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NUR-SULTAN: Kazakhstan’s interim president Kassym-
Jomart Tokayev, chosen successor of veteran ruler
Nursultan Nazarbayev who retains sweeping powers, has
won a snap presidential election which observers say was
tarnished by violations of basic freedoms. Nazarbayev,
who ruled oil producer Kazakhstan for almost three
decades, handpicked the 66-year-old career diplomat as
his successor when he stepped down in March. In a pow-
er-sharing arrangement, Nazarbayev, 78, remains chairman
of the influential Securiy Council and leads the ruling Nur
Otan party.

With Tokayev winning nearly 71% of the vote in a race
against six rivals largely unknown to Kazakh voters, oppo-
nents denounced the election as unfair, prompting public
protests despite Kazakhstan’s restrictive laws on freedom
of expression. Monitors from Organization for Security
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) said “a lack of regard
for fundamental rights, including detentions of peaceful
protestors, and widespread voting irregularities on elec-
tion day, showed scant respect for democratic standards.”

Protests
During Sunday’s vote, police arrested 500 people at

rallies in Almaty and Nur-Sultan, the capital city that was
renamed after Nazarbayev at Tokayev’s suggestion.
Yesterday the number of protesters was much smaller as

hundreds of police gathered at the Almaty park where
Sunday’s rally took place. A Reuters correspondent saw
police detain a few dozen people.

The Kazakh state closely controls domestic politics and
public discourse. The vast majority of local media does not

criticize Nazarbayev, and social media and online messag-
ing platforms were restricted during Sunday’s election.
Commenting on the OSCE criticism, Tokayev said it was
“just one of the international organizations” monitoring the
vote and “we should not focus on the assessment of this
particular organization”. “I know ... how they compile
these reports and how politically prejudiced they can be

depending on which country they work in,” Tokayev said
at his first post-election briefing.

Markets upbeat
Tokayev promised to work on improving Kazakhstan’s

business climate and said he would meet major foreign
investors - such as Western oil companies who have
pumped billions of dollars into the resource-rich nation’s
economy - next month. Kazakhstan’s sovereign dollar
bonds rose to record highs in reaction to Tokayev’s win as
investors saw it as mitigating some, but not all, political
risks. “We’re in an interim holding pattern that has the
potential to go on for some time with Nazarbayev in his
old age holding the reins in the background and Tokayev
minding the shopfront,” said Christopher Granville, man-
aging director at consultancy TS Lombard.

“There’s no evidence of deeper fissures within
Kazakhstan society but there’s a desire for change and
renewal, which the current holding operation does not
really deliver on.” Nazarbayev’s eldest daughter Dariga
became the speaker of the Senate in March, the post pre-
viously held by Tokayev, prompting speculation she was
next in line to become president. Members of
Nazarbayev’s family also control some key business assets
in the nation bordering Russia and China, such as
Kazakhstan’s largest bank, Halyk. — Reuters
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Police detain 
protesters for 
a second day 

in a row

MOSCOW: Three of Russia’s leading newspapers took
the unusual step yesterday of publishing identical front
page headlines to protest over what they suspect is the
framing of an investigative journalist on drug charges.
Ivan Golunov, a 36-year-old journalist known for
exposing corruption among Moscow city officials, was
detained by police on Thursday and accused of serious
drug offences which he denies.

Russian journalists critical of authorities have led a
dangerous existence since the 1990s - sometimes
threatened, physically attacked, and even murdered for
their work. But the crude way supporters say Golunov
was set up has triggered an unusual show of media uni-
ty and an uncharacteristically swift response from
authorities nervous about social unrest at a time when
President Vladimir Putin already faces disquiet over liv-
ing standards.

Police say they found drugs in Golunov’s rucksack,
and he faces between 10 and 20 years in jail if found
guilty. Fellow journalists and members of Russia’s cul-
tural elite suspect a fit-up by corrupt officials wanting
to silence him. Golunov’s lawyer says he was assaulted
and punched by police officers, something they deny.
The three leading daily newspapers - Vedomosti,
Kommersant and RBK-all carried the same headline
yesterday in a rare show of solidarity: “I am/We are
Ivan Golunov.”

In a joint statement, they said evidence against
Golunov was shaky, cast doubt over the legality of his
detention, and demanded a review of police behavior.
“We expect law enforcement agencies to scrupulously
observe the law and demand maximum openness when
it comes to the investigation,” the statement said. “We
demand the law be respected by everyone and for
everyone.” Journalists protested outside Moscow’s
police headquarters on Friday and over the weekend to
demand the case be dropped.

Celebrities and even some high-profile journalists at
state media have spoken out for Golunov, criticizing
either the accusations against him or the harsh manner
of his detention. In what some supporters saw as a
small victory, a court on Saturday rejected a request to
hold Golunov in a pre-trial detention facility and
ordered instead that he be held under house arrest for
two months while he is investigated.

It is unusual, given the gravity of the accusations, for
a court to agree to house arrest and the decision was
seen by supporters as a sign that authorities were
nervous at the outcry. State TV on Sunday broadcast a
program in which police operatives defended their evi-
dence, but the same program also said that the police’s
actions needed to be checked. The Kremlin said yester-
day that the way Golunov’s case had been handled
raised many questions. “We are closely following how
this case unfolds and all its nuances,” Kremlin
spokesman Dmitry Peskov said. — Reuters
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For US voters, age 
matters more than 
sexual orientation 
NEW YORK: In a sign that a presidential hopeful’s sexual
orientation has diminished as a concern for voters,
Americans are more likely to say they would reject a can-
didate older than 70 than a candidate who is gay, accord-
ing to a Reuters/Ipsos poll yesterday. The national opinion
poll, conducted with the Williams Institute at UCLA ahead
of the 50th anniversary of the Stonewall Uprising and the
birth of the LGBT rights movement, highlighted a steady
trend toward acceptance of gay politicians.

The survey also called attention to one of the chal-
lenges facing President Donald Trump, who will be turning
73 next week, as he seeks re-election in 2020. Democrats
will select their nominee from a field that so far includes 24
candidates and a record number of women and non-white
candidates. Among those running are two septuagenarians
- former Vice President Joe Biden and US Senator Bernie
Sanders - as well as Pete Buttigieg, the openly gay mayor
of South Bend, Indiana.

A decade ago “it was controversial just to see a presi-
dential candidate who’s supportive of gay rights,” said
Andrew Flores, a government professor at American
University in Washington, DC. “Now there’s a gay candi-
date who’s actually running for the office. So there has
been a vast change in what the country views as accept-

able.” Overall, the poll found that 48% of adults in the
United States said they were “much” or “somewhat” less
likely to support someone for the White House if the per-
son was older than 70, while 34% were less likely to vote
for someone who is gay.

And 12% said they were more likely to vote for a gay
candidate, compared with 11% who said they were more
likely to support a candidate who is over 70. The poll
measured the public’s general acceptance of various
demographics, rather than gauging support for individ-
ual presidential candidates. “People might say in a poll
that they want a younger candidate, but that may not be
what will actually determine their vote,” said Kyle
Kondik, a political analyst at the University of Virginia’s
Center for Politics.

Stonewall’s legacy
Acceptance of gay and lesbian politicians has grown

over the past 40 years amid a worldwide movement for
LGBT equality. Historians trace its genesis to the
Stonewall Uprising in June 1969, when gay people
protested police harassment at a gay bar in New York’s
Greenwich Village. Despite this trend, as of 2007,
Americans were still more likely to want a septuagenarian
in the White House than they were a gay or lesbian
politician.

This year Reuters/Ipsos and other national polls
including Gallup and Public Opinion Strategies showed
that public preferences had flipped as Americans became
much more supportive of gay candidates. Events under-
pinnning the shift included the 2010 repeal of the “Don’t
Ask, Don’t Tell” rule that banned openly LGBTQ people
from serving in the US military and the 2015 US Supreme

Court decision in 2015 that same-sex marriage is a right
guaranteed by the Constitution. Trump also has presented
himself as an ally of the LGBTQ community.

Buttigieg may be part of the reason for the shift in
acceptance, Flores said. “It’s now a reality that there’s an
out gay candidate, who’s a Democrat, who may become
president,” he said. “You may see a greater level of legiti-
macy among Democratic voters because of that.”
Democrats, who will decide whether to nominate Buttigieg
at state voting contests in 2020, are clearly more support-
ive of gay presidential candidates than Republicans.
According to the poll, 20% of Democrats said they were
more likely to vote for a gay candidate, compared with 6%
of Republicans. — Reuters

PHILADELPHIA: Former US vice president Joe Biden greets
supporters during the kick off of his presidential election cam-
paign in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. — AFP 

NUR-SULTAN: Kazakh president-elect Kassym-Jomart
Tokayev speaks to the media during a press at Ak Orda
Presidential Palace in Nur-Sultan yesterday. — AFP 

Moldova crisis deepens 
as new president calls 
for snap elections
CHISINAU: Moldova plunged deeper into crisis yesterday
as a new, acting president dissolved parliament and called
elections just after lawmakers appeared to have formed a
government following months of wrangling. One of
Europe’s poorest nations, the ex-Soviet state has been in
political chaos since a general election in February failed
to give a clear majority to any party. On Saturday, parlia-
ment approved a new government based on an unprece-
dented alliance between pro-Russian and pro-European
forces. 

The Socialist Party of then-president Igor Dodon
agreed to work with the pro-European ACUM alliance and
freeze out the previously ruling Democratic Party, led by
the powerful oligarch Vlad Plahotniuc. The parties said the
state was being held “captive” by oligarchs, adding that
the country was “wallowing in corruption”. However, the
coalition was formed after the Constitutional Court ruled
Friday that fresh elections should be held.

On Sunday, the court suspended president Dodon
and appointed Pavel Filip, the former prime minister from
the Democratic Party, as interim leader.  Filip said Dodon
had been suspended because he had refused to sign off
on parliament’s dissolution.  The new acting president
immediately called a snap vote for September 6. The
European Union urged “calm and restraint” and said in a
statement it was “ready to work with the democratically
legitimate government”.

EU foreign policy chief Federica Mogherini called on
Moldova to “respect the rule of law and guarantee democ-
racy”. The US urged “all Moldovan parties to show
restraint and to agree on a path forward through political
dialogue,” saying that the “will of the Moldovan people as
expressed” in the February polls “must be respected with-
out interference.” And neighboring Romania’s President
Klaus Iohannis called for “responsible dialogue of all polit-
ical forces.”

‘Desperate step’ usurps power 
Thousands of supporters of the Democratic Party held

a rally in the centre of the capital Chisinau on Sunday,
attended by Filip. The party bussed in large numbers of
people amid a heavy police presence. In a speech, oligarch
Plahotniuc said: “We will go to the elections set for
September 6 and win the trust of the public.”

He said Dodon was “not worthy of occupying the post
of president.” Filip said the Democratic party had not
wanted snap elections but “in the current parliament,
there is no one to work with.” Dodon meanwhile said he
was also considering the option of calling on Moldovans
to take part in “peaceful protests”. He called his suspen-
sion a “desperate step” and an attempt to “usurp pow-
er”. The suspended president complained Sunday that
the Democratic Party did not want to “peacefully hand
over power to a lawful parliamentary majority and a law-
ful government.”

“We have no choice but to appeal to the international
community with a call for it to act as a moderator in the
process of peaceful handover of power,” Dodon said. The
Constitutional Court has already suspended Dodon several
times in the last two years when he refused to back laws or
appoint ministers. Moldova, once part of Romania and lat-
er a Soviet Republic, contains a Russian-backed break-
away region called Transnistria. — AFP 

MOSCOW: Russian investigative journalist Ivan Golunov,
charged with attempted drug-dealing, sits inside a defen-
dants’ cage during a hearing at a court in Moscow. — AFP 

Cuba’s overseas 
medical brigade a 
‘repressive sham’
WASHINGTON: A great source of pride for communist
Cuba is a medical corps that has fanned out across the
globe for decades to help people in troubled or poor
countries. But don’t tell that to doctor Orazal Sanchez, who
spent much of his professional life in this brigade and grew
disillusioned with what he saw as a system of oppression
that is heavy on ideology and bogus solidarity towards
host countries. It was during a posting in Botswana’s
Kalahari desert that he finally quit after becoming fed up
with heavy-handed rules like being forced to surrender his
passport and being encouraged by supervisors to inform
on colleagues.

And even after he’d left the medical corps, he still felt
oppressed by the Cuban government, which prevented him
from returning home and refused to hand over his certifi-
cations, meaning he had to start his career all over again.
“The sad thing is that we are still slaves. We think we are
free, but so long as we have family in Cuba, we continue to
work for the system,” said Sanchez, 40, an endocrinologist.

Sanchez and two other former doctors in the program
who spoke to AFP using pseudonyms shared similar con-
cerns about the corps, one of the flagship initiatives of the
revolution led by the late Fidel Castro since its creation in
1963. Today it is one of the Cuban government’s most
lucrative programs, bringing in $11 billion in revenue
between 2011 and 2015. As of the end of 2018, 34,000
professionals worked for the corps in 66 countries.

Last month, an advocacy group called Cuban Prisoners
Defenders together with a political group, the Cuban
Patriotic Union, filed a complaint before the International
Criminal Court (ICC) over the program. The lawsuit before
the ICC includes public testimony from 64 doctors in the
program and 46 others who spoke privately. The suit, in
which the three doctors who spoke to AFP are plaintiffs,
accuses former president Raul Castro and the current pres-
ident, Miguel Diaz-Canel, of crimes against humanity for
running a program that acts as a form of modern slavery.

Medical staff who refuse to join an overseas mission suf-
fer terrible consequences in their careers, the doctors said.
Meanwhile Havana views corps members who leave the
program as traitors, and uses the threat of reprisals against
relatives back home as a form of long-distance torture.

Delia Estelles, 37, said while serving in Guatemala she
suffered sexual harassment, was subjected to forced politi-
cal indoctrination and had to contribute money to the
Cuban communist party, all while surviving on next to
nothing because her salary was so small, as most of what
countries pay for the doctors is collected by the Cuban
government.

Estelles took refuge in a now-defunct US program
called Cuban Medical Professional Parole. She was admit-
ted to the United States under the program, but wasn’t
able to bring her family, who remain in Cuba where short-
ages of basic goods are common. — AFP

CHISINAU: Supporters of Democrat Party of Moldova (PDM), ruled by Vladimir Plahotniuc, sits on the porch next to the
government headquarters in Chisinau city yesterday.  —  AFP 


