
The last Serb to stand trial over the conflicts that ripped
apart Yugoslavia will finish his days in prison, but in
Belgrade, men closely linked to wartime strongman Slobodan
Milosevic are returning to high-profile jobs. UN judges in
The Hague sentenced former Bosnian Serb military chief
Ratko Mladic to life in jail on Wednesday, after finding him
guilty of genocide during the 1990s fighting. But almost 20
years after the last war in the Balkans, some of Milosevic’s
men who served time for their roles in the violence or who
remain open admirers are regaining prominent positions.

“If anyone wondered how far Serbia progressed (after
Milosevic), now there is a clear answer: It has moved
backwards,” said Dubravka Stojanovic, a historian at the
University of Belgrade. “There is no conscience about war
crimes, so neither are there reasons to avoid returning
Milosevic’s people” to senior positions, she said. 

Serbian President Aleksandar Vucic was an ultranation-
alist information minister under Milosevic, though he has
since tried to distance himself from the strongman, por-
traying himself as a reformist leading Serbia towards
European Union membership. But other former associates
have remained openly loyal to Milosevic, who was indicted
by the former Yugoslavia war crimes tribunal but died in
custody in 2006 during his trial at The Hague.

‘Slobo’s comrade’ 
Milorad Vucelic, who was an active war propagandist in

the 1990s as head of the state broadcaster Radio Television
of Serbia (RTS), was named editor in chief of Vecernje
Novosti, a newspaper partly owned by the state, in
September. An organizer of Milosevic’s funeral, Vucelic still
calls himself “Slobo’s comrade”. And in an interview with
the Telegraf news site in 2014, he said the “demonizing” of
Milosevic was a result of “foreign powers’ pressure”.

Also in September, Milovan Bojic, once a deputy prime
minister under Milosevic and a close aide of his wife, Mira
Markovic, was reappointed chief of a prestigious state-run
cardiology clinic in Belgrade - a post he held in the 1990s.
Just a few months earlier, in March, Bojic was photographed
paying his respects at Milosevic’s grave. Also present at the
graveside was Defense Minister Aleksandar Vulin, another
former aide of the strongman’s wife, who has repeatedly

said he is an “admirer of what (Milosevic) was doing”.
Vulin said in March that he fought with the former

president for “valuable and important ideals”, and “as long
as I live it will be that way”. Dejan Anastasijevic, a promi-
nent Serbian journalist, wrote in October that he felt
“scared” since “every day more and more of Milosevic’s
old buddies are being reinstated”. “They believe that
Milosevic did everything well and that authorities today
should take the same road,” Anastasijevic told AFP.

‘Zombie revival’ 
Men who have served prison sentences for their roles in

the war crimes of the 1990s have also made their way back
to leading posts. Nikola Sainovic, another deputy prime
minister in the Milosevic era, was appointed two years ago
to a top body of Serbia’s Socialist Party, the junior partner
in the governing coalition. The move came after his release
from jail in 2015 after serving two-thirds of an 18-year
sentence for crimes against ethnic Albanians in the 1998-
1999 Kosovo war.

And in October, local media reported that Vladimir
Lazarevic, a Serbian commander during the Kosovo con-
flict, was named a lecturer at Serbia’s military academy -
two years after spending a decade in jail for war crimes.
The moved was criticized by the European Union, with
Maja Kocijancic, a foreign affairs spokeswoman, saying
political leaders should foster “trust, dialogue and toler-
ance” to overcome the legacy of war. But when contact-
ed by AFP, the academy said Lazarevic had only been
invited to give a lecture, and had not been given a full-
time position.

Eric Gordy, a professor at University College London
who specializes in southeast Europe, suggests this
“revival of the zombies” from the Milosevic period could
be part of a “balancing act” performed by Vucic to
appease his rightwing supporters. The appointments of
hardliners contrast with what appear to be more progres-
sive moves by Vucic, such as the selection this year of Ana
Brnabic, a technocrat with a business background to be
Serbia’s first female - and gay - prime minister.

But Gordy also said the revival of Milosevic’s old guard
could simply be “a sign of just how unproductive the field
of political power is”. “The constant return to old ideas
and figures, no matter how discredited or, in some cases,
convicted, indicates how few new ideas and people have
been produced in Serbian politics in this century.” —AFP 
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Washington Watch

By Dr James J Zogby 

Imagine that you are a victim of a violent crime or theft
but are forbidden from reporting it because Congress
has passed a law that not only prohibits you from
reporting the crime, but threatens punishment if you
dare to do it. This is the situation in which the
Palestinians find themselves today. 

The Palestinians have been told that the US govern-
ment is on the verge of decertifying their right to main-
tain an office in Washington because they had the
audacity to complain to the International Criminal
Court (ICC) about Israel’s land theft and settlement
activity in the occupied territories. (The Trump admin-
istration on Friday backtracked on its decision, instead
saying it would merely impose limitations on the office
that it expected would be lifted after 90 days.)

The story behind this nightmarish situation began in
1987 when Congress passed a law prohibiting the
Palestine Liberation Organization from operating an
office in the United States. This legislation which was
pushed by AIPAC, the pro-Israel lobby, was designed
to ensure that the Palestinians would have no presence
or voice in either Washington or at the United Nations.
It was an effort to put into law a secret commitment
Secretary of State Henry Kissinger had made to the
Israelis a decade earlier that the US would not recog-
nize or dialogue with the PLO. The Israelis had insisted
on this “no-talk” policy for the simple reason described
by Israeli Labor Party leader Yitzhak Rabin: “Whoever
agrees to talk to the PLO means he accepts in principle
the creation of a Palestinian state between Israel and
Jordan, and this we can never accept”. 

In 1993, after Israel and the PLO signed the Oslo
Accords, in which both sides recognized each other’s
national rights, Congress met to reassess their 1987
legislation. Instead of doing the right thing and simply
canceling it, once again pressed by AIPAC, Congress
chose to keep the law in place. The one concession
found in new bill gave the President the right to waive
the anti-Palestinian provision every six months on the
condition that the State Department could certify to
Congress that the Palestinians were adhering to the
provisions of the Oslo Accords. 

This legislation, termed the Middle East Peace
Facilitation Act (MEPFA) imposed a series of require-
ments on the Palestinians. Among them were: renounc-
ing the Arab boycott, nullifying the PLO Charter, not
opening offices in Jerusalem, ending terrorism, and tak-
ing no steps to change the status of Jerusalem, West
Bank, or Gaza pending the outcome of negotiations
with the Israelis. Because Congress chose to only
impose these conditions on US aid to the Palestinians
and their right to operate an office in the US aid, while
placing no such requirements on Israel’s adherence to
the terms of Oslo, it was clear from the very beginning
of the so-called “Oslo process” that the US could not
play the role of “honest broker” in the search for peace.  

Impunity 
Every six months, Israel’s lobby would raise issue

with Palestinian compliance, documenting alleged
Palestinian infractions and then protesting when the
State Department would certify them. All the while,
Israel, operating with complete impunity, continued:
expanding Jewish-only settlements, roads, and infra-
structure in the West Bank and what they called
“Greater Jerusalem” creating new “facts on the
ground”; imposing new humiliating conditions on
Palestinian life in the occupied lands; and repeatedly
violating their obligations under Oslo and the follow-
up Cairo and Paris Economic Accords. 

While Israel had recourse to go to the US Congress
to complain about allegations of Palestinian non-com-
pliance, the Palestinians could not. Their only recourse
was to bring their case to the United Nations where the
US would, in the end, veto any and all resolutions criti-
cal of Israel. In this context, I have always found it irri-
tatingly disingenuous when the Israeli side expresses its
contempt for what they call the UN’s “automatic majori-
ty” for the Palestinians, while refusing to acknowledge
the “automatic majority” Israel has in the US Congress. 

Over the next two decades, the terms of the MEPFA
were modified to include a suspension US aid for the
Palestinians and decertification of their right to operate
in the US if the Palestinians were join any international
body with the equivalent status of a “member state”; or
if they were to receive full member state recognition at
the UN; and, more recently, if they were to bring a case
against Israel’s violations of international law before
the International Criminal Court. 

When, this fall, Palestinian Authority President,
Mahmoud Abbas, addressed the United Nations
General Assembly he spoke these words: “We have
also called on the International Criminal Court, as is
our right, to open an investigation and to prosecute
Israeli officials”. Abbas specifically cited Israeli settle-
ment activity as the crime, in question.  Israel’s settle-
ment policy is, in fact, in violation of international law.
The Fourth Geneva Convention prohibits an occupying
power from both moving its population into “territories
occupied in time of war” and dispossessing the occu-
pied population of their land and properties. 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the
Arab American Institute.
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How ‘princess’ 
of Angola lost 
her oil crown 
On Oct 6, with the dust still settling on Angola’s first
change of power in 38 years, new President Joao
Lourenco sat down with international oil majors at the
presidential palace in Luanda. The top executives in
Angola of Chevron, Total, BP, Eni and Exxon said the oil
sector was being devastated by delays in project
approvals at Sonangol and a backlog of payments owed by
the state oil company, according to four oil industry
sources with knowledge of the meeting.

They warned Lourenco that Angola’s production
would decline from 2019 unless swift action was taken to
tackle problems at the firm, which was headed by Isabel
dos Santos, daughter of his presidential predecessor, the
sources said. They declined to be named because the
discussions were confidential. Six weeks later the presi-
dent fired dos Santos, Africa’s richest woman who is
nicknamed the “princess” in Angola. The oil majors all
declined to comment on the meeting.  Lourenco’s office
and Sonangol did not respond to requests for comment.

It was a highly unusual gathering; foreign oil firms
operate nearly all of Angola’s production and hold huge
sway, but meeting the president as a united group was
almost unheard of. The nature of the discussions has not
been previously reported. The talks, and subsequent
events leading up to dos Santos’ dismissal, shed light on
the reasons behind her ouster - a decision never officially
explained. 

They offer new insight into the current state of the most
important company in Angola, which relies on oil for a
third of its economic output and over 95 percent of
exports, and the big challenges facing the new manage-
ment of the debt-laden firm. The dismissal also points to
the waning power of the dos Santos family, which has
dominated Angolan politics and business for decades.
Isabel dos Santos’ father Jose Eduardo had ruled the
country since 1979, amassing wealth for his relatives who
own companies in almost every part of the economy. 

‘Near paralysis’ 
Billionaire dos Santos, who had been Sonangol chair

since June 2016, has said she was in the process of
restructuring to root out waste and corruption at a com-
pany that was struggling even before oil prices plunged in
mid-2014. Her representatives declined to comment for

this story, and instead pointed Reuters to two statements,
issued in the days after her exit, when she outlined her
achievements including reducing debt to $7 billion from
$13 billion, raising annual revenue to $15.6 billion from
$14.8 billion and cutting costs. 

In her departing speech to staff, she said the company
had been “nearly bankrupt” when she took over, devastat-
ed by the oil-price collapse. “Memories are short,” she
added. However, according to interviews with 10 sources,
including the four oil industry sources as well as officials
from Sonangol and the government, Lourenco was frus-
trated with the slow pace of change at the company.

On Oct 13, a week after meeting the oil majors and 17
days after taking office, the president ordered government
ministers, Sonangol and international oil companies to
form a 30-day working group to review the state of the
industry. The group’s meetings, many of them led by new
Secretary of State for Oil Carlos Saturnino, were tense, the

sources said. Saturnino, an oil industry veteran, had been
fired by dos Santos from his role as head of production
and exploration at Sonangol last year when she accused
him of gross mismanagement.

Even though dos Santos had launched a turnaround
plan, huge hold-ups in the approval of projects were
strangling the oil sector, according to the sources. Her
board had implemented a system for checking projects
submitted by foreign oil companies which in practice
exacerbated the problem, they said. She had also created a
gulf between her board and the rest of the company by
surrounding herself with foreign consultants, said the peo-
ple, who declined to be named due to the confidential
nature of the industry review and related discussions. The
working group concluded there was “a near paralysis” at
Sonangol, according to a government source. 

China debts
As the group assessed the state of the industry,

Lourenco met with Sonangol’s biggest lenders - including

the Bank of China, Standard Bank and Standard Chartered
- to understand Sonangol’s financial situation and secure
lower lending rates, according to a source familiar with the
talks. “Lourenco realized Sonangol needs money fast,”
said the source, adding that the company had been seek-
ing to restructure some payments.  Standard Bank
declined to comment, citing client confidentiality, while
Standard Chartered and Bank of China did not respond to
requests for comment.

Sonangol’s direct debt to Chinese banks and lending
consortia including Chinese banks stood at $3.8 billion at
the end of 2016, according to the company’s annual report.
Oil industry sources told Reuters this debt now stood at
about $3 billion, plus another $3 billion to majors, contrac-
tors and traders. Of that, nearly $1 billion is owed to trad-
ing firms Trafigura and Vitol under loans guaranteed by oil
or product exports, according to a source close to
Sonangol. 

The government itself also last year took out a further
$6.9 billion loan from the China Development Bank that it
lent to Sonangol, $3.8 billion of which the firm used to
refinance debt, according to an International Monetary
Fund report. Supporters of dos Santos, who are familiar
with her work at Sonangol, said the debts dated back to
before her tenure. They said the company was now in
better financial state. The slow pace of restructuring, they
say, was due to the scale of the job and restraints imposed
by the state on selling assets. Her dismissal, according to
them, was purely political and part of a campaign by the
president against her family. 

‘Golden goose’
With consensus in government building fast against

dos Santos, she responded with a charm offensive. In
London, she met CEOs of major oil companies at an indus-
try conference. On Oct 18, she did a rare live interview at
the Reuters office in the city’s Canary Wharf financial dis-
trict. In the Reuters interview, she described her relation-
ship with the new president as one of “full alignment”. But
she gave a hint that her days at Sonangol may be num-
bered, when asked if she would stay to see through the
transformation of the firm.

“Once the foundations have been laid and are right, it
doesn’t matter who steps in as long as the plan is good,”
said dos Santos, who has stakes in businesses from tele-
coms to diamonds. The charm offensive was too little, too
late. On Nov 15, dos Santos and most of her board were
sacked. She was replaced by the man that had become her
nemesis: Saturnino. Foundations notwithstanding, the new
management faces the tasks of getting projects moving
again, repaying billions of dollars owed to oil majors, con-
tractors and traders, and servicing billions more dollars of
debt owed to Chinese banks. —Reuters 
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