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S
amwel Nyakalege’s life has recently become more of
a grind - and that’s a good thing. The 33-year-old
miller from Bwisya village, on Lake Victoria’s Ukara

Island, is one of the first to benefit from a project to bring
solar power to residents and business-owners. The entre-
preneur, married with four children, has worked grinding
millet, maize, rice and beans since 2007, but the high cost
of fuel for his diesel generator made it hard to turn a profit.

“I used to buy a litre of diesel for up to 3,000 Tanzanian
shillings (about $1.40) and I needed at least 50 litres every
week to run the generator. My business could hardly
grow,” Nyakalege told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.
But with the arrival of the first-ever solar-powered mini-
grid at Bwisya, launched by JUMEME, a rural power supply
company with government backing, Nyakalege has
enough energy to run his power-hungry business - and
no longer needs costly and polluting generators.

Cheaper power, in fact, means that he can expand his
company. “Solar power is a blessing to us as we can now
serve more customers quicker and efficiently,” he said. “I
don’t spend a penny to buy diesel. My motors work very
efficiently using solar electricity.”

Solar Steps Up
Around the world, as the costs of solar energy plunge,

it is increasingly being used to power industry and busi-
nesses, a huge step forward from simply supplying light-
ing and basic electrical power in places like Tanzania,
experts say. Nyakalege, for instance, now uses solar power
to operate his three milling machines simultaneously. He
has employed three people to help him and has seen his
customer base rise to 600 a day. His income also has
grown as a result, from less than 100,000 shillings a day
on average (about $45) to 400,000 shillings now. He is
now contemplating getting a bank loan to expand his
business, he said.

Processing grain in Ukara, until recently, was a costly
activity because of the island was not connected to the
electrical grid. Those who couldn’t afford diesel-powered
grain-milling services often had to grind their staple
foods of cassava and maize by hand, a time-consuming
activity. The solar system at Bwisya is part of a project to
provide reliable and affordable electricity to the nearly
2,000 households and more than 200 businesses on
Ukara, in order to boost opportunities to earn an income.

It is the first of 30 such systems JUMEME plans to
install over the next two years. They are expected to sup-
ply power to around 100,000 people, company officials
said. The company has even bigger plans for the longer-
term, they said. “Our goal is to set up 300 systems and
serve up to 1 million people in rural areas across Tanzania
by 2022, making JUMEME the largest mini-grid operator
in the country,” said Thadeus Mkamwa, one of the compa-
ny’s directors. The project, jointly funded by the European
Union and private investors with political support from
the Tanzanian government , has a total budget of 38.4 bil-
lion shillings ($17.6 million), Mkwama said.

Prepaid Solar Power
In Bwisya, the largest village on Ukara, 250 customers

are due to be connected to a hybrid power station con-
sisting of a 60-kilowatt (KW) solar photovoltaic system
and a 240 KW-hour battery bank. A diesel generator pro-
vides back-up. The system will be extended in the second
half of this year to connect the other villages on the
island, Mkamwa said. The installation charges for individ-
ual homes and business are repaid by customers in instal-
ments. Consumers pre-pay for their power, with costs per
unit depending on the amount of electrical equipment
they use. JUMEME is working with GVEP International, a
nongovernmental organization, to train people on Ukara
to use electricity for business purposes, such as produc-
ing wood and metal crafts.  Hamisi Bujeje,  30, has
dreamed of owning a big carpentry workshop since he
helped his father build canoes and dhows as a boy. But he
said he has so far struggled to turn a profit in the business
he started in 2011.

“My business has not been doing very well because of
lack of power. I was incurring huge operational costs. I used
to travel 29 km (18 miles) to the nearest island of Nansio to
access electricity and have some items fixed,” Bujeje said.
But along with cheaper solar power, he has access to new
carpentry equipment, business coaching from GVEP and a
loan scheme offered to entrepreneurs by JUMEME. “I am
looking forward to expanding my business and attaining
my dream in the furniture industry,” Bujeje said. — Reuters
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Rikers’ culture of violence under fire

By Maria Isabel Sanchez

V
enezuelan President Nicolas Maduro’s six-
year term reaches midpoint on Tuesday,
a date few have been anticipating more

eagerly than the country’s opposition, which
will now be able to initiate a recall referen-
dum. The measure can take place only after
the president has served half his term, and
the opposition in control of parliament is
chomping at the bit. It is organizing a demon-
stration on Tuesday to demand the National
Electoral Council launch the measure.

Lawmakers also meet this week to
approve legislation that would simplify the
procedures for holding a referendum and
they are set to introduce a constitutional
amendment that would reduce the presi-
dent’s term. But any real hope for success is
premature, say analysts who point to the
country’s political impasse. Of the five laws
the opposition has passed in the hundred
days since its historic victory in parliamentary
elections, none has been enacted.

The Supreme Court, which is close to the
government, has blocked many of the National
Assembly’s decisions. Each side is convinced it
has the advantage in their trench warfare. “The
oligarchy is desperate,” Maduro has said. “It’s the
government that’s cornered,” countered Julio
Borges, chief of the opposition Democratic Unity
Roundtable coalition’s deputies in parliament.

Economic Chaos 
One matter is indisputable, however - the coun-

try’s economic chaos that is compounding the politi-

cal morass. The fall in global oil prices
has plunged the once-wealthy pet-

rostate into serious crisis, depriv-
ing it of the foreign currency it

needs to pay for imports.
Venezuelans are finding daily
life increasingly difficult. They
must suffer endless queues in

supermarkets, where most
shelves are empty, and endure

the world’s worst inflation -
more than 180 percent in 2015.

They also face regular short-
ages of water and electricity.

“This hasn’t been easy,
we’ve had three complicat-
ed years,” the 53-year-old
Maduro acknowledged
last week, accusing the
opposition of prompting
the shortages as part of

an “economic war.” “But I
promise the next three
years will  be ones of
growth and the building of

socialism,” he added. They
could also be years of legal

war. The Supreme Court has
rejected landmark legislation

from the anti-Maduro camp in
recent months, including an

amnesty for political prisoners and
reform of the Central Bank that would

enable the opposition to take control.
The court also approved a decree

establishing a state of economic

emergency, giving Maduro sweeping powers against the
protests of parliament. Few therefore predict a successful out-
come for the referendum law the opposition is set to approve,
or for its moves to reform the court, which stripped the legis-
lature of key oversight powers last month in a ruling aimed at
thwarting moves to change the makeup of the high court.

Tipping Point? 
Experts say Venezuela’s opposition can succeed only

through politics or at the ballot box. “The solution can’t be
legal or constitutional because the government has seized
institutions,” says constitutional expert Juan Manuel Raffalli.
Jose Ignacio Hernandez, another constitutional law expert,
agrees. Parliament is “using up its last ammunition” because all
its measures “will be canceled by the constitutional court”.

The opposition appears to be sticking with its old tactics
nevertheless. “We must continue on the same path,” parliamen-
tary speaker Henry Ramos Allup said. 

“We can’t abandon our duties. The assembly is the last insti-
tutional space we have left.” That may be increasingly difficult
with Maduro on the offensive. He has threatened to shorten
lawmakers’ terms in office if they continue trying to clip his
wings. “The National Assembly should pack its bags because its
time is coming,” he said.

Pope Francis’s call for dialogue two weeks ago has had no
effect. “This game is completely blocked and we could soon
see the consequences,” said Raul Arrieta, a former diplomat
and law professor. “You can’t inflate a balloon forever with-
out bursting it.” But despite his upper hand in the battle,
Maduro’s options are narrowing, he added. 

“Extending the problem endlessly” would be “political sui-
cide for the government,” which is already very unpopular
and must seek “a way to get along.” Hernandez, the constitu-
tional law expert, agrees. The country is close to a “breaking
point,” he says, and must choose between dialogue and a
“scenario of social conflict”.  — AFP 

Three years of Maduro enough for opposition

By Joseph Ax and Nate Raymond

T
he guards, authorities say, wanted to
send a message. “Somebody’s leaving in
an ambulance tonight,” Eliseo Perez, an

assistant chief for security at New York’s
Rikers Island jail complex, told inmates after
a rash of attacks on guards, according to
prosecutors. Then he allegedly instructed five
subordinates to take prisoner Jahmal
Lightfoot into a room and kick his teeth in, an
attack that left him with facial fractures. The
ongoing trial of nine correction officers for
the alleged 2012 assault and a subsequent
cover-up is the latest in a string of prosecu-
tions targeting dozens of Rikers employees
over the past four years.

More than 50 guards at the 10,000-inmate
complex, one of the three largest in the
United States by population, have faced
criminal charges since 2012 for assault, falsi-
fying reports and smuggling contraband,
court documents and data from various city
agencies show. That is about double the rate
of prosecution in the prior four years, as
authorities crack down on what they say is a
toxic atmosphere of violence and corruption.

“Rikers is a very troubled institution,” said
Mark Peters, the commissioner of the city’s
Department of Investigation, which leads
most Rikers-related probes. “We are now see-
ing the result of systemic neglect.” Rikers
houses male, female and adolescent prison-
ers in 10 separate facilities, mostly inmates
awaiting trial.

Rikers Under Microscope
Mayor Bill  de Blasio has made Rikers

reform a priority since taking office in 2014.
Peters, whom de Blasio appointed two years
ago, said he had devoted one investigative
squad exclusively to Rikers and increased its
staff from 20 to 30 members. Bronx District
Attorney Darcel Clark, whose office prose-
cutes most Rikers-related cases, recently pro-
posed a new prosecution bureau based at
the complex itself. The list of law enforce-
ment officials whose attention has turned to
Rikers also includes Preet Bharara, the US
Attorney in Manhattan.

Next month, federal prosecutors will put

two guards on trial for the fatal beating of an
inmate. Brian Coll, a correction officer, is
accused of stomping Ronald Spear to death
and enlisting two other guards to help him
conceal the truth. One guard has already
pleaded guilty to the cover-up. Bharara’s
office also threw the weight of the federal
government behind a lawsuit brought on
behalf of adolescent inmates by the New
York Civil Liberties Union. The case led to a
settlement mandating reforms overseen by a
court-appointed monitor.

A two-year investigation by Bharara’s
office found the correction department
failed to discipline guards adequately for
excessive force from 2011 to 2013, said Sara
Shudofsky, the chief of the office’s civil divi-
sion, in an interview. In 2014, de Blasio also
appointed Joseph Ponte to head the correc-
tion department. Since then, it has pursued
internal investigations more aggressively,
with 200 cases ending in disciplinary charges
last year, up from 93 in 2013, according to
department statistics.

The focus on guards has met stiff resist-
ance from the correction officers union, which
claims the effort hides the true causes of
Rikers’ problems. “It is clear from the depart-
ment’s own statistics that inmates are attack-
ing correction officers and other inmates at an
alarming rate,” the union president, Norman
Seabrook, said in a statement. Seabrook also
said visitors, not guards, are primarily respon-
sible for smuggling contraband, citing the
hundreds of visitors arrested in the last year
for bringing illegal items into Rikers.

Smuggling Surge
The Department of Investigation has also

pursued broader reforms in response to the
persistent problems, Peters said. In 2014, an
undercover investigator posing as a guard
gained access to Rikers six times despite car-
rying heroin, marijuana and razor blades.
Another department probe uncovered red
flags among two-thirds of a class of new
hires, such as prior felony convictions or
known gang ties. In response, the correction
department has installed drug-sniffing dogs
at Rikers’ entrances and increased its “appli-
cant investigation unit” from 19 employees

to 87, to screen potential recruits’ back-
grounds and psychological fitness.

Both Peters and Ponte say their depart-
ments are now working more closely to
address misconduct. That cooperation was
on display this month, when a guard was
caught on video assaulting an inmate who
had thrown a cup of liquid in his direction.
Correction officials turned over the video to
investigators immediately, and the guard
was arrested within hours.

But the level of violence still troubles
observers. The Lightfoot trial, which began in

March, highlights the difficulties in curbing
incidents by both inmates and officers. Perez
and his team were part of an elite unit
assigned to reduce inmate attacks, but prose-
cutors say their solution was to turn to assault
themselves. Defense attorneys have argued
at trial that the guards simply defended
themselves when Lightfoot attacked them
with a weapon. Prosecutors have said that
assertion is false. “They decided they were
going to set the tone that night,” Assistant
District Attorney Pishoy Yacoub said at the
start of the trial. —  Reuters

By Richard Martin

L
ionel Messi, Luis Suarez and Neymar
were being touted as the best strike
force in soccer history a month ago as

they spearheaded Barcelona’s record
unbeaten run but the tiring trio are now
taking the blame as the club’s season unrav-
els. The Madrid clubs are suddenly snap-
ping at Barca’s heels in the title race, with
Atletico having also knocked them out of
the Champions League to end the Catalans’
hopes of a second successive treble.

Barca’s ‘MSN’ South American strike-
force, who have scored 110 of the team’s
147 goals this season in all competitions,
have suddenly gone off the boil and the
most common reason cited by Spanish
media for their loss of form is fatigue. La
Liga leaders Barca have played 56 games so
far this season, seven more than Atletico
and 12 more than Real Madrid, due to their
participation in the Club World Cup,
European Super Cup, Spanish Super Cup
and their run to the King’s Cup final. Messi
and Neymar have each played 43 games
and Suarez 47.

Luis Enrique has been reluctant to rest
his jaded forwards and, remarkably, made
no substitutions in Sunday’s 2-1 home
defeat by Valencia, suggesting he has little

faith in the members of his squad beyond
the regular starting 11. The under-pressure
coach has denied that Barca’s woes are due
to fatigue and, after the latest setback,
berated a reporter who asked him about
the players’ physical decline. But it is clear
that Barcelona, and especially the forwards,
are not as sharp as two months ago when
they destroyed Valencia 7-0 in a King’s Cup
semi-final game and thrashed Celta Vigo 6-
1 as part of a run of 39 games undefeated
in all competitions.

Third Defeat
Sunday’s loss was Barca’s third straight

reverse in the league for the first time since
2003, leaving them level on points with
Atletico, who they led by nine at the start
of April,  and a point ahead of Real.
Eliminated from the Champions League
after last week’s 2-0 second-leg loss at
Atletico, Barcelona’s campaign has unrav-
elled since the players returned from the
international break. The ‘MSN’ trident went
to South America for World Cup qualifiers
in late March and have not looked the
same since.

Messi got his 500th career goal on
Sunday but that was his only goal in his last
six club games, while Neymar has not
found the net in his last five. —Reuters

Tiring ‘trident’ shoulder 

blame for Barca slump


