
When the Island Bay cargo ship
arrived from Beirut at the Kerch
Strait, gateway to the Azov Sea, it

sailed into a perfect storm of geopolitics
and bad weather. The following day, Russia
opened fire on three Ukrainian naval ships,
impounded them and detained their sailors,
some of them wounded. It then blocked the
strait by putting a tanker underneath a new
bridge it has built linking the Russian main-
land to the Crimean peninsula it annexed
from Ukraine in 2014. While the world
digested the implications of the Nov 25
incident, the most explosive clash in recent
years, Russia said it had reopened the chan-
nel to the Azov Sea, which is shared by
Russia and Ukraine.

But Island Bay remained at anchor out-
side the strait, lashed by gale force winds
and sleet, its hull icing over while cargo
ships amassed on either side. On Monday, a
week on, the captain reported seeing 20
vessels awaiting clearance to cross. Refinitiv
data that day also showed 20 Ukraine-
bound vessels held up at the strait since
Nov 25, with two others allowed through.
Meanwhile, Island Bay’s cargo of 5,500
tonnes of wheat, destined for flour mills in
Libya, waited in the Ukrainian port of
Berdyansk.

The saga of the ship is a window on the
leverage Moscow has over Ukraine’s Azov
seaboard, affecting dock workers, port
operators, brokers and farmers who
depend on the route. Russia, whose coast
guards began inspecting traffic in the
Kerch Strait eight months ago, blamed
inclement weather for the delay. But on
Sunday, when the skies cleared, just a
handful of ships passed through; by
Monday evening, the Island Bay’s captain’s

frustration was beginning to show.
“It is acceptable weather for transit.

Coast guards have own opinion,” his log,
seen by Reuters, said. That day, he report-
ed seeing just two ships cross into the
Azov Sea. Ukraine says the hiatus is one of
many since the Russian spot-checks
began in May, when Russia opened the
Kerch bridge, interrupting exports of grain
and steel and imports of coal. Moscow
denies any disruption.

The stevedores
In Berdyansk’s port, where icy winds had

recently ripped off the roof of a nearby
shed, staff of stevedore company Ascet
Shipping were reading the daily reports
from the Island Bay with growing concern.
Ascet loads almost a million tonnes of
Ukrainian grain a year onto cargo ships in
Berdyansk and was waiting to load the
Island Bay; its size means each day of wait-
ing time costs around $2,000-$2,500,
Ascet’s chief executive, Denis Rusin, said.
This has made Berdyansk an unpopular port
in recent months.

“Ship owners do not want to go to
Berdyansk,” said Rusin, whose clients
include US firm Cargill, one of the world’s
largest dry bulk and tank shipping compa-
nies. “Buyers are refusing to bet on pas-
sage.” Since Russia and Ukraine clashed in
the strait, Ukraine has introduced martial
law in 10 regions, including the Azov Sea
coast - highlighting the risks of doing
business with Berdyansk. “For us this was
the worst week in recent years,” Rusin
said. “Clients have stopped considering
the possibility of signing contracts for
delivery in January, let alone February or
spring,” he said.

The port
Some Ukrainian politicians have accused

Moscow of trying to strangle Ukraine’s
Azov Sea ports in preparation for an inva-
sion from the east, following on from
Crimea’s annexation and the subsequent
breakaway of Russian-speaking eastern
Ukraine. Moscow says that idea is a fantasy
dreamt up by Ukraine’s pro-Western lead-
ers ahead of elections next year. It says it
has the right to patrol the strait. But
Berdyansk’s businesses say the patrols tar-
get ships bound for Ukraine, causing dam-
aging delays.

The recent escalation in tensions has not
affected ships coming to pick up grain from
the Russian side of the Azov Sea, according
to Sergei Filipov, director of trading firm
QAM7 Dubai, which has operations there.
He said inspections have delayed travel by
the usual two or three days. On its eleventh
day at anchor in Kerch Strait, with skies
finally clear, Island Bay reported to
Berdyansk: “We called everywhere to make
guards (come and) inspect the vessel, but
their intentions cannot be explained.”

The situation has sent Rusin racing to
further revise down his business forecasts.
Climbing out onto the windswept roof of his
office on Friday, he pointed to a single truck
of grain where multiple trucks used to line
up along the dock. “We had expected to
load around 150,000 tonnes over the next
three months... Maybe 200,000,” he said.
Now the company is preparing for anything
between 50,000 tonnes and no business at
all, he said. “This was a change of plan that
happened this week.”

The Azov Sea grain supply chain makes
up just 2 to 3 percent of Ukraine’s agricul-
tural exports, deputy central bank chief

Dmitry Sologub said. But for the southeast-
ern Zaporozhye region, home to 1.8 million
people, it is critical. At the government Port
Authority in Berdyansk, officials said they
feared for the port’s future as clients look to
other locations with direct access to the
Black Sea. “Of course we would prefer (to
use other ports),” said Erdem Sekreter, fleet
manager at Turkey’s Bayraktar shipping
group, which has two ships waiting to cross
the Kerch Strait to reach the Ukrainian
coast. “It is getting more expensive for ship-
owners to go to the Azov Sea - the
Ukrainian side of course,” he added. “We
are paying out of our pocket now.”

Farmers and traders
Bison Group owns 40,000 hectares of

arable land in Zaporozhye region and
exports much of its harvest via Berdyansk.
With ship-owners raising freight charges to
factor in the new risks in the Azov Sea, the
costs will be passed down to grain produc-
ers, Bison deputy director Igor Serov said.
“It hits agricultural producers really hard.”
Prices will have to go down by at least $10
per tonne, a trader at Atria Brokers, which
handles Berdyansk grain, said.

But producers may not have other
options. The railway infrastructure is not
in place to send exports via Black Sea
ports instead, Serov said, and transferring
grain by truck to Odessa, for example,
would cost an extra $40 per tonne.
Buyers are also pulling back, afraid of the
risks. “Our sales have fallen,” the Atria
trader said. “It has affected us in a funda-
mental way.” Every day Island Bay’s car-
go sits in port, it  racks up costs for
traders. Grain can spoil, and storage costs
are steep. —Reuters
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Power of Mexico’s 
populist president

If you really want to understand contemporary Mexico, skip
“Narcos” and watch the series “Un Extrano Enemigo”
instead. The drama about the horrifying crackdown on the

student movement on the eve of the 1968 Mexico City
Olympics captures the essence of one-party authoritarianism
under the long-ruling PRI, the Institutional Revolutionary Party.
Its characters are the commander of internal security forces,
student protest leaders, the slithery CIA station chief, then-
president Gustavo Diaz Ordaz, and the cabinet members jock-
eying to succeed him. But at heart, the protagonist of
“Enemigo” is the unvarnished, omnipotent power radiating
from the presidency. 

“Enemigo” may seem like an odd introduction to the era of
Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador (known as AMLO), the pop-
ulist Mexican president sworn into office on Saturday to suc-
ceed PRI president Enrique Pena Nieto. AMLO says he is
assuming power to represent Mexico’s powerless, the millions
left behind by the nation’s fitful modernization. And one of the
central paradoxes of populism, even in its well-intentioned ver-
sion, is that it takes an awful lot of power and force to vindicate
the interests of the powerless against entrenched elites. AMLO
is determined to reconstitute the awesome power of the presi-
dency, not to crack down on the disaffected left as Diaz Ordaz
did, but to champion it.

Mexico opened up to the outside world a generation ago,
the generation between the period depicted in “Un Extrano
Enemigo” (“An Unknown Enemy”) and the current moment,
embracing free trade and an electoral democracy. The results
were positive for Mexico’s educated elite, and for the consider-
able number of families who joined the global middle class and
turned the country into a massive buyer of US goods. Voters
invested in the steady development of this more globalized
Mexico turned down AMLO’s retro vision of a more statist,
self-contained Mexico in the 2006 and 2012 elections. 

He finally won on his third try in July, an unexpectedly
resounding, mandate-conferring triumph, as a result of previ-
ous governments’ failure to broaden and deepen development,
not only to lift more Mexicans out of poverty, but to temper
rampant corruption and establish peace and the rule of law in
the parts of the country rendered ungovernable by violence
and insecurity. The gap between the country’s First World
modernity and connectivity in some parts of its economy, and
its Third World inequality and governance in too many areas,
had become too glaring, too unsustainable. And so plenty of
centrist independent-minded voters decided to roll the dice on
the populist candidate clamoring for the interests of “the peo-
ple” all these years, figuring that he might close the gap with-
out necessarily being able to reverse Mexico’s decades-long
opening to the outside world.

These voters might be proven wrong. As AMLO said in his
inaugural address in the Mexican Congress, his will be a “pro-
found and radical transformation” of Mexico. By winning sub-
stantial majorities in both chambers of Congress and in a
majority of state legislatures for his “Morena” movement,
AMLO will preside in a manner more reminiscent of Classic
PRI all-powerful rulers than more recent presidents, pursuing
what he immodestly has coined the country’s “Fourth
Transformation” (the third, if you’re wondering, was the revolu-
tion of 1910).

In a speech at the “AMLOfest” in Mexico City’s iconic
Zocalo (the city’s main square) that followed his swearing-in,
the new president went through a mind-numbing recitation of
100 campaign promises that he will now act upon (#42, no
government official will be able to close down streets, ignore
red lights, or park illegally!). Many of his more popular pledges
have been about cracking down on the corruption, impunity
and privilege of those AMLO decries as the “power mafias.” 

He is abolishing pensions for ex-presidents, selling the
presidential Boeing 787, reassigning the commander-in-chief’s
security detail, refusing to live in the presidential mansion, and
cutting the pay of some senior federal employees. The popular-
ity of this ostentatious austerity is understandable, but it also
represents an assertion of power, a move to transcend estab-
lished institutional norms and practices and make clear who
gets to set the rules.

‘Consulta popular’ 
AMLO’s most decisive act during the transition was to sig-

nal to the nation’s globalized elite that they’d be grounded until
certain things changed in the country. The president-elect in
October scrapped plans for a new $13 billion international air-
port outside Mexico City, never mind the fact that construction
had begun back in 2015, contracts had been signed, commit-
ments made, and experts insisted it was needed. AMLO had
railed against the project as candidate and his dislike for it was
ratified by an impromptu “consulta popular”, an informal pop-
up referendum he organized to allow “the people” to weigh in. 

That move, and AMLO’s admonition that such consultas
displacing technocratic governance will become the new nor-
mal (including the alarming promise of a biennial vote for peo-
ple to weigh in on whether he should stay in office), triggered a
decline in the Mexican stock market and in the value of the
peso. But on Sunday, a day after the inaugural euphoria,
reports surfaced that the government would proceed for now
with the new airport’s financing and work until it had a better
handle on the legal consequences of pulling the plug.

AMLO is also establishing an office of federal “super dele-
gate” in each state to coordinate federal spending, alarming
remaining non-Morena governors who see in this a usurpation
of their sovereignty. After flirting with the idea of an amnesty for
drug traffickers during his campaign, AMLO shocked his own
base after the election by proposing a new National Guard to
take on the fight (subject to an upcoming consulta, of course).
Conversely, after spending much of his campaign promising to
make the ruling “power mafias” accountable for their past cor-
ruption, AMLO is now saying he isn’t inclined to prioritize such
prosecutions, for the sake of national unity. —Reuters

Street protests, a 
French tradition 
par excellence 

Since the Revolution more than two cen-
turies ago, burning barricades and street
protests have been a feature of French

political life - and experts say President
Emmanuel Macron has had his first taste of their
power. Jogging through one of the poshest dis-
tricts of Paris last weekend, 33-year-old Belgian
Augustin Terlinden suddenly found himself face-
to-face with a car going up in flames. “Evidently
the revolutionary tradition is still very much alive
in France,” he said with a smile.

Some 200 cars were torched and more than
400 people arrested during the “yellow vest”
demonstrations on Saturday, the worst clashes in
the capital in decades. “Paris is burning,” read
headlines in the international press. What started
in mid-November as road blockades over fuel
taxes has spiralled into violent protests against
Macron, seen by demonstrators as out of touch
with ordinary people.

On Tuesday, in a bid to quell the demonstra-
tions, his government announced the fuel tax
hikes would be suspended for six months. It was
an unprecedented U-turn from a president who
previously vowed he would not be swayed.
Abroad, some observers have been tempted to
see in the protests confirmation that rebellion is
something that simply runs in French blood.
Swiss newspaper Le Temps described France,
which executed its king in an ultimate act of anti-
elitism in 1793, as a “country which has always
given in to temptations of violence”.

‘The state must listen’ 
But Michel Pigenet, a historian at the Paris 1

university who specializes in social movements,
insists otherwise. “Violence during demonstra-

tions is not a particularly French tradition,” he
said. “But it’s true that France has a tradition of
collective mobilization which has given rise to a
sentiment that ‘the state must listen to us, one
way or another’.” When he came to power in
May 2017, Macron vowed that protests would
not blow him off course in his bid to dynamize
the French economy and attract investment.

Mass demonstrations plagued the five-year
term of his Socialist predecessor Francois
Hollande, who was forced by protests to aban-
don a so-called “eco tax” on heavy goods vehi-
cles. But the French penchant for refusing to take
government policy lying down has far deeper
roots. Published four years after the Revolution
erupted, the 1793 constitution safeguarded a
“right to insurrection” against any government
that was not listening to the people. While that
constitution is long gone, “the idea is still there,”
Pigenet said.

Protests ‘get results’ 
Olivier Cahn, a professor at the University of

Tours, said the tradition has taken root because
protests “often get results” in France. After the
momentous May 1968 protests which rocked
French society - and left several dead - the gov-
ernment raised the minimum wage by a third. In
1986, reforms denounced by critics as introduc-
ing selective university education were axed
after the death of a student. And in 2006, violent
protests prompted the government to scrap a
new type of job contract, which was intended to
make hiring easier but was seen by critics as
increasing economic insecurity.

On the other hand, top-down protests
organized by trade unions have often fizzled in
recent years, like the mass demonstrations in
2016 which failed to kill off labor reforms. “There
is a growing movement which wants more vio-
lent methods than those led by the unions, which
are considered a bit humdrum,” said Erik Neveu,
a sociologist at the Sciences Po Rennes universi-
ty. That may help explain why public support for
the “yellow vests” has remained fairly high
despite its increasing violence. —AFP

Phantom-like 
Mueller holds 
Washington 
spellbound 

He hovers over Washington’s seething
political swamp like The Phantom. No
one ever sees Robert Mueller, the special

counsel leading the Russia collusion investiga-
tion; he never speaks. But he’s constantly pres-
ent, showing his hand through a trickle of court
filings, each one stoking speculation through
the halls of government, in offices and bar-
rooms, and over dinner tables: What does he
have on Donald Trump? 

Eighteen months into his investigation,
Mueller has the US capital spellbound. He
threw tantalizing new bait to Russia-gate
adepts late Tuesday when he recommended
to a court that Trump’s former national secu-
rity advisor Michael Flynn, who had lied to
investigators about his own Russia contacts,
be let off without any jail time. While Flynn
was guilty of a “serious” offense, Mueller said
in a court filing, he had fully cooperated with
investigators in multiple cases, and submitted
to interviews 19 times. 

What Flynn told them, though, Mueller
wasn’t saying. It all adds to a mystique about
the veteran prosecutor, who is depicted in fan
memes as a Star Wars Jedi or a character
from Game of Thrones. “Mueller is coming,”
they warn ominously. Liberals see Mueller as
a warrior against injustice, and are whipped
up by every court document containing a tid-
bit that potentially links the president to a
crime. Republicans are afraid to even imagine
what damage their party faces from the out-
come of the probe. Trump, meanwhile, seems
more on edge with each new court filing,

blasting out tweets calling the probe an “ille-
gal witch hunt.”

Invisible star  
It’s an extreme makeover for the 74-year-

old former Marine, who was a public prosecu-
tor battling the mafia and Russian spies before
taking the lead of the Federal Bureau of
Investigation just one week in advance of the
devastating Sept 11, 2001 terror attacks.
Director of the FBI for 12 years, he was a very
public figure, respected but hardly beloved.
Now, he is the invisible star of Washington. Yet
he is barely known by the people that cheer
and fear him. Gaunt and stately, he has only
been spotted in public a handful of times this
year, reported and heavily forwarded on social
media: alone, with no security, crossing a
Washington street; dining in a low-key restau-
rant; getting help at the Georgetown Apple
store with his wife of 52 years, Anne Standish.

“Even special counsel needs occasional IT
support,” tweeted communications consultant
Meghan Pianta, who snapped a photo of the
couple with one of the Apple techies. In July,
he was also spied in Washington National
Airport waiting for a flight, unwittingly just feet
away from Donald Trump Jr., the president’s
son who is believed to be a target of the inves-
tigation. Mueller lives in a gated community in
Northern Virginia, and arrives at and leaves
work at a non-descript office building in
southwest Washington unseen through the
parking garage.

He doesn’t visit the White House to talk
with Trump’s lawyers; they go to him. Mostly,
his two dozen seasoned investigators and
prosecutors do the public work, making court
appearances and filings, and likewise letting
documents speak for them. Few know what
Mueller is like in person. Is he the brusque
taskmaster who demanded results in the 9/11
investigation barely 24 hours after it took
place? Or the quiet, patient but determined
chess-player that the Russia collusion investi-
gation’s steady march suggests? —AFP
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