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BOGOTA, Colombia:  Colombians will vote for a new 
president on Sunday in an election filled with uncer-
tainty, as former guerrilla Gustavo Petro and millionaire 
businessman Rodolfo Hernandez vie for power in a 
country saddled with widespread poverty, violence and 
other woes. Abstention is expected to be high as voters 
face a stark choice between electing their first ever left-
wing president or plumping for a maverick outsider 
dubbed the Colombian Donald Trump. 

“What we have now in the country are questions, 
uncertainties,” Patricia Ines Munoz, an expert at the 
Pontifical Javerian University, told AFP. It has been a 
tense campaign, with death threats against several can-
didates ahead of the first round last month, when 
Colombia’s traditional conservative and liberal powers 
were dealt a chastening defeat. 

There are fears a tight result on Sunday could spark 
post-election violence. The successor to conservative 
President Ivan Duque will have to deal with a country 
in crisis, reeling from the coronavirus pandemic, reces-
sion, a spike in drug-trafficking related violence and 
deep-rooted anger at the political establishment. 

Almost 40 percent of the country lives in poverty 
while 11 percent are unemployed. That anger spilled 

over into mass anti-government protests in April 
2021 that were controversially crushed by the securi-
ty forces. 

Opinion polls in the lead up to the election have 
been inconclusive, although abstention is expected to 
be 45 percent with up to 
another five percent unde-
cided. “I feel very bewil-
dered ... I don’t like either of 
the two options as presi-
dent,” Camila Araque, 29, a 
lawyer in Bogota, told AFP. 

 
‘Understandable hysteria’  

Michael Shifter, from the 
Inter-American Dialogue 
think tank, says voters “are 
trying to figure out who is 
the lesser of two evils.” 
Petro comfortably topped the first round of voting with 
40 percent, 12 points ahead of Hernandez. 

But Petro’s past as a radical leftist urban guerrilla 
in the 1980s-during which time he spent two years in 
prison on arms charges-has left many Colombians 

fearful. He has been in politics since his M-19 group 
made peace with the state in 1990 and formed a 
political party. 

“The worry comes from the experience of leftist 
governments in the region,” said Munoz, “not just 

among citizens but also the 
business and economic sec-
tors.” Some believe the for-
mer Mayor of Bogota would 
turn Colombia into another 
authoritarian populist social-
ist state like neighboring 
Venezuela. 

“It borders on hysteria,” 
said Shifter, but “it’s under-
standable because ... more 
than any other Latin 
American country, the 
Venezuela tragedy and 

nightmare has impacted Colombia”, creating “terror ... 
that they’re next.” 

Petro, 62, says the country needs social justice to 
build peace after a six-decade multi-faceted conflict 
involving leftist rebels, the state, right-wing paramili-

taries and drug cartels. “That is to say less poverty, less 
hunger, less inequality, more rights. If you don’t do this, 
the violence proliferates,” he told Caracol Radio on 
Friday. —AFP 

Tense campaign, with death threats against several candidates

Uncertainty reigns in Colombia vote  
between ex-guerrilla and maverick

Spanish PM faces  
regional election  
test in Andalusia 

 
SEVILLE, Spain: Andalusia votes Sunday in an early 
regional election that the incumbent conservative 
Popular Party is expected to win comfortably, dealing a 
blow to Spain’s Socialist Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez 
ahead of a national vote expected at the end of 2023. 
Over six million people are eligible to vote in Spain’s 
most populous region where scorching temperatures 
are expected to cool slightly after a week of extreme 
heat which officials feared would hurt turnout. Polling 
stations opened at 9:00 am (0700 GMT) and will close 
at 8:00 pm, with final results expected a few hours later. 
Surveys suggest the conservative Popular Party (PP) 
will win around 50 seats in the 109-seat Andalusian 
parliament, more than all leftist parties combined. 

It has governed the southern region known for its 
white-walled villages and popular Costa del Sol beach 
resorts since 2018 in a coalition with smaller centre-
right party Ciudadanos. The Socialists are predicted to 
win around 33 seats, the same number as at the last 
election in 2018 when they were ousted from power in 
Andalusia for the first time since the regional govern-
ment was established in 1982. 

A scandal over the misuse of public funds intended 
to fight unemployment was blamed for the party’s drub-
bing in its longstanding stronghold which is home to 

around 8.5 million people. “All social advances that have 
taken place in Andalusia and in Spain were initiated by 
the Socialists. Never by the right,” Sanchez told a final 
campaign rally Friday in Seville, the region’s capital. 

While the PP appears set to win Sunday’s election, it 
is not clear if it will secure an absolute majority which 
would allow it to govern alone. If it doesn’t, the PP will 
likely need to seek support from the far-right Vox by 
bringing it into the regional government, as happened 
earlier this year in the northern region of Castilla y Leon. 
Until now, Vox has supported the PP in Andalusia but 
from outside government. Any deal with Vox would com-
plicate efforts by the PP’s new national leader, Alberto 
Nunez Feijoo, to project a more moderate image. 

 
‘Gaining momentum’  

The head of the PP in Andalusia, Juan Manuel 
Moreno Bonilla, has urged voters to deliver him a 
“strong” government that is not “weighed down” by 
Vox. After voting in Malaga Sunday, he appealed to 
voters to cast their ballot, saying a big turnout would 
“demonstrate we love our institutions” such as the 
regional government of Andalusia. 

Vox has called for the abolition of Spain’s regional 
governments. If the polls are right, this will be the 
Socialists’ third consecutive regional election loss to the 
PP after votes in Madrid in May 2021 and Castilla y 
Leon in February. 

Losing in Andalusia would be a “severe blow” for the 
Socialists and would mean “Sanchez might face an 
uphill battle to get re-elected” next year, said Antonio 
Barroso, an analyst at political consultancy Teneo. “The 
PP seems to be gaining increasing momentum, and vot-
er concerns about inflation might only make it more 

challenging for Sanchez to sell his government’s 
achievements in the next legislative election,” he added. 

Spain’s inflation rate hit 8.7 percent in May as the 
economic fallout from Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has 
fuelled inflation worldwide, especially through increas-
ing energy prices. The PP has sought to present itself in 
Andalusia as a “sensible alternative” from the centre, 
University of Granada political science professor Oscar 
Garcia Luengo told AFP. The strategy appears to be 
working as the party is poised to win the support of 
nearly 17 percent of voters who cast their ballot for 
the Socialists in 2018, according to a Sigma dos sur-
vey for the El Mundo daily.  —AFP

SUAREZ, Colombia: A young woman shows a ballot 
paper at the polling station where Colombian vice-
presidential candidate Francia Marquez, running mate 
of left-wing presidential candidate Gustavo Petro, will 
vote during the presidential runoff election. —AFP

SEVILLE, Spain: An electoral poster of Far-right party 
Vox candidate for the Andalusian regional election 
Macarena Olona in Seville. Spanish Prime Minister’s 
Socialists face a drubbing in a regional vote in 
Andalusia ahead of a national election.  —AFP
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Refugees face food cuts  
 
ROME: The UN’s World Food Programme 
warned on Sunday that refugees in East and 
West Africa faced smaller food rations due to a 
surge in demand and insuff icient funding. 
Three-quarters of refugees in East Africa sup-
ported by the United Nations’ programme 
have seen their rations reduced by up to 50 
percent, WFP said, with those in Ethiopia, 
Kenya, South Sudan and Uganda the worst 
affected. “We are being forced to make the 
heartbreaking decision to cut food rations for 
refugees who rely on us for their survival,” 
said WFP executive director David Beasley. 
Available resources could not keep up with the 
soaring demand for food around the globe, he 
said. In West Africa-specifically Burkina Faso, 
Cameroon, Chad, Mali, Mauritania and Niger-
WFP had “significantly” reduced rations. It 
warned of imminent disruptions in Angola, 
Malawi, Mozambique, Republic of Congo, 
Tanzania and Zimbabwe. —AFP 
 
 

More than 100 migrants rescued 
 
ATHENS: More than 100 migrants were res-
cued early Sunday off the island of Mykonos in 
the Aegean Sea and four are missing, the Greek 
coastguard said. “A large-scale rescue opera-
t ion of  migrants  is  under way from late 
Saturday two miles south of the island of Delos. 
So far 108 migrants have been rescued, while 
according to those rescued, four people are 
missing”, a coastguard statement said. Among 
the rescued, there were 24 women and 21 chil-
dren, while three people have been taken to a 
heal th centre on Mykonos. Port  pol ice 
responded to a distress call sending three 
boats and a tugboat to help the stricken vessel 
which came from Turkey, the coastguard told 
AFP. According to the coastguard statement, 
the tugboat reached the sailing boat carrying 
the migrants  but  did not  pul l  i t  to safety 
because it was taking on water and there were 
high winds. The migrants were initially taken to 
a rocky islet nearby with other boats and were 
transported to Mykonos early Sunday. Search 
and rescue efforts continue. —AFP 

Spain battles  
wildfires as  
heatwave eases 

 
MADRID, Spain: Emergency services battled several 
wildfires Sunday in northern Spain as an unseasonable 
heatwave that gripped the country for the past week 
finally eased. The most alarming blaze in the north-
western Sierra de Culebra mountain range has already 
destroyed over 25,000 hectares (62,000 acres), the 
regional government said. 

It started on Wednesday during a dry thunder-
storm but firefighters said cooler overnight tempera-
tures had helped them make gains in their battle 
against the flames. Residents of some 20 villages 
who were evacuated from their homes were allowed 
to return home Sunday morning due to the improved 

situation, local officials said. 
Several roads reopened and a high-speed rail link 

between Madrid and the northwestern region of 
Galicia, which was closed Saturday due to the blaze, 
reopened, they added. Elsewhere in Spain, smaller 
wildfires were also raging in the northwestern region 
of Catalonia and the northern Navarra region, one of 
the few areas of Spain where temperatures remained 
unusually high Sunday. 

The regional government of Navarra urged resi-
dents to avoid “unnecessary travel” to keep roads free 
for fire crews. “We have a very difficult few hours 
ahead of us,” the director of Navarra’s interior ministry, 
Amparo Lopez Antelo, told reporters. 

The battle against the blaze was hindered by high 
temperatures and southerly wind gusts of over 30 kilo-
metres (18 miles) an hour, she added. Temperatures of 
more than 40 degrees Celsius (104 degrees 
Fahrenheit) have been recorded in many cities and oth-
er areas throughout the week but they dropped 
Sunday in most of the country. —AFP 

PUMAREJO DE TERA, Spain: Firefighters operate at the 
site of a wildfire in Pumarejo de Tera near Zamora, 
northern Spain.  —AFP
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 such phenomena will now strike earlier in the 

year thanks to global warming. 
Emergency services battled several wildfires 

Sunday in northern Spain. The most alarming blaze in 
the north-western Sierra de Culebra mountain range 
has destroyed more than 25,000 hectares, the 
regional government said. Firefighters said cooler 
temperatures overnight had helped them make 
progress in their battle against the flames. Residents 
of some 20 villages evacuated from their homes were 
allowed to return home Sunday morning, local offi-
cials said. 

Temperatures of more than 40 degrees Celsius 
have been recorded in parts of Spain throughout the 
week, but they had dipped by Sunday in most of the 
country. The mercury was only expected to hit 29C 
in Madrid on Sunday and 25C in the province of 
Zamora where the Sierra de Culebra mountain range 
is located. There have also been fires in Germany, 
where temperatures reached 38C in the eastern 
regions of Brandenburg, Thuringia and Saxony with 
the eastern city of Cottbus setting a new German 
record for June of 38.7C. 

One fire in the Brandenburg region outside Berlin 
saw 700 people evacuated, local authorities said, as 
the blaze threatened “three quarters” of the town of 
Treuenbrietzen. In contrast, several northern regions 
were shivering in temperatures of 12C. Austria’s 
western Vorarlberg region hit a seasonal record of 
36.5C at Feldkirch on the Swiss border, with the 
country’s ZAMG meteorological institute indicating 
this June has already seen twice as many days sur-
passing 30C as normal. 

Much of neighboring Switzerland was also labor-

ing under a heatwave with meteorological authorities 
indicating Sunday would see more records broken 
after a slew of hitherto unseen seasonal peaks the 
previous day. As Geneva sweltered under 35C, sever-
al other towns were not far behind, Neuchatel and 
Fahy beating previous records topping 34C. 

In southern France, a blaze triggered by the firing 
of an artillery shell in military training burnt around 
200 hectares of vegetation, authorities in the Var 
region said. “There is no threat to anyone except 
2,500 sheep who are being evacuated and taken to 
safety,” the local fire brigade chief said. The popular 
French southwestern seaside resort of Biarritz saw its 
highest all-time temperature Saturday afternoon of 
42.9C, state forecaster Meteo France said as authori-
ties urged caution from the central western coast 
down to the Spanish border. 

Many parts of the region surpassed 40C, although 
storms were expected on the Atlantic coast on 
Sunday evening. With the River Seine off limits to 
bathing, scorched Parisians took refuge in the city’s 
fountains. And at Vincennes Zoo on the outskirts of 
the capital, shaggy-haired lions licked at frozen 
blood fed to them by zookeepers, who monitored the 
enclosure’s animals for signs of dehydration. “This is 
the earliest heatwave ever recorded in France” since 
1947, said Matthieu Sorel, a climatologist at Meteo 
France calling the weather a “marker of climate 
change”. 

The UK recorded its hottest day of the year on 
Friday, with early afternoon temperatures reaching 
over 30C. Several towns in northern Italy announced 
water rationing. The country’s dairy cows were put-
ting out 10 percent less milk as a result of the heat, 
the main agricultural association Coldiretti said 
Saturday. Experts warned the high temperatures 
were caused by worrying climate change trends. “As 
a result of climate change, heatwaves are starting 
earlier,” said Clare Nullis, a spokeswoman for the 
World Meteorological Organization in Geneva. 
“What we’re witnessing today is unfortunately a 
foretaste of the future.” 

Kuwait to witness 
severe heatwave...
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Sisi said that he looks forward to strengthening 

relations with Bahrain and Jordan, and the kings of 
Bahrain and Jordan said that they are keen to coop-
erate with Egypt on a strategic level to help the 
three countries achieve their common goals. 
Regional security and restoring the region’s balance 
depend on these relations, considering the impor-
tance of Egypt, Bahrain and Jordan regionally and 
internationally, the statement added.  — Agencies 

Egypt, Bahrain, 
Jordan leaders...
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The Qatari company estimates that the North 

Field, which extends under the Gulf sea into Iranian 
territory, holds about 10 percent of the world’s 
known gas reserves. 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has injected urgency 
into efforts around the world to develop new ener-
gy sources as Western countries try to reduce their 
reliance on Russia. On Friday, Eni said it would 
receive only 50 percent of the gas requested from 
Russia’s Gazprom, the third day running of reduced 
supplies. Rome has accused Gazprom of peddling 

“lies” over the cuts. “We have a lot of things to learn 
from your leadership and also from your standards 
and from your ability to adapt to very difficult cir-
cumstances,” Eni CEO Claudio Descalzi told his 
Qatari counterpart. 

Kaabi refused to divulge how many more part-
ners will be announced. “We signed with everybody. 
We’re just not telling you,” he told reporters. More 
announcements are due this week. Industry sources 
have discussed ExxonMobil, Shell and 
ConocoPhillips, while Bloomberg has reported that 
Chinese companies are in talks. 

Qatar, which is one of the world’s biggest LNG 
exporters, is “sharing the risks of commercializa-
tion” by bringing partners on board, said Thierry 
Bros, a professor at Paris’s Sciences Po and an 
expert on energy and climate. “There could also be 
a geopolitical vision,” he added. — AFP 

Eni joins Qatar 
gas project after...
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The 2014 constitution, a hard-won compromise 

between Ennahdha and its secular rivals, created a 
system where both the president and parliament 
had executive powers. It was adopted three years 

after the North African country’s 2011 revolution. 
Rights groups have condemned Saied’s firing earlier 
this month of the 57 judges as a “deep blow to judi-
cial independence”. 

Saied is a former law professor elected in 2019 
amid public anger against the political class in the 
North African nation. He has organized a “national 
dialogue” around the constitutional reforms, but 
opponents including the powerful UGTT trade 
union confederation have boycotted it, on the 
grounds that it excludes key civil society actors and 
political parties. — AFP 

Tunisians slam 
reform plans...


