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ZAGREB: The West and Russia are battling for control of the
transport of natural gas through the Balkans, as both sides
pursue their geopolitical agenda in the volatile region.
Moscow has suffered a series of setbacks in the Balkans.
Montenegro has joined NATO, while Macedonia’s new social
democratic government seems to be distancing itself from its
previous pro-Russia stance. But while the West can offer
Balkan countries incentives such as the prospect of member-
ship of the European Union or investment locally, Russia can
play the energy card. 

Gas accounts for a quarter of the European Union’s energy
consumption and in 2016, Russia’s Gazprom supplied a third
of Europe’s gas. And in the Balkans, dependence on gas looks
set only to increase as coal-fired power stations shut down-
under pressure from the EU. Croatia is already an EU member,
but the other so-called Western Balkan countries-Albania,
Bosnia, Macedonia, Montenegro, Kosovo and Serbia-are all at
different stages on the path to joining the bloc.

“In Serbia, Bosnia, Bulgaria and Macedonia, Russia tries to
convert dependence on gas supplies into political depend-
ence, and obstruct their integration with the West,” said
Timothy Less, head of the Nova Europa political risk consul-
tancy. Nevertheless, for the moment at least, Russian influ-
ence in the Balkans’ energy sector is limited by a lack of infra-
structure. Without gas pipelines, it cannot supply most of the
countries in the region, said Less. And it is here that the West
hopes to steal a march on Moscow by backing rival projects.

Battle of the pipelines    
The competing interests of the West and Russia in the

Balkans gas market only serve to increase the geostrategic
importance of the region. “Southeast Europe lies at the cross-
roads of energy corridors linking East and the West,” Albania’s
former foreign minister Paskal Milo said. “The region does not
interest them as an economic resource, but it is becoming
more important as a transit territory for other strategic mar-
kets in Europe and for gas storage.”

According to analysts, the West feels it must respond to
Moscow’s use of energy as leverage for control in the region.
“After some years in which Russia was winning in the energy
game, the West seems to be gaining the advantage,” Less
said. A number of gas transmission projects that will ulti-
mately reduce the region’s energy dependence on Russia are
underway. —AFP 

WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump returns
to Washington yesterday after a brief overseas
respite, facing an enduring and intensifying storm
over his campaign’s contacts with Russia. During
two pomp-filled days in Paris and another two play-
ing maitre d’ to professional female golfers driving,
chipping and putting their way around his
Bedminster course in New Jersey, Trump was in his
element. In the French capital, Trump played the
role of honored guest, wooed by new President
Emmanuel Macron who was determined to reassert
France’s importance on the world stage.

The visit seemed-and indeed was-tailor made for
Trump. It was the presidency as he would no doubt
like it, ceremonial, aggrandizing and shorn of its
onerous security briefings and tedious policy
debates. Trump even got to attend a military parade
of the sort he is rumored to have wanted for his
own inauguration. For a few days, the angry tweets
and the rants against the media were largely gone.
In their place, more than a dozen effusive electronic
missives that were part tourist postcard, part thank-
you note to a cherished host.

Trump variously thanked Macron “for the beauti-
ful welcome ceremony,” for a “great evening” dining
at the Eiffel Tower” and for “great conversations.” “It
was a great honor to represent the United States at
the magnificent #BastilleDay parade.
Congratulations President @EmmanuelMacron!”
Trump wrote in one tweet. Trump’s staff appeared

to welcome the respite just as much as their boss,
stealing away a few minutes for a late-night Parisian
cocktail or Croque Monsieur. But for staff, the
release was tinged with a sense of exhaustion. 

The last few grueling weeks have seen them fly
the president from Washington to Poland to

Germany, back to Washington, on to Paris and then
to Bedminster. All the while, aides like chief of staff
Reince Priebus have been chained to their phone
trying to minimize the damage from new scandals
at the same time as manage the passage of major
legislation. Simultaneous travel, scandal and law-
making would be a massive challenge for even the
most efficient White House, much less for Trump’s
understaffed, chaotic, besieged and backstabbing
administration. Their return to the “swamp”-as
Trump’s camp nicknames the US capital-is unlikely
to bring much comfort.

Welcome home    
In Washington, the Trump administration faces a

fresh string of questions about contacts with a
Russian lawyer and lobbyist, further raising the
stakes in the federal investigation into whether
Trump’s team colluded with Russia to tilt last year’s
election. Trump and most of his top associates-from
his son Donald Jr to son-in-law and close aide Jared
Kushner-have retained hard-charging defense
lawyers. The rolling storms-like the Jupiter tempest
captured this week-have made life difficult on the
face of planet Trump, without fundamentally alter-
ing its trajectory.

While investigations are sucking up vital oxygen
in Congress, and lawmakers get asked about little
else, there is so far little sign Russiagate is costing
Trump votes. His allies in Congress appear to be

edging closer to repealing and replacing healthcare
reform that was the signature legislative achieve-
ment of Barack Obama’s presidency. On Saturday
Trump posted on Twitter a video in which he
praised the Republican bill while denouncing
Obamacare. 

“I am pleased to report that we are very, very
close to ending this healthcare nightmare. We are so
close,” he vowed. Trump’s popularity has settled at
around 39 percent, according to opinion polls.
“About four in 10 Americans approve of the job
Donald Trump is doing as president,” said Gallup
analysts. “That figure has not changed materially
over the past four months.” But a failure to pass
healthcare reform, tax reform or a massive infra-
structure spending could prove a devastating blow,
weakening so-far solid support among Republicans.

There are early signs that support may be
ebbing. Even some leading voices at Fox News, the
cable network popular with conservatives which
has been in lock-step with the administration, have
expressed dissent about the administration’s shift-
ing explanations on Russia. The last six months have
seen Trump aides shift from denying any contact
with Russians to dramatically raising the bar for cen-
sure-worthy behavior. In light of Trump Jr’s bomb-
shell admission he met a Russian lawyer last year in
a bid to get dirt on his father’s Democrat rival Hillary
Clinton, top aide Kellyanne Conway seemed to dra-
matically shift the goalposts. —AFP 

Trump faces tough return to Washington ‘swamp’

West, Russia battle for 

Balkans gas corridors

NEW JERSEY: US President Donald Trump waves
to spectators at the Trump National Golf Club
during the third round of the US Women’s Open
Golf tournament in Bedminster, New Jersey.—AP 

CARACAS: Polls opened in Venezuela yester-
day in an opposition-organized vote to meas-
ure public  suppor t  for  President Nicolas
Maduro’s plan to rewrite the constitution,
against a backdrop of worsening political vio-
lence. Dozens of people were queuing in
Caracas neighborhoods including Chacaito
and Los Palos Grandes before polling stations
opened at 7:00 am (1100 GMT), according to
the Democratic Unity Roundtable (MUD) oppo-
sition coalition. They are due to close at 4:00
pm (2000 GMT), though they will remain open
as long as people are in line.

Delegates and volunteers, many dressed in
white, manned tents and tables at some 14,300
polling stations nationwide. Maduro supporters
are boycotting the vote, and the National
Electoral Council has refused to authorize it, so
the outcome is not binding. Opposition leaders
expect as many as 11 million of people to cast

ballots anyway, voting to reject the president’s
controversial plan for a separate referendum July
30 to elect a constituent assembly to rewrite the
constitution. The opposition is boycotting the
Maduro-backed vote.

They hope a big turnout yesterday will
increase pressure for Maduro’s removal from
power, clearing the way for new presidential
elections before his term ends in January 2019.
The rival elections have given rise to internation-
al worries-voiced by the Catholic Church and UN
Secretary General Antonio Guterres-that the
chances of bringing both sides together for dia-
logue have become more remote. That in turn is
stoking fears of more protests and running
street battles with police, clashes that have cost
the lives of nearly 100 people since the begin-
ning of April. Maduro portrayed Sunday’s vote as
merely an “internal consultation by the opposi-
tion parties” with no electoral legitimacy. But he

also urged Venezuelans to “participate peaceful-
ly.” While Maduro is deeply unpopular-with 80
percent of Venezuelans criticizing his rule,
according to the Datanalisis survey firm-he
enjoys backing from some, mostly poor, parts of
the population and, most importantly, from the
military. Many Venezuelans, though, are less
focused on the political power play than they
are on just getting by day to day under a crush-
ing economic crisis that has led to shortages of
food and medicine.

Mandate for change    
The opposition accuses Maduro of attempt-

ing to assume dictatorial powers through the
constitutional rewrite and other steps.
Opposition figure Maria Corina Machado pre-
dicted the vote would not only reject the
Constituent Assembly but also “give a mandate
for a change of the regime.” She envisions a post-
Maduro transition in which a national unity gov-
ernment would assume power. In a national
radio and TV broadcast on Friday, Maduro called
on his followers to take part in a rival poll exer-
cise Sunday that would serve as a dry run for the
July 30 constituent assembly election.

Unlike the opposition-backed referendum,
the government-backed exercise has been
approved by the country’s electoral authorities.
Maduro has accused foreign powers of being
behind the opposition’s bid to block the con-
stituent assembly, and contends that interna-
tional press coverage of the plebiscite was
aimed at justifying foreign intervention.

Foreign observers 
According to Datanalisis,  70 percent of

Venezuelans reject Maduro’s plan for a con-
stituent assembly. Five former Latin American
presidents-from Bolivia, Colombia, Mexico and
two from Costa Rica-were in Venezuela at the
opposition’s invitation to act as observers of the
vote, alongside electoral experts from various
countries. Former Mexican leader Vicente Fox
said on arriving in Caracas that the vote could be
the “beginning of the end” of Maduro’s govern-
ment. The head of the Organization of American
States, Luis Almagro, called on Venezuelans to
take part in the vote “to prevent the definitive
collapse” of the country’s institutions.—AFP

HAGATNA, Guam: As Guam prepares to
celebrate Liberation Day this week, political
leaders on the Pacific island say it’s time to
decide whether to remain a US colony or
become an independent nation. Debate
about independence has raged for decades
but legal complications mean plans to take
the issue to a vote have stalled several
times. Former senator Eddie Duenas said a
self-rule plebiscite was long overdue and
should be held alongside a gubernatorial
election due next year.

“We have been driving but we don’t
know where we’re driving to and how far
we will go,” he told a recent meeting of
Guam’s decolonization commission in the
capital Hagatna. “We just keep driving and
driving. It’s annoying.” Guam has been an
unincorporated territory of the United
States since 1898, meaning its 160,000
inhabitants are US citizens but have limit-
ed rights. They cannot participate in US
elections and Guam’s sole representative
in the US Congress does not get to vote on
legislation.

The United Nations lists Guam as one of
only 17 remaining colonies worldwide, a
situation Governor Eddie Calvo wants
remedied. Calvo has long campaigned for a
referendum on self-determination that
would give voters three options for the
future-independence, becoming a US state,
or remaining in “free association” with
Washington. All options have their advo-
cates and Calvo says whatever the out-
come, at least voters would have had a say
in their future. “Anything is better than the
status quo,” he said earlier this month.

“I would be happier if we became a state
(but) if voters chose independence or free
association I would be happier than I am
right now.”

Goldilocks zone   
The independence question is compli-

cated by Guam’s long and complex rela-
tionship with the United States since
becoming Washington’s colony in the wake
of the Spanish-American War. It endured
brutal Japanese occupation during World
War II and was recaptured by US marines
after a bloody month-long battle on July

21, 1944, a date celebrated as Liberation
Day on the island. It still hosts one of the
largest US military contingents in the Asia-
Pacific, often referred to as America’s “tip of
the spear” in a region where tensions with
China, North Korea and Russia are all too
common.

In addition, many in Guam are heavily
dependent on US welfare, with about
44,900 individuals and 15,650 households
receiving food stamps and public health-
care benefits. Federal grants and taxes on
US service personnel in Guam also play a
large role in meeting the island’s budget
and infrastructure needs. Marites Schwab,
a resident of Agana Heights village, said
she was concerned about whether Guam
was politically mature enough to govern
itself if it became a state. “What would they
do in terms of continuing the services cur-
rently provided by the federal govern-
ment?” she asked.

“What are the concrete plans going for-
ward? I need to see something practical
and we can attain that by becoming a
state.” Adrian Cruz, an advocate for main-
taining free association, said dependency
on US funds made changing the status quo
a difficult proposition. “The US has got us
into a Goldilocks zone where we don’t get
too poor to revolt but we’re not too pros-
perous that we don’t need them anymore,”
he said. The debate is academic anyhow, at
least in the short-term, after the US Federal
Court in March struck down plans to hold a
self-rule plebiscite.

It ruled that limiting the vote to the
indigenous Chamorro population, which
numbers about 65,000 in the multi-ethnic
territory, was race-based and therefore
unconstitutional. 

The decision is under appeal and the
government has asked the United Nations
to take up its cause. Michael Bevacqua, a
Chamorro culture expert at the University
of Guam, said indigenous people should
have a vote on their future after being
denied basic rights under generations of
colonial rule. “A process of decolonization
that must follow the rules of the colonizer
is not decolonization, it is an extension of
colonization,” he said.—AFP 

JOHANNESBURG: South Africa’s com-
munist party has said it could contest
elections on its own rather than as part
of the alliance led by the ruling African
National Congress, local media report-
ed yesterday. SACP secretary general
Blade Nzimande announced the pro-
posals during his closing speech to the
SACP party congress in Boksburg near
Johannesburg on Saturday. Analysts
say that the move, which would hurt
the ANC’s electoral chances, could be a
bid by the SACP to influence the party’s
leadership contest later this year.

The SACP currently fields candidates
under the ANC’s electoral banner as
par t of  South Africa’s “tr ipar tite
alliance”, which comprises the two par-
ties and the COSATU trade union feder-
ation. Nzimande said the party had not
yet decided which elections to contest
or how it would field its own candi-
dates. “The alliance mode of operation
is incapable of holding together the
alliance any further,” he said. “If the
modus operandi of the alliance does
not change, the alliance will inevitably
disintegrate with serious conse -
quences,” said Nzimande, according to
the Sunday Times newspaper.

Under the proposals,  the SACP
would remain part of the tripartite
alliance, meaning that it would not
compete against the ANC in elections.
But successful SACP candidates would
have greater autonomy to oppose ANC
policies and ministers than they cur-
rently do by standing on the ruling par-
ty’s electoral list.

Gun to the ANC
The move might also rob the ANC of

some of its campaigning clout. The two
parties, which along with COASTU were

the leading anti-apartheid forces, have
campaigned together since the end of
whites-only rule in 1994. But neither of
the junior partners in the alliance, the
SACP or COSATU, have ever contested
an election in their  own right.
Independent political analyst Ralph
Mathekga suggested the move was a
way of applying pressure on the ANC.
The SACP wants its preferred candi-
date,  deputy president Cyri l
Ramaphosa,  to succeed President
Jacob Zuma when the ANC elects a
new leader in December. 

“What they’ve done with this move
is to hold a gun to the ANC and say
‘fine, if you don’t go with our candi-
date, good luck’. They’re in a win-win
situation,” Mathekga said. “ They’ve
done a very crafty cost-benefit analy-
sis. They will not want to remain in
the tripartite alliance if it’s not a gov-
erning alliance that wins elections.”
S ome within  the SACP fear  that
Zuma’s ex-wife Nkosazana Dlamini-
Zuma,  who with R amaphosa is  a
front-runner in the ANC leadership
contest, would represent a continua-
tion of Jacob Zuma’s presidency and
be an electoral liability.

There has been growing disquiet
within both the SACP and COSATU over
the leadership of Jacob Zuma who has
been mired by allegations of corrup-
tion and incompetence. Proposals for
how the SACP could contest elections
in its own right will be discussed at a
party meeting in December. South
Africa will go to the polls to elect a new
parliament-and president-in 2019. ANC
treasurer general Zweli Mkhize told a
party meeting in the Western Cape
region yesterday that “challenges with-
in the alliance must be resolved”.—AFP

Venezuelans cast ballots 

in opposition vote
NEC refuse to boycott the vote

MADRID: Two Venezuelan residents in Madrid, show their little fingers stained with ink after
voting during a symbolic plebiscite on President Maduro’s project of a future constituent
assembly, called by the Venezuelan opposition and held at the Puerta del Sol in Madrid.—AFP

GUAM: This photo shows tourists on a beach in Guam’s capital Hagatna.—AFP

Guam eyes end to 

US colonial rule

PARIS: Fireworks light the sky above the Eiffel Tower in the French capital Paris, as
part of France’s annual Bastille Day celebrations.—AFP 

S African communists mull 

quitting ANC election pact


