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WASHINGTON: Donald Trump’s communications may have
been swept up in intelligence gathering on suspected foreign
agents, according to explosive allegations made Wednesday
by the Republican head of the House intelligence committee.
Devin Nunes-who worked on Trump’s transition team and is
now leading an investigation into possible links between that
campaign team and Russia-said the now president’s commu-
nications may have been intercepted late last year. 

Nunes however said there was no evidence that then-
president Barack Obama ordered the surveillance-as Trump
has claimed-or that the president was the target. Rather,
Nunes suggested, Trump’s communications were picked up
during court-approved targeting of suspected foreign intelli-
gence operatives. The communications were not linked to
Russia, he said, adding that they appeared to have “little or
no intelligence value.”

“The president himself and others in the Trump transition
team were clearly put into intelligence reports,” Nunes told
reporters in front of the White House after briefing the billion-
aire president on the situation. The information collected,
spanning the November-January period between Trump’s
election victory and his inauguration, was “widely disseminat-

ed” in US intelligence circles, he said. US intelligence commu-
nity rules dictate that information on US citizens picked up
incidentally in surveillance must be scrubbed or masked in
intelligence reports. Nunes suggested those involved in the
surveillance had violated those rules. As for Trump, he indicat-
ed he felt vindicated by the revelation. “I somewhat do. I must
tell you I somewhat do,” he said during a White House meet-
ing.  “I very much appreciated the fact that they found what
they found. I somewhat do.”

On March 4, Trump implied his predecessor had broken the
law in targeting him. “Terrible! Just found out that Obama had
my ‘wires tapped’ in Trump Tower just before the victory.
Nothing found. This is McCarthyism!” he tweeted. The claim
has snowballed into a political scandal that has called Trump’s
credibility into questions and damaged relations with foreign
intelligence partners.

Reverberations    
Nunes’ revelation threatened to upend a bipartisan investi-

gation into alleged Russian interference in the November elec-
tion and Moscow’s possible collusion with the Trump cam-
paign. Adam Schiff, the ranking Democrat on Nunes’ commit-
tee, voiced anger that the Republican had taken the informa-
tion to the president-and the media-before the committee
had been consulted. The chairman, he said, “shared this infor-
mation with the White House before providing it to the com-
mittee, another profound irregularity,” he said.

“I have expressed my grave concerns with the chairman
that a credible investigation cannot be conducted this way.”
Schiff added “it certainly does not suggest-in any way-that the
president was wiretapped by his predecessor.” Bradley Moss, a
leading national security lawyer, said that Nunes could be in
trouble because he “released what appears to be classified
information.” “Disclosure of the fact that an individual’s com-
munications were collected, even incidentally... is a closely
held classified fact. You can’t just go around spilling that infor-
mation,” he said.

The lawmaker’s statement came amid recriminations over
spy agencies listening to phone calls between former Trump
national security advisor Michael Flynn and Moscow’s ambas-
sador in Washington, which has become part of a sprawling
probe into Russia’s role in the US election. It also came days
after the heads of the National Security Agency and the
Federal Bureau of Investigation repudiated Trump’s claims
that his Trump Tower in New York had been wiretapped under
order by Obama. —AFP 

Pedophilia cases spark social 

media outcry in Vietnam

HANOI: Vietnamese cops took three months to respond seri-
ously to allegations that an eight-year-old girl had been molest-
ed, but then outrage spilled onto Facebook and they made an
arrest in days-a rare win for public opinion in the communist
country. The girl was sexually abused by a family friend near her
aunt’s house in Hanoi in January, but the complaint by her
enraged mother fell on deaf ears. That was until the news spun
out onto social media with Facebookers demanding to know
why pleas for legal action went unanswered. 

Suddenly last week, a deputy prime minister called on police
to take the case seriously and the suspect was arrested-offering
a window into how the wheels of justice turn in Vietnam. But
the ordeal is not over for the young victim who still wails in her
sleep, according to her distraught mother Nga. “Doctors said
my daughter’s genitals were hurt... they said there were signs of
sexual violence,” said Nga, whose name has been changed to
protect the victim’s identity. “I never thought it could happen
to my girl. It’s been heartbreaking seeing her cry in her sleep,
still in so much fear.”

Shamed and blamed’   
With no independent media in Vietnam, many people turn

to social media to share public opinion. But even popular sites
like Facebook are closely monitored by communist authorities,
ready to jail anyone veering too far into territory deemed incen-
diary. Last week’s Facebook furor prompted a different kind of
reaction from officials in a country that has made the headlines
for pedophilia before. In 2006, British rocker Gary Glitter was
convicted for molesting children as young as 10 in Vietnam,
where he had an ocean-side home. 

But the country has mostly avoided the headline-grabbing
molestation cases seen in neighboring Thailand or Malaysia.
According to police figures, there are about 1,000 reported cas-
es of sexual abuse in Vietnam every year. Experts warn many
more go unreported. Recent data and the publicized cases “are
just the tip of the iceberg”, UNICEF Vietnam’s child expert Vijaya
Ratnam Raman said.  “They may be shamed, or blame them-
selves. There may be threats of violence, and sometimes they
don’t have faith in the situation and the system,” he added.
Cultural factors also discourage victims from speaking out in a
country where children do not receive adequate sex education.
“Everybody is hesitant to talk about rape, forced sex and sexual
abuse,” said Khuat Thu Hong, director of the Institute for Social
Development Studies. “We have to break that culture.”

Sluggish law    
But some who braved the cultural barriers then hit legal

obstacles. One father described the pain of his unsuccessful
three-year battle to persuade police to bring charges against an
elderly neighbor who molested his three-year-old daughter. “I
live in extreme anger,” said the father, in tears, declining to be
named. It is a common complaint. Last August, several parents
in southern beach town Vung Tau filed complaints against a 76-
year-old man, accusing him of molesting seven girls between
2012 and 2016. Police initially said they could not press charges
because of lack of evidence. Finally last week, amid mounting
public pressure, prosecutors said they would re-examine the
case. “Pedophilia-related crimes are often handled slowly,” said
lawyer Le Luan, who is representing Nga’s daughter.
Sometimes that legal foot-dragging has devastating conse-
quences. In February a 13-year-old girl in southern Ca Mau
province committed suicide, after she was alleged to have been
continuously abused by a neighbor.  —AFP 

US spy agencies may have picked 

up Trump communications
Trump: ‘The communications have no intelligence value’ 

HANOI: This photograph shows Khuat Thu Hong (3rd
R), director of the Institute for Studies on Social
Development, speaking during the workshop Silent
or Speaking Up on children abuses in Hanoi. — AFP

WASHINGTON: Chairman Rep. Devin Nunes(R-CA) listens
to testimony during a House Permanent Select Committee
on Intelligence hearing concerning Russian meddling in
the 2016 United States election, on Capitol Hill,  in
Washington, DC. —AFP

WASHINGTON: Donald Trump faces a reckoning yesterday
as US lawmakers vote on his presidency’s biggest legislative
test, the Republican plan to repeal and replace Obamacare,
as conservatives vowed to kill it unless important last-
minute changes are made. The Republican-controlled House
of Representatives votes on the controversial measure
despite challenges over whether Trump and ally House
Speaker Paul Ryan have enough backing to get the measure
over the finish line.

With Democrats opposed to Trump’s effort to rip out his
predecessor’s crowning domestic policy achievement, and
his own party’s right flank in revolt, Trump brought in waver-
ing lawmakers Wednesday to try to tip the scales in his favor.
“Big day for healthcare. Working hard!” Trump tweeted.
Insiders say Trump’s meetings have been focused less on
specifics than on the politics of “Trumpcare” failing-an out-
come that would be a humiliating defeat for the billionaire
leader at the start of his term.

But some lawmakers have emerged defiant, including
Mark Meadows, chairman of the grassroots conservative
Freedom Caucus. “We need changes to the underlying bill
before we vote on it in the House,” Meadows told reporters.
“There’s not enough votes to pass it tomorrow.” Speaking on
Fox News later Wednesday Meadows said that “to say that

we’ve got a deal-that wouldn’t be accurate,” but did say that
he and Trump had come to “an agreement in principle.”
“There’s still work to be done but I can tell you that the presi-
dent is engaged.”

For years, Republicans have promised to overturn
Obama’s reform, describing it as government overreach. But
some lawmakers have balked at their own party’s plan, say-
ing it is still too costly for the government. Others worry that
their constituents will no longer be able to afford health
insurance. A nonpartisan congressional budget estimate
says 14 million Americans would lose their coverage from
next year under the Republican plan. “We’ll see what hap-
pens,” Trump said Wednesday during a meeting on health
care and women.

Close vote expected    
The House vote on the American Health Care Act (AHCA)

looks tight. The Democratic minority is prepared to vote
against it as a bloc, so Republican leaders need to limit
defections to about 22 out of their party’s 237 representa-
tives-depending on how many members end up casting a
vote. Those who are the most unhappy with “Trumpcare”
are members of the Freedom Caucus-heirs apparent to the
ultra-conservative Tea Party movement. —AFP 

Despite Trump push, health 

care vote going to the wire


