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Wearing camouflage shirts and combat boots, a
Venezuelan militia group stands in formation in
the Colombian city of Cucuta as their com-

mander, a former Venezuelan army sergeant, outlines plans
to seize towns across the border before heading to
Caracas to help oust President Nicolas Maduro. Eight
men, who said they were defectors from Venezuelan
police, army and intelligence services, had gathered near
the two nations’ tense frontier, from where they said they
will lead an attack aimed at overthrowing Maduro and
handing the reins of power to opposition leader Juan
Guaido.

Dubbing their planned offensive “Operation Venezuela,”
the ex-army sergeant, Eddier Rodriguez, said there were
around 150 men ready to take part with his group. Reuters
was unable to independently confirm the status of the
eight men or the size of the militia. “Our goal is to liberate
the country,” said Rodriguez, 37, who said he is currently
working as a security guard in Bogota. “We’re troops will-
ing to give our lives if necessary, all 150 of us.”

The Venezuelan defense ministry and the information
ministry - which handles media enquiries for the govern-
ment - did not respond to a request for comment about
the formation of militias in Colombia. Victor Bautista, bor-
der director for Colombia’s foreign ministry, said any
groups who actually took up arms would be considered a
paramilitary organization and would be detained by
authorities if they were found.

“That would be totally rejected by our government and
fully taken up by the appropriate authorities to apply cor-
responding legal measures,” said Bautista. A Colombian
intelligence official, who asked not to be identified, said the
intelligence service had detected an unspecified number of
Venezuelan militia groups in the country but could not act
against them because they had not yet committed any

crimes. Separately, a high-level Colombian government
official who asked not to be named said arrestable
offences could include illegal possession of weapons and
conspiracy to commit a crime. An estimated 1.2 million
Venezuelans have crossed into Colombia in recent years,
fleeing a painful recession and hyperinflation in their
homeland that has left millions of people suffering from
hunger and shortages of basic goods. 

They include increasing numbers of defectors from the
armed forces, some of whom are forming militias with the
intention of pushing for the overthrow of Maduro. While
such militias are vastly outnumbered in the face of
Venezuela’s 150,000-strong military, the men told Reuters
they were willing to face any consequence if they can rid
their country of Maduro’s government, underscoring the
frustration and desperation of many Venezuelan migrants.

Guaido cited the constitution in January to assume an
interim presidency, saying Maduro rigged last year’s elec-
tion. He has appealed to Venezuela’s armed forces to turn
against Maduro. The United States and most Western
nations have recognized Guaido as the South American
country’s rightful leader. Maduro accuses him of being a
coup-monger and so far has retained the loyalty of the
bulk of the armed forces.

Rodriguez said his group had been meeting different
“resistance” groups in Colombia. He did not provide fur-
ther details of those groups, or of how they planned to
cross the border and launch an attack. He said they had
acquired handguns, easily available along the border, and
were seeking to raise funds to buy further weapons,
explosives, bullet-proof vests, food and water.

‘Minimal bloodshed’
Colombian President Ivan Duque has recognized

Guaido as Venezuela’s rightful ruler and branded

Maduro a dictator. Maduro severed diplomatic relations
with Colombia after Duque backed opposition efforts to
bring US aid into the country in February, although
Duque has ruled out supporting any military interven-
tion. More than 1,400 members of the national guard
and other members of the armed forces have left
Venezuela for Colombia since Maduro’s troops violently
drove back the aid convoys, according to Colombia’s
migration office.

As per an agreement with the Venezuelan opposition,
Colombia provides dissident military officials with food
and housing, and the right to work. In an interview in
Caracas, Guaido said that if any decided to take up arms
that would be due to Maduro’s refusal to agree to free and
fair presidential elections. “This reflects the discontent that
there is in the armed forces: soldiers looking for alterna-
tives and solutions because Maduro has shut off the elec-
toral option,” Guaido told Reuters.

He did not immediately reply to a request for comment
on Bautista’s assertion that groups who took up arms in
Colombia would be detained. Maduro has said last year’s
presidential vote was fair and has branded defecting sol-
diers as “traitors.” On April 30, Guaido attempted to rally
Venezuela’s armed forces to rise up, but only a few dozen
soldiers and one top government official defected. The mil-
itary top brass reaffirmed their loyalty to Maduro.

Over the years, Maduro - and former President Hugo
Chavez - won the loyalty of the armed forces in part by
promoting hundreds of officers to the rank of general and
rewarding them with lucrative positions in state-run enti-
ties, like oil company PDVSA. Rodriguez’s team said they
have made contact with garrisons in Venezuela and many
were ready to fight once the operation began. He did not
provide details about specific garrisons and Reuters could
not independently verify the information. — Reuters

From Colombia, Venezuelan defectors 
arm themselves to liberate homeland

People cross the Simon Bolivar international bridge from San Antonio del Tachira in Venezuela to Cucuta in Colombia. According to the United Nations, since 2015 three million
Venezuelans have fled the worst economic and political crisis in the history of the country with the largest oil reserves in the world. — AFP 

President Donald Trump is restructuring
his legal team with lawyers more at
home in a courtroom than a television

studio as he shifts from dealing with Special
Counsel Robert Mueller to battling
Democratic-led investigations in the US
Congress. The long-time leaders of Trump’s
team - Jay Sekulow and Rudy Giuliani - remain
in place. But other attorneys, known for their
litigation skills, are taking on larger roles on
the team: William Consovoy, Patrick
Strawbridge, Marc Mukasey and Stefan
Passantino.

The first legal offensive from Consovoy and
Strawbridge has encountered early setbacks.
Their law firm, Consovoy McCarthy, filed two
lawsuits in April on behalf of Trump intended
to block congressional subpoenas seeking the
Republican president’s personal financial
records, but both were rejected last week by
federal judges. Trump is appealing those deci-
sions, and House Democrats agreed not to
enforce the subpoenas during that process.

Some lawyers scoffed at Consovoy’s han-
dling of the litigation, particularly a courtroom
moment when he sought to cast doubt on the
authority of Congress to investigate presidential
corruption because it is not a “law enforcement”
agency. “Kudos to the judge if he managed not to
burst out laughing in open court at this,” George
Conway, a prominent conservative lawyer and
frequent Trump critic, wrote on Twitter. Conway
is married to Trump adviser Kellyanne Conway.
Others said Consovoy and Strawbridge are los-
ing simply because the law is against them as
they advocate for executive branch protection

from congressional scrutiny. “They were hired
to do an impossible job,” said Paul Rosenzweig,
a Washington lawyer who worked on the inde-
pendent counsel investigation into President
Bill Clinton in the 1990s.

Trump is defying congressional investiga-
tions into his administration, his family, his
business interests and his finances, calling
them “presidential harassment.” His adminis-
tration has ignored subpoenas, refused to let
current and former aides testify and declined
to hand over documents in the aftermath of the
April release of a redacted version of Mueller’s
report that detailed Russian interference in the
2016 US election to boost Trump’s candidacy.

The Trump Organization, the president’s
company, has its own lawyers in the subpoena
fights. They include Mukasey, a criminal defense
lawyer in Manhattan and former Giuliani law
partner whose father Michael Mukasey served
as US attorney general from 2007 to 2009
under Republican President George W Bush,
and Passantino, a former lawyer in Trump’s
White House who is now at a law firm.

Consovoy and Strawbridge both served as
clerks in 2008 for Clarence Thomas, one of the
most conservative US Supreme Court justices.
The firm Consovoy McCarthy, with offices in
the Washington suburb of Arlington, Virginia,
and in Boston, is known for arguing against
affirmative action policies that benefit racial
minority groups that have faced discrimination
and for battling women’s healthcare and abor-
tion provider Planned Parenthood. The firm also
is defending Trump in a lawsuit by the
Democratic attorneys general of Maryland and
the District of Columbia accusing him of vio-
lating a US Constitution anti-corruption provi-
sion, called the emoluments clause, barring US
officials from accepting gifts or payments from
foreign governments. The suit cites Trump’s
refusal to disentangle himself from his busi-
nesses including a Washington hotel blocks
from the White House. Consovoy, Strawbridge,
Mukasey and Passantino declined to provide
comment for this story. — Reuters

Heavily indebted Lebanon has unveiled an
unprecedented plan to bring its public finances
under control but faces an uphill struggle to

restore investor confidence that is needed to stave off
crisis. After years of backsliding on reform, fear of
economic catastrophe has forced action on Lebanese
leaders who have overseen the post-civil war policies
that landed the country with one of the world’s heavi-
est public debt burdens.

Minds in Beirut have been focused by years of low
economic growth and a slowdown in deposit growth
in the banking sector. This has been vital to meeting
Lebanon’s financing needs, helping an economy that
produces very little and imports lots to “defy gravity”
for years, economists say. The budget includes some
politically difficult moves such as a three-year state
hiring freeze, capping bonuses and a tax on state
pensions. Others were sidestepped, notably propos-
als for a temporary public sector wage cut.

“The main test of this budget is whether it can
bolster market confidence and usher fresh hard cur-
rency inflows that are urgently needed to cover
Lebanon’s substantial external financing gap,” said
Farouk Soussa, Middle East and North Africa econo-
mist at Goldman Sachs. “So far, there is little evidence
of this.” Credit ratings agency S&P Global said the
announcement of the budget itself may not be
enough to restore damaged confidence among non-
resident depositors and investors.

News of the budget’s approval helped Lebanon’s
dollar bonds to climb on Tuesday and the cost of
insuring exposure to its sovereign debt fell. The
budget aims to cut the deficit to 7.6% of GDP from
11.5% in 2018. It will now go to parliament for
debate. Prime Minister Saad Al-Hariri has called it the
start of a “long road” towards steering the economy
“to safety” and shows Lebanon is determined to
tackle public sector waste.

‘Lasting reforms’
Together with a plan for reforming the waste-rid-

den power sector, a major drain on the public purse,
the budget could help Beirut tap into some $11 billion
in financing pledged at the CEDRE conference for
Lebanon in Paris last year. “This budget is a good
first step, and signals a genuine commitment by the
Lebanese government to take some politically diffi-
cult but economically necessary steps,” said a
Western diplomat from a country that took part in
CEDRE.

“But the key now is in delivering lasting reform,
and providing a vision for the long term growth of
Lebanon’s economy.” Wissam Harake, World Bank
economist in Lebanon, said the deficit cut - if it mate-
rializes - would be a big adjustment. “I reserve judg-
ment on the outcome of this, but I think it illustrates
seriousness,” he told Reuters. Some economists
remain wary of Lebanese government numbers.
Soussa noted that the government had targeted a
2018 budget deficit of 8.4% of GDP but it ended up
at 11.5%.

Soussa said he was sticking by a forecast of a
9.4% deficit for 2019 “given the government’s poor
track record in meeting its targets ... and the fact that
the budget is unlikely to be passed into law for
another month, by which time almost half of the fiscal
year will have passed”. Alia Moubayed, managing
director at Jefferies, said the budget targets lacked
realism given optimistic revenue forecasts that
ignored the recessionary impact of the proposed
measures and cuts in capital spending. The govern-
ment had failed to pursue critical structural reforms,
she added.

“We think the total deficit is unlikely to fall below
9 to 9.5% of GDP,” Moubayed said. Revenue gener-
ating measures include a 2% tax on imports and
increasing the tax on interest to 10% from 7%. This
will hit both depositors and the income banks earn on
treasury bonds. The government also plans to slice
some $660 million from debt servicing costs by issu-
ing low interest treasury bonds to the domestic
banks, the finance minister has said.

As cabinet debated the budget, public sector
workers staged multiple strikes and army veterans
protested against any cuts. Since it was finalized on
Friday, there has been no sign of new protests or
strikes. Jason Tuvey of Capital Economics said the
budget showed the difficulties of driving through
public sector pay cuts. “They’ve struggled to push
through austerity and ultimately some form of debt
restructuring will be needed in the next couple of
years,” he said. —  Reuters

Lebanon budget 
seen ‘a good first 
step’, but numbers 
questioned

BUDAPEST: Hungary is preparing legis-
lation that would strip the Hungarian
Academy of Sciences of its body of
research institutions, giving the govern-
ment more control over scientific activity,
the news website index.hu reported yes-
terday. Hungary’s oldest and largest aca-
demic institution, the Hungarian Academy
(HAS) is solely funded by the government
but self-managing, with a network of sci-
entific research bodies employing about
5,000 people. 

The planned measure, which has been
resisted by academics and civil groups,
would be the latest in a series of moves
by the country’s right-wing Prime
Minister, Viktor Orban, to expand control,
including steps concerning the courts,
media, economy and education. Some of
his measures have drawn criticism from
the European Union.

A months-long tussle between
Orban’s government and academics over
the changes is moving towards its final
stages with the submission of a bill to
parliament expected in coming weeks,
index.hu said, citing the draft legislation.
The government has said the changes are
needed to help Hungary shift towards
more innovative industries.

“The objective is that the additional
resources devoted to domestic scientific
research should be utilized in patents and
inventions serving the Hungarian econo-
my in earnest,” the Innovation and
Technology Ministry said in an emailed
reply to questions about the report. “The
current system is inefficient and Hungary
has fallen behind,” the ministry said,
adding it believed the planned changes

did not harm independent research.
The European Commission said it

supported the autonomy of academic
institutions, both in terms of funding and
self-government. “The Commission con-
tinues to closely monitor the develop-
ments in the Hungarian public research
system while urging the authorities to
refrain from any decision restricting sci-
entific and academic freedom in the
country,” it said. A resolution passed by
the Academy earlier this month said it
disagreed with what it called the “political
motivation for the arbitrary restructuring
of the institutional network”.

The academy, which carries out sci-
entific research using a network of spe-
cialized research institutions, receives 40
billion forints ($137.27 million) a year
from the government. Index said the
government proposal would move all the
research units into a new public institu-
tion with a 13-member governing board
comprising six government and six
academy delegates. Orban would
appoint the chairman based on a joint
proposal by the board.

Scientists have called for only a third
of board members to be picked by the
government. Index also said a new
National Scientific Policy Council
chaired by Innovation and Technology
Minister Laszlo Palkovics, the architect
of the academic overhaul, would make
the proposals for main areas of research
to be funded. Under the legislation, the
academy would hand over the buildings
and assets of its research institutions to
the new state-run organization, the
report said. — Reuters 

Defying scientists, Hungary to
overhaul academic network

For battles with 
Congress, Trump 
reshapes legal 
defense team


