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MEXICO CITY: With allegations of Russian interference
and a flood of “fake news,” the race for Mexico’s presiden-
tial election is shaping up to look a lot like the last one in
its giant northern neighbor, the United States. The cam-
paign for the July 1 polls officially opens Friday, but
already the internet is swarming with dubious “news” sto-
ries: there are allegations of meddling by Moscow, and
attention is fixated on scandal-rocked data miner
Cambridge Analytica’s local activities.

Trying to get ahead of
the curve, the National
Electoral Institute (INE)
recently signed deals with
Facebook and Twitter,
and is due to sign another
with Google, seeking to
fight the fake with the
true. “We are going to ask
all the social networks to
let us publish official
information” on their plat-
forms, said INE board
member Enrique Andrade.
That includes broadcasts
of the three presidential
debates and live election results.  The social media giants
“are very interested in this election after what happened in
the United States and all the things that were said about
them,” said Andrade.

But teaming up with them is a risky bet for the INE. No
sooner had its deal with Facebook been announced than a
new scandal engulfed the social network over allegations
that Cambridge Analytica, a British communications firm,
had illegally harvested the data of tens of millions of US
users and used it to target potential voters on behalf of
Donald Trump. The INE was left scrambling to explain. “Any
allegation that we are handing over information (on
Mexican voters), which the INE zealously protects, is false,”
said the head of the electoral authority, Lorenzo Cordova.

Fake news ‘almost required’
Besides their deals with the INE, Facebook, Twitter and

Google are all partners on a project called
#Verificado2018, an alliance of 60 Mexican media outlets,
universities and non-profit groups launched to check facts
and flag false information about the race. It already has
plenty of work. In a country where corruption runs deep
and the truth is often murky, the “fake news” era is partic-
ularly loaded. The leading target for doctored videos, fab-

ricated news articles and
straight up slander has so
far been the presidential
front-runner, veteran left-
ist Andres Manuel Lopez
Obrador-known simply as
AMLO or “El Peje,” for a
less-than-pretty fish native
to his home state, Tabasco.
On the website
PejeLeaks.org, articles
accuse Lopez Obrador of
corruption, and sinister
videos paint his inner cir-
cle as a mafia of thugs.
The anonymous site’s

declared goal is to show the world “the dark and unknown
side” of the former Mexico City mayor, the founder of the
left-wing party Morena.

In a similar vein, the Facebook page MorenaNarcos is
dedicated to exposing the supposed link between Lopez
Obrador and Mexico’s powerful drug cartels. “This is the
work of professionals. It’s well-funded, with no trace of
who’s behind it,” said Morena’s social media coordinator,
Jesus Ramirez. Indeed, Mexico’s fake news has particularly
slick production values.  The political analyst Roberto
Morris says that may be an unintended consequence of
the country’s strict campaign-finance laws.  A 2008 reform
bars donors from funding campaign ads-or attack ads
against rival campaigns-in traditional media.”In Mexico

the law is so restrictive that you are almost requiring this
kind of thing,” he said.

Trolling the troll 
Lopez Obrador’s strategy has been to turn the insults to

irony.  Accused of links to Russia, he jokingly donned a
Russian-style ushanka hat and called himself “Andres
Manuelovich.” But not everyone is laughing about fears
that Russia could try to interfere in Mexico’s election, as it
allegedly did in the United States. Outgoing US Secretary

of State Rex Tillerson said during a visit to Mexico last
month the country should beware of Russia’s “fingerprints”
on elections around the world. “My advice to Mexico
would be pay attention,” he said.

Mexican media have reported there is an unusual
amount of traffic from Russia on the INE website where
Mexicans living overseas register to vote.  The electoral
authority denies it has picked up anything out of the ordi-
nary, but says it has bolstered its information security
structures just in case. —AFP
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France pays 
tribute to victims 
of jihadist attack
TREBES: Mourners packed a church in a rural French town
rocked by a deadly Islamist attack for a Sunday service in
tribute to the victims, who included a policeman hailed as a
hero for offering himself in place of a hostage. Lieutenant-
Colonel Arnaud Beltrame, 44, was shot and stabbed after
taking the place of a woman whom Radouane Lakdim had
been using as a human shield during his attack Friday at a
supermarket in the town of Trebes.  

The sleepy town of 5,000, located on the picturesque
Canal du Midi, is just eight kilometers from the famed
medieval walled city of Carcassone, where a silent march
is planned next Saturday, the eve of Easter Day. The bish-
op of Carcassonne and Narbonne celebrated the mass in
Trebes’ Church of Saint-Etienne to honor the four killed
and three wounded in the attacks claimed by the Islamic
State group. “We want this to stop,” said Jean-Pierre
Bordeaux, who came with his wife Henriette from the
nearby village of Capendu to attend the remembrance
mass.  “We aren’t safe from anything anywhere.”

Parish priest Philippe Guitart warned against blaming
Muslims in general for jihadist attacks. “We must... help
people to learn to live together,” he said. Representatives
from the Muslim community attended the mass, which had
an overflow crowd listening to the service through loud-
speakers outside the small church as armed police stood
by. “We have had a long friendship with them,” Bishop
Alain Planet said. “They are very aware of this sadness,
which affects them as well.” People laid bouquets of white
roses outside the town hall in Trebes, with one message
reading “Stop the violence, stop, stop”. 

A national tribute will be held at a later date for
Beltrame, who President Emmanuel Macron said had “died
a hero” and deserved “the respect and admiration of the
whole nation”. Beltrame’s brother Cedric said the police-
man would have known all too well the risk he was taking.
“He certainly knew he didn’t stand a chance,” he said.  “He
gave his life for another.” Following the worst jihadist
attack of his presidency, Macron has called a meeting later
this week of the security services who monitor individuals
suspected of radicalization. Lakdim, 25, a petty criminal,
was on a watchlist, but authorities had concluded the
Moroccan-born French national did not pose a threat.

‘Horrible attack’
Investigators found notes referring to IS at Lakdim’s

home in Carcassonne, a legal source said, including a
hand-written letter in which he claimed allegiance to the
jihadist group. Lakdim, who was armed with a gun, knife
and homemade explosive devices according to a security
source, was shot dead as police moved in to end his siege
of the Super U supermarket where he had holed up after a
shooting spree in Carcassonne. Earlier Friday the gunman
had hijacked a car in Carcassonne and shot the two people
inside, killing the passenger and leaving the Portuguese
driver in a critical condition. —AFP

Quackery and 
superstition: 
Species pay 
the cost
MEDELLIN: A pinch of powdered chimpanzee bone, some
gecko saliva, a dash of vulture brain. These are not the ingre-
dients of a fairytale witches’ brew, but some of the prized
substances helping drive the multi-billion dollar illegal trade
in animal parts touted to cure anything from a hangover or
asthma, to cancer and AIDS. Along with better-known prod-
ucts such as rhino horn, pangolin scales, and tiger bone, deal-
ers do a brisk trade in some more obscure ones too-dried
seahorse, sloth claws, manta ray gills, and macaque embryos.
Many are creatures listed as endangered or threatened.

And while some of the products are key constituents in
centuries-old traditional cures prescribed by healers in
Asia and Africa, others are fictional cure-alls sold by cyni-
cal quacks, experts say.”We do see modern-day snake oil
salesman,” John Scanlon, secretary general of the
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species
told AFP. While stressing “we will never criticize any tradi-
tional practices,” he condemned “people who are promot-
ing certain wildlife products as having properties that have
no association with traditional medicine.”

“They’re really preying on people in very vulnerable
situations.” These include peddlers of rhino horn to cure
cancer-an unproven claim that has contributed to the dec-
imation of these majestic beasts.  Sudan, the world’s last
male northern white rhino, died in Kenya this week.  In
1960, there were an estimated 100,000 black rhino in
Africa-today there are fewer 28,000 rhinos of all species
left in Africa and Asia, according to a 2016 UN World
Wildlife Crime Report. “The current rhino poaching crisis,
which began around 2007... does have its origins in bogus
medicinal use,” said Richard Thomas of TRAFFIC, which
monitors wild animal trade.

No evidence 
A surge in demand in Vietnam is ascribed to a senior

politician claiming in the mid-2000s that rhino horn cured
his cancer. “This has no basis in scientific fact, but was
almost certainly the urban myth that led to the crisis,”
Thomas said. As incomes have increased in Asia, so has
demand for rhino horn, which can sell for tens of thousands
of dollars per kilo. Today, rich people us it as a tonic, even for
hangovers, and as a display of wealth. “And although there is
a popular myth in Western society (that) rhino horn is used
as an aphrodisiac in Asian culture, it was never prescribed as
such-ironically, it has now taken on such a use in Vietnam,”
said Thomas. Now banned in China, Rhino horn originally
was prescribed by traditional healers as a treatment for
fever. Some scientific studies have shown that it is somewhat
effective for this purpose, though not more so than aspirin.

Other traditional medicines have been more successfully
assimilated by westerners.  Bear bile was found to contain an
ingredient called ursodeoxycholic acid, effective in treating a
liver disease. It is now produced synthetically.  Similarly, the
antimalarial artemisinin, was originally extracted from the
wormwood plant, and an ingredient of the African Cherry
tree is used to make prostate medicine. But demand for many
plant and animal ingredients today is driven by nothing other
than superstition, the experts say. The scales of the pangolin,
or scaly anteater, are sold raw or fried in Asia for as much as
$500 per kilogram for treating asthma and migraines, or
stimulate milk production in breast-feeding women.

Of the eight pangolin species, two are listed as critically
endangered, two as endangered and four as vulnerable by
the International Union for the Conservation of Nature.  And
according to Thomas, “there is no scientific evidence to sup-
posed any supposed properties” of pangolin scales. Between
2007 and 2013, parts from an estimated 150,000 pangolins
were seized every year on average worldwide, but monitors
say this is likely just “a fraction” of the illegal trade. There is
similarly no support for the alleged AIDS-curing properties
of Tokay geckos, or the virility boost provided by tiger bone.
There may be as few as 3,000 tigers left in the wild.

Strong message
On Friday, the Intergovernmental Science-Policy

Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystems Services (IPBES)

meeting in Medellin, Colombia, warned that biodiversity
was declining in every world region. “Superstition, tradi-
tional medicine, and viral marketing techniques are aggra-
vating the pressure on animal species,” said Charlotte
Nithart of French wildlife monitor Robin des Bois. In a
recent report, the group recorded illegal trade in products
such as giraffe marrow bone for curing AIDS in Africa, and
powdered chimpanzee bone to boost virility. —AFP

MEDELLIN: A gray titi monkey (Callicebus dona-
cophilus) is pictured at the Santa Fe zoo, in
Medellin, Antioquia Department, Colombia. —AFP 

TEOTIHUACAN DE ARISTA: A man lifts a little boy in the air atop the Pyramid of the Sun at the archaeo-
logical site of Teotihuacan, in the municipality of Teotihuacan, northeast of Mexico City. —AFP 

BANGKOK: A 39-year-old motor parts billionaire and
extreme sports enthusiast seeking to shake up Thai poli-
tics has been compared to France’s Emmanuel Macron
and Canada’s Justin Trudeau for his youth. But
Thanathorn Juangroongruangkit sees little prospect of
emulating their electoral success even if the junta, which
seized power in a May 2014 coup, holds elections as
promised next year after several postponements.
“Election laws are unfavorable to us, timing is unfavor-
able to us, the attitude of the government is unfavorable
to us,” he told Reuters. “The chance is very slim. But a lit-
tle hope is better than no hope at all.” Thanathorn
launched his Future Forward party this month with a big
fanfare and a promise to appeal to the youth vote.

But the forces that have divided Thailand for a gener-
ation are also mobilizing - and making plain their endur-
ing presence four years after the coup that ousted a ‘red’
populist government in the name of ending turmoil with a
‘yellow’ royalist elite. Thanathorn’s party had not even
been formally launched before he came under attack
from ultra-royalists. “Future Forward... It is the future for
those who want to impede the rights of the king,”
Rienthong Nanna, a retired major-general, wrote on
Facebook. Thanathorn declined comment on the monar-
chy - a subject few dare speak of given the world’s
harshest lese majeste, or royal insult, laws.

He has previously dismissed accusations of being
anti-monarchy although his party has also received
praise from some of Thailand’s most vocal exiles. “The
party offers an alternative path,” prominent exiled aca-
demic and junta critic Pavin Chachavalpongpun told
Reuters.  “It’s a phenomenon that should have happened
a long time ago.” Thanathorn isn’t a total newcomer.
Since student days, he has been part of campaigns
against poverty and inequality though in recent years he
has spent more time helping run the Thai Summit Group
founded by his late father and running ultra-marathons in
the Arctic and the Sahara.

Vote next year?
His emergence comes as the junta starts registering par-

ties ahead of a frequently delayed election now set for
2019. Whether his party will win registration is still in ques-
tion. Political success in Thailand depends on being able to
placate the military and royalist elite, said Joshua
Kurlantzick of the US-based Council on Foreign Relations.
“In France, there was no junta stopping Macron forming a
party,” he told Reuters. Piyaphong Klinphan, a junta
spokesman, said registration was a matter for the election
commission, but the junta would make sure nobody could
disturb security or break the law.

It has been widely noted in Thailand that Future
Forward’s orange color is a mix of the red and yellow of the
old rivals, although the party has said this is unintentional.
In the “red shirt” camp are supporters of ousted former
prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra, the last billionaire to
shake up Thai politics, whose populist policies won support
from farmers, the poor and the heavily populated northeast.
The “yellow shirt” camp represents the traditional privilege
of the Bangkok based establishment, strongly pro-army
and pro-monarchy. “We need to convince people from all
colors to come back and have faith in parliamentary
democracy,” said Thanathorn, a father of three.

His policies include business deregulation and mov-
ing decision making out of Bangkok. Thanathorn dis-
tances himself from the populism of Thaksin, who was
overthrown in 2006 and fled to escape a corruption
conviction he says was political.  Thaksin’s sister,
Yingluck, was ousted in the 2014 coup. One of
Thanathorn’s uncles served as transport minister under
Thaksin and politicians from Thaksin’s camp have been
more welcoming of Thanathorn’s party than the ultra-
royalists. —Reuters

Thai politics: 
No country for 
young men?

TREBES: Mourners leave the service of remembrance at the Saint Etienne Church in Trebes in southwest France
yesterday, two days after a man carried out an attack in which four people were killed.— AFP 


