccinated
Russians. The surging infections have come without
any real pandemic restrictions to limit the spread,
but several regions have re-introduced QR codes

for access to public places. Moscow - the epicenter
of Russia’s outbreak - has so far held back on rein-
troducing restrictions.

‘Far from the peak’ 
Kremlin spokesman Dmity Peskov said yesterday

lockdowns would be “an absolutely undesirable
scenario for any region”. He also poured cold water
on any nationwide measures saying regions were
“taking action individually”. In the capital, authori-
ties say that the highly contagious Delta variant
now accounts for all of the cases. Speaking at a
government meeting on Tuesday, Moscow mayor
Sergei Sobyanin said his city was “far from peak
numbers” and the growing infections are largely
linked to high detection rates. 

Two thirds of Moscow’s hospital beds for coron-

avirus patients are currently occupied, he said. In
September, Russia’s President Vladimir Putin, 68,
self-isolated for two weeks after dozens of coron-
avirus cases were detected in his inner circle.
Russian authorities have been accused of down-
playing the severity of the outbreak and, after a
tight first lockdown in 2020, have refrained from
introducing restrictive new measures. 

The new deaths bring Russia’s total fatalities
from coronavirus to 212,625 - the highest toll in
Europe. However, the official figures only count
virus fatalities where the virus was identified as
the primary cause of death after an autopsy. Under
a broader definition for deaths linked to the coron-
avirus, statistics agency Rosstat reported in
August that Russia had seen more than 350,000
fatalities. —AFP

OLOGA: A man stands in the doorway of his stilt home over the Maracaibo lake in Ologa, Zulia state, Venezuela. —AFP


