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MONTEVIDEO: Thousands of Venezuelans have
fled their country to escape the hardship and vio-
lence of its economic and political crisis. From
Brazil to the United States to Europe, here are the
stories of five Venezuelans who have started new
lives abroad in the past two years.

Jobless in Colombia 
The last straw for cook Jairo Suescun, 30, was

when thieves stole his kitchen knives. “That broke
my heart,” he says. He left his home city of San
Cristobal five months ago for Colombia, since his
mother was a Colombian national. “I thought I
would be welcomed, but it hasn’t been like that,”
he says. “When you arrive alone, this city gobbles
you up.” Unemployed and sleeping in a ware-
house, he is hoping for money from a relative to
get to Chile, where friends can help him find
work. “I don’t know which is worse, the situation
I’m in or that of Venezuela. But both of them fill
me with longing.”

Actress in US 
At demonstrations in Miami, fellow Venezuelans

stop Carolina Perpetuo to ask for photos. She was
a soap opera star in Venezuela. She says the televi-
sion industry suffered as studios were shut down

under Venezuela’s
socialist reforms from
the late 1990s. Now 54,
she l ives l ike many
Venezuelan immigrants
in the El Doral neighbor-
hood of Miami. In her
garage, she gathers
dozens of boxes of
donations for the anti-
government protesters
in Venezuela. “I am a citi-
zen activist. I keep constantly up to date with what
is happening in Venezuela,” she says, in sunglasses
and a black cap with a Venezuelan flag. “I love my
country and will die loving it.”

Asylum-seeker in Brazil 
Carlos Escalona, 33, fled when he received

threats after uncovering corruption in the
Venezuelan public institution where he worked.
He saved as much money as he could and moved
last year to Brazil, where he is seeking asylum,
staying in a refugee center in Sao Paulo. “In a way I
feel much better than before,” he told AFP. “I’m no
longer afraid to come and go from my home, or
afraid when I hear the sound of a motorbike, afraid

of the police. Or the uncertainty of wondering
what I will be able to buy.”

Poet in Uruguay 
A published poet, Jairo Rojas, 36, studied litera-

ture and art history, but found no steady work in
Venezuela’s cultural sector under the socialist gov-
ernment. “Professional prospects were getting
smaller in Venezuela because of politics,” he says.
“It is like a filter - if you do not belong to a certain
ideology you cannot get a job.” Rojas moved in
April 2015 to Uruguay, which has relatively easy
immigration procedures for Venezuelans. There he
is studying for a master’s degree and working in a
bookshop. “I don’t know when I will go back” to

Venezuela, he says. “It is easier to go to any other
country than to live in Caracas.”

Beer-seller in Spain 
Xavier Losada, 38, was fed up with seeing his chil-

dren “shut up indoors all the time... from home to
school, school to home,” for fear of violent crime. An
engineer by training, he worked for more than a decade
at Venezuela’s biggest food manufacturer, Polar. In Sept
2015 he moved with his family to Spain and opened a
craft beer and cheese bar with his wife in central
Madrid. Life is “better, no question,” but “there is an
underlying sadness” about Venezuela, he says.
“Sometimes you forget about it. But every time I see the
news about what is happening, I feel impotent.” —AFP 

WASHINGTON: Top US intelligence officials
were to be grilled by lawmakers yesterday
about Russia’s election interference and pos-
sible coordination with Donald Trump’s cam-
paign, ahead of a highly-anticipated appear-
ance by sacked FBI director James Comey.
The former Federal Bureau of Investigation
chief is expected to dispute Trump’s claim
that Comey told him multiple times that he
was not under investigation, CNN reported,
citing sources familiar with Comey’s thinking.

That potential bombshell testimony - in
which Comey also may address whether
Trump urged him to halt or ease up on an
investigation into former national security
advisor Michael Flynn and his ties to Russia

- comes Thursday before the Senate
Intelligence Committee. But on Wednesday
the spotlight will be on three intelligence
chiefs - Director of National Intelligence
Dan Coats, National Security Agency head
Mike Rogers and interim FBI Director
Andrew McCabe.

Members of the intelligence panel no
doubt will question Coats, a former senator,
about a Tuesday night Washington Post
report. Citing US officials, it said Coats had
told associates that Trump asked him
whether he could intervene with Comey to
get the FBI to ease its probe of Flynn. Coats
reportedly discussed that March conversa-
tion with other officials and decided that
interceding with Comey, as Trump had sug-
gested, would be inappropriate. Rogers is

also known to have had discussions with
Trump about the Russia investigations, and
top Senate Democrat Chuck Schumer said he
looked forward to public, unclassified testi-
mony Wednesday from Coats and Rogers.

“Classification shouldn’t be used as an
excuse not to make things public that the
public needs to hear,” Schumer told reporters
Tuesday. “And the conversations that the
president had with each of them about inves-
tigations are not classified in any way.”
Adding to the drama, a top secret NSA report
leaked to online news outlet The Intercept
shows that hackers from Russian military
intelligence repeatedly tried to break into US
voting systems before last year’s presidential
election. Keen to crack down on leaks, the
Trump administration quickly announced the
arrest of a 25-year-old intelligence contractor
on charges she violated the espionage act.

‘I wish him luck’ 
The interactions between Trump and his

now-dismissed FBI chief will likely dominate
Comey’s Senate appearance Thursday.
Observers will be closely watching to see
whether the president, whose social media
habits have been criticized even by his politi-
cal allies, decides to respond via Twitter as
Comey testifies. No definitive evidence of
collusion between Trump’s campaign and
Russia has come to light. But the allegations
have drawn comparison to the 1970s
Watergate scandal that brought down presi-
dent Richard Nixon.

Trump, a ratings-obsessed former reality
television star, may not appreciate the world-
wide attention paid to Comey’s public testi-
mony, which is being touted as the height of
political drama. Trump weighed in Tuesday,
even as the revelations could spell more bad
news for his troubled administration. “I wish
him luck,” Trump said of Comey during a
White House meeting with Republican con-
gressional leaders. With Capitol Hill abuzz, at
least three Washington bars were set to
open their doors before today’s hearing’s
10:00 am (1400 GMT) start.

“Don’t you like the suspense?” Senate
Republican Marco Rubio, who is on the
intelligence panel, asked a scrum of
reporters. Comey’s testimony will be his first
public remarks since Trump abruptly fired
him on May 9. Comey is said to have written
detailed notes about conversations he had
with Trump, which reportedly document
the president’s efforts to scuttle the FBI’s
Flynn probe. — AFP 

Before Comey testifies, US 

intel chiefs have their say

BRASILIA: Brazil’s electoral court started hear-
ings Tuesday that could topple scandal-tainted
President Michel Temer, plunging Latin
America’s biggest country into its second leader-
ship crisis in a year. The Supreme Electoral
Tribunal (TSE) opened the first of four scheduled
sessions to decide whether the 2014 reelection
of president Dilma Rousseff and her then-vice
president Temer should be invalidated because
of corrupt campaign funding. If the seven-judge
panel votes to scrap the election result, Temer -
who took over only last year when Rousseff was
impeached - would himself risk losing his office.

The conservative president, who faces a sepa-
rate, potentially devastating corruption probe,
says the election court will absolve him. “Temer
should not have to pay the price for the history
of corruption in Brazil,” Temer’s lawyer Gustavo
Guedes said. But Nicolao Dino, a deputy prose-
cutor, said there had been “a clear abuse of eco-
nomic power.” If found guilty, Temer would be
able to appeal. A judge on the TSE could also
decide to adjourn the court hearings, scheduled
to end Thursday, with the whole process poten-
tially still dragging on for some time.

There was a heavy police presence at the
election court in the capital Brasilia, with only a
small protest by leftwing demonstrators outside.
Temer cancelled a previously announced official
event to watch the court session on television
from the presidential palace, with several loyal
ministers and congressmen for company,
according to local media.

Parallel corruption case 
The TSE had previously been considered

something of a sideshow in Brazil’s multi-level
corruption scandals. At most, it was expected to
put the blame for use of dirty campaign money
exclusively on Rousseff. Since the unpopular left-
ist leader is already out of the picture - having
been impeached for breaking government
accounting rules in 2016 - Temer was widely
expected to be allowed to finish his mandate
through 2018.

But Temer’s standing has been dramatically
weakened by the revelation last month of a
secretly made audio recording in which Temer is
allegedly heard approving hush money from a
meatpacking tycoon to a top politician jailed for

corruption. The opening of a probe into the
hush money allegations has led to hopes among
his opponents that the TSE will seize the oppor-
tunity to bring him down - even if the election
case is unrelated.

Temer’s lawyer Gustavo Guedes on Sunday
claimed that Prosecutor General Rodrigo Janot -
who heads the corruption probe - was leaning
on the TSE “to find the president guilty”. Temer
came under renewed pressure from Janot late
Monday when he was ordered to answer more
than 80 questions in a written deposition by late
Tuesday. The Supreme Court granted Temer’s
lawyers a request to extend that deadline to the
end of the week.

Coalition in danger 
If Temer is convicted by the electoral court, he

can appeal, but he’d still face the ongoing parallel

corruption probe and his grip on power may
become untenable. The key partner in his center-
right alliance in Congress, the PSDB party, has
indicated that it is waiting to hear the results at
the election court before deciding whether to
withdraw support for Temer. Without the PSDB,
Temer’s PMDB party would be highly unlikely to
find the necessary support to enact a controver-
sial pension reform that is at the center of Temer’s
policy for repairing Brazil’s broken economy.

That would turn him into even more of a
lame duck, just as the corruption probe inten-
sifies. Janot could at any time request that the
Supreme Court accept formal corruption and
obstruction of justice charges against Temer,
triggering a trial. And Janot could bring more
compromising allegations against the presi-
dent through plea bargains with other sus-
pects. — AFP 

Brazil court begins session 

that could topple president
Second leadership crisis in a year

TRENTON, New Jersey: US President Donald
Trump and New Jersey Gov. Chris Christie won’t
be on the ballot in New Jersey this fall, but the
newly minted Democratic and Republican nomi-
nees for governor and their parties are transform-
ing one of only two statewide gubernatorial con-
tests in the country into a race about the unpopu-
lar leaders. Democrats nominated wealthy former
Goldman Sachs executive and one-time diplomat
Phil Murphy and Republicans picked Christie’s top
deputy, Lt Gov Kim Guadagno, in New Jersey’s pri-
mary Tuesday, the only statewide contest this year

along with Virginia, which goes to the polls next
Tuesday. Murphy and national Democrats imme-
diately pitched him as a bulwark against Trump
and promised a departure from Christie, while
Guadagno and national Republicans have come
out aggressively against Murphy, bashing him for
his time as an executive with Goldman Sachs and
comparing him with unpopular Democratic for-
mer Gov. Jon Corzine, a Goldman alum Christie
defeated in 2009.

“The race will be a proving ground for
Democrats to test their anti-Trump message

before the midterm elections,” said Montclair State
University political science professor Brigid
Harrison. “(It’s also) a microcosm of the struggle
within the (Republican) party between forces loyal
to President Trump and those who would chart a
different more moderate course.”

New Jersey and Virginia’s elections come as
national Democrats hope to deliver a blow to
Trump ahead of the 2018 midterm elections when
the US House and a third of the Senate will be on
the ballot. The contest also gives Republicans an
opportunity to carve out how to compete during
the Trump era. Democrats are favored in New
Jersey’s general election, in part because of an
800,000-voter registration advantage and because
of political headwinds stemming from Christie’s
and Trump’s unpopularity. “We will stand up to this
president with a steel backbone,” Murphy said.
“We are better than Donald Trump, and we are
better than Chris Christie.”

In Virginia, most of the attention has focused
on the close Democratic primary between Lt. Gov.
Ralph Northam and former Congressman Tom
Perriello. Northam is a more traditional candidate,
who stresses his pragmatic approach. Perriello is
running a more liberal campaign, promising to
raise taxes on the wealthy to pay for social pro-
grams to help the poor and middle class. He’s
received endorsements from US Sens Bernie
Sanders and Elizabeth Warren and large donations
from billionaire super donors George Soros and
Donald Sussman.

Former Republican National Committee
Chairman Ed Gillespie is favored to win the GOP
primary over a Trump’s former state campaign
chairman. In New Jersey, Guadagno has to con-
tend with Christie’s unpopularity going back to
the George Washington Bridge lane-closing scan-
dal and his failed presidential run. She has already
begun contrasting herself with the twice-elected,
term-limited incumbent. — AP 

Trump, Christie center stage 

in race they’re not part of

BRASILIA: Supreme Electoral Court (TSE) President Judge Gilmar Mendes (left), gestures
during a session examining whether the 2014 reelection of president Dilma Rousseff and
her then-vice president Temer should be invalidated because of corrupt campaign funding
yesterday. —AFP 

NEWARK, New Jersey: Phil Murphy poses for a selfie with a supporter after speaking during
a Democratic primary election watch party at the Robert Treat Hotel on Tuesday. —AP 

Venezuelan exiles: Five faces of crisis
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NEW YORK: American tourism compa-
nies are seeing early signs that US
President Donald Trump’s still-young
administration is hitting foreign visits and
fear “destination USA” could suffer further
in the years to come. Travel industry exec-
utives in particular expressed anguish
over Trump’s proposed travel ban on visi-
tors from seven predominately Muslim
countries, an issue the US president
raised anew this week in the wake of the
London attacks.

“When you hear words like ‘travel ban’
it puts a big chill” on business, James
Murren, chief executive of MGM Resorts
said Tuesday during a panel discussion at
a travel industry conference hosted by
New York University. Industry insiders also
see Trump’s tough “America first” talk as
hostile to potential visitors. “We need to
address the Trump administration and its
policies,” said Roger Dow, president of the
US Travel Association in a news confer-
ence. “Many might be saying, ‘I’m wonder-
ing if the US even welcomes us anymore.”

Early figures suggest travel to the
United States from all international mar-
kets is running about flat in 2017 com-
pared with the year-ago period, said
Marriott chief executive Arne Sorenson,
adding that outcome is “not bad” consid-
ering the strong dollar. But the data also
suggest declines of about 20 percent in
visitors from the Middle East and Mexico,
which Trump has harshly criticized.
Sorenson, a critic of the travel ban, fears
the US market will suffer in the next three
to five years even as global travel contin-
ues to grow.

“The US share will decline because

we’ll see more and more people go to
Europe and other destinations where the
reception seems to be warmer,” Sorenson
said. Jonathan Tisch, chief executive of
Loews Hotel & Co, said one of Loews’
hotels in Miami has had groups cancel
because they had attendees from a travel
ban country. Tisch also said Emirates air-
line has cut flights to some US cities and
warned the US risked another “lost
decade” of foreign visitors much as a visa
crackdown and other policies after 9/11
led to the loss of billions of dollars in rev-
enues from overseas travelers.

Growth engine 
Internationally known US tourist desti-

nations include an array of spectacular
national parks in the western part of the
United States, amusement parks such as
the Disney World in Orlando, and major
cities like New York and Los Angeles,
which are embedded in global popular
culture from Hollywood movies and tele-
vision. International leisure travelers com-
prised 19.5 percent of the nearly $1 tril-
lion US travel market in 2016, well below
domestic leisure travelers which account-
ed for 50 percent of the total, according
to a report by IBISWorld. 

But growth is expected to be faster
among international travelers in the years
to come, in line with rising global income,
particularly in countries in Asia and South
America. IBISWorld projected that the
number of domestic trips taken by
Americans is expected to grow at an
annualized rate of 2.3 percent through
2021, half the rate of inbound internation-
al visitors over the same period. — AFP 

Travel industry leery

of Trump effect


