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Top diplomat 
says he listened 
to Trump on 
‘quid pro quo’
WASHINGTON: The US ambassador to
the European Union told an impeach-
ment hearing yesterday that he followed
President Donald Trump’s orders in
seeking a “quid pro quo” deal for
Ukraine to probe a political rival in
exchange for a White House summit. In
explosive televised testimony, Sondland
— whose appearance was being
watched especially closely as he was a
Trump ally — said he believed the presi-
dent was pressing Ukraine to investigate
his potential 2020 challenger Joe Biden.

“We followed the president’s orders,”
Sondland testified before the House
Intelligence Committee. He said that
Trump forced US diplomats to work with
his personal lawyer, former New York
mayor Rudy Giuliani. Sondland said that
Trump held off on offering a summit with
Ukraine’s new president, Volodymyr
Zelensky, as Giuliani demanded that Kiev
publicly announce it was investigating a
gas company on which former vice pres-
ident Biden’s son Hunter held a paid
board position. 

Giuliani also wanted Zelensky to
investigate a widely discredited conspir-
acy theory that Ukraine planted evi-

dence on a server of Biden’s Democratic
Party to show that Russia interfered in
the 2016 election. “Mr Giuliani’s requests
were a quid pro quo for arranging a
White House visit for President
Zelensky,” Sondland said.

Sondland said he “never received a
clear answer” on why the White House
suspended $391 million in security aid to
Ukraine, which is battling Russian-
backed separatists, but that he “came to
believe” it was also tied to the investiga-
tions sought by Trump. “I was adamantly
opposed to any suspension of aid, as the
Ukrainians needed those funds to fight
against Russian aggression,” he said.

“In the absence of any credible
explanation for the suspension of aid, I
later came to believe that the resumption
of security aid would not occur until
there was a public statement from
Ukraine committing to the investigations
of the 2016 election and Burisma, as Mr
Giuliani had demanded,” he said.

Top officials knew of policy 
Sondland was appearing in the sec-

ond week of televised hearings in which
Democrats are seeking to establish
whether Trump abused the power of his
office by leveraging military aid and a
White House meeting to extract a com-
mitment from Zelensky to probe the
Bidens. The House investigation could
conceivably wrap up this week, with evi-
dence then sent to the House Judiciary
Committee to draw up articles of
impeachment.

Trump’s impeachment by the
Democratic-controlled House would

place Trump on trial in the Senate, where
a Republican majority could protect him
from removal. Sondland said that he and
two fellow US officials, Energy Secretary
Rick Perry and Ukraine Special Envoy
Kurt Volker had “worked with Mr Rudy
Giuliani on Ukraine matters at the
express direction of the President of the
United States.”

“We did not want to work with Mr
Giuliani. Simply put, we were playing the
hand we were dealt,” he said. His testi-
mony was likely to pile fresh pressure on
Giuliani, the former mayor of New York
who had other business interests in
Ukraine and who has refused to testify

or hand over documents to the impeach-
ment probe despite a subpoena.

It could also undermine Republican
efforts to shield Trump by suggesting
Sondland and Giuliani had pursued their
own efforts in Ukraine outside formal
diplomatic channels. Sondland denied
that the trio, dubbed the “three amigos,”
were involved in “some irregular or rogue
diplomacy” that departed from White
House policy. He said top officials in the
White House and State Department,
including Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo and then-National Security
Advisor John Bolton, were all informed
about the Ukraine efforts. —AFP

Church siege 
ends, UN calls 
on Nicaragua to 
end repression
MANAGUA: Opposition protesters holding a hunger
strike inside Managua’s Catholic Cathedral and the
pro-government supporters opposing them ended a
standoff Tuesday, as the UN called on President Daniel
Ortega to halt persistent repression. The activists, who
were demanding the release of political prisoners,
were able to leave a building where they had taken
refuge after a mob of Ortega supporters broke into the
cathedral Monday and attempted to dislodge them.

In the process, the government supporters injured
a priest and a nun. “We had a bad, bad, bad time” one
of the protesters, Janeth Chavarria, told reporters
after she and the other hunger strikers were evacuat-
ed by the Nicaraguan Red Cross. The protesters were
able to leave after the government dislodged its own
supporters from the surroundings.

The Catholic Church has a powerful role in the
country but President Daniel Ortega has accused bish-
ops of supporting deadly anti-government protests
that rocked the country last year. The priest and nun
were attacked when they attempted to block the group
from taking control of the cathedral, according to an
archdiocese statement. Students shouting “Respect the
Church” demonstrated at the Central American
University in Managua on Tuesday, and threw water
and dirt at security forces blocking the entrance.

They also demanded the release of 16 opposition
activists, including Belgian-born student leader

Amaya Coppens, who were arrested for trying to
bring water to 11 female hunger strikers. The UN
human rights office voiced alarm at the harsh tactics
used against the protesters. “The government must
end the persistent repression of dissent and the
ongoing pattern of arbitrary arrests,” UN rights office
spokesman Rupert Colville told reporters in Geneva.

He also called on Managua to “refrain from crimi-
nalizing and attacking human rights defenders, politi-
cal opponents and any other dissenting voices.”
Nicaragua’s political crisis erupted in April 2018,
when protests mushroomed into a popular uprising
against Ortega that was met with a brutal crackdown
in which hundreds were killed. Critics accuse Ortega,
a former rebel hero, of running a repressive leftist
dictatorship. —AFP

Iraq’s Tuktuk paper
aspires to become  
vehicle for change
BAGHDAD: “If you kill us all, who will you rule over?”
says the latest issue of Tuktuk newspaper, produced,
printed and distributed by Iraqi anti-government
activists to thousands of protesters camped out in
Baghdad’s Tahrir Square. The front cover features
images of flag-waving demonstrators defying a crack-
down by authorities after weeks of deadly unrest that
has shaken the country out of two years of relative
calm following the defeat of Islamic State.

The newspaper, named after the three-wheeled
motorcycles that have become a symbol of Iraq’s
protests for ferrying wounded demonstrators to
makeshift medical tents, is less than a month old.
Tuktuk started as an attempt to circumvent an infor-
mation blackout by authorities who shut down the
internet for weeks on end, and to crystallize the
demands of protests that have swept Baghdad and
southern Iraq.

Activists with a background in online news pub-
lishing are behind the project. They write the articles,
edit the paper, print it in local printing shops and dis-
tribute some 2,000 copies to protest camps in
Baghdad several times a week. “Tuktuk is one of the
few ways protesters on the street can get real, reli-
able reports of the unrest happening in the country,”
said editor Ahmed al-Sheikh Majed, sitting in a
Baghdad cafe going over articles on his laptop.

The newspaper features articles written by local
activists and translations of international media
reports about Iraq. Protesters hand around copies of
Tuktuk at Tahrir Square, the main protest camp in the
capital. “It’s great, it’s some of the only accurate news
we see. We don’t know exactly where it’s written and
printed, which is probably best for the editors to
avoid arrest,” one demonstrator who only gave his
name as Hussein, said as he read a copy. Unidentified
gunmen last month raided the offices of local and
regional media outlets over coverage of the protests.
Iraq’s leaders condemned attacks on the media but
the perpetrators have not been identified.

Carry on publishing
Since the start of the unrest, more than 300

people have been killed in clashes with security
forces who have used live ammunition, tear gas and
stun grenades to quell the protests. “We can’t rely
on state media,” Majed said. On days when Iraqi
security forces have been clashing with protesters,
state television has reported calm in Baghdad and
broadcast government statements that barely men-
tion the unrest.

The protests, which began on Oct 1 in Baghdad
and quickly spread through southern Iraq, broke out
over lack of jobs and services. They now demand the
removal of a political elite seen as corrupt and pup-
pets of Iraq’s two main allies, Iran and the United
States. The mass protests are the biggest challenge to
the political order that emerged after a US-led inva-
sion toppled dictator Saddam Hussein in 2003.

Prime Minister Adel Abdul Mahdi’s government
has promised reform including more jobs for gradu-
ates, holding corrupt officials to account, electoral
changes and an early vote. Protesters and the editors
of Tuktuk say those reforms do not go far enough as
they would keep the current crop of Iraqi officials in
power. They plan to keep protesting and publishing.
“We’ll carry on printing until the demands of the rev-
olution are met,” Majed said. —Reuters 

BEIRUT: At an anti-corruption rally in Lebanon’s capi-
tal, 16-year-old Mariam Sidani said she had skipped
school to protest against politicians who care nothing
for her life prospects. “No one’s taking care of my
future,” she said, her face flushed after a day in the sun.
“I want to live in my own country, not be forced
abroad,” she said, her long hazel hair flowing over her
backpack straps.

At the heart of Lebanon’s one-month-old protests, a
young generation of activists is coming of age and
demanding a country in which they can see themselves
thriving and growing old. With humorous songs, satiri-
cal art and creative slogans, they are demanding the
overhaul of an entire political class they see as ineffi-
cient, corrupt and out of touch.

Many of the protesters were born in 2000 or later,
learning online what life is like overseas, and they say
what is on offer in Lebanon is simply not good enough.
“All over the world students are fighting for climate
justice,” said Sidani. “But we don’t even have a sea,”
she said of a polluted coastline that is largely priva-
tized and to which access is prohibitively expensive.

‘Worse than season 8’ 
Near the seat of cabinet, students dance to the

booming beat of a rapper from the northern Akkar
region demanding “the fall of the regime”. A young
female university student holds up a poster depicting
top politicians as sharks.  “Let’s go hunt,” it reads.
Another student deplores the country’s endless politi-
cal crises and crumbling economy with a pop culture
reference.

“It’s so bad you made me forget how bad season 8
was,” her poster says, referring to TV series Games of
Thrones. Like their older counterparts, Lebanon’s
Generation Z demand 24-hour electricity, clean water,
healthcare, better garbage management, more public
spaces and an end to corruption. But in a country

where more than 30 percent of youth are unemployed,
they also just want jobs. Tina, a 17-year-old high
school student, said she wanted a future not defined by
the ability to pay bribes or call in a favor from some-
one influential.

“We want to stay here with our families and find
jobs without personal connections,” she said, clutching
a cardboard poster that denounced parents who effec-
tively buy their children good marks in school. Not far
off, dancing among the crowd, 19-year-old Sandra
Rizk had flown back to Lebanon from her first year at
university in Italy to take part in the protests. “We
have really intelligent people who are leaving this
country to go and fix other ones. It shouldn’t be like
this,” she said. “Those people have to come back and
repair Lebanon,” said the fashion design student, short
curly brown hair framing her face.

‘Social justice’ 
Analyst Nadim Houry said the new generation of

demonstrators had surprised people. “Everyone
expected them to be too lethargic from all these hours
on YouTube and social media,” said the executive
director of the Arab Reform Initiative. “But similar to
their cohort in places as far as Hong Kong, they have
shown themselves to be more political and articulate
than their predecessors,” he told AFP.

Born a decade after the country’s 1975-1990 civil
conflict, they never knew some of the country’s politi-
cians as warlords, and are not paralyzed by the same
fears as their parents or even elder siblings, Houry
said. “They care less about sectarianism and more
about social justice,” he said. In a multi-confessional
country where Lebanese have long voted along sectar-
ian lines, young protesters say they have freed them-
selves from political affiliations and are putting their
country first.

“They want to be treated as citizens and not as

members of sects,” Houry said. Lebanon has been
shaken by protests before, including a huge movement
that ended Syrian occupation in 2005, and a brief out-
cry denouncing those responsible for heaps of
garbage mounting in and around that capital in 2015.
But 26-year-old interior architecture student George
said today’s cross-sectarian uprising was different.

“This is the real revolution that represents all of us,”
he said, carrying a Lebanese flag. His generation would
carry the movement forward, he said, even if those who
were employed felt they needed to return to their jobs.
“If older people need to go back to work, we’ve
swapped our university and school timetables for the
revolution,” he said. —AFP

‘I want to live in my own country, not be forced abroa’

Young Lebanese protesters demand 
for a better future for their country 

BEIRUT: Lebanese anti-government protesters sit on the ground as they take part in a demonstration
near the parliament headquarters in the capital Beirut’s downtown district. —AFP

WASHINGTON: US Ambassador to the European Union Gordon Sondland takes
the oath ahead of his House Intelligence Committee hearing as part of the
impeachment inquiry into US President Donald Trump on Capitol Hill. —AFP

MANAGUA: An anti-government protester kicks a riot police
shield during a protest of students and relatives of political pris-
oners in front of a police line at the Universidad Centroamericana
(UCA). —AFP

Australian family 
‘overjoyed’ at 
hostage release
SYDNEY: The family of Australian academic
Timothy Weeks said they were ‘overjoyed’ at
his release by the Taleban in an Afghanistan
prisoner swap that came three years after he
was abducted. The Taleban handed over Weeks
and American Kevin King to US forces in
southern Afghanistan on Tuesday in exchange
for three high-ranking insurgent prisoners.

King and Weeks, both professors at the
American University in Kabul, were kidnapped
by gunmen wearing military uniforms in the
heart of the Afghan capital in August 2016.
Weeks’ family said in a statement late Tuesday
night they were “overjoyed that Tim has been
released after more than three years in captivi-
ty”. The family thanked the Australian, United
States and Afghanistan governments for their
efforts in securing his freedom.

“We thank our friends and extended family
for their love and support over the past three
years during this very difficult time,” the state-
ment said. “It is important that Tim now be giv-
en the time and space to start to come to terms
with his experience.” During their captivity, the
Western hostages appeared looking haggard in
a Taleban video, with the insurgents going on to
say that King was in poor health. —AFP


