
WASHINGTON: Groups of pro-
testers took to the streets in
Washington and other US cities on
Saturday to condemn the air strike
in Iraq ordered by President
Donald Trump that killed Iranian
military commander Qassem
Soleimani and Trump’s decision to
send about 3,000 more troops to
the Middle East.

“No justice, no peace. US out of
the Middle East,” hundreds of
demonstrators chanted outside the
White House before marching to the
Trump International Hotel a few
blocks away.

Similar protests were held in
New York, Chicago and other
cities. Organizers at Code Pink, a
women-led anti-war group, said
protests were scheduled on
Saturday in numerous US cities
and towns. Protesters in
Washington held signs that read
“No war or sanctions on Iran!”
and “US troops out of Iraq!”

Speakers at the Washington event
included actress and activist Jane
Fonda, who last year was arrested at
a climate change protest on the steps
of the US Capitol. “The younger peo-
ple here should know that all of the
wars fought since you were born
have been fought over oil,” Fonda, 82,
told the crowd, adding that “we can’t
anymore lose lives and kill people and
ruin an environment because of oil.”

“Going to a march doesn’t do a
lot, but at least I can come out and
say something: that I’m opposed to
this stuff,” said protestor Steve Lane
of Bethesda, Maryland. “And maybe
if enough people do the same thing,
he (Trump) will listen.” Soleimani,
regarded as the second most power-
ful figure in Iran, was killed in the

U.S. strike on his convoy at Baghdad
airport on Friday in a dramatic esca-
lation of hostilities in the Middle East
between Iran and the United States
and its allies.

Public opinion polls show
Americans in general have been
opposed to US military interven-
tions overseas. A survey last year by
the Chicago Council on Global
Affairs found 27 percent of
Americans believe military interven-
tions make the United States safer,
and nearly half said they make the
country less safe. —Reuters

ZAGREB: Croatians went to the polls yes-
terday to elect a new president in an
uncertain vote where the conservative
incumbent-trying to unite a fractured right
wing-faces a serious challenge from a left-
ist former prime minister. Some 3.8 million
people are eligible to vote in a poll that is
being held just days after Croatia took over
the European Union’s helm for a six-month
period, which will be dominated by Brexit
and the bloc’s enlargement. 

At the same time, the EU’s newest mem-
ber is struggling with a mass exodus of its
people, corruption and a lackluster econo-
my at home. Centre-right incumbent,
Kolinda Grabar-Kitarovic, is campaigning
on a “real Croatia” ticket, and Zoran
Milanovic, a former Social Democratic pre-
mier, is promising a “normal” l iberal
democracy of equal citizens.

The outcome of the vote for the largely
ceremonial post is uncertain, with the lat-
est survey by Ipsos agency giving
Milanovic a three-percentage-point lead
over Grabar-Kitarovic. The latter, backed
by the ruling HDZ party, will have to lure
back hardliners who voted for a nationalist
folk singer in the election’s first round in
December. Dominating in cities, Milanovic
led the first round with around a third of
the vote, thanks in part to that split among

the right-wingers.
Analysts said the first-round results

showed an increase in support for hardlin-
ers, a trend seen in other European coun-
tries such as Poland or Hungary.

‘Croatia that unifies’ 
If Grabar-Kitarovic fails to win the

presidency, it would deal a heavy blow to
the HDZ, whose moderate Prime Minister
Andrej Plenkovic faces parliamentary elec-
tions later this year. “I am a Croatia that
unifies,” Grabar-Kitarovic, 51, said during a
TV election debate with her rival. Unity,
patriotism and references to the 1990s
independence war that remains an emotive
issue, were the key points her re-election
bid. “We should come together as in 1990”,
before the country declared independence
from Yugoslavia, Croatia’s first female
president told her supporters in Zagreb.

Meanwhile, Milanovic insisted that the
“wars are over” and Croatia should now
fight for its place in Europe. “There is no
‘real Croatia’... rather a Croatian republic
for all, equal citizens,” the 53-year-old told
a campaign rally in his native Zagreb.

Accelerated exodus 
Presenting herself as the “woman of the

people” with humble farming roots,

Grabar-Kitarovic is well known for stunts
such as singing in public which her critics
deride as embarrassing.

She has also come under fire for down-
playing the crimes committed by Croatia’s
World War II pro-Nazi regime.
Meanwhile, Milanovic is trying to make a
political comeback and throw off a reputa-
tion as arrogant and elitist. Premier from
2011 until 2016, he was welcomed at the
time as a bright, young politician clean of
the corruption tainting the rival HDZ. But
the excitement waned after his government
failed to push through much-needed
reforms.

The ruling HDZ hopes to keep Grabar-
Kitarovic in office during the country’s EU
presidency where four main issues are like-
ly to dominate-the bloc’s relationship with
the UK after Brexit; the membership bids
of Western Balkan states; climate change;
and the bloc’s budget framework for the
next decade.

Croatia joined the EU in 2013, but its
economy, strongly relying on tourism on its
Adriatic coast, remains one of the bloc’s
weakest. EU’s open borders also accelerat-
ed the exodus of its people to seek better
pay in wealthier member states. “Our
youngsters are leaving, that is the biggest
problem” while politicians are only “insult-

ing each other”, Stjepan Golub, a 70-year-
old man from Zagreb, said.

Polling stations opened at 7:00 am

(0600 GMT) and close 12 hours later,
with first results are expected around
1900 GMT. — AFP
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ZAGREB: A man shouts against former Croatian Prime Minister Zoran Milanovic (cen-
ter) as he leaves a polling station during the presidential elections yesterday. — AFP

News in brief

Croatians go to the polls in crucial election

Croatian president faces leftist 
challenge in an uncertain vote

Cyber-attack in Austria ministry

VIENNA: Austria’s foreign ministry has been tar-
geted by a “serious cyber attack”, officials said,
warning another country could be responsible. The
attack, which began Saturday, continued yesterday
and “experts say it could last several days,” a for-
eign ministry spokesman told AFP. The interior and
foreign ministries issued a statement about the
attack which started shortly before 11.00 pm
(2200 GMT) on Saturday. “Due to the gravity and
nature of the attack, it cannot be excluded that it is
a targeted attack by a state actor,” the statement
said. “In the past, other European countries have
been the target of similar attacks. Immediate
measures have been taken and a “coordination
committee” set up, the statement said. The attack
came as Austria’s Greens on Saturday gave the go-
ahead to a coalition with the country’s conserva-
tives at a party congress in Salzburg, removing the
last obstacle to the unprecedented alliance. —AFP

1,000 stranded in French Alps

PARIS: Nearly 1,000 tourists, mostly British, were
stuck in the French Alps on Saturday night after
their flights were cancelled due to bad weather,
authorities said. Heavy fog covered the ski slopes
around Chambery on Saturday, leading to the can-
cellation of seven flights out of the local airport and
delays of several others. Some 535 holiday-makers
bedded down for the night at the conference centre
in the town of Aix-les-Bains, 20 kilometers (12
miles) north of Chambery, while 450 others were
bussed to hotels, the region’s administrative author-
ity, the Savoie prefecture, told AFP yesterday. “The
passengers will be able to take off today from
Lyon, Grenoble and Geneva airports,” the prefec-
ture said, adding that more buses had been char-
tered to cover the various airports. —AFP

WASHINGTON: Anti-war activists protest in front of the White House on
Saturday. — AFP 

Venezuela’s ‘acting
president’ confident
of re-election
CARACAS: Opposition leader Juan Guaido is confi-
dent he will be re-elected as Venezuela’s parliament
speaker yesterday, even though he says opponents
offered bribes to lawmakers to vote against him.
Guaido, 36, issued a statement on Friday addressed to
the “international community” announcing that his
leadership “will be ratified.”

Yesterday’s election comes after a tumultuous year
in which Guaido declared himself acting president and
at times seemed close to toppling socialist President
Nicolas Maduro.

While the first half of 2019 was full of drama, ten-
sion, an abortive military uprising, arbitrary detentions,
US sanctions and a political tug-of-war, by the end of
the year Guaido’s push seemed to have run out of
steam. Maduro appears firmly entrenched in the presi-
dential palace, thanks primarily to the support of the
armed forces, and Guaido is merely attempting to hold
onto his primary role, as speaker of the National
Assembly. He needs a simple majority of 84 in the 167-
seat assembly, which should be a foregone conclusion
because opposition lawmakers won 112 seats in legisla-
tive elections in 2015.

However, since then the opposition has been frac-
tured and around 30 lawmakers have been forced into
exile or to seek refuge in foreign diplomatic missions.
Guaido’s wider popularity has also nosedived from a
high of 63 percent to just 39 percent in December,
according to the pollster Datanalisis.

And then there’s been the accusations of bribery.
Maduro has already let it be known he expects to
“regain the National Assembly” later this year in parlia-
mentary elections.

Technological help 
Despite what he considers an attempt by Maduro’s

ruling party to “dismember the National Assembly and
look for a conflict,” Datanalisis director Luis Vicente
Leon says Guaido should be successfully re-elected.
Yet although the 36-year-old opposition leader said
previously “we have more votes than we need,” to do
so has required the help of technology.

On December 17, parliament approved a reform
allowing for the “virtual participation” of absent law-
makers. Deputy Melva Paredes said in a television
interview that “means that there aren’t enough votes”
amongst those physically present to re-elect Guaido.
But Paredes is from the Cambiemos party, an opposi-
tion group that has distanced itself from Guaido and
opted for dialogue with Maduro instead.

Re-election would be an important step for Guaido
to continue his power struggle with Maduro after
declaring himself acting president on January 23, 2019
— a move acknowledged by more than 50 countries,
including the United States.

He claimed the right to do so after parliament
declared Maduro’s 2018 re-election fraudulent, and
insisted the constitution authorized his ascension to the
presidency. Even if Guaido is re-elected National
Assembly speaker, not much will change on Venezuela’s
political landscape, according to Peter Hakim, president
emeritus at the Inter-American Dialogue think tank.

“I would guess Maduro keeps hold of the govern-
ment with the support of the military, while Guaido
heads an opposition that remains divided on issues and
strategy,” Hakim told AFP. —AFP 

CARACAS: Members of the Bolivarian National Guard and National Police stand guard outside of the National
Assembly in Caracas, yesterday. — AFP

American strike in Iraq prompts
anti-war protests in US cities

Venezuela: A year
of power struggle
CARACAS: A power struggle broke out in oil-rich
Venezuela nearly a year ago when National Assembly
speaker Juan Guaido declared himself acting president
in a bid to remove President Nicolas Maduro. With the
Assembly expected to vote on January 5 to extend
Guaido’s term, here is an overview of the past year. 

Guaido ‘acting president’ 
Tensions build after Maduro is sworn in for a sec-

ond term on January 10, claiming to have won May
2018 elections boycotted by the opposition and inter-
nationally dismissed as fraudulent. At a massive rally in
Caracas on January 23, Guaido-head of the opposi-
tion-dominated National Assembly-declares himself
acting president until new elections.

He immediately receives the support of US
President Donald Trump, Canada and major Latin
American powers.  Eventually more than 50 countries
will acknowledge him as interim president while tradi-
tional allies such as China, Cuba and Russia remain
behind Maduro, as does the military.

On January 28, Washington orders sanctions on
Venezuela’s state oil company PDVSA and hands con-
trol of its US bank accounts to Guaido.

Maduro closes borders 
Trucks loaded with international supplies for

impoverished Venezuela begin arriving on the
Colombian side of the Tienditas border bridge on
February 7. But Venezuelan troops prevent them from
entering and Maduro slams “fake humanitarian aid” as
a ploy for a US military “invasion.”

He orders the closure of land frontiers with Brazil
and Colombia, as well sea and air links with Curacao
in the Caribbean. Defying a ban on leaving the coun-
try, Guaido attends on February 22 a Venezuelan aid

concert inside Colombia organized by Richard
Branson.

The next day, clashes break out at the border with
Brazil when the Venezuelan military stops aid from
entering. Four people are killed. 

Uprising fails 
On April 30 Guaido releases a video of himself with

a small group of soldiers, for the first time claiming to
have support from inside the military and calling for
others to join them. Thousands of his supporters gath-
er nearby and riots erupt in other cities. The govern-
ment denounces an “attempted military coup”. But the
insurrection quickly peters out and 25 rebel soldiers
seek refuge in the Brazilian embassy. On May 2 the
army publicly pledges loyalty to Maduro. At least five
people are killed in the days of unrest.

Talks open but stall 
Delegations from the rival sides meet face-to-face

in Oslo for the first time in late May for talks under
Norwegian auspices. The meetings end without
agreement besides a commitment to continue talking.

On June 8, Maduro orders the reopening of the
border with Colombia where international aid has
amassed. Thousands of Venezuelans rush to collect
food and medicine. On July 5, a United Nations Human
Rights Council report alleges that nearly 7,000 peo-
ple had been killed in 18 months of security force
operations. Trump, on August 6, orders a freeze on all
Venezuelan government assets in the United States. In
response, Maduro cancels a new round of talks with
Guaido’s team.

Low turnout at Guaido rally 
On October 17, Venezuela wins a seat on the UN

Human Rights Council, which a month before had vot-
ed to investigate alleged violations in the country.
Caracas’s critics are outraged.  On November 16,
about 5,000 Guaido supporters demonstrate against
Maduro in the opposition’s biggest rally since May,
but with turnout far lower than expected. — AFP


