
HAVANA: Hundreds of Cubans protest-
ed at the Ecuadorean embassy in Cuba
on Friday, a day after the Andean nation
announced they would need visas to
enter the country as of Dec 1. The
Cubans waved their passports and plane
tickets and said they were angry

because they had already bought tickets
under the previous no-visa policy of
Ecuador and wanted passage or their
money back. An Ecuadorean diplomat
told the crowd they would have to go
online and get a 90-day tourism visa and
speak to the airlines about refunds.

Cuban police secured the embassy,
which they said was closed. There was
no violence. “Now they are saying we
can’t travel to Ecuador because of the
Cubans who are skipping out. That’s not
our fault!” said Ivan Balera, 51, who said
he spent over $1,000 on his ticket. The

embassy said at a press con-
ference that the web page
for applying for the visa is up
and running, and Cubans will
have to work with airlines to
change their tickets if they
are not able to obtain a visa
in time.

“Governments can’t inter-
vene in commercial policies...
However... we are aware that
the airlines are willing to
issue refunds,” said
Ecuadorean Consul Soraya
Blanca Encalada. Ecuador
said it made the decision at a
regional meeting on Tuesday
in El Salvador to discuss the
future of thousands of
Cubans stranded at the
Costa Rica-Nicaragua border
en route to the United States.
“We decided to impose the
visa requirement for Cuban
citizens in order to discour-
age the flow of people seek-
ing to reach the United
States,” Ecuador’s foreign
minister, Xavier Lasso, told
reporters on Thursday.

Thousands of Cubans
have traveled to Ecuador
over the past decade, some
to purchase goods for resale
at home and others to settle.
Many use the country as an
entry point for making the
perilous trek through Central
America to the Mexican bor-
der with the United States,
where they are granted entry
and residency, unlike other
migrants. The office of
Ecuador airline Tame in
Havana posted a sign on the
door directing Cubans with
tickets for after Dec 1 to con-
tact the embassy.

“Nothing has been spec-
ified yet. We are supposed
to receive instructions on
Monday,” said a Tame office
worker in Havana who
declined to give her name.
She said it had not yet been
decided whether Tame
would change its refund
policy.  — Reuters 

WEST HEMPSTEAD, New York: When
a US Navy veteran traveled from Long
Island to Florida for a knee replace-
ment, his house was the last thing on
his mind. But now his memory of it is
all he can think about. Philip Williams’
home was demolished in the spring by
town officials while he spent about six
months recuperating from surgical
complications in Fort Lauderdale. Back
in New York, officials in the Town of
Hempstead deemed his modest two-
storey home unfit for habitation and
knocked it down.

The 69-year-old has now waged a
legal battle against the suburban New
York town. He wants reimbursement -
for the house and all the belongings
inside. “I’m angry and I’m upset. It’s just
wrong on so many levels,” he said “My
mortgage was up to date, my property
taxes were up to date ... everything was
current and fine.” Williams went to
Florida in December 2014 for the pro-
cedure, so a friend could help with his
recovery. But he developed infections

that forced further surgery and heart
complications, leaving him hospital-
ized until doctors deemed him med-
ically able to return home in August.

When Williams pulled up to what
should have been a two-storey cream-
colored cottage with a red door in
West Hempstead, there was just an
empty lot. “My first thought was there
was a fire or something,” Williams said.
But there was no fire. According to
town officials, neighbors had been
complaining the house was in disrepair
and a blight on the community.
Hempstead officials, responding to
those complaints, sent inspectors and
determined the house was a “dilapidat-
ed dwelling” unfit for habitation. So
they knocked it down.

“The house was in terrible condi-
tion for a long time,” next door neigh-
bor Keylin Escobar said. “Nobody really
lived in the house; the house was
abandoned. Everyone who came over
to visit, people always say, ‘What’s
going on with this house?’” Kathleen

Keicher, who has lived across the street
from Williams for 12 years, said notices
tacked to the front door of the home
began piling up and the house had
holes in the side and appeared
unkempt. “I feel terrible. When we
knew a house was coming down, it
was sad,” she said. “We thought the
house was coming down, someone
would buy the land, a new house
would come up, a new family would
move in. ... We don’t want anyone to
lose their home.”

‘Zombie Home’
Williams says he was never contact-

ed and believes town officials thought
his house was a so-called “zombie
home” - a dwelling abandoned after
foreclosure proceedings begin, but
one not yet seized by the bank - and
rushed to demolish it. “The town basi-
cally took everything from me,” said
Williams, who is now staying with a
friend in Florida and has only two suit-
cases of belongings. “The town does

not have a right to take all of my prop-
erty, all of my possessions.”

Williams had lived in the house
since he was six months old. He said
many of the items in the home had
been in his family since he was a new-
born or had sentimental value, like his
late wife’s engagement ring, photos of
his six children growing up and a mod-
el train set he had since he was a child.
He lost all of his clothing, a bicycle he’d
just purchased, dishes, silverware and
other housewares. Town officials say
they tried to contact Williams and pro-
vided AP copies of letters they said
they mailed to the home and to banks.
They also held a public hearing before
going forward with the demolition. But
Williams contends he never received
any of the notices and said he couldn’t
figure out why the letters were mailed
to four separate banks where he never
had accounts. “I have no idea who
those banks are,” Williams said. “But
they never contacted me in any way,
shape or form.” — AP 

CHICAGO: Thousands of protesters blocked
traffic and barred shoppers from entering
stores during the Black Friday sales extrava-
ganza to demand justice for a black teen
killed by a Chicago police officer. Tensions
flared in this Midwestern city after officials
released a dashcam video on Tuesday show-
ing officer Jason Van Dyke shot Laquan
McDonald 16 times after the teenager
walked away from him in Oct 2014.

The graphic video is the latest in a string
of police shootings caught on camera that
have sparked mass - and sometimes violent -
protests and engulfed the United States in a
debate over racism and the use of deadly
force by police. “All they think we’re going to
do is grow up to be thugs,” Jared Steverson,
27, shouted at a black police officer who
stood guard outside a shop on the city’s
upscale “Magnificent Mile” shopping strip. “It
wasn’t about him fearing for his life, it was
him not wanting to see that boy live.”

The black officer stood stone-faced and
avoided Steverson’s gaze as he stood cen-
timeters away, swearing and waving his
hands as he accused the officer of guarding
the wrong neighborhood and betraying his
race. “When you go home and put on clothes
like me, you’re black and they’re going to pull
you over because you’re just like me,”
Steverson shouted. He stepped away, and
wiped tears from his eyes. “I’ve lost too many
little brothers,” he told AFP, then turned back
to the police and said “I’m not a thug. I don’t
sell drugs. I went to college. You all ain’t got to
treat us like dogs, man.”

‘No One Cares, Clearly’ 
Prosecutors and city officials have come

under fire for waiting until a judge ordered
the release of the video to charge Van Dyke
with murder. Several protesters held signs
demanding the resignation of Chicago’s

embattled police chief and chanted “16 shots
13 months” to voice anger that it took so long
to charge Van Dyke when there was clear evi-
dence he was never threatened by
McDonald. Police had initially said that
McDonald, who was high on PCP, lunged at
Van Dyke while brandishing a knife.

Protesters say the shooting illustrates
deeper injustices both in Chicago and nation-
wide. Many liken McDonald’s case to that of
Michael Brown, the black teenager shot dead
by a white policeman in Ferguson, Missouri
last year. His death triggered 15 months of
sometimes violent demonstrations over per-
ceived police brutality against black men. 

Samantha Vazquez, 18, joined those lock-
ing their arms in front of stores to block shop-
pers from the high-end shops on Michigan
Avenue. She wanted to stand up for
McDonald because she feels like it could have
been her or one of her friends shot 16 times
and left to bleed out alone on the pavement.
“We’re going to hold down these doors so
nobody can buy anything, so nobody makes
money until people understand how bad this
is, how this is affecting Chicago,” Vazquez told
AFP as she stood outside Cole Haan. “No one
cares, clearly, they’re just walking by shop-
ping. And no one cares that somebody’s
dead, that other kids have been shot and
nobody’s doing anything.” Okunola Jeyifous
and his wife Megan brought their nine-
month-old twins to the demonstration, brav-
ing freezing rain. Jeyifous, 41, is a research sci-
entist at the University of Chicago. He said he
feels that the color of his skin means he can-
not trust the police. And he worries that his
children could end up dying on the street
one day. “This is an important moment,” he
told AFP. “I want them to live in a world and
live in a society that values them and in which
they feel they have equal protection under
the law.” — AFP 
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Thousands protest against 

police shooting in Chicago

CHICAGO: Demonstrators block motorists along Michigan Avenue on
Friday as they protest the shooting of Laquan McDonald, who was killed
by a Chicago police officer. — AFP 

Town demolishes veteran’s 

house while he has surgery
Officials say they tried to contact owner

WEST HEMPSTEAD, New York: In this Nov 25, 2015 photo, a lot stands empty after the township had the home that once stood on it torn down. — AP 

Cubans protest new 

Ecuador visa rules


