
The port of Corpus Christi in Texas is pulling out
all the stops to capitalize on America’s soaring
energy export ambitions: giant new oil pipelines,

terminal expansions and dredging - but at risk of envi-
ronmental damage. Exports through the port, which
ships out more crude than virtually any other in the
United States, could surpass 2.7 million barrels per day
(bpd) once the work is done, up from the current
700,000 barrels. “The United States is experiencing an
energy renaissance not seen in nearly 70 years,” said
Sean Strawbridge, the port’s chief executive. “That vol-
ume has to find an outlet somewhere. If we don’t do it
someone else will do it.”

Energy is by far the port’s biggest business. Far from
the stereotypical images of stacked modular containers
and gantry cranes, Corpus Christi is dominated by fat
pipes, belching refineries and giant liquid tanks towering
over passageways inside what is the fourth-largest US
port by volume. Three more pipelines will soon appear
in this landscape, which makes up in profitability for
what it lacks in beauty.

Named Epic, Cactus and Gray Oak will be opera-
tional by the end of this year, adding a transport capaci-
ty of 2 million bpd. The three massive conduits will link
the port to two main US shale oil deposits: Eagle Ford
and the Permian Basin, which straddles the New
Mexico-Texas border. With hefty investments from

supermajors Exxon Mobil and Chevron, the Permian
produces 4.1 million barrels a day, and that could rise to
4.5 million in five years, according to the US Energy
Information Administration, putting it among the most
productive oil fields in the world.

The three pipelines will help solve the basin’s con-
gestion problems, which have forced producers to
resort to far costlier crude shipments by road and rail. A
sprawling dredging operation is underway across
Corpus Christi Bay to deepen the sea bed to 16 m from
the current 45 feet.

A friend in Trump 
At that depth, “Very Large Crude Carrier,” or VLCC,

shipping vessels will be able to fill up more quickly -
and at a lower cost. Longer than soccer fields, these
ships can carry up to 2 million barrels, or about $120
million in crude oil, based on the current benchmark
WTI price. “The name of the game is trying to put more
oil in one vessel,” said Khalid Muslih, executive vice
president of global marine terminals at Buckeye GP. The
company is building two terminals in Corpus Christi and
will expand the port’s liquid storage capacity.

At 12 million bpd and given the stagnant domestic
consumption, US daily exports frequently surpass three
million barrels. Rising exports also would help bring
down the record US trade deficit. But what some see as

an historic opportunity, others describe as impending
environmental doom. At the mouth of the bay, at the
coastal town of Port Aransas, which lies along the path
of the dredging, is an estuary transited by a wide array
of marine life such as crabs and shrimp. “If you change
the depth, it disrupts the whole cycle,” said Dan Pecore
of the Port Aransas Conservancy.

A former oil worker who later switched to boat build-
ing, Pecore fears the “slow death” of fishing and surfing
while the port itself hopes one day to dredge down as
far as 23 m. The conservancy does not deny the eco-
nomic value of developing the port, given the 76,000
jobs it currently supports. But it recommends using off-
shore structures to allow supertankers to load without
damaging the coast. 

Port Aransas supports the plan, but the Port of
Corpus Christi does not, as that could cut into its rev-
enues from ship traffic. Pecore said enthusiasm for
development in the energy sector is a sign of the times
under President Donald Trump, who has shown far less
concern for the environment than his predecessors,
scrapping oil industry regulations. Trump said in
October the dredging would make “a tremendous differ-
ence. It will sell a lot more oil.” Pecore says this shows
the advantages the port enjoys in the current political
climate. “There can’t be a better relationship between
Trump and the port.” — AFP 
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Four years after Saudi Arabia led a military
intervention in Yemen to back the govern-
ment against rebels, the only hope for

peace in a country threatened by famine hangs
on a fragile truce. Despite the Saudis entering
the conflict on March 26, 2015 with a coalition
composed of nine countries from the Middle
East and Africa, Yemen’s internationally-recog-
nized government has failed to defeat the
Houthis. The Iran-aligned rebels continue to
control much of northern Yemen, including the
capital Sanaa.

And the conflict - which the United Nations
says has unleashed the world’s worst humani-
tarian crisis and pushed the country to the
brink of famine - shows no sign of abating in
the impoverished nation. In December, the rival
sides agreed to a ceasefire in the key lifeline
Red Sea port of Hodeida - just weeks after
forces loyal to the government were able to
enter the rebel-held city. But even if major
fighting has stopped, other elements of the
accord - including a prisoner swap - have failed
to materialize.

“There was a real breakthrough in Sweden.
Substantive, on the one hand, but even more so
in the psychological sense,” Elizabeth
Dickinson, senior analyst with the International
Crisis Group think tank, told AFP. “There have
been delays, obstacles, and backtracking, but
what is unchanged is that the parties still view
the agreement as their best option.”

Peace elusive 
Yemenis were hopeful the hard-won agree-

ment reached in Sweden would be followed by
a long-lasting peace deal, particularly as
Riyadh came under intense international scruti-
ny following the murder of journalist Jamal
Khashoggi inside the kingdom’s Istanbul con-
sulate. Fighting in Hodeida, whose port serves
as the country’s lifeline, has largely stopped
since the ceasefire went into effect on
December 18, but there have been intermittent
clashes. 

And both the government and the Houthis
have been accused of violating the truce deal,
while an agreed redeployment of forces has
also not yet been implemented. The Saudi-led
coalition, which has won US logistical support
and includes the United Arab Emirates, warned
in late January it was still prepared to use
“force” against the Houthis to make the rebels
abide by the UN-backed truce deal.

According to security analyst Aleksandar
Mitreski the warring sides in Yemen are “show-
ing no major weaknesses”. He insisted to AFP,
however, that an “alleviation of the humanitarian
crisis is possible”. “Current mounting pressure
on the Saudi-led coalition may open up more
channels for humanitarian aid to flow. This pres-
sure can grow if the spotlight shifts from Syria
over to Yemen.” International outcry over
Khashoggi’s murder and images of emaciated
Yemeni children has strained Saudi Arabia’s
relations with its western allies, including
Washington. In March, the US Senate voted to
end Washington’s military support for Riyadh-
led efforts in the Yemen war.

‘Enormous obstacles’ 
Yemen’s conflict has left around 24 million

people - more than three quarters of the coun-
try’s population - now dependent on some form
of aid for survival. The Yemeni government has
been battling the Iran-aligned Houthi rebels
since 2014, before the intervention the following
year by the Saudis. An estimated 10,000 people
have been killed since March 2015, when the
allies - with the logistical and political backing
of the United States - unleashed air power
against the Houthi rebels. But rights groups say
the death toll is likely far higher. Save the
Children has estimated that 85,000 Yemenis
under five years old may have died of starvation.

Michelle Bachelet, the United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights, warned that
children in Yemen continued to be killed and
maimed at an alarming rate, despite the three-
month-old truce in Hodeida. “Since the
Stockholm agreement on December 13, it is
estimated that eight children have been killed or
injured in Yemen every day,” Bachelet told the
UN Human Rights Council on Wednesday.
However, while fighting across the country con-
tinues, the shaky truce deal seems the only
hope for peace. “The agreement is alive so long
as both sides see it as preferable to a military
confrontation for Hodeida,” Dickinson said. But
she warned “there are enormous obstacles and
challenges along the way.” — AFP 
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Yemen peace hangs
on fragile truce as
conflict far from over 

America’s crude oil faucet gets an upgrade 

Trump set for
star turn in
Netanyahu 
re-election bid 

US President Donald Trump’s role
in Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu’s electoral campaign

gets its star turn this week when the two
allies meet in Washington ahead of
Israeli polls. The billionaire president has
already been featured on giant cam-
paign billboards in Israel shaking hands
and smiling with Netanyahu, and the
premier has shared video of Trump call-
ing him “strong” and a “winner”. But
Trump’s support has gone far beyond
photos and words as Netanyahu fights a
tough re-election battle ahead of April 9
polls while under threat of indictment for
corruption.

On Thursday, after new opinion polls
showed Netanyahu losing ground to his
electoral rivals, Trump took to his
beloved Twitter account to present the
Israeli leader with what many analysts
saw as a campaign gift. Again breaking
with longstanding international consen-
sus, Trump said “it is time” to accept
Israel’s sovereignty over the Golan
Heights, which it seized from Syria in the
1967 Six-Day War. The tweet granted
Netanyahu exactly what he had been
pushing for without asking for anything
in return, at least publicly.

Netanyahu pronounced it a Purim
“miracle” - referring to the Jewish holi-
day Israel was celebrating the same day
- and phoned Trump to tell him he had
“made history”. But Trump said it had
nothing to do with Israeli politics. “I
wouldn’t even know about that,” he told
Fox Business Network.

‘Personal things’ 
Trump’s tweet was, however, only one

of two boosts to Netanyahu’s campaign
from the White House the same day. US
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, visiting
Jerusalem at the same time, also denied
politics played a role in his trip to the
Western Wall alongside Netanyahu ear-
lier Thursday. It was the first time such a
high-ranking American official visited
one of the holiest sites in Judaism locat-
ed in mainly Palestinian east Jerusalem,

with an Israeli premier. It offered
Netanyahu a prime pre-election photo
opportunity.

Further surprises may be in store this
week, which features two meetings
between Netanyahu and Trump at the
White House: A “working meeting” today
and a dinner on Tuesday. The first comes
the same day Netanyahu’s main electoral
opponent, former military chief Benny
Gantz, addresses the annual conference in
Washington of the American Israel Public
Affairs Committee (AIPAC). Netanyahu
speaks at the pro-Israel lobby tomorrow.

Trump relies on pro-Israel evangeli-
cal Christians in the United States as
part of his electoral base and has moved
US policy firmly in Israel’s favor - most
notably by declaring Jerusalem Israel’s
capital in 2017. But Netanyahu has also
deployed his considerable powers of
persuasion to charm the mercurial presi-
dent he calls his “friend”. “Trump is very
affected by personal things, and Bibi’s
stroked him a lot,” said Jonathan
Rynhold, political science professor at
Israel’s Bar-Ilan University, using
Netanyahu’s nickname. “I’m sure he’s
also very affected by the last thing that
was said to him, so whispering in his ear
is (Trump’s son-in-law Jared) Kushner,
who’s got a good relationship with Bibi.”

‘Cautious politician’ 
There has been talk in recent weeks

about similarities in style between
Trump and Netanyahu - although there
are key differences. Michael Oren, a for-
mer Israeli ambassador to the United
States and now a deputy minister for
diplomacy, said “they share a disdain for
political correctness”. Using phrases
that echo Trump’s, Netanyahu has casti-
gated the corruption investigations into
his affairs as a “witch-hunt” and a plot
aimed at forcing him from office.

He has sought to demonize his ene-
mies and brokered a deal with an
extreme-right political party many view
as a racist. Like Trump, he has
employed the phrase “fake news” to
combat tough coverage of him. But, as
Rynhold points out, underneath the
rhetoric the 69-year-old Netanyahu is
an “extremely cautious politician”,
intensely attuned to the direction of the
electoral winds. He has been prime min-
ister for a total of 13 years and will be
on track to surpass founding father
David Ben-Gurion as Israel’s longest-
serving premier if he wins. — AFP
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Officers JP Walsh (left) and John Reed of the Port of Corpus Christi Police Department navigate a boat through the Corpus Christi Ship Channel on March 11, 2019, in
Corpus Christi, Texas. — AFP 

In Ukraine
race, some call
for close ties
with Russia 

Ukrainian economist Yevgeniya
Gorobey will vote for a pro-
Moscow candidate in next

week’s presidential poll even though
Russia annexed Crimea and fuelled a
separatist uprising in the ex-Soviet
country’s east. “What is the most
important thing right now? To stop
the war,” Gorobey, who lives in the
capital Kiev, told AFP. “I will vote for
Yuriy Boyko.” The 35-year-old moth-
er of one said she believed the former
ally of ousted Kremlin-backed presi-
dent Viktor Yanukovych - unlike the
current elites - would look for ways
to end a conflict that has claimed
some 13,000 lives since 2014.

In a pro-Western country of 45
million that firmly rejected its Soviet
past a significant number of people
plan to vote for Boyko or other pro-
Russian figures. Of the 39 presidential
candidates, roughly four including
Boyko are Russia-friendly. None
stands a chance of winning the cru-
cial presidential election on March 31
but their combined support among
voters stands at around 15 percent.
Polls put the 60-year-old former
deputy prime minister Boyko in
fourth place with more than 10 per-
cent, behind the three most popular
candidates led by actor and comedi-
an Volodymyr Zelensky.

Moscow talks 
While the top three contenders -

including President Petro Poroshenko
- run on promises of closer ties with
the West, Boyko insists that restoring
political and economic ties with arch-
foe Russia is important, too. “We
should have an absolutely pragmatic
course,” said Boyko, who won 0.19
percent of the vote during a presi-
dential election in 2014. “We should
act in the interests of the country - in
some areas we will restore our rela-

tions with Russia for sure, we have
lost this market,” he told AFP.

This week Boyko travelled to
Moscow for high-profile economic
talks with Russian Prime Minister
Dmitry Medvedev, sparking
Poroshenko’s anger. Friday’s talks
centered on the importance of
resumption of cooperation including
in the gas sphere and included ener-
gy giant Gazprom chief Alexei Miller
and Ukrainian politician Viktor
Medvedchuk, who claims President
Vladimir Putin is godfather to one of
his daughters. “They are discussing
economy while our boys are dying on
the frontlines,” a seething Poroshenko
said of the Moscow talks.

Boyko, a former member of
Yanukovich’s largely moribund Party
of Regions, also contradicts Kiev’s
line by insisting on direct talks with
Kremlin-backed separatists.
Mykhailo, who lives in the govern-
ment-held port city of Mariupol in
eastern Ukraine, also said he would
vote for Boyko. “The current authori-
ties did not allow opposition forces to
develop,” said the 63-year-old pen-
sioner, who declined to give his last
name for fear of reprisals. “Even
under Yanukovych the opposition had
more opportunities than now.”

The newly established Orthodox
Church of Ukraine - which has
recently won independence from
Moscow - this month warned voters
against supporting candidates who
appear to promote peace but in fact
urge them to “surrender to the ene-
my.”  But observers say that despite
Kiev’s pivot to the West after a popu-
lar uprising in 2014 some Ukrainians
had nostalgic memories of life under
the Soviet Union and backed closer
ties with Moscow. “Very often they
are ready to support candidates who
are well-disposed towards Russia,”
said political analyst Mykola
Davydyuk.

Boyko is backed by Dmytro
Firtash, a tycoon with links to the
Kremlin and former Donald Trump
campaign chief Paul Manafort, and his
TV channel gives him ample airtime.
Given Boyko’s high profile, his party,
the Opposition Platform, appears set
to win parliamentary seats during
legislative polls in October. — AFP 


