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It is my great pleasure and honour to have 

been appointed as the new Editor-in-Chief 

of the journal.  I would first of all like to 

extend my sincere thanks to the Croatian 

Association of Civil Engineers, which pub-

lishes this journal, and which has entrusted 

me with this important duty.  The journal 

has been continuously appearing under 

the same name since 1949.  Credits for 

this laudable achievement go to numerous 

authors who have been publishing their 

papers in the journal, to previous editorial 

board members who have invested, to-

gether with the editorial staff, a high level 

of expertise and diligence into preparation 

of high-quality materials, to reviewers who 

have helped in the selection of valuable pa-

pers, to readers who have been pointing to 

rare oversights and, of course, to all former 

editors-in-chief.  

Here I wish to commend my immediate 

predecessor Professor Emeritus Veselin 

Simović who has been at the head of the 

journal since 1975.  To succeed someone 

who has been editing the journal for 36 

years is for me a great responsibility, but 

also a privilege and a real challenge.

To be the editor-in-chief of a scientific & 

professional journal is a very demanding 

and serious responsibility.  This responsibil-

ity is not limited to performing journal-edit-

ing tasks, defining rules the authors should 

respect when sending their papers to the 

journal, and taking care about timely and 

thorough review of papers.  It also includes 

a huge responsibility towards the readers of 

the journal.  

LEONE DANIELI
Editor-in-chief
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As U.S. President Joe Biden faces 
a bipartisan backlash over his with-
drawal from Afghanistan, he con-
tinues to defend his decision and 
its execution. 

In an interview on Aug. 18 with 
ABC News’ George Stephanopou-
los, Biden said the military exit 
could not have been carried out 
more effectively, and that no one 
could have foreseen the rapid Tali-
ban takeover. 

“The idea that somehow there 
was a way to have gotten out with-
out chaos ensuing, I don’t know 
how that happens,” said Biden. 

The pullout from the U.S.’s lon-
gest war has been followed by 
chaos, as the Taliban took control 
of the government and capital in 
the span of 10 days. Scenes flood-
ing the internet throughout the 
week show Afghan and American 
citizens scrambling to leave the 
country including harrowing imag-
es of Afghan citizens falling as they 
cling to planes, and children being 
passed above crowds to U.S. sol-
diers at the airport. 

While Biden defends the chaos 
as “unavoidable,” many around the 
country disagree. 

U.S. Senator Bob Menendez, 
Democratic Chairman of the Sen-
ate Foreign Relations Committee, 
criticized both the agreement be-
tween former President Trump and 
the Taliban and Biden’s execution 
of it in an Aug. 17 statement. 

“In implementing this flawed 
plan, I am disappointed that the 
Biden administration clearly did 
not accurately assess the implica-
tions of a rapid U.S. withdrawal,” he 
said. “We are now witnessing the 
horrifying results of many years of 
policy and intelligence failures.”  

Senate Minority Leader Mitch 
McConnell released similarly harsh 
criticism of the president in an Aug. 
15 statement. 

“The Biden Administration’s 

botched exit from Afghanistan in-
cluding the frantic evacuation of 
Americans and vulnerable Afghans 
from Kabul is a shameful failure of 
American leadership,” he said. “Ev-
eryone saw this coming except the 
President, who publicly and confi-
dently dismissed these threats just 
a few weeks ago.” 

Recent polls suggest that most of 
the country is equally critical of the 
president, as his public approval 
rates reach an all-time low. A Re-
uters/Ipsos poll on Aug. 16 found 
that 46% of Americans adults ap-
proved of his performance, down 
from 53% three days prior. 

A Morning Consult/Politico poll 
conducted Aug. 16 to Aug. 19 
shows that support for ending 
the war is down 20 points since 
April, with 49% of adults support-
ing ending the war. The same poll 

BIDEN CONTINUES TO DEFEND 
WITHDRAWAL FROM AFGHANISTAN 

AMIDST POLITICAL STORM

POLITICS

BY: CLAIRE HEALY
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found 51% of voters disapprove of 
Biden’s handling of Afghanistan.

Moving forward, Biden will be 
assessed on his ability to evacuate 
U.S. citizens, Afghans who worked 
with the U.S. military, and other 
vulnerable people. He will also be 

judged on his ability to meet the 
rising needs of Afghan refugees, 
already the third-largest refugee 
group in the world, according to 
2020 U.N. data. The president 
will also need to counter weaken-
ing credibility abroad, as criticism 

builds in the U.K. 

A Brown University study esti-
mates the U.S. military has spent 
over $2 trillion throughout 20 
years of war in Afghanistan, and 
places the death toll of the war at 
241,000 people.

Serbian President Aleksandar 
Vucic has issued a challenge to 
Twitter to close his account after 
the social network labeled several 
Serbian media outlets as state-af-
filiated.

“I can’t wait for them [Twitter] 
to close my account, so I become 
another Trump in the world,” he 
said as reported by the Associated 
Press. “Who should they cooper-
ate with tycoons, thieves and crim-
inals? It is most normal that they 
cooperate with the government.” 

Twitter muzzled former U.S. 
President Donald Trump at the be-
ginning of the year at the height 
of protests in Washington on Jan. 
6 when Congress was supposed 
to confirm the electoral vote af-
ter his loss. Trump’s defeat ended 
in the U.S. Capitol Building being 
stormed and hundreds arrested. 

Serbia’s Vucic received support 
from Trump’s Special Envoy to the 
Kosovo-Serbia Dialogue Richard 
Grenell.

Twitter said the action was to 
prevent further violence. 

The social media platform has 
defined the term “state-affiliated” 
as “outlets where the state exer-
cises control over editorial content 
through financial resources, direct 
or indirect political pressures, and/
or control over production and dis-
tribution.” 

More than 10 media outlets and 
newspapers in Serbia have been 
branded this way. This has led to 

Vucic stating that the labeled me-
dia sources were “spreading free-
dom-loving ideas,” ABC news re-
ports.

Serbian State television also 
commented, calling Twitter’s de-
cision “political,” stating that in an 
act of protest it would stop post-
ing content on Twitter’s network. A 
pro-government tabloid called the 
Informer called the move “a war 
propaganda machine,” Euronews 
reports.  

Vucic has for much of his 10 
years in power maintained a tight 
grip on the media, utilizing them as 
government mouthpieces that crit-

SERBIAN PRESIDENT TELLS TWITTER TO 
‘DELETE MY ACCOUNT!’

BY: RYAN DAY
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icize the few remaining indepen-
dent media outlets as propagators 
of Western ideology and as being 
owned by the opposition or by for-

eign embassies. 

To date, Twitter has labeled ac-
counts in the U.S., China, France, 

Russia, Germany, Italy, Japan, Saudi 
Arabia, Spain, Turkey and the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates as state-affiliat-
ed.

Dr. Anthony Fauci, President Joe 
Biden’s top medical adviser, spoke 
on ABC’s “This Week” on Sunday. 
He concluded that FDA vaccines 
will get full approval.

With the hundreds of millions of 
people around the world who have 
been vaccinated, this should “serve 
as evidence that the effectiveness 
and the safety of the vaccines are 
very high.” As of July 4, nearly “157 
million Americans were fully vacci-
nated,” which is half of the popula-
tion of the U.S.

Some people have been hesitant 
to get the vaccine, and some are 
waiting until the vaccines are no 
longer labeled as “emergency use 
authorization.” These people plan 
to wait until the vaccines are la-
beled “fully approved.”

On ABC’s “This Week,” Fauci 
told the host of the show, George 
Stephanopoulos, “There are cer-
tainly some people who when you 
use the terminology ‘emergency 

use authorization,’ they kind of 
think it’s a tenuous data showing 
that it works so that it’s safe. That’s 
not the case.”

President Biden and his officials 
have been using a more aggressive 
campaign concerning the vaccines 
as the Delta virus gets stronger 
and continues to spread. Politico 
reported, “The government is now 
administering less than 400,000 
doses per day, a significant drop 
from the rush to get vaccinated 
seen only a few months ago.”

Fauci said, “Although it’s under-
standable – quite understandable 
— that some people might say, 
‘Well, we want to wait for the full 
approval.’ That’s really only a tech-
nical issue. It’s the FDA dotting the 

i’s and crossing the t’s. But there’s 
no doubt in my mind that these 
vaccines are going to get full ap-
proval because of the extraordi-
nary amount of positive data.”

With autumn coming, the states 
all have to decide how to further 
the safe in-person learning not 
only for the students but also for 
the educators. There will also be a 
debate about the wearing of masks. 
Fauci’s remark is that the guidance 
is actually very clear – people must 
follow the CDC guidelines. “If 
you’re unvaccinated, wear a mask, 
but if you’re vaccinated, it’s not 
necessary.” Fauci concluded, “The 
bottom line is we need to get the 
children back in school, in-person 
classes in the fall.”

VACCINES WILL GET FULL FDA APPROVAL

DEJAN SRBINOVSKI
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The Balkan countries of Alba-
nia, Kosovo and North Macedonia 
have become the first European 
countries that have agreed to tem-
porarily shelter Afghans who are 
eventually bound to the United 
States following last week’s take-
over of Afghanistan by the Taliban 
on the heels of a U.S. withdrawal 
from the country. 

Previous reports stated that 
Montenegro would host Afghan 
asylum seekers but officials in Pod-
gorica denied them. 

In a July 15 press briefing, White 
House Secretary Jen Psaki told re-
porters that the majority of those 
seeking asylum are interpreters or 
others that have sparked the ire 
of the Taliban, an extremist Islamic 
group that regained power after 20 
years. 

U.S. President Joe Biden fol-
lowed through on the policy of 
his predecessor, Donald Trump, to 
withdraw military personnel from 
Afghanistan after a protracted 20-
year war and with more than $2 
trillion spent on assisting the coun-
try, including building and equip-
ping an army numbering more than 
300,000.

“There are approximately 20,000 
Afghans who have applied,” Psaki 
said, referring to a special visa pro-
gram for Afghans who served with 
the U.S. Army in Afghanistan. 

An estimated 1,200 Afghans are 
already enroute to the U.S., with 
that number expected to grow up 
to 3,500 in the coming weeks, Ger-
man state broadcaster Deutsche 
Welle reports. 

On Aug. 15, Albania’s prime min-
ister, Edi Rama, stated on Facebook 
that the U.S. requested fellow 
NATO member Albania be used as 
a “transit place” for “Afghan politi-
cal emigrants who have the United 
States as their final destination.” 

Kosovo President Vjosa Osmani 
echoed this sentiment. She stated 
that she received a request from 
President Joe Biden last month to 
temporarily shelter Afghan asylum 
seekers, Politico reports. “Without 
any hesitation or a single condition, 
I have given my consent to such a 

humanitarian operation,” she said 
via Facebook. 

North Macedonia has reportedly 
said that hotels and resorts will be 
made available, while student dor-
mitories are being vacated house 
Afghans in Albania. The first wave 
of asylum seekers was set to ar-
rive in Albania on Aug 19, Politico 
reported. Kosovo has stated that it 
can host up to 10,000 people. 

A potential reason for the three 
countries readily agreeing to such 
measures may be seen in their re-
lationship with the U.S., and the 
problems that have arisen in Euro-
pean Union (EU) accession talks. 

Toby Vogel, an analyst at Ber-
lin-based think-tank Democratiza-
tion Policy Council commented on 
the reasoning in an interview with 
Politico. 

“These three are the most 
pro-American countries in Europe, 
possibly in the world, both in terms 
of popular sentiment and the align-

THREE BALKAN COUNTRIES ARE FIRST EU-
ROPEAN COUNTRIES TO HOST AFGHANS

BY: RYAN DAY
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The United States is calling on 
world leaders to send video mes-
sages for this year’s United Nations 
General Assembly, instead of trav-
eling to New York for the event in 
September, citing concerns over 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. 

A memo from the U.S. Mission to 
the UN to member states warned 
that the yearly gathering could po-
tentially become a “super-spread-
er” event for COVID-19 and ad-
vised all UN meetings be virtual.  

In the memo, which was obtained 
by the Associated Press (AP), the 
U.S. Mission to the UN said that 
having world leaders travel to New 
York unnecessarily for the UN’s 
main policy-making body risked 
New Yorkers and other travelers. 
It noted that cases are substantially 

rising across the country, and that 
New York is at the highest level of 
community transmission. 

The Center for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC) reported 
that close to 86% of U.S. counties 
are at the highest level of trans-
mission, and the seven-day av-
erage for new cases is more than 
130,000. As of Aug. 17, the U.S. is 
averaging over 500 deaths a day, 
with 621,344 COVID-19 related 
deaths in the last 30 days. 

While last year’s General As-
sembly took place virtually, the 

U.S. had offered a hybrid option 
this year for the General Debate, 
a yearly meeting of heads of state 
and government at the begin-
ning of the assembly that focuses 
on a theme chosen by the presi-
dent-elect. More than 120 heads 
of state are planning on attending 
in peron, according to a provisional 
list of speakers obtained by the AP.

“The United States is willing to 
make every effort to make these 
important events on shared prior-
ities successful in a virtual format,” 
the letter said.

POLITICS
ment of the political class regard-
less of the administration that’s in 
power in the U.S.,” he said.

He added, “There’s an element of 
balancing the U.S. against the EU 
that is happening as well. The lead-
ership of these countries wants to 
go straight to the source of West-
ern power and stability — and 
that’s the U.S.”

Montenegro, in contrast, has 
stated that it does not intend to 
accept asylum seekers into its 
borders. In a news release, Mon-
tenegro was confirmed to have 
supported a statement in which 
60 countries called on authorities 
“to respect and facilitate the safe 
and orderly departure of foreign 
nationals and Afghans who wish to 

leave the country.” 

However, Podgorica stated that 
the country “at this stage, will not 
receive refugees as is being arbi-
trarily stated in some media, so we 
emphasize that this topic should be 
reported with special sensitivity for 
the sake of precision in informing 
the public,” Balkan Insight reports.

US CALLS ON WORLD LEADERS TO ATTEND 
UN GENERAL ASSEMBLY REMOTELY

BY: CLAIRE HEALY
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With the Delta variant arriving 
on Capitol Hill, it has toppled any 
sense of normalcy that the White 
House was feeling. Infections from 
the virus have definitely crept back 
onto the Hill.

House Minority Leader, Kev-
in McCarthy, had a trip to Israel 
planned, and it got postponed. 
Masks are worn by nearly half 
of the House members again. A 
“proof of vaccination” had to be 
shown by a Senate Democrat just 
to enter the Capitol.

“The sense of calm that had just 
begun to settle across the complex 
after the deadly pandemic and in-
surrection” is now shattered as the 
Delta variant has crept onto the 

Hill.

The Capitol doctor has con-
firmed the fact on Tuesday that the 
Delta variant is spreading not only 
within the Capitol but also across 
the U.S. There have been several 
people on the Hill who have tested 
positive for the Delta virus. There 
have been no known cases at the 
Capitol of the virus since last Jan-
uary. This sends a sense of unease 
for the many people who “traverse 
the Capitol complex each day.”

Representative Jamie Raskin (D-

Md.), said, “It’ a nightmare. The 
mood is one of frustration and 
concern…It’s a disappointing turn 
of events.” Raskin and nearly half 
of the members of the House were 
wearing masks on Tuesday.

Representative Susan Wild (D-
Pa.) added, “I’m feeling a lot more 
anxiety about it. This is nothing to 
be messed around with.” Wild has 
been wearing a mask again since 
the Delta variant has been spread-
ing.

At this time, Capitol physician 

The U.S. said that the General 
Debate should be the only in-per-
son event held, and that video 
messages for the debate from 
leaders are preferred to in-person 
attendance. 

According to the AP, the adminis-
tration of U.S. President Joe Biden 
is especially concerned about 
high-level in-person events hosted 
by UN Secretary-General Antonio 
Guterres and the incoming General 
Assembly President Abdulla Shahid 

throughout the week. 

These include events on the 
climate crisis, vaccines, the 20th 
anniversary of the U.N. World 
Conference Against Racism, food 
security and energy.

According to the AP, UN spokes-
man Stephane Dujarric described 
on Aug. 18 steps that the global or-
ganization is already taking to pre-
vent the spread of the delta variant 
of COVID-19. Measures include 
mandatory masks and vaccine sta-

tus reporting, COVID-19 tests, and 
mandatory vaccinations for select 
personnel. 

“We are obviously in continuous 
discussion with member states, 
who will have to make decisions, 
and the host country,” Dujarric said. 
“The secretary-general will contin-
ue to focus on keeping everyone in 
the U.N. community safe.” 

The 76th UN General Assembly 
is set to take place from Sept. 21 
– Sept. 27.

THE COVID DELTA VARIANT DISRUPTS THE 
CAPITOL

BY JAN FRAZIER
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Brian Monahan said that he is “not 
reinstating a mask mandate for the 
House and Senate office buildings.” 
However, on Tuesday there was a 
letter to the offices on the Hill 
warning of the Delta variant being 
more contagious and could pose “a 

dire health risk to unvaccinated in-
dividuals.”

Already, some of the offices on 
the Hill have downsized public 
events. Some have even canceled 
programs. Texas Representative 

Michael McCaul, the top Republi-
can on the House Homeland Secu-
rity Committee, told Politico that 
some of the GOP leaders “have 
now decided to forgo a planned 
trip to Israel in August.”

POLITICS

 On Thursday, President Joe 
Biden proclaimed a  forceful de-
fense for his decision to withdraw 
our American troops from Afghani-
stan. Biden also denied that “it was 
inevitable that the Taliban would 
eventually topple the U.S.-backed 
government in Kabul.”

There was a question-and-an-
swer session with reporters on 
Thursday. In a brief address from 
Biden, he expressed the fact that 
he had faith in the Afghan leaders 
to lead their own country. In ad-
dition, Biden claimed that he was 
glad that America’s longest war 
was over. It would end on August 
31.

Biden said, “The Afghan govern-
ment and leadership has to come 
together. They clearly have the ca-
pacity to sustain the government 
in place. The question is, will they 
generate the kind of cohesion to 
do it?”

Biden continued, “It’s not a ques-
tion of whether they have the ca-
pacity. They have the capacity. 
They have the forces. They have 
the equipment. The question is, 
will they do it?”

The United States military com-
manders have all but declared that 
the Afghan government will not 
succeed in the face of the Taliban 
attacks. Biden outwardly has re-
jected this idea.

Biden responded to the state-
ment, “It is not inevitable. The 
likelihood that there’s going to be 
a Taliban overrunning everything 
and owning the whole country is 
highly unlikely.”

General Austin Miller, the com-
mander of the U.S.-led troops in 
Afghanistan, said in a recent news 
conference that “civil war in the 
country is certainly a path that can 
be visualized if it continues on the 
trajectory it is on…that should be a 
concern for the world.”

The statement that Kabul’s gov-
ernment could be overthrown in six 
months after our withdrawal was 
also denied by President Biden.

Biden reinforced his previous 
statements by saying that regard-
less of the conflict’s outcome after 
the end of next month, “U.S. Forc-
es will not be on the ground to see 
a resolution as our military mission 

UNITED STATES WITHDRAWAL FROM AF-
GHANISTAN

DEJAN SRBINOVSKI
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On Sunday, Russian Foreign Min-
ister Sergey Lavrov condemned the 
U.S. as well as the EU for attempt-
ing to mandate a world order ac-
cording to their ideas and thoughts. 
In addition, the U.S. and the EU are 
trying to force China and Russia to 
follow the West’s desires.

The comments of Lavrov were 
written up in the daily newspaper 
of Russia called Kommersant, and 
it was written in English in the 
journal called Russia in Global Af-
fairs.  This article happened just 
days after the meeting in Geneva 
between President Joe Biden and 
President Vladimir Putin. After the 
summit, there was hope of agree-
ment and even an end to years of a 
crumbling alliance between Russia 
and the West.

Lavrov made it sound as if there 
was no hope for an alliance or of 
any kind of “new reality.” Lavrov 
said, “Without any false modesty, 
Washington and Brussels called 
themselves an anchor for democra-
cy, peace, and security, as opposed 
to authoritarianism in all its forms. 

In particular, they proclaimed their 
intent to use sanctions to support 
democracy across the globe.”

A European Council held a sum-
mit last week in which heads of 27 
states and governments “unani-
mously adopted unusually tough 
conclusions setting preconditions 
for Putin’s government before 
seeking the warming of diplomatic 
relations.” Lavrov’s article was pub-
lished in the newspaper just days 
after this summit.

At the summit, Poland and the 
Baltic countries successfully re-
jected a recommendation by Ger-
man Chancellor Angela Merkel and 
French President Emmanuel Ma-
cron as they proposed a new strat-
egy toward Moscow.

Lavrov continued to blast the 
European leaders as little more 

than “backup singers” for Pres-
ident Biden. He continued with 
comments saying that they were 
“handed their song sheets during 
meetings of the G7, at NATO head-
quarters and in Brussels prior to 
the Biden-Putin summit in Gene-
va.”

In addition, Lavrov complained 
that the U.S. officials advocated 
that there were new demands for 
Moscow. Also, Russia would have 
to come to terms with increased 
pressure, and this included more 
sanctions. Russia was going to be 
told that it had to comply.

Lavrov wrote, “The gist of their 
statements is that they are ready 
to normalize their relations with 
Moscow, but only after it chang-
es the way it behaves. It is as if a 
choir has been pre-arranged to sing 
along with the lead vocalist.”

RUSSIA’S DIPLOMAT ACCUSES WEST OF 
HYPOCRISY

in Afghanistan will conclude on Au-
gust 31.”

Until Thursday, it was thought 
that the United States’ presence in 
Afghanistan would be September 

11, the twentieth anniversary of 
the 9/11 terrorist attacks.

DEJAN SRBINOVSKI
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Israeli Prime Minister Naftali 
Bennett is scheduled to meet with 
U.S. President Joe Biden on Aug. 
26 in Washington, marking his first 
official foreign trip since taking of-
fice. 

White House Press Secretary 
Jen Psaki made the announcement 
in an Aug. 18 statement. 

She said they will discuss regional 
and global security issues, includ-
ing Iran, and that the visit is an “op-
portunity for the two leaders to 
discuss efforts to advance peace, 
security, and prosperity for Israelis 
and Palestinians.”

The new Israeli prime minister’s 
visit “will strengthen the enduring 
partnership between the United 
States and Israel, reflect the deep 
ties between our governments and 
our people, and underscore the 
United States’ unwavering com-
mitment to Israel’s security,” she 
added.  

Meanwhile, Bennett’s office re-
leased a statement that matched 
the White House’s message and 
added the “Iranian nuclear issue,” 

but made no mention of Palestin-
ians. 

Biden and Bennett differ on pol-
icy related to Iran, with the U.S. 
president having campaigned to 
re-establish a 2015 nuclear deal 
with Iran that was unilaterally aban-
doned by his predecessor, Donald 
Trump, in 2018. 

Both Bennett and his predeces-
sor, former Prime Minister Net-
anyahu, have staunchly opposed 
the deal, which offered an easing 
of sanctions on Tehran with an 
agreement that the country would 
only use uranium for energy needs 
and not pursue a nuclear weapon 
program. 

Netanyahu, the longest-serving 
Israeli prime minister, was in office 
for nearly 12 years. He had a close 
relationship with Trump, and left 
office facing corruption charges 
that he denies, among which brib-

ery. 

He was widely criticized for his 
policy towards the Palestinians, 
which included the expansion of 
settlements throughout the West 
Bank and east Jerusalem that are 
considered illegal under interna-
tional law. 

Bennett is Netanyahu’s former 
chief of staff and was elected by 
a variety of parties across the po-
litical spectrum in an indictment of 
Netanyahu. The new coalition gov-
ernment that he leads represents 
eight political parties, and includes 
a party representing Arab citizens 
for the first time in the country’s 
history. 

According to the agreement, 
Bennett will lead for the first half 
of a four-year term, before being 
replaced by Yair Lapid, who is a 
former finance minister and head 
of the centrist Yesh Atid party, for 

Diplomacy

ISRAELI PRIME MINISTER NAFTALI 
BENNETT TO MAKE FIRST WHITE HOUSE 

VISIT IN AUGUST

BY: CLAIRE HEALY
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Israel recalled its envoy to Po-
land after President Andrzej Duda 
signed a controversial bill that Tel 
Aviv views as an attack on Jewish 
victims of the Holocaust. Israeli 
Foreign Minister Yair Lapid stated 
that the Polish ambassador, Marek 
Magierowski, should stay not re-
turn to his posting in Tel Aviv after 
his summer sojourn.

“The Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
will recommend today that the Pol-
ish Ambassador to Israel remain on 
holiday in his country,” Politico re-
ported.

The bill, which was passed 
through the Warsaw’s national 
legislature on Aug. 11, imposes a 
30–year time limit on the ability to 
make restitution claims and ending 
claims that have not reached a con-
clusion in the past 30 years, which 
would effectively eliminate many 
ongoing cases.

Lapid responded by saying that 
“tonight, Poland has become an 

anti-democratic and illiberal coun-
try that does not honor the great-
est tragedy in human history. We 
must never remain silent. Israel and 
the Jewish people will certainly not 
remain silent,” he said.

Poland was proportionately 
home to the largest population of 
Jews before the onset of World 
War II, according to the United 
States Holocaust Memorial Mu-
seum. Approximately 11 million 
people died in the German-imple-
mented genocide, the vast majority 
of whom were Jews but also other 
ethnicities.

Duda has said that the bill is not 
intended to target survivors of the 
Holocaust. “I unequivocally reject 
this rhetoric and say it with all my 

strength,” he said. “Linking this act 
with the Holocaust raises my firm 
objection,” AP News reported.

The bill was reportedly signed to 
limit the ability of criminal groups 
from falsely claiming property and 
representing true owners in courts. 
Poland has not yet passed a bill 
regulating restitution and claiming 
of stolen items.  It was widely ac-
cepted across the political spec-
trum in the country. In the vote, 
309 members of the 460-member 
parliament backed the bill, with 
two against and 120 abstaining.

The bill has resonated in the U.S. 
where the passing of a media bill 
said to target U.S.-owned TVN24 
and other non-European groups 
from owning majority-stakes in 

the latter two years.

 The White House visit comes 
amidst rising criticism in Congress 
of Israel’s policy towards Palestin-
ians, following an 11-day conflict 
between Israel and the leaders of 

Iran-backed Hamas, which the U.S. 
State Department classifies as a 
foreign terrorist organization, in 
May 2021. 

The deadly fighting decimated 
the Gaza strip, killing 254 Palestin-

ians, including at least 67 children, 
according to the Gaza Health Min-
istry. The Israeli Military reported 
that thirteen Israeli citizens, includ-
ing two children and one soldier, 
were killed in the armed clashes.

ISRAEL RECALLS AMBASSADOR FROM 
POLAND IN RESPONSE TO ‘ANTI-SEMIT-
IC’ RESTITUTION BILL

BY: RYAN DAY
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domestic Polish media outlets has 
already put U.S.–Polish relations on 
the downswing.

In a news release on Aug. 11 af-
ter the initial passing of the restitu-

tion bill in parliament, U.S. Secre-
tary of State Antony Blinken stated 
that “we are deeply concerned that 
Poland’s parliament passed legisla-
tion today severely restricting the 
process for Holocaust survivors 

and their families, as well as other 
Jewish and non-Jewish property 
owners, to obtain restitution for 
property wrongfully confiscated 
during Poland’s communist era.”

Canadian Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau announced snap elections 
for Sept. 20 after asking Gover-
nor General Mary Simon to dis-
solve parliament and call pre-term 
elections. The vote was originally 
scheduled for October 2023.

Simon is the United Kingdom’s 
representative to Canada since it 
is a part of the nation’s common-
wealth.

“The decisions your government 
makes right now will define the fu-
ture your kids and grandkids will 
grow up in,” Trudeau told reporters 
after a meeting with Simon, ac-
cording to BBC News. “So in this 
pivotal, consequential moment, 
who wouldn’t want a say?”

“Canadians need to choose 
how we finish the fight against 
Covid-19,” he added

Currently, Trudeau holds a mi-
nority in the government.

Since his election in 2019, he has 

had to rely on coalitions with op-
position parties to pass anything 
on his agenda. In calling for general 
elections now and the dissolution 
of his parliament, the prime minis-
ter is betting that he will win a ma-
jority government over his handling 
of the pandemic.

While nothing is guaranteed, 
public opinion polls show that 46 
percent of the country believes 
that they are headed in the right 
direction, the highest number of 
people who have believed so in 
five years. Recent polling also plac-
es Trudeau at the cusp of winning 
the majority he is aspiring for. In 
2019, after a number of political 
scandals, Trudeau lost the majori-
ty he held previously in Parliament, 

winning only 157 seats, 13 shy of a 
majority in the 338 seat House of 
Common.

The leader of the New Demo-
cratic party, Jagmeet Singh, sent a 
letter to Mary Simon asking her to 
reconsider.

“It’s not the right time to have 
an election,” Singh said earlier this 
week. “People might say ‘that’s 
what governments do … I don’t 
think that’s what governments do 
when you’re in the middle of a pan-
demic.”

While it is possible that the New 
Democratic Party will gain seats, 
the leader of the Conservative op-
position group, Erin O’Toole has 
tried to postpone the reelection, 

TRUDEAU CALLS FOR SNAP CANADIAN 
GENERAL ELECTION TWO YEARS EARLY

BY: CLAIRE HEALY
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Outgoing German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel will visit Russia on 
Aug. 20 ahead of her scheduled 
visit with Ukrainian President Volo-
dymyr Zelensky in Kyiv two days 
later.

The chancellor’s spokesperson 
Steffen Seibert told reporters in 
Berlin on Aug. 13 that it will be her 
first visit to the Kremlin since Jan-
uary 2020 amid strained relations 
between the two nations, Germa-
ny’s NDTV reported.

He also confirmed the official 
visit will include a meeting with 
Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
whose increasingly authoritarian 
regime is under European Union 
(EU) sanctions which includes al-
leged assassinations attempts on 
EU soil.

Merkel’s visit comes after a 
White House meeting in mid-July 
with U.S. Joe Biden. They agreed 
to allow a Russian natural-gas pipe-
line project – Nord Stream 2 (NS2) 
– to become operational, leaving 
Ukraine potentially vulnerable to 
further Moscow aggression since it 
would circumvent the country’s ex-
isting pipeline network to Europe, 
rendering it obsolete.

While Seibert went on to say that 
he cannot disclose any information 
on the agenda for the upcom-
ing visit to Moscow, it does come 

during a time when NS2 is more 
than 90-percent complete.

With Germany agreeing to send 
a special envoy to renegotiate the 
existing Ukrainian-Russian natu-
ral-gas transit agreement set to last 
through 2024, the Merkel-Putin 
discussion comes at a time when 
the EU and the U.S. look to estab-
lish a firm set of guidelines for Rus-
sia which has the most to gain from 
the underwater energy project.

U.S. Secretary of State Antony 
Blinken also on Aug. 10 appointed 
reputed Russia hawk Amos Hoch-
stein to the position of senior ad-
visor on energy issues. His biggest 
hurdle going forward is to imple-
ment the NS2 deal in order to en-
sure national security guarantees 
to Ukraine, which has defended its 
territory from Russian-armed for-

mations since 2014.

France and most of East-
ern Europe oppose NS2 over 
what they say is mostly a po-
litical endeavor. Kyiv has ar-
gued that its existing pipeline 
system has successfully and 
can still supply blue fuel to 
Europe without NS2.

However, NS2’s certification to 
operate is not certain due to ex-
isting EU legislation related to an 
energy charter that requires ener-
gy producers to be separate from 
suppliers – Russian state-owned 
Gazprom is one and the same in 
this project.

The continent’s top court, the 
Court of Justice of the Europea-
nUnion, ruled in July to limit Gaz-
prom’s access to Germany’s OPAL 

worried that he might lose several 
races.

“Canadians are worried about a 
fourth wave of Covid-19,” he said 

in a video released on Twitter. 
“Now is not the time for an elec-
tion. We can all wait and go to the 
polls when it’s safe.”

Parties have five weeks to cam-
paign, the shortest campaign cycle 
allowed under federal law.

MERKEL SET TO VISIT RUSSIA TWO DAYS 
BEFORE UKRAINE THIS MONTH BY: RYAN DAY
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Germany arrested a British cit-
izen working at the United King-
dom’s embassy in Berlin on espio-
nage charges on Aug. 10, accusing 
the 57-year-old man of spying for 
Russia.

Residing in nearby Potsdam, 
the suspect was identified only as 
David S. He was hired locally and 
worked at the British embassy in 
Berlin as a security guard. He is ac-
cused of passing counter-terrorism 
documents to Russian officials and 
receiving a cash payment of an un-
known amount in exchange.

The arrest is part of a joint 
U.K.-German investigation, ac-
cording to a statement released 
by the German police. Officials 
suspect that this transaction could 
have started as early as November 
2020.

According to a statement from 
the British police department, the 
investigation remains primarily 
with German authorities with sup-
port from the British Counter Ter-
rorism Command.

Pro-Russian paraphernalia was 
allegedly found in the suspect’s 
residence according to footage and 

a report by London-based Daily 
Mail.

German Foreign Minister Heiko 
Maas expressed support for the 
British government against acts of 
espionage.

“Spying on a close ally on Ger-
man soil is absolutely unacceptable 
and we are in full solidarity with 
our British friends,” he said.

Senior politicians in Berlin have 
called for a security review of pri-
vate contractors working at the 
British embassy.

Relations between the U.K. and 
Germany, and the Russian gov-
ernment were strained before this 
latest incident, which could con-
tribute to increasing tension with 
Moscow.

The U.K. has accused Russia of 
being responsible for a 2018 nerve 
agent attack against former Rus-
sian spy and British double agent 
Sergei Skripal, and his daughter 
Yulia Skripal. Russia has denied any 

involvement.

In June, German officials arrest-
ed a Russian university researcher 
and accused him of spying for the 
Russian government. German-Rus-
sian relations had previously been 
strained over the poisoning of 
Russian opposition leader Aleksei 
Navalny, who received life-saving 
treatment in Germany after he was 
poisoned on a Russian flight in Au-
gust 2020.

Independent laboratory find-
ings in the European Union found 
that he was poisoned with a nerve 
agent that is produced in Russia. 
London-based online sleuth Bell-
ingcat has also concluded that Rus-
sia’s main spy agency, the Federal 
Security Service (FSB), was behind 
his attempted assassination.

Meanwhile, in November 2020, 
Russian security services arrest-
ed Dmitry Fedotkin, a U.K. sta-
tion manager working for Russia’s 
state-owned Aeroflot airlines, and 
accused him of spying for Britain.

Diplomacy
pipeline through which gas from NS2’s underwater pipeline in the Baltic would flow.

JOINT GERMAN-UK INVESTIGATION LEADS TO 
ARREST OF BRITISH NATIONAL SUSPECTED OF 
SPYING FOR RUSSIA

BY: CLAIRE HEALY
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Armenia says clashes along the 
border with Azerbaijan have left 
two of its troops dead as tensions 
continue to simmer between the 
two countries after last year’s war 
over the breakaway Nagorno-Kara-
bakh region.

The Armenian Defense Ministry 
said a skirmish that left one mili-
tary officer dead took place on Au-
gust 16, claiming Azerbaijani forces 
“provoked” the Armenians when 
they tried to advance their posi-
tions inside Armenian territory at 
the Yeraskh section of the border 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan’s 
Naxcivan exclave, which is sand-
wiched between Armenia and Iran.

The ministry added that a day 
earlier its forces managed to re-
pel Azerbaijani military units that 
allegedly also tried to enter Arme-
nian territory at the Sevlich section 
of Armenia’s Syunik region, and 
that one Azerbaijani soldier was 
killed.

According to the ministry, Azer-
baijan “attempted another provo-
cation” on the evening of August 
16, opening fire and claiming the 

life of another Armenian soldier.

“This was the second Armenian 
soldier to die during this day,” the 
ministry said, adding that the Azer-
baijani side had also suffered loss-
es.

Referring to the incidents, Azer-
baijan’s Defense Ministry said in a 
statement that the clashes were 
started by the Armenian side and 
denied any casualties among its 
military personnel.

Copyright (c)2020 RFE/RL, Inc. 
Reprinted with the permission of 
Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 
1201 Connecticut Ave NW, Ste 
400, Washington DC 20036.

In a separate statement, the 
Azerbaijani ministry alleged that 
Armenian forces also opened fire 
on positions in the Kalbacar district 
and the city of Susa.

Long-running tensions between 
the two South Caucasus states 
turned to war last year over Na-
gorno-Karabakh, which is interna-
tionally recognized as part of Azer-
baijan but had been controlled by 
ethnic Armenians since the early 

1990s.

Some 6,000 people were killed 
in six weeks of fighting that ended 
in a Moscow-brokered cease-fire 
deal.

Under the accord, a chunk of Na-
gorno-Karabakh and all seven dis-
tricts around it were placed under 
Azerbaijani administration.

The agreement also resulted in 
the deployment of around 2,000 
Russian peacekeepers, and provid-
ed for an exchange of POWs and 
other detainees.

Several prisoner exchanges have 
since taken place.

On August 14, Azerbaijani Pres-
ident Ilham Aliyev said in an inter-
view with CNN Turk television that 
his country did not want a new war 
with Armenia, as Baku has accom-
plished “its historic mission.”

Last week, Armenian Prime 
Minister Nikol Pashinian said Ye-
revan was ready to resume talks 
with Baku on resolving the Na-
gorno-Karabakh conflict and ex-
pects specific proposals from the 

TWO ARMENIAN TROOPS KILLED IN 
LATEST SHOOT-OUT ALONG AZERBAIJANI 

BORDER

BY TRANSATLANTIC TODAY
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OSCE Minsk Group, consisting of Armenia, Azerbaijan, France, Rus- sia, and the United States.

MINSK – Belarusian police have 
detained several employees of Be-
laPAN, a private news agency, as a 
crackdown on media and civil so-
ciety in Belarus intensifies follow-
ing last year’s disputed presidential 
election that handed victory to 
authoritarian ruler Alyaksandr Lu-
kashenka.

Belapan’s websites, belapan.
by and belapan.com, also can’t be 
reached from both Belarus and 
abroad after police in Minsk on 
August 18 searched the homes of 
staff and the news agency’s office.

Later in the day, BelaPAN’s di-
rector and chief editor Iryna Le-
ushyna, accountant Katsyaryna 
Boyeva, and former director Dzmi-
try Navazhylau were detained and 
placed in prison.

All three are suspected of violat-
ing laws against organizing or par-
ticipating in “actions that grossly 
violate public order,” in an apparent 
reference to providing news cov-
erage of protests and opposition 
activities.

Copyright (c)2020 RFE/RL, Inc. 

Reprinted with the permission of 
Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 
1201 Connecticut Ave NW, Ste 
400, Washington DC 20036.

Another BelaPAN journalist, 
deputy editor-in-chief Alyaksandr 
Zaytsau, was interrogated but re-
leased after a search of his home, 
his wife said on Facebook.

Zaytsau told the Naviny.by news 
website that police confiscated his 
cell phone, a PC hard disc, a tab-
let computer, his journalist docu-
ments, and several business cards.

Another journalist from the 
agency, Iryna Turchyna, said police 
also searched her home and ques-
tioned her.

In January, police searched Bela-
PAN’s headquarters and took away 
equipment. documents, computer 
hard discs, and servers, while Bela-
PAN’s former deputy director, An-

drey Alyaksandrou, was arrested 
and charged in January with high 
treason and organizing mass disor-
der, a charge referring to months-
long mass demonstrations de-
manding Lukashenka’s resignation 
and a new presidential election.

Last month, several BelaPAN 
journalists fled the country follow-
ing another wave of searches by 
police of homes of independent 
journalists.

Lukashenka, 66 and in power 
since 1994, has tightened his grip 
on the country in recent months in 
a violent crackdown on dissent that 
has raised the ire of many Western 
nations.

According to the Belarusian As-
sociation of Journalists, 33 media 
employees are currently behind 
bars.

The West has not recognized the 

BELARUSIAN NEWS SITE GOES OFFLINE 
AFTER POLICE RAIDS, ARREST OF STAFF

BY TRANSATLANTIC TODAY
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Germany has again accused 
Minsk of using refugees as polit-
ical tools as the European Union 
pledged to shore up the bloc’s bor-
der with Belarus to stop a surge in 
illegal crossings.

In recent months Lithuania has 
seen a surge of mostly Iraqi mi-
grants crossing into the EU country 
from neighboring Belarus. In re-
cent weeks Latvia and Poland have 
witnessed a similar wave, prompt-
ing authorities in the EU member 
states to beef up their border se-
curity and start pushing back illegal 
migrants.

Poland, the Baltic states, and EU 
officials have said the migrant flows 
are being orchestrated by Minsk in 
retaliation for sanctions over his 
government’s crackdown on the 
country’s pro-democracy move-
ment following a disputed presi-
dential election in August 2020.

Copyright (c)2020 RFE/RL, Inc. 
Reprinted with the permission of 
Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 
1201 Connecticut Ave NW, Ste 
400, Washington DC 20036.

Authoritarian Belarusian leader 
Alyaksandr Lukashenka “is using 
refugees, for example from Iraq, 
in a hybrid way to undermine se-
curity,” German Chancellor Ange-
la Merkel said on August 17 at a 
news conference with the Estonian 
prime minister in Berlin amid grow-
ing concerns within the EU that 
thousands more migrants will seek 
to enter the bloc following the Tal-
iban’s seizure of power in Afghani-
stan.

“We are closely coordinating with 
our European partners on every-
thing. We will also try to take a 
common position because this hy-
brid kind of confrontation, as used 
by Belarus, is an attack on all of 
us in the European Union,” Merkel 
said.

A draft statement from an ex-
traordinary summit of EU interior 

ministers on August 17 says the 
bloc stands ready to provide addi-
tional border officers and funding 
to tackle the migrant surge on Lith-
uania’s border with Belarus.

The document is subject to 
change until a final statement is re-
leased after the meeting.

Lithuanian President Gitanas 
Nauseda signed a decree on Au-
gust 13 that calls for deploying 
members of the armed forces to 
the border to counter the increase 
in illegal migration.

The EU has said that it hopes for 
a stabilization of the situation after 
Iraq suspended flights from Bagh-
dad to Minsk earlier this month.

Earlier this year, Lukashenka 
vowed to send drugs and migrants 
into Europe after the bloc imposed 
a new round of sanctions on Belar-

MERKEL BLASTS BELARUS FOR ‘USING 
REFUGEES’ TO UNDERMINE EU SECURITY

results of the August 2020 election 
and does not consider Lukashenka 
to be the country’s legitimate lead-

er. Many countries have imposed 
several rounds of sanctions against 
his regime in response to his sup-

pression of dissent in the country.

BY TRANSATLANTIC TODAY
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us because Minsk forced a Ryanair 
flight to land on its soil to arrest 
opposition blogger Raman Pratase-
vich and Sofia Sapega, his Russian 
girlfriend.

Belarus and Lithuania, one of the 
staunchest critics of the authori-
tarian ruler, share a nearly 680-ki-
lometer-long frontier that serves as 
an external border of the EU. Less 

than 40 percent of this frontier is 
monitored by electronic surveil-
lance.

On August 17, Lithuanian Interi-
or Minister Agne Bilotaite said in a 
statement that border guards from 
Belarus entered Lithuania as they 
pushed dozens of migrants across 
the frontier into the EU member 
country.

“We cannot tolerate such brazen 
provocation when 12 Belarusian 
guards crossed the Republic of 
Lithuania’s border today,” Bilotaite 
said.

As of August 3, 4,026 individuals 
had illegally crossed into Lithuania 
from Belarus since January 1, com-
pared with only 74 for all of last 
year.

In a speech on Aug. 16, U.S. 
President Joe Biden addressed 
the unfolding crisis in Afghanistan, 
as the Taliban ascended to power 
in the span of a week following a 
U.S. military withdrawal. Biden said 
that although the situation unfold-
ed faster than expected, he stands 
“squarely behind his decision.” 

The war in Afghanistan is the 
longest war in American history, 
spanning 20 years and four presi-
dents, leading to the death of more 
than 2,400 U.S. service members. 
Biden emphasized his commitment 
to “not pass this responsibility onto 
a fifth president.” 

He began his speech by reiter-

ating his view of the U.S.’s inten-
tion in Afghanistan, stressing that 
the objective had not been nation 
building or “creating a unified, cen-
tralized democracy,” but instead to 
prevent a terrorist attack on the 
U.S. by ensuring al-Qaeda did not 
solidify a base in Afghanistan.

Criticizing Afghan leadership and 
military troops on their ability to 
fight the Taliban without U.S. as-
sistance, he said he “cannot and 
will not ask our troops to fight on 
endlessly in another country’s civil 
war.” 

He conceded that the Taliban 
takeover happened “more quickly 
than we anticipated,” but said that 
no amount of continued U.S. mili-
tary presence would make a differ-
ence in the war. 

He added: “American troops can-
not and should not be fighting and 
dying in a war that Afghan forces 
are not willing to fight for them-
selves.” 

Regarding the $2 trillion that the 
U.S. had spent over the past 20 
years on developing the war-torn 
country, including training and 

BIDEN DEFENDS PULLOUT FROM AFGHAN-
ISTAN: ‘I CANNOT AND WILL NOT ASK OUR 
TROOPS TO FIGHT ON ENDLESSLY IN AN-
OTHER COUNTRY’S CIVIL WAR’

BY CLAIRE HEALY
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equipping a military of more than 
300,000, he said: “We gave them 
every tool they could need.”

Biden continued: “We paid their 
salaries, we provided for the main-
tenances of their air force … we 
gave them every chance to deter-
mine their own future, what we 
could not provide them was the 
will to fight for that future.” 

Regarding the country’s president 
who fled the country to an undis-
closed location, the U.S. president 
asserted that Ghani has “insisted 
the Afghan forces would fight, but 
obviously he was wrong, so I’m left 
again to ask of those who wanted 
us to stay, how many more gener-
ations of America’s daughters and 
sons would you have me send to 
fight Afghanistan’s civil wars when 
Afghan troops will not.

During his address to the nation, 
Biden said, “I’m clear on my answer, 
I will not repeat the mistakes we’ve 
made in the past.”  

Biden said his priority going for-
ward is evacuating American cit-
izens and allies from the country, 
and that any inhibition of that mis-
sion will be met with “devastating 

force.” 

The State Department and the 
Pentagon have held press confer-
ences on details of current efforts 
to evacuate and relocate citizens, 
Afghan Special Immigrant Visa ap-
plicants (SIVs), and persons at risk 
in the country, including interpret-
ers who helped the U.S. govern-
ment. 

State Department spokesperson 
Ned Price said U.S. Secretary of 
State Antony Blinken spoke with his 
counterparts from Russia, China, 
Pakistan, Turkey, Australia, France, 
Norway, the UK, and NATO about 
the situation. 

According to Price, all remaining 
U.S. direct hire personal, including 
the ambassador, have relocated to 
the Kabul airport that is controlled 
by U.S. military personnel. 

“The situation will continue to re-
main fluid, in the coming hours and 
likely in the coming days, neverthe-
less we are operating on multiple 
fronts and around the clock to pro-
tect our people, those who have 
worked side-by-side with the Unit-
ed States over the years, and other 
vulnerable Afghans,” Price said.

U.S. Army Maj. Gen. Hank Tay-
lor, Joint Staff Director of Current 
Operations, said that over 700 SIV 
applicants have left Afghanistan, 
putting the total number of SIV ap-
plicants that left the country in re-
cent weeks at over 2,000. He also 
said the U.S. military is currently 
assisting the State Department in 
moving over 700 personnel from 
the embassy, who he said are safe 
and preparing to depart.

 When asked if the scenes unfold-
ing in Kabul, particularly of panic at 
the Hamid Karzai International Air-
port, were a failure of intelligence, 
Taylor declined to comment. 

John Kirby, the Pentagon spokes-
person, contended with a report-
er’s use of the term “failure” to 
describe the panic, and said that 
military drills were conducted in 
anticipation of the airport evacu-
ation, but he said they could not 
have been “perfectly predictive.” 

A full transcript of President 
Biden’s remarks, a transcript of the 
State Department press briefing 
and the Pentagon press briefing 
can be found online.

US RESPONDS TO CHINA, RUSSIA’S INTER-
EST IN WORKING WITH TALIBAN BY: RYAN DAY

U.S. Secretary of State Antony 
Blinken initiated a dialogue with his 
counterparts in China and Russia in 
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response to the developing secu-
rity situation in Afghanistan. On 
Aug. 17, he spoke separately with 
Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi 
on the situation in Afghanistan and 
efforts to safely evacuate Chinese 
and U.S. citizens who remain in Af-
ghanistan, according to a State De-
partment news release.

China, Russia, and Pakistan are 
the only three countries report-
edly that still have fully-operating 
embassies in Kabul, the capital of 
the war-stiffen country where the 
Islamist extremist group regained 
power after 20 years.  

U.S. President Joe Biden justified 
the United States’ military draw-
down in an address at the White 
House on Aug. 16, acknowledging 
that the withdrawal was “messy” 
but saying that he stood by the 
decision to end U.S. involvement in 
the war. 

“The Biden administration’s short 
timetable for withdrawal, tied to 
the 20th anniversary of 9/11, and 
in the middle of the fighting season, 
was a mistake. But the situation on 
the ground is the result of two de-
cades of miscalculations and failed 
policies pursued by three prior U.S. 
administrations and of the failure 
of Afghanistan’s leaders to govern 
for the good of their people,” for-
mer U.S. Ambassador to Afghani-
stan P. Michael McKinley wrote in 
U.S.-based Foreign Affairs. 

Blinken held similar talks with his 

Russian counterpart Sergey Lav-
rov. He discussed U.S. evacuation 
efforts for Americans and Afghans 
wishing to flee amid an amid the 
Taliban’s takeover of the country, 
following a U.S. withdrawal from 
the country. 

Beijing and Moscow have ex-
pressed interest in working with 
the Taliban after they seized Kabul 
on Aug. 15. 

Russian Ambassador to Afghan-
istan Dmitry Zhirnov commented 
on the situation in an interview 
with Moscow’s Ekho Moskvy radio 
station. 

“The situation is peaceful and 
good and everything has calmed 
down in the city. The situation in 
Kabul now under the Taliban is 
better than it was under [self-ex-
iled President] Ashraf Ghani,” said 
Zhirnov, as reported by Euractiv. 

The Russian Embassy in Britain 
tweeted that “the objective reality 
is that Washington’s comfortable 
position of U.S. hegemony is reced-
ing into the past against the back-
drop of the strengthening political 
positions of Russia and China.” 

Meanwhile, Russia has been in 
contact with the Taliban via its em-
bassy in Kabul. “It went absolutely 
calmly and without incident. They 
[the Taliban] came and took it [the 
embassy] under guard,” embassy 
representative Zamir Kabulov told 
Reuters 

China has expressed similar in-
terest in expanding its “friendly 
and cooperative” relations with the 
Taliban, according to a government 
spokesperson. China shares a 46-
mile border with Afghanistan and 
has feared that it may be used as a 
staging area for Uyghur separatists 
in the border region of Xinjiang. 

Last month, a Taliban delegation 
met with Chinese Foreign Minister 
Wang Yi. In return for Afghanistan 
not being used as a staging area 
for militants, Yi promised economic 
support for the country. 

Government spokeswoman Hua 
Chunying echoed this sentiment in 
a statement to reporters, according 
to France24. 

“The Taliban have repeatedly 
expressed their hope to develop 
good relations with China, and that 
they look forward to China’s par-
ticipation in the reconstruction and 
development of Afghanistan,” she 
said. 

Analysts say Beijing sees a stable 
relationship with the Taliban as be-
ing crucial to its Belt and Road Ini-
tiative, which is set to be expanded 
upon through Afghanistan and the 
Central Asian republics.
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PARIS - Two years after vaulting 
to power as a nerdy, conservative 
outsider, Tunisia’s president, Kais 
Saied, tests another paradox: Can 

Middle East

Recently elected Iranian Pres-
ident Ebrahim Raisi has said his 
government will place a priority on 
fighting COVID-19.

“The government’s first priority 
is controlling the coronavirus, im-
proving the health situation, and 
widespread vaccination,” Raisi said 
on August 21 as parliament began 
debating the conservative leader’s 
male-only cabinet choices.

“The economy and the livelihood 
situation is the second” priority, he 
said.

Infection and death rates owing 
to the coronavirus pandemic have 
hit record highs in Iran this month, 
with more than 4.5 million cases 
and more than 100,000 fatalities.

Officials have blamed the more 
contagious Delta variant for the 

country’s “fifth wave” of coronavi-
rus infections.

Raisi has tapped Bahram Eynolla-
hi to be his health minister, describ-
ing the 63-year-old optometrist as 
“a figure who can rally forces in the 
fight against coronavirus.”

Eynollahi has been identified as a 
signatory to a January open letter 
that warned against importing vac-
cines made by the United States, 

Britain, and France, alleging they 
could cause “unknown and irre-
versible complications.”

More than 16.3 million people 
out of the country’s 83 million in-
habitants have been given a first 
vaccine dose, but only 5.4 million 
have received the second, the 
Health Ministry said on August 20.

Based on reporting by AFP

IRAN PRESIDENT SAYS HIS PROPOSED 
CABINET WILL FOCUS ON CORONAVIRUS, 

ECONOMY

TUNISIA’S SAIED IS IN CHARGE, BUT FOR HOW 
LONG?

BY: RADIO LIBERTY

BY LISA BRYANT

IRANIAN PRESIDENT EBRAHIM RAISI
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he save the Arab Spring’s only de-
mocracy through arguably undem-
ocratic means?

There is no immediate answer, 
more than halfway through a 30-
day suspension of parliament that 
Saied ordered last month — and 
later hinted at extending — after 
seizing emergency powers amid 
Tunisia’s many crises.

Since then, the 63-year-old pres-
ident has moved swiftly to crack 
down on alleged corruption, lifting 
parliamentary immunity and arrest-
ing officials tied to the phosphate 
industry, but also targeting law-
makers critical of him. He enlisted 
the army, which so far appears to 
support him, for a major COVID-19 
vaccination drive to fight a gallop-
ing pandemic.

But Saied has yet to replace the 
government he ousted in late July 
or offer a comprehensive plan for 
emerging from the political and 
economic turmoil gripping the 
North African country.

Some hoped he might set mile-
stones Friday, which marked an 
important date for Tunisian wom-
en’s rights. But instead of making a 
keynote speech, he visited female 
artisans.

As many Tunisians and some 
hardline Arab governments root 
him on, rivals decry a coup. Rights 
groups and pundits worry about 
shrinking freedoms and a re-
strained response thus far from 
Western governments — although 
a U.S. delegation visiting Tunis on 
Friday urged Saied to “urgently” 
appoint a new prime minister and 
swiftly restore the country’s parlia-
mentary democracy.

“The question is: What will Saied 
do now?” said Brahim Ouman-
sour, a North Africa analyst for the 
French Institute for International 
and Strategic Affairs, a Paris-based 
research organization.

“Will he really carry through the 
big reforms he promised Tunisians, 
and keep these new powers tem-

porarily to deal with the crisis? Or 
will he keep them long term?”

Unlikely candidate

A constitutional scholar with no 
political party backing him and a 
penchant for long-windedness, 
Saied seemed an unlikely presiden-
tial candidate in 2019, as he bucked 
Tunisia’s establishment politics.

He waged a shoestring campaign 
on the streets and online.

Seemingly stiff and austere, he 
earned nicknames like RoboCop 
and Robespierre, after the French 
revolutionary, yet rocketed to vic-
tory, capturing nearly three-quar-
ters of the runoff vote.

Saied’s clean image also earned 
him the backing of young voters 
fed up with growing corruption — 
and despite his conservative stanc-
es in areas like homosexuality and 
gender equality in inheritance.

But he clashed with the country’s 
gridlocked parliament and its most 
powerful member, the moderate 
Islamist Ennahdha party that has 
been a major player in post-revo-
lution Tunisia.

“His conservative stances could 
have facilitated dialogue with En-
nahdha,” analyst Oumansour said, 
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comparing Saied unfavorably with 
his experienced predecessor, Beji 
Caid Essebsi. “It could have helped 
him reach a consensual outcome 
to better steer the country, but he 
chose to feed divisions within par-
liament to reinforce his powers.”

Popular for now

For now, many ordinary Tunisians 
see Saied as a savior, not a spoiler. 
Instead of getting better, life has 
gotten harder since the euphoric 
revolutionary days a decade ago, 
which touched off the wider Arab 
Spring revolt.

The coronavirus pandemic — 
driving Tunisia’s death rate to the 
highest in the Middle East and Af-
rica — deepened poverty, unem-
ployment and the country’s fiscal 
crisis. Many blamed the govern-
ment’s shambolic pandemic re-
sponse on bickering parties, start-
ing with Ennahdha. Saied’s power 
grab followed anti-government 
demonstrations and attacks on En-
nahdha offices.

“Kais Saied has opened the door 
on the unknown … and a breath 
of fresh air,” Tunisian writer Emna 
Belhaj Yahia opined in France’s Le 
Monde newspaper, describing Tu-
nisians as asphyxiated by their myr-
iad woes. “Only this possibility can 
explain their joy.”

“I think the president has a bit 
of a grace period when it comes 
to the streets,” Fadil Aliriza, editor 
in chief for Tunisian news website 
Meshkal, said in a recent forum 
hosted by London policy research 
group Chatham House.

But unless Saied brings other po-
litical and social actors on board, 
Aliriza added, “his political capital 
may diminish very quickly.”

The president already has dis-
missed Ennahdha’s call for a na-
tional dialogue, which helped Tu-
nisia emerge from an earlier crisis, 
saying at least when it came to the 
Islamist party, no discussion was 
possible with “cancerous cells.”

Critics say sidelining Ennahdha, 

representing a still sizable chunk of 
Tunisian voters, does not bode well 
for democracy.

Tougher response?

Rights groups also are alarmed 
at the closure of news channel 
Al-Jazeera’s Tunis office a day after 
Saied’s power move. And while a 
number of Western governments, 
including former colonial power 
France, have called for restoring 
democracy and the rule of law, an-
alysts urge a sharper response.

The United States and European 
nations need to “take tougher lines, 
even if behind the scenes,” said the 
International Crisis Group research 
organization, to commit Saied to a 
detailed road map by October for 
getting democracy back on track.

Others suggest conditioning Tu-
nisia’s receipt of International Mon-
etary Fund assistance, now under 
negotiation, to adhering to democ-
racy markers like rule of law and 
accountability.

Yet Western concerns about 
maintaining stability and security 
in the Arab world have traditionally 
outweighed pro-democracy rheto-
ric, analyst Oumansour noted.

“Western leaders have a key role 
to play to support Tunisia,” he add-
ed. “For the moment, Tunisia is a 
democracy that’s succeeded, de-
spite its fragility and uncertainty.”
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The U.S. Treasury Department 
has imposed sanctions on an al-
leged oil smuggler and companies 
it said provide support to the Quds 
Force of Iran’s Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps.

The sanctions target Mahmood 
Rashid Amur al-Habsi, an oil trader 
from Oman, and a network of busi-
nesses, two based in Oman, one 
based in Liberia, and one based 
in Romania, the Treasury Depart-
ment said in a statement on Au-
gust 13.

The action freezes any U.S. as-
sets of those blacklisted and gen-
erally bars Americans from dealing 
with them.

Secretary of State Antony 
Blinken said in a statement that 
the Quds Force used revenues 
from sales of Iranian petroleum 
to fund its “malign activities” and 
used foreign intermediaries to ob-

scure its involvement.

The United States “will continue 
to expose and disrupt those sup-
porting such efforts,” Blinken said.

The United States has designat-
ed the Quds Force a foreign ter-
rorist organization, and in January 
2020 killed its leader, General Qa-
sem Soleimani, in a drone strike.

The sanctions come as efforts to 
revive the 2015 Iran nuclear deal 
with world powers have stalled, 
with indications that Washington 
is losing patience over Tehran’s 
delays in returning to the talks in 
Vienna.

Negotiations to seek a way to 
bring both sides back into full 
compliance began in April. The last 
round took place on June 20.

A senior European Union official 
said last week that Iran is ready to 
resume the talks as soon as early 
September. Iran’s new president, 
Ebrahim Raisi, took office earlier 
this month.

Based on reporting by Reuters 
and dpa

U.S. HITS ALLEGED OIL SMUGGLER, 
NETWORK OF COMPANIES WITH 

SANCTIONS FOR BACKING IRAN’S QUDS 
FORCE

BY: RADIO LIBERTY

AN OIL TANKER PASSES THROUGH THE 
STRAIT OF HORMUZ.
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Israel and Morocco are moving 
ahead with plans to open their re-
spective embassies, Israeli Foreign 
Minister Yair Lapid announced 
Thursday during a trip to the North 
African country.

Morocco, along with the United 
Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Sudan, 
all agreed to normalize relations 
with Israel as part of the Abraham 
Accords, negotiated by former 
President Donald Trump toward 
the end of his presidency.

“We are going to upgrade from 
liaison offices to embassies,” Lapid 
said at a news conference.

Lapid reportedly told Israeli re-
porters that he and his counterpart, 
Nasser Bourita, agreed to open the 
embassies within two months.

Moroccan officials have not com-
mented so far on the development.

Lapid’s visit to Morocco was the 
first by an Israeli foreign minister 
since 2003.

During the meeting, they signed 
an agreement covering air service 
between the two countries and 
cooperating in cultural, athletic and 
youth activities.

In a tweet, the U.S. Embassy in 
Rabat called Lapid’s visit “a major 
step forward.”

As part of the Abraham Accords, 
the U.S. agreed to recognize Mo-
roccan sovereignty over Western 
Sahara, a big win for Rabat. The 
Biden administration has said it 
plans to review the decision.

Some 3,000 Jews still live in Mo-
rocco, which once boasted a Jew-
ish community of 700,000. Many 
moved to Israel.

The two countries had liaison of-
fices in the 1990s, but they were 
closed due to the second Palestin-
ian intifada from 2000 to 2005.

MOROCCAN FOREIGN MINISTER NASSER 
BOURITA

ISRAEL, MOROCCO AGREE TO OPEN 
EMBASSIES, SAYS ISRAELI FOREIGN 
MINISTER

BY VOA NEWS
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ISTANBUL - The Turkish capital, 
Ankara, has been hit with a night 
of violence against Syrian refugees. 
Turkey currently hosts over four 
million refugees, and with more 
coming from Afghanistan and 
there are growing fears of rising 
social tensions.

Hundreds of people attacked the 
homes of Syrians Wednesday in 
Altindag, a suburb of Ankara. Syr-
ian shops were also targeted, with 
an angry mob looting the contents. 

The violence was triggered by 
the killing of a local Turkish youth, 
allegedly by Syrians.

Police tried to intervene, calling 
for people to return to their homes, 
but to no avail, as the violence con-
tinued for many hours. 

Unconfirmed reports say people 
traveled across the city to join the 
attacks. No official figures have 
been given on injuries. 

Altindag, a suburban electoral 
stronghold of the ruling AKP party, 
is home to many Syrian refugees, 
who had fled Syria’s civil war. 

A local shop owner, who did not 
want to be identified, said people’s 

patience over the refugees is run-
ning out.

Let them go back. They are ev-
erywhere here, left-right center.  
He adds, I am only one of three 
Turkish shop owners left here. 

Turkey opened its doors to mil-
lions fleeing the decade-long Syr-
ian civil war. But political analyst 
Atilla Yesilada of Global Source 
Partners says there is growing 
discontent over the government’s 
refugee policy, which is likely to be 
exacerbated by increasing num-
bers of Afghans fleeing the Taliban 
arriving in Turkey.

“There are not only 3.6 million 
Syrians; there are at least two 
thousand Iranians, half-million Iraq-
is, an unknown number of Africans 
who came through tourists visas,” 
Yesilada said. “Now Afghanis, along 
with other Central Asian nations, 
are coming, and they are virtually 
stealing jobs because they work for 
half the minimum wage, they don’t 
complain, they stage strikes, so not 
only in Istanbul and other indus-

trialized cities but also many Ana-
tolian towns, they are favored for 
manual jobs and agricultural jobs. 
This is a huge problem; all polls 
show regardless of political party, 
Turks want them to go back.”

Main opposition politician Kemal 
Kilicdaroglu declared last month 
Syrian refugees would be returned 
within two years of his party com-
ing to power. Wednesday night 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan said measures were being 
taken to control any surge in Af-
ghan refugees.

Erdogan said, at the border with 
Iran or Iraq, walls on the frontiers 
are rising significantly right now. 
These walls are to prevent illegal 
migration to our country.

Turkey is constructing border 
walls and fences along its entire 
Iranian and Iraqi frontiers. Those 
barriers are predicted to be tested 
as observers warn of a potential 
exodus of Afghans if the Taliban 
take power.

Middle East

SYRIAN REFUGEES TARGETED IN ANKARA 
NIGHT OF VIOLENCE

BY DORIAN JONES
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LONDON - America’s NATO al-
lies are scrambling to evacuate their 
citizens from Afghanistan amid the 
U.S. military withdrawal from the 
country and the collapse of the Af-
ghan government. Many European 
officials have voiced fears that the 
Taliban takeover will increase the 
risk of terrorism and renew an in-
flux of refugees into Europe.  

Britain and other NATO allies be-
gan evacuating their citizens from 
Afghanistan on Sunday, along with 
hundreds of Afghan citizens who 
worked alongside them. France, 
Germany, Spain and Italy are also 
operating evacuation flights after 
U.S. troops reasserted control of 
the airport Monday, following cha-
otic scenes over the weekend. 

Several European states are 
to outline soon their emergency 
asylum programs for interpreters 
and other Afghan nationals who 
worked alongside NATO troops 
and civilians over the past two de-
cades. They are now seen as par-
ticularly at risk of Taliban reprisals.

Several allies joined the U.S.-led 
invasion of Afghanistan in 2001. 
NATO took control of the Interna-

tional Security Assistance Force in 
Afghanistan in 2003 and led the 
training program for Afghan forc-
es after 2014. In addition to the 
2,448 U.S. military service per-
sonnel killed in Afghanistan, other 
NATO member states have lost 
hundreds of troops in two decades 
of conflict.

In a press conference Tuesday, 
NATO Secretary-General Jens 
Stoltenberg blamed the country’s 
political leadership for the capitu-
lation to the Taliban.  

“What we have seen in the last 
few weeks was a military and po-
litical collapse at a speed which 
had not been anticipated. Part of 
the Afghan security forces fought 
bravely, but they were unable to 

secure the country because ulti-
mately, the Afghan political leader-
ship failed to stand up to the Tal-
iban and to achieve the peaceful 
solution that Afghans desperate-
ly wanted. This failure of Afghan 
leadership led to the tragedy we 
are witnessing today,” Stoltenberg 
told reporters at NATO headquar-
ters in Brussels. 

The failure to build a democrat-
ic state in Afghanistan could have 
wider implications for NATO, said 
Natasha Lindstaedt, a U.S. foreign 
policy analyst at Britain’s Universi-
ty of Essex. 

“I think NATO might return to 
more limited aims, of just trying to 
maintain stability and deter rather 
than to engage in these grand in-
terventions,” she told VOA. 

Britain’s Defense Secretary Ben 
Wallace blamed the collapse of the 
Afghan government on the 2020 
deal struck with the Taliban by for-
mer U.S. President Donald Trump.

FRUSTRATION, FEAR AMONG US ALLIES 
SCRAMBLING TO LEAVE AFGHANISTAN

BY HENRY RIDGWELL

Europe
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“It was done directly to the Tal-
iban. It didn’t involve the Afghan 

government — so (it) fatally poten-
tially undermined the government 
of that day. We, as international 
partners, found it uncomfortable 
because we had deployed through 
a U.S. framework. We hadn’t de-
ployed in a unilateral manner. So, 
when they pulled that framework, 
we had to leave,” Wallace told the 
BBC. 

However, many European offi-
cials have also criticized the man-
ner of the U.S. withdrawal. 

“It was very abrupt, and it wasn’t 
coordinated, and there wasn’t 
much consultation at all from 
Biden and his administration with 
its NATO allies,” Lindstaedt said. 
“(NATO allies) couldn’t really stay 
there because they were depen-
dent upon the U.S. military power 
providing that type of support.” 

Meanwhile, European leaders 
are also wary of the longer-term 
consequences of the Taliban take-
over. French President Emmanuel 
Macron gave a televised address 
Monday evening. 

“An historic turning point is un-
derway in Afghanistan, far from 
our borders, but with major conse-
quences for the entire internation-
al community, for Europe and for 

France,” Macron said. 

“Afghanistan’s destabilization 
risks causing irregular migration 
to Europe. France, as I’ve said, has 
and will continue to do its duty for 
those who are most threatened. … 
Europe cannot be the only ones to 
take on consequences of the cur-
rent situation,” he added.

Macron also warned of the in-
creased terror threat. 

“Terrorist groups are present 
in Afghanistan and seek to profit 
from the destabilization. The Unit-
ed Nations’ Security Council will 
have to come up with a common 
and united answer,” the French 
president said. 

That threat extends beyond the 
region and has implications for the 
global fight against terrorism, said 
analyst Raffaello Pantucci of the S. 
Rajaratnam School of International 
Studies in Singapore. 

“I think there’s going to be an un-
doubted sense of wind of victory 
blowing through the sails of jihad-
ists around the world as they say, 
‘Look, victory is attainable. This 
isn’t a hopeless struggle. Keep to 
the fight, stick to your beliefs, and 
20 years later, you can end up win-
ning this war.’ And I think that nar-
rative will carry them forward for 
some time into the future,” Pantuc-

ci told Agence France-Presse. 

“I think it remains to be seen 
the degree to which Afghanistan 
will become a base once again for 
international terrorist groups to 
launch attacks outside. I think cer-
tainly al-Qaida will be rejuvenated 
by this and will strengthen itself,” 
he added.

Several thousand Afghan asy-
lum-seekers remain stranded on 
the Greek island of Lesbos, hav-
ing fled to Europe in recent years. 
Several hundred staged a protest 
Monday against the Taliban take-
over. Among them was Elena, who 
did not wish to give her full name, 
fearing reprisals for family mem-
bers in Afghanistan. 

“What will happen now in Af-
ghanistan for (the) young gener-
ation? For children? For women’s 
rights? Everything is destroyed by 
the Taliban,” she told Reuters. 

Those questions remain unan-
swered, as Western nations rush to 
leave Afghanistan, and the Taliban 
retakes the reins of power. 

Some material from this report 
came from Reuters and Agence 
France-Presse.
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UZHHOROD, Ukraine -- Ethnic 
Hungarian communities and civic 
groups in western Ukraine have 
received at least 115 million euros 
from the Hungarian government 
over the past 10 years, a new RFE/
RL investigation found.

The findings by the investigative 
program Schemes underscore how 
Prime Minister Viktor Orban’s gov-
ernment has dramatically increased 
financing for diaspora Hungarian 
communities, not just in Ukraine 
but also in Slovakia, Romania, Cro-
atia, Serbia, and Slovenia.

In Ukraine, where around 
150,000 ethnic Hungarians live -- 
primarily in the western Zakarpat-
tya region, which borders Hungary 
-- the issue has taken on a political 
hue in recent years, as some Hun-
garians there have pushed back 
against government regulations on 
the use of languages other than 
Ukrainian, particularly in educa-
tion. Ukraine’s security service has 
raided Hungarian cultural groups in 
the past, alleging hints of a sepa-
ratist movement.

The figures on funding for 
Ukraine’s ethnic Hungarian com-
munities comes from data shared 
with Schemes by a project of in-
vestigative journalism organiza-

tions in Eastern Europe. The or-
ganizations tracked Hungarian 
government spending on diaspora 
groups across the region.

The consortium found that, since 
2011, the Hungarian government 
paid at least 670 million euros to 
ethnic Hungarian organizations 
across six countries.

Much of the money appears 
to have been channeled through 
the Bethlen Gabor Fund, which is 
Hungary’s largest state fund and 
focused on supporting Hungarian 
organizations abroad.

Other Hungarian groups, such 
as the national soccer federation, 
the national branch of the Ro-
man Catholic Church, and other 
philanthropies, have also funded 
programs for Hungarians abroad: 
things like children’s summer camps 
and the restoration of churches. 
But spending and other data are 
harder to track through Hungarian 
records.

The 115-million-euro figure for 
Ukraine’s Hungarian communities 
since 2011 came via the Bethlen 
Gabor Fund, according to the in-
vestigation. It’s unclear how much 
funding came from other Hungar-
ian sources.

It’s not an insubstantial sum, 
amounting to about 1 1/2 times the 
Zakarpattya regional government’s 
annual budget and equaling the 
estimated cost of the proposed re-
gional airport, according to calcula-
tions by Schemes, an investigative 
program run jointly by RFE/RL’s 
Ukrainian Service and UA: Pershy, 
Ukraine’s public broadcaster. And 
it has increased markedly since 
2011, the year after Orban began 
his second term as prime minister 
following an eight-year stint in the 
opposition.

Complex History

Zakarpattya, better known in En-
glish as Transcarpathia, was part of 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire pri-
or to World War I. In the decades 

RFE/RL INVESTIGATION: WHY IS HUNGARY 
FUNDING DIASPORA COMMUNITIES IN 
WESTERN UKRAINE?

BY VALERIA YEHOSHYNA
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that followed, control flipped be-
tween the briefly independent 
Ukraine, then Czechoslovakia, and 
finally Hungary, which invaded and 
annexed much the territory six 
months before the start of World 
War II.

After the war, it was absorbed by 
the Soviet Union, to become part 
of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist 
Republic.

Some of the Hungarian public 
funds targeted for Ukraine have 
gone to help restore or repair cul-
tural monuments.

In Uzhhorod, a border city of 
115,000 and the capital of the Za-
karpattya region, Andriy Lyubka, 
a Ukrainian writer and poet, has 
spearheaded an effort to compile 
local literary writings and translate 
them from Hungarian to Ukrainian.

He said that applying for and 
receiving Hungarian funding for 
the effort is a simple process. He 
has sought Ukrainian government 

funding, but his proposal was de-
nied.

“When local businesspeople re-
ceive money from Hungarian funds 
for business activities, they think 
they will be forced to take an oath 
in the name of Orban, Hungary…

and this is not the case,” Lyubka 
said. But “they’ve received money, 
without bribes, without obligations 
to serve Hungary, so they think 
and make everyone around them 
think that ‘look, Hungary is a cool 
state without imperial aims,’ and 
thus they turn into foot soldiers of 
Hungarian influence locally.”

The Hungarian funds also help 
subsidize Hungarian-language me-
dia in Ukraine. The Bethlen Gabor 
Fund provides financing to at least 
four.

“Most of the newspapers which 
are published [here in Ukraine] are 
either funded by the readers or 
receive some sort of grant assis-
tance, in particular from Hungary,” 
Laslo Zubanych, the head of the 
Democratic Union of Hungarians 
in Ukraine, told RFE/RL. “There are 
no state or communal newspapers 
currently, therefore there is no in-
fluence.”

Zubanych also suggested that 
the Hungarian-language media in 

remote regions of western Ukraine 
were filling a void after Ukraine’s 
main TV channels switched to dig-
ital signals -- which he said were 
harder to receive in mountainous 
areas like the Carpathians.

“A child cannot watch a Ukrainian 
cartoon or listen to Ukrainian mu-

sic. The information space is al-
ready lost for the state,” he said.

“Hungarians sometimes say 
‘Crimea was stolen from you, dif-
ferent territories were stolen from 
us,’ said Serhiy Sydorenko, editor of 
the online newspaper Yevropeyska 
Pravda, “and in fact Zakarpattya is 
only the smallest among them.”

Diaspora Support

It’s not uncommon for foreign 
governments to provide funding 
for cultural and social events for 
expatriate and diaspora communi-
ties around the world. Funding po-
litical parties is another matter.

There are no publicly available 
comparative figures, for example, 
for the Russian government’s fund-
ing for ethnic Russians or Russian 
speakers abroad, or for the British 
government’s support for British 
expatriates.

Some in Ukraine assert that Hun-
garian funding has a deliberate in-
tent; Hungarian officials deny it.

A billboard for a civic organiza-
tion set up for the “protection of 
the rights and freedoms of the 
Transcarpathian Hungarians” is 
seen in western Ukraine during 
parliamentary elections in 2019.

Pavlo Klimkin, who was Ukraine’s 
foreign minister under former Pres-
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ident Petro Poroshenko, asserted 
the Hungarian money was aimed at 
building support for Fidesz -- Or-
ban’s ruling party, which dominates 
Hungary’s political and civic life -- 
among diaspora Hungarians.

“They constantly try to mobilize 
voter support by bringing in Hun-
garians, whom they do not con-
sider to be diaspora Hungarians 
by the way,” he said. “Thus, most 
of them have Hungarian passports 
and vote for the Fidesz party” in 
Hungarian elections.

Gergely Gulyas, Orban’s chief 
of staff, denied there was political 
intent in funding such community 
groups.

It is “a really important task for 
the Hungarian state to support its 
minorities. This is our constitution-
al duty,” he told RFE/RL in an inter-
view. “I think it is not also an op-
portunity for the Hungarian state 
but a good privilege for Ukraine 
and other countries who can enjoy 
this support from the Hungarian 
state.”

There are two political parties in 
Ukraine that have a mainly ethnic 
Hungarian composition or advo-
cate for issues more specific to 
Ukraine’s Hungarian communities. 
The parties have held seats in par-
liament in the past, but currently 
do not.

In 2019, Orban met in Buda-
pest with the head of the Party of 
Hungarians in Ukraine, Vasyl Bren-
zovych, who was running for a seat 
in Ukraine’s parliament.

Some Ukrainian diplomats later 
condemned the meeting and oth-
ers like it, calling it interference in 
Ukraine’s domestic affairs.

According to the Schemes find-
ings, 2017 and 2019 were the big-

gest years for Bethlen Gabor mon-

ey flowing to Hungarian-Ukrainian 
groups.

For example, an organization 
called the Transcarpathian Hun-
garian Pedagogical Association re-
ceived about $11 million in 2017 
and 2019 from Hungarian state 
funds to construct and renovate 
kindergartens in several villages in 
western Ukraine.

In 2019, an election year, some 
of the political advertising that 
appeared on billboards in the Za-
karpattya region included those in 
support of the Party of Hungarians 
in Ukraine. According to the data-
base reviewed by Schemes, Beth-
len Gabor provided funding “for 
the manufacture of billboards” for 
the party.

“When such money is invested 
it certainly presupposes influence 
and loyalty,” said Dmytro Tuzhans-
kiy, who heads an Uzhhorod-based 
nongovernmental organization 
called the Institute for Central Eu-
ropean Strategy. “This means loy-
alty in elections, different types 
of elections. This means there is a 
group of people who you support-
ed and on whom you can call in the 
need of help or voting.”

“It’s a funny coincidence that the 

influx of grant money rises half a 

year, a year prior to elections,” Tu-
zhanskiy told RFE/RL.

Language Laws

Budapest and Kyiv have repeat-
edly clashed over what Hungary 
says are curbs on the rights of eth-
nic Hungarians to use their native 
tongue in Ukraine.

The complaints stem mainly from 
a law passed in 2017 restricting 
the use of minority languages in 
Ukrainian schools.

Two years later, lawmakers ce-
mented Ukrainian as the country’s 
primary language. That measure 
ordered middle schools that taught 
in Russian and other minority lan-
guages to switch to Ukrainian and 
also mandated that the Ukrainian 
language be used for online retail-
ers.

The measure came in the after-
math of the 2014 Maidan protest 
movement, which pushed a Mos-
cow-friendly president from pow-
er and led to Russia’s seizure of 
Crimea. Moscow has also backed 
separatists in a war in eastern 
Ukraine that has killed more than 
13,000 people.

In January 2021, another restric-
tion on the use of language entered 
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German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel is visiting Ukraine on Au-
gust 22, two days after holding 
talks in Moscow with Vladimir Pu-
tin, the leader of Kyiv’s bitter Rus-
sian rival.

Merkel is scheduled to meet 
Ukrainian President Volodymyr 
Zelenskiy as part of her “farewell 
tour” ahead of her departure next 
month following 16 years in office.

Merkel has been a key support-
er of Kyiv since Russia annexed 
Ukraine’s Crimea region and began 
actively supporting separatist for-
mations in parts of eastern Ukraine 
in 2014. That conflict has claimed 
more than 13,000 lives.

Merkel said in a news confer-
ence following her meeting with 
Putin that she would continue “to 
work for the territorial integrity 
of Ukraine” until she steps down 
following elections in Germany in 

September.

However, Germany has been crit-
icized for its backing of the Nord 
Stream 2 pipeline project that will 
soon double Russian natural-gas 
supplies to Germany.

The United States and other 
countries have warned that the 
project would increase dependen-
cy on Russian energy supplies and 
deprive Ukraine of badly needed 
transit fees.

Berlin has raised the possibility of 
creating a mechanism to compen-
sate Ukraine for lost revenue.

“You can call it a pragmatic ap-
proach,” Zelenskiy said in an inter-

view this week with several media 
outlets.

He called the German chancel-
lor’s diplomacy a “very delicate bal-
ancing act,” but he added that “in 
my opinion, this is too soft.”

Ukraine on August 24 will cele-
brate the 30th anniversary of its 
declaration of independence from 
the Soviet Union.

The country will also host sever-
al European leaders on August 23 
for a summit on Crimea and to dis-
cuss ways of having the peninsula 
returned to Ukraine, but Merkel is 
not planning to participate in the 
conference.

MERKEL ‘FAREWELL TOUR’ TAKES HER TO 
UKRAINE, WITH PIPELINE, CRIMEA ON AGENDA

BY RFE/RL

into force: obliging shops, restau-
rants, and the service industry to 
engage customers in Ukrainian 
unless clients specifically ask to 
switch.

Hungarian diaspora groups have 
drawn the attention of Ukrainian 
security agencies in the past.

In 2018, a video surfaced from 
the western town of Berehove that 

purportedly showed ethnic Hun-
garians being handed Hungarian 
passports from the local consulate.

Two years later, Ukraine’s main 
security service, known as the 
SBU, raided the Hungarian Cultural 
Association in Transcarpathia look-
ing for evidence of “activities aimed 
at violently changing the borders.”

The SBU said the searches were 

aimed at checking “information 
about the involvement of the for-
eign fund in activities aimed at 
violating the state sovereignty of 
Ukraine.”

The incident prompted Hungary 
to summon the Ukrainian ambassa-
dor in Budapest to complain
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PARIS - Like many countries, 
France is seeing its COVID-19 cas-
es rise — and nowhere as sharply 
as its overseas territories of Gua-
deloupe and Martinique. Low vac-
cination rates, fueled by suspicion 
of Paris, help explain the exploding 
pandemic in the Caribbean islands.

Health workers from mainland 
France are arriving to the two Ca-
ribbean islands to help their over-
whelmed colleagues deal with re-
cord COVID-19 cases. 

Hardest hit is Guadeloupe, where 
one in four people now tests pos-
itive for the disease caused by 
coronavirus—a number that dou-
bled in a week. The situation is also 
alarming in Martinique. Hospitals 
are overflowing. Doctors say some 
basic medical equipment — like in-
struments to measure oxygen lev-
els — are in short supply. 

The two islands are now under 
strict lockdown, with all but essen-
tial services open. But that hasn’t 

stopped some residents from 
heading to beaches—although 
they’re not supposed to. 

“People respect distancing and 
the beach isn’t crowded,” this 
beachgoer told French TV explain-
ing her presence. 

Islanders are joining protests 
like those taking place in mainland 

France against COVID-19 vaccines 
and a new health pass required to 
access places like restaurants and 
movie theaters.

As nurse protesting in Marti-
nique told French radio that she 
will never get vaccinated — there 
are other ways, she said, to prevent 
COVID-19.  

FRANCE BATTLES SOARING COVID-19 
CASES IN OVERSEAS TERRITORIES

BY LISA BRYANT
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But those sentiments are not 

shared by the majority of French, 
especially on the mainland. Polls 
show most support the health pass. 
More than half are fully vaccinate 
— compared to about one in five in 

Guadeloupe and Martinique.

Visiting Martinique last week, 
Health Minister Olivier Veran 
urged residents to get vaccinated. 
Coming out of a hospital there, 

he noted many of the patients in 
intensive care were very young 
and were previously healthy. Now, 
they’re hooked up to ventilators.  

But it’s a hard sell.  

Suspicion of the French state is 
high — partly experts say, because 
of France’s colonial past and old 
health scandals… like a hazardous 
pesticide used on the islands’ ba-
nana plantations long after it was 
banned elsewhere. Critics also 
fault Paris for neglecting the is-
lands’ health infrastructure. So 
multiple misgivings are surfacing 
now…along with COVID-19.

Greece has erected a 25-mile 
fence and installed a new surveil-
lance system on its border with 
Turkey as fears mount of a surge 
in Afghan refugees trying to reach 
Europe. Greece has faced recur-
ring refugee crises since 2015, 
when more than a million mainly 

Syrian refugees swarmed through 
its land and sea borders to escape 
conflict in their homeland. 

Speaking from Checkpoint One, 

Greece’s key border post along 
the country’s rugged land frontiers 
with Turkey, Public Order Minister 
Michalis Chryssochoidis sound-

GREECE BUILDS 25-MILE FENCE TO 
FEND OFF AFGHAN REFUGEES

BY ANTHEE CARASSAVA
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ed what he called a clear and fair 
warning.

Our borders, he said, will remain 
safe and inviolable. And we will not 
allow any indiscriminate inflow of 
refugees.

The minister’s warning sounded 
as he toured the checkpoint and a 
soaring, 25-mile, steel fence com-
pleted in recent days amid fears of 
a deluge of Afghan refugees flee-
ing for their lives after the Taliban 
takeover.

Defense Minister Nikos Panag-
iotopoulos said the Greek fence 
along the shallow Evros river that 
separates the country from Turkey 
is just part of a bigger plan pieced 
together by authorities to further 
shield the country against a new 
migration crisis.

We are on alert, but Greece, he 
said, will continue to protect itself 
from any threat.

The defense minister said spe-
cial surveillance systems, including 
a fleet of drones and night cam-
eras, had been installed across 

the new fence to watch for illegal 
crossings. Army bulldozers were 
also seen plowing across stretches 
of the country’s northern frontier 
with Bulgaria, where military trucks 
were unloading barbed wired to 
erect more fences.

Greece has been on the front line 
of Europe’s migration woes since 
about 1.2 million refugees from 
Syria streamed through in 2015, 
sparking the biggest migration 
push to the European continent 
since the Second World War.

Greece has repeatedly com-
plained to the European Union 
about doing too little to support 
hundreds of thousands of migrants 
and refugees trapped in the coun-
try for six years, as neighboring 
states and other European nations, 
including Germany, turned a blind 
eye, sealing their borders to keep 
them away.

The United Nations is now mak-
ing appeals for countries in the re-
gion to not do the same to fleeing 
Afghanis.  But the government in 
Athens says it won’t sit passively.

In fact, in a surprise move. Prime 
Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis placed 
an urgent telephone call to Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan on 
Friday trying to drum up support 
and a common strategy on how to 
deal with a potential migration cri-
sis in the region.

Details of the meeting or any 
decision between the two men 
were not released. But no sooner 
had the call ended than Erdogan 
warned Europe he too would not 
allow Turkey to become what he 
called a refugee warehouse.

Turkey is already hosting 3.6 mil-
lion Syrian refugees and more than 
300,000 Afghans.

In Greece, meanwhile, humani-
tarian groups, Afghan refugees and 
leftist parties are now up in arms 
about the border fence and the 
government’s controversial plan of 
deterrence.  Those groups say the 
plan completely disregards human 
rights and the right to asylum to 
those fleeing danger and blood-
shed.
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A diplomatic spat between Lith-
uania and China over Taiwan has 
pushed Europe’s relations with 
Beijing back into the spotlight as 
the European Union struggles 
with how to define its increasingly 
shaky relationship with the world’s 
second-largest economy.

The latest episode between Vil-
nius and Beijing kicked off on Au-
gust 10, when China recalled its 
ambassador to the Baltic country 
in response to Lithuania’s decision 
to set up a diplomatic office in Tai-
wan. This was followed by China 
demanding that Vilnius recall its 
ambassador from Beijing.

Beijing’s anger centers around 
Lithuania’s move to open a repre-
sentative office in Taipei under the 
name Taiwan. While Taiwan has a 
diplomatic presence in more than 
70 countries, most representative 
offices use Taipei, its capital, in the 
official name.

China views the island of Taiwan 
as part of its territory and asserts 
the right to unify both sides, with 
Beijing pushing countries to re-
nounce ties with Taipei as a condi-
tion of establishing relations under 
what it calls the “one-China princi-
ple.” Consequently, only 15 coun-
tries recognize Taiwan as a sover-
eign state.

Beijing’s tough response to Lith-
uania is seen as a warning shot to 
other countries in Europe look-
ing to follow suit and comes amid 
changing sentiment across the 
27-member EU toward China.

Brussels has found it increasingly 
difficult to balance growing con-
cerns about human rights in China 
and the bloc’s desire to gain deeper 

World

BEIJING’S SPAT WITH LITHUANIA SETS 
THE STAGE FOR SHAKY NEW ERA OF 
EUROPE-CHINA TIES

BY RIED STANDISH
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access to China’s lucrative markets. 
But many of the EU’s smaller coun-
tries -- such as the Baltic states -- 
and Romania have led the charge 
toward a deeper shift in how to en-
gage with China.

“Lithuania has been at the fore-
front of this trend,” Frank Juris, an 
expert at the Estonian Foreign Pol-
icy Institute under the Internation-
al Center for Defense and Security, 
told RFE/RL. “The traditional Chi-
nese approach of singling out small 
states and pressuring them is prov-
ing to be counterproductive.”

The recent escalation with Beijing 
comes after a previous diplomatic 
row between China and the Bal-
tic country of 2.7 million in which 
Vilnius quit the “17+1” platform -- 
a Beijing-led format for engaging 
with Central and Eastern European 
countries -- and could have ripple 
effects across the wider region.

Vilnius has also been an increas-
ingly vocal critic of China’s actions 
in Hong Kong and its western 
province of Xinjiang -- the coun-
try’s parliament described Beijing’s 
treatment of its Uyghur minority 
there as “genocide” in May -- and 
has donated vaccines to Taiwan 
throughout the pandemic.

“What has been happening is 
part of an evolution in foreign poli-
cy that is several years in the mak-
ing,” Konstantinas Andrijauskas, a 
China expert at Vilnius University, 
told RFE/RL. “The economic prom-
ises of engagement with China 

have not come and [Beijing’s] be-
havior is seen as threatening the 
rules-based international order 
that Lithuania has benefited from.”

The New Era

In an August 15 interview with 
the Financial Times, Lithuanian 
President Gitanas Nauseda said his 
country would not back down from 
its dispute with Beijing. “We would 
like to also have relations with Chi-
na based on the principle of mutual 
respect,” Nauseda said. “Otherwise 
the dialogue turns into unilateral 
ultimatums, requirements which 
are not acceptable in international 
relations.”

Additionally, U.S. Deputy Sec-
retary of State Wendy Sherman 
expressed solidarity with Vilnius 
during an August 13 phone call 
with Foreign Minister Gabrielius 
Landsbergis, and EU foreign affairs 
spokeswoman Nabila Massrali said 
the episode could impact wider 
EU-China relations and that Brus-
sels stood behind its member state.

“We do not regard the opening 
of a representative office in or 
from Taiwan [as opposed to an em-
bassy or consulate] as a breach of 
the EU’s one China policy,” Massra-
li said in a statement.

In May, the European Parliament 
voted overwhelmingly to freeze 
the process for ratifying the EU’s 
investment pact with China unless 
it lifts sanctions against the bloc’s 
lawmakers that were imposed af-

ter Brussels placed sanctions on 
Chinese officials over the mass in-
ternment of Uyghurs, Kazakhs, and 
other Muslim minorities in Xinjiang.

Since then, debate in Brussels 
has continued over where the EU 
should place itself amid an intensi-
fying global rivalry between Beijing 
and Washington and a more ag-
gressive posture from China.

Amid the current diplomatic spat 
between Beijing and Vilnius, Lithu-
ania has found itself as a target of 
China’s state-run media, which has 
characterized the Baltic country as 
a U.S. proxy intent on derailing re-
lations between China and the EU.

An August 13 editorial from the 
Global Times, an outlet controlled 
by China’s Communist Party, crit-
icized Lithuania’s policies towards 
Beijing and went on to call for a 
joint effort with Belarus and Russia 
to “punish” Vilnius as a warning to 
other countries. “China and Russia 
should take proper opportunities 
to strike against a country that has 
lost its mind. This should be the 
new content and guidance for Chi-
na-Russia strategic cooperation,” 
the editorial said.

“Moscow is seen as the main 
threat for Lithuania, and Russia 
and China’s closer relationship is a 
cause for worry among policymak-
ers [in Vilnius],” Andrijauskas said. 
“Whether or not China and Rus-
sia would actually work together 
against Lithuania, this rhetoric is 
confirming some of the worst fears 
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about Beijing.”

The New Limits

Despite the harsh words from 
Beijing, Lithuania has limited eco-
nomic exposure to the world’s 
second-largest economy -- China 
is the country’s 12th-largest trad-
ing partner -- which has allowed it 
more room to maneuver in its dis-
pute with China. Similar situations 
exist for other smaller countries in 
the EU that have signaled their dis-
pleasure with Beijing.

During the 17+1 summit in Feb-
ruary, Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Romania, and Slovenia 
chose to send ministers instead of 
their head of state or government, 
despite Chinese President Xi Jin-
ping chairing the meeting for the 
first time. The move was seen as a 
rebuke of the grouping and a sign 
of growing skepticism toward Chi-
na in Central and Eastern Europe.

Romania is another country that 
has taken a tougher line against 

China recently, with Bucharest 
pushing out Chinese companies 
from core sectors like nuclear pow-
er and telecommunications. The 
moves are partly possible because 
Romania does not have to defend 
the interests of large national com-
panies with stakes in China and the 
government’s desire to boost do-
mestic companies.

Andreea Brinza, vice president 
of the Romanian Institute for the 
Study of the Asia-Pacific, told RFE/
RL that while Bucharest enacted 
policies in regards to Beijing, “Ro-
mania hasn’t expressed any inter-
est in following in Lithuania’s foot-
steps,” pointing to how in contrast 
to Vilnius, Bucharest has been qui-
et on human rights issues in China.

According to Brinza, Bucharest -- 
like many countries in the EU -- is 
still taking most of its cues on Chi-
na policy from Brussels and “the 
big EU countries’ positions,” mainly 

France and Germany.

Germany, Europe’s largest econ-

omy, will hold federal elections in 
September and Annalena Baer-
bock of the Greens, a candidate 
for chancellor -- has pushed for a 
more China-skeptic foreign policy. 
Armin Laschet, the leader of the 
Christian Democratic Union and 
another chancellor candidate, has 
also begun to adopt a more prag-
matic stance toward China after 
initially calling for a continuation of 
Chancellor Angela Merkel’s middle 
path with Beijing.

Tamas Matura, an assistant pro-
fessor at Corvinus University in Bu-
dapest, told RFE/RL that Hungary 
will be watching the German elec-
tions closely. Hungarian Prime Min-
ister Viktor Orban maintains close 
relations with Beijing -- including 
controversial plans to establish a 
branch of a Chinese university -- 
and China looms increasingly large 
in the country’s politics.

Matura said disputes such as the 
one with Lithuania and a general 
worsening of relations between 
the EU and China may make Buda-
pest “even more important in the 
eyes of Beijing” as a regional player 
in the bloc eager to engage with 
China, but that the outcome of 
the German vote and other shifts 
across Europe could cause Hunga-
ry to pull back.

“If the pressure gets too high in 
the long run, especially after the 
German elections, Budapest may 
have to reconsider its position as 
well,” Matura said.
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The events that the governments 
of Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and 
Uzbekistan have been increasingly 
dreading in recent weeks have be-
gun to happen.

The Afghan government has fall-
en to the Taliban and despite the 
Central Asian governments having 
had years to contemplate and plan 
for such an occurrence, the initial 
shock waves from south of the 
border seem to have particularly 
caught Tajikistan and Uzbekistan 
off guard.

Tajikistan has been preparing 
since early June to accept refugees 
in the event the situation in north-
ern Afghanistan deteriorated -- 
and it was not long thereafter that 
refugees crossed the border.

But most of those crossing from 
Afghanistan into Tajikistan in late 
June were soldiers or paramilitar-
ies, nearly 150 of them, out of food 
and ammunition, with no other re-
course than to flee Afghanistan.

By July 6, hundreds more had 
come -- some 2,300 according 
to the Afghan government -- all 

of whom were reportedly put on 
planes bound for Kabul.

Uzbekistan faced a similar situa-
tion in late June on a smaller scale 
as dozens of Afghan soldiers and 
paramilitaries tried to cross the 
border but were sent back.

And in early July, about 1,000 
Afghan civilians crossed the border 
into eastern Tajikistan.

But starting on August 14, when 
the biggest city in northern Af-
ghanistan, Mazar-e Sharif, fell to 
the Taliban, the exodus of people 
from Afghanistan was literally a 
“flight” -- by plane and helicopter 
-- which seems to have surprised 
Tajik and Uzbek authorities.

Getting The Story Straight

How many aircraft crossed into 
Central Asia is unclear and there 
are significantly different figures 
being reported.

One report said that, on August 

14-15, at least 22 military planes 
and 24 helicopters crossed from 
Afghanistan into Uzbekistan and 
that “they were forced to land at 
the international airport at [the Uz-
bek border city of] Termez.”

There were reportedly 585 Af-
ghan soldiers aboard those aircraft.

Another 158 civilians and sol-
diers crossed the Amu Darya River 
that marks the Afghan-Uzbek bor-
der, on August 15.

The Uzbek prosecutor-general 
posted a statement on August 17 
that said between August 14 and 
15, 46 Afghan planes and helicop-
ters (22 planes and 24 helicopters) 
“illegally” crossed the border and 
were forced to land at Termez.

That statement was later re-
moved, the Prosecutor-General’s 
Office said, due to factual errors.

The office made no attempt to 
explain how -- with so many civilian 

TURMOIL IN AFGHANISTAN SPILLS 
INTO CENTRAL ASIA

BY BRUCE PANNIER



44 WASHINGTON MAGAZINE

World

and military officials having been to 
the region recently -- there were 
factual errors in the original post.

Janes, an open-source company 
specializing in military and securi-
ty intelligence, reported on August 
18 that satellite images showed 
“21 small, fixed-wing aircraft” and 
“about 26 helicopters” of the Af-
ghan Air Force were at the Termez 
airport as of August 16.

Other conflicting reports con-
cerned one Afghan military plane 
that originally was said to have 
crashed on August 15 in Uzbeki-
stan’s Surhandarya Province, which 
borders Afghanistan.

Gazeta.uz reported two Afghan 
servicemen were taken to the local 
hospital, presumably after bailing 
out of the plane.

Later it was reported that the 
plane was shot down by Uzbeki-
stan’s air defenses when it illegally 
flew across the border from Af-
ghanistan.

To add to the confusion, there 
were reports on August 16 that 
three Afghan military planes had 

entered Uzbek air space on August 
15 and requested permission to 
land at Uzbekistan’s Khanabad mil-
itary base.

But Uzbek air-traffic controllers 
directed the Afghan planes to land 
at Termez and sent two Uzbek 
Mig-29s to escort them.

One of the Afghan planes report-
edly collided with an Uzbek plane 
and crashed in the Sherabad dis-

trict of Surhandarya Province. The 
pilots of both planes are said to 
have ejected.

On August 14, Uzbek authori-
ties allowed 84 Afghan soldiers to 
cross into Uzbekistan for medical 
treatment and temporary shel-
ter, though there was a report 
that “hundreds” of Afghans had 
crowded onto the Dustlik (Friend-
ship) Bridge that connects the two 
countries.

The Uzbek Foreign Ministry said 
at that time that negotiations were 
under way to return the Afghans.

The Prosecutor-General’s Office 
said it will charge them with ille-
gally crossing into Uzbekistan. For 

many of these soldiers, an Uzbek 
prison cell is probably preferable 
to what would await them in Tali-
ban-controlled Afghanistan.

Afghanistan’s Tolo TV reported 
that on August 15-16 there were 
45 flights from Afghanistan to Ta-
jikistan and the Uzbek city of Ter-
mez.

RFE/RL’s Tajik Service, known lo-
cally as Ozodi, reported on August 
16 that sources in the State Com-
mittee for Emergency Situations 
said three planes and two helicop-
ters from Afghanistan landed in Ta-
jikistan’s southern town of Bokhtar 
carrying 143 Afghan soldiers.

According to the independent 
Tajik news website Asia-Plus, the 
Tajik Foreign Ministry said “We re-
ceived an SOS signal, after which, 
in accordance with the country’s 
international obligations, a decision 
was made to allow the Afghan mil-
itary [aircraft] to land at the airport 
in Bokhtar.”

The Foreign Ministry said there 
were only two planes and that 
both “flew back” to Afghanistan af-
ter dropping off their passengers.

The Afghan soldiers were report-
edly being housed at the dormitory 
of a local university.

Asia-Plus also reported a source 
at the Afghan Embassy in Tajikistan 
claiming that 18 Afghan planes -- 
two passenger and 16 military -- 
had flown to Tajikistan.

Conversely, there is little infor-
mation about the situation along 
Turkmenistan’s border with Af-
ghanistan.

Turkmen state media outlets, as 
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expected, have not reported on 
any of the monumental events that 
have recently taken place in Af-
ghanistan.

But RFE/RL’s Turkmen Service, 
known locally as Azatlyk, reported 
that Turkmen authorities are pre-
venting any Afghans -- military or 
civilian, including ethnic Turkmen 
-- from crossing the border into 
Turkmenistan.

Notable Afghans Officially Not 
In Central Asia

When Afghan President Ashraf 
Ghani fled his country on August 
15 there were reports he was 
headed to Tajikistan.

Tajik officials denied Ghani land-
ed in Tajikistan even though it was 
reported that Ghani flew toward 
Tajikistan when he departed Kabul.

And there is at least one version 
that Ghani had a deal to fly to Ta-
jikistan but, at the last moment and 
“for unclear reasons,” Tajikistan re-
fused to accept him.

Officials in the United Arab 
Emirates stated on August 18 that 
Ghani and his family were in Dubai, 
though it is not known when he ar-
rived there.

On August 14, former Afghan 
Vice President and notorious war-

lord Abdul Rashid Dostum -- who 
had been put in charge of Afghan 
government forces in northern Af-
ghanistan just days earlier -- and 
former Balkh Province Governor 
Ata Muhammad Nur reported-
ly fled Mazar-e Sharif with many 
troops and vehicles and tried to 
cross into Uzbekistan.

There were reports Dostum and 
Nur were still in Uzbekistan but, 
according to RFE/RL’s Uzbek Ser-
vice, known locally as Ozodlik, Uz-
bekistan’s Foreign Ministry denied 
that Dostum, Nur, or Ghani were in 
Uzbekistan.

What’s Next?

Tajikistan has not indicated it will 
send any of the Afghans currently 
on its territory back to Afghanistan.

But Uzbek authorities are trying 
not to upset their ties with the Tal-
iban, which is why they are seem-
ingly rejecting refugees.

The Uzbek Foreign Ministry re-
leased a statement on August 17 
saying it was in close contact with 
the Taliban and that “any attempts 
to violate the state border will be 
strictly suppressed.”

Turkmen officials, as mentioned, 
do not make any public comments 
about the situation in Afghanistan 
beyond previous calls for stability 
in the neighboring country, and 
Ashgabat almost never says any-
thing about the situation along 
Turkmenistan’s border with Af-
ghanistan.

Turkmen officials have met with 
Taliban representatives at least 
three times in 2021, but despite 
whatever reassurances the two 

sides gave each other, Turkmen 
President Gurbanguly Berdy-
mukhammedov seems unsure 
about his country’s security.

Besides pouring troops and mil-
itary equipment -- much of the 
hardware bought in the last six 
years -- into areas along the Afghan 
border, Berdymukhammedov has 
also accepted an invitation to be a 
guest in Tajikistan in mid-Septem-
ber for a summit of the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization, which 
Berdymukhammedov has attended 
twice before -- in 2007 and 2016.

He is also going to a meeting in 
Dushanbe of the Russia-led Collec-
tive Security Treaty Organization, 
which Berdymukhammedov has 
never attended before.

If what happened in the first few 
days after the Afghan government 
fell to the Taliban is the worst the 
Central Asian states have to deal 
with in the future, they will proba-
bly consider themselves fortunate.

But it is a reminder that Central 
Asia and Afghanistan are closely 
connected, and whatever happens 
in Afghanistan is difficult to keep 
from spilling into Central Asia.
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Chaos enveloped Kabul’s main 
airport, with thousands of Afghans 
frantically rushing to flee Taliban 
fighters while U.S. Marines sought 
to provide security for American 
diplomats and allies being evacu-
ated.

Across town outside the Rus-
sian Embassy on August 16, it was 
a different scene: Taliban fight-
ers taking up guard duties at the 
outer perimeter of the sprawling 
post: steel, brick, and barbed-wire 
walls outside; fountains, manicured 
lawns and rose bushes inside.

“They made a good impression on 
us, proper guys, well-armed, stood 
around the outer perimeter of 
the embassy so that no one could 
break through to us: not a terror-
ist, not a madman,” Ambassador 
Dmitry Zhirnov said in a televised 
interview with Russian state TV. 
“Taliban representatives assured us 
again that they will not touch a hair 
on the heads of Russian diplomats 

there. They said, ‘You can safely 
continue working.’”

Zhirnov’s unruffled remarks, and 
his elaborate praise for members 
of a militant group that is official-
ly designated a terrorist group by 
the Russian government, belie 
a far more complicated calculus 
for Moscow following the Taliban 
takeover.

On the one hand, the withdraw-
al of U.S. forces from Afghanistan 
means one less location close to 
what Russia sees as its historical 
sphere of influence where Wash-
ington has a formidable military 
deployment, a perennial source of 
anxiety for Russian planners.

But the sudden, messy vacuum 
the United States is leaving behind 
means a new set of uncertainties 
and potential problems for the 

Kremlin.

At the very least, there’s one re-
action coming from Moscow that 
was easy to foresee: gloating over 
the fact that the United States, in 
the Kremlin’s eyes, has failed at na-
tion building and suffered a blow to 
its image on the world stage.

“To some degree it came as a sur-
prise,” Zamir Kabulov, the Kremlin’s 
special envoy for Afghan affairs, 

BENEATH THE GLOATING, TALIBAN 
TAKEOVER BRINGS UNWELCOME 
NEW UNCERTAINTY FOR MOSCOW

BY MIKE ECKEL
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said of the quick collapse of the 
U.S.-backed government in Kabul.

“We proceeded from the under-
standing that the Afghan Army…
would still resist for some time. But 
apparently, we were too optimis-
tic in assessing the quality of the 
armed forces trained by the Amer-
icans and NATO,” he told the Mos-
cow radio station Ekho Moskvy.

He also pointedly contrasted 
the fast-paced developments this 
summer, ahead of the planned 
withdrawal of U.S. military forc-
es by August 31, with the Soviet 
pullout in 1989 after a nearly de-
cade-long war of occupation. The 
Soviet-backed government stayed 
in power in Kabul for nearly three 
years after Soviet troops. The 
U.S.-backed government of Ashraf 
Ghani effectively collapsed even 
before the U.S. withdrawal.

Soviet-backed Afghan leader Mo-
hammad Najibullah’s regime “stood 
for another three years,” Kabulov 
said. “The regime they created col-
lapsed even before the Americans 
left. This is where the fundamental 
difference lies.”

The opportunity to make such 
comparisons may be a benefit, at 
least in terms of propaganda, but 
on a practical level the develop-
ments present problems for Mos-
cow.

One of them: How do you refer 
to the new government in Kabul 
when its members are considered 
terrorists under Russian law -- a 
designation, since 2003, that ob-
ligates Russian media to include a 
tedious disclaimer in all news arti-
cles mentioning them?

A more nuanced political situa-
tion might suit the Kremlin better 
than full Taliban rule, giving Rus-
sia a chance to gain influence and 
play to various sides as the United 
States steps back.

“For Russia, the formation of a 
transitional government in Afghan-
istan, where the Taliban would in-
vite other participants in Moscow 
meetings, would be one of the 
best possible scenarios,” Kirill Kri-
vosheyev, a political observer and 
newspaper columnist, wrote in 
an opinion piece for the Carnegie 
Moscow Center. “This would make 
it possible, on the one hand, not to 
directly recognize the authority of 
the organization declared terrorist, 
and on the other, not to spoil rela-
tions with the Taliban.”

1996 Vs. 2021

Moscow’s long-standing fear of 
instability on its southern borders 
is the primary factor in its calcu-
lations with Kabul. That depends 
on the ability of the Central Asian 
nations bordering Afghanistan -- 
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Ta-

jikistan-- to defend their borders 
and keep Taliban fighters, and ex-
tremist ideology, from destabilizing 
their own societies.

But Moscow has quietly built up 
its diplomatic ties with the Taliban 
for several years now. And ethnic 
Tajiks and Uzbeks make up a siz-
able proportion of Afghanistan’s 
population, meaning they also have 
longstanding cultural, linguistic, 
and economic levers to pull on the 
Kabul government.

“While Russia may be open to 
limited forms of cooperation with 
major powers such as China, India, 
and even the United States on Af-
ghanistan and regional security, it 
has also invested directly in culti-
vating relationships with senior Tal-
iban leaders,” Matthew Rojansky, 
director of the Kennan Institute in 
Washington, D.C., said in an analy-
sis. “Consequently, Russia now has 
some ability to exert direct lever-
age within Taliban-controlled Af-
ghanistan.”

In fact, Kabulov suggested that, 
while the Taliban takeover came 
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swiftly in the end, Russia may have 
been preparing for the possibility 
for years.

“It is not in vain that we have 
made contacts with the Taliban 
movement for the last seven years, 
discussed many points,” he said in 
his interview with Ekho Moskvy. 
“And we saw that yes, this force 
would eventually, if not fully come 
to power, in any case play a leading 
role in the future in Afghanistan.”

The last time the Taliban came to 
power was in 1996, amid civil war 
and near total anarchy, Moscow 
was more fearful of the conse-
quences.

Russia itself was roiling still from 
the Soviet collapse five years ear-
lier. It also feared the weakness 

of the newly independent Central 
Asian states who were dealing with 
their own turmoil: Tajikistan was 
racked by its own civil war in the 
1990s; the Ferghana Valley, whose 
borders skein through Uzbekistan, 
Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan, regular-
ly saw outbursts of violence; the 
First Chechen War had cracked 

the entire region’s door to Islamic 
extremist ideology.

That isn’t the case now, said Ivan 
Klyszcz, a researcher and political 
scientist at the University of Tartu, 
in Estonia.

“The [Taliban] takeover doesn’t 
change Moscow’s fundamental 
policy toward Afghanistan: to keep 
the instability of the civil war away 
from Central Asia,” he told RFE/RL.

Having open lines of communi-
cation -- Zhirnov met on August 
17 with Taliban representatives 
for the first time since the Taliban 
takeover -- also doesn’t necessarily 
mean Moscow will be able to drive 
policy.

“It’s more about making sure 

they have privileged or constant 
communication with the Taliban, 
especially where it comes to the 
borders with Central Asia, and the 
fight with [Islamic State],” Klyszcz 
said.

“The main problem for Russia will 
be making sure that the Taliban 
does not try to foment violence, or 

spread its harsh version of Islam, 
beyond Afghanistan’s border,” said 
Arkady Dubnov, a longtime expert 
on South and Central Asia, said in 
an interview with Republic maga-
zine. Depending on this, “Moscow 
will promote political recognition of 
the Taliban and getting them taken 
off the United Nations list of ter-
rorist organizations.”

“One can hardly expect any sig-
nificant financial assistance from 
Moscow to Kabul. This will be 
done by the Americans and the 
collective West, because it is large-
ly responsible for what happened 
in Afghanistan today. Russia is, as 
they say, out of the business here,” 
he said.

Empty Words?

It’s the fight with Islamic State, 
and other extremist groups like 
Al-Qaeda, where Moscow’s inter-
ests are more likely to dovetail with 
those of the United States and the 
West: The Kremlin not only was 
happy to support U.S. invasion of 
Afghanistan 20 years ago, it facil-
itated the use of Russian airspace, 
and signaled support for the Unit-
ed States to use bases in Kyrgyz-
stan and Uzbekistan.

As time went on, however, Mos-
cow’s tolerance for the U.S. pres-
ence in Central Asia waned, and it 
worked to push the Americans out 
in the 2000s. Since then, Moscow 
has bolstered a major military base 
in Tajikistan and more recently held 
military exercises with both Tajik 
and Uzbek forces along the border.

Still, Washington and Moscow 
aren’t entirely adversarial where 
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South Asia is concerned.

The top U.S. and Russian diplo-
mats, Antony Blinken and Sergei 
Lavrov, spoke by phone on August 
16, discussing “the situation in Af-
ghanistan after the flight of the 
country’s leader, the disintegration 
of the existing government bod-
ies, and a de-facto ongoing regime 
change,” according to the Russian 
Foreign Ministry.

The two also agreed “to continue 
consultations” that would involve 
China, Pakistan, other “interested 
nations” and to press the Unit-
ed Nations to organize some sort 

of meeting of Afghan society and 
government.

Aleksei Pushkov, a sharp-tongued 
Russian lawmaker and perennial 
critic of the West, proclaimed the 
U.S. pullout “a powerful blow to 
the international reputation of the 
United States and its capacity for 
“global leadership.”

“The decline of a whole school of 
thought, a whole system of myths 
and ideas’ about the ‘end of histo-
ry’ and the triumph of the Western 
model,” he called the defeat in a 
post to Telegram.

But Russian gloating over the 
U.S. withdrawal shouldn’t be taken 
overly seriously, Klyszcz said.

“They’re mostly empty words, a 
convenient way to push a narrative 
about U.S. decline, the rise of mul-
tipolarity, the rise of other partners 
in the global system etc.” he said. 
“But it also has a strategic value, 
it’s not as much about U.S. decline, 
it’s about Western models of gov-
ernance and conflict management. 
Moscow can use the [U.S. failures 
in Afghanistan] to promote its own 
model of conflict resolution by re-
ducing the prestige of the compet-
ing Western model.”

SELIYAROVO, Russia -- Russian 
oil companies are illegally disposing 
of millions of tons of contaminat-
ed drilling waste, a practice that is 
wreaking environmental havoc by 
polluting northern rivers that drain 
into the Arctic Ocean, a new RFE/
RL investigation has found.

The investigation by RFE/RL’s 
Russian Service found that regu-

lations overseeing the disposal of 
drilling waste are routinely flout-
ed, with bribes being paid to in-
spectors, data being omitted from 
required paperwork, and major oil 
companies pressuring regulators to 
effectively look the other way.

“This story repeats itself every 
year,” said one source in the oil 
industry in Khanty-Mansi, a west-
ern Siberian region that is home to 
some of Russia’s biggest oil fields. 
The source spoke on condition of 
anonymity, citing fears of retribu-

RFE/RL INVESTIGATION: HOW RUSSIAN 
OIL COMPANIES ILLEGALLY DUMP 
MASSIVE AMOUNTS OF TOXIC WASTE

BY SERGEI KHAZOV-CASSIA
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tion from officials for discussing 
the matter.

Even when government inspec-
tors uncover violations, they regu-
larly issue toothless orders for the 
companies to adhere to the law -- 
but don’t compel them to clean up 
the sites.

“Inspectors come from Moscow, 
leave with suitcases of money, and 
issue orders like this: They don’t de-
mand that you eliminate violations, 
remove the waste, or reclaim the 
polluted tundra. They say, ‘Write 
that you buried your shit, and con-
tinue to bury it in the same way,’” 
the oil-industry source told RFE/
RL’s Russian Service, known locally 
as Radio Svoboda.

Illegal waste dumps on state oil 
giant Rosneft’s fields in the Khan-
ty-Mansi region alone could do 
more than $8 billion in environ-
mental damage, according to one 
of three reports commissioned by 
the Russian Health Ministry and 
obtained by Radio Svoboda, which 
is releasing them to the public in 
their entirety for the first time.

Drillers use specialized fluids that 
include oil, water, and other chem-
ical additives, depending on the 
soil type. The average well depth is 
3,100 meters, though many are 5 
kilometers or deeper.

On average, drilling produc-
es around 560 tons of waste per 
1,000 meters, according to oil-in-
dustry sources. According to data 
from Russia’s Energy Ministry, 28.5 
million meters were drilled in Rus-
sia in 2019, the most recent year 

for which data is available.

That would translate into almost 
16 million tons of waste, according 
to the estimated average given by 
oil-industry sources. But according 
to Russia’s environmental regula-
tor, Rosprirodnadzor, only 5 million 
tons of this waste was generated 
in 2019 -- a discrepancy that sug-
gests more than 10 million tons 
may have been disposed of illegally.

Environmental regulations re-
quire toxic drilling waste to be ei-
ther processed or disposed of at 
special landfills that are designed 
to keep the toxins from leaching 
into the groundwater.

At many wells across Russia, the 
waste is stored nearby in tempo-
rary trenches known as holding 
ponds or “sludge barns.”

In southern regions, the sludge 
barns are usually 4 to 5 meters 
in depth. In the north, howev-
er, where oil fields are located in 
swampy tundra and in permafrost 
zones, above-ground sludge barns 
are built and surrounded by earth-
en berms that can be up to 4 me-
ters in height.

Depending on the size and depth 
of a well, multiple holding ponds 
for a single installation can occu-
py a combined area of up to 2,500 
square meters.

According to regulations, the 
walls and the bottom of the sludge 
pits are supposed to be insulated 
to prevent toxic substances from 
leaching into groundwater and soil. 
But no regulatory agency, either on 
the regional or the federal level, in-
spects the integrity of the ponds or 
the insulation materials.

“There is very little data on the 
study of drilling waste,” said Ivan 
Blokov, director of the Department 
for Programs, Research, and Ex-
pertise at Greenpeace Russia. ”But 
there is clear data on how the oil 
is poured out. Salinization of soils, 
oppression of plants, changes in 
the species composition of flora 
and fauna.”

“If it were one sludge barn, there 
would be nothing terrible about 
it. The trouble is that there are a 
lot of them,” Blokov told RFE/RL. 
“And we can see how much oil the 
northern rivers carry into the Arc-
tic Ocean.”

New Technologies

Soviet oil drillers tried to incorpo-
rate Western technologies in the 
1980s, but they were expensive, 
said Oleg Mitvol, a former deputy 
chief of Rosprirodnadzor. Instead, 
sludge was buried next to the wells.

In 1998, Russia adopted a law re-
quiring waste to be processed and 
neutralized, or stored at special 
landfills.
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According to Yevgenia Kiselyova, 
who worked in the Khanty-Man-
si regional division of the Natural 
Resources and Environment Min-
istry, some oil companies, includ-
ing Mikhail Khodorkovsky’s Yukos, 
built properly designed holding 
ponds in the late 1990s; some of 
them are still functioning.

However, she said, “the rest of 
the landfills were just imitations, 
provided there were operating per-
mits.”

As of 2015, Kiselyova said, there 
were an estimated 10,000 holding 
ponds in the Khanty-Mansi region 
and 300 new ones appeared every 
year.

One official in the region’s oil 
sector, who spoke to RFE/RL on 
condition of anonymity, said oil 
companies frequently undercount 
their drilling sites and sludge barns. 
That assertion is supported by 
a 2017 inspection of Rosneft by 
Rosprirodnadzor, which found that 
on just one of the state oil giant’s 
fields, it operated 34 well pads 
without the necessary permissions.

An oil-industry source who 
works in the Khanty-Mansi region 
told Radio Svoboda on condition of 
anonymity that there was no regu-
lation whatsoever of illegally con-
structed well pads.

Other oil-producing countries try 
to minimize environmental damage 
from drilling waste by separating 
the soil from the hazardous liquids. 
A common technique is to burn 
off the flammable components of 

the drilling waste. But that is ener-
gy intensive and releases polluting 
emissions into the atmosphere.

Sludge is burned in Russia as 
well, but mostly that happens with 
waste collected from oil spills.

Other technologies in use in-
clude a German-designed process 
that uses low pressures to evapo-
rate liquids, and results in relatively 
harmless output. Another, devel-
oped in Norway, is “thermal de-
composition,” in which oil products 
are separated from the sludge and 
can even be processed further into 
fuel oil.

Fictitious Waste Disposal

The massive and systematic buri-
al of drilling waste in Russia is also 
carried out under the guise of re-
cycling.

Since 2000, Russian drillers have 
been allowed to use other “mixed 
technologies” to mitigate the en-
vironmental damage from drilling 
waste.

In theory, the waste is mixed with 
sand, cement, and a specialized 
foam product to create a “build-
ing material” that supposedly can 
be used for construction or other 
industrial purposes. The process 
involves simply mixing the ingredi-
ents together in a trench to “lock 
up” the toxic materials into an in-
ert form that prevents them from 
leaching into the environment.

In reality, however, this technique 
exists largely on paper.

Drillers just cover the waste with 
soil, costing them a comparative 
pittance -- 2,600 to 3,000 ru-
bles ($35-$40) per cubic meter of 
sludge.

Even if drillers were using the 
“mixed technologies” process in-
stead of just covering drilling waste 
with dirt, the resulting compound 
would not meet environmental 
standards.

In May 2010, recycled building 
material known by the commercial 
name “burolit” failed testing stan-
dards imposed by another regula-
tor responsible for industrial quali-
ty-control, Rostekhnadzor.

The tests determined that oil 
products were found in the materi-
al at concentrations 12 times high-
er than permissible for the gener-
al environment, and some of the 
ingredients used turned out to be 
carcinogens.

Rostekhnadzor experts also con-
cluded in 2010 that “burolit” was 
unusable for road construction, 
and that it was not even suitable to 
help construct new sludge barns.

Despite that fact, Rostekhnadzor 
later gave a one-year approval for 
the substance; in 2015, that ap-
proval was granted a second time.
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In the early 2000s, there were 
attempts -- on paper, at least -- to 
recycle drilling waste into bricks for 
use in construction. In the Khan-
ty-Mansi region, about 2,800 ki-
lometers northeast of Moscow, 
Radio Svoboda visited one of the 
largest oil fields in the western 
Siberian region, where a facility 
supposedly producing these bricks 
was to have been installed.

Instead, however, the toxic waste 
was simply buried at the site.

Legal documents obtained by 
RFE/RL showed ownership of the 
plot, which dated back to a 2005 
lease, was hidden behind a series 
of shell companies.

After several inspections, 
Rosprirodnadzor won a series of 
court cases ordering the compa-
nies to remove the buried waste. 
However, the murky ownership 
of the land allowed the owners 
to drag out the legal process for 
nearly a decade. Last year, an ar-
bitration court ordered one of the 
companies to pay a 3.6 billion ruble 
($49 million) fine.

However, that company and the 
two others affiliated with it have all 
declared bankruptcy.

The sludge dumps at issue in 
those cases are located on Ros-
neft’s 5,400-square-kilometer Pri-
obskoye oil field. A court ruled that 
only the bankrupt companies -- not 
Rosneft -- were liable for the pol-
lution.

Meanwhile, the buried waste re-
mains in the ground, approximately 

3.5 kilometers from the Ob, one of 
the world’s longest rivers, which 
drains into the Arctic Ocean.

In northern Russia, nearly all oil 
production takes place in protect-
ed watersheds, which are set up to 
keep pollutants out of waterways.

A 2019 report by the national 
meteorological monitoring agency, 
Rosgidromet, found that as much 
as 17,500 tons of petroleum prod-
ucts flowed from the Ob into the 
Kara Sea, an extension of the Arc-
tic Ocean, that year. One federally 
commissioned report found that as 
many as 90 percent of fish in the 
Ob Basin have deformations and 
chronic dysfunctions of the body, 
which lead to mutation and extinc-
tion of species.

Reclaimed Lands

In Russia, the process for miti-
gating environmental damage from 
toxic drilling waste also includes a 

system for reclaiming land that has 
been used temporarily, and then 
theoretically cleaned up and re-
turned to its natural state. Drillers 
are obliged by law to carry out rec-
lamation.

In Khanty-Mansi, however, a 
commission appointed by local 
authorities oversees the approval 
process for accepting and then re-
distributing the reclaimed land to, 
for example, timber farmers; in Ya-
malo-Nenets, further north, rein-
deer herders are frequently given 
such land.

Beginning in 2010, these com-
missions were required to involve 
the participation of Rosprirod-
nadzor, a nod to rising concerns 
about the growth of unregulated 
sludge barns and improper drill-
ing-waste disposal. Kiselyova’s de-
partment stopped signing land per-
mits, and an increased number of 
fines and administrative violations 

World
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were handed out for environmen-
tal violations.

In 2011, the regional natural re-
sources agency appealed to the re-
gion’s governor, as well as federal 
agencies, saying the situation with 
drilling waste in the region was cat-
astrophic and asking for support in 
developing better legal and regula-
tory measures.

The following year, however, the 
CEOs of some of Russia’s most 
powerful oil and gas companies 
co-signed a letter to then-Deputy 
Prime Minister Arkady Dvorkov-
ich, complaining that the excessive 
regulations on sludge and disposal 
would result in a slowdown in pro-
duction -- and, they asserted, so-
cial turmoil.

Later that year, the regional 
branch of Rosprirodnadzor, the 
environmental regulator, began to 
actively impede the work of Kisely-

ova’s department, she said.

She said her superiors began to 

close administrative cases her de-
partment had opened against oil 
and drilling companies. They also 
began to conduct inspections tar-
geting Kiselyova herself and her 
subordinates for alleged impropri-
ety, she said.

Kiselyova wrote a letter to Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin in 2014 stating 
that the reclamation process was 
regularly abused or ignored.

“No one has actually seen any 
results of such forest reclamation, 
forest restoration, or forest eco-
system in its diversity,” she wrote.

She took one company subsidi-
ary to court to force it to comply 
with anti-sludge-dumping regula-
tions, after which she said her car 
was shot up with an air gun and her 
tires slashed. She was subsequent-
ly fired.

Kiselyova fought her firing three 
times; three times a court upheld 
her dismissal.

Tatyana Kuznetsova, the head 
of Rosprirodnadzor’s department 
overseeing waste disposal, told Ra-
dio Svoboda that the agency was 
no longer involved in the land-rec-
lamation commissions.

Buried Report On Buried Waste

In the spring of 2018, a scandal 
bubbled up in the Khanty-Man-
si and Yamal-Nenets regions af-
ter the Russian media outlet RBK 
obtained a letter from a Russian 
Health Ministry analytical center 
about the storage and disposal of 
drilling waste in the two regions.

The letter, addressed to the then-
head of Rosprirodnadzor, Artyom 
Sidorov, discussed illegal dumps of 
supposedly recycled drilling waste 
that had been discovered in both 
regions on fields operated by Ros-
neft, LUKoil, and other oil compa-
nies. It was sent by the then-act-
ing head of the Health Ministry’s 
Center for Strategic Planning and 
Management of Biological Risks, 
which had conducted three sepa-
rate studies over a two-year period 
at the ministry’s behest.

On Rosneft oil fields in the Khan-
ty-Mansi region alone these dumps 
totaled 20 million cubic meters, 
with estimated ecological damage 
that could total more than $8 bil-
lion, according to the letter.

The head of Rosprirodnadzor’s 
regional branch in Khanty-Man-
si was subsequently fired, as was 
Sidorov, the agency’s federal chief. 
But the scandal largely fizzled out.

Rosneft told RBK that the analyt-
ical center did not have the author-
ity to conduct inspections and that 
the company adhered to environ-
mental laws in its disposal of drill-
ing waste. LUKoil told the news-
paper that it worked with licensed 
contractors that dispose of drilling 
waste in line with government reg-
ulations.

And the analytical center’s full 
studies were never released to the 
public -- until now.

Radio Svoboda has obtained cop-
ies of the three reports -- totaling 
630 pages that are not available 
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online -- and is releasing them in 
their entirety as part of this investi-
gation. Radio Svoboda managed to 
review the reports on a computer 
terminal and photograph each indi-
vidual page, as it was not permit-
ted to print them out or download 
them.

Below are several key takeaways 
from the reports, based on this re-
view:

Almost without exception, rivers 
and other bodies of water in the 
Khanty-Mansi and Yamal-Nenets 
regions are polluted. In some, the 
content of petroleum products is 
between five and 10 times above 
the maximum allowable limit, while 
the level of phenolic compounds is 
between 10 and 18 times the limit.

While the main environmen-
tal damage from oil-production is 
linked to emissions, drilling waste 
has a damaging effect on the de-
mographic situation and the health 
of the population in Russia’s oil-pro-
ducing regions, the authors of one 
report wrote. “The incidence of 
neoplasms, congenital malforma-
tions, and diseases of the blood 
and the immune system among the 
population living in oil-producing 
regions is 1.5 to five times higher 
than those in areas where there are 
no oil-production facilities,” they 
wrote.

Not a single technology for drill-
ing-sludge processing was given a 
positive assessment by state envi-
ronmental experts, one of the re-

ports states. Surgutneftegaz, Rus-
sia’s fourth-largest oil producer, had 
used the “burolit mix” technique in 
the seven years prior to the report 
“despite the fact that the method...
received a negative assessment” 
from state environmental experts, 
it states.

The processing of drilling sludge 
is conducted not by the oil com-
panies themselves but by subcon-
tractors. “There are so many in-
consistencies in the legislation that 
today it is virtually impossible to 
bring claims against oil-producing 
companies,” one report states, re-
ferring to the part of the Rosneft 
field where drilling waste was sup-
posedly to be recycled into bricks.

The recycled drilling-waste prod-
uct known by the name burolit 
loses its commercial properties 
almost immediately, making it es-
sentially waste but in a much larger 
volume than before the start of the 
process. “The disposal sites for this 
waste are becoming unauthorized 
dumps,” the authors wrote.

The reclamation of sludge barns 
is a “nominal event,” one report 
states, suggesting it is something 
that does not actually take place, 
and adding that “oil companies are 
extremely inattentive to this part 
of their activities.”

Reached by Radio Svoboda for 
comment, the Russian Health Min-
istry directed inquiries to the Cen-
ter for Strategic Planning and Man-
agement of Biological Risks, which 

compiled the reports. The center 
said it was no longer conducting 
such studies, while the Health Min-
istry did not respond to a follow-up 
inquiry.

Kuznetsova, the head of 
Rosprirodnadzor’s waste-dispos-
al department, told Radio Svobo-
da that she was not aware of the 
Health Ministry studies and there-
fore could not comment.

Asked about the discrepancy be-
tween the official figure of 5 mil-
lion tons of drilling waste in 2019 
and the estimated 16 million tons 
based on Radio Svoboda’s discus-
sions with oil-industry sources, 
Kuznetsova suggested the official 
figure is more accurate.

She confirmed, however, that the 
responsibility of monitoring and 
reporting the disposal of drilling 
waste lies with the oil companies 
themselves, which should deter-
mine the toxicity classification with 
the help of private laboratories and 
carry out the disposal based on the 
results.

Only spot inspections can reveal 
whether oil companies are follow-
ing this protocol.

Rosneft, LUKoil, and Surgutneft-
egaz did not respond to requests 
for comment.
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FROM PRESIDENT BIDEN’S REMARKS ABOUT THE U.S. WITHDRAWAL FROM AFGHANISTAN, AUG. 
16, 2021 

“AMERICAN TROOPS CANNOT AND SHOULD 
NOT BE FIGHTING IN A WAR AND DYING 

IN A WAR THAT AFGHAN FORCES ARE NOT 
WILLING TO FIGHT FOR THEMSELVES.” 


