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As election looms, 
Dems hold their 
tongues on Trump

Beyond the vegan meatballs and “Medicare For
All” T-shirts, there was something else notable at
a Democratic rally last week in the Washington

suburb of Bethesda, Maryland: direct, no-holds-
barred condemnation of the president. “We need
somebody who can stand up to Trump!” one candidate
for local office told the crowd. Another compared
Donald Trump with Russian President Vladimir Putin.
But they were just warm-up acts for the main event,
the blunt former presidential candidate Bernie
Sanders, who while technically an independent is a
champion of causes held dear by liberal progressive
Democrats.

Trump, Sanders said, was “the most racist, sexist,
homophobic, bigoted president in history,” adding lat-
er for good measure that Trump was a “pathological
liar”. The crowd thundered in approval. Sanders, a US
senator from liberal Vermont, is expected to win re-
election easily in today’s congressional elections, so he
took little political risk in bashing the president. Still,
his rhetoric on the stump made for a stark contrast
with most Democratic candidates.

Democrats have largely resisted excoriating Trump
on his words and actions, although he has denounced
the party at his political rallies as an angry, dangerous
“mob”. As recently as last week, when Trump was
accused of sowing division with his response to the
synagogue shootings in Pittsburgh and harsh rhetoric
on migrants traveling to the US border from Central
America, voters heard little about that from Democrats
running for Congress.

Democratic candidates were much more likely to be
talking about healthcare or economic inequality. That
was by design. The party, early in this congressional
election season, made a collective determination not to
regularly confront the president, according to multiple
party sources. That has left many Democrats, particu-
larly those from the party’s liberal progressive wing,
frustrated. They accuse the party of being too timid,
too afraid of alienating moderate voters. They argue
that the party needs to find its critical voice during
what they see as a national crisis - and that they risk
not making a clear case to voters about the values for
which the party stands.

“It’s a sign of their weakness. It’s a sign of their
ineffectiveness that they’re afraid to do it,” said Ed
Mattos, 70, of Rockville, Maryland, who attended the
Sanders rally. Linda Sarsour, a party activist and an
organizer of the nationwide Women’s March, which
was fueled by anger over Trump’s 2016 victory, argued
that Democrats must “unapologetically call out the
president” while providing their own vision for the
country. “We have to have a very clear alternative,”
she said. “We have to give America two choices here.”

Baked in
By and large, however, Democratic candidates and

party elders such as David Axelrod, the former top
campaign aide to President Barack Obama, contend
that sticking to “kitchen-table” issues is a better way
to win over voters than being drawn into culture wars
and the swirl of controversy that Trump regularly gen-
erates. Independents and moderates, they say, want
candidates who exhibit maturity and stability. 

Besides, Trump certainly is never far from voters’
minds, they add. “Trump is just so baked into the
equation,” said one Democratic strategist working on
House of Representatives campaigns, who asked to
remain anonymous so he could freely discuss the par-
ty’s thinking. “Candidates have been remarkably disci-
plined about not being distracted by shiny objects.”

Frank Sharry, a longtime advocate for immigrant
rights at the advocacy group America’s Voice, said
candidates “are in a really tough spot. If you engage,
you give Trump what he wants, a debate about a topic
that he wants to be discussing”. Even so, Sharry said
he would like to see more Democrats address Trump’s
“divisiveness and demagoguery”. Two who have tried
are Beto O’Rourke, a Democrat running for the US
Senate in Texas, and Andrew Gillum, the Democratic
candidate for Florida governor, both of whom regular-
ly criticize the president’s policies and tone.

Nevertheless, electoral projections support the
restrained approach. Polls show Democrats on
Tuesday should win the 23 seats they need to assume
control of the House of Representatives and perhaps
as many as 15 or 20 seats beyond that. Democrats are
expected to fall short of the two seats they need to
reach the majority in the Senate.

The party believes it has heeded a lesson from
Hillary Clinton’s 2016 presidential campaign, which is
now viewed by strategists as overly focused on finding
fault with Trump rather than affirming Clinton’s own
agenda. The road map for this year’s strategy was
drawn last year by Virginia Democratic gubernatorial
candidate Ralph Northam, who handily defeated
Republican Ed Gillespie by emphasizing economic
issues while Gillespie stoked fear among voters over
immigration and crime - much like Trump at his late-
stage campaign events. With Trump’s every provoca-
tive word seemingly splayed across cable news daily,
the strategy has often led to a jarring juxtaposition
outside of Washington. It has not been unusual for a
Democratic campaign event to occur with no refer-
ence to the president. — Reuters

Linda Hults is the sort of Republican who President
Donald Trump would expect to reward his party for
the hottest US economy in a decade by helping

defend its grip on Congress in dozens of tight races across
the country. Instead, the retired teacher says she is “at a
loss” deciding who she will vote for in this week’s election
because of Trump’s “deplorable” character. “I know many
people feel good about earning more. But I can’t overlook
the whole picture,” Hults said at an open-air outlet mall in
Flemington, New Jersey, where five-term Republican US
Representative Leonard Lance faces a stiff challenge from
Democrat Tom Malinowski. “After this, I might just be a
plain old independent.”

Trump has wagered big that a nearly $1.8-trillion blast
in tax cuts and extra spending would leave his party all but
invincible at a time when unemployment is at its lowest
since the 1960s and the economy is expanding at a robust
3.5 percent. But Hults’ concerns show why Republicans
may be vulnerable to losing control of the House of
Representatives in Tuesday’s midterm elections. Trump
gets high marks for his management of the economy, and
in two-thirds of the 60 most competitive House districts
incomes were higher than the national median in 2017. Yet
even in areas where incomes grew the strongest since
Trump’s inauguration, such as the central New Jersey dis-
trict where Hults lives, polls show voters mostly split or
leaning towards the Democrats. Reuters analysis shows
that in 17 of competitive districts median incomes rose by
more than 4 percent last year, well above the 2.6 percent
nationally. Still, polls analyzed by RealClearPolitics indicate
voters favor Republicans only in seven of those districts. 

Interviews with nearly 30 voters in two of the districts
with strong income gains suggest Democrats and many
independents are keen to punish the incumbents, with
some citing Trump’s divisive scapegoating and others his
disregard of institutions and decorum. A strong economy
usually helps incumbents and with business optimism high
and median household income having risen three years
running, traditional pocketbook issues may still save some
Republicans in competitive races. “Everyone benefits from

the upswing,” said Jack McDade, a Republican voter in
Lance’s district, who says the candidate would have been
wiser to fully embrace Trump’s policies.

Polls do favor Republicans retaining control of the
Senate. They show, however, that Democrats have a good
chance of winning 23 more seats and securing a House
majority. Split control of the Congress could stymie further
policy stimulus Trump would like to roll out to bolster his

re-election bid in 2020. Already, a month-long stock mar-
ket decline saw Trump shifting blame to the Federal
Reserve for tapping too hard on the economy’s brakes. 

Changing horses
In some too-close-to-call districts where polls show

better-educated Americans are less supportive of Trump
than elsewhere, Republican candidates are distancing
themselves from him to survive. Lance, the congressman
whose district is a tangle of wealthy suburbs and wheat
fields, voted against Trump’s tax bill because it hurt local
homeowners. He told Reuters he was “not afraid to dis-
agree with the president”. Some Republicans interviewed,
meanwhile, expressed resignation about the midterm
races, in which the party in power often loses congression-
al seats. “I think people have given up,” Nicole Soares, a
dental assistant lunching in Turlock, California, last week,
said of her fellow Republicans. Voters in Soares’ district of

almond and dairy farms, about 115 km east of San
Francisco, elected Republican Jeff Denham three times
since its boundaries were redrawn in 2012. Yet even though
jobs grew faster here than in all but two of the 60 battle-
ground districts analyzed by Reuters, polls conducted by
the New York Times and UC Berkeley’s Institute of
Governmental Studies show Denham and Democrat Josh
Harder in a close race. “I haven’t seen Denham do anything
so far, so at that point in time, all’s you can do is change
horses and hope the next one runs better than the last one
did,” David Ablett, 74, a retired car dealer, said. Ablett, who
said he was concerned about healthcare costs and a lack of
good jobs, spoke after voting early in downtown Modesto.

Suburban battleground
Through October more than 42 percent of those sur-

veyed in a recent Reuters/Ipsos poll said the economy was
on the right track, compared to 38 percent who said the
opposite. The positive response is twice what Barack
Obama received late in his second term as president. Yet
the poll showed voters rate Trump lower for his overall
performance than for the state of the economy, which pos-
es a challenge for Republicans running outside of Trump’s
strongholds. “The difficulty is acute in suburban districts
where Trump is very unpopular,” said Andy Laperriere,
head of US fiscal policy research at Cornerstone Macro, in
Washington. “The worry for Republicans is a mismatch of
intensity among voters, especially if supporters are hold-
ing their nose, while Democrats are out to punish.”

While men, and voters that are older, white and wealth-
ier, are the president’s biggest backers, according to the
Reuters poll, analysts say much will depend on white
women with at least a college degree, who are roughly
split on the question of the economy. Zita Heinz, who runs
a planning company in the tight New Jersey district, said
she had backed both parties in the past, but was now lean-
ing Democratic, worried that Republicans might weaken
healthcare. “I have to vote to cancel out my husband’s
vote,” she said heading to cast an early ballot in the town
of Somerville last week. — Reuters 

Everyone 
benefits from 
the upswing

Hot economy cold comfort for Republicans

Palestinians in 
Yarmouk yearn 
for outside help

After years of fighting, crippling
siege and bombardment, what was
once the Palestinian diaspora’s

largest urban settlement in southern
Damascus has been reduced to a sea of
debris. Former residents of the Palestinian
camp of Yarmouk are desperately count-
ing on assistance from abroad to help
raise the once-bustling neighborhood
back out of the rubble. “We’ve l ived
through a terrifying nightmare,” said 46-
year-old Amina, one of the camp’s very
few remaining residents. It “didn’t kill us,
but now we need someone to rebuild the
houses so our people and neighbors can
return,” she said, wearing a long black
robe and white headscarf.

In May this year, Syrian government
and allied forces retook the neighborhood,
which had for years been the Islamic State
jihadist group’s only bastion in the capital.
Five months on, it is a ghost town where
bulldozers have carved wide passages
through a sprawling jumble of concrete
debris and mangled steel rods. Foreign
“countries need to help us because we’re
like a cripple who needs a crutch to walk
again,” Amina said.

Founded in 1957 with tents for
Palestinians forced to leave their homes by
the establishment of Israel, Yarmouk grew
into a sprawling neighborhood of perma-
nent structures that became home to
160,000 Palestinians, as well as Syrians. In
2012, around 140,000 residents fled clash-
es, leaving the rest to face severe food
shortages under government siege. And

three years later, IS militants entered the
area, bringing further suffering to remain-
ing residents.

Salvaged playground 
Despite all this, dozens of families

including Amina’s remained inside the
camp, and others have since trickled back
in. A few children snake between the
charred carcasses of buses and cars lining
a street on their way to a school outside
the camp. In Amina’s street, one of the only
roads in Yarmouk still inhabited, a recently
returned neighbor has cobbled together a
playground.

Abu Bilal has brought together swings,
a small merry-go-round and a slide in an
alley adorned with portraits of President
Bashar Al-Assad and late Palestinian leader
Yasser Arafat. “I created this space so the
neighborhood’s children could be happy,”
said the 54-year-old, who now works
sweeping streets recently cleared of rub-
ble. “What I do is not enough for people to
come back, but I hope donor countries”
will help, he said.

In September, bulldozers started to
clear Yarmouk’s main roads of rubble, with
funding from the Palestine Liberation
Organization (PLO), and are expected to
take another two months to finish clearing
side streets. “Rebuilding requires (foreign)
countries and huge capital,” said
Palestinian engineer Mahmud Khaled, a
member of a committee overseeing the
rubble clearing. But Palestinian and UN
officials say the camp’s future is stil l
unclear, as Damascus has not yet given a
green light for any re-building or officially
allowed residents to return.

‘Future of the camp’? 
The UN agency for Palestinian refugees,

UNRWA, says its 23 premises in the camp
including 16 schools are damaged, but it

will not fix any if the government does not
officially allow residents to return. “What is
the future of the camp? Will the govern-
ment allow people to go back or not?”
UNRWA’s head in Syria, Mohammed Abdi
Adar, said. “Before we can do anything, we
must get a clear answer,” he told AFP.

Even then finding funding would be
tough, said the official, whose agency has
been facing a funding crisis since the
United States cut vital support. “Many
donors are saying they will not support the
reconstruction in Syria,” Abdi Adar said,
though he stressed the aim for UNRWA
was simply to re-establish services.

Syria’s war has killed more than
360,000 people, displaced millions and
ravaged large parts of the country since it
started in 2011. Regime ally Moscow has
called for assistance in rebuilding Syria so

millions of refugees can return. In July, the
government tasked the ministry of works
to draw up new plans for Yarmouk, as well
as other Damascus suburbs retaken from
rebels and militants, sparking fears that the
camp could fall under a controversial new
law for redevelopment.

Under this law, if their land is part of a
new development, owners inevitably lose
their property but can apply for compen-
sation if they can prove ownership.
Individual Palestinians and Syrians own
property in 80 percent of the Yarmouk
camp, while the remainder is owned by the
Syrian state and managed by its authority
for Palestinian affairs. For now, Palestinian
officials say the government has assured
them that Yarmouk is under no threat. They
are pushing for a 2004 plan to be followed
for reconstruction. — AFP 

People walk past destroyed buildings in the Palestinian camp of Yarmouk in south-
ern Damascus on Nov 1, 2018. — AFP 


