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The art of non-deal? 
Scepticism over 
Trump’s Balkan pact
BELGRADE:  ‘Truly historic’, ‘a real breakthrough’ and
‘very big’ — US President Donald Trump let the
superlatives flow when he announced a deal between
Serbia and Kosovo, earning himself a second Nobel
Peace Prize nomination this year.

But those familiar with decades-old Balkan conflicts
have a different take on the agreements, which they say
are thin on substance, non-binding and already show-
ing signs of unravelling.

“I don’t see how it’s going to help either Serbs or
Kosovars,” Olivera Radovanovic, a 88-year-old pen-
sioner from Belgrade, told AFP, capturing the collective
shrug among many ordinary people in the region.

“It looks political to me. Trump does not inspire
peace, I don’t see why he should get (the prize),” she
added.  More than 20 years since they fought a war,
the neighbours’ relationship is tense and complicated
— particularly because Serbia refuses to accept the
2008 declaration of independence by Kosovo, a for-
mer province home mainly to ethnic Albanians.

While long-running EU-led negotiations have tried
to untangle their many political feuds, Trump claimed
that his administration’s economic-focused deal led to
“a major breakthrough — something that nobody
thought was going to be possible.”

It later became clear that the documents signed by
Kosovo Prime Minister Avdullah Hoti and Serbian
President Aleksandar Vucic were separate “letters of
intent”. Trump, meanwhile, inked a cover letter
“acknowledging that the two sides are going to work
together”, his advisor said. That effectively leaves the
agreements without any enforcement mechanism, for-
mer Serbian ambassador to the United Nations Pavle
Jevremovic told AFP.

“It can’t be seen as an internationally legally binding
document”, Jevremovic added, even though
Washington’s involvement lends it political weight as
long as Trump is in office.

Middle East twist 
The contents of the 16-point letters have also raised

eyebrows. While the agreement was billed as an eco-
nomic normalisation pact that would create jobs and
make the region “safer”, its most eye-catching part
turned out to be about the Middle East.

In a surprise twist, Kosovo agreed to mutually
recognise Israel, while Serbia was to follow
Washington’s controversial lead and move its embassy
to Jerusalem. Trump, who has recently touted new
accords between Israel and its Arab neighbours, hailed
“another great day for peace with Middle East”,
sparking cheeky reactions online about whether the
president had his geography straight. 

Fron Nahzi, senior director at McCain Institute for
International Leadership, said it was clear the presi-
dent was focused on his re-election campaign. “The
intended audience is a sub-section of voters in swing
states; namely, Jewish communities in Florida and
Pennsylvania and ethnic Albanians who live in
Michigan”, Nahzi wrote in an opinion piece for the
local outlet Balkan Insight.

Analysts have also noted that many of the points
that do relate to Kosovo and Serbia’s relationship are
hardly new. Some were repeats of previous US-bro-
kered agreements — such as deals to increase air and
rail links — while others were promises and projects
from the EU-led talks.  “The truth is that the agreement
is very thin in terms of details and has no clear
enforcement mechanisms in place,” Pristina-based
political commentator Blerim Vela told AFP. —AFP

BANGKOK: Thousands of protesters in Thailand’s
capital demonstrated against the government of
former coup leader and Prime Minister Prayuth
Chan-ocha yesterday, with many also demanding
reforms to the powerful monarchy.

“Down with feudalism, long live the people,”
was one of the chants.

Protests have been building since mid-July to
call for the removal of the government, a new con-
stitution and elections. They have also broken a
long-standing taboo by criticising the monarchy
of King Maha Vajiralongkorn.

Police said at least 5,000 people had gathered at
the campus of Thammasat
University, long seen as a
hotbed of opposition to
the military and royalist
establishment, and scene
of a massacre of protest-
ers in 1976. Under light
rain, protesters spilled
onto Sanam Luang, a
public space opposite the
Grand Palace where state
ceremonies are tradition-
ally held.

“Today the people will demand back their pow-
er,” Arnon Nampa, a human rights lawyer who has
emerged as a leading figure in the protest move-
ment, said on Twitter.

Sept. 19 is the anniversary of the coup against
the popul ist  then-prime minister  Thaksin
Shinawatra in 2006. Among the protesters were
many of his red shirt followers, veterans of clash-
es a decade ago with pro-establishment yellow
shirts.

“I’m here to fight for the future of my children

and grandchildren. I hope that by the time I die,
they will become free,” said 68-year-old Tasawan
Suebthai, a redshirt with amulets round her neck
to ward off bullets.

So far the protests have been peaceful. The
biggest to date drew more than 10,000 people
last month, but organisers expect more this time.

Establishment under fire
Thai politics has for years been marked by

challenges to the royalist and military establish-
ment by politicians backed by poor urban and
rural voters, and more recently by the student

protesters.
The mil itary, which

proclaims itself  the
defender of the country’s
core institutions, in par-
ticular the monarchy, has
stepped in to overthrow
civil ian governments
numerous times, most
recently in 2014, citing the
need to maintain stability.

Prayuth has said the
government would allow

protests as a form of free speech but that
demands for reform of the monarchy were not
acceptable.

“We are fighting to put the monarchy in the
right place, not to abolish it,” one protest leader,
Panupong “Mike” Jadnok, told the crowd.

A 20-year-old student, who gave her name
only as Waan for fear of reprisals, said it was time
to reform the monarchy. “It’s a problem that’s been
swept under the rug for so long. This must end
right here.”

Protesters demand the scrapping of a lese
majeste law against criticism of the monarchy.
They also seek to reduce the king’s constitutional
powers and his control over the palace fortune
and units of the army.

On Thursday, Prayuth warned the protesters
against raising the risks of spreading the novel

coronavirus and urged them to put the health cri-
sis before politics.

Protesters jeered when a police officer told a
group of them that they could only stay for an
hour because of the risk of transmitting the virus.
Police said they were deploying 10,000 officers
on Saturday. —Reuters

Calls for reform of monarchy repeated by protesters

Thousands rally in Thai 
capital against government

BANGKOK: Pro-democracy protesters shout slogans during an anti-government rally in Bangkok
yesterday. A youth-led pro-democracy movement made a stand in Bangkok yesterday, with pro-
testers calling for Prime Minister Prayut Chan-O-Cha to step down and demanding reforms to
the monarchy. —AFP

Iran sanctions: US 
versus the world over 
‘snapback’ option
WASHINGTON: The United States will unilaterally
declare this weekend that UN sanctions against
Iran are once again in force, a move that risks
increasing Washington’s diplomatic isolation while
also stoking international tensions. 

“Virtually all UN sanctions on Iran will come
back into place this weekend at 8:00 p.m. Eastern
Time (midnight GMT) today the 19th,” said Elliott
Abrams, the Trump administration’s special repre-
sentative for Iran.

But on this point, Washington is almost alone in
the world: all the other great powers — China,
Russia and also the US’ own European allies —
have challenged the claim.  How did the UN arrive
at this spectacular stand-off between the leading
superpower and the rest of the planet? To answer
that, one has to go back at least one month.

In mid-August, President Donald Trump’s
administration suffered a resounding defeat at the
UN Security Council when it tried to extend the
embargo on conventional weapons being sent to
Tehran, which was due to expire in October.  

Secretary of State Mike Pompeo made an
unusually vehement attack on allies France, Britain

and Germany, accusing them of “siding with Iran’s
Ayatollahs,” and on August 20 announced a contro-
versial move known as the “snapback,” which aims
to re-establish all sanctions against Tehran a month
later.  The sanctions were lifted in 2015 when Iran
signed on to an international agreement not to seek
to build nuclear weapons.

A legal pirouette  
But Trump said that the landmark accord, nego-

tiated by his predecessor Barack Obama, was
insufficient and withdrew the US from the agree-
ment in 2018, then renewed and even strengthened
Washington’s bilateral sanctions.

At the moment, the United States is insisting it is
still a participant in the agreement that it stormed
out of, but only so that it can activate the “snap-
back” option. 

Virtually every other member of the Security
Council disputes Washington’s ability to execute
this legal pirouette, and the council has not taken
the measure any further.

But this dialogue of the deaf has gone on
unabated: the Trump administration acts as if the
international sanctions were coming back, while the
rest of the international community continues to act
as if nothing has changed.

So is this a symbolic gesture designed to recall
Washington’s hard line against Tehran, or are there
more concrete measures in the offing?

The Americans will “pretend that they have acti-
vated the snapback and that therefore the sanc-

tions are back up and running,” said one European
diplomat. But “this action will have no legal founda-
tion” and therefore “cannot have legal conse-
quences.” “I don’t see anything happening,” said
another UN diplomat. “It would be just a statement.
It’s like pulling a trigger and no bullet coming out.”

Trump ‘shock’? 
Another diplomat deplored the “unilateral” US

act, saying that “Russia and China are sitting, hap-
py, eating popcorn, watching” the “huge destabiliz-
ing fallout” between Washington and its European
partners. The US is, however, demanding that the
arms embargo be prolonged “indefinitely,” and that
numerous other activities linked to Iran’s nuclear
and ballistic programs be subject to international
sanctions. Pompeo said this week the US will “do
all the things we need to do to make sure that those
sanctions are enforced.

“We are going to act in a way — and we have
acted in a way — that will prevent Iran from being
able to purchase Chinese tanks and Russian air
defense systems,” he said

“We expect every nation to comply with UN
Security Council resolutions — period, full stop,”
he added. That is where the issue risks stoking up
international tensions. Trump could announce sec-
ondary sanctions to punish any country or entity
that violates UN sanctions, blocking their access to
US markets and financial systems, even though the
US is one of the only countries to believe that the
sanctions are actually in force. —AFP

Senior US diplomat 
wraps up Taiwan visit 
as China flexes muscle
TAIPEI: A top US diplomat attended the funeral for
former Taiwan president Lee Teng-hui yesterday
which featured a eulogy by Tibetan spiritual leader
the Dalai Lama before wrapping up a visit over-
shadowed by Chinese military exercises.

Keith Krach, undersecretary of state for eco-
nomic growth, energy and the environment, was the
highest-ranking State Department official to visit
Taiwan since 1979 when Washington switched
diplomatic recognition to Beijing.

The trip, the second high-ranking US visit in as
many months, sparked an immediate rebuke from
China, which baulks at any recognition of Taiwan
and has mounted a decades-long policy of margin-
alising the democratic island.

US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo accused
China of “military blustering” as Beijing conducted
military exercises on Friday near the Taiwan Strait
during Krach’s visit.

Chinese fighters and bombers crossed the so-
called median line dividing the Strait and entered
Taiwan’s southwest air defence identification zone
(ADIZ) for a second straight day on Saturday,
Taiwan’s defence ministry said as it scrambled fight-
ers in response.

China’s “provocative actions have violated our

sovereignty and seriously damaged the status quo
of peace and stability in the strait and the region,” it
said.

Krach attended the memorial service for Lee, sit-
ting next to former Japanese prime minister Yoshiro
Mori, before he is due to leave Taiwan later
Saturday after a three-day visit.

Krach did not make any remarks at the service
while in a pre-recorded video the Dalai Lama
praised Lee’s commitment to democracy.

“I admire his commitment to democracy and
freedom ... as his close friend I always remember
him and as a Buddhist I always pray,” he said.

Like Lee, the Dalai Lama is also branded a “split-
tist” by Beijing which accuses him of seeking Tibet’s
independence from China.

Lee, who died in July aged 97, was a towering
figure in Taiwan’s history, helping the once authori-
tarian island transition to a vibrant democracy and
later angering China by pushing for it to be recog-
nised as a sovereign country.

China considers self-ruled Taiwan part of its ter-
ritory, to be absorbed into the mainland — by force
if necessary.

Beijing has ramped up diplomatic, economic and
military pressure on Taiwan since the 2016 election
of President Tsai Ing-wen, who rejects its view that
the island is part of “one China”.

Washington’s increased outreach to Taiwan
under President Donald Trump has become yet
another flashpoint with China as the countries clash
over a range of issues of trade and security issues,
as well as the coronavirus pandemic.

On Friday, Krach held closed-door meetings with

Taiwan’s premier and other top officials before join-
ing President Tsai for dinner at her official resi-
dence. “I’m sure the productive discussions we had
today will bring Taiwan & the US even closer
together & open the door to further collaboration,”
Tsai tweeted.

Trump has embraced Taiwan more closely as a
way to hit back at Beijing, especially as he seeks re-
election in November. He has also approved some
major arms sales, something his recent predeces-
sors were more reluctant to do. —AFP

TAIPEI: This handout picture taken on September 18,
2020 and released by Taiwan’s Presidential Office
shows Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen (C) interacting
with Keith Krach (L), US Under Secretary of State for
Economic Growth, Energy and the Environment, and
Morris Chang (R), founder of Taiwan Semiconductor
Manufacturing Company (TSMC), at the president resi-
dency in Taipei. —AFP

Biggest 
protest

India arrests nine 
Al-Qaeda militants 
NEW DELHI: India’s National Investigation Agency
(NIA) said yesterday it has arrested nine al Qaeda
militants who were planning attacks in several loca-
tions including the capital New Delhi.

“The group was planning to undertake terrorist
attacks at vital installations in India with an aim to
kill innocent people and strike terror in their minds,”

the country’s main counter-terrorism arm said in a
statement.

Those arrested “were motivated to undertake
attacks at multiple places” including the capital
region.

Six of the militants were arrested in the eastern
state of West Bengal and while three in the southern
state of Kerala, the NIA said, adding the individuals
were “associated with Pakistan sponsored module
of al Qaeda”.

A spokesman for Pakistan’s foreign office did not
immediately respond to a request for comment.

Pakistan has often denied giving material support to
militants. India has stepped up an offensive against
militants in the Muslim-majority region of Kashmir
and elsewhere.

Last year, Indian forces killed the leader of an al
Qaeda-affiliated militant group in Kashmir, trigger-
ing protests in parts of the disputed region.

In the latest raids, the NIA seized sharp
weapons, domestically made firearms and locally
fabricated body armour. The nine militants will be
produced in court for police custody and further
investigation, the agency said.   —Reuters


