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Obrador sworn 
in as Mexican
new president
MEXICO CITY: Anti-establishment leftist Andres Manuel
Lopez Obrador vowed a “deep and radical” change in Mexico
as he swore in as the country’s president Saturday, after win-
ning a landslide election victory. The leader, widely known by
his initials as “AMLO,” took the oath of office and donned the
presidential sash before Congress-where the coalition led by
the upstart party he founded four years ago, Morena, now has
strong majorities in both houses. Ending 89 years of govern-
ment by the same two parties, Lopez Obrador surged to vic-
tory in the July 1 elections promising a new approach to issues
fueling widespread outrage: crime, poverty and corruption.

But not everyone is persuaded: critics say the sharp-
tongued, silver-haired leader has a radical and authoritarian
streak. And despite his promises of business-friendly policies,
Mexican stocks and the peso have plunged in recent weeks.
That did not stop Lopez Obrador, 65, from doubling down on
his promise of a sweeping “transformation” as he started his
six-year term. “It might seem pretentious or exaggerated to
say it, but today is not just the start of a new government. It is
the start of a political regime change,” he said, the presidential
sash newly draped over his dark suit and burgundy red tie.
“We will carry out a peaceful and orderly but also deep and
radical transformation.”

Change in style 
After the traditional swearing-in ceremony, Lopez

Obrador climbed in his white Volkswagen Jetta-his car of
choice-and headed to Mexico City’s central square, the
Zocalo, for a colorful second ceremony of his own design.
There, indigenous shamans purified him with incense and
flowers, and presented him with a symbolic chieftain’s staff. “I
reaffirm my commitment not to lie, rob or betray the Mexican
people,” he said, clutching the long wooden staff.

Jose Angel Mejia, 38, was among the tens of thousands of
people who gathered to fete the new president. “It’s a historic
day, I still can’t believe it,” he said, raising his eight-year-old son’s
arm in the air in celebration. “We’re going to have a change at
last.” The new president inherits a sticky set of problems from his
unpopular predecessor, Enrique Pena Nieto. They include
deeply entrenched corruption, gruesome violence fueled by the
war on drug cartels, and the caravan of 6,000 Central American
migrants camped at the US-Mexican border-not to mention the
minefield that diplomacy with Mexico’s giant northern neighbor
has become under President Donald Trump. Lopez Obrador, a
former protest leader and Mexico City mayor, has been short on
specifics regarding his plans for all of the above. What he is
promising, first and foremost, is a presidency like no other in
Mexican history. Vowing to lead his anti-corruption, pro-auster-
ity drive by example, he has forsworn the presidential residence,
jet and security detail, and cut his own salary by 60 percent. In a
sign of the times, the sumptuous presidential residence, Los
Pinos, was opened to the public Saturday as a cultural center.

Lopez Obrador’s inaugural address largely repeated the
sweeping but vague promises of his campaign. He resumed
his attempts to sooth the markets with promises of balanced
budgets and pro-investment policies. But he also attacked
Mexico’s “neoliberal” economic model as “a disaster” and
railed against Pena Nieto’s landmark privatization of the
energy sector. Lopez Obrador has caused jitters over the
future of Latin America’s second-largest economy with
decisions such as the one to cancel a new $13-billion airport
for Mexico City that was already one-third complete. The
day’s guest list included a host of regional presidents-
among them crisis-torn Venezuela’s President Nicolas
Maduro, who was met with protests from Mexico’s conser-
vative opposition. —AFP

PARIS: When Emmanuel Macron rose to power, he put
the environment at the heart of his agenda. Eighteen
months later, anger over those policies has stoked
protests that are a huge challenge for the French presi-
dent. Rioters torched cars and buildings in central Paris
on Saturday following two weeks of protests caused
partly by higher fuel taxes which Macron says are
needed to fight climate change. Some protesters called
for him to resign.

Macron’s plight illustrates a conundrum: How do
political leaders’ introduce policies that will do long-
term good for the environment without inflicting extra
costs on voters that may damage their chances of re-
election? It is a question facing leaders across the
world as delegates hold talks in the Polish city of
Katowice this week to try to
produce a “rule book” to flesh
out details of the 2015 Paris
Agreement on fighting climate
change.

“Clearly, countries where
inequalities are the highest
are the ones where these
kinds of push-backs are
mostly likely,” Francois
Gemenne, a specialist in envi-
ronmental geopolitics at
SciencesPo university in Paris,
said of the political risks. Naming Italy, the United
States and Britain as countries where environmental
moves could risk a voter backlash, he said: “I guess it’s
one of the reasons why populist leaders tend to be very
sceptical about climate change and environmental
measures.” The protests in France have inspired a simi-
lar movement in neighboring Belgium, where protesters
took to the streets on Friday.

There have also been small-scale protests in Canada
over Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s plan to impose a
federal carbon tax on provinces unwilling to combat
climate change. What was once widely seen by govern-
ments as a win-win transition to cleaner energies now
looks more like causing short-term costs with huge
social disruption, followed by possible long-run gains.
Another challenge facing leaders is over how they use

the proceeds from policies intended to help the envi-
ronment: Should money raised from carbon taxes be
used directly to combat climate change, or to plug
holes in national accounts?

Carbon taxes
Macron said after the latest protests in Paris that he

would convene ministers to discuss the crisis on his
return from a G20 summit in Argentina. Prime Minister
Edouard Philippe cancelled plans to go to Katowice for
the climate change summit. Macron introduced new
carbon taxes to urge motorists to change behavior and
protect the environment.

Macron has watered down some of his campaign
pledges on the environment since he took office, and

his popular environment min-
ister quit in August over the
sluggishness of progress. But
he has shown little willingness
to compromise in the face of
the protests. The fuel tax is
accompanied by other meas-
ures including incentives to
encourage people to buy
electric vehicles. Unveiling a
medium-term energy plan for
France last week, he held out
an olive branch by saying he

would review fuel prices each quarter, but said the car-
bon taxes would stay.

His goal is for France to cut carbon emissions by 40
percent by 2030 and boost the use of cleaner energies
at the same time. Emissions are currently rising and 75
percent of energy use in France originates from fossil
fuels. “When we talk about the actions of the nation in
response to the challenges of climate change, we have
to say that we have done little,” he said. Macron has
also said he will fight to try to save the Paris climate
agreement, which aims to keep global temperature rises
to between 1.5 and 2 degrees Celsius, a critical thresh-
old. Scientists are increasingly concerned that countries
are falling short on their targets and must be more
ambitious. Yet citizens are worried about their immedi-
ate lives.

‘Policies of transition’
In Canada, addressing the question of how govern-

ments use the money raised from carbon taxes,
Trudeau’s government has promised to return the
money collected from the provinces directly to tax-
payers. But in France most of the revenue generated
will be used to tackle the national budget deficit,
increasing anger at Macron, who left-wing opponents
call the “president of the rich”. Of the 34 billion euros
($38.71 billion) the French government will raise on
fuel taxes in 2018, a sum of only 7.2 billion euros is
earmarked for environmental measures. Simon Dalby,
a specialist in the political economy of climate change
at Wilfrid Laurier University in Canada, says carbon

taxes should be part of wider measures to alter how
people live, including better, greener transport and
buildings.

“It is all about policies for transition to a post-fos-
sil-fuel world, something that needs to be done
quickly if the worst of the predicted climate disrup-
tions are to be avoided in the coming decades,” he
said. Gemenne said the protests in France were
unlikely to go away soon, and may emerge in other
countries as they take more determined action on
emissions. The danger, he said, was inaction, or acting
too late to prevent global warming. At the same time,
politicians need to be able to show they were acting
fairly and equitably.  —Reuters

Leaders elsewhere wary of backlash over such taxes

France’s president learns the hard 
way: Green taxes carry political risks

PARIS: A picture shows burned cars in a street of Paris yesterday in Paris - a day after clashes during a
protest of Yellow vests (Gilets jaunes) against rising oil prices and living costs.  —AFP 

Escobar’s dark 
legacy refuses to 
die 25 years on
MEDELLIN: Twenty-five years after he
was gunned down by police, Pablo
Escobar’s legacy refuses to die in
Medellin, the Colombian city where he ran
his cocaine empire with a mix of brutality
and largesse. Even as city officials pre-
pare to demolish the bunker-like mansion
where the late drug lord lived, in the
neighborhood that bears his name resi-
dents who live in homes he built for them
are planning heartfelt tributes to mark
Sunday’s anniversary. 

Escobar was killed in a rooftop
shootout in Medellin on December 2, 1993
- one day after his 44th birthday, and five
months after he appeared on Forbes maga-
zine’s list of the world’s richest people for
the seventh straight time. His eight-storey
mansion, the Monaco, a symbol of the
decadent opulence of the Colombian mafia
in the 1980s and 90s, has fallen into disre-
pair in the years since his death.

Its battered frame still bears the scars
of Colombia’s first car bombing, in 1988,
the start of a bloody war between the
country’s rival cartels. The hulking white
building is slated to be demolished in
February, in a public implosion complete
with stands for viewers to watch. “The
Monaco has become an anti-symbol, in a
place where some people are outspoken
defenders of crime and terrorism,” says
Manuel Villa, the city hall secretary who

will perform the official countdown to the
detonation. “We don’t want any more chil-
dren saying they want to be Pablo
Escobar when they grow up.”

The mansion, a top tourist attraction in
Medellin’s upscale El Poblado neighbor-
hood, will be replaced by a public park
dedicated to the thousands of people killed
in Colombia by “narcoterrorism”-the no-
holds-barred war the cartels waged on
each other and the state in the 1980s and
‘90s. The park will cost an estimated $2.5
million. Renovating and reinforcing the
crumbling mansion would have cost $11
million, according to the city. “It will be
painful” to tear it down, says Villa, “but it’s
the only way we can heal our wounds.”

Deep divide 
Colombian society remains deeply

divided over the legacy of Escobar and
other drug barons. Angela Zuluaga is one
of those who wants to wipe out the coun-
try’s lingering “narco culture.” She was an
unborn baby in her mother’s womb when
Escobar hitmen assassinated her father, a
judge, for issuing an arrest warrant against
their boss. Her mother was wounded in the
October 1986 attack. “Creating a space to
remember the victims means having a
space where we attempt to symbolically
compensate those of us who have suffered
from the scourge of narcoterrorism,” she
says. According to Medellin officials,
Colombia’s drug violence killed 46,612
people from 1983 to 1994.

Sticky history 
On the other side of this cultural divide,

Luz Maria Escobar is changing the tomb-
stone at her brother’s grave ahead of the

anniversary of his death, as a crowd of
tourists looks on. Tearfully, she reads the
new inscription: “Beyond the legend you
symbolize today, few know the true
essence of your life.” Moved, a young
woman from Puerto Rico asks if she can
give her a hug. Luz Maria acknowledges
her brother made mistakes, but opposes
the city’s plan to get rid of his home.
“Tearing down the Monaco isn’t going to
demolish Pablo’s history,” she says.

Escobar was ‘like God’
Escobar is remembered as the

“Colombian Robin Hood” in the neighbor-
hood that bears his name, where he

donated 443 houses to formerly homeless
people who lived and scavenged at the
local dump. “I see him like a second God,”
says one resident, Maria Eugenia Castano,
44, as she lights a candle at an altar that
bears Escobar’s photograph. “To me, God
is first, and then him.” At the nearby El
Patron beauty salon, which sells, along
with haircuts, a plethora of merchandise
stamped with Escobar’s image, stylist
Yamile Zapata sums up the contradictions
of the late cocaine king’s memory. “Pablo
will confuse you,” she says. “If you want
to look at the good side, he was very
good. If you want to look at the bad, he
was very bad.” —AFP

MEDELLIN: Tourists visit the Monaco building, which was once home to
Colombian drug lord Pablo Escobar, in Medellin, Colombia. —AFP

Putin briefs Trump 
over Ukraine as EU 
leaders up pressure
BUENOS AIRES: Russian President
Vladimir Putin said Saturday he briefed his
US counterpart Donald Trump on the
Ukraine crisis as he came under pressure
over Moscow’s robust foreign policy at the
G20 summit in Argentina. Putin said he
explained Moscow’s position to Trump
when the leaders met briefly at a summit
dinner Friday.

“We spoke standing up. I replied to
his questions about the incident in the
Black Sea,” Putin told reporters at the
end of the summit. Putin strode into the
summit under a cloud, having drawn out-
rage from Europe over last week’s inci-
dent in which his navy detained three
Ukrainian ships and 24 sailors-causing
Trump to abruptly cancel their scheduled
meeting. Ukraine President Petro
Poroshenko kept up the pressure from
Kiev, saying Putin had refused to take his
calls since the crisis started.

He said that when the incident hap-
pened, he instructed his office to set up a
call with the Kremlin leader to say “we are

ready for this negotiation to de-escalate...
and unfortunately, until now, Putin did not
answer my request for a direct phone con-
versation.” Poroshenko told France 24 in an
interview that Ukraine would try to resolve
the standoff diplomatically but insisted
Russian forces withdraw from Crimea, and
return its ships and sailors “captured ille-
gally in the neutral waters of the Black
Sea.” German Chancellor Angela Merkel
took Putin to task at length over the naval
spat, a day after French President
Emmanuel Macron urged him to “de-esca-
late” the crisis.

Merkel used breakfast with Putin on
the sidelines of the G20 summit to voice
her “concern” over the tensions in the
Kerch Strait off Russian-annexed Crimea.
“Of course, we talked about the situation
in the Sea of Azov, because it is important
to avoid any aggravation,” Merkel said in
Buenos Aires. Macron raised his concerns
with the Russian leader at one of his first
bilateral meetings, pressing him “to make
the necessary gestures so that there is a
de-escalation,” said a French official.
Both European countries are members of
the “Normandy Four” group with
Moscow and Kiev, set up to resolve the
conflict in eastern Ukraine involving
Russian-backed rebels.

Merkel said she had also discussed

Syria with Putin, “especially ... the Idlib
region,” where a fragile ceasefire has been
negotiated between rebels and Syrian
army forces backed by Moscow. Her main
focus, however, was on the situation in
Ukraine. “I want to make it quite clear,
though, that free shipping to the Sea of
Azov must be guaranteed to the Ukrainian

coasts and cities. There is a basic contrac-
tual agreement from 2003 on this. Russia
must comply with this basis,” she said.
Away from the summit, US Defense
Secretary Jim Mattis said Moscow had
shown “brazen contempt” for a deal “that
allowed both Russian and Ukrainian ships
free passage.” —AFP

KIEV: Ukrainian soldiers stand in front of huge Soviet-era arch in Kiev yesterday,
symbolizing Ukraine and Russia’s friendship and union, where an unknown
artist added a crack following recent tensions.  —AFP

President faces 
protests over 

fuel tax
increase


