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WASHINGTON: Top US Senate Republican
Mitch McConnell tried to pull a political rab-
bit out of his hat yesterday when he  unveils
a revamped health care bill, after unpopular
earlier versions frustrated conservatives and
moderates in his party. With opposition
growing, and McConnell postponing the
Senate’s August recess by two weeks to
allow more time to bring skeptical lawmak-
ers on board and salvage Donald Trump’s
top legislative priority, the president used
his bully pulpit to urge fellow Republicans
to rally round the effort.

He warned in a Wednesday interview
with the Christian Broadcasting Network
that he would be “very angry” if Congress
failed to pass legislation which repeals and
replaces large parts of Obamacare, the
health reforms of his predecessor Barack

Obama. “For years, they’ve been talking
about repeal-replace, repeal-replace,”
Trump said. “They have to do it. They have
to get together and get it done.”

With Democrats united in opposition,
McConnell needs support from at least 50 of
the Senate’s 52 Republicans to pass the
measure in the 100-member chamber.  Ten
Republicans have said they will not support
the bill as written. The test is whether lead-
ership can convince most of them to get on
board. “I will be very angry about it” if the
bill collapses, Trump said. “I’m sitting wait-
ing for that bill to come to my desk. I hope
that they do it.”

Cheaper plans
Polls show the previous version to be

widely unpopular. An analysis by the non-

profit Congressional Budget Office forecast
that under the bill, ranks of the uninsured
would swell by 22 million people by 2026
compared to current law. McConnell’s
intent is to roll out the revised measure,
most likely at a Republican caucus meeting
set for 11:30 am. He then wants to receive a
CBO score on the new version as early as
next Monday, and hold a vote to begin
debate on the bill next week.

The plan scoffed at by several Senate
Republicans would keep parts of
Obamacare intact, but strip away much of
its funding. It also rolls back the expansion
of Medicaid, the federal health care pro-
gram for the poor and disabled.
Conservatives say they want a bill that is
less like Obamacare, and that cancels all of
the law’s taxes. 

Republican centrists fear that slashing
Medicaid funding by more than $700 billion
could devastate millions of families. One
option under consideration is an amend-
ment by Senator Ted Cruz that  would allow
insurers to offer cheaper plans that do not
cover many of the health services required
under current law. 

But some Republicans warn that move
could end up abolishing protections for
people with pre-existing conditions and
send costs soaring for children and older
insurance holders in the individual market.
Top Democrat Senator Chuck Schumer
called on Republicans to abandon the plan
and “start over,” working together to shore
up Obamacare. “When you have a rotten
product, time is not on your side,” Schumer
told colleagues. — AFP

US Republicans roll dice once more on health care

PORT-AU-PRINCE: After two decades with no
army, Haiti has announced plans to rebuild its mil-
itary to handle disasters and smuggling, though
some fear the force could return to misdeeds, and
be a tool of oppression. The poorest country in the
Americas has announced an initial recruitment of
500 men and women aged 18 to 25, invoking the
need to “reclaim national sovereignty” as a 13-
year UN peacekeeping mission, known as the blue
helmets, comes to an end.

The UN Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUS-
TAH) was deployed in 2004 to stem violence fol-
lowing the sudden departure of former president
Jean-Bertrand Aristide, and is set to leave in
October amid an improving security situation and
a successful electoral process after two years of
political turmoil. It will leave behind a residual
training force of international police officers. “The
departure of the blue helmets is a challenge, but it
is something we have planned for,” Defense
Minister Herve Denis told AFP.

Checkered past 
The government says it plans to deploy troops

along the border with the Dominican Republic in
the fight against smuggling, and in regions hit by
natural disasters.  Denis added it will also wage war
on terrorists: “Even if there isn’t a high threat-level,
we still have regional responsibilities,” said Denis,
while recognizing that, for the time being, the
chronically unstable country is not being threat-
ened by any external enemies. Re-forming an army
is merely a requirement of the country’s constitu-
tion, which calls for a military alongside the police,
Denis said, but added he prefers to use the term
“defense and security force.”“I want people to
understand that it’s a new kind of institution that
we want to create, one which is with the country in
its quest towards development,” he said. 

A major part of that rebranding effort is the
institution’s checkered past. Haiti’s armed forces
were dissolved in 1995 by then-president Jean-
Bertrand Aristide, who was ousted in a military
coup seven months after he took power in 1991
— bringing an end to decades of political interfer-
ence and dozens of coups. But the nation has a
bloody history of brutal militias, which brought
terror to the mountainous Caribbean nation
under various leaders.

Political militia? 
More than 20 years after the soldiers were sent

home, the fresh recruitment drive is causing dis-

quiet among civil society groups. “There is no
legal framework to define the missions of this
army,” said Pierre Esperance, director of the
National Network Defense of Human Rights.
“Those in power want to create a political militia
or a paramilitary group, not an army.” With Haiti’s
total national budget just $2.2 billion, the cost of

the force which will eventually count between
3,000 and 5,000 staff, has been questioned by
local and foreign observers.

“It would be better if authorities concentrated
their efforts on the national police force...who
should be better equipped to do their job,” said
Esperance. — AFP

Venezuela high 
court fails to

issue ruling on 
attorney general
CARACAS: Venezuela’s top court
failed to meet a Wednesday deadline
on whether to suspend Attorney
General Luisa Ortega-one of the most
prominent detractors of President
Nicolas Maduro-and put her on trial.
Ortega, 59, is the most senior figure to
defy Maduro as he fends off efforts to
remove him from power in the volatile
oil-exporting nation which has been
gripped by more than three months of
deadly unrest amid a desperate eco-
nomic crisis. “I have not committed
any crimes, I denounce the magis-
trates who are prosecuting me
because they are not legitimate,”
Ortega said in a radio interview. “The
most they can do is kill me. I’m not
afraid,” she declared.

The Supreme Court could be taking
its time in making a decision, said
attorney Jesus Ollarves, who noted
that the law allows up to 30 days in
these types of cases. 

“They may be taking the pulse of
the political situation before decid-
ing,” he said.  Ortega has accused the
pro-government Supreme Court of
undermining democracy through a
short-lived ruling that seized power
from the opposition-led legislature. As
violence swelled, Ortega accused
police of killing protesters-comments
that enraged Maduro, who branded
her a traitor.

Ortega also accused Maduro of vio-
lating the constitution with his plan to
hold an unelected special assembly to
rewrite it. She has vowed to remain in
office, even if the high court orders her
dismissal. 

Ortega’s stand has raised the
prospect of a split in the government
camp that could tip the balance in a
power struggle that has left more than
90 people dead in street protests.
Critics blame Maduro, a socialist, for
the country’s economic crisis. He says
the chaos is the result of a US-backed
conspiracy. Ortega backed the
“Chavista” socialist movement
launched by Maduro’s late predeces-
sor Hugo Chavez, but broke ranks with
the current president in March. — AFP

Haiti revives army, raising
fears of political crackdown
‘Even if there isn’t a high threat-level, we still have regional responsibilities’

Port-Au-Prince: This file photo shows Haitian President-elect Jean-Bertrand Aristide (left)
flanked by Haitian Armed forces Commander General Herard Abraham at the presidential
palace in Port-au-Prince. — AFP photos

Port-Au-Prince: This file photo shows Supporters of Haitian President Michel Martelly’s deci-
sion to reinstate the army perform in front of the presidential palace on in Port-au-Prince.


