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Striving to extend its influence in the eastern
Mediterranean where tensions revolve around ener-
gy resources, Turkey sees Cyprus as the weakest link

in a regional alliance buffering Ankara’s ambitions, analysts
told AFP. The bid comes as Turkey flexes its muscle across
the Mediterranean from Libya to Syria, where Ankara has
taken on diplomatic and military roles. Although Turkish
military action is not expected against Cyprus, analysts
warn Ankara will increase pressure on Nicosia to deter it
from completing its energy exploration plans.

“Since this has become an issue of national prestige for
all parties concerned, Turkey will not back down,” said
Hubert Faustmann, a University of Nicosia professor and
Cyprus director of the Bonn-based Friedrich-Ebert-
Foundation. Cyprus has aligned itself with Greece, Israel
and Italy in planning an ambitious 2,000-km eastern
Mediterranean gas pipeline to Europe despite Turkey’s
hostility to the deal.

It has also joined forces with Greece, Israel, Egypt and
France in condemning a maritime and security accord that
Turkey signed with Libya’s UN-recognized government.
The moves come amid growing tensions with Turkey over
its activities in the region, with Ankara expanding its
claims over a large gas-rich area which Cyprus says
includes its territorial waters.

Faustmann said Turkey has a “spoiler capacity” in deliv-
ering on its claim that the hydrocarbon exploitation by
Cyprus, Greece, Egypt and Israel will not be possible
without the inclusion of Ankara. “Turkey will not lose this

confrontation because it is prepared to go further than all
the other countries involved in the dispute,” he told AFP.

Cyprus is divided between the Greek Cypriot-run
south - an EU member state - and the Turkish Cypriot
north, where Ankara has stationed tens of thousands of
troops since its 1974 invasion following an Athens-engi-
neered coup. “Turkey’s strategy is to create grey zones
and disputed territories within the economic exclusive
zones claimed by Cyprus and also Greece,” said
Faustmann.

He said Turkey’s agreement with Libya signed in
November was likely to at least delay the multibillion-dol-
lar EastMed pipeline project since the pipeline would
cross maritime zones claimed by Ankara. “The pipeline will
in all likelihood never be built. The biggest irony is that the
most economically viable exploitation of Cypriot gas is by
exporting it to Turkey,” said Faustmann.

Turkey holds key 
The EastMed project would make Cyprus, Greece and

Israel vital links in Europe’s energy supply chain. “By put-
ting pressure or even increasing pressure on the Cypriot
front, Turkey still holds the key to the EastMed’s future,”
said energy analyst Cyril Widdershoven, founder of con-
sultancy firm Verocy. He said Turkey “can block any agree-
ment currently in place for offshore development” by
boosting its military, navy and air force capabilities in
northern Cyprus. “Such moves are not really costly but
threatening,” Widdershoven said.

In December, Turkey dispatched a surveillance and
reconnaissance drone to the island’s breakaway north
amid tensions over offshore oil and gas exploration.
Turkish media have also reported that Ankara plans to
build a naval base in north Cyprus. In its dispute with
Cyprus over energy resources, Ankara has deployed
two drillships in what Cyprus claims as its exclusive
economic zone.

Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan vowed
Thursday that Ankara would start search and gas drilling
in the eastern Mediterranean “as soon as possible” this
year. The next day, Ankara said a drillship would return to
waters off Cyprus, prompting Cypriot accusations that
Turkey had turned into “a pirate state” which ignored calls
from the international community.

Turkey already faces European Union sanctions over
ships searching for oil and gas off Cyprus, whose govern-
ment in Nicosia is not recognized by Ankara. Atlantic
Council senior associate Charles Ellinas doubted the row
would degenerate into military action. “I do not believe
that Turkey will escalate military moves in Cyprus. It has
nothing to gain from such actions - so far it is achieving
its ends without this,” he said. Turkey insists the Turkish
Republic of Northern Cyprus - recognized only by
Ankara - has the right to explore in the island’s waters.
UN-backed talks on reunifying the island as a bizonal,
bi-communal federation collapsed in July 2017 and have
not resumed, in part because of deep divisions over off-
shore gas. — AFP 

Cyprus ‘weakest link’ in Turkish dominance bid 

Iranian celebrities 
lend their star 
power to protests 

Iranian artists, athletes and media personalities have
lent their voices to anti-government protests in the
Islamic republic over the accidental downing of a

passenger plane that killed 176 people. Among them have
been actors vowing to boycott a film festival, a star vol-
leyball player who said he saw “no light in the future”,
and a former state TV presenter who apologized “for 13
years of lying” to her viewers. The latest demonstrations
broke out after the armed forces admitted they had acci-
dently shot down a Ukrainian passenger jet on Jan 8 amid
high tensions with arch foe the United States.

The acknowledgement, after days of denial by the
government, was met with an outpouring of grief over the
loss of life and anger at the breach of trust, with demon-
strators calling their rulers “liars”. They were soon joined
by a string of high-profile figures from the worlds of arts,
sports and media. A slew of actors and others withdrew
from April’s Fajr International Film festival, which is held
each year to mark the anniversary of the 1979 Islamic

Revolution. Over three million people within days watched
a clip posted by one actor, Navid Mohammadzadeh, which
also garnered plaudits from other Iranian stars. The short
take from his 2018 film “Sheeple” touches on a tough
choice many dissidents face: stay and push for change
despite the risks, or leave and join Iran’s chronic brain
drain.  “Now you see that I haven’t left this wreck of a
place,” Mohammadzadeh’s character tells his abusive
father in the short video. “I have stayed and will blacken
your life. I stayed to get my rights.”

‘Desperate and sad’ 
One high-profile flight from the country drew head-

lines around the time of the protests. On Jan 11, taekwon-
do athlete Kimia Alizadeh, Iran’s only female Olympic
medallist, announced she had permanently left Iran, citing
the “hypocrisy” of a system she claimed humiliates ath-
letes while using them for political ends. “I am one of the
millions of oppressed women in Iran with whom they
have been playing for years,” the 21-year-old wrote on
Instagram. 

Iranian parliamentarian Abdolkarim Hosseinzadeh
demanded answers, accusing “incompetent officials” of
allowing Iran’s “human capital to flee” the country.
Another star athlete, national volleyball captain Said
Marouf, posted a message on Jan 12 that was somber in
tone despite the fact the team had just earned a spot at
the 2020 Tokyo Olympics. “Today, in our desperate and

sad mood, we can’t celebrate this victory and achieve-
ment of a dream that we have worked toward for years,”
he said. “Our despair and sadness are not only because
our fellow citizens are mourning, but because we see no
light in the future.”

And, just days ago, Iranian chess referee Shohreh
Bayat, who drew fire on accusations she violated Iran’s
Islamic dress code while at a world championship in
Russia, also reportedly said she now plans to stay away
from her homeland.

For days after the aircraft tragedy, state media toed
the line that a mechanical failure had caused it to crash.
So the admission that a missile operator had fired at the
Ukraine International Airlines plane mistaking it for an
American cruise missile sent ripples through the media
arena. In a rare move, state-run TV acknowledged that
“anti-regime” protests were being held, only months
after November’s much larger nationwide protests were
bloodily put down amid a near-total internet blackout. 

Several state television employees announced on
social media that they were quitting, and former state TV
lifestyle show presenter Gelare Jabbari went a step fur-
ther. “Forgive me for 13 years of lying to you on Iran tele-
vision,” she wrote on Instagram, only to delete the post
later after it had spread widely and then asking that her
comments not be “misused” by anyone. Another state TV
personality, Zahra Khatami Rad, also quit on Instagram,
vowing to “never work in television again”. — AFP

In this file photo taken on June 20, 2019, Turkish police officers patrol next to the drilling ship ‘Yavuz’ scheduled to search for oil and gas off Cyprus, at the port of
Dilovasi outside Istanbul. — AFP 

Leaders face limits

From rumors that Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-
wen was lesbian to coordinated videos and web-
site comments and a show of force with an aircraft

carrier, China’s government appeared to be pulling out
all the stops when it came to influencing Taiwan’s elec-
tion early this month. It was, it seems, a complete fail-
ure. Taiwanese voters rejected Beijing’s local political
allies, reinstalling the current government with a heavily
beefed-up mandate.

For Chinese President Xi Jinping, the result - coming
after an equally resounding rejection of pro-Beijing
parties in last year’s Hong Kong legislative elections -
was a significant defeat. It was also a stark reminder
that while authoritarian leaders might not face the kind
of electoral dangers faced by counterparts in estab-
lished democracies, they cannot ignore them altogether.

While Xi faces little in the way of true democratic
opposition or accountability within mainland China
itself, Russian leader Vladimir Putin is not quite so
lucky. Such concerns were clearly top of his agenda last
week, dismissing effectively the entire government,
installing a new prime minister and seemingly paving
the way for another nimble piece of constitutional foot-
work to avoid Russia’s inconvenient limit on presidents
serving more than two consecutive terms.

Putin’s reforms - which will ultimately strip back the
powers of the presidency while boosting those of the
prime minister and head of the state council - appear to
open the door for his assuming one of those roles once
he leaves the top job in 2024. That he is doing so at all
will surprise some, who had expected Russia’s most
powerful leader since Stalin to abolish term limits alto-
gether. Kremlin critics condemned the move as another
attempt to keep Putin in power, but protests in Moscow
this weekend failed to get much traction.

While credible opposition parties have usually found
themselves banned from elections and their leaders
arrested, Putin has relied on significant voter turnout for
his United Russia and allied parties. How he will play this
new dynamic is not yet clear - but by dismissing the out-
going government and its leaders, he may hope to make
them the scapegoats for perceived economic failures.

Challenges
In many respects, both Putin and Xi face similar, or

at least overlapping, challenges. Aged 67 and 66
respectively, they have both effectively seen off any
rivals of their own or, so far, any other generation. But
they cannot do so forever. Nor, ultimately, can they
ensure their various efforts to avoid a democratic back-
lash will succeed forever. Indeed, both leaders have
already faced them, both inside their borders and
around their periphery.

For China, the greatest challenge clearly remains
Hong Kong, with months of protest showing no signs of
abating and voters showing every sign of being pushed
further towards anti-Beijing candidates. The crackdown
in the territory, in turn, was arguably the greatest single
factor in the Taiwan election result, with Taiwanese
looking at events in Hong Kong and concluding they
have no desire whatsoever to allow Beijing to grow its
influence on the island.

The failure of both repression and aggressive mes-
saging to deliver the desired result in Hong Kong and
Taiwan will concern leaders in Beijing, who are essential-
ly betting the farm on their ability to use the same tech-
niques in mainland China. Russia saw similar failures in its
inability to prevent so-called “color revolutions” earlier
this century in Georgia and Ukraine, seeing both - as
China does - as Western-backed plots to limit Moscow’s
influence. Some in Moscow and Beijing see a broader
US-led strategy to damage their domestic economies as
well - although in reality, many of these problems stem
from their own home turf. US President Donald Trump’s
interim trade deal with China may have reduced some of
the short-term economic worries for Beijing, but in the
long run it faces serious questions over its ability to sus-
tain strong economic growth. As with most countries,
both Russia and China have a growing urban-rural
divide, while diversification away from fossil fuels will
particularly hurt Moscow’s bottom line.

When it comes to tackling discontent at home, both
Putin and Xi have used a broadly similar playbook -
particularly when it comes to targeting and jailing
unpopular but often hugely wealthy oligarchs and other
senior officials and business people. Putin’s appoint-
ment of former tax service chief Mikhail Mishustin to
the premiership may indicate another round of that is
in the offing. The largely unknown official has been
credited with reforming Russia’s antiquated tax collec-
tion system, but has also faced questions over how his
family became incredibly wealthy as he did so.
Ultimately, both the Russian and Chinese leaders face
the same twin challenges. Neither is immortal, and both
will face the choice of whether to hand off power to a
successor or cling grimly on until they die in office. In
comments this weekend, Putin suggested he did not
wish to emulate Soviet leaders in the eighties, Yuri
Andropov, Leonid Brezhnev and Konstantin Chernenko
who simply stayed. — Reuters

Davos matures 
beyond corporate 
‘speed dating’ 

Like others approaching middle age, the World
Economic Forum turns 50 insisting it has matured,
that it has moved on from hard partying and wants

more meaningful relationships. The focus for this week’s
annual meeting in Davos will be as much on hearing from
climate change activists as on rapid-fire corporate deal-
making in a succession of cocktail-fuelled soirees, organ-
izers insist.

Guests will include Swedish climate activist Greta
Thunberg and Micah White, co-creator of the anti-finance
movement Occupy Wall Street, alongside the more tradi-
tional parade of chief executives, celebrities and politicians
such as US President Donald Trump. White conceded that
“attending Davos will most likely be reputational suicide”.
Nonetheless, he argued for a “difficult alliance” between
activists and members of the economic and social elite.

That much is required if the WEF wants to live up to its
slogan of “improving the state of the world”, a lofty pro-
gression since it began in 1971 as a cosy Alpine get-
together for European businessmen under the guidance of
German economist Klaus Schwab. Schwab is now 81 and
remains very much in charge of an organization that
doesn’t come cheap. Fees for joining or partnering with the
WEF range from 60,000 to 600,000 Swiss francs

($62,000-$620,000). From a symposium first devoted to
bringing US-style best practice to Europe, the forum has
evolved into “some sort of speed dating” for economic and
political leaders, former European commissioner Pierre
Moscovici told AFP. Schwab’s attempts to broaden the
agenda, to include issues such as climate change and
income inequality, are a “sincere” attempt to enhance the
dialogue, Moscovici said.

Privately, company CEOs are gushing in their praise of
Davos as an unparalleled opportunity to hobnob with their
peers and forge contracts. Critics say that many of those
CEOs will undercut the WEF’s commitments on the envi-
ronment by jetting to Switzerland aboard private jets. The
forum stresses its actions to counter that, such as carbon
offsets. Whatever the gap between rhetoric and reality,
some appreciate the potential to do good.

‘Middle-aged white men’ 
Winnie Byanyima, formerly head of Oxfam International

who is now executive director at the UNAIDS agency, said
she goes to Davos “to speak truth to power”. In 2005,
actress Sharon Stone strong-armed the audience of a
headline conference and came up with pledges worth
more than $1 million to buy mosquito nets for children in
Africa. Thunberg will be hoping for the same kind of
impact when she speaks to the well-heeled crowd to urge
them to abandon investments in fossil fuels.

Mohamed El-Erian, former head of the giant investment
fund Pimco, has called for a “rethink” of the forum so par-
ticipants go not only “to see and be seen” but also for a
deeper discussion. Such appeals have mounted as global-
ization has accelerated, forcing organizations like the WEF
to look beyond their founding goals. In the years since

1971, the Earth’s population has more than doubled to 7.7
billion people. Average global temperatures have risen by
one degree Celsius, China’s share of global economic out-
put has leapt more than five-fold, and the Cold War has
given way to a fragile new order. From 1971, for many years,
“Davos Man” ruled the roost, most often the head of a size-
able company. He was typically white. Today, a measure of
diversity has crept in as the WEF looks to enhance repre-
sentation by women and developing countries. Byanyima, a
Ugandan, first attended in 1996. She said she was struck
that “the meeting rooms were full of middle-aged white
men”. “That has changed to some extent”, but not too
much, she said, while stressing: “Davos is exactly the place
where we should be challenging the global elite.” — AFP

A sign is seen inside the Congress center ahead of the
annual meeting of the World Economic Forum (WEF) yes-
terday in Davos. — AFP 


