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HAVANA: Cuba yesterday paraded troops and hun-
dreds of thousands of citizens through its emblematic
Revolution Square in a traditional show of nationalist
fighting spirit as it faces a tough political and economic
year. A replica of the yacht Granma, which brought the
Castro brothers, Ernesto “Che” Guevara and others from
Mexico to Cuba to start the revolution in 1959, sur-
rounded by schoolchildren in red and white young pio-
neer uniforms, led off the five-yearly event.

Troops wielding automatic rifles followed, marching in
lock step, then a sea of banner- and flag-waving Cubans,
many bussed in and organized through their workplaces
and neighborhoods. The head of the University Students
Federation, Jennifer Bello Martinez, opened the march
with a fiery speech as President Raul Castro and other
leaders watched and waved from the base of a huge
monument to independence hero Jose Marti.

“Cuba will not abandon a single one of its principles
...  not its independence and not its sovereignty,” she
said. The military parade and march normally takes
place every five years on Dec. 2 to mark armed forces
day and commemorate the Granma landing but it was
postponed a month due to the death of Cuban leader
Fidel Castro in late November. The event, first
announced last April, has taken on added significance
since the Nov 8 US election.

President-elect Donald Trump, who takes office on
Jan. 20, has threatened to rip up a detente with Cuba
begun by President Barack Obama two years ago unless
he gets a “better deal” and has resorted to the hostile
rhetoric of the past when referring to the Communist-
run Caribbean island. “We are braced for conflict with
the USA, we always have been, but I hope Trump will
instead follow the path of Obama towards normaliza-
tion,” said 70-year-old Marcial Garcia, who still does
logistical work for the army, as he watched the parade.

The threat to the gradual and still fragile warming
trend could not come at a worse time for Cuba, which
was plunged back into recession last year for the first
time since the collapse of the Soviet Union a quarter
century ago, as its strategic ally Venezuela floundered.
A tourism boom that brought 4 million visitors in 2016,
in part sparked by detente and looser travel restrictions
on Americans, was not enough to overcome dwindling
oil shipments from the South American country on
beneficial terms, and less cash for Cuban doctors and
other professionals working overseas.—Reuters

KIEV: New Year’s Eve passed off peace-
fully enough in war-torn Ukraine-until a
senior lawmaker shot a man in the leg
during a testosterone-charged road
rage incident. Ukrainians bored by a rel-
ative lack of news over the holiday peri-
od have been gripped by accounts of
the fight between the man and the sen-
ior politician that also involved an
assault with a bottle. Local media inter-
viewed the gunshot victim Vyacheslav

Khimikus from his hospital bed. He
admitted that he had attacked the MP
with a bottle before being shot.

Khimikus was helping to push a bro-
ken-down bus just outside Kiev after
stopping his own car but forgetting to
switch on his flashing emergency
lights.Into this scene rolled deputy
Sergiy Pashynskiy and his wife in a
Mercedes Benz. Khimikus said the law-
maker’s wife rolled down her window

and began swearing at him. This
prompted Khimikus to challenge
Pashynskiy-who was in the passenger
seat-to come out “and settle things
man-to-man”. The ensuing duel saw
Khimikus whack Pashynskiy in the head
with a bottle before the lawmaker shot
him in the leg. 

“I used the gun only after being hit
by a glass bottle and firing a warning
shot in the air,” various media quoted

Pashynskiy as saying.
The deputy added that his gun was

licensed and his actions legal. One of
the biggest mysteries intr iguing
Ukrainians was why he was carrying a
gun in the first place. Pashynskiy heads
parliament’s security and defence com-
mittee but is not required by law to
carry a weapon. People were also ask-
ing why he was in a Mercedes Benz car-
a luxury vehicle few Ukrainian officials

can afford. The lawmaker has immunity
from prosecution and may not be
investigated for any crime while in
office. But Ukrainian media reported
that he has had a series of other run-ins
with the law. 

The former Soviet republic is infa-
mous for having a raucous parliament in
which fistfights and all-out brawls are
not uncommon but gun use by
Ukrainian officials is rare.—AFP

Ukraine lawmaker sparks scandal by shooting man 

BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel is
steering clear of the World Economic Forum in
Davos, a meeting expected to be dominated by
debate over the looming presidency of Donald
Trump and rising public anger with elites and
globalization. Merkel has been a regular at the
annual gathering of political leaders, CEOs and
celebrities, travelling to the snowy resort in the
Swiss Alps seven times since becoming chancellor
in 2005. But her spokesman told Reuters she had
decided not to attend for a second straight year. 

This year’s conference runs from Jan. 17-20
under the banner “Responsive and Responsible
Leadership”. Trump’s inauguration coincides
with the last day of the conference. “It’s true
that a Davos trip was being considered, but we
never confirmed it, so this is not a cancellation,”
the spokesman said. It is the first time Merkel
has missed Davos two years in a row since tak-
ing office over 11 years ago and her absence
may come as a disappointment to the organiz-
ers because her reputation as a steady, princi-
pled leader fits well with the theme of this
year’s conference. 

The German government declined to say
what scheduling conflict was preventing her
from attending, nor would it say whether the
decision might be linked to the truck attack on a
Berlin Christmas market that killed 12 people in
mid-December. But after the Brexit vote in
Britain and the election of Trump were attrib-
uted to rising public anger with the political
establishment and globalization, leaders may be
more reluctant than usual to travel to a confer-
ence at a plush ski resort that has become syn-
onymous with the global elite.

Trump
One European official suggested that the

prospect of having to address questions about
Trump days before he enters the White House
might also have dissuaded Merkel, whose poli-
tics is at odds with the president-elect on a
broad range of issues, from immigration and
trade, to Russia and climate change. During the
US election campaign, Trump described Merkel’s
refugee policies as “insane”. Like Merkel, French
President Francois Hollande, who announced in

early December that he would not seek a second
term next year, will not be in Davos.

The WEF had also hoped to lure Matteo Renzi,
but he resigned as Italian prime minister last
month. European leaders that are expected
include Mark Rutte of the Netherlands and Enda
Kenny of Ireland. British Prime Minister Theresa
May could also be there. Although the WEF does
not comment on which leaders it is expecting
until roughly a week before the meeting, the star
attraction is expected to be Xi Jinping, the first
Chinese president to attend.

Members of President-elect Donald Trump’s
team, including Davos regulars like former
Goldman Sachs president Gary Cohn and fund
manager Anthony Scaramucci, are also expect-
ed. WEF Chairman Klaus Schwab was invited to
Trump Tower last month, although the purpose
of the visit was unclear. German Defense
Minister Ursula von der Leyen, who was elected
to the WEF board of trustees last year, is expect-
ed to attend, as are senior ministers from a range
of other European countries, as well as top fig-
ures from the European Commission.—Reuters

SEOUL: Samsung Electronics Co’s sponsor-
ship of the equestrian-athlete daughter of
a long-time friend of President Park Geun-
hye has helped to land South Korea’s top
company in the center of the country’s
influence-peddling scandal. Samsung
agreed last year to pay $18 million to Core
Sports International GmbH, a consulting
firm controlled by Park’s friend Choi Soon-
sil,  who is in jail and faces charges of
abuse of power and fraud in a criminal tri-
al that began this month. A South Korean
court has also issued an arrest warrant for
Choi ’s  Germany-based horse -riding
daughter, 20-year-old Chung Yoo-ra - who
has been the main beneficiary of the
sponsorship - for alleged criminal interfer-
ence related to her academic record, and
other unspecified charges.

The sponsorship deal is being examined
by prosecutors as they try to ascertain
whether Samsung, which was also funding
and chairing the Korea Equestrian
Federation (KEF), sought favors from Choi
and President Park in return for funding ini-
tiatives backed by them. In particular, they
are looking at whether favors included the
National Pension Service’ support for
Samsung’s founding family in a shareholder
vote last year. “A crucial part of our investi-
gation is to look into why Samsung and the
KEF supported Choi Soon-sil  and her
daughter Chung Yoo-ra and transferred
funds to companies set up by Choi or
involved with Choi,” an official at the special
prosecutor’s team told Reuters by phone. 

He declined to be identified because he
is not authorized to speak with the media.
Park has been impeached by parliament
over her role in a wide-ranging influence-
peddling scandal linked to Choi, and now
awaits a Constitutional Court review of that
decision, which if upheld would make her
the first democratically-elected South
Korean leader to leave office in disgrace.

A horse named Vitana V
Reuters has reviewed a copy of

Samsung Electronics’ August 2015 contract
with Core Sports to sponsor the team at a
German facility in Biblis, a small town south
of Frankfurt. Neither party announced the
sponsorship. “Samsung wishes to develop
an Equestrian Team, including overseas
training of athletes to prepare for 2018
Asian Games and World Equestrian Games,”
the consulting agreement says. Samsung
Electronics ended up spending about 8 bil-
lion won ($6.6 million) on the team, which
went to support Chung, according to testi-
mony by Samsung Group’s de facto head,
Jay Y.  Lee, during parliamentary testimony
earlier this month. A more precise account-
ing, including whether some of that fund-
ing supported her coach and fellow rider,
Park Jae-hong, was not available. 

The team was meant to include six rid-
ers with 12 horses, Samsung’s contract says,
but never grew beyond Chung and her
coach, according to lawmakers on a parlia-
mentary committee investigating the presi-
dential scandal. Reuters was unable to
determine why the team did not expand
beyond the two riders. Samsung’s outlay
included the 1 million Euros ($962,000) pur-
chase of a horse to be used by Chung
named Vitana V, according to Lee. He told
the hearing there was a reason the group
felt compelled to fund the equestrian team,
but did not say what that was. “I was told
there were inevitable circumstances ... But I
admit that the deal was done in an inap-
propriate way and regret that I didn’t look
into it more thoroughly,” Lee testified. He
didn’t elaborate further. Chung was not
available for comment and her lawyer, who
also represents her mother, did not return
multiple requests for comment. 

Choi, who has denied legal wrongdoing,
told lawmakers on Dec. 26 that she had not
sought the sponsorship from Samsung.
Reuters could not reach Park Jae-hong for
comment. Samsung Electronics declined to
comment for this story. Sung-Kwan Park, a

Frankfurt-based lawyer who was Core’s
managing director, declined to discuss
details of the deal when approached by
Reuters, citing attorney-client privilege.

Sport for the elite
Samsung Electronics’ support for Choi-

backed initiatives also included 1.6 billion
won to a foundation run by Choi’s niece
Jang Si-ho, and another 20.4 billion won,
funding shared with the company’s affili-
ates, to two foundations set up by a major
business lobby to support Park policies.
Prosecutors say in their indictment of Choi
that they suspect that she controlled the
foundations, including choosing staff. Jang
has said the foundation she ran was estab-
lished to support young athletes and that
Choi had asked her to set it up.  Her lawyer
told a court hearing on Thursday that Jang
put pressure on Samsung to sponsor the
foundation, but said it was not clear that
was the reason for Samsung’s backing.

Lee told lawmakers Samsung’s contribu-
tions to the two foundations backing Park’s
initiatives were not made with any quid pro
quo expected. Samsung’s offices have been
raided twice by prosecutors but none of its
officials have been charged with any
wrongdoing. The Samsung Group, which
has been a major sponsor of the Olympic
Games, has also funded a range of sports in
South Korea in the past 20 years, including
soccer, baseball, basketball, and volleyball. 

While those sports have mass appeal,
equestrian, as in many countries, is seen as
a sport for the wealthy elite - there were
just 251 registered equestrian riders in the
country in 2014, according to the KEF. The
conglomerate and its founding family have
a long-term relationship with the sport. The
48-year-old Lee, grandson of the group’s
founder, is an accomplished horseman and
represented South Korea at international
events, winning medals in various competi-
tions in the late 1980s and early 1990s.

Fake documents
In 2010, Samsung pulled out of sponsor-

ing the KEF only to return to the sport in
March 2015 when Samsung Electronics
President Park Sang-jin took over the chair-
manship of the KEF. That was at a time
when the KEF was being accused by law-
makers and local equestrian federations of
granting Chung undue favors, including
selection to the national team, because of
her mother’s perceived influence with Park.

In 2014, Chung was labeled the
“Equestrian Princess” by South Korean
media, though she partially answered her
critics by winning a group dressage gold
medal at the 2014 Asian Games. The KEF
declined to comment, citing the ongoing
investigation by prosecutors. Park Jong-so, a
veteran rider and former national team head
coach, said many in the country’s equestrian
community were puzzled when Samsung
resumed its leadership of the federation.
Samsung gave 2.6 billion won to the KEF
between resuming the sponsorship and
August this year, according to a document it
filed to parliament and shown to Reuters by
a lawmaker. The country’s culture ministry,
which oversees sports, said in a December
audit report that the KEF signed fake docu-
ments provided by Chung to excuse her
absences from high school and gain credit
for volunteer activities she never did.

The saga has left equestrian sports in
South Korea in a state of flux. Some local
media have reported that Samsung has
canceled the contract with Core, which has
been renamed Widec Sports GmbH.
Samsung declined to comment. Hwang
Young-shik, who won two 2014 Asian
Games gold medals, including one with
Chung in the group dressage, and now
trains young riders at his own farm, said the
whole saga has been embarrassing for the
sport in South Korea. “Young riders are frus-
trated over this,” he told Reuters, adding
that everyone in the equestrian world now
“knows who Chung Yoo-ra is.”—Reuters

How ties to an ‘equestrian 

princess’ led to scandal

BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel poses for photographs after the television recording of her annual New Year’s speech at the chan-
cellery in Berlin. —AP

Germany’s Merkel to skip Davos 

on eve of Trump presidency

MOSCOW: A plane carrying 35 diplomats
expelled from the United States over
Russia’s alleged meddling in the US presi-
dential election arrived in Moscow early
Monday, Russian state television reported.
A Russian Il-96 plane carrying the diplo-
mats and their families landed at Moscow’s
Vnukovo airport at 2:05 am local time
(23:05 GMT) after having taken off from
Washington on Sunday, state television
said. State television showed the diplomats
and their families gathering their luggage
on the tarmac in the rain before heading

inside the terminal. US intelligence says the
Kremlin ordered a hack-and-release of
Democratic Party and Hillary Clinton cam-
paign staff emails in a bid to put Donald
Trump in the White House. 

Moscow has repeatedly dismissed the
allegations. The expulsions of the diplomats-
described as intelligence operatives based
at the Russian embassy in Washington and
the consulate in San Francisco were part of a
package of sanctions ordered by President
Barack Obama Thursday in the final weeks of
his administration. —AFP 

ISTANBUL: The Islamic State (IS) jihadist
group has claimed responsibility for the New
Year’s Eve attack on an Istanbul nightclub that
killed 39 people. This is the first time that IS
has issued a clear and undisputed claim for an
attack inside Turkey. But it has in the past
claimed individual assassinations of Syrian
anti-jihadist activists in the south of the coun-
try. Moreover, Turkish officials have accused it
of carrying out a string of attacks in Istanbul
and elsewhere which were never claimed by
the extremist group from the summer of 2015.    

2017    
January 1: A hail of bullets at the upscale

Reina nightclub in Istanbul leaves 39 people
dead, including 27 foreign tourists. The gun-
man opened fire on hundreds of people cele-
brating New Year’s eve before he managed to
escape. The IS said a day later that the attack
was carried out by “a soldier of the caliphate”.

2016    
November 4: Nine people, including two

police officers, die when a car bomb explodes
in front of a police station in Diyarbakir, the
regional capital of a predominantly Kurdish
area in southeastern Turkey. Officials initially
blame Kurdish separatists for the attack but a
news agency affiliated with IS claims responsi-
bility for the jihadists. Two days later, the
Kurdistan Freedom Falcons (TAK), a splinter
group of the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK)
also claims responsibility. August 20: An

unclaimed suicide attack against a Kurdish
wedding celebration kills 57 people in
Gaziantep, southeastern Turkey near the
Syrian border. Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan blames the IS group. June 28: At least
47 people are killed, including foreigners, and
over 200 injured in a triple suicide bombing
and gun attack at Istanbul’s Ataturk airport.
There is no claim of responsibility, but authori-
ties say evidence points to IS.

May 1: Three police officers are killed
when a car explodes in Gaziantep. Ankara
blames the IS. March 19: Three Israelis and an
Iranian are killed and dozens injured in a sui-
cide bombing targeting Istanbul shopping
thoroughfare Istiklal Caddesi. Authorities
blame IS extremists. January 12: Twelve
German tourists are killed and more than a
dozen others wounded in a suicide attack by
a Syrian bomber in Istanbul’s Sultanahmet
district, the ancient tourist heart of the city
and home of the Blue Mosque. Turkey’s prime
minister said the bomber belonged to IS. 

2015   
October 10: In the bloodiest attack in

Turkey’s history, 103 people are killed and more
than 500 wounded in twin suicide bombings
targeting a pro-Kurdish peace rally in Ankara.
The prime minister says IS was the main sus-
pect. July 20: 34 people are killed in a suicide
bombing in the predominantly Kurdish town of
Suruc near the border with Syria. Turkish offi-
cials blame IS.—AFP

Turkish attacks tied to IS group

SEOUL: In this photo, South Korean President Park Geun-hye makes a televised live
address in Seoul, South Korea.—AP 
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