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MANCHESTER: Hillary Clinton and
other Democratic presidential
hopefuls used Donald Trump as a
political bogeyman Saturday to
highlight their own calls to defeat
jihadist extremists without using
the bigotry and bluster employed
by their top Republican rival.

Former secretary of state
Clinton, Senator Bernie Sanders
and Maryland ex-governor Martin
O’Malley each hit on the need to
boost national security, raise the
minimum wage and protect rights
of women, minorities and the dis-
advantaged as they faced off in
New Hampshire.  But they had
heated exchanges on the econo-
my, guns, tackling the terrorist
threat, and the role of the United
States abroad.

With just over six weeks before
the first votes are cast in the nomi-
nation race, on February 1 in Iowa,
Sanders and O’Malley are running
out of time to blunt the momen-
tum of the former secretary of
state, who is 25 points ahead of
rival Sanders in national polling
compiled by RealClearPolitics.com.

Trump punching bag 
O’Malley trails them both badly.

It was their party’s third debate of
the primary election season-the
last of 2015 and their first since the
attacks in San Bernardino,
California, where a radicalized mar-
ried couple killed 14 people. But
the candidates also took turns hit-
ting the Trump punching bag, as
they hurled outrage about the
Republican’s fear-mongering and
recent controversial comments
about immigrants-in particular, his
call for a ban on Muslims entering
the United States.

Americans, Clinton said, “need
to make sure that the really dis-
criminatory messages that Trump
is sending around the world don’t
fall  on receptive ears.” “He is
becoming ISIS’s best recruiter,”
Clinton said of the self-declared
Islamic State extremist group,
claiming that jihadists are “showing
videos of Donald Trump insulting
Islam and Muslims in order to
recruit more radical jihadists.” 

O’Malley also offered a harsh
rebuke to the “political danger”

wielded by Trump and other
“unscrupulous leaders (who) try to
turn us upon each other.” The
country will rise to the challenge
of the IS extremists, but only if
Americans never surrender their
values “to the fascist pleas of bil-
lionaires with big mouths. We are a
better country than this.” Trump’s
apparent popularity has only
grown in recent weeks since his
most contentious remarks. The
polit ical  neophyte tops most
Republican national polls and is
putting establishment candidates
like Jeb Bush in knots.

‘Lust for regime toppling’ 
While the Democrats united

against Trump, Sanders clashed at
length with Clinton over how to
tackle extremism, opposing her
call for a no-fly zone over Syria and
for focusing on ousting that coun-
try’s President Bashar Al-Assad.

Sanders, who is more comfort-
able talk ing about economic
inequality and financial abuse, top-
ics that are the cornerstones of his
campaign, was deeply skeptical.
“The United States at the same
time cannot successfully fight

Assad and ISIS,” he said. “ISIS now is
the major priority. Let’s get rid of
Assad later.”

O’Malley pointedly looked back
at how several US-backed regime
changes fomented chaos. He sin-
gled out Libya in 2011, when
Clinton was the top US diplomat
and supported ousting Moamer
Kadhafi, only to see the country
descend into chaos, with large
swaths now susceptible to becom-
ing jihadist safe havens. “We proba-
bly let our lust for regime toppling
get ahead of the practical consid-
erations for stability in that region,”

O’Malley said.
Sanders piled on, reminding

viewers of Clinton’s 2002 Senate
vote authorizing president George
W Bush’s use of military force in
Iraq. Clinton insisted she was not
ready to send US boots into Syria
and Iraq, saying she had a strategy
to “combat and defeat ISIS without
getting us involved in another
ground war.”

The debate unfolded amid a
minor scandal between the Clinton
and Sanders campaigns over an
apparent data breach when at least

one Sanders staffer took advantage
of a computer glitch to peek at
Clinton voter information. But on
stage Saturday Sanders apologized
to Clinton, saying “this is not the
type of campaign that we run,” and
the issue quickly deflated.

Data and IT are uncomfortable
topics for Clinton, who was the cen-
ter of an uproar after it was
revealed she used a personal email
account and server while secretary
of state. Republican National
Committee chairman Reince
Priebus lashed out at Clinton’s per-
formance in the debate, saying she

“once again proved inconsistent on
the issues and out-of-touch with
the American people.”

The debate occurred, perhaps
not uncoincidentally, on a Saturday
night at the height of the Christmas
shopping rush, and on the first
weekend of the release of the latest
highly-anticipated Star Wars movie,
likely ensuring a downsized viewer-
ship compared to previous debates.
Clinton wrapped up the event with
a nod to the flick: “Thank you, good
night, and may the Force be with
you.” —AFP
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clash over jihadist extremists  
‘Trump is becoming ISIS’s best recruiter’

MANCHESTER: US Democratic presidential hopefuls Hillary Clinton (right) and Bernie Sanders
participate in the Democratic Presidential Debate hosted by ABC News at Saint Anselm
College. — AFP

SAN BERNARDINO: President Barack Obama delivers a statement at Indian
Springs High School after meeting with families affected by the shootings. —AP

SAN BERNARDINO: At a table inside the
Indian Springs High School library, Mandy
Pifer sat alone,  the last name of her
boyfriend killed in the San Bernardino ter-
rorist attack printed on a label in front of
her. Nearby, relatives of the 13 other peo-
ple killed sat and waited anxiously. Some
clutched memorial service programs with
the photos and biographies of their
deceased. One held the invitation to
President Barack Obama’s 2009 inaugura-
tion his brother-in-law had gleefully
obtained. Pifer wrote out a sign with the
words, “I got you.”

When Obama and first lady Michelle
Obama entered the room and made their
way from one table to the next, spending
about 10 minutes with each family Friday
evening, the grief, sadness and frustration
of the last 17 days were firmly on display.
Some shed tears. Others asked questions.
Everyone got a hug.

“It just felt like they were really present
in their conversation with me,” Pifer said.
“They are sick and tired of doing these
things, meeting our families.” For nearly
three hours, the Obamas met with rela-
tives of the nine men and five women
kil led Dec 2 when a married couple
opened fire on the husband’s colleagues
at a work holiday gathering in San
Bernardino, about 60 miles (100 kilome-
ters) east of Los Angeles.

The couple,  American-born Syed
Rizwan Farook, 28, and his wife, Tashfeen
Malik, 29, of Pakistan, pledged allegiance
to a leader of the Islamic State group on
Facebook, moments before the shooting,
authorities said. Both were later killed in a

gunfight with police. Consoling the vic-
tims of gun violence has become a grim
ritual throughout Obama’s presidency.

“My brother will never get his daughter
back,” said George Velasco, whose niece,
Yvette Velasco, 27, was killed. “But at least
we know they are taking it very seriously.”
When Obama approached the Velasco
family’s table, he told them he knew noth-
ing he could say would ever truly comfort
them, but that he was sincerely sorry for
their loss, Velasco said. The victim’s father
told Obama how proud he had been of
her work as an inspector with the county
Department of Environmental Health.
Obama told them he and his wife were
parents too and that, “they cannot imag-
ine a loss like ours.” “I couldn’t believe that
he was spending that much time with us,”
Velasco said. “It was heartfelt. I could feel
it. It was something he really felt and
believed.”

Rhetoric and bigotry
The mood in the room was somber,

though each family seemed to perk up
when Obama arrived at their table. For
some, it was the first time they got to
meet many of the other families with a rel-
ative killed in the attack. The meetings
with Obama largely focused on grief, but a
few also touched on gun violence and
effor ts to ban mil itar y-style assault
weapons. Farook and Malik were armed
with two assault rifles and two pistols,
investigators have said. Karen Fagan,
whose ex-husband Harry Bowman, 46,
was killed, said they also spoke about end-
ing hateful rhetoric and bigotry. —AP
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