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MONTEVIDEO: Is frail health a get-out-of-jail
card for Latin America’s imprisoned dictators
and autocrats? Rights groups fear that the par-
don granted to Peru’s former president Alberto
Fujimori is just the latest blow to combating im-
punity for ex-leaders guilty of crimes. They point
to a series of scenes-Fujimori in a hospital bed,
late former Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet in
a wheelchair, former Guatemalan president Efrain
Rios Montt immune from sentencing because of
alleged dementia-to underline their argument. In
Fujimori’s case, a presidential pardon that freed
him of a 25-year sentence for brutal human rights
abuses triggered protests by thousands of angry
Peruvians. It also drew sharp criticism from the
representative in Latin America of the UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights, Amerigo Incal-
caterra, who called for any situation “that could
lead to impunity” to be avoided. Fujimori, said to
be ailing from high blood pressure and an irreg-
ular heartbeat at age 79, admitted to having “let
down” Peru’s citizens and asked them “to forgive
me with all my heart.” It was an oblique reference
to crimes he was convicted of, which included the
murder of 25 people by death squads he com-
manded during his 1990-2000 rule. He made the
comments in a video from a hospital bed, where
he looked visibly weakened and surrounded by
medical equipment.

Age as ‘mitigating’ factor
Seventeen years earlier, General Pinochet, 84

and retired, arrived in a wheelchair at the airport
serving Chile’s capital. He had just been freed on
health grounds after being detained 503 days in

London. But, as soon as he descended from the
plane, he got up and walked away, accompanied
by his family. Opponents called it a deliberate
provocation. “Age is a factor that works as a mit-
igating circumstance,” said Lissell Quiroz-Perez,
a specialist in Latin America at Rouen University
in France. “These are old men,” she said, and
“they played it that way too: Fujimori is always
seen in bed, Pinochet was the same, he always
appeared very weak.  That created a feeling of
compassion in the population.”

In Guatemala, Rios Montt, a former dictator
today aged 91, is waiting to hear the verdict from
his closed-door retrial started in October for a
massacre by his security forces of 1,770 indige-
nous people who were accused of supporting
leftwing guerrillas during his 1982-1983 reign.
But even if convicted, he will not go to prison.
The court has been persuaded his mental state
has deteriorated too far to countenance such
punishment. “He has very few moments of lucid-
ity,” his former lawyer Jaime Hernandez stated in
October.

‘Less impunity’ than before   
“From a certain point of view, it’s regrettable

that those who violated human rights... might be
protected by those same rights,” said Patricio
Navia, a Chilean sociologist and academic advi-
sor for the CADAL Center for Openness and De-
velopment in Latin America. “But such is
democracy.” Navia rejected the term “impunity”
for Fujimori, who had already spent 12 years in
detention. “Fujimori’s case harks back to the past,
but in a way that happens in a context of greater

justice against those who violate human rights in
Latin America,” he said. “There is a lot less im-
punity than before,” he said. “Thirty years ago,
no ex-president in Latin America would have
gone to prison.” 

Now, several are behind bars, notably Otto
Perez in Guatemala, pending trial for corruption;
and Ollanta Humala in Peru, also on charges of

graft. Gaspard Estrada, director of the OPALC
Political Observatory of Latin America and the
Caribbean at Paris’s Sciences Po institute, took a
more nuanced view. “Sure, Fujimori was con-
victed, and he served part of his sentence. But if
we want to see impunity reduced and the rule of
law progress, creating some exceptions can open
the door to other exceptions,” he said.—AFP 
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MONTEVIDEO: Combo photo shows (left to right) Peruvian former president Alberto Fujimori
in Lima; late Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet and Guatemalan former dictator Efrain Rios
Montt. Peruvian Fujimori in his hospital bed, Chilean Pinochet in a wheelchair, Guatemalan
Rios Montt and his mental disturbances: despite the crimes committed under his orders,
these Latin American leaders of fragile health have benefited from a clemency that is de-
nounced as impunity by human rights’ defenders. — AFP 

ROME: After Rene Castro-Salazar attended the first
UN-led climate talks in Berlin in 1985 as Costa Rica’s en-
vironment and energy minister, he tried to talk about
agriculture and climate change - but few wanted to join
the conversation. “There was always opposition - and we
couldn’t understand why,” said Castro, now assistant di-
rector-general at the United Nations’ Food and Agricul-
ture Organization (FAO). To him, the need to tackle the
topic was clear. 

Agriculture, forestry and other land uses together ac-
count for nearly a quarter of the greenhouse gas emis-
sions heating up the planet, according to the FAO.
Cutting these is essential if the world is to keep global
temperature rise to a manageable level, said Castro.
Farms and forests can also store large amounts of car-
bon, and simple actions by all countries could result in
immediate environmental benefits, he told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation. In the early years, the climate ne-
gotiations focused on reducing emissions from the en-
ergy sector - the largest emitter - while the relationship

between agriculture and climate change was not fully un-
derstood. 

Later on, poor states feared discussing the linkage
would result in obligations for them to curb emissions
from farming.  Rich nations worried they would have to
pay for poor farmers to adapt to a changing climate. At
November’s climate talks in Bonn, the stalemate was fi-
nally broken, with nations agreeing to move forward on
issues related to agriculture and climate change. “There
is now clearly the political will to see this resolved,” said
Margarita Astralaga, director of environment and climate
at the International Fund for Agricultural Development
(IFAD).

Many hope it will lead to the development of farming
systems that are more resilient to weather extremes and
can feed a growing population whose diets are shifting
to more meat and dairy, without corresponding in-
creases in emissions.  Andy Jarvis, research director at
the Colombia-based International Center for Tropical
Agriculture (CIAT), describes the relationship between
climate and agriculture as an “unhappy marriage”.

“(They) are absolutely intertwined and completely
connected to each other but actually pretty antagonis-
tic,” he said, pointing to how crops are battered by cli-
mate extremes while farming emissions exacerbate
global warming.

Scientists have warned that world temperatures are
likely to rise by 2 to 4.9 degrees Celsius this century
compared with pre-industrial times. —Reuters

PHNOM PENH: Cambodian police ruf-
fled feathers yesterday after they killed-
and ate - 92 roosters that were seized
earlier this month during a raid on an il-
legal cockfighting ring allegedly run by
a relative of premier Hun Sen. The birds
were rounded up by police after they
shuttered the two rural cockfighting
dens on December 4 and arrested Hun
Sen’s nephew-in-law Thai Phany. Thai
Phany, a Cambodian-Australian citizen,
was charged with running an illegal gam-
bling operation-a rare legal move against
a member of Hun Sen’s powerful family. 

But while the raids were welcomed in
a country teeming with official corrup-
tion, a court order to slaughter all 92

birds set off a flurry of criticism Thurs-
day as netizens cried foul over the ani-
mals being given a harsher sentence than
the people involved. Scores of people
were initially detained in the police raid,
but most have since been released after
receiving light suspended sentences, ac-
cording to local media. “Warrant to kill
chickens! Where are the chicken owners,
aren’t they freed?” Hing Soksan wrote
on Facebook, where photos of the
slaughter have been circulating.

“The court’s achievement by the end
of 2017: death sentence for 92 fighting
cocks,” another Facebook user quipped
about a justice system many decry as
toothless against the graft underpinning
Hun Sen’s authoritarian regime. Roeun
Nara, Kandal province’s deputy police
chief, confirmed that the birds were
killed on Wednesday following a warrant
from the provincial court. “We gave the
chickens to our forces to eat,” he told
AFP, brushing off the online criticism.
The court document, seen by AFP on
Thursday, said the slaughter was or-
dered “to prevent the offense from hap-
pening again and to speed up the
investigation proceedings.”—AFP 
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