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How Mueller’s 
hunt for conspiracy 
came up short

As recently as February, Special Counsel Robert
Mueller’s team dropped hints that the inquiry
into Russia’s role in the 2016 US election might

unearth evidence of active cooperation between
Moscow and President Donald Trump’s campaign. That
turned out not to be the case. Attorney General
William Barr, who has said he hopes to release
Mueller’s nearly 400 page report this week, told US
lawmakers on March 24 that the special counsel inves-
tigation “did not establish that members of the Trump
campaign conspired or coordinated with the Russian
government in its election interference activities.”

To be sure, the investigation documented numerous
contacts between Trump campaign figures and Russia,
a willingness on the part of the campaign to accept
help from Moscow, and no indication that the cam-
paign told the Kremlin to keep out of an American
presidential race. No criminal conspiracy was docu-
mented, according to Barr. But tantalizing court state-
ments by members of Mueller’s team and evidence dis-
closed in various prosecutions by the special counsel
had suggested on several occasions during the 22-
month investigation that a different conclusion had
been possible.

Frank Montoya, a former senior FBI official with
extensive experience in counterintelligence investiga-
tions, said the words “did not establish” are commonly
used in national security cases as language merely rul-
ing out a chargeable offense. “It doesn’t mean a subject
is innocent. It means investigators didn’t find enough
evidence to charge a crime,” Montoya said.

The most recent indication that the special counsel
might document a Trump-Russia conspiracy came on
Feb. 4 during a closed-door court hearing in
Washington. Prosecutor Andrew Weissmann said
Mueller was still investigating interactions between
former Trump campaign chairman Paul Manafort and
his Russian business partner Konstantin Kilimnik as
critical to the inquiry. “This goes to the larger view of
what we think is going on, and what we think the
motive here is,” Weissmann said, according to a tran-
script released days later that indicated Mueller might
be on the verge of a breakthrough. “This goes, I think,
very much to the heart of what the Special Counsel’s
Office is investigating.”

Mueller’s team said Manafort shared political
polling data from the campaign with Kilimnik, who the
special counsel has said had ties to Russian intelli-
gence. The two also discussed proposals for a
Ukrainian client to solve the Crimea conflict in a
Kremlin-friendly way, Mueller said. Three weeks after
Weissmann made his comments, Mueller’s office back-
tracked. It said in a court filing it needed to correct its
assertions about Manafort’s interactions with Kilimnik.
Partially redacted court filings indicated the correction
may relate to the polling data.

When Mueller’s report is released - with parts
blacked out by Barr to protect certain sensitive infor-
mation - it is unclear how harsh a light it will shine on
the contacts between Trump campaign figures and
Russians. Those making contacts included the presi-
dent’s son Donald Trump Jr, son-in-law Jared Kushner,
former Trump lawyer Michael Cohen and campaign
figures Manafort, Jeff Sessions, Michael Flynn and
George Papadopoulos.

Mueller and US intelligence agencies have conclud-
ed Russia employed hacking and propaganda to sow
division in the United States, harm Democratic candi-
date Hillary Clinton and boost Trump’s candidacy.
Moscow has denied election interference. A key event
in the question of conspiracy was a June 2016 meeting
at Trump Tower in New York in which Manafort,
Kushner and Trump Jr. met with Kremlin-connected
lawyer Natalia Veselnitskaya, who had offered damag-
ing information about Clinton. After being promised
“dirt” on Clinton, Trump Jr wrote in an email, “I love it.”

Mueller charged 34 people and three Russian enti-
ties. He convicted or secured guilty pleas from Trump
aides including Manafort, Flynn, Cohen and
Papadopoulos, and charged Russian intelligence offi-
cers and a Russian “troll farm”. Perhaps no avenue of
inquiry appeared more promising on the question of
conspiracy than Mueller’s pursuit of longtime Trump
political adviser Roger Stone, who had suggested he
had a relationship with the WikiLeaks website and
advance knowledge of its release of Democratic emails
the special counsel said were stolen by Russians to
hurt Clinton.

But when Mueller indicted Stone in January, the
seven criminal counts did not refer to conspiring with
Russians and there was no allegation of close ties to
WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange, who separately was
charged with conspiracy to commit computer intrusion
related to a 2010 hack of US government computers.
Mueller questioned more than a half dozen Stone
associates to establish if he had acted as a go-between
for the campaign with Wikileaks. — Reuters

The armed forces of Algeria and Sudan, which
pushed out the long-serving rulers of those coun-
tries after mass protests, are following a script that

has failed millions of Arabs since the 2011 uprisings. Those
“Arab Spring” upheavals raised hopes of political and eco-
nomic reforms in countries such as Egypt, where the army
watched patiently from the sidelines and then capitalized
on the turmoil to widen its influence in politics. Egypt’s
armed forces chief effectively brushed President Hosni
Mubarak aside when it became clear security forces could
not contain street protests against the veteran leader.

A military council took charge, overseeing a turbulent
and sometimes violent transition during which Egypt’s
first democratic elections took place. Two years later,
army chief General Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi led the overthrow
of Egypt’s first freely elected president, Mohamed Morsi.
Sisi then won elections in 2014 and 2018, on both occa-
sions with 97 percent of the vote. Parliament has pro-
posed constitutional reforms that could allow him to
remain in power until 2034.

“What I think caused a lot of the uprisings in 2011 and
what’s causing them today in Sudan and Algeria is the pol-
itics of deception: When the president says I won by 85 or
99 percent at the polls but wherever you go everyone dis-
approves of him,” said Mohammed Alyahya, a Saudi politi-
cal analyst and editor-in-chief of Al Arabiya English. “That
can be viable when you have robust economic develop-
ment. But if you don’t have that and you’re not granting
people political and civil rights, then you’re essentially giv-
ing them nothing but repression, and that is ultimately
unsustainable.”

Sudan appears to be following the Egyptian model, at
least for now, after long-serving leader Omar Al-Bashir
was overthrown in a military coup last week after sus-

tained protests. Crowds had gathered outside the ministry
of defense to ask the army to help them topple Bashir. The
new head of Sudan’s military council, Abdel Fattah Al-
Burhan Abdelrahman, said on Saturday a civilian govern-
ment would be formed after consultations with the opposi-
tion and promised a transition period of no more than two
years. He had just succeeded the officer who announced
Bashir’s arrest, Defense Minister Awad Ibn Auf, who
stepped down as head of the military council after only a
day in the face of demands for a civilian government.

Pressure for change
Protesters, however, kept up the pressure for change,

just as they did in Egypt when Field Marshal Hussein
Tantawi - who was defense minister for two decades - ran
the country after Mubarak’s fall. A common chant amongst
the Sudanese was “either victory or Egypt”, a reference to
their objection to following that script. Social media in
both countries latched on to Sisi and Burhan’s identical
first names to humorously warn of a similar fate.

“The biggest blunder was the hope that the army would
be an ally. I understand the emotions around the army but
it’s a misunderstanding of what the army is and what it
does,” said Sudanese commentator Magdi El Gizouli. “If
you call on the army to intervene to resolve a crisis, this is
what it can do, it can’t do better.” Algeria’s Army Chief,
Lieutenant General Ahmed Gaed Salah, took a softer
approach. He declared the ailing Bouteflika, 82, unfit for
office when he attempted to extend his fourth term, raising
the prospect of prolonged demonstrations.

In a matter of days, parliament named a new interim
leader who was part of the ruling elite, the army expressed
support for a transition and a date was set for a presiden-
tial election - providing what analysts say is political cover

for the army, a long-time kingmaker in Algeria. Any future
civilian leader in Sudan or Algeria needs the support of the
army - a common arrangement in the Arab World - while
also facing huge economic and political challenges.
Problems that triggered the unrest across the Middle East
in 2011 have since become more acute. Ousted autocrats
have been replaced by leaders who also failed to create
jobs, and eradicate poverty and corruption

Bread prices
More than one in four people below the age of 30 in

Algeria are unemployed - a central grievance of protesters
who want the economy liberalized and diversified to
reduce reliance on oil and gas. In Sudan, what started as a
protest about bread prices and poor living conditions
turned into one about the regime. Echoing 2011, their cry
is: “The people want the regime to fall.” 

But Elsheikh Ali, a 29-year-old Sudanese sales manager,
said this was not exactly a second Arab Spring because
the present protests were more about economic hardships
than politics. “Sudan and Algeria aren’t a second wave.
They’re about hunger and the dire economic situation, and
a wave of oppressed youth that haven’t gotten their full
freedoms,” Ali said. “It’s not a victory in any way. People
want to see accountability for all the people who brought
us to this point.” Fawaz Gerges, professor of Middle
Eastern politics at the London School of Economics and
author of two recent books about the Arab Spring, agrees.
“The term Arab Spring is very misleading because it
implies that everything will blossom, that there’s a magic
bullet to resolve a severe crisis that has been in the making
for decades,” he said. “What we are talking about is social
protests that are symptoms of economic and political vul-
nerabilities.” — Reuters

Arab Spring comes later in Sudan and Algeria

Indonesia polls bring
battle over China’s 
Belt and Road push 

Indonesia has become the latest election battle-
ground for Beijing’s soaring economic clout, as the
opposition warns pro-China policies are saddling

the mineral-rich archipelago with bad debt as it is sold
off piecemeal to foreign interests. Business links with
top trade partner China have been thrust into the spot-
light by ex-general Prabowo Subianto who is challeng-
ing Indonesian leader Joko Widodo for the presidency
of Southeast Asia’s largest economy on Wednesday.

Trailing by double digits in the polls, Subianto has
leaned on a fiery nationalist ticket and pledged to re-
evaluate Chinese investment, even as Jakarta courts
huge contracts from Beijing’s $1.0 trillion Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI). “All (BRI) initiatives should be
reviewed,” Irawan Ronodipuro, foreign affairs director
for Subianto’s campaign, told AFP. “Blindly embracing
these projects can compromise the national interest.”

Pushing back at China’s globe-spanning project
has proved successful elsewhere in Asia, including in
Sri Lanka, the Maldives and Malaysia, as the trade-
mark infrastructure push to link Asia, Europe and
Africa is used to whip up fears about eroding sover-
eignty. “China’s growing economic power has become
a key election issue in many Asian countries ... with
opposition politicians winning the elections after they
criticise incumbents for their ‘pro-China’ policies,”
Deasy Simandjuntak, a visiting Indonesian researcher
at the Singapore-based Institute of Southeast Asian
Studies, told AFP.

Ports and power plants 
Since taking office in 2014, Widodo has pushed

Chinese investment to fulfil his own multi-billion-dollar
drive to build much-needed roads, airports and other
infrastructure across the sprawling archipelago of more
than 17,000 islands. Last year, China and Indonesia
signed $23 billion in belt and road initiative contracts,
including two hydro power plants on Borneo island and
a power station on holiday hotspot Bali. Indonesia has
since said it would offer $91 billion worth of projects -
from ports to power plants - to Chinese investors at a
Beijing summit in late April, just after the polls.

Chinese firms are already involved in several other
ventures, including an industrial park on Sulawesi island
and a $6.0 billion high-speed railway between the cap-
ital Jakarta and mountain-fringed Bandung city - which
Subianto has promised to review. Both projects have

stoked fears about an influx of Chinese workers and
Indonesia taking on unsustainable debt.

Perceptions about Chinese encroachment have a
particular resonance in the country of 260 million, as
resentment lingers over the success of some billionaire
Chinese Indonesians who control vast swathes of the
economy. The ethnic minority has suffered a long his-
tory of discrimination, including being a target during
anti-communist purges in the mid-1960s. “Chinese
capital is associated with communism and that is
threatening,” said Trissia Wijaya, an East Asian politi-
cal economy specialist at Australia’s Murdoch
University. “It’s very ingrained in the Indonesian mind-
set,” she added.

‘Indonesia first’ 
However, debate over Widodo’s so-called pivot to

China was full of misleading claims, said Wijaya, with a
tide of fake news online fanning anti-Beijing sentiment.
“Most Chinese investment in Indonesia is in industry,
such as mining,” she told AFP, adding that little was in
strategic or sensitive assets. The deals involve mostly
private-sector companies and brought much-needed
capital to build industrial processing plants such as the
one in Sulawesi, added the Indonesian academic.

Analysts said it was too early to know if Subianto
would take an outright anti-China policy if he takes
office, but there are signs that investors are nervous
about his plans for the economy. “His rhetoric is so
extreme that I think he would have to follow through on
at least some of it,” said Kevin O’Rourke, an Indonesia-
based political risk analyst. “There would be a lot of jit-
ters among foreign investors.”

The 67-year-old Subianto is a proponent of “smart
nationalism” who, taking a page from US President
Donald Trump nationalist policies, would put
“Indonesia first”, countered his foreign affairs director
Ronodipuro. “But that doesn’t mean we’ll start putting
restrictions on trade and investment,” he added. Ahead
of the polls, Widodo has been burnishing his own
nationalist credentials, including taking back control of
the giant Grasberg gold and copper mine from US
operator Freeport-McMoRan.

He can also claim a relatively solid economic record,
with inflation at historically low levels and a slump in
the rupiah currency coming off 2018 lows. Annual
growth is hovering around 5.0 percent, although it is
still well short of Widodo’s 2014 election pledge to hit
seven percent annually. While the former furniture
exporter, popularly known as Jokowi, has faced criti-
cism that big-ticket infrastructure projects have done
little to help the poor, some voters appear to see tan-
gible benefits. “The president’s work is real - we’ve
seen it,” said Untung Sri Rejeki, a 53-year-old house-
wife in Central Java. “There is development happening
all over.” — AFP 

Young Sudanese paint the national flag on a wall in the capital Khartoum yesterday. — AFP 

Taxman will be all 
over royal baby 

Talk about being born with a silver spoon in your mouth:
the royal baby of Prince Harry and Meghan Markle will
have a particularly glittery one. And US tax authorities

will be keen to know how much that utensil is worth. That’s
because the baby will have dual nationality: British because of
his father and US from his American mother, whose official title
is the duchess of Sussex. “When one of the parents is American
and has resided in the US for five years with at least two after
the age of 14, the baby is automatically a citizen,” said David
Treitel, founder of American Tax Returns, a consultancy for US
expatriates living in Britain. “This is the case with Meghan,” said
Treitel, noting this case is a first in the British royal family.

US nationality comes with a bevy of restrictive conditions:
like any American who is born, grows up and dies anywhere in
the world, year after year Meghan and Harry’s child will have to
show the Internal Revenue Service his or her tax status is clean.
From the moment of birth, money deposited in banks by the
royal parents - eager to ensure a bright future for their progeny
- must be duly reported to the tax man. The same would apply
to money that comes in if mom and dad decide, say, to have the
child follow in the footsteps of his ex-actress mother to become
a star on TV or in movies.

‘Accidental Americans’
Forget about privacy, said Treitel. The IRS will “get to know

a lot more about the couple’s wealth” through the tax returns of
the couple and their mother. “A lot more information is gonna
get to the US,” he added. To wit: the IRS will demand that any
valuable gifts from non-Americans to Harry and Meghan’s child
- and he will be feted, won’t he? - also be declared as assets.
“Imagine the queen giving the baby some nice beautiful book of
art from the royal collection, with paintings by Van Gogh or
Miro. If this gift if worth more than $100,000, it is reportable,”
said Treitel.

However, baby shower gifts that Markle received recently in
New York will not have to be declared if they came from fellow
Americans, the expert said. And although the baby and the
mother will have to present forms that will be very time-con-
suming for their accountants, they may still not have to pay a lot
in tax: these may be offset by duties paid in Britain, tax special-
ist Laura Saunders told The Wall Street Journal.

US tax authorities’ efforts to keep a close watch on
American expatriates can have serious consequences for peo-
ple whose sole link to America is that they were simply born
there. Such is the case of so-called “Accidental Americans” -
such as thousands of people in France who automatically
received US citizenship because they were born in the US but
left America as little kids and no longer have any links whatso-
ever to the country. — AFP


