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Ethiopia politician 
returns home with 
hope and fear

Ayear ago, rebel leader Berhanu Nega was coor-
dinating attacks against Ethiopian soldiers from
his base across the border in Eritrea and faced

a death penalty at home. In September, he returned to
Ethiopia to address tens of thousands of cheering sup-
porters in a stadium in the capital, Addis Ababa. The
journey of the mild-mannered former economics pro-
fessor from exile to rock-star welcome says a lot
about how much Ethiopia has changed in recent
months. He is the most high profile of dozens of politi-
cal dissidents, former rebels, and secessionist leaders
who have come home since Prime Minister Abiy
Ahmed took office in April. Their return has Ethiopians
hopeful that the country of 105 million - Africa’s sec-
ond most populous - can finally embrace democracy.

There’s still a long way to go. The last two elections
were decried by the opposition as shams following a
messy poll in 2005, after which the government jailed
popular opposition politicians like Berhanu. The clam-
pdown fuelled unrest and demands for greater political
and social freedom. In recent years, the ruling EPRDF
coalition cracked down even more harshly; security
forces killed more than 1,000 protesters and jailed
tens of thousands of people between 2015 and 2018,
according to Human Rights Watch. It also shut off the
internet, sometimes for months at a time.

“Seven, eight months ago the question was whether
the country is going to survive or not, whether it’s
going to explode into a civil war,” Berhanu, 59, told
Reuters in a borrowed office in central Addis Ababa.
But in April, the ruling coalition installed Abiy as the
new prime minister. The 42-year-old has promised to
chart a new course and embrace multi-party democra-
cy. Such a transition would buck the trend towards
authoritarianism in nearby countries such as Uganda,
Rwanda and Burundi, where leaders are jailing oppo-
nents and rolling back restrictions on term limits to
extend their rule.

Within weeks of Abiy taking charge, Berhanu
ordered the armed group he led, Ginbot 7, to stop
attacking Ethiopian troops and end its armed struggle.
Abiy’s arrival “was real change,” Berhanu said. “It did
not take us a minute... We have no particular interests
in violence. We just said: ‘Are you serious, is this some-
thing you are committed to? Yes, good, we are done’.”
Ethiopia’s new leader, Berhanu said, “really has this
mission of changing society toward what he believes
the public deserves: to live in freedom and democracy.”

Hunger for freedom
Berhanu has opposed authoritarian rule for

decades. In the late 1970s he was active against the
Derg, the brutal military regime that ruled the county.
That eventually landed him in jail. After escaping to
Sudan, he was granted asylum in the United States
where he obtained a doctorate in economics. Back at
home in 2005, he ran for municipal office in Addis
Ababa. Ethiopians, he remembers, “went out to vote
until midnight, until 2 am”.

But the government led by Prime Minister Meles
Zenawi, a former rebel himself and the leader of a
group that toppled the Derg in 1991, nullified the
results. The government then jailed Berhanu and other
opposition candidates. After his release in 2007, he
returned to his job as an economics professor at
Bucknell University in Pennsylvania. In 2014, he moved
to Eritrea’s capital Asmara to work full time for Ginbot
7, which had moved from peaceful participation in the
2005 elections to “an all-inclusive struggle” that
embraced violence as an acceptable way to bring
change. The ruling EPRDF became “more and more
brutal” he said, suggesting that it would never leave
power “through any kind of peaceful means”.

In Eritrea, he says, he was relatively safe from
threats from the security apparatus across the border.
He even travelled on an Eritrean passport and US
green card to visit his family in the US. What he
longed for during those years was the opportunity to
have a leisurely conversation over coffee in Addis
Ababa’s cafes. He still does. Though he returned home
to a hero’s welcome, he is following the government’s
orders to exercise caution in public for his own safety.
“I’m very restricted in my own movements,” he said. “I
am having a hard time living with (this). This is the
price we pay for now, but it should not last”.

Abiy’s reform pledges have opened up some politi-
cal space. As well as allowing politicians such as
Berhanu to return home and hold rallies, the govern-
ment has released thousands of political prisoners and
in July removed three opposition groups from its list of
“terrorist” organizations. Not all former armed groups
have laid down their arms - the Oromo Liberation
Front, rebels who fell out with the EPRDF shortly after
it took power in 1991, is arguing over disarming its
fighters - but for the first time in years citizens are
openly airing their views on the street and on social
media without fear of arrest. Some in the ruling EPRDF
worry that loosening the state’s iron grip has created a
security vacuum. Abiy warned recently that “lawless-
ness” was sweeping the country. Berhanu believes a
certain level of disorder is inevitable. “At the macro lev-
el, change always generates this unsettled feeling.
There’s a lot of anxiety,” he said, referring to the ethnic
violence that has displaced one million Ethiopians in
the seven months since Abiy took office. — Reuters

Republicans’ loss of control of the US House of
Representatives will leave the party with a more
conservative congressional caucus that is even more

bound to President Donald Trump and more united around
his provocative rhetoric and hardline agenda. Although
moderate Republicans who remain in the House may view
the result as an indictment of Trump’s strategy of focusing
relentlessly on illegal immigration in the final stretch of the
campaign, they will be a small minority.

Many Republicans who lost their seats were moderates
from suburban-heavy districts who tried to keep some
distance from Trump and his rhetoric, but lost anyway.
That leaves a shrunken core dominated by conservatives
from rural areas whose constituents overwhelmingly sup-
port Trump. In short, Trump will stay Trump. Although
some Republicans may blame him for Tuesday’s losses,
they are unlikely to be emboldened to rebel, especially
given that the party kept control of the Senate.

Over the past two years, the president has shown little
inclination to change his slash-and-burn style or turn con-
ciliatory. He knows that he remains without question the
most popular figure in his party. Now, Trump begins his
run for re-election in earnest, where he will make every
effort to galvanize his base of passionate supporters. That
means that even in the face of stronger Democratic oppo-
sition, Trump is likely to advocate for his “America First”
agenda that prioritizes hot-button issues, such as illegal
immigration and trade protectionism. This, in turn, will
accelerate his dramatic reshaping of a party that for
decades was defined by fiscal, social and national security
conservatism.

Knowing that House Democrats will not approve fund-
ing for a wall along the US border, for example, will not
keep Trump from continuing to make it an issue. In fact, he
may find it more politically effective to have House
Democrats as a foil. The surviving Republican members in
the House, too, will have little interest in cooperating with
the new Democratic majority, leaving Republican congres-
sional power focused in the Senate and the government
largely gridlocked. “A Democratic House means that if the
president wants to get things done, he’s going to have to
work across the aisle,” said Jason McGrath, a Democratic
pollster in Chicago. “He hasn’t shown any inclination to do
that, but it will be interesting to see if this is a moment he
will want to govern rather than just make points.”

Suburban shift
The shift has long-term implications for Republicans in

districts that flipped Democratic on Tuesday and gives
Democrats an opportunity to build on gains in once-reli-
ably Republican suburbs where education levels and
incomes are above the national average - and where skep-
ticism of Trump runs deep. The party already faced chal-
lenges in trying to grow beyond its base of middle-class
Trump supporters, white men, and evangelicals. It has lost
ground among women, suburban voters, voters with col-
lege degrees, while showing little ability to win over young
and minority voters.

That will almost certainly continue if a shrinking con-
gressional caucus paves the way for greater fealty to
Trump. In the Senate, centrist Democrats from states that
Trump won in 2016 such as Joe Donnelly in Indiana and
Heidi Heitkamp in North Dakota were replaced by conser-
vative Republicans who may credit their victories to the
president. Moreover, Trump’s fiercest Republican critics in
the Senate, Bob Corker and Jeff Flake, are retiring. So is
Paul Ryan, the Republican speaker of the House who at
times differed with the president’s tone, if not his policies.
All of it leaves Trump a more dominant force in the party
than he was even two years ago. And Trump, who cam-
paigned heavily in rural states, can point to those Senate
wins as evidence he can still drive his voters to the polls.

Low expectations
All year, Republicans have been clear-eyed about their

potential losses in the House, and so likely will not view
Tuesday’s result as a warning sign the party needs to
change its ways. Historically, the party in power loses sev-
eral seats during the first midterm election of a new presi-
dent, particularly if his national job approval ratings are
low. Democrats lost 63 seats in 2010 with Barack Obama
in the White House, handing control to the Republicans,
who brought Obama’s agenda largely to a halt.

In the closing weeks of the election, Trump stoked fears
over a caravan of migrants approaching the United States
from Central America and warned of the threat from liberal
“mobs” if Democrats won power, trying to stoke his base
to the polls. Several Republican candidates and advocacy
groups such as the Congressional Leadership Fund joined
in, concluding that the party’s economic message was not
resonating. In two years, should economic growth slow,

the party may not even have that argument. With Congress
expected to produce little in the way of meaningful legis-
lation in coming months, Republican candidates in the
next election cycle are likely to have few accomplish-
ments to point to. A 2017 tax-cut law will be a distant
memory. Those Republican candidates who run for office
with Trump at the top of the ticket will have a difficult
time establishing their own political identities - and they
may not want to, as US presidents by and large win their
second terms. — Reuters 

Election loss 
won’t put Trump 
back in his box 

Donald Trump boasts about winning, but after
Democrats seized the House of
Representatives on Tuesday, the reality show-

host-turned-president is finding out how it feels to be
one of the “losers” he usually mocks. And has he
responded with humility? Did the former billionaire
real estate dealer and ringmaster at “The Apprentice”
appear downcast? No. Trump was triumphant. He
tweeted that the midterm elections - in which
Democrats defeated his Republicans to control the
lower house of Congress for the first time in eight
years - were “a tremendous success”.

His eye-popping enthusiasm after losing half of
Congress on Tuesday is not as unrealistic as it might
appear: His Republicans have retained and even
expanded their Senate majority, while fighting with
the House may yet be to his advantage when it comes
to his own reelection in two years. The tweet, ending
with a cheerful “Thank you to all!” was pure Trump.
He’s a president who since his shock 2016 election
win against heavy favorite Hillary Clinton has repeat-
edly torn up the expected script to write his own.

‘Tough night’ 
Howard Kurtz from Fox News, the network that

Trump loves to watch and to talk to, declared the loss
of the House “a turning point”. “No amount of spin can
soften the blow of losing the House to the Democrats.
Indeed, there were reports that White House officials
had told the president to brace himself for a very
tough night,” Kurtz wrote on the Fox website. It’s sure
that the Democrats - who have been pilloried by
Trump in the most extreme terms during the election
campaign - will take their opportunity to hit back.

Controlling the House means controlling commit-
tees with subpoena power. They will be tearing into
Trump’s carefully hidden personal finances and links
to Russia, a legal morass already being investigated
by special counsel Robert Mueller. The top Democrat
on the judiciary committee, Jerry Nadler, told
MSNBC’s Ari Melber immediately after the election
that “we’ll use subpoena power if we have to, when
we have to”. Not a politician famous for being able to
take criticism, Trump can be expected to respond
blow for blow. Washington, mockingly known as “the
swamp”, may be in store for some unprecedented
partisan ugliness.

Of course, there’s a slender chance that the shock
of the midterms will produce a kinder, gentler kind of
Trump who once more breaks Washington’s rules by
actually cooperating with the Democrats. According
to the office of Nancy Pelosi, the Democrat in line to
become the new speaker of the House, Trump called
her after the results came in “to extend his congratu-
lations”. “He acknowledged the Leader’s call for
bipartisanship,” Pelosi’s deputy chief of staff, Drew
Hammill tweeted.

But if the olive branch withers, Trump could
arguably even benefit from open war with the House.
First, the Republicans have firm control over the
Senate. That means that Trump can still get things
done, not least confirmation of right-leaning judges
with lifetime appointments. As Republican Senator
Lindsey Graham said Tuesday: “The conservative
judicial train will keep running.” Even more impor-
tantly, conflict with the Democrats could simply fuel
Trump’s real goal of reelection in 2020.  The Trump
base will have no problem believing him when he says
that Pelosi and her Democrats are to blame for every
ill in the country. — AFP

Republicans more tied to Trump than ever

Caravans threaten 
Mexico-US detente

Astream of US-bound Central American migrant car-
avans risks clouding the rapprochement between
Mexico’s next leader and US President Donald

Trump, who has railed against illegal migration to energize
his electoral base. Mexican President-elect Andres Manuel
Lopez Obrador, a combative leftist who takes office in
December, has signaled he hopes to repair bilateral ties
damaged by Trump’s criticism of Mexico for failing to stop
migration and his demands for a border wall.

From opposite sides of the political spectrum, he and
Trump have so far defied fears they could clash, with both
helping to find common ground for a new North American
trade deal. But a spate of Central American migrant cara-
vans pushing into Mexico in recent weeks revived tensions
in the run-up to US congressional elections on Tuesday.
Trump has threatened to close the U.S-Mexico border if
the migrants are not stopped. “This is one of the potential
flashpoints that could end the bromance between Lopez
Obrador and Trump,” Arturo Sarukhan, a former Mexican
ambassador to the United States, told Reuters.

Trump’s 2016 election win sent relations between the
two neighbors to their lowest ebb in years. During the
campaign, he repeatedly vowed to make Mexico pay for a
border wall to keep out migrants, and accused the country
of sending rapists and drug runners north. Tensions over
migration spilled over into economic affairs. Trump tried to
use border security to extract concessions in the revamp
of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA),
which he threatened to scrap before the United States,
Mexico and Canada agreed a new deal on Sept 30.

Mexico sends 80 percent of its exports to the United
States and the NAFTA renegotiation rattled Mexico’s
financial markets and disrupted investment. Since a convoy
of Hondurans left the city of San Pedro Sula on Oct 13,
several thousand Central Americans have crossed into
Mexico. Trump has said he will send troops to the US
southern border to stop what he calls an “invasion”.

Lopez Obrador, by contrast, has been offering to help
his “brother migrants” with visas and employment. He

wants to persuade Trump to contribute to a plan to pro-
mote development in Central America and Mexico’s poor-
er south. However, Sarukhan said Trump would almost cer-
tainly continue to campaign divisively on border security
and migration as the race for the 2020 US presidential
election heats up. “It’s hard for me to see, given the current
dynamics in the United States, how Lopez Obrador is
going to either ensure that this doesn’t become a flash-
point or convince Trump to spend significant political,
diplomatic and financial capital in holistic development in
Central America,” he said.

Angered by the caravans, Trump has threatened to cut
aid to Central America - the very opposite of what the
region needs, said Hector Vasconcelos, a lawmaker for
Lopez Obrador’s MORENA party, and head of the Senate
foreign relations committee. “We need big economic
development programs in Guatemala, Honduras and El
Salvador if we really want to reduce migration from those
countries,” Vasconcelos said.

Most of the migrants say they are fleeing gang violence
and poverty. But Trump suggested, without providing
proof, the caravans could be hiding “Middle Eastern” ter-
rorists. Asked how a Lopez Obrador administration would
seek to bridge the differences over migration, incoming
foreign minister Marcelo Ebrard told Reuters on Oct 22 in
Canada that, once in office, it hoped to start persuading
the United States and others of the benefits of investing in
Central America. However, he added: “It’s not very easy.”

Lopez Obrador has adopted a conciliatory tone towards
Trump since winning Mexico’s July election, stressing his
desire for good relations. Privately though, members of his
transition team are skeptical whether the goodwill will last
as the 2020 US presidential election unfolds. If Trump
returns to the rhetoric he deployed against Mexico during
his first election campaign, it could encourage the fiercely
patriotic Lopez Obrador to hit back.

Just weeks after Trump took office in 2017, Lopez
Obrador went to the United States to address Mexican-
American voters, rounding on the new US president in a
speech in Los Angeles. “These astute but irresponsible
neo-fascist rulers want to build walls to turn the United
States into an enormous ghetto, and put Mexicans in gen-
eral, and our migrant compatriots in particular, on the
same level as the Jews stigmatized and unjustly persecuted
in the age of Hitler,” Lopez Obrador said. — Reuters 


