
BRASILIA (Dispatches) -- Brazilian 
markets plummeted on Thursday as al-
legations that President Michel Temer 
condoned bribes to silence a key wit-
ness deflated investor optimism about 
the prospects for his ambitious pension 
and labor reform agenda.

Brazil’s benchmark Bovespa stock in-
dex closed 8.8% lower, its biggest daily 
decline since the 2008 financial crisis. 
Trading had been halted for an hour af-
ter a 10% drop triggered a circuit-break-
er mechanism.

Blue-chip stocks such as lender Itaú 
Unibanco Holding SA and state-con-
trolled oil company Petróleo Brasileiro 
SA dragged the index lower. The de-
clines slashed $7.7 billion off the mar-
ket values of Itaú and Petrobras.

Temer was caught on tape encour-

aging a prominent executive to pay 
a monthly fee to keep jailed former 
House Speaker Eduardo Cunha silent in 
the country’s biggest-ever graft probe, 
sources said on Wednesday, confirming 
a report in newspaper O Globo.

The report threatened to torpedo a 
two-year rally in Brazilian assets as 
traders quickly reassessed the chances 
of success for efforts to streamline the 
country’s social security system and 
reform labor regulations. As a result, 
policymakers’ attempts to curtail the 
growth of public debt and foster eco-
nomic growth may also be in doubt.

Strategists at J.P. Morgan Securities 
and UBS Securities downgraded their 
recommendations on Brazilian equities 
to “neutral,” citing increased risks to the 
implementation of structural reforms.
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BEIJING (Dispatches) -- The United 
States says two Chinese jets have inter-
cepted a U.S. spy plane flying over the 
East China Sea.

The Chinese Sukhoi Su-30 jets re-
portedly came within close proximity 
of an American four-engine WC-135 
jet, with one of the Su-30s flying up-
side down, directly above the American 
plane, Lieutenant Colonel Lori Hodge, 
a spokesperson for the U.S. Air Force, 
said on Thursday.

The Chinese fighter jets had outma-
neuvered the U.S. jet, forcing it to de-
scend hundreds of feet from its position.

“The issue is being addressed with 
China through appropriate diplomatic 
and military channels,” Hodge said.

The crew of the U.S. Air Force WC-

135 Constant Phoenix aircraft, also 
known as a “nuke sniffer,” described 
the confrontation as “unprofessional.” 
One crew member said the intercept 
was “unprofessional” because of “the 
maneuvers by the Chinese pilot, as well 
as the speeds and proximity of both air-
craft.”

The WC-135 has been regularly de-
ployed on missions in Northeast Asia, 
according to U.S. officials. The “nuke 
sniffer” reconnaissance planes have 
been used in the past to gather evidence 
of nuclear activities by North Korea, ac-
cording to reports by U.S. media. 

U.S. military presence in the region 
concerns China, which says such pres-
ence causes unnecessary tensions.

Chinese forces conducted two more 

interceptions last year, one in the 
South China Sea and one in the East 
China Sea. In the second case, a Chi-
nese J-10 fighter came within 100 feet 
of a US Navy RC-135 reconnaissance 
aircraft.

Japan Scrambles Jets

Meanwhile, Japan said on Friday that 
it had scrambled fighter jets after a Chi-
nese vessel sailing in disputed waters 
launched a drone.

Japan dispatched four planes, includ-
ing two F-15 fighters and an airborne 
warning and control system (AWACS) 
plane to waters surrounding the islets 
on Thursday, Japan’s Defense Ministry 
said.

Japan and China are at odds in a long-
standing territorial row over a group of 
small uninhabited islands in the East 
China Sea administered as the Senkakus 
by Japan but claimed as the Diaoyus by 
China.

Yoshihide Suga, Japan’s top govern-
ment spokesman, told a regular press 
briefing that the incident took place 
Thursday and that Japan filed a “strong 
protest” against China.

“This is a new form of activity by Chi-
na,” he said, adding, “We strictly pro-
tested that this is a unilateral escalation 
and that we absolutely cannot accept it.”

Japan has said its military scrambled a 
record number of jets last year, mostly 
in response to an increase in approach-
ing Chinese aircraft.

Chinese Jets Intercept 
U.S. Spy Plane WASHINGTON (Dispatches) -- 

A prominent human rights group 
on Friday criticized the Donald 
Trump administration for an immi-
gration bill that would essentially 
criminalize the presence of mil-
lions of unauthorized immigrants 
in the U.S.

“This bill offers no new ideas to 
address a broken immigration sys-
tem, but instead revives a parade 
of unworkable and unjust ideas 
that have been rejected before,” 
Grace Meng, senior U.S. research-
er at Human Rights Watch (HRW), 
said. The Davis-Oliver Act would 
substantially increase the capa-
bilities of federal and local im-
migration enforcement, including 
empowering state and local law 
enforcement to enact their own im-
migration laws and penalties.

**** 

PARIS (AP) -- Emerging from 
her crushing defeat in France’s 
presidential contest, far-right 
leader Marine Le Pen said Thurs-
day she will run for a parliamen-
tary seat in June elections and 
that her National Front party has 
“an essential role” in a new po-
litical landscape.

Le Pen will run for a seat in a 
district in her northern strong-
hold of Henin-Beaumont, a hard-
scrabble former mining region 
where she lost a similar bid in 
2012. A new failure could jinx her 
bid to unite the National Front 
and to make it France’s leading 
opposition party. 

**** 

TOKYO (AFP) -- The Japanese 
government Friday approved a 
one-off bill allowing ageing Em-
peror Akihito to step down from 
the Chrysanthemum Throne, in the 
first such abdication in two centu-
ries.

The bill will now be sent to par-
liament for debate and likely re-
ceive swift final approval, Chief 
Cabinet Secretary Yoshihide Suga 
said after Prime Minister Shinzo 
Abe’s cabinet signed off on the 
legislation. Abdication must take 
place within three years of the bill 
becoming law. Earlier this year 
reports suggested that 83-year-old 
Akihito could step down at the end 
of December 2018 and be replaced 
by Crown Prince Naruhito on Jan. 
1, 2019.

**** 

SEOUL (AFP) -- Thousands 
of men in their Sunday best and 
women in colorful traditional 
dress lined the streets of Pyong-
yang to give the scientists and 
workers behind North Korea’s lat-
est missile test a hero’s welcome, 
state media reported Friday.

“People’s enthusiastic welcome 
for defense science warriors,” 
ran a front-page headline in the 
Rodong Sinmun newspaper, the 
official mouthpiece of the ruling 
Workers’ Party, alongside pic-
tures of the developers of what 
appears to be its longest-range 
ballistic missile.

**** 

BEIJING (AFP) -- Chinese Pres-
ident Xi Jinping told a South Ko-
rean envoy Friday he was willing 
to put relations back on a “normal 
track” amid tensions over a U.S. 
anti-missile system deployed on 
the Korean peninsula.

In an apparent fence-mending 
move, South Korea’s new Presi-
dent Moon Jae-In dispatched his 
envoy Lee Hae-Chan to China af-
ter his election victory last week. 
“We’re willing to work with South 
Korea to preserve the hard-won 
results, properly handle disputes, 
put China-South Korea relations 
back onto a normal track,” Xi said 
as he greeted Lee in Beijing.

Temer Scandal Hits 
Brazil’s Recovery Hopes 

ATHENS (Dispatches) -- Greek 
police fired tear gas Thursday as a 
thousands-strong demonstration in 
Athens against new austerity cuts 
turned violent with some hooded 
youths throwing Molotov cocktails.

Police said more than 10,000 
people took part in the protest out-
side parliament in the heart of the 
Greek capital just as the chamber 
was set to debate the new pension 
cuts and lower tax breaks -- ap-
plicable in 2019 and 2020 respec-
tively.

The parliament is set to pass the 
bill in a vote expected around 

midnight which Athens hopes will 
help it gain a pledge of debt relief 
and loan disbursements by the 
country’s EU-IMF creditors this 
month.

Live television images showed 
hooded youngsters lobbing fire-
bombs at the police in the central 
Syntagma Square and throwing 
projectiles.

On Wednesday, at least 18,000 
people demonstrated in Athens 
and the second city Thessaloniki in 
union-sponsored protests against 
the bill.

Athens hopes that the disburse-

ment of 7 billion euros from exist-
ing bailout loans will be approved 
by a meeting of eurozone finance 
ministers on May 22.

More pension cuts and tax hikes 
are on the way in Greece, after the 
country’s parliament approved a 
new round of austerity.

Tensions are high over the fresh 
austerity, the latest since Greece 
plunged into crisis seven years ago.

“When a lawyer gets 100,000 
euros, his net income (after taxes 
pension contributions) is only 
20,000 euros,” said lawyer Dimi-
tris Petropoulos.

“From those 20,000 euros he has 
to invest in his job, in order to get 
the 100,000. Now in Greece there 
is no lawyer who gets 100.000 eu-
ros per year. You can understand 
the reality for poor people.”

Shop owner Sissi Boukouvala 
added: “My income has reduced 
by 80%. I can’t pay anything. My 
debts are increasing. We don’t 
have an income anymore and they 
raise taxes. I don’t know what will 
happen from now on. I don’t have 
hope in anyone, neither SYRIZA 
or New Democracy.”

Greece has already received 
about 260 billion euros in bailout 
aid, in return for reforms and deep 
spending cuts.

STOCKHOLM (AFP) -- Swedish 
prosecutors Friday dropped a sev-
en-year rape investigation into Ju-
lian Assange, a legal victory for the 
WikiLeaks founder who has been 
holed up in the Ecuadoran embassy 
in London since 2012.

“Director of Public Prosecution, 
Marianne Ny, has today decided 
to discontinue the investigation 
regarding suspected rape by Julian 
Assange,” the prosecutor’s office 
said in a statement.

Friday was the deadline for the 
public prosecutor’s office to either 
renew or lift Assange’s arrest war-

rant before a Stockholm court.
Shortly after the decision, As-

sange posted a picture of himself 
smiling broadly, without comment.

The 45-year-old Australian has 
always denied the 2010 allega-
tions, which he feared would see 
him extradited to the United States 
and tried over the leaking of hun-
dreds of thousands of secret U.S. 
military and diplomatic docu-
ments.

He has been living at the Ecua-
doran embassy in London since 
2012 and risks being arrested by 
British police if he steps out of the 
building.

British police have said they will 
arrest Assange as soon as he walks 
out of the embassy because he has 
broken his conditions for bail -- a 

relatively minor offence under 
British law -- by failing to surren-
der on June 29, 2012 for extradi-
tion to Sweden.

Assange’s Swedish lawyer last 
month filed a new motion demand-
ing that the arrest warrant be lifted 
after U.S. Attorney General Jeff 
Sessions said in April that arrest-
ing Assange would be “a priority”.

“This implies that we can now 
demonstrate that the U.S. has a 
will to take action... this is why we 
ask for the arrest warrant to be can-
celled so that Julian Assange can 
fly to Ecuador and enjoy his politi-

cal asylum,” lawyer Per Samuels-
son told AFP at the time.

The accusation against Assange 
dated from August 2010 when the 
alleged victim, who says she met 
him at a WikiLeaks conference in 
Stockholm a few days earlier, filed 
a complaint.

She accused him of having sex 
with her as she slept without using 
a condom despite repeatedly hav-
ing denied him unprotected sex.

“I am entirely innocent,” As-
sange wrote in a 19-page testimo-
ny released in December 2016. He 
argues that the sex was consensual 
and has denounced the accusations 
as “politically motivated”.

The investigation had suffered 
from multiple procedural compli-
cations since it began.

Sweden Drops Probe Into 
Assange Rape Allegation

Violent Protests Against New Austerity Hit Greece 

 Demonstrators chant during an anti-Temer protest on May 18, 2017 in 
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 

WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange appears on screen via video link during a 
news conference at the Frontline Club in London, February 5, 2016.

China’s Chengdu J-10 fighter jets fly during an aerobatics display during the China 
International Aviation & Aerospace Exhibition in Zhuhai, Guangdong province.

 A masked demonstrator throws a petrol bomb to riot police outside the 
parliament building as Greek lawmakers vote on the latest round of 

austerity Greece has agreed with its lenders, in Athens, May 18, 2017.  

WASHINGTON (Dispatches) -- The Trump administra-
tion faced growing calls Thursday for a forceful response to 
violence by Turkish presidential guards on American soil, who 
were briefly detained this week but then set free. The unseemly 
incident added to U.S.-Turkish tensions that are being com-
pounded by a growing spat over U.S. war strategy in Syria.

The United States said it summoned Turkey’s ambassa-
dor to the State Department, where the No. 2-ranked U.S. 
diplomat raised concerns about the security detail for Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s visit to Washington, after they 
were captured on video violently breaking up a protest. 
U.S. lawmakers demanded stronger action. The government 
should “throw their ambassador the hell out” of the country, 
Republican Sen. John McCain said.

The calls came as the administration conceded it had re-
leased two members of Erdogan’s detail after holding them 
briefly after the incident, which took place outside the Turk-
ish ambassador’s residence in the U.S. capital Tuesday. 
While officials vowed an investigation, the guards are al-
ready safely back in Turkey with Erdogan, dampening any 
prospects for holding them accountable.

Local police and lawmakers initially speculated that dip-

lomatic immunity prevented the U.S. from holding the men. 
A U.S. official said Thursday that wasn’t the case. Instead, 
Erdogan’s guards were released under a globally recognized 
custom under which nations don’t arrest or detain visiting 
heads of state and members of their delegations, said the 
official, who wasn’t authorized to comment publicly on the 
matter and requested anonymity.  The guards’ release left 
the U.S. struggling to point to anything that amounts to ac-
countability. It also fueled the perception that the U.S. al-
lows Turkey’s leader to bring strongman tactics with him 
when he visits the U.S. capital. Last year, Turkish security 
officials manhandled several journalists at a Washington 
think tank where Erdogan was set to speak. “There must 
be consequences,” Rep. Steny Hoyer, the No. 2 Democrat 
in the House, said Thursday. The State Department called 
the latest incident “deeply disturbing,” insisting that a “thor-
ough investigation that will allow us to hold the responsible 
individuals accountable is of the upmost importance to us.”

The fracas erupted as Erdogan arrived at the ambassa-
dor’s residence following a meeting with President Donald 
Trump. Videos show people pushing past police to confront 
a small group of protesters across the street.

U.S.-Turkey Tensions Deepen Over Brawl 


