
By Eyanir Chinea

At first sight, Yeyo looks inoffensive: A small, thin
adolescent who still wears shorts and talks with a
slight stutter. Yet the 15-year-old from the

Venezuelan mining city of Puerto Ordaz, on the banks of
the Orinoco river, is already a hardened criminal. He stole
his first phone at 10, then quickly moved on to robbing
homes, carjacking and assaulting customers at banks. For
the right money, he kills too. “You just pull the trigger and
that’s it,” the teenager says nonchalantly in the back of a
car in the humble neighborhood, or ‘barrio’, where he is
part of a gang of about a dozen members.

“I like the bad life. The power and the money,” adds
Yeyo, who takes instructions from older leaders aged
between 25 and 30. He has left his family and lives alone
though his criminal activities enable him to provide for rel-
atives and sometimes throw lavish parties in the barrio.
Ever more youths like Yeyo are choosing the gang life in
Venezuela where state rehabilitation programs are failing,
impunity is widespread, and an economic crisis is weigh-
ing heavily on the population.

Crime is a top issue for voters ahead of this weekend’s
election for a new National Assembly which the ruling
Socialists could lose for the first time in 16 years. Children’s
rights group Cecodap says the number of crimes commit-
ted by minors under the age of 18 rose about 70 percent
in 2014 and that a child or adolescent was murdered every
10 hours on average, most of them shot dead. UN chil-
dren’s agency Unicef says Venezuela is the world’s third
worst country for murders of young people, only sur-
passed by gang-plagued El Salvador and Guatemala.

Alejandro Moreno, a Roman Catholic priest whose
years living in a poor Caracas neighborhood have enabled
him to study crime close up, needs no statistics. He has
witnessed the age of victims and perpetrators dropping in
the last two years. “In the barrios, those with weapons and
those behind crime are now kids aged 14, 15 and 16,”
laments the white-bearded septuagenarian priest of the
Salesian order in his office at a school for children of low-
income families.

Empty Streets
Violent crime has totally distorted Venezuelan society.

City streets are often deserted after dark. Barrio thugs are
role models for many children. Reporters camp at
morgues to report weekend death tolls. Even Venezuelans’

beloved beaches are no longer a haven, with gangs some-
times arriving on speedboats to hold people up and take
their cash and phones. Former President Hugo Chavez was
a firm believer that attacking poverty, via a fairer distribu-
tion of the OPEC member’s oil wealth, would eliminate
crime.

But when that did not materialize, his hand-picked suc-
cessor Nicolas Maduro, who won power in a 2013 election
after Chavez’s death, took a more aggressive line on crime,
sending security forces in to combat the gangs. There are
no government statistics yet for 2015, but last year the
official murder rate rose to 69 per 100,000 inhabitants,
from 39 in 2013. That in itself is one of the world’s worst,
but local monitoring groups say Venezuela’s real rate is
twice as high and the government is hiding the scale of
the crime crisis.

Teenagers have been prominently involved in some of
the nation’s highest-profile crimes of recent times such as
the 2014 murders of a former Miss Venezuela beauty
queen and a local folk singer, plus a grenade attack on a
police station this year. In response, the government
changed the law to double sentences for violent offenders
over 14. But it also protected those under 14 from any
legal action, even for serious crimes.

Children’s rights groups complain that is helping create
the conditions for youngsters to take up a life of crime,
while also reducing their chances of rehabilitation later on.
The law also provides for problem youngsters aged up to
13 to enter state programs for psychological and academic
orientation, but those involved say the schemes are few
and far between, and counselors do not have the proper
training. “We have had to attend kids who have sexually
abused other kids, kids who handle guns and are in crime
gangs,” said Angegeymar Gil, a children’s welfare worker in
Caracas’ Sucre district, which includes the vast and danger-
ous Petare slum. “The kids are going to keep committing
crimes, we know, because the state is not properly pre-
pared to stop them.”

Politics in Jail
Many young delinquents end up in one of Venezuela’s

32 young offenders’ prisons. At one in a working-class part
of the capital Caracas, youths with shaved heads, black
boots and blue uniforms chant pro-government political
slogans in unison. “Chavez lives!” a guard shouts. “The fight
goes on!” they reply, repeating a popular government
refrain before marching to their cells.

Critics say such a rigidly politicized prison regime
amounts to brainwashing but government supporters
defend it as much-needed discipline and order. “It’s a 360
degree transformation of our adolescents,” Prisons Vice-
Minister Ramon Garcia told Reuters during a rare media vis-
it to the institution. For many young criminals, prison is no
deterrent, given that 90 percent of crimes go unpunished
and it is easy to avoid justice.

Back in Puerto Ordaz, gang members recount how easy
it is to pay off the police and prosecutors if necessary. El Yei
is a fellow gang member of Yeyo, older and taller at 17 but
lower down the hierarchy because he only joined three
years ago. He says he averages at least 150,000 bolivars per
month - about 15 times the minimum monthly wage -
though one job as a hitman can pay 200,000 bolivars. “If
things get complicated, money fixes everything and you
negotiate your freedom,” he laughs, discussing a carjacking
he has just carried out.

Though authorities are quick to solve the highest-profile
crimes, such as the murder of beauty queen Monica Spear,
Venezuelans complain the majority of crimes awaken little
interest from police, especially in the poorest areas. Not far
from Yeyo and El Yei’s territory, in the neighboring city of
San Felix, the mud streets and tin-roofed homes of La
Victoria suburb are typical of poor areas all over Venezuela
where locals often complain of abandonment by security
forces.

Del Valle Ruiz, whose nephew was murdered just before
he was to graduate as a lawyer, runs a local group called
Mothers Promoting Peace that seeks to organize activities
for young people as an alternative to crime and violence in
San Felix. Groups like hers have proliferated around
Venezuela, trying to combat crime using innovative meth-
ods like children’s yoga in a Caracas shanty-town or rugby
matches between ex-cons at a ranch used for rum-making.

Ruiz estimates 30 percent of local youths are involved in
crime, with children as young as eight and nine used as
drug “mules” and shootouts common on street corners.
“That’s our reality. These are desperate days,” she says. At a
meeting in a church in La Victoria on a recent day, some 50
young people were asked who thought their life was at
risk. Almost all responded “Yes”. A few also admitted they
were tempted to join local gangs. “They killed my two
brothers here in the barrio. I wanted revenge,” said Jesus,
16. “Then I thought ‘I’ve not met anyone who turns to crime
and escapes death’. To die or to suffer, those are the
options.”  —Reuters
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Anew probe into what sent an AirAsia flight
plunging into the Java Sea last year, killing all
162 people on board, has pointed the finger at

poor pilot training on how to cope with emergencies.
The final report from Indonesia’s national transport
safety agency said an existing fault in the system that
controlled the Airbus A320-200’s rudder had set off a
chain of events that caused the crash. But it was the
pilot’s decision to reset the system, which turned off
the plane’s autopilot, and inexperience in flying in
such difficult conditions that then sent the aircraft
into a sharp roll from which it never recovered.

“The flight crew had not been trained for the upset
recovery training on Airbus A320,” said the report,
adding that the plane had gone into a “prolonged stall
condition that was beyond the capability of the crew
to recover”. The report provides the latest clue into
what brought down Flight QZ8501 on Dec 28 last
year, during what was supposed to be a routine flight
from the Indonesian city of Surabaya to Singapore.

The bodies of 56 people have never been recov-
ered, despite a huge and lengthy international search
involving ships and aircraft from several nations in
often stormy seas. Investigators had previously
blamed bad weather for bringing down the plane, but
the new findings show both poor equipment and
inadequate training for emergency situations were to
blame. The fault with cracked soldering in part of the
plane’s rudder system - which had already caused
glitches 23 times in the previous year - sent repeated
warnings to the pilots.

The co-pilot was then left to fly as the pilot
responded to the fault, but could not cope with the
situation, and miscommunication between the pilots
as they plunged towards the sea compounded the
problem. “It’s a scenario that has played out in air acci-
dents in the past,” Terence Fan, aviation expert at the
Singapore Management University, told AFP. “Pilots
are either distracted by a faulty equipment or cannot
properly solve the issue and something else is brew-
ing in the background.”

‘AirAsia’s Image Dented’ 
The loss of Flight QZ8501 was the first major crash

for Malaysia-based AirAsia, but analysts said the find-
ings could prove a setback after a successful 13-year
run. “This will have a detrimental impact on AirAsia as
a whole and it comes at the worst time for the airline
given the very poor third quarter numbers that came
out last week,” said Shukor Yusof, analyst with
Malaysia-based Endau Analytics. “AirAsia’s image will
be dented because the report alleges that they don’t
maintain their aircraft properly and their cockpit crew
responded inadequately to such an incident.”

Speaking as the report was released, investigator
Nurcahyo Utomo said AirAsia pilots were not properly
trained on handling Airbus aircraft when they were
severely destabilized as it was not recommended by
the manufacturer. But the former head of France’s avi-
ation authority, the BEA, which governs France-based
Airbus, said AirAsia had not followed the agency’s
rules on training.

The BEA set new regulations for pilots after an Air
France flight between Rio and Paris was lost in the
Atlantic Ocean in 2009, under similar circumstances to
the AirAsia flight. “Several recommendations of the
(BEA) on the subject of pilot training were clearly not
implemented by this aviation company,” former BEA
director Jean-Paul Troadec told AFP. 

Gerry Soejatman, an aviation consultant with
Jakarta-based consultancy CommunicAvia, said both
the AirAsia crash and AF447 had happened after a
technical problem followed by the plane stalling. “It’s
all in the manual, but we still have these two cases
where the pilot did not do the right thing in stall
recovery,” he told AFP. “It’s likely that they did not real-
ize they were in a stall or did not have adequate train-
ing in how to exit from a very severe stall at high alti-
tude.” —AFP
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For an Israeli start-up, one answer to
global warming is blowing in the wind.
The company called NewCO2Fuels, or

NCF, has been developing its own version of
a technology that allows heat-trapping car-
bon dioxide emissions to be captured and
recycled back into useable fuel. It sounds
complicated - and it is - but the company’s
founders say it holds real potential in the
fight against global warming. Such capture
technologies have gained increased atten-
tion as countries seek alternative methods
of cutting back on greenhouse gas emis-
sions, the main culprit in global warming.

Around 140 world leaders have gathered
this week for highly anticipated talks in Paris
with the aim of spearheading a climate pact
and heading off a disastrous rise in global
temperatures in the coming years. “Our con-
cept is to take the residue from the produc-
tion of CO2 along with heat produced in
industries and turn them into profit,” chief
executive David Banitt said of the company
located in Rehovot, south of Tel Aviv. “We
cannot only wield the stick and make pol-
luters pay. You also have to hold out the car-
rot and allow them to see commercial
potential.”

The company is attempting to position
itself in a new market offering what has
come to be known as carbon capture, uti-
lization and storage technologies. A global
race has been underway to develop such
industrial-scale solutions. NCF hopes to

begin offering its technology commercially
before 2018 and estimates the global mar-
ket at a potential $24 billion annually. “We
have to find a proactive solution, and that is
where we come in,” Banitt told AFP.

Hi-Tech Recycling Machine 
Marie Renner, climate economics

researcher at the University of Paris-
Dauphine, said there was major enthusiasm
over capture and storage technology
around 2008-2010, but the economic crisis
and collapse in prices of carbon-based fuels
dampened interest. She said the NCF tech-
nology appeared to be aimed at producing
clean-burning fuel and she hoped other

companies would keep the focus on what is
good for the environment if such solutions
become widespread. “We have to ask if plac-
ing value on CO2 to produce fuel will derail
the capture-and-storage plan’s philosophy -
of its primary role - which is to slow climate
change,” Renner said.

On a top floor of a building at Rehovot’s
Weizmann Institute of Science, the NCF
team has been carrying out work on its pro-
totype involving a solar power plant capable
of producing something called syngas from
CO2, water and heat. The syngas can then
be used to create synthetic fuels. A field of
solar panels surrounds the building along
with a mirror to heat the reactor to more
than 1,000 degrees Celsius.

Within the reactor, the CO2 and water is
used to produce the syngas, said Uzi
Aharoni, the company’s head of operations.
The idea is for the technology to be used by
plants that emit heat and CO2, such as steel
or coal gasification plants. The CO2 would
be captured instead of being sent into the
atmosphere, then transformed back into
fuel - a hi-tech recycling machine.

In its final form, syngas that fits into a
one-cubic-metre tank is equivalent to the
photosynthesis energy of 300 trees. “We are
transforming these constraints into oppor-
tunities,” said the 63-year-old Banitt, who
calls himself an environmentalist, “but not
fanatic”. “Treating CO2 and transforming it
into a product does not necessarily involve
costs, but can instead generate revenue and
profits.” —AFP 

Answer to global warming blowing in the wind

Vice president Uzi Aharony (right) and chief executive officer David Banitt
of the Israeli startup company NewCO2Fuels (NCF) work on a solar test facil-
ity on Sept 24, 2015 in the Israeli city of Rehovot. —AFP


