
A4 WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 29, 2025 WST LATIMES.COM

MEXICO CITY — Mexi-
can President Claudia
Sheinbaum hedged Tues-
day on whether Mexico
would accept U.S. military
flights carrying deportees
under the Trump adminis-
tration’s mass-expulsion
plans

“Until now, this hasn’t
taken place,” Sheinbaum re-
sponded at her morning
news conference when
asked several times whether
her nation would consent to
Pentagon aircraft returning
deported citizens. She de-
clined to elaborate.

The White House has be-
gun using military aircraft to
transport deportees, includ-
ing two Pentagon flights
that flew more than 150 
people to Guatemala last
week.

The use of the military —
including the deployment of
active-duty troops to the
United States’ southwest
border — is a cornerstone of
Trump’s hard-line immigra-
tion agenda. But it bumps
up against Mexican sensitiv-
ities — heightened by a long
history of U.S. invasions and
incursions — against mili-
tary encroachment by its
northern neighbor.

It is not clear whether
Pentagon air assets would
be deployed to transport de-

portees to Mexico. Media re-
ports last week that Mexico
refused a U.S. military flight
that would have brought de-
portees have not been pub-
licly confirmed by either
country.

The military-transport
issue has raised alarms
throughout Latin America
since a weekend diplomatic
crisis in which an enraged
President Trump moved to
impose tariffs and other
penalties on Colombia — a
longtime U.S. ally — after
President Gustavo Petro de-

nied landing permission for
two Pentagon aircraft carry-
ing deportees. 

After negotiations, the
White House withdrew the
threatened sanctions and
Colombia said it had re-
ceived assurances of the
“dignified conditions” Petro
had demanded. Petro said
on social media that he had
never refused to accept de-
portees but would not agree
to their being returned
handcuffed and on military
aircraft. 

The Brazilian govern-

ment also denounced “de-
grading treatment” of its
citizens after some deport-
ees walked off a nonmilitary
U.S. plane on Saturday in
the northern city of Manaus
in handcuffs and leg shack-
les. 

The idea of giant C-17s fly-
ing over Mexican airspace
and unloading deportees at
Mexican airports is a poten-
tially incendiary prospect in
a country with a long memo-
ry of U.S. invasions; the na-
tion lost much of its territory
in the Mexican-American

War of 1846-48. 
Though Washington has

not intervened militarily in
Mexico for more than a cen-
tury, Mexican youth are
schooled in Mexico’s “hero-
ic” resistance to past U.S. ac-
tions. 

Many in Mexico are al-
ready unnerved at previous
Trump threats to deploy the
U.S. military against drug
traffickers. His executive or-
der to designate cartels as
foreign terrorist organiza-
tions is viewed by many as a
prelude to direct military in-
tervention.

Already casting a shadow
on binational relations are
Trump’s threats to impose
tariffs of 25% on Mexican
imports if the country does
not do more to stop U.S.-
bound undocumented im-
migrants and the smuggling
of fentanyl. Trump has indi-
cated he would decide by
Saturday on the tariffs —
which could devastate a
fragile economy heavily de-
pendent on cross-border
trade.

Sheinbaum is under
pressure to bend to Trump’s
demands in order to safe-
guard the economy, but she
must also take care not to
alienate citizens sensitive to
perceived slights against
Mexico’s sovereignty.

“President Sheinbaum is
in a tight spot,” said Tony
Payan, who heads the Cen-
ter for the U.S. and Mexico at
Rice University’s Baker In-
stitute for Public Policy.
“The optics of military
planes flying deportees back
to Mexico would not be 
good for her nationalist
base. But she may not have a
choice other than to accept
it.”

Mexican citizens are by
far the largest nationality
among the estimated more
than 11 million immigrants in
the United States illegally. In
recent years, Washington
has removed about 200,000
deportees annually to Mexi-
co, mostly via the southwest-
ern land border — but in-
cluding some ferried by non-
military aircraft to the Mexi-
can interior. The number of
deportees returned to Mexi-
co is widely expected to in-
crease under Trump’s direc-
tives.

Sheinbaum has already
agreed to accept Trump’s re-
instatement of the contro-
versial Remain in Mexico
policy, which forces asylum
seekers arriving at the bor-
der — including Central
Americans and other non-
Mexicans — to wait in Mexi-
co for adjudication of their
cases in U.S. immigration
courts. She has said Mexico
would seek financial aid
from Washington to reim-
burse the costs of repatriat-
ing third-country nationals
to their homelands.

Mexico received four de-
portation flights last week—
on nonmilitary aircraft —
but has yet to see a signifi-
cant uptick in returned de-
portees, officials say.

But Mexican authorities
are erecting large-scale new
shelters along the country’s
northern border with the
United States and making
other preparations to house
and otherwise assist repatri-
ated citizens and third-
country nationals sent to
Mexico. 

Special correspondent
Cecilia Sánchez Vidal
contributed to this report.

Mexico weighs accepting U.S. military flights

PROTESTERS gather for a rally and march to Trump Tower in Chicago on Sat-
urday, demanding an end to violence in Gaza and a halt to U.S. deportation plans.
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The use of Pentagon
aircraft to return
deportees has put
Trump’s counterpart
in a difficult spot. 
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BERLIN — Denmark’s
prime minister embarked on
a tour of major European
capitals Tuesday as the con-
tinent faces what she called
“a more uncertain reality”
and her country moves to
strengthen its military pres-
ence in Greenland.

Prime Minister Mette
Frederiksen planned stops
in Berlin, Paris and Brus-
sels, the latter to meet
NATO Secretary General
Mark Rutte. Her trip comes
as President Trump has said
he would not rule out the use
of military force to seize con-
trol of Greenland, an auton-
omous territory belonging
to Denmark, a NATO and
European Union member.

On Monday, her govern-
ment announced a nearly
$2-billion agreement with
parties including the gov-
ernments of Greenland and
the Faroe Islands to “im-
prove capabilities for sur-

veillance and maintaining
sovereignty in the region.” 

Those will include three
new Arctic naval vessels, two
additional long-range sur-
veillance drones and satel-
lite capacity, the Danish De-
fense Ministry said.

Frederiksen didn’t di-
rectly mention Trump’s
threat in comments at a
meeting with German Chan-
cellor Olaf Scholz, but she
said that “we are facing a
more uncertain reality, a re-
ality that calls for an even
more united Europe and for
more cooperation.” She
pointed to Russian activities
in Ukraine and beyond and
said that “it is up to Europe
to define the future of our
continent, and I think we
have to take more responsi-
bility for our own security.”

In its announcement on
the Arctic and North At-
lantic region, the Danish De-
fense Ministry said that the
parties agreed to negotiate a
second agreement in the
first half of this year focused

on strengthening deter-
rence and defense.

“We must face the fact
that there are serious chal-
lenges regarding security
and defense in the Arctic
and North Atlantic,” De-
fense Minister Troels Lund
Poulsen said. “For this rea-
son, we must strengthen our
presence in the region.”

His ministry said that en-
suring that investments pro-
vide support for local jobs
and businesses in Green-
land and the Faroe Islands
will be “a focal point.” Vivian
Motzfeldt, Greenland’s min-
ister of statehood and for-
eign affairs, said she was
“pleased with the steps we
are taking towards in-
creased security in and
around Greenland” with the
accord.

Greenland’s government
has affirmed that the terri-
tory isn’t for sale but that it is
open to cooperation. The
Defense Ministry statement
didn’t mention Trump’s am-
bitions. 

Danish leader urges European unity
amid Greenland’s ‘uncertain’ fate
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BELGRADE, Serbia —
Serbia’s populist Prime Min-
ister Milos Vucevic resigned
Tuesday in an attempt to
calm political tensions and
pressure roiled by weeks of
massive anticorruption pro-
tests over the deadly col-
lapse of a concrete canopy.

The canopy collapse in
November, which killed 15
people in the northern city of
Novi Sad, has become a flash
point reflecting wider dis-
content with the increas-
ingly autocratic rule of Ser-
bia’s populist President
Aleksandar Vucic. He has
faced accusations of curbing
democratic freedoms in Ser-
bia despite formally seeking
European Union member-
ship for the troubled Balkan
nation.

“It is my appeal for every-
one to calm down the pas-
sions and return to dia-
logue,” Vucevic said at a
news conference announc-
ing his resignation. 

Novi Sad Mayor Milan
Djuric also stepped down
Tuesday.

Vucevic’s resignation
could lead to an early parlia-
mentary election. The resig-
nation must be confirmed by

Serbia’s parliament, which
has 30 days to choose a new
government or call a snap
election.

Pro-government media
said Vucic would attend a
Cabinet session on Tuesday
evening to decide whether a
new prime minister-desig-
nate will be appointed or an
early election called. 

Opposition parties have
said they would insist on a
transitional government
that would create conditions
for a free and fair election.
Vucic’s populists have faced
accusations of irregularities
during past elections. 

Vucevic became the
prime minister in April 2024,
after the Serbian Prog-
ressive Party won the most
votes in an election marred
by tensions. 

“They [the ruling party]
have been in a free fall since
the Novi Sad tragedy,” jour-
nalist Slobodan Georgiev
said on N1 television, adding
that Vucic was seeking a
“buffer” with the prime min-
ister’s resignation. 

Students’ call for
justice resonates 

Vucic in the past had
managed to cushion the im-
pact of antigovernment
street protests, but the cur-
rent student movement has
garnered widespread sup-
port from all walks of life, in-
cluding actors, farmers, law-
yers and judges. 

The students’ call for jus-
tice has resonated in a coun-
try where corruption is wide-

spread and few feel that the
state institutions work in the
interests of citizens. 

Branimir Jovancicevic,
professor at the Faculty of
Chemistry in Belgrade, ex-
pressed hope that Vucevic’s
resignation is a first step
toward further political
changes in Serbia, where
power is concentrated in the
hands of the president al-
though his constitutional
role is largely ceremonial. 

“If the president thinks
that by replacing one, essen-
tially, unimportant figure ...
will solve the problem ... he is
deeply mistaken,” said Jo-
vancicevic. “This must lead
to total political changes be-
cause autocracy and dicta-
torship in Serbia, in the
heart of Europe, must be

stopped.”
On Monday, tens of thou-

sands of people joined strik-
ing university students in a
24-hour blockade of a key in-
tersection in the capital. The
students are demanding ac-
countability for the collapse
of the canopy, which critics
have blamed on what they
say is rampant government
corruption.

Classes at Serbia’s uni-
versities and dozens of
schools have been blocked
for two months with stu-
dents camping inside their
faculty buildings.

In another attempt to
defuse tensions, Vucic, Vuce-
vic and the parliament
speaker, Ana Brnabic, on
Monday evening urged dia-

logue with the students, who
have so far rebuffed such in-
vitations. They say Vucic
shouldn’t be the one holding
talks with them but that gov-
ernment institutions such
as police and the judiciary
should do their job. 

Assault led to
resignation 

Vucevic said the immedi-
ate cause for his quitting was
an attack on a female stu-
dent in Novi Sad early Tues-
day by assailants allegedly
from the ruling Serbian
Progressive Party. Vucevic
said that “whenever it seems
there is hope to return to so-
cial dialogue, to talk ... it’s
like an invisible hand creates
a new incident and tensions
mount again.”

But the outgoing prime
minister also said that the
street protests “undoubt-
edly” have been organized
from abroad “with an aim to
directly jeopardize Serbia as
a state.” 

Vucevic offered no evi-
dence for his claims that
echoed earlier similar state-
ments by Vucic. 

Students in Novi Sad said
they were horrified by the as-
sault they said was carried
out by thugs with baseball
bats. They attacked two
groups of students and
chased them in their car, the
students said. Prosecutors
later said that four people
have been detained. 

“We are horrified over the
state of our society where

such a situation is possible,”
the students said in an In-
stagram post. “We have had
enough of blood.”

The students called a big
rally in Novi Sad later Tues-
day in response to the at-
tack. 

Serbia’s prosecutors
have filed charges against 13
people, including a govern-
ment minister and several
state officials for the Novem-
ber canopy collapse. But the
former Construction Min-
ister Goran Vesic, who had
resigned shortly after the
canopy crash, has been re-
leased from detention, fuel-
ing doubts over the investi-
gation’s independence.

The main railway station
in Novi Sad was renovated
and inaugurated twice in re-
cent years as part of a wider
infrastructure deal with Chi-
nese state companies and a
fast railway link with neigh-
boring Hungary.

Several incidents have
marred the street demon-
strations in the last weeks,
including drivers ramming
into the crowds on two occa-
sions, when two young wom-
en were injured.

Students and others
have been holding daily 15-
minute traffic blockades
throughout Serbia at 
11:52 a.m., the time the con-
crete canopy crashed down
on Nov. 1. The blockades
honor the 15 victims, includ-
ing two children.

Gec writes for the
Associated Press. 

Prime minister of Serbia resigns as anticorruption protests swell

SERBIAN Prime Minister Milos Vucevic, pictured at
a rally in 2023, resigned Tuesday amid protests.
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The demonstrations
by students began
after the deadly
collapse of a concrete
canopy in November.
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