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WASHINGTON: A White House in crisis
scrambled to allay public concern over
reports that Donald Trump’s son-in-law
sought a secret communications link to
Russia - a bombshell allegation the US
president swatted down as “fabricated”.
After returning late Saturday from his first
foreign trip as president, Trump geared
up to combat concerns over his advisers’
ties to Russia, including explosive reports
about Jared Kushner, his indispensable
aide-de-camp. Trump was meeting with
attorneys at the White House on Sunday,
presumably over the latest development
in the long-running Russia intelligence
saga, news reports said.

US media said the White House is creat-
ing a new rapid-fire communications unit
to respond to the controversy, led by
Kushner, senior presidential adviser Steve
Bannon and White House Chief of Staff
Reince Priebus. Trump, who had been
uncharacteristically quiet on Twitter during
his nine-day trip abroad, furiously dis-
missed the allegations of Russia ties as “fake
news” and “fabricated lies”. “It is my opinion
that many of the leaks coming out of the
White House are fabricated lies made up by
the #FakeNews media,” he tweeted.

“Whenever you see the words ‘sources
say’ in the fake news media, and they
don’t mention names it is very possible
that those sources don’t exsist but are
made up by fake news writers.
#FakeNews is the enemy!” the US leader
wrote, spelling errors and all.  In yet
another tweet, amid criticism of his fre-
quent Twitter rants, Trump wrote: “the
Fake News Media works hard at disparag-
ing & demeaning my use of social media
because they don’t want America to hear
the real story!”

No respite 
The administration had hoped Trump’s

nine-day turn in the international spot-
light would offer a respite from relentless
coverage of an ever-widening probe into
Russian meddling in last year’s election
and possible collusion by the Trump cam-
paign. However, the eve of his return
brought the biggest story to date: A
Washington Post report about Kushner’s
alleged proposal to the Russians to create
a secret channel out of the reach of US
spymasters.

The talks between Kushner and the
Russians, if confirmed, would raise new
questions about the Trump team’s rela-
tionship with Moscow, which US intelli-
gence agencies say tried to sway the
November election in the property
tycoon’s favor. Meanwhile, a parade of
senior administration officials tried to
downplay the story, saying it was not all
that unusual to establish “back-channel”
ties with a foreign government.

Trump’s National Security Advisor H R
McMaster refused to talk about the alle-
gations, but said that generally speaking,

“we have back-channel communication
with a number of countries... I would not be
concerned about it.” His comments were
echoed by Homeland Security Secretary
John Kelly. “It’s both normal in my opinion
and acceptable,” he told ABC News on
Sunday. “Any way that you can communi-
cate with people, particularly organizations
that are maybe not particularly friendly to
us, is a good thing...”, he said.

But the top Democrat on the House
Intelligence Committee, which is investi-
gating the Russian election meddling,
was dubious about those assertions. “You
have to ask, well, who are they hiding the
conversations from?” Representative
Adam Schiff said in an interview with ABC
News. He added: “Ultimately we’re going
to want Mr Kushner to come before the
committee and I fully expect that to hap-
pen.” “If you’re going to create a back
channel that relies solely on the Russian
communications and apparatus, that’s a
really serious issue,” added Mark
Lowenthal, a former CIA assistant direc-
tor. “That’s extremely dangerous.”

And others doubted there was any
naivete on the part of Kushner who is a
mogul in his own right, and an attorney
with a graduate business degree at 36
years old. “With the avalanche of media
attention to ‘Russiagate,’ it’s mindbog-
gling why Kushner would conceal this
info instead of disclosing it and avoiding
a media firestorm,” former attorney Dean
Obeidallah told CNN.

Kushner under fire 
Kushner made his secret communica-

tions proposal on Dec 1 or 2 at Trump
Tower in New York, according to inter-
cepts of Russian communications
reviewed by US officials, the Post report-
ed late Friday. Michael Flynn, who was
Trump’s national security adviser for just
24 days before being fired amid ques-
tions about meetings he held with the
Russian ambassador, was also present,
the newspaper reported.

Kushner boasts an enormous portfolio
of domestic and international responsi-
bilities, underscoring his importance as
Trump’s chief adviser despite having no
experience in politics before the 2016
White House race. He is the only person
currently in the White House known to be
under investigation. Some critics have
called for Kushner’s security clearance to
be revoked, others say he should tem-
porarily step aside while his ties to
Moscow are being reviewed. 

The wider investigation into Russia’s
alleged election meddling is being led by
Robert Mueller, a respected former FBI
director who was given broad powers to
pursue the case as a special counsel. The
Senate and House Intelligence commit-
tees are also leading their own investiga-
tions, but not with an eye to bringing
criminal charges. — AFP

Trump attacks ‘fake news’ 

following Kushner reports 

WASHINGTON: Nancy Vasquez left the turmoil
in her native El Salvador behind and moved to
the US, where she was able to support her fami-
ly, buy a house and start a food-truck business
catering to workers on the outskirts of
Washington thanks to a “temporary” residency
permit that has lasted for nearly 20 years. But
the seemingly stable life that Vasquez and sever-
al hundred thousand others have built under
that legal residency program now appears to be
on shaky ground.

Immigrants and their supporters fear
President Donald Trump’s skepticism about
immigration means he will take a harder line
than his predecessors on a program that began
as a humanitarian gesture to temporarily defer
deportations of people from countries that were
considered too fragile to take them back - espe-
cially Central American nations devastated by
war or natural disasters.

Vasquez said she is thinking about how she
would sell her property and move back home.
She also wonders what she would do with her
11-year-old daughter, a US citizen by birth.
“Imagine what would happen,” she said in an
interview in Rockville, Maryland, after a day of
driving her food truck to construction sites. “We
would be left with no protection. We would be
totally defenseless.”

Noe Duarte, a 40-year-old Salvadoran land-
scaper in the Washington area, said he recently
canceled a trip home for a family reunion
because he wasn’t sure he would be able to
get back to the US and worries he would have
to be a subsistence farmer back home. “If they
don’t renew it, everything will come crashing
down,” he said.

Many see an ominous sign in the Department
of Homeland Security’s May 22 decision to grant
only a six-month extension of “temporary pro-
tected status” for nearly 60,000 Haitians instead
of the standard 18 months. The administration
said it needed more time to decide whether
Haiti had sufficiently recovered from its devas-
tating 2010 earthquake. But officials suggested
Haitians in the program should get their affairs
in order so they would be ready to return home.

As for Central Americans, the department
said, Homeland Security Secretary John F Kelly
would review conditions and consult with
appropriate agencies as the expiration date
approaches next year. “Each country is consid-
ered individually, on a case-by case basis,” it
said in a written statement. Critics argue that
renewal has come to seem automatic, encour-
aging illegal immigration and violating the
spirit of what was originally a temporary pro-
gram to protect people f leeing Central
America’s civil wars of past decades. After
some interruptions,  i t  was renewed and
extended to cover natural disasters.

Immigrants from Honduras and Nicaragua
were covered in 1999 due to the destruction
from Hurricane Mitch a year earlier. El Salvador
was added in 2001 after a series of earthquakes.

Citizens of those three countries now make up
80 percent of the 435,000 people from 10
nations with TPS. Their status has been renewed
every 18 months as other countries, including
Rwanda, Kuwait and Lebanon, have come and
gone from the list.

Haphazard 
The program covers only people who were in

the US, legally or otherwise, at the time their
countries were included by presidential decree.
That’s about 10 percent of the Central American-
born population in the US now. Those who
arrived after the TPS decrees aren’t protected. A
bill introduced in Congress would require the
Senate and House of Representatives to approve
any extensions of TPS, meaning it would no
longer be a unilateral decision by the executive
branch. As it stands now, the system is haphaz-
ard and has created the expectation that people
will be allowed to stay, said Mark Krikorian, exec-
utive director of the Center for Immigration
Studies. “This idea that they should be indefi-
nitely strung along is absurd,” Krikorian said. “It’s
no way to run an immigration system.”

Governments of nations covered by the plan
devote much of their relationship with
Washington lobbying to extend it. Both they and
previous policymakers in Washington have
feared that a mass return of citizens would cause
economic and social chaos by hitting a crucial
source of foreign income, remittances from
workers abroad, while flooding impoverished
countries with jobless people. “The biggest neg-

ative impact would be for our countries because
of those remittances,” said Vasquez, a 47-year-old
who originally came to the US on a tourist visa in
1999 and stayed when she got TPS. “They are
going to miss that money.”

Advocates of extending the program say it
would be cruel to disrupt families that are now
firmly established in the US while conditions in
their homelands remain troubled. “We are talk-
ing about people who have created new lives
and have done everything within the legal sys-
tem to stay here,” said Julio Calderon, an immi-
gration activist from Honduras who lives in
South Florida and whose parents have TPS.
Taking the status away from Haitians, even as
conditions there remain difficult, would set a
precedent, he said. “This is why I’m scared.”

Gang Violence 
Immigrant advocates also say those sent back

to Honduras and El Salvador could be exposed
to horrific gang violence, which has driven
recent waves of migrants who aren’t covered by
TPS. “The head of DHS recently commented on
the fact that the gangs are like terrorist organiza-
tions,” said Anne Pilsbury, director of Central
American Legal Assistance in New York. “So one
would hope that they wouldn’t want to send
people back to a country with terrorists.”

Cecilia Menjvar, a University of Kansas sociol-
ogy professor who has conducted of surveys of
people with the status, said 90 percent of people
on TPS are in the labor force and many have
started businesses. — AP

JERSEY CITY: A member of the US Navy’s elite skydiving
demonstration team plunged to his death on Sunday
when his parachute malfunctioned while performing in
an aerial exhibition as part of New York Harbor’s annual
Fleet Week festival. US Coast Guard personnel pulled the
parachutist from the water near the mouth of the
Hudson River moments after the accident, witnessed by
thousands of spectators watching the show from
Liberty State Park in Jersey City, New Jersey.

The skydiver, a Navy SEAL commando performing as
a member of the US Navy Parachute Team, the Leap
Frogs, was pronounced dead at the Jersey City Medical
Center, Rear Admiral Jack Scorby told a news conference
outside the hospital. The parachutist’s identity was
being publicly withheld pending notification of his fam-
ily. The skydiver and other team members were con-
ducting a jump into Liberty State Park when his “para-
chute failed to open properly and he landed in the
water” adjacent to the park, Scorby said.

The admiral offered no further explanation about
the cause of the accident except to say the parachute
“malfunctioned”. Eyewitnesses said the skydivers
jumped from helicopters. The Leap Frogs were perform-
ing as part of Fleet Week, a weeklong showcase that
brings dozens of US warships and thousands of service
members to the New York City area every year. The
parachute team comprises active-duty Navy SEALs,
Special Warfare Combatant-craft Crewmen and support
personnel. It is sanctioned by the Defense Department
and recognized by the Federal Aviation Administration,
according to its website.

Bjoern Kils, 37, of Jersey City, was watching the
event from a boat when he saw three Leap Frogs jump
from a helicopter, complete their aerial maneuvers and
land. “Almost the same time that they touched down in
Liberty State Park we heard a splash and turned
around very quick. I saw the water splash, and appar-
ently there was a fourth parachutist,” said Kils, who
runs charter boats. Kils recounted seeing emergency
responders pull a man from the water and attempt to
render cardiopulmonary resuscitation. “He was just
limp in the water,” he said. —Reuters

BRASILIA: Scandal-plagued Brazilian President Michel
Temer yesterday named a new justice minister, placing a
respected legal figure in the position as the leader
defends himself against corruption allegations. The presi-
dential palace gave no reason for naming Torquato Jardim
as his new justice minister in a short written statement.

Since March, Jardim was the nation’s transparency
minister, a portfolio created by Temer. Before that, he had
served as a justice on Brazil’s top electoral court. Jardim
replacea Osmar Serraglio, a lawmaker from Temer’s own
party, who had been in that post for just three months. A
source close to Temer told Reuters that Serraglio will soon
be announced as the new transparency minister. The
Justice Ministry oversees Brazil’s federal police, who along
with federal prosecutors are leading massive corruption
probes, including the “Car Wash” political graft investiga-
tion now looking at Temer. Carlos Sobral, head of the

national association of federal police inspectors, said the
abrupt change in ministers was worrying. “We were sur-
prised with the news of the change,” he said in an emailed
statement. “Any changes in the Justice Ministry command
create uncertainty and worry about possible interference
in the work done by federal police.”

Sobral called on Congress to approve a measure pend-
ing before the body that would grant autonomy to federal
police. Temer’s change in ministers came as thousands of
protesters gathered on the golden sands of Copacabana
Beach in Rio de Janeiro to demand the president’s resigna-
tion and that direct elections be called. Several of Brazil’s
most famous actors and musicians led the rally, which
despite the star appeal drew a smaller crowd than the
50,000 demonstrators organizers expected. Police said
they would not divulge an estimate on the number of
people present.  — Reuters
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ROCKVILLE, Maryland: In this May 16, 2017 photo, Nancy Vasquez, a Salvadoran citizen with a
short-term and renewable legal immigration status in the US called Temporary Protected
Status (TPS), cleans up her food truck at a construction site. — AP 


