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STOCKHOLM: Swedes voted in legislative elections yes-
terday with a far-right surge expected if voters punish tra-
ditional parties over their failure to address immigration
concerns. Social Democratic Prime Minister Stefan Lofven
has called the election a “referendum on the future of the
welfare state” but the far-right Sweden Democrats (SD)
have presented it as vote on immigrants and their integra-
tion, after Sweden took in almost 400,000 asylum seekers
since 2012.

Opinion polls suggest SD could garner between 16 and
25 percent of the vote, making it
one of the biggest parties and
rendering it almost impossible to
predict the make-up of the next
government. The party, with
roots in the neo-Nazi movement,
has said the arrival of asylum
seekers is a threat to Swedish
culture and claimed they put a
strain on the country’s generous
welfare state. As he cast his bal-
lot in Stockholm yesterday,
Lofven urged Swedes not to
vote for the “racist party”.

“It’s ... about decency, about a decent democracy. And
the Social Democrats and a Social Democratic-led gov-
ernment is a guarantee for not letting the Sweden
Democrats extremist party, racist party, get any influence
in the government.” The Social Democrats, traditionally the
biggest party and who have led a minority government
with the Greens, have lost support on both the left and the
right and are tipped to post their lowest score since 1911.

‘Hostile to foreigners’ 
Anna Berglund, a 28-year-old lawyer who voted for

the small Centre Party at a polling station in Stockholm’s
upscale Ostermalm neighbourhood, said SD’s mounting
support was “bad news”. “I’m afraid we’re becoming a
society that is more hostile to foreigners. I don’t like it.”

In Rinkeby, a disadvantaged suburb north of Stockholm
home to a strong immigrant population, locals were also
concerned.

“I don’t want SD. So I go see people and ask them if
they have Swedish citizenship and if they do I tell them
that it’s important to go vote,” Sofie, a Turkish woman in
her 50s told AFP. Up to 20 percent of the 7.5 million eligi-
ble voters were undecided in the final days before the
vote, according to pollsters. In Strangnas, an hour west of
Stockholm, Lofven’s main challenger, Moderates leader Ulf

Kristersson, handed out cam-
paign leaflets in his hometown
on voting day. He told AFP he
was worried about SD.

“I have tried to prove to
voters during the election
campaign that if you really
want a change, you have to
vote ... for our four parties. We
are the guarantee to oust the
current government from pow-
er,” he said. Well aware that his
Alliance has no chance of win-

ning a majority, he has said Sweden needs “a strong cross-
bloc cooperation to isolate the forces... pushing for
Sweden to withdraw from international cooperation”.

In southern Sweden, an SD stronghold, party leader
Jimmie Akesson campaigned among throngs of supporters
late Saturday as detractors booed him and shouted “No
racists on our streets!” “We’re now competing against the
Social Democrats and Moderates to become the biggest
party in the country,” he said, dismissing the protesters as
“communists”.

Deal with ‘the devil’ 
Neither Lofven’s “red-green” bloc nor Kristersson’s

opposition centre-right four-party Alliance (Moderates,
Centre, Liberals and Christian Democrats) were expected
to win a majority in parliament. Lengthy negotiations will

be needed to build a majority, or at least a minority that
won’t be toppled by the opposite side.

The opposition is intent on ousting Lofven, with some
Moderates willing to go so far as to put an end to SD’s
pariah status and open negotiations with them. That
could prove fatal for the Alliance, with the Liberal and
Centre parties repeatedly ruling out a deal with “the
devil”, as Akesson occasionally calls himself. None of the

seven other parties have been willing to negotiate with
SD. “They should be taken seriously, they have raised
serious issues, not just immigration but health care too,”
said 46-year-old Stockholm voter Henrik, a doctor who
refused to give his last name. “It’s a problem for democ-
racy if the other party leaders refuse to talk to a party
that represents the views of so many people,” his wife
Josefine added.  — AFP
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‘Good people’ back
Brazil pro-gun stab
victim candidate
RIO DE JANEIRO: Armando Piccinini’s father was gunned
down outside a bank 16 years ago, but now the 53-year-
old is a gun-ownership advocate who says weapons are
self-defense necessities in crime-ridden Brazil. “Rio is on
the brink of civil war, and it will soon be declared,” said
businessman Piccinini at the Calibre 12 shooting range in
Niteroi, near Rio. He was with his father the day he died.

“Good people will arm themselves to defend their fami-
lies, their property, and this war will be declared if the
authorities don’t do something.” Legalizing gun ownership
has been one of front-running presidential candidate Jair
Bolsonaro’s campaign pledges. And it has gained momen-
tum since the right-wing former army captain was stabbed
during a rally in the southeast on Thursday.

“If it wasn’t tragic, it would be ironic,” said Rildo Anjos,
52, one of the Calibre 12 instructors. “A pro-gun candidate
suffering a kitchen knife attack; it just proves that it is man,
not guns, that is guilty of violence.” Brazil suffered a
record 30.3 murders per 100,000 inhabitants in 2016. That
was 62,517 murders, 44,475 of those using guns.

‘Guns increase violence’ 
“I don’t think the way to solve the dramatic problem of a

country with more than 60,000 murders a year is to distrib-
ute guns,” says Marina Silva, the environmentalist presiden-
tial candidate currently running second alongside centre-
left nominee Ciro Gomes in polls, behind Bolsonaro. “On the
contrary, this would increase violence.” Silva and Bolsonaro
could finish in the first two places in the October 7 election,

after which they would go to a run-off three weeks later.
Polls predict Silva would win that hands down. But
Bolsonaro’s campaign seems to have been boosted by his
stabbing. He’s been all over television and the internet, giv-
ing him a huge profile lift. “We’re all behind Bolsonaro,” said
Paulo Alberto, 55, one of 210 Calibre 12 members. “Today,
the criminals are more numerous and better armed that
security forces,” he added, gun in hand and wearing protec-
tive glasses. “I live close to a favela and I’ve been woken up
by gunshots. When you leave the house, you don’t know if
you’ll come home. “We good citizens demand the right to
defend our families and our possessions.”

At Calibre 12, where there is a smell of gunpowder and
camaraderie, people go to learn sport shooting or to take a
competence course that would earn them the right to carry a
weapon. A 2003 law in Brazil tightened the regulations over
gun ownership, something Bolsonaro wants to revoke. His
position has caused a number of scandals, such as in July
when he appeared in a viral video seemingly showing a
young girl how to imitate a gun with her hands.

“Kids in Brazil need to view weapons as something
linked to responsibility and the protection of life,” he told
O Globo newspaper in justifying his actions. Such state-
ments turned Bolsonaro into a target for many of his rival
candidates, but those at Calibre 12 agree with him.

‘Family atmosphere’ 
“My son is here,” said Anderson Lessa, a 46-year-old

shopkeeper, pointing to a teenager. “I’ve taught my three
children to drive, swim and shoot. For me, that’s a basic
right.” Piccinini says: “There’s a family atmosphere here.”
It’s the “only tourist business in Brazil that promotes
excursions in which you can have your first contact with a
gun.” To buy a weapon in Brazil, you must be at least 25,
present proof of psychological and technical aptitude, and
a “statement of necessity,” explaining why you need one.
“The statement of necessity is the biggest lie in the world,”

said Anjos. “Do I need a statement of necessity to buy a
car?” As for guns, it’s “because I want to protect my
biggest asset, which is my life!” Anjos agrees that people
need training to learn how to use a gun but claims the
2003 law has done nothing to reduce violent crime. That’s
not the opinion of the “2018 Atlas of Violence” prepared
by the Institute of Economic Investigation and Brazilian
Forum of Public Security, though. 

It claims that but for the 2003 law, the murder figures
would be worse. Alberto says the 2003 law prevents
“good citizens from the right to legitimate self-defense,
as guaranteed in the constitution.” “They’ve taken away
our main form of defense. It’s ended up favoring crimi-
nals,” he insists. When asked if anyone has ever needed
to use their gun in the streets, the Calibre 12 members
laugh uncomfortably. Then one voice answers: “No one
likes to talk about that.” — AFP 

KAMPALA: An outspoken and critical Ugandan
policeman has been assassinated, a police
spokesman said yesterday, in the latest in a
series of murders of senior officers and politi-
cians. Muhammad Kirumira was gunned down
at the gate of his home along with a female
companion in the Kampala suburb of Bulenga
on Saturday night, said police spokesman
Emillian Kayima.  

“The Uganda Police Force is greatly con-
cerned with the assassination of assistant
superintendent of police Muhammad Kirumira
at Bulenga last night,” the spokesman said. “He
was with a lady whom we have been informed is
not his wife but someone he knew and she too
succumbed to bullet wounds in the hospital
where she was rushed for treatment,” said
Kayima.

He said the attackers were reportedly travel-
ling on a motorcycle, a tactic used in the killings
of assistant inspector general of police Andrew
Kaweesi in March, as well as a senior public
prosecutor in 2015 and others. Kirumira had
repeatedly told the media and other police offi-
cers that he was a target of assassination. He
was suspended from his role as district com-
mander in January after accusing his colleagues
in a Facebook post of corruption and working
with criminal gangs.

Shortly after he was arrested when heavily
armed police forced their way into his house as
he holed up resisting detention in an operation
that took over five hours. Kirumira was awaiting
trial on charges of criminal misconduct and
abuse of authority at the time of his death. In
March President Yoweri Museveni fired the
chief of police as well as the country’s security
minister in what was seen as a reaction to
growing insecurity in the country.

In June this year ruling party lawmaker
Ibrahim Abiriga was gunned down, alongside
his brother, also by attackers on motorcycles.
No one has been brought to book for any of the
killings. In June Museveni ordered that MPs
should receive armoured escorts and snipers to
protect them, a decision that divided lawmakers
and raised concerns about the cost of such an
operation. The president visited the scene of
the murder yesterday, and said the police force
was busy installing cameras around Kampala
and other major towns in a bid to crackdown on
insecurity.

“We are to stop these pigs by not just relying
on old police methods,” Museveni said in a
statement. He said the government was going to
re-activate so-called Luweero methods to deal
with criminals, referring to a local community
led administrative system used when he was a
rebel leader in the eighties. Ugandan popstar
turned politician Robert Kyagulanyi — better
known as Bobi Wine — reacted to the news of
Kirumira’s killing from the United States, where
he is seeking treatment after allegedly being
tortured by Ugandan police after his own arrest.
“Very sadly, that is the country we are living in.
No one is safe. Our country is bleeding. This is
very painful,” he wrote on Facebook. — AFP 
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Getting high 
in Laos’ opium 
mountains
LAOS: In a hut on the top of a fog-licked mountain in
northern Laos, Vo Pali is getting high. His poison is opium,
a sap extracted from poppies grown illegally by the poor
hill tribes in the Communist state’s rugged, inaccessible
uplands. “I smoke three times a day,” the 60-year-old eth-
nic Hmong villager says in a barely audible rasp of his 30-
year habit. “It has damaged my life. I have no income. But I
get sick without it.” 

The talk tails off as he loads up his first hit of the day. He
burns a thumb-sized ball of black resin over the stub of a
candle and carefully pokes it into his bamboo chillum. The
flame rolls over the softened mush as Vo Pali takes four, five
deep drags. Smoke squirts from his nose, he wheezes and
the drug takes him. The Hmong have grown and smoked
opium as a medicine — and as recreation — for genera-
tions. But no full drug addiction survey has ever been taken
in Laos and there is virtually no rehab provision.

Wedged between five countries, Laos has for decades
played a starring role in the “Golden Triangle” drug trade.
Its opium became a treasured export in the 1960s and 70s
as heroin hit the streets of America and drug money
became entwined in the United States’ doomed anti-com-
munist fight. Laos was meant to go opium-free after a
2006 edict by its Communist leadership outlawed the
growing of the cash crop. While the campaign made a big
dent, hill tribes kept up cultivation in secret for themselves
— and for export, also becoming drug runners for organ-
ized crime gangs. “People who live in these remote borders
are very poor,” Onphiuw Khongviengthong, permanent
secretary of the LCDC — the Laos drug control authority
— told AFP in a rare interview with foreign media. “They
don’t have much education or knowledge about our laws,
so it’s easy to trick them and use them for trafficking.”

Opium to arabica 
In 2015 around 5,700 hectares of Laos were estimated

to be under opium cultivation — more than triple the
amount in 2007. Several major seizures of raw opium and
heroin this year in Vietnam couriered by Hmong villagers
has renewed scrutiny on the relationship between opium
and Laos’ most marginalized people.

“These farmers come from some of the poorest areas of
the country, they only have access to low-value crops and
very limited access to markets and technology,” says
Erlend Falch of the United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime (UNODC). “They have no real path out of poverty.”
To change the game, the UNODC is leading a coffee culti-
vation program across 10 former opium growing villages
in Houaphan province, which borders Vietnam. The fertile
upland soil and cool climate that helps opium flourish is
also good for coffee shrubs.

The aim is to establish a “luxury” arabica coffee brand
that can reach wealthy markets from the US to Korea and
Japan. “Before we had no other option to growing opium,”
says Mer Su Vua, a Hmong farmer, knee-high coffee
shrubs studding the hillsides around him. “But we would
only make a small amount of money each year... so we have
changed to coffee.” The first small commercial crop at his
village of Houayyarm is expected at the tail end of this
year. Incomes should rise each year as farmers grow,
process and sell their crop to the market, cutting out the
middlemen who have historically controlled the prices of
their produce. “We are trying to build a real commercial
cooperative, owned by the farmers,” says Falch.

While opium cultivation could eventually make little eco-
nomic sense, Laos’ more urgent drug problem is with
methamphetamine. With ungovernable land borders to
Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam, China and Cambodia, Laos is
effectively a free run for the meth barons of Myanmar who
are sending record amounts of “yaba” and “ice” through
its unguarded frontiers.  Of Laos’ many border entry
points, just two have scanners and X-ray machines. And
the resources of the drug gangs dwarf those of the police
trying to stop them, says Onphiuw Khongviengthong of
the LCDC. “They use fast, modern vehicles and communi-
cations that our police do not have.” Laos is working with
its neighbors to boost crossborder intelligence to fight the
drug gangs and there have been successes, including the
high-profile takedown of Laos national Xaysana
Keophimpa — dubbed “Mr X” — jailed for life this year in
Thailand. But the “big fish” remain out of reach.  — AFP

Plane crash kills 19 
in South Sudan: 
Regional official
JUBA: Nineteen people were killed yesterday when a
small plane crashed into a lake in the centre of South
Sudan, while four survived, a regional official told
AFP. Regional information minister for the Eastern
Lakes state Taban Abel Aguek said a plane, carrying
23 people, had crashed in the central town of Yirol as
it came into land.

“The number of people we have confirmed dead is
19 people and four people survived,” said Abel,
adding that two children were among the survivors as
was an Italian citizen. He said the Anglican Bishop of
Yirol, Simon Adut, was confirmed among the dead.
The pilot and co-pilot, a staff member with the
International Committee of the Red Cross, a Ugandan
who runs a private clinic in Yirol, a government official
and two army officers were also confirmed dead.

“The whole town is in shock, the shops are closed,
some people have taken their relatives for burial. It is
a commercial plane that crashed,” Abel told AFP.
“When the plane was landing the weather was foggy
and this was not a good situation for plane landing.”
The UN broadcaster Radio Miraya posted a picture
on its Twitter account of the twisted wreckage of the
plane submerged in water. Overloading of planes is
common in South Sudan, and this was believed to have
contributed to the crash of a Soviet-era Antonov plane
upon takeoff in Juba in 2015 which left 36 people dead.
In 2017, 37 people had a miraculous escape after their
plane hit a fire truck on a runway in northwestern Wau
before bursting into flames.  South Sudan was
plunged into civil war in December 2013, when
President Salva Kiir accused his former deputy Riek
Machar of planning a coup, leaving tens of thou-
sands dead and millions displaced. — AFP

MALMO: Women stand in a voting booth at a polling station before voting in the general elections. — AFP 

RIO DE JANEIRO: Brazilian businessman Armando Piccinini
prepares to shoot at the ‘Calibre 12’ (Caliber 12) shooting
club in Sao Goncalo. — AFP 


