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Donald Trump’s 
Ukrainian path to 
impeachment attempt 

It started with a shadowy diplomatic campaign as
Donald Trump bypassed official channels on
Ukraine, and the unusual foreign policy bid has now

triggered public hearings on impeachment - the ulti-
mate indignity for a US president. The spark that lit the
Ukraine affair, according to officials who have already
appeared behind closed doors before Congress, was
Rudy Giuliani, the voluble former mayor of New York
who signed up as Trump’s personal lawyer.

Determined to rebut the narrative that Russian elec-
toral interference, which was documented by US intel-
ligence, brought Trump to power, Giuliani pitched an
alternative theory - that not Russia but Ukraine, which
has been battling Moscow-backed separatists, inter-
vened in the 2016 vote, and in favor not of Trump but
his Democratic rival Hillary Clinton.

Despite the lack of evidence, the Ukraine theory
gained currency among Trump supporters, who zeroed
in on the role of Hunter Biden, the son of former vice
president Joe Biden - who is seeking the Democratic
nomination to challenge Trump next year. Hunter Biden,
whose troubled life has included struggles with alcohol,
served on the board of Burisma, a Ukrainian energy
company, but insisted he did not lobby his father.

Fixation on Ukraine 
Giuliani claimed that Joe Biden, then in office,

demanded that Ukraine dismiss a prosecutor to save
his son from investigations. There is little evidence
behind the theory as other Western nations and the
IMF also sought to remove the prosecutor, Viktor
Shokin, who had been tarnished by corruption allega-
tions. Giuliani, according to numerous officials, was
instrumental in securing the early departure in May of
the US ambassador to Ukraine, Marie Yovanovitch,
after a whispering campaign that she supported the
Democrats.

She told Congress that the State Department earlier
had asked her if she wanted to extend her tenure into
2020. William Taylor, the US diplomat who became
acting ambassador in Kiev, said that Yovanovitch was
“caught in a web of political machinations”. Also in
May, Ukraine inaugurated a new president, 41-year-
old comedian and political newcomer Volodymyr
Zelensky. Returning from his inauguration, the US spe-
cial envoy on Ukraine, Kurt Volker, and the US ambas-
sador to the European Union, Gordon Sondland,
implored Trump to meet Zelensky.

Sondland later said that Trump’s response was, “go
talk to Rudy”. And the former mayor was ready -
according to Sondland, Giuliani said Zelensky needed
to promise publicly to investigate both Burisma and
Ukraine’s alleged role in the 2016 election. In a
released text message, Taylor told Sondland, a political
appointee who donated money to Trump, that Zelensky
was concerned that Ukraine was “merely as an instru-
ment” in US electoral politics. Volker, a respected vet-
eran diplomat who resigned in September, was even
more blunt, telling lawmakers that in seeking an inves-
tigation of Burisma, “Giuliani was interested in Biden.”

Criticism of ‘drug deal’ 
Trump accepted to talk to Zelensky by telephone

and ramped up pressure in the run-up. On July 10,
Sondland told Ukrainian officials in Washington that a
summit with Trump was conditioned on the desired
investigations. John Bolton, a Republican stalwart who
was then Trump’s national security adviser, ended the
meeting and ordered that it be reported to a White
House lawyer, purportedly saying he did not want to
be part of a “drug deal”.

But Volker in a text message confirmed to the
Ukrainians that the White House would find a date for
Zelensky’s visit only if the new president convinced
Trump in the phone call that he was serious about an
investigation. The trio of Volker, Taylor and Sondland,
however, apparently did not tell the Ukrainians of a
major step - the freezing of a vital chunk of military aid
to Kiev needed to fight Russian-backed forces.

Trump and Zelensky spoke by telephone on July 25.
The Ukrainian leader thanked the United States for
providing anti-tank missiles and Trump replied, “I
would like you to do us a favor, though.” Trump,
according to a release by the White House, asked for
Ukraine to launch the investigations. Trump com-
plained of Robert Mueller’s probe into Russian inter-
ference in the 2016 election, telling Zelensky that “they
say a lot of it started with Ukraine” and also mention-
ing “a lot of talk about Biden’s son.”

The US leader said that Giuliani would follow up
with Zelensky and denounced “that woman” -
Yovanovitch, who had been sent back to Washington -
as “bad news”. The conversation so alarmed
Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Vindman, a Ukraine
expert on the National Security Council, that he alert-
ed the internal legal chief. — AFP

Three decades after staging mass protests that freed
them from communism, Czechs and Slovaks are hit-
ting the streets again, bitter over pervasive corrup-

tion and politicians with roots in that era. The Velvet
Revolution of 1989 saw unprecedented protests and a
general strike end four decades of Soviet-imposed totali-
tarianism in what was then Czechoslovakia. The country
was a member of the Warsaw Pact which crumbled that
year as communism collapsed in East Germany, Poland,
Hungary, Bulgaria and Romania, so ending the Cold War.

But Communists never quite disappeared from politics
and are now joining forces with populists in a bid for pow-
er in Czechoslovakia’s successor states, the Czech
Republic and Slovakia. “The Communist legacy still exists
in Slovakia, and corruption is a big problem,” says Milan
Knazko, a Slovak actor who is among the Velvet
Revolution’s most popular leaders. “Lies, corruption,
hypocrisy, intimidation, bullying people - these are
Communist methods that are commonplace here,” he told
AFP. “We still haven’t come to terms with freedom, order,
democracy, human rights,” Czech pensioner Kamil
Miroslav Cerny, a member of an opposition group in 1989,
told AFP.

Murder, graft 
A former communist, populist Czech Prime Minister

Andrej Babis is tagged as an agent in secret police files
from the 1980s, something the billionaire has flatly denied.
His minority coalition government can only survive in par-
liament thanks to the informal support of the Communist
Party, which controls 15 seats in the 200-member lower
house. Babis also faces a string of graft and conflict-of-
interest allegations centered on Agrofert, his sprawling

farming, media and chemicals holding. Huge crowds flood-
ed central Prague in June demanding Babis step down over
the allegations in a protest that local media reported drew
around 250,000 people, making it the largest since the
Velvet Revolution. Its organizers, the Million Moments for
Democracy movement, are planning another protest for
Nov 16 to mark the Velvet Revolution. “We’ll issue an ulti-
matum to Andrej Babis: Either he resolves his conflict of
interest... or steps down as prime minister,” chief organizer
Mikulas Minar said this week, threatening bigger rallies
should Babis fail to respond.

With political roots in the Communist Party, Robert
Fico, leader of Slovakia’s governing Smer-SD populist
social democrats, is widely regarded as calling the political
shots despite not being in government. He was forced out
as prime minister in early 2018 following the gangland-
style murder of investigative journalist Jan Kuciak, whose
work unveiled alleged ties between some officials in Fico’s
administration and the Italian mafia. The murder sparked
the largest protests Slovakia has seen since the Velvet
Revolution, with tens of thousands rallying in Bratislava
alone. Several other officials were forced to quit after their
links to shady entrepreneur Marian Kocner, charged with
ordering the murder, came to light.

‘Jeopardize democracy’ 
On Nov 17, 1989, Communist police brutally crushed a

peaceful student march in central Prague, triggering the
switch to democracy known as the Velvet Revolution.
Slovaks flooded the streets two days later and then tens of
thousands of people rallied in both Prague and Bratislava
for days. The Communists gradually bowed out and dissi-
dent playwright Vaclav Havel became president of

Czechoslovakia, leading the country to democratic elec-
tions in 1990.  After splitting in 1993, the Czech Republic
and Slovakia went on to join NATO and the EU, with
Bratislava also joining the eurozone in 2009. New politi-
cians and political parties emerged along the way, but vot-
ers gradually lost patience with them, mainly due to wide-
spread corruption, and began turning to politicians with
communist roots. “Tolerance for co-operation with the for-
mer regime, unacceptable in high-level politics in the past,
has increased markedly,” says Tomas Lebeda, a political
analyst at Palacky University in the eastern Czech city of
Olomouc. “Society is too easy-going and too tolerant
towards entities that might jeopardise the democratic
process,” he added.

‘Strong personalities’ 
Babis, the fifth wealthiest Czech according to Forbes,

shrugged off allegations of murky business dealings and
his Communist past to enter government as finance minis-
ter in 2013, pledging to fight corruption. His ANO (YES)
movement came second in the 2013 election, then won the
2017 vote. It has since topped opinion polls, with 30-per-
cent voter support despite graft allegations that have
dogged Babis. A fixture in Slovak politics for over a
decade, Fico served as prime minister in 2006-2010 and
2012-2018. The latest polls suggest his Smer-SD, which
still heads the coalition government under Prime Minister
Peter Pellegrini, will top the general election due in
February. “Strong personalities are the winners, regardless
of their past,” independent Czech political analyst Jan
Kubacek told AFP. “The new (anti-communist opposition)
faces simply failed after the revolution, and people have
started looking for alternatives,” he added. — AFP 

Communism haunts Czechs, Slovaks 3 decades on 

From Trotsky to 
Morales, Mexico’s 
asylum tradition 

From Leon Trotsky to Luis Bunuel to Salvador
Allende’s widow, Mexico has a long tradition of
offering asylum to political exiles - right down to

newly arrived Bolivian ex-president Evo Morales.
Whether Republicans fleeing Francisco Franco after
Spain’s country’s Civil War or Argentines, Chileans and
Brazilians fleeing military dictatorships in the 1970s,
Mexico has welcomed many thousands of political asy-
lum-seekers over the years.

“I’m very proud to head a government that guarantees
the right to asylum,” President Andres Manuel Lopez
Obrador said Tuesday, as Morales arrived after resigning
amid growing unrest triggered by his controversial re-
election to a fourth term. Morales, for his part, said
Mexico “saved my life”, after exiting the Mexican air
force plane sent to fetch him from a Bolivia in flames.

According to retired Mexican diplomat Agustin
Gutierrez Canet, the first political figure granted exile in
Mexico was Nicaraguan revolutionary Cesar Augusto
Sandino, who led an uprising against the US military
occupation of Nicaragua in the 1920s. However, Sandino
left Mexico in 1930, frustrated at what he called the
Mexican government’s broken promise to aid his cause.

An even more famous figure arrived seven years later:
Trotsky. Exiled from the Soviet Union in 1929 by Joseph
Stalin, the Marxist revolutionary drifted from Turkey to
Norway to France before finally landing in Mexico in 1937.
“It was the muralist Diego Rivera who asked President
Lazaro Cardenas to grant (Trotsky) asylum. But we all
know the consequences. Mexican protection failed and
Ramon Mercader came along,” said Gutierrez. Mercader, a
Spanish communist and secret agent for the Soviet intelli-
gence services, infiltrated Trotsky’s inner circle, then
assassinated him with an ice axe at his home in 1940.

Under Cardenas, who was president from 1934 to
1940, Mexico also welcomed more than 20,000 Spanish
exiles fleeing Franco’s regime after the Republicans’
defeat in the Civil War. The Republican government-in-
exile was based in Mexico from 1939 to 1946. The exiles
included the poet Leon Felipe, a friend of Che Guevara
and Fidel Castro - who himself fled to Mexico after wag-
ing an aborted rebellion in Cuba, then went on to launch
the Cuban Revolution from there - and Bunuel, the leg-
endary filmmaker. Bunuel, a one-time spy and propagan-
dist for the Republicans, moved to Mexico in 1946,
becoming a Mexican citizen and filming his classic movie
“The Young and the Damned” there.

More exiles arrived during the brutal Latin American
dictatorships of the 1970s. They included Hortensia
Bussi, widow of Chile’s late socialist president Allende,
who fled to the Mexican embassy in Santiago and ulti-
mately Mexico itself after her husband died during the
coup that ousted him in 1973. Mexico also took in
Central Americans during the wars that rocked that
region in the 1980s, including Guatemalan indigenous

activist and Nobel Peace Prize winner Rigoberta
Menchu.

Politically risky 
Taking in Morales could be a politically risky bet for

Lopez Obrador, a fellow leftist elected last year. It could
strain the “peace and love” relationship he has sought to
maintain with US President Donald Trump, who openly
detests Morales. At home, Lopez Obrador’s opponents
were quick to pounce. Morales “is a dictator clinging to
power! He’s a persona non grata in Mexico,” tweeted for-
mer president Vicente Fox, of the conservative National
Action Party (PAN).

Even celebrated Mexican writer Elena Poniatowska, a
Lopez Obrador ally, joined in. “Why do presidents want
to stay in power forever? Why does Evo Morales insist
on believing there is no one but him?” she tweeted
Saturday. However, Gutierrez, the diplomat, said granting
Morales asylum was in line with Mexico’s commitments
under international treaties. “It’s important that political
asylum not be subject to ideological considerations,” he
said. “It’s for people who are being politically persecuted,
endangering their lives, liberty or safety.” That was the
case for Morales, he said.

Marta de Cea is glad for Mexico’s asylum tradition.
The 74-year-old Argentine woman fled to Mexico in
1976 after being kidnapped by the military regime. “They
helped us very much. I’m still here after more than 40
years. I’m a Mexican citizen. My home is here, my daugh-
ters are Mexican,” she said, her voice breaking. “I’m very
grateful to this country.”  — AFP 

‘We’re not dead’: 
Yellow vests 
seek second wind 

The only traces of the six-month battle waged at the
Montabon roundabout in northwest France are the
French flag, a luminous yellow vest hoisted on a pole

high above the ground, and a few empty food cans rusting
in the mud. This windswept junction in the rural Sarthe
region was the local rallying point in the nationwide cam-
paign against fuel taxes, which began in November 2018
and quickly ballooned into a full-scale revolt.

In an orchard next to the road, a group of struggling
workers, pensioners, job seekers, drifters and dreamers erect-
ed a wooden shelter. There, they gathered each day to share
a meal and strategize, swapping stories of hardship in an area
squeezed by factory closures. They celebrated Christmas,
New Year and wedding anniversaries together, creating one
of the most enduring of the hundreds of roadside camps set
up by the yellow vests to protest policies seen as skewed
toward well-off city-dwellers. “It was like Noah’s ark,” said
David Bruzzi, a 49-year-old mechanic who was one of the
camp’s leaders. “It wasn’t just about beating up on (President
Emmanuel) Macron,” Bruzzi told AFP during a weekly gath-
ering with a handful of other roundabout “veterans” in a
shed on the fruit farm that hosted the Montabon camp. “It
was about looking after people in the area and filling shop-
ping bags” for hard-up protesters, he said.

‘We are here’  
This weekend, thousands of yellow vests will return to

the roadside to mark the first anniversary of a rebellion
which badly rattled the government, forcing Macron to
revise his ambitious reform agenda. Others will travel to
Paris, Bordeaux and other big cities to take part in the
52nd straight week of street protests, several of which
ended in scenes of looting and arson that made headlines
worldwide.

Whether the anniversary can breathe new life into a
movement whose turnout has shrunk from 282,000 pro-
testers on November 17, 2018, to just a few thousand
nationwide on recent Saturdays, remains to be seen. For
David’s wife Vanina, a 44-year-old service station employ-
ee who spent six months at the barricades, the anniversary
is the chance to say “We are here, we are not dead.”

Around the world, participants in leaderless revolts
from Hong Kong to Chile have cited the yellow vests as a
source of inspiration. But in France, the movement’s gains
are widely questioned by its own rank-and-file. Most of
them dismiss the Ä10-billion ($11 billion) package of meas-
ures for the working poor and pensioners announced by
Macron late last year as “peanuts”.

Sitting at a bench in a shed stacked with crates of
apples, Vanina ventures that the yellow vests’ biggest
achievement was to spur other disgruntled groups, such as
teachers and hospital workers, to take their grievances to
the streets. “We can always say that if we hadn’t done it,
things would be worse,” said Jean-Jacques Brossay, a griz-
zled 63-year-old pensioner.

Evolution or revolution? 
Not everyone is convinced that history will be kind to

the yellow vests. Marco Beaulaton, a retired technician
who took part in a 10-day blockade of a petrol refinery in
the city of Le Mans, 45 kilometres north of Montabon, is
among the skeptics. Like David Bruzzi and the Montabon
roundabout, 61-year-old Beaulaton remembers the block-
ade as an “unforgettable moment of solidarity and shar-
ing”, with birthdays celebrated “around a bonfire of burn-
ing pallets”.

But as the days passed, the presence of far-left and far-
right elements spoiling for a fight with the police grew,
alienating many others. Beaulaton, who pleaded for
“Mandela and Gandhi-style” pacifism, is convinced that
the movement shot itself in the foot by refusing to con-
demn the violence of a radical minority. “What people
want is evolution, not revolution,” he argued. “The French
already had their revolution and paid the price in blood.”

Making politicians listen 
One of those on the receiving end of the protesters’

anger was Damien Pichereau, a fresh-faced local man
elected to parliament on Macron’s centrist ticket in 2017. A
year earlier, newcomers like 31-year-old Pichereau, who
grew up in a Sarthe village of 250 people, were being
hailed as a breath of fresh air in a jaded political land-
scape. But for the yellow vests, Macron’s army of young
devotees were objects of contempt. Pichereau recalls one
demonstrator telling him “You don’t know how much I’d
like to put a bullet in you”. In February, his constituency
office was smashed by hooded demonstrators during a
yellow vest protest. And yet like Macron, who told Time
magazine in September that the yellow vests had been
“good for me”, Pichereau said he believed the movement
was a force for positive change. — AFP

In this file photo taken on Dec 10, 1989, Vaclav Havel waves to the crowd of thousands of demonstrators gathered on Prague’s Wenceslas Square. — AFP 


