
PODGORICA, Montenegro: A Montenegro court yesterday
handed jail sentences to two opposition politicians and a dozen
others, including Russians and Serbians, over their alleged plot
to overthrow the government in 2016 and halt a bid to join
NATO. Pro-Russian opposition leaders Andrija Mandic and
Milan Knezevic were given five years in prison for being part of
a “criminal organization” whose aim was to “violently over-
throw” the government and “prevent Montenegro from joining
NATO,” judge Suzana Mugosa said.

Two alleged Russian intelligence officers tried in absentia
were handed the heaviest sentences of 12 and 15 years respec-
tively. Moscow, who had opposed the tiny Balkan state’s efforts
to join NATO at the time, has denied any involvement in the plot
and rejected the allegations as “absurd”. Nine Serbians were
also convicted, including a former police general and anti-NATO
activist.  Since the trial opened a year and a half ago, Montene-
gro’s pro-Russian opposition has decried it as a “staged political
trial” and government-backed “witch hunt” aimed at destroying
their political camp. 

Their coalition was the main opposition force against current
President and then-prime minister Milo Djukanovic at the time

of the coup, which was allegedly going to be carried out on gen-
eral election day in October 2016. “Without this so-called coup
d’etat, the regime would certainly be in opposition today,” op-
position leader Mandic said at the trial’s close in March. He ac-
cused Djukanovic of taking advantage of a “wave of
anti-Russian hysteria to attack” his opponents.  Ahead of the
verdict, the opposition warned that a conviction of its leaders
would risk “irremediably destabilizing Montenegro”. The politi-
cians are expected to appeal the ruling.

Questions remain    
Prosecutors have recently moved towards “minimizing” ini-

tial claims of “Moscow’s official role in the plot”, Montenegro-
based analyst Sergej Sekulovic said. The first verdict
nevertheless gives “credibility” to the  prosecutor’s indictment
and “strengthens the position of the government, which from
the beginning has held an identical position to that of the pros-
ecutor,” he added. In the years since the alleged coup attempt,
Djukanovic was elected President in 2018, Montenegro joined
NATO and the government continued its negotiations for ac-
cession to the European Union. 

The opposition’s Democratic Front coalition remains weak-
ened. Observers say the months-long trial still left many ques-
tions unanswered. The weapons that the plotters allegedly
planned to use were never shown in court. According to the in-
dictment, dozens of cases of automatic weapons and three cases
of ammunition were thrown into a lake in a neighboring country.

Prosecutors later said that a Serbian who provided the
weapons ultimately destroyed them at the request of Montene-
grin justice. “Without these weapons, the story of a violent over-
throw of power is unconvincing,” Dragan Soc, a lawyer and
Montenegro’s former justice minister, told AFP ahead of the rul-
ing. “Firm material evidence” was missing, he added. One of the
prosecution’s key witnesses, Serbian national Aleksandar Sind-
jelic, also reversed his testimony.

Sindjelic initially told the court the Democratic Front was “fi-
nanced by money from Russia” that would have aided the coup.
But in March, just before the end of the trial, he told a Serbian
television channel that there had been no “plan of violence in
Podgorica”, only a anti-NATO “protest”. The court did not bring
him back to the witness stand, saying his reversal was expressed
outside any judicial framework. — AFP
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Montenegro convicts pro-Russian 
politicians of violent coup plot

Moscow denies involvement, rejects allegations as ‘absurd’ 

Putin hails 
military might
on WWII 
Victory Day
MOSCOW: President Vladimir Putin
vowed to ensure Russia’s military strength
as the country yesterday marked World
War II Victory Day, an event that has be-
come increasingly important over his two-
decade rule. The president’s speech to
thousands of soldiers and veterans on Red
Square came at the start of an annual pa-
rade that sees hundreds of pieces of mili-
tary hardware roll through the streets of
Moscow.

“The lessons of the past war are rele-
vant once again. We have done and will do
all that is necessary to guarantee the high
capabilities of our armed forces,” he said.
Those in the modern Russian army remem-
ber the “oath” of Soviet soldiers who
fought Nazi Germany, he added: “I die but
I will not surrender”. Putin asked the crowd
to observe a minute’s silence as the Kremlin
clock chimed under grey skies. 

Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, 88,
and Hollywood actor Steven Seagal, who
has been a vocal supporter of Putin, were
at the commemoration along with Russian
dignitaries. The two-day public holiday to
celebrate the 1945 victory comes amid
heightened tensions with the West and
fears of a new Russia-US arms race. Pa-
rades and celebrations took place in towns
and cities across Russia, from the Euro-
pean exclave of Kaliningrad to the Far
Eastern Sakhalin island, near Japan.

Toy weapons   
In Moscow, flag-waving crowds lined

the streets to catch a glimpse of tanks and
personnel. Among them were children
dressed in miniature military uniform, a
practice that has become popular in recent
years but also sparked controversy. Victory
Day paraphernalia including replica sol-
diers’ caps and toy weapons have been
available to buy in Russian supermarkets in
the days leading up to the event.

Thousands were also set to take part in
the “Immortal Regiment” march, in which
people carry pictures and medals of rela-
tives who fought in the war.  Victory Day
parades only became an annual event
after the collapse of the USSR and the Im-
mortal Regiment tradition began in 2012.
Since then the march has been heavily
promoted in state media and city services
offer to print out pictures of Soviet sol-
diers free of charge.

Almost half of Russians said they were
planning to attend a Victory Day event
this year, according to state pollster VT-
sIOM. In recent years Moscow has
stepped up military activity abroad, inter-
vening on behalf of Bashar al-Assad’s
regime in Syria’s civil war and backing
separatist rebels in eastern Ukraine.
Around 750 personnel took part in a Vic-
tory Day parade at the Russian airbase in
Syria’s Hmeimim yesterday, the defense
ministry said in a statement.

Russia has also said it would build up its
military presence in the Arctic, seeking to
assert its influence in the strategic region.
State television broadcast marches from
around the former USSR, including from
the unrecognized republic of Lugansk-a
Ukrainian breakaway region run by the
Moscow-backed separatists. The conflict
in eastern Ukraine has cost some 13,000
lives over the last five years. —AFP 

‘Bollocks to Brexit’: 
Lib Dems unveil 
new slogan
LONDON: Britain’s Liberal Democrats yesterday un-
veiled “Bollocks to Brexit” as their stark new campaign
slogan in the European Parliament election campaign.
The centrist party, which performed well in council elec-
tions last week, is seeking to beef up its credentials as
the traditional pro-European party. “We’ve been the
pro-Europe party for 50 years,” party leader Vince
Cable said in an interview with The Guardian.

The Liberal Democrats are facing competition from
Change UK, a new group of former Conservative and
Labour MPs who also oppose leaving the EU and want
a second referendum on Brexit with an option for Britain
to remain in the EU. The “Bollocks to Brexit” slogan has
until now been used only by campaigners, including
flamboyant businessman Charlie Mullins who has put up
a giant poster with the phrase above the offices of his
company Pimlico Plumbers.

The word “bollocks”-used in British English-means
both rubbish and testicles and was made world-famous
by the Sex Pistols punk album “Never Mind The Bol-
locks”. The Guardian said “more squeamish” Liberal
Democrat candidates would be able to use campaign
literature containing the more toned-down slogan
“Stop Brexit”. 

Pro-Brexit campaigner Darren Grimes was not
amused, saying that the party was “so desperate for at-
tention that it’s willing to stick two fingers to the mil-
lions who voted for, and believe in, Brexit”. The main
national parties opposing Brexit, the Liberal Democ-
rats, Change UK and the Greens, have failed to form an
alliance ahead of the May 23 vote. The Brexit Party, led
by Nigel Farage, is topping the polls with a simple mes-
sage that the government has betrayed the result of the
2016 Brexit referendum. —AFP

MOSCOW: Russian President Vladimir Putin attends a wreath laying ceremony marking the 74th an-
niversary of the victory over Nazi Germany, just outside the Kremlin in Moscow. — AFP 


