
MATESEVO, Montenegro: Two sleek new
roads vanish into mountain tunnels high above a
sleepy Montenegrin village, the unlikely end-
point of a billion-dollar project bankrolled by
China that is threatening to derail the tiny coun-
try’s economy. The government has already
burnt through $944 million in Chinese loans to
complete the first stretch of road, just 41 kilome-
ters (25 miles), making it among the world’s most
expensive pieces of tarmac.

Chinese workers have spent six years carving
tunnels through solid rock and raising concrete
pillars above gorges and canyons, but the road
in effect goes nowhere. Almost 130 kilometers
still needs to be built at a likely cost of at least
one billion euros ($1.2 billion). “The construction
looks impressive, but we must not stop at this,”
says 67-year-old Dragan who retired to the vil-
lage of Matesevo.

“It’s like buying an expensive car and just
leaving it parked in the garage.” Critics question
how the rest of the road will be paid for and
highlight environmental damage caused by the
construction along with corruption allegations
over the awarding of work contacts.

But locals are inclined to talk up the positives.
“This story has some good sides for us villagers.
Some managed to sell their land and leave, which
was impossible before,” said one villager, whose

two-storey home now sits meters from gargan-
tuan concrete pillars propping up the four-lane
highway. 

“I manage to sell some vegetables and chick-
ens to the workers,” added the man who did not
want to be named, reflecting also that dirt
mounds from the construction site stop the river
from flooding.

‘Big trouble’ 
The section linking Matesevo to a town near

the capital Podgorica-the most difficult part to
build-is set to open in November. But the road
is meant to connect the Adriatic port of Bar in
the south with the Serbian border in the north,
with the intention that the Serbians will then ex-
tend it to their capital, Belgrade. It is unclear
where the money will come from or how Mon-
tenegro-a country with a GDP of 4.9 billion
euros-will repay its existing debt to China.

If Montenegro cannot pay, it faces arbitration
in Beijing and could be forced to give up control
of key infrastructure, according to a copy of the
contract seen by AFP.

China has been widely criticized for saddling
small countries with unmanageable debt as part
of its global Belt and Road Initiative. Critics
worry that it will use financial leverage to boost
its political power, in what they dub “debt-trap

diplomacy”.
But Chinese officials have strenuously denied

any ulterior motive to the investment in Mon-
tenegro and the wider region. “This cooperation
is mutually beneficial and win-win,” said China’s
Montenegrin embassy in a statement last month.

“If someone puts negative labels on China’s
investment, it is not only unfair to China, but also
disrespectful to the countries of the western
Balkans.” With Montenegro’s first repayment
due in July, it could become the first European
country to put those claims to the test. —AFP
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UK PM hits back 
after ex-aide alleges 
lies and chaos
LONDON: British Prime Minister Boris Johnson yesterday de-
nied overseeing the needless deaths of many thousands of COVID
patients, after his former chief advisor alleged the government’s
pandemic response was undermined by lies and incompetence.

Johnson declined to say whether Dominic Cummings was
telling the truth in his incendiary claims to MPs on Wednesday,
but said: “Some of the commentary I’ve heard doesn’t bear any
relation to reality.”  Cummings, an abrasive political strategist who
masterminded the anti-EU campaign in Britain’s Brexit referen-
dum, called Johnson “unfit for the job” and said Health Secretary
Matt Hancock was a serial liar.

Asked about Cummings’ central claim that tens of thousands
of people had died needlessly last year, including in care homes
for the elderly, Johnson told reporters: “No, no, I don’t think so.
“Of course this has been an incredibly difficult series of decisions,
none of which we’ve taken lightly,” he said, insisting the govern-
ment did all it could to save lives and protect the state-run Na-
tional Health Service (NHS).

Cummings said the health minister “should have been fired
for at least 15, 20 things” after “lying to everybody on multiple
occasions, in meeting after meeting in the cabinet room and
publicly”. Hancock claimed in May 2020 to have thrown a “pro-
tective ring” around care homes-but the main opposition Labor
party noted that 30,000 elderly residents have died of COVID-
19 and 20,000 older patients were discharged from hospitals
without testing. Labor also highlighted Cummings’ assertion that

Hancock had dishonestly blamed NHS chiefs for the govern-
ment’s failure to procure adequate personal protective equip-
ment for frontline medics.

The “unsubstantiated allegations around honesty are not
true”, Hancock responded in parliament yesterday. “I’ve been
straight with people in public and in private throughout, every
day since I began working on the response to this pandemic last
January (2020),” he said.

Hancock received backing from colleagues including senior
minister Michael Gove, who told parliament that he has “been
doing a great job” and is a “dedicated public servant”. —AFP 

An aerial views shows a part of the new highway connecting the city of Bar on Montenegro’s Adriatic coast to
landlocked neighbor Serbia, (Bar-Boljare highway) near Podgorica. — AFP

Montenegro learns true cost of 
China-backed road to nowhere

Govt has already burnt through $944m in Chinese loans

UK details plan to 
scrap 15-yr voting 
cap for expats
LONDON: Britain’s government yesterday detailed plans to
scrap a restriction that deprived expats of their right to vote after
15 years of living abroad, calling it outdated in a globalized world.

Long a bane of expatriate Britons, the limit will be replaced
with “votes for life” in forthcoming legislation that will also
controversially introduce voter identification for the first time
in UK elections. “In an increasingly global and connected
world, most British citizens living overseas retain deep ties to
the United Kingdom,” Cabinet Office minister Nicholas True
said in a statement.

“These measures support our vision for a truly global Britain,
opening up our democracy to British citizens living overseas
who deserve to have their voices heard in our parliament, no
matter where they choose to live.” Expats will need to show
proof of the last UK address at which they were registered on
the electoral roll, and can also apply for an absentee ballot once
every three years, rather than annually as now. The details
fleshed out a brief announcement of Treasury funding for the
plan given in early March, which was welcomed by expat cam-
paigners such as Harry Shindler, a World War II veteran who
moved to Italy four decades ago.

“It’s very good news that the UK’s 15-year voting rule is end-
ing as part of #Budget2021,” he tweeted at the time.  “We fought
to defend our right to vote in WW2 and now we will get to use
it. This is an important day for freedom.” —AFP

Britain’s Prime Minister Boris Johnson (right) flanked by Alison Power,
Director of Operations visits Colchester hospital in Colchester, eastern
England yesterday. — AFP


