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WASHINGTON: Newly announced 2020 Democratic
candidate Joe Biden faced scrutiny on multiple fronts
Friday, as President Donald Trump knocked him for his age
and an all-female panel questioned his past treatment of
women. It was unlikely the rollout that the former vice
president had expected on the first full day of his White
House campaign, but the attention from Trump himself
served to signal Biden’s status as the leading challenger in
a crowded field seeking to oust the current president.

Biden’s day in the public eye began with the 72-year-
old Trump opening a fresh line of attack on his rival’s age,
saying Biden made him “look very young” by comparison.
“I’m the youngest person. I am a young, vibrant man,” a
smiling Trump told reporters at the White House. “I look at
Joe, I don’t know about him,” he said of Biden, who is 76
and would be the oldest person ever to serve as president.
“I would never say anyone is too old, but I know they’re all
making me look very young both in terms of age and I
think in terms of energy.”

Biden, speaking Friday on ABC’s popular talk show
“The View,” acknowledged politics is a “show-me busi-
ness” where voters assess not just a candidate’s political
platform, but his physical fitness for office. “If he looks
young and vibrant compared to me I should probably go
home,” Biden said of the president. Trump is technically
obese, has a penchant for fast food and avoids strenuous
exercise. His doctor declared him healthy in February.

Keen to paint Biden as unfit for the job, he has nick-
named his potential rival “Sleepy Joe.” Biden presented
himself as a vigorous candidate, insisting he was more like
“hyper Joe.” When he was asked Friday how he would
beat Biden, whose working class appeal could help win
back states Trump snatched in 2016 — such as Michigan,
Pennsylvania and Wisconsin-the president was succinct: “I

think we beat him easily.” But Trump is watching Biden’s
rollout carefully. The former VP is angling to win back low-
er-income white voters who propelled Trump to the White
House in 2016. Biden’s opening campaign message
Thursday featured a direct challenge to Trump’s fitness for
office, as he blasted his response to deadly white
supremacist violence in Charlottesville, Virginia in 2017.

Sorry, not sorry    
On Friday it was Biden on the back foot, as he faced

awkward questions about his past actions-and stopped
short of making outright apologies for them. Multiple
women have accused Biden this year of touching them
inappropriately in the past, and while they have not said
the elder statesman sexually harassed them, his tactile
style and invasion of personal space has come under
increasing scrutiny in the #MeToo era.

“So I invaded your space. I’m sorry this happened,”
Biden said, referring to his efforts to console or thank or
inspire women he has met over the course of his half-cen-
tury political career. “I’m not sorry in the sense that I think
I did anything that was intentionally designed to do any-
thing wrong or be inappropriate.” Biden was also pressed
on his handling of an infamous 1991 Senate hearing that
involved testimony by Anita Hill, who was aggressively
questioned by an all-male committee about her claims of
sexual harassment.

He said he recently called Hill to express regret over his
handling of the hearings, but when asked by The View’s
hosts to apologize directly to her, he stopped short. “I
don’t think I treated her badly,” Biden said, adding that
he believed her claims of harassment “from the begin-
ning.” “There were a lot of mistakes made across the
board. For that I apologize,” he said. Biden’s team was

quick to refocus attention on the positive, announcing he
raked in $6.3 million in the first 24 hours of the cam-

paign, outpacing all other Democratic contenders on
their opening days.—AFP
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ROME: Italy’s populist government is on its last legs, its
bitterly warring coalition partners putting up with each
other merely to avoid losing votes at the upcoming
European elections, analysts say. The far-right League
and anti-establishment Five Star Movement (M5S) have
been at each other’s throats since coming to power last
June, with the “contract for government” that was sup-
posed to unite them trampled underfoot.

The government “is already dead, but remains on its
feet, a bit like a zombie, waiting for the European elec-
tions”, political commentator Stefano Folli said this
week. Italy, he said, was suspended “between farce and
drama”.  The latest row erupted when an undersecre-
tary close to League head Matteo Salvini was accused
of corruption. Armando Siri is alleged to have accepted
a 30,000 euros bribe-or the promise of it-from a busi-
nessman, for promoting the interests of renewable
energy companies.

Prosecutors also suspect the businessman of being
in league with a Sicilian who has links to a Mafia boss.
The M5S, which made “honesty” a keyword of its polit-
ical campaign, has demanded Siri resign. Even the
movement’s leader, Luigi Di Maio-who usually makes
some effort to keep the peace with fellow deputy prime
minister Salvini-has called for the undersecretary’s
head to roll. Salvini insists Siri is innocent until proven
guilty-and has played up the fact the bribe may not
have ever changed hands.

But Siri is not the only fuse lit under the coalition.
Salvini angered many in Italy on Thursday by skipping
Liberation Day commemorations, which celebrate the
end of the Nazi occupation in 1945. His snub follows a
rise in hate crimes in Italy, and the M5S is under
increasing pressure from its left wing to take Salvini to
task over his courtship of the far right.

“Under normal circumstances, the M5S-League
government would have disintegrated long ago”, La
Repubblica daily said, while La Stampa simply asked:
“is there still a government?” “We can’t go on like this.
We can’t work in this climate, under attack on a daily
basis,” Salvini reportedly complained to Prime Minister
Giuseppe Conte, according to La Stampa. Salvini and
Di Maio “cannot win the war by trying to win battles to
use as a springboard in the election”, Folli said.

Both parties are determined to keep the government
alive until May 26, the date of the EU elections in Italy,
for fear of losing votes. — AFP
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Trump, US media 
in open war on 
annual dinner date
WASHINGTON: It’s meant to be the annual Washington
love-in, a dinner where White House journalists and the
president yuck it up in a hotel ballroom. But this Saturday,
President Donald Trump will stand up his dates. Members
of the White House Correspondents’ Association, or
WHCA, will be decked out in bow ties and gowns at the
downtown Washington Hilton. Trump, however, will be 685
miles away in Green Bay, Wisconsin, for a rally with his
baseball cap-wearing supporters.

And he’s almost guaranteed to devote a portion of his
speech-like most of his speeches-to haranguing the “fake
news media” or “enemy of the people.” Although there’s
nothing obligatory about attending WHCA dinners, pres-
idents have usually done so at some point during their
time in office every year since the inaugural version in
1921. Ronald Reagan was the last absentee in 1981 and he
had a decent excuse: being recently shot in an assassina-
tion attempt.

Trump, however, has boycotted what he calls the “bor-
ing” and “negative” party for three years in a row-his
entire presidency so far. The gala used to be a glamorous
affair where hundreds of journalists, Hollywood celebrities
and the president were entertained by a top-drawer
comedian or other talent. Now the celebs have drained
away and this year even the comedian is missing. A presi-
dential historian, Ron Chernow, will deliver the main
speech instead. “Killing the White House Correspondents’
Dinner,” runs the headline of a Columbia Journalism
Review article amounting to an obituary for the formerly
revered fixture.

Insulting, confrontational   
Underlining the snub, Trump has ordered staff, includ-

ing chief press secretary Sarah Sanders, to also refuse
invitations. It’s the latest shot in what the president sees as
his war against a media machine refusing to give him fair
coverage. Trump’s main weapon is Twitter, which he uses
daily to reach some 60 million followers. Millions more fol-
low him on other platforms. As Sanders said in 2017,
Twitter “gives him a communications tool... that isn’t fil-
tered through media bias.”

The other main way of bypassing potentially critical
outlets is his extraordinary relationship with Fox News, the
Rupert Murdoch owned network which has been criticized
for coming to resemble state television. Even if many of the
news journalists maintain their independence, some of the
most prominent anchors and hosts show nothing but loyal-
ty to Trump. They’re rewarded with exclusive access to
administration officials and to the president himself.
Meanwhile, other outlets are mostly kept at arm’s length.

The press briefing room in the White House, which used
to see nearly daily Q&A sessions under previous presi-
dents, has been all but abandoned. Trump is unusually
accessible, but mostly through often chaotic, informal gath-
erings, while Saturday marks the 48th day since Sanders
held a full briefing. When they’re not being ignored, White
House journalists can expect to hear abuse. Trump’s rallies
invariably include segments where he encourages the
crowd to boo the reporters covering the event.

“This is new,” says Jeff Morosoff, a journalism and
media professor at Hofstra University’s Lawrence Herbert
School of Communication. “No president has ever been so
contentious, insulting and confrontational.” “I think the day
is going to come when one of his followers is going to hurt
somebody,” Morosoff warned.

Sense of humor failure    
For years, WHCA dinners were a chance to let the hair

down in a notoriously serious town. Past performers
include Bob Hope, Frank Sinatra and Barbra Streisand.
Since the 1980s, comedians have provided entertainment,
making gentle and not-so-gentle fun, or “roasting,” the
centerpiece of the dinner. Presidents were expected to
give back as good as they got. 

A standout moment was Obama’s riff in 2011, when
one of his comic targets in the VIP-packed audience was
none other than Donald Trump. Last year, though, the
jokes fell flat. Featured comedian Michelle Wolf tore into
Sanders and caused as much offense as laughter. Even
the WHCA thought it had gone too far, calling her rou-
tine “not in the spirit” of the occasion. Wolf called the
WHCA “cowards.” 

The association’s president, Olivier Knox, says this year
is an opportunity to return to the event’s roots: a gathering
to reinforce support for the constitutional right to free
speech. “We’re looking forward to an enjoyable evening of
celebrating the First Amendment and great journalists
past, present, and future,” he said. — AFP

DELAWARE: In this file photo former US Vice President Joe Biden speaks during the First State Democratic Dinner
in Dover, Delaware. — AFP

Woman war pilot 
shot down in Iraq 
returns as US senator
WASHINGTON: Tammy Duckworth, the helicopter pilot
who lost her legs when she was shot down over Iraq 15
years ago, returned to the country for the first time this
week as a US senator, her office said Friday. The decorated
US Army veteran led an official congressional delegation
to Baghdad, Taji and Arbil, where they sat down with Iraqi
leaders, received intelligence briefings from American
diplomats and met with US troops.

“Fifteen years ago I deployed to Iraq as an American
soldier to fly helicopter missions. This week, I returned in a
role I never expected: as a United States senator leading a
bipartisan delegation to show our support for the people
of Iraq,” the Illinois Democrat said in a statement. “I was
proud to join Senators (Johnny) Isakson and (Angus) King
representing our nation on this important trip-and I was
even prouder that I was able to leave Iraq under my own
power this time.”

The senators met with Iraqi Prime Minister Adel Abdul-
Mahdi and Kurdistan Regional Government Prime Minister
Nechirvan Barzani, among other officials, according to
Duckworth’s office. The trip was not publicly announced
until after its completion for security reasons. The 51-year-
old Duckworth, who was born in Thailand, is the first
female amputee elected to the US Congress. She almost
never got that opportunity.

Her life very nearly ended in Iraq on November 12,
2004, about 120 combat hours into her tour there, when
the Black Hawk helicopter she was co-piloting was struck
by an insurgent’s rocket-propelled grenade. As a fireball
tore through the cockpit, Duckworth tried to help land the
chopper, but was unable to use its foot pedals. King said
he was moved at seeing his colleague return to Iraq.

“To witness Senator Duckworth flying once again over
the site where she was shot down in 2004 was a moment
I’ll never forget,” King said. Duckworth’s military experi-
ence has informed much of her work as a legislator. She
has sought to help disabled veterans and ensure payment
of troops during federal shutdowns.

She also has been outspoken about the importance of
defending members of the Kurdish minority who fought
alongside US military forces against the Islamic State.  In
January 2018, when President Donald Trump accused

Democrats of holding the military hostage over immigra-
tion, Duckworth delivered a withering Senate floor speech,
saying “I will not be lectured about what our military
needs by a five-deferment draft dodger.” — AFP

INDIANA: US President Donald Trump speaks during the
National Rifle Association Annual Meeting at Lucas Oil
Stadium in Indianapolis, Indiana. — AFP

WASHINGTON: In this file photo US Representative Tammy
Duckworth of Illinois arrives to address delegates on the
fourth and final day of the Democratic National
Convention at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania. — AFP

Assange lawyers file 
‘extortion’ complaint 
in Spain court
MADRID:  Julian Assange’s lawyers have filed a court
complaint in Spain against a group of Spaniards they
allege extorted the WikiLeaks founder and Ecuador’s
foreign ministry, a source in his defense team said yester-
day. Assange, who for seven years lived holed up in
London’s Ecuadoran embassy where he had taken refuge
to avoid extradition to Sweden on rape accusations, was
arrested on April 11 after Quito terminated his asylum.

The 47-year-old founder of WikiLeaks, which exposed
everything from US military secrets to the wealthy’s tax
evasion, is now awaiting sentencing for breaching his
British bail conditions in 2012. The source, who wished to
remain anonymous, said the complaint was against “a
group of Spaniards who allegedly engaged in extortion
and the embassy’s employees and Ecuador’s foreign min-
istry.” The source added an investigation was ongoing and
alleged “espionage” in the embassy against Assange,
refusing to give further details.

According to Spanish media reports, four Spaniards
have videos and personal documents of Assange. Online
daily eldiario.es said they somehow got these via an
alleged spying system set up in the embassy that included
security cameras and employees taking photos of all doc-
uments handled by Assange. They allegedly tried to extort
three million euros out of WikiLeaks not to publish any of
it, Spanish media report.

Eldiario.es, which had access to the written complaint
that was filed to Spain’s top-level National Court, says
Assange’s lawyers also accuse Ecuador of spying on him.
The National Court could not comment when contacted
by AFP. That contrasts with Ecuadoran President Lenin
Moreno’s version of events. In an interview with the
Guardian newspaper, he alleged Assange had tried to set
up a “centre for spying” in Ecuador’s embassy.

Last year, Quito cut his internet and mobile phone
access, accusing him of breaking “a written commitment”
not to interfere in its and allies’ foreign policies. The move
infuriated Assange, who sued the government for violating
his “fundamental rights” by limiting his access to the out-
side world. Now in prison in Britain, Assange is also fight-
ing a US extradition warrant relating to the release by
WikiLeaks of a huge cache of official documents. — AFP

17 dead in E 
Ukraine coal 
mine blast
KIEV: The death toll from a coal mine blast in a separatist
eastern region of Ukraine rose to 17 yesterday, rebel
authorities said. The gas blast on Thursday ripped through
the mine in Yurievka village in the self-proclaimed republic
of Lugansk, which broke away from Kiev in 2014 and is
run by Moscow-backed rebels. “The tragedy took the life
of 17 miners,” Leonid Pasechnik, the head of the unrecog-
nized Lugansk republic, said on Twitter. He added that the
bodies of all the miners that died have been recovered. 

Earlier the death toll accounted to 13, with another four
people missing. Pasechnik called the explosion at the
Skhidcarbon mine a “terrible tragedy” and declared April 29
a day of mourning. Russia’s emergency situations ministry
sent mine rescuers to the separatist territory after it request-
ed help, it said in a statement. The Lugansk news agency
said the mine was closed in 2014 due to the conflict between
Kiev’s forces and the Russia-backed separatists, but was
reopened in 2018. Most of Ukraine’s coal is produced in its
eastern region, where the ongoing fighting has cost some
13,000 lives. Kiev has tried to boost the operations of other
pits under its control in the west of the country. — AFP


