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Putin challenges 
US in Venezuela 
power play

Russia emerged as a crucial power broker in the
crisis in far-away Venezuela this week when
Washington accused Moscow of convincing

President Nicolas Maduro not to flee to Cuba. US
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said Maduro had a
plane on the tarmac ready to fly to Havana when “the
Russians indicated that he should stay”. Moscow hit
back, dismissing the claim as fake and accusing
Washington of supporting a coup “that has nothing to
do with democracy” by backing opposition leader
Juan Guaido.

Moscow has its reasons for standing behind Maduro
- he’s a rare ally in Latin America and Russia has
poured billions into the Venezuelan economy. But ana-
lysts say Russian President Vladimir Putin is also play-
ing the long game, hoping to use Venezuela as leverage
in his global tug-of-war with Washington. “Russia is
seeking to translate its influence over Maduro - which
is in fact not absolute - into an opportunity to have
dialogue with the United States,” Tatyana Stanovaya,
head of R.Politik, a Paris-based analysis firm, told AFP.
“Maduro is a bargaining chip.”

Tensions in Venezuela have soared since Guaido
declared himself acting president in January, claiming
Maduro’s re-election last year was illegitimate. More
than 50 countries led by the United States lined up
behind the 35-year-old head of the National Assembly,
but Russia and China have backed Maduro.  Reeling
from Western sanctions, Moscow has quickly sensed an
opportunity, even if it meant locking horns with the
United States in Latin America, Washington’s tradition-
al sphere of influence. In a highly publicized move in
March, Moscow sent two planes with around 100 sol-
diers and equipment to Caracas, where Russian merce-
naries are also believed to be operating.

‘Cutting a deal with Trump’
Ties between Russia and the West plummeted over

Moscow’s annexation of Crimea in 2014, its backing for
separatists in eastern Ukraine and military support for
President Bashar al-Assad in Syria. But the audacity
with which the Kremlin inserted itself into the
Venezuela crisis has drawn gasps in Washington.

“Russia is making the next play in our hemisphere,”
Frederick Kempe, president of the Atlantic Council,
wrote last month. “Vladimir Putin may be laying the
ground for making Venezuela the defining foreign poli-
cy debacle for President Trump in the same way Syria
became that for the Obama administration.” Russia and
Venezuela enjoy a long history of ties and Maduro’s
predecessor Hugo Chavez, known for his passionate
tirades against the United States, was a welcome guest
at the Kremlin.

After Chavez’s death in 2013 the relationship with a
country that boasts the world’s largest proven oil
reserves has continued to thrive. Russia is the second
largest lender to Caracas after China, with Moscow
heavily investing in Venezuela’s oil resources and
Caracas acquiring Russian arms worth billions of dol-
lars. However that also means, analysts say, that Russia
has a lot to lose from a change in leadership. But what
it stands to gain from a possible deal with Washington
may be more important for the Kremlin.

“Putin would cut a deal, if in agreeing to let Maduro
leave he got something really big from Trump in
exchange,” said Timothy Ash, a strategist at BlueBay
Asset Management. He suggested that Moscow wanted
Washington to lift the damaging sanctions, to allow
Russian oil companies to freely operate in Venezuela
and agree on “spheres of influence”. “I think they (the
Trump administration) would be happy to cut a deal
with Putin, where he gets his troops out of Venezuela,
in return for the US turning a blind eye to develop-
ments in Ukraine,” Ash said.

High-stakes meeting 
Pompeo and Russian Foreign Minister Sergei

Lavrov are set to discuss the Venezuela crisis on the
sidelines of an Arctic Council meeting starting Monday
in Finland. In dueling statements this week, Pompeo
accused Moscow of “destabilizing” Venezuela while
Lavrov said Washington was a “destructive influence”
in the country. Analysts say both sides appear reluctant
to consider military options and are likely looking to
make backroom deals. 

Events on the ground may matter more. After the
military uprising in support of his bid fizzled out this
week, Guaido has called for demonstrations at army
bases. Other experts doubt Russia’s real ability to influ-
ence the crisis. The Trump administration is “greatly
exaggerating the role of Russia and China. I don’t think
that’s a decisive factor at all ,” said Ted Galen
Carpenter, a senior fellow at the Cato Institute, a liber-
tarian think-tank in Washington. “Maduro’s base of
power remains reasonably intact. The military will be
the key power.” —AFP

Mourners light candles during a vigil in memory of the victims in Colombo. Sri Lanka’s churches remained shut forcing Christians to say prayers of grief in private over the Easter
suicide attacks that the country’s Roman Catholic leader called ‘an insult to humanity.’ —AFP

Hugs and selfies: 
Thai coronation 
gives glimpses of 
royal relations 

Anormally inscrutable king pulls his sis-
ter in for a hug and selfies of royal sib-
lings rebound across Instagram - the

coronation of Rama X has provided Thais
rare glimpses into a highly-private family
cocooned by palace protocols. King Maha
Vajiralongkorn, 66, was crowned Saturday in
a sumptuous ceremony rich in symbolism and
ritual. The monarchy is the apex of Thai soci-
ety and projections of its power are unmiss-
able in the kingdom, from towering portraits
of the stern-faced king, to stiff-backed rituals
and public appearances relayed nightly on
television news.

But Rama X remains an intensely private
figure, spending much of his time overseas.
The enigma of the new king is double-locked
by one of the world’s harshest royal defama-
tion laws, which keep a tight lid on the dissem-
ination of royal gossip and prevent public crit-
icism inside the kingdom. His coronation, the
first in 69 years and given blanket coverage on
Thai TV, has stirred curiosity over the goings-
on inside the royal court.

“I would like to see them loosen up a bit
more so we can get to know them,” 22-year-
old student Jin said near the Grand Palace,
declining to give her full name. The introduc-
tion of Vajiralongkorn’s fourth wife Queen
Suthida, a flight attendant turned royal
bodyguard whose marriage to the king was

unexpectedly announced on Wednesday
after years of conjecture about her status,
piqued the interest of the watching public.
Jin said she was “wowed” by the king’s mar-
riage to a commoner.

Intimate rituals 
Throughout the coronation formalities the

king has remained unsmiling - befitting the
somber, symbol-laden ceremonies held in
front of a coterie of palace officials and gen-
erals. But Saturday’s rituals, symbolizing his
transformation from human to the divine,
provided intimate imagery of the monarch. A
water purification ceremony led by Hindu
Brahmins saw the king wear a white robe
with one shoulder exposed, a modest
moment from a monarch normally seen dur-
ing official duties in military uniform.

Unguarded interactions have also set
tongues wagging. Newspapers ran photos of
a warm meeting late Friday between the king
and his family in a palace hall. There were big
smiles and a hug for Ubolratana, his colorful
Instagram-posting elder sister, while his fash-
ion designer daughter Sirivannavari and 14-
year-old Dipangkorn - children from his sec-
ond and third ex-wives - looked on. True to
form, Ubolratana - seen as one of the more
approachable royals - posted beaming selfies
with her younger sister Princess Sirindhorn.

Then on Sunday she released a mobile
phone photo of her brother wearing the 7.3-
kilogram tiered golden crown, hashtagging it
#coronationday and #onceinalifetime.
Ubolratana’s warm exchange with her broth-
er comes after he dashed her political aspira-
tions in the lead-up to March 24 elections,
torpedoing her nomination as a prime minis-
terial candidate by a now-dissolved political
party. Also taking to social media was daugh-

ter Sirivannavari, posting studio photos of
herself wearing an elegant golden traditional
dress for the ceremonies on Facebook. 

There is no indication whether the flickers
of informality herald a new direction by the
palace PR machine, or just a coincidence of
modernity from royals armed with smart-
phones. But observers say the effect could
serve to open a channel of communication
with the public.  “The images of King
Vajiralongkorn wearing a sacred crown and
then socializing with family members serve
the dual purpose of rendering him both
divine and relatively approachable,” said

anthropologist Edoardo Siani of Kyoto
University. 

Older Thais are more accustomed to their
royals holding a remote, venerated position.
There should be a “distance” between royals
and the public, said 80-year-old Kanha
Kitvej as she watched soldiers march by the
Grand Palace. “I am his (the king’s) subject.”
Aunyaporn Wisanurak, 62, who had volun-
teered to hand out food during the corona-
tion, echoed the sentiment, insisting nightly
royal news bulletins provided ample insight.
“Thai people already know every activity of
their king,” she said. —AFP

‘Save us from Satans’: Sri Lankans pray

This frame grab shows people gathering around the Democracy Monument as Thailand’s
King Maha Vajiralongkorn (right) is carried in a golden palanquin during the coronation pro-
cession in Bangkok.  —AFP

Adozen rifle-toting soldiers guarded a small commu-
nity hall as day broke in the eastern Sri Lankan town
of Batticaloa yesterday morning. Around 9 am local

time - roughly the same time a suicide bomber killed 29 of
their fellow parishioners at the evangelical Zion Church two
weeks ago - worshippers streamed silently into the hall.
Survivors of the attack on Easter Sunday ambled in on
crutches or with an eye patch. Some clutched bibles. Many
wiped away their tears. Inside, several hundred worshippers
knelt on the tile floor, addressing Jesus Christ in prayer.
“Come to our protection in this world where we are being
hit by waves,” their voices sang out in Tamil.

More than 250 people were killed and nearly 500
wounded in the attacks by Islamist militants on churches
and hotels across the Indian Ocean island on April 21. The
suicide bombers were identified as members of Islamist
militant groups based in Sri Lanka, but Islamic State
claimed responsibility. Although Islamic State gave no evi-
dence to back up its claim, Sri Lanka President Maithripala
Sirisena told Reuters in an interview on Saturday that he
believed the group orchestrated the attacks that plunged

Sri Lanka in a nightmare.
The government has warned that the militants were

plotting more attacks, and police and military were con-
ducting a security sweep of schools ahead of the stag-
gered re-opening of state institutions yesterday. “Save us
from the Satans who are trying to destroy our nation,” the
Christian worshippers in Batticaloa chanted. Zion would
need more repairs before the church could be used again.
There were also no services at St Sebastian’s Church in
Negambo, where at least 102 people perished. But a mass
was held behind closed doors at St. Anthony’s Church in
Colombo, the third church bombed that day.

The suicide bomber who attacked the congregation in
Zion Church was from the neighboring town of Kattankudy
just across a lagoon from Batticaloa. Witnesses say
Mohamed Nasar Mohamed Asath had stood close to a
generator when he detonated the bomb in his backpack,
amplifying the force of the blast. Fourteen children, many of
whom were having breakfast in the church portico, were
killed and several dozen worshippers in this largely low-
income congregation were wounded, according to Zion

church officials.
“Why does the Lord take us through this fire?”

Reverend Roshan Mahesan said, his voice breaking, after
about an hour of singing. Mahesan, who was travelling on
Easter Sunday and missed the bombing, praised parish-
ioner Ramesh Raju, who reportedly kept the bomber from
entering the main church hall because he grew suspicious
of him. Raju died in the blast. Worshippers also prayed for
the injured, like 30-year-old Arul Prashanth who helped
others before collapsing from his wounds. Shrapnel had
pierced his shoulder and back.

Sumathi Karunakaran, a 52 year-old homemaker,
received a volley of shrapnel on the upper left side of her
body before she escaped by climbing over a wall. She
attended service with a bandaged eye and an arm in a
sling. “I will keep on coming,” said Karunakaran, whose 22-
year-old daughter Uma Shankari was still undergoing
emergency care from injuries sustained in the blast. “In
fact, my husband is here for the first time. He came for our
daughter,” she said as parishioners walked out of the
three-hour service. —Reuters
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The street:
Expanding 
arena in Europe’s 
political battle

European governments from across the polit-
ical spectrum have in the last months found
themselves increasingly challenged on the

streets by popular protest movements. These ten-
sions are set to come to a head when EU states
hold elections for the European Parliament, where
populist forces are hoping to make big gains
against established parties. Protest movements
have taken on many different forms in Europe,
from the “yellow vest” protesters who have rattled
French President Emmanuel Macron to the thou-
sands who rallied in Slovakia after the death of an
opposition journalist. Here is a rundown of some
of the main protest movements in Europe as EU
states prepare to vote from May 23-26:

Britain 
The vote for Britain to leave the EU was itself

seen as a slap in the face for the political estab-
lishment, after the leaders of all main political par-

ties at the time came out against Brexit. With
Prime Minister Theresa May now seeking to
implement Brexit, hundreds of thousands of peo-
ple swamped central London on March 23 to
press for Britain to stay in the bloc, in one of the
biggest protests seen in the capital in years. But
others have also taken to the streets to demand
that Brexit be implemented and press the govern-
ment not to opt for a soft exit from the EU.

France 
The “yellow vest” movement erupted in

November 2018 as a show of anger against the
perceived lack of concern on the part of Macron
for the problems of ordinary French. The protests
rapidly morphed into a nationwide movement
against inequality and have frequently turned vio-
lent, with authorities accusing radical protesters of
acts of criminal aggression. Macron has acknowl-
edged that some of the protesters’ demands were
just, and embarked on a vast nationwide debate to
hear people’s grievances. In late April he promised
a range of measures for easing the burdens for
those worst-off, after unveiling in December a
minimum wage top-up and other financial relief
valued at 10 billion euros ($11 billion).

Hungary 
Prime Minister Viktor Orban, who has proudly

promoted himself as a nationalist-conservative
scourge of liberalism, has become one of the most

polarizing figures in the country’s post-Soviet his-
tory. His policies, including labor reforms
denounced as a “slave law” and a crackdown on
immigration, have prompted regular protests
drawing thousands of people in Budapest and
other cities. One of the biggest protests saw
15,000 people gather in central Budapest on
December 16.

Slovakia  
The assassination of investigative reporter Jan

Kuciak and his fiancee in February 2018 as he was
about to publish a story on alleged ties between
Slovak politicians and the Italian mafia, prompted
protests on a scale never seen before in Slovakia.
The protests brought down the government of
prime minister Robert Fico and sparked a political
transformation that culminated in the election this
year of anti-corruption campaigner Zuzana
Caputova as president.

Poland 
The fatal stabbing in Poland of Gdansk’s liberal

mayor Pawel Adamowicz in January prompted one
of the biggest gatherings seen in the country since
the Solidarity movement helped bring down com-
munism. Tens of thousands of people gathered in
January for the funeral of Adamowicz, who had
been mayor of the Baltic port city for 20 years. His
killing became a lightning rod for anger against
the conservative Law and Justice party (Pis),

which is despised by opponents notably for a
series of controversial legal reforms that have
drawn rebukes from the European Union.

Germany 
The far-right and Islamophobic Pegida has tak-

en its fight to the streets with protests especially in
the east of the country, sometimes in alliance with
the far-right AfD party. Last year, 8,000 people
answered a joint call by the AfD and Pegida to
protest in the Saxony city of Chemnitz. A smaller
counterprotest of liberals was called in response,
and a dozen people were wounded in clashes. The
tensions underscored the divisions in Germany
over Chancellor Angela Merkel’s decision three
years ago to keep the country’s borders open to
asylum seekers, many fleeing war in Syria and Iraq.

Spain
Spain’s radical leftwing Podemos party was

born from the protest movement that swept the
country during the financial crisis and estab-
lished itself in parliament starting in 2015. It is
now challenged by another radical upstart from
the other side of the political spectrum, the ultra-
nationalist Vox movement, which denounces
Islam and liberalism. Vox scored a major break-
through by winning just over 10 percent of the
vote in April elections. Podemos, which took
around 14 percent, could help the ruling Socialist
party remain in power. —AFP


