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Exiting US governor 
signs laws limiting 
successor’s power 
CHICAGO: The Republican governor of Wisconsin
signed into law Friday a package of bills that limit
the powers of his Democratic successor, who
promised a court challenge. The measures were
passed by Republicans during a lame-duck session
of the Midwestern US state’s legislature last week,
in what they said was an effort to level the power
balance with the Democrat who will take over the
governor’s office in January.

Tony Evers defeated incumbent Governor Scott
Walker in the November midterm elections — a
stinging loss for the GOP in a key swing state that
helped Donald Trump win the presidency in 2016.
The new laws will, among other things, curtail the
incoming governor’s ability to set certain rules and
policies after he is sworn into office. Critics said the
bills were part of a concerted effort by Republicans
in a handful of states where they control the legis-
lature but have lost executive offices to deny power
to incoming Democrats. 

“Despite all the hype and hysteria out there,
these bills do nothing to fundamentally diminish
executive authority,” Walker said in a statement.
Governor-elect Tony Evers vowed to fight the new
laws in court, criticizing Republicans for “petty,
political fights.” “Governor Walker chose to ignore
and override the will of the people of Wisconsin.
This will no doubt be his legacy,” Evers said in a
statement. Hundreds of protesters descended on
the Wisconsin capitol last week as the legislature
debated the measures. A similar scene played out in
Michigan this week when the Republican-con-
trolled legislature also passed limits on the incom-
ing Democratic governor. —AFP

WASHINGTON: The United States and Canada met
Friday for high-level talks amid a showdown with
China, which has voiced fury over the arrest of an exec-
utive in Vancouver on a US request. The meeting comes
as Canada looks like collateral damage in the US-China
rift, with Beijing detaining two Canadians yet still mov-
ing forward with the United States on easing trade ten-
sions. US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo opened the
previously scheduled dialogue in Washington with
Canadian Foreign Minister Chrystia Freeland alongside
US Defense Secretary Jim Mattis and his Canadian
counterpart Harjit Sajjan.

China has demanded the
release of Meng Wanzhou, the
chief financial officer of tele-
coms behemoth Huawei whom
Washington wants extradited
for allegedly violating US
sanctions on Iran. Pompeo is
seeking to squeeze Iran’s
economy over the Islamic
republic’s involvement around
the Middle East and has
vowed to press all countries,
friend or rival, to join. Canada
complied with the request from its giant neighbor to
arrest Meng, who was changing planes in Vancouver,
despite worries of repercussions.

The fears turned out to be well-founded as China
has detained two Canadians on suspicion of “harm to
national security” — a phrase often used by Beijing
when alleging espionage. The Canadians were Michael
Spavor, a China-based consultant who arranges visits
for foreigners including NBA star Dennis Rodman to
North Korea, and Michael Kovrig, a Mandarin-speak-

ing former Canadian diplomat who works for the
International Crisis Group, a think tank that looks for
peaceful solutions to global conflicts. Freeland has said
that Canada is working to ascertain the two citizens’
whereabouts and is raising their cases with Chinese
authorities. Meng is out on bail of Can$10 million
(US$7.5 million).

Movement on US-China trade
Even as China is seen as punishing Canada, it has

appeared to pull its punches with the United States and
moved ahead with a trade truce negotiated by

President Donald Trump.
China said Friday it would
suspend extra tariffs on US-
made cars and auto parts for
three months from January 1 -
freezing a measure taken in
retaliation to tariffs imposed
by Trump. Meng’s arrest came
on the very day that Trump
was meeting with his Chinese
President Xi Jinping on the
sidelines of a summit in
Buenos Aires to find a way

out of months of trade tensions. In an agreement hailed
by Trump as “amazing,” he agreed to hold off on a new
round of tariffs on $200 billion worth of Chinese
exports that were set to go into effect with the new
year. Instead, the world’s two largest economies set up
talks to address US trade concerns, particularly what
US officials say is China’s rampant theft of US technol-
ogy to prop up its own firms.

The additional auto tariffs were one of the retaliato-
ry measures taken by China and were sure to gain the

attention of Trump, who has put a major focus on man-
ufacturing. Canada has also been on the receiving end
of Trump’s unorthodox approach on trade. In June,
Trump publicly criticized Prime Minister Justin Trudeau
as “very dishonest and weak” for his statements on tar-

iffs as the Canadian leader hosted a Group of Seven
summit in Quebec. The two countries have also found
their own truce, recently signing a rebranded version of
the North American Free Trade Agreement along with
Mexico at Trump’s insistence. —AFP
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BEIJING: Chinese police patrol in front of the Canadian embassy in Beijing. A second Canadian who had
gone missing in China is under investigation on suspicion of ‘engaging in activities that harm China’s
national security’, state media reported. —AFP

US judge rules 
‘Obamacare’ is 
unconstitutional
WASHINGTON: A federal judge in Texas has ruled
that the US health care law known as Obamacare is
unconstitutional-a ruling that opposition Democrats
condemned Saturday and vowed to appeal. US District
Judge Reed O’Connor’s ruling came on the eve of the
yesterday deadline to sign up for 2019 coverage in the
federal health care program, known officially as the
Affordable Care Act (ACA).

The White House expects the case to be appealed
to the Supreme Court, saying in a statement that
“pending the appeal process, the law remains in
place.” At the US Supreme Court, five justices in the
nine-judge court who voted to uphold Obamacare in a
separate case in 2012 are sti l l  on the bench.
Conservative Republicans have long opposed former
president Barack Obama’s landmark health care plan,
which he signed into law in 2010.

President Donald Trump made abolishing the pro-
gram one of his main campaign pledges. The Texas-
based judge said that the full Obamacare program
was unconstitutional because in last year’s tax over-
haul, Congress eliminated a penalty for people who
failed to sign up for the program if they did not
already have their own health insurance. The 2012
case was over whether such a penalty was legal-but
now that it is gone, O’Connor says the whole ACA

should be stricken down because that provision is
“the keystone” of the program.

Trump lost no time in tweeting his delight at the
court’s ruling on a complaint brought by several
Republican attorneys general and two Republican gov-
ernors. “Wow, but not surprisingly, ObamaCare was
just ruled UNCONSTITUTIONAL by a highly
respected judge in Texas. Great news for America!”
Trump wrote on Twitter. “As I predicted all along,
Obamacare has been struck down as an UNCONSTI-
TUTIONAL disaster!” he said. Trump urged the
Republican Senate majority leader, Mitch McConnell,
and the House of Representatives speaker-designate,
Democrat Nancy Pelosi, to “pass a STRONG law that
provides GREAT healthcare.”

‘Monstrous endgame’ 
Angry Democrats vowed to fight back as they

blamed Republicans for what they see as a debacle
that will leave millions of Americans without health
care. Polls consistently show strong public support for
the ACA guarantee of coverage regardless of pre-
existing health conditions-an issue Democrats used
with great success in last month’s midterm elections as
they won control of the House of Representatives.

“#Republicans’  legal crusade against the
#AffordableCareAct is a political stunt, but a danger-
ous one that puts health coverage and vital health
protections for mil l ions of Americans at r isk,”
Democratic Senator Sheldon Whitehouse tweeted
yesterday. “They found one judge to agree, and now
Medicaid expansion could be gone, pre-existing con-
dition protections could be wiped out, prices sky-
rocket and millions lose insurance. And they call that

success,” Democratic congressman Joe Kennedy
wrote on the social media site.

O’Connor’s late Friday ruling “exposes the mon-
strous endgame of Republicans’ all-out assault on
people with pre-existing conditions and Americans’
access to affordable health care,” Pelosi said in a state-
ment. While the court’s “absurd ruling will be immedi-
ately appealed, Republicans are fully responsible for
this cruel decision,” she said. She vowed that when
Democrats take control of the House in January, law-
makers “will move swiftly to formally intervene in the
appeals process” to uphold Obamacare. Opposing the
Republican lawsuit were 17 Democratic attorneys gen-
eral led by Xavier Becerra of California. —AFP
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WASHINGTON: In this file photo, US ex-President Barack Obama
pauses during his final press conference at the White House. A
federal judge in Texas ruled on December 14, 2018, that the US
health care law known as Obamacare is unconstitutional.  —AFP

Trump’s Interior 
Secretary Zinke 
to step down 
WASHINGTON: US Interior Secretary Ryan Zinke,
who has sought to open US offshore waters to oil and
gas drilling despite environmental protests, will be
leaving his post at the end of the year, President
Donald Trump tweeted yesterday, the latest high-pro-
file departure from his administration. Trump did not
give a reason for Zinke’s departure. However, the for-
mer Navy Seal and ex-congressman from Montana has
faced multiple probes into his use of security details,
chartered flights and a real estate deal.

“Ryan has accomplished much during his tenure
and I want to thank him for his service to our
Nation,” Trump said on Twitter. “The Trump adminis-
tration will be announcing the new secretary of the
Interior next week,” he added. Zinke has run the
Interior Department overseeing America’s vast public
lands since early 2017. He has pursued Trump’s agen-
da to promote oil drilling and coal mining by expand-
ing federal leasing, cutting royalty rates, and easing
land protections.

Zinke, 51, was among Trump’s most active Cabinet
members, cutting huge wilderness national monuments
in Utah to a fraction of their size and proposing off-
shore oil drilling in the Arctic, Pacific and Atlantic. He
became a darling of the US energy and mining indus-
tries and a prime target for conservationists and envi-
ronmental groups. Critics also questioned Zinke’s
ethics and some of his moves triggered government
investigations. Senate Democratic leader Chuck
Schumer applauded Zinke’s departure in a tweet:
“Ryan Zinke was one of the most toxic members of the
cabinet in the way he treated our environment, our
precious public lands, and the way he treated the govt
like it was his personal honey pot.”

“The swamp cabinet will be a little less foul without
him,” Schumer said. In July, the Interior Department’s
Office of Inspector General began investigating a
Montana land deal between a foundation Zinke set up
and a development group backed by the chairman of
oil service company Halliburton Co, which has business
with the Interior Department. In late October, that
investigation was referred to the US Justice
Department for a possible criminal investigation,
according to multiple media reports. The Department
of Justice and the Interior Department have declined to
comment.

There are two other continuing investigations of
Zinke’s conduct. Interior’s watchdog is examining

whether the department purposefully redrew the
boundaries of Utah’s Grand Staircase-Escalante
National Monument in a way that would benefit a state
lawmaker who owns adjoining property. The watchdog
also is investigating Zinke’s decision to block casinos
proposed by two Connecticut Native American tribes.
Critics allege he made that move, overruling his staff’s
recommendation, shortly after he met with lobbyists
for MGM Resorts International, which owns a new
casino in the region. Zinke has repeatedly denied any
wrongdoing. —Reuters
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Death of
migrant girl 
in US custody 
sparks furor
WASHINGTON: The death of a seven-year-
old Guatemalan girl last week in the custody
of US border agents sparked furor Friday
and raised new pressure on the Trump
administration’s efforts to halt the migration
of Central American families. The
Department of Homeland Security confirmed

the December 8 death of the girl, saying she
died in an El Paso, Texas hospital less than 24
hours after being detained as part of a group
of 163 illegal border crossers in a remote
New Mexico border area.

A Guatemalan official identified her as
Jackeline Caal, who was traveling with her
father Nery Caal, 29. White House deputy
spokesman Hogan Gidley called Caal’s death
“a horrific, tragic situation,” but also said it
was avoidable. “It’s a needless death and it’s
100 percent preventable,” he told reporters.
“If we could just come together and pass
some common-sense laws to disincentivize
people from coming up from the border and
encourage them to do it the right way, the
legal way, then those types of deaths, those
types of assaults, those types of rapes, the

child smuggling, the human trafficking that
would all come to an end.”

But Democrats in Congress assailed the
administration’s get-tough policies on immi-
grants attempting to cross the border illegal-
ly. “This could be my daughter or yours, let
that sink in America,” said newly elected
Congresswoman Ilhan Omar, herself a
refugee from Somalia. Senator Kamala Harris
condemned the “tragic” death. “We need a
thorough account of what happened before
this 7-year-old girl died of dehydration and
exhaustion in CBP custody,” she tweeted.

The child’s death came as President Donald
Trump struggles to deter a tide of migrants
fleeing poverty and violence in Central
America - and battles with Congress for a
budget to build a massive wall across much of

the US-Mexico Frontier. Migrants from
Honduras, Guatemala and El Salvador have
been heading northward by the tens of thou-
sands for the past three years, with an increas-
ing number of families with small children and
unaccompanied children making the trek and
hoping to gain asylum inside the United States.

Those that get across face arrest. Children
are separated from their families and, along
with unaccompanied children who enter the
country illegally, are sent off to a web of spe-
cial camps where they are held until a family
member or sponsor already residing in the
United States agrees to take care of them.
The sheer volume of undocumented immi-
grants - which topped 520,000 in fiscal 2018
- has pushed the number of children in the
camps to nearly 15,000 currently. —AFP

Protesters, police 
clash in Hungary 
BUDAPEST: Anti-government demonstrations in Budapest on
Friday ended in clashes for a consecutive third night between
police and protesters angry at Prime Minister Viktor Orban’s
controversial new laws on workers rights and the judicial sys-
tem. Some of the 2,000 protesters outside the Hungarian par-
liament threw bottles and smokebombs at riot police who
responded with tear gas. During this week’s disturbances, the
most violent in Hungary for over a decade, police said more
than 50 people had been arrested and at least 14 police
injured. Demonstrators also marched along main roads and
across bridges temporarily blocking traffic. “Orban get lost!
Viktator! Viktator!” they shouted.

The unrest was sparked after opposition parties blew sirens
and whistles inside parliament Wednesday in an unsuccessful
effort to prevent the adoption of two controversial bills. A labor
code change dubbed the ‘slave law’ by its critics hikes the max-
imum annual overtime hours for workers and extends the time
period for calculating and paying overtime to three years. Trade
unions say the changes were made at the behest of large inter-
national manufacturing companies and could expose workers
to exploitation as well as delay overtime payments.

According to the government the law will benefit both
those wanting to work more hours and employers who need
more manpower as the economy struggles with labor short-
ages. Also passed by parliament, which is dominated by
Orban’s ruling party, was a bill paving the way for new
“administrative courts” to oversee public administration cases
like public procurements or election procedures. The justice
minister Laszlo Trocsanyi, a close Orban ally, would oversee
the courts, leading some to warn of near-total political influ-
ence over the judicial system. —AFP


