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KIEV: Television comedian Volodymyr
Zelensky took the oath of office as Ukraine’s
new president yesterday, promising that as
hard as he had worked in the past to make
Ukrainians laugh, he would now work to keep
them from crying. As his first act, he dismissed
the parliament still dominated by loyalists of
his defeated predecessor, setting up an elec-
tion in two months in which his new party has
a chance to win its first seats. The inaugura-
tion day was marked by informal moments
that conveyed the outsider persona that
helped carry the political novice to a landslide
victory last month.

He high-fived cheering supporters who held
their arms outstretched outside the Soviet-era
parliament building, and stopped for a selfie
with the crowd. At one point he jumped up to
kiss a man on the forehead. He later eschewed
a motorcade to make his way to his new office
on foot. “Dear people, during my life I tried to
do everything to make Ukrainians smile,” he
said in his speech to parliament. “In the next
five years, I will do everything, Ukrainians, so
that you do not cry.”

Zelensky grew to national fame playing the
role of a schoolteacher who unexpectedly
becomes president after a pupil films him mak-
ing a foul-mouthed tirade against corrupt
politicians and posts the video online. His cam-
paign exploited the parallels with that fictional
narrative, portraying him as an everyman who
would stand up to a crooked political class. In

his inauguration speech, he called on officials
to take down the customary portraits of the
president that hang in their offices, and put up
pictures of their children instead.

Ukraine’s most pressing issue is conflict
with its neighbor Russia, which annexed its
Crimea region in 2014 and backed separatists
in a war in the east that has killed 13,000 peo-
ple. Zelensky said his first task was to achieve
a ceasefire, adding that dialogue could only
happen after the return of Ukrainian territory
and prisoners of war. Kremlin spokesman
Dmitry Peskov yesterday said Russian
President Vladimir Putin has no plans to meet
with Zelensky and would not be congratulating
him on taking up the post. The Russian presi-
dent will instead “congratulate him on the first
successes” in regulating the conflict, he said,
calling it a “domestic problem” for Ukraine.

Born in Ukraine’s Russian-speaking east,
Zelensky briefly switched from the Ukrainian
language to Russian during his speech, to talk
about the need to win over the hearts and
minds of people in separatist areas. That
prompted the head of a populist party, Oleh
Lyashko, to interrupt the speech to interject
that Ukrainians living in Crimea and the east
also understood Ukrainian. Zelensky replied:
“They understand the Ukrainian language,
yes. Thank you very much! Thanks for contin-
uing to divide people, Mr Lyashko!”

Parliament is still dominated by the bloc
named for Zelensky’s defeated opponent, con-

fectionary tycoon Petro Poroshenko, and by a
range of smaller parties mostly founded as the
personal vehicles for other political insiders.
Zelensky called on lawmakers to use the two
months until the snap election to pass a law
that would strip them of immunity from prose-
cution and another law that bans officials from
illegally enriching themselves. “You will have
two months for this. Do it and you will deserve
medals,” Zelensky said.

Zelensky had defeated Poroshenko by
promising to fight entrenched corruption,
deliver a ceasefire in the east and raise living
standards in one of Europe’s poorest countries.
His campaign relied on his broad social media
presence and comedy gigs, and also traded on
the image of his fictional president, who is
scrupulously honest and outwits corrupt law-
makers and oligarchs. Last week he accused
lawmakers of trying to sabotage his ability to
call a snap election. However, lawmakers of
various parties told Reuters they would accept
the call for a new vote. “I see no reason to chal-
lenge Zelensky’s decision,” said Ivan Vinnyk, a
lawmaker in Poroshenko’s faction.

Despite his everyman image, critics accuse
Zelensky of having too close a relationship
with a powerful businessman, Ihor
Kolomoisky, whose TV channel broadcasts his
comedy shows. Zelensky has rejected those
accusations. Zelensky also said he wanted to
replace the head of the state security service,
the general prosecutor and the defense minis-

ter. Defense Minister Stepan Poltorak and the
head of the SBU security service Vasyl
Grytsak swiftly tendered their resignations.

Zelensky has so far not spelled out his
nominations for key appointments that fall
within his purview. “I’m waiting for a change

for the better, but I do not think that change
will come very quickly,” said Oleksandr, a 45-
year-old Zelensky supporter from the eastern
Luhansk region. “For him the main problem is
the economy and here he needs to eliminate
the influence of the oligarchs.” — Agencies 

High fives, selfies and snap election 
as Zelensky takes power in Ukraine

New president says ceasefire first priority 

VIENNA: Austrian far-right ministers yesterday were
ready to quit their posts, the party chief said, after the
country’s coalition government collapsed over a cor-
ruption scandal days before European elections.
Conservative Chancellor Sebastian Kurz has called for
fresh elections after a hidden-camera sting forced his
far-right deputy to resign, bringing an end to a coali-

tion many on the European
right held up as a model.
With Kurz scrambling to
regain control over the
weekend, saying he can no
longer tolerate the far-right
Freedom Party (FPOe)
scandals, media speculation
is growing he will also oust
far-right Interior Minister
Herbert Kickl.

The FPOe closed ranks
behind Kickl, threatening
to quit their cabinet posts,
which besides the interior

ministry include the foreign, defense, transport and
social affairs ministries. “We will give up our govern-
ment offices if Interior Minister Herbert Kickl is forced
out,” Norbert Hofer, who is infrastructure minister and
took over the FPOe leadership on Sunday, told a press
conference. “I feel very sorry that such a great govern-
ment project ends so soon... I think this government
was very popular,” he said, adding that Kickl had done
“nothing wrong”. Austrian President Alexander Van der
Bellen on Sunday suggested elections be held in early
September with a date to be fixed after further talks
with other parties.

Fake Russian backer 
Heinz-Christian Strache stepped down as vice-

chancellor and FPOe leader after recordings published
by German media Friday showed him offering govern-
ment contracts in return for campaign help to a fake
Russian backer in a villa on the resort island of Ibiza.
Elsewhere in the footage, Strache appears to hint at
ways political donations could escape legal scrutiny.
Kickl was FPOe secretary general at the time when any
political donations would have been made. Strache on
Saturday denied the party had received illegal funds. “It
is clear Herbert Kickl cannot investigate himself,” Kurz
was quoted by the Kurier newspaper yesterday. He has
said the recordings were the final straw in a string of
FPOe-related scandals.

The most damaging recent controversy linked to
interior minister Kickl was last year when he ordered
raids on the country’s own domestic intelligence
agency BVT. Numerous documents were seized, raising
fears among Austria’s Western partners about the pos-
sibility of leaks to Moscow. The FPOe has a coopera-
tion agreement with President Vladimir Putin’s United
Russia party.

Over the weekend thousands of people demonstrat-
ed in Vienna against the government at an impromptu
gathering in front of the chancelery on Saturday, as well
as at a previously planned pro-EU rally on Sunday. In
an emotional resignation statement Saturday, Strache
said he had been “stupid” and “irresponsible” but was
the victim of a “targeted political attack”. In the
recordings - of unknown origin - Strache and a col-
league from his party, who has also resigned, are seen
talking to a woman purporting to be the niece of a
Russian oligarch.

They discuss how she could gain control of the
country’s largest-circulation tabloid, the Kronen
Zeitung, and install editorial staff who would help the
FPOe’s 2017 election campaign. In return, Strache held
out the possibility of awarding public contracts. The
Kremlin yesterday denied any involvement in the sting
operation. The scandal has already made waves outside
of Austria. German Chancellor Angela Merkel over the
weekend reacted to the scandal by warning of the dan-
gers of far-right politicians “for sale”, who wanted to
“destroy the Europe of our values”. — AFP

Far-right ministers 
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Huawei CFO house 
arrest contrasts with 
Canadians in China
TORONTO: Huawei Chief Financial Officer Meng
Wanzhou described her house arrest in Vancouver as
“restricted to a limited space” even as she spent her
past six months in a six-bedroom, multi-million dollar
Canadian home. Meng, 47, has access to top lawyers,
moves around relatively freely in Vancouver, albeit
with restrictions, and her comments drew immediate
comparison between her life in house arrest versus
the two Canadians detained in solitary confinement in
China for a similar length of time.

Daughter of Huawei Technologies Co Ltd’s billion-
aire founder, Ren Zhengfei, Meng was arrested at
Vancouver’s airport in December on a US warrant
and is fighting extradition on charges that she con-
spired to defraud global banks about Huawei’s rela-
tionship with a company operating in Iran.
Businessman Michael Spavor, who worked with North
Korea, and former diplomat Michael Kovrig were
picked up separately in December, shortly after
Canada arrested Meng. Both were formally arrested
earlier this month on state secret charges but it was
unclear if they have been moved to another facility
where they might get better treatment.

“The difference between the terms of detention of
Madame Meng and the two Canadians is going to just
jump off the page,” said Paul Evans, a professor at the
University of British Columbia who specializes in
China and Canada relations. He added that the con-
trast could anger Canadians who compare Meng’s
conditions with those of Kovrig and Spavor. The two
Canadians have no access to lawyers or bail, are ques-
tioned every morning, afternoon and evening, and are
held in a room where the lights are not allowed to be
turned off at night, according to Canadian diplomats.
China has said only that the legal rights of the two men
are being fully guaranteed. Meanwhile, Meng lived in
her C$5.6 million ($4.2 million) home in Vancouver,
which has six bedrooms and five bathrooms, after
posting a C$10 million bail in December. “Despite
being physically restricted to a very limited space dur-
ing my time in Vancouver, my inner self has never felt
so colorful and vast,” Meng wrote in the letter pub-
lished last Monday on the Xinsheng Community, an
internal forum for the 188,000 Huawei employees. She
praised employees for their concern and said there
were employees “staying up all night just to follow my
case in distant time zones.” — Reuters

Biden the man for 
Dems desperate 
to beat Trump 
PHILADELPHIA: The crowded 2020 presidential race fea-
tures six women, three African Americans and a dozen
youthful contenders. But Denise Haley is going old school,
supporting white male frontrunner Joe Biden as the
Democrat best positioned to beat Donald Trump. “He
could lead the nation and bring us back together,” Haley,
who is black, told AFP of the 76-year-old former vice
president, reflecting what appears to be a solidifying sen-
timent amid voters whose support has given Biden a com-
manding poll lead.

Haley, a 60-year-old healthcare professional, was in the
crowd Saturday when Biden came to Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania to address the biggest, most boisterous rally
of his four-week-old White House campaign. Many atten-
dees thrilled at Biden essentially sidestepping discussion
of the gruelling primary battle ahead and focusing on the
general election face-off with Republican Trump, whom he
often attacked with explicit condemnation.

“Biden is Trump’s biggest rival and has the highest
chance of kicking Trump out of office,” high-schooler
Ankita Kalasabail, who is 16 but will be old enough to vote
in 2020, said in explaining her support for a man 60 years
her senior. “We need to beat Trump” and Biden has a
stronger shot than the 22 other Democratic candidates,
said Mickey Kirzecky, a consultant.

Biden, a veteran Democrat who spent 36 year in the US
Senate, boasts the thickest resume of any candidate seek-
ing to deny Trump a second term. But crucially, said
Kirzecky, he has a knack for connecting with all-important
blue-collar voters. “I hate to use the word electability, but
I think that’s part of what comes into play,” she added,
stressing Biden’s more moderate politics and his populari-
ty with working-class Americans - a constituency that
helped Trump win the White House in 2016. “I think he
might be a healing candidate,” she added.

The historically diverse race is cluttered with progres-
sives vying for the votes of Democrats witnessing their

party’s steady leftward shift. But Haley, the health profes-
sional, said her candidate criteria are based not on skin-
color, age, or gender, but capacity to win and to get the
job done. “I don’t think you have to be a woman or an
African-American to do that,” she said. “I just think you
have to be a strong leader and I think he (Biden) shows
those qualities.”

As for Biden being one of three septuagenarians in the
race, along with Trump and Senator Bernie Sanders,
Norda Lewis brushed it aside. “I don’t think that age mat-
ters,” said the 36-year-old teacher from the Philadelphia
suburbs, describing Biden as “a man for the people” who
can appeal to traditional Democrats, independents, and
working-class Republicans.

John Lester, a graphic designer from Philadelphia, said
Biden’s age could become a concern, although “he does
seem like a healthy guy”. What draws him to Biden is the
candidate’s “broader appeal” and moderate politics,
Lester, 61, said. “I support the issues of diversity,” but
moving too quickly toward a liberal agenda at a time of
deep political divisions might backfire, he added. “I like
that fact that he’s steady and I trust him,” added Lester’s
wife Doreen. “I believe that he’s a good guy, and I think we
need good again.”

Biden spent eight years in the White House with presi-
dent Barack Obama, and his close alliance with the
nation’s first black commander in chief has earned him
strong support from the coveted African-American vot-
ing bloc. But Biden’s legislative record and past actions,
such as his treatment of Anita Hill - the woman at the
center of emblematic sex harassment hearings in the
Senate almost three decades ago - or his support for a
crime bill that led to mass incarcerations of black men,
have come under scrutiny. — AFP

PHILADELPHIA: Former US vice president Joe Biden arrives
for the kick-off of his presidential election campaign in on
May 18, 2019. — AFP 

Sebastian Kurz

Kiev: Ukraine’s President Volodymyr Zelensky holds the Bulava, the Ukrainian sym-
bol of power, during his inauguration ceremony at the parliament yesterday. — AFP 

Salvini fumes as 
ruling partner slows 
anti-migrant bill 
ROME: Italy’s governing populist Five Star Movement
appeared to have coalition partner Matteo Salvini on the
back foot yesterday, as it challenged the strongman over
his latest anti-migrant decree. The head of the far-right
League is courting votes ahead of the European elec-
tions by waging war on refugees and migrants attempt-
ing to reach Europe by boat, and he wants his bill adopt-
ed ahead of the May 26 ballot. But while the bill was
slated for debate at a cabinet meeting yesterday, the
M5S signalled it was not prepared to pass the law in its
present form.

The draconian update to Salvini’s earlier security decree
has drawn fire from his coalition partner M5S, the Catholic
Church and even the UN’s human rights agency. While the
M5S reluctantly passed the initial security law in November,
political watchers said it knew it could stand up to Salvini
now because he would not risk the government collapsing
just before the EU vote. Any large-scale crisis in the gov-
ernment could affect the performance of the League and its
plans to head up a nationalist grouping of far-right parties

in the Europe parliament. “If
(the decree) is just an empty
electoral stunt it means they’re
taking Italians for a ride,” said
M5S head Luigi Di Maio.
“We’ll see (at the cabinet
meeting). The interior minister
hasn’t let us read it yet,” Di
Maio said of the final draft.

‘Cannot last forever’ 
The League has not appre-

ciated the recent change in the
anti-establishment M5S from

yes-man to challenger. Cabinet secretary and League
member Giancarlo Giorgetti described his party’s loyalty
to the M5S yesterday as “unreasonable”, saying it “cannot
last forever”. He also said Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte
- whose name was put forward by the M5S when the
coalition was formed - could not be a neutral leader.
Salvini lashed out at all and sundry on Sunday after dis-
covering live on television that a Sicilian prosecutor had
overruled his order to close the ports to migrants rescued
by the German charity Sea-Watch. The furious minister
said early yesterday that the government was not at risk -
“as long as people keep their word”. “I wouldn’t want, for
example, ports to be opened after everything I’ve done” to
close them, he said. — AFP

US ambassador 
to China visiting 
Tibet this week
BEIJING: US Ambassador to China Terry Branstad was
scheduled to visit Tibet this week, a US embassy spokes-
woman said, the first visit to the region by a US ambassa-
dor since 2015, amid escalating trade tension between the
two countries. The visit follows the passing of a law in
December that requires the United States to deny visas to
Chinese officials in charge of implementing policies that
restrict access to Tibet for foreigners, legislation that was
denounced by China.

“This visit is a chance for the ambassador to engage
with local leaders to raise longstanding concerns about
restrictions on religious freedom and the preservation of
Tibetan culture and language,” the spokeswoman said in
an emailed statement. Branstad was travelling to Qinghai
province and neighboring Tibet from May 19 to May 25 on
a trip that will include official meetings as well as visits to
religious and cultural heritage sites, the spokesperson said.

Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman Lu Kang said the
government welcomed Branstad’s visit and he could see

for himself the big changes that have taken place there
since Tibet was “peacefully liberated” more than six
decades ago. China hopes that Branstad does not take any
“prejudices” with him on this trip and goes with an objec-
tive attitude so he can reach his own conclusions, Lu told a
daily news briefing.

“Especially on the protection and development of
Tibetan culture, religion, heritage, and history, I hope that
he can respect the facts and draw his own conclusions,
instead of being confused and disturbed by hearsay and
certain long-standing rumors and smears.” In December,
China criticised the United States for passing the
Reciprocal Access to Tibet Act, which seeks to promote
access to Tibet for US diplomats and other officials, jour-
nalists and other citizens by denying US entry for Chinese
officials deemed responsible for restricting access to Tibet.
The US government is required to begin denying visas by
the end of this year.

China says it is “resolutely opposed” to the US legisla-
tion on what China considers an internal affair, and it
risked causing “serious harm” to their relations. The
ambassador’s visit comes as tensions have been running
high between the two countries over trade. China struck a
more aggressive tone in its trade war with the United
States on Friday, suggesting a resumption of talks between
the world’s two largest economies would be meaningless
unless Washington changed course. — Reuters
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