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Washington Watch

The Kavanaugh 
controversy hit 
close to home
By Dr James J Zogby 

US President Donald Trump’s nomination of Brett
Kavanaugh to the Supreme Court exacerbated
our nation’s deep partisan divide. It has also

profoundly affected my neighborhood and my church.
My family has lived in Northwest Washington, DC for
almost four decades. During all this time, we have gone
to the Catholic church that’s a few blocks from our
home. My five children attended the neighborhood
Catholic school, where for 17 years, I coached basket-
ball. After graduating, all five went to three different
local Catholic high schools.  

The elementary school from which my children
graduated is the same school that Kavanaugh’s chil-
dren now attend and where he coaches basketball. We
go to the same church. And the high school he attend-
ed is the same school where my oldest son went for
four years. With this much in common, you might think
that my neighborhood, my church, and I would be
overjoyed that “one of ours” will be an Associate
Justice of the Supreme Court. To the contrary, I am
distraught and my church and neighborhood are
deeply divided.   

Despite being an upper middle class white commu-
nity, my neighborhood is largely liberal and votes
Democratic (Hillary Clinton won an overwhelmingly
majority in this area). There are, of course, some
prominent Republicans and conservative political fig-
ures who live in the area and who go to our church,
but they are a distinct minority. 

When Kavanaugh was first nominated, the local
reaction was mixed. There were those who rushed to
support him out of loyalty because he had long been a
part of their circle of friends, or because they were
simply overcome by the prospect of one of their neigh-
bors being on the highest court in the US. Others did
so because their daughters were on one of the teams
he coached and they knew him to be a “nice man”.  

There were, of course, some, not many, who looked
forward to seeing Kavanaugh on the court because
they agreed with his philosophy. On the range of
issues, both social and political, expected to come
before the court, most of my neighbors are on the
opposing side of Kavanaugh and the president who
appointed him.   

The Supreme Court Justice that Kavanaugh is
replacing, though not a liberal, on a number of occa-
sions, provided a balancing vote that kept the court
somewhat centered. Kavanaugh, on the other hand, is
a partisan Republican. He was part of the team that
worked to impeach President Bill Clinton. He served as
a close aide to President George W. Bush and had
been hand-picked for this appointment by the hardline
conservative Federalist Society.   

We fully expected that the debate over his nomina-
tion would focus on partisan divide over issues like:
health care reform, women’s rights, voting rights, and
environmental protection. But by the time Kavanaugh’s
confirmation hearings before the Senate Judiciary
Committee were to begin another set of concerns
came to the fore. The Democrats on the committee had
asked to review all of the nominee’s official communi-
cation during his time in the Bush White House. In
response, the Trump Administration and the
Republican leadership of the Senate refused to release
90 percent of this material. 

Nevertheless, from the emails and other correspon-
dence that were made available, it became clear that
Kavanaugh had lied under oath during an earlier sen-
ate hearing. From the record, it appeared that he lied
about his involvement and awareness of: Republican
theft of Senate Democratic staff emails, NSA warrant-
less wiretaps, and the treatment of prisoners in
Guantanamo.  These matters were of concern to the
Democrats, as were the missing 90% of his corre-
spondence. They asked “what else is he trying to hide
and should someone who has lied under oath sit on the
Supreme Court?”

This was where the matter stood until the public
disclosure of allegations by a Dr Christine Blasey Ford,
who in a sworn affidavit stated that while in high
school she had been sexually assaulted by a drunken
Kavanaugh. What followed were more allegations of
excessive drinking and other instances of degrading or
sexually aggressive behavior toward women while he
was in college and law school. These new charges
exposed two related and deeply felt grievances that
virtually exploded into the public consciousness, both
of which also played out in my neighborhood.  

Much has already been written about the pain of
survivors of sexual assault who were prompted to
come forward after Dr Ford told her story. Many
women, whether or not they had been direct victims of
assault, were profoundly affected by and could relate
to her pain and her vulnerability. Dr Ford’s courage in
revealing her long-suppressed story empowered them
to tell their stories, and then the way Ford was treated
by the Republicans and demeaned by Trump was like
putting salt on their open wounds, stoking justifiable
outrage.   All of this anger also resonated in Northwest
Washington. But there was another more subtle yet
still deeply unsettling dimension to this drama that
played out here. 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the
Arab American Institute

As Hong Kong’s government hews closer to Beijing,
officials are taking a tough line on perceived
national security threats, even deploying an elite

police unit for political monitoring and surveillance - a
sharp escalation in rhetoric and action. In just the last few
months, the special administrative region has banned the
Hong Kong National Party, which espouses separation
from China, and barred some activists from standing in
local elections. The Education Bureau sent all secondary
schools in the Special Administrative Region letters on
Sept 24 saying they must prohibit “the penetration” of the
National Party or risk prosecution.

And this month, Hong Kong refused to renew the work
visa of Victor Mallet, Asia news editor for the British-based
Financial Times newspaper, after he hosted a speech by an
independence activist. “We can see them (the government)
being much more assertive in using these powers and in
shaping their policy decisions to reflect the national inter-
ests,” said Professor Simon Young of the University of
Hong Kong’s law school, saying the courts may be a last
line of defense against government overreach.

Serving and retired police officers, lawyers and law-
makers describe intensifying political operations by the
police force’s Security Wing, an elite unit that officially
handles sensitive tasks including VIP protection and
counter-terrorism investigations. Sources familiar with the
wing’s work say it led surveillance and monitoring opera-
tions against the National Party and more than a dozen
other groups. The Hong Kong Journalists Association
recently described the prospect of tougher national secu-
rity enforcement as “a sword dangled above the heads” of
reporters.

The Financial Times said it was appealing the decision
denying Mallet a work visa. In his role as first vice presi-
dent of the Foreign Correspondents’ Club of Hong Kong,
Mallet in August hosted Andy Chan, head of the National
Party. The party was banned last month as an “imminent
threat to national security” as the government invoked lit-

tle-known clauses of a law regulating private groups and
societies. Authorities have so far refused to explain their
decision on Mallet, except to say that no independence
advocacy will be tolerated. Chan, a bespectacled 28-year-
old interior decorator, says that his ideology springs from
China’s broken promises towards Hong Kong and that
claims he might destabilise China are preposterous. But
Hong Kong’s government is treating even the consideration
of independence as a vital threat. “Worryingly, they have
been parroting the ideological and authoritarian line of

Beijing ... irreparably undermining their reputation,” one
diplomat said of the city’s government.

In the letter to schools last month, the Education
Bureau said, “should students have erroneous and extreme
thoughts, principals and teachers should correct them with
facts.” Some teachers described this to Reuters as a “gag-
ging order”. That appears to run contrary to Hong Kong’s
mini-constitution, known as the Basic Law, which stresses
freedoms of speech and assembly. Some youths who drove
the pro-democracy “Umbrella Revolution” street demon-
strations in 2014 say there is a growing sense of despair at
the pressure on civil society and individual rights.

Daniel Cheung, a 29-year-old photographer who
worked on “Chronicle of a Summer,” a documentary on

activists such as jailed independence leader Edward
Leung, said the situation was worsening fast. “Put simply, if
you see Hong Kong as a house built by the British, this
house is now crumbling and leaking. It has been hit by a
typhoon and close to toppling over,” Cheung said.

‘Back to the future’
The Basic Law requires the city to create laws against

treason, secession and subversion of the national govern-
ment, effectively updating those from the colonial era. The
laws from British rule, while broad, do not outlaw calls for
independence or self-determination. Previous attempts to
draft a harsher new national security law, known as Article
23, were met with mass protests and abandoned. Chief
Executive Carrie Lam, who took office last year, has not
yet proposed a new version, a reflection in part of linger-
ing public concern.

But many observers say the government is using the
Security Wing to tighten its grip even without Article 23.
The wing’s officers were deeply involved in producing the
700-page dossier the government used to justify banning
the National Party. The document tracked its statements,
public appearances and activities. For some, that has
echoes of the colonial-era Special Branch, which moni-
tored potentially subversive Chinese and Russian commu-
nist activity across Hong Kong during the Cold War. The
agency was disbanded in 1995, two years before Britain
handed Hong Kong back to China.

“It is clear it (Security Wing) is doing much more politi-
cal work now,” said James To, a veteran democracy advo-
cate who has spent much of his 27 years in the city’s par-
liament scrutinizing the government’s security policies.
“My worry is that when you monitor people’s political life
and thoughts you are going against the spirit of the human
rights provisions of the Basic Law. There is a need for bal-
ance,” To said. To said the government had repeatedly
refused requests by Hong Kong’s legislators to discuss the
Security Wing’s operations in detail. — Reuters

Govt heeding 
China’s call

Dead also 
not spared 
indignities 

Wenceslao Alvarez’s body lay rot-
ting in his house in Maracaibo
until the stench spread up the

street. His shamed family had no money to
bury him. Just days before, another family
buried Ender Bracho in his own back
patio, covering him with a few shovelfuls
of earth until the local state authorities
finally stepped in with a coffin and a grave.
In February, the corpse of street vendor
Francisco Rollos was laid out in front of
the city hall in the northwestern city of
Turen - a silent but forceful plea for the
municipality to take on his burial.

For Venezuela’s poor, the living night-
mare created by the country’s economic
crisis - which has forced millions to flee - is
lingering beyond the grave. A year before
his death, an embolism had left the 78-
year-old Alvarez incapacitated. Chicken
pox only made the situation worse, and
went untreated because of a chronic short-
age of medicines. His agony ended on Oct
4 in a poor neighborhood in the port city of
Maracaibo. His daughter Lisandra asked for
help from local authorities to bury him, but
no help came.

“The body was in a state of decompo-
sition and the house was stinking. I
couldn’t find a way to clean it,” said the
43-year-old laundry worker.  Three days
later, a neighboring municipality donated
a coffin and a grave. By that time, the
stench coming from the house infiltrated
the homes all along the street. “We threw
three bags of lime in the coffin and one
more on top to contain the smell,” said

Lisandra. A year ago, she had to sell the
family refrigerator in order to bury her
mother. Lisandra has had more than her
share of woe; in 2014, her police officer
son was shot dead.

Home burial  
Days before Alvarez died, Bracho’s fam-

ily dug a hole in his backyard and slipped
his body inside. He had succumbed the pre-
vious day to blood poisoning - a fate which
his relatives said could have been avoided
with antibiotics. Even in life, the 39-year-
old mason - with his protruding ribs and
gaunt facial features - was already looking
like a corpse. “Where is the government to
help the poor? What they are doing is
destroying us!” said Bracho’s niece,
Milagros. “Look at the state the country is
in. We can get nothing.”

Wrapped in a blanket, Bracho’s body
was lowered into the backyard pit. His
mother Gladys helped cover his remains
with some earth. Neighbors objected,
fearing disease could spread if his tempo-
rary grave were to end up being his final
resting place. Several hours passed before
workers from the Zulia state government
showed up with a casket and directions to
a gravesite.

The economic crisis, coupled with state
repression, is hitting ordinary Venezuelans
hard, with chronic shortages of basic
goods and inflation forecast to top 1.3 mil-
lion percent this year, according to the
International Monetary Fund. “Ninety
percent of the people who come to me
look for the cheapest service they can
get,” says funeral parlor owner Luis Mora.
“When they come, they have already
spent what little resources they have on
care and treatments,” he told AFP. Mora,
who owns two Caracas funeral homes,
says costs vary from 8,000 to 25,000
bolivars ($130 - $400), set against a mini-
mum monthly salary of $29. — AFP

Hong Kong tightens grip on dissent

Trump gambles 
on China 
endgame  

Donald Trump has escalated his feud
with China into a full-press offensive
that has drawn comparisons to the

Cold War. Now the question on both sides
of the Pacific is, how will it end? In recent
weeks, Trump has slapped $250 billion
worth of tariffs, boosted military support
for rival Taiwan, accused China of interfer-
ing in US elections, stepped up denuncia-
tions of Beijing’s human rights record and
curtailed its access to US nuclear technolo-
gy. The real estate mogul, who early in his
tenure had described Chinese President Xi
Jinping as a friend, was generally presumed
to be most interested in trade as he has
repeatedly vowed to ramp up US factory
production by fighting back the flow of
cheaper manufactured imports. 

But his administration has expanded its
pressure campaign to virtually all fronts, a
strategy unprecedented since the time the
United States and China established diplo-
matic relations four decades ago. “It is a
full-frontal assault by the US on China,”
said Elizabeth Economy, director for Asia
studies at the Council on Foreign Relations.
“There is a general sense in Washington
that China is simply too big now, it’s simply
too large as a country and as an economy,
to allow it to continue to violate all sorts of
expected international trade and invest-
ment norms,” she said.

Economy said that the United States
was also struck at how Xi has “presented
a very different China to the world” with
a “much more ambitious and expansive
foreign policy.” “The US and other coun-
tries say, ‘Okay, this is the China we have
to deal with, not what we anticipated ten
years ago.’”

China ready for ‘marathon’ 
Hua Po, a political commentator in Beijing,

agreed that trade was only the “superficial”
source of friction. He believed that the under-
lying concern of the United States was the
Made in China 2025 plan, under which
Beijing has set a goal of rapidly ensuring that
a majority of its industry is sourced domesti-
cally. The United States accuses China of
rampantly stealing technology and seeking
an unfair trade advantage by forcing foreign
businesses to work with local partners. “Even
if the trade issue is resolved, other problems
between China and the United States will
continue to exist,” Hua said.

Hua said that Trump seemed to want “to
fight a new cold war.” But Hua doubted
that the United States would enjoy the
support of its allies, especially in Europe,
which do not see China as the same type of
threat as the former Soviet Union. And
amid turbulence on Wall Street, China is
expecting the US economy to see growing
strains as negative effects emerge from
Trump’s signature domestic policy of tax
cuts, Hua said. “China does believe that this
dispute will last for some time. The United
States wants to run a 100-meter race with
China, but China wants a marathon with
the United States,” he said.

Tensions soared between the world’s
two largest economies last month at the
annual UN General Assembly session. A
closed-door meeting of foreign ministers
from the five permanent members of the
Security Council turned “icy” as US
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo lashed
out aggressively against China, whose for-
eign minister, Wang Yi, responded with
similar intensity, according to a witness.
Vice President Mike Pence a week later
delivered a speech in which he took China
to task and made the headline-grabbing
claim, a month ahead of congressional
elections, that Beijing was intervening in
US politics, citing the Asian power’s pur-
chase of newspaper advertisements and its
imposition of counter tariffs in politically
crucial states. — AFP


