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Democratic voters have 
known for some time: 
Israel is an occupier
By Dr James J Zogby 

There has been a chorus of liberal lamentations
over the flap created by Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu’s decision to deny two US

Congresswomen, Rashida Tlaib and Ilhan Omar, the
right to visit occupied Palestinian lands. The anguish
expressed by a number of politicians and commenta-
tors has taken a variety of forms - most, however, com-
pletely missing the mark.

Some Democrats have blamed US President Donald
Trump saying that it was his tweet to Netanyahu that
caused the Israeli to reverse himself and deny entry.
Others expressed “deep disappointment” with the
Netanyahu decision, worrying about the impact it
would have on the growing partisan divide over atti-
tudes toward Israel. While still others put these two
concerns together, insisting that is the
Trump/Netanyahu partnership that is solely responsi-
ble for the breakdown of bipartisan support for Israel.

These views are ahistorical, naive, and insulting to
the intelligence of the many American political con-
stituencies whose views toward the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict have changed during the past several decades.
They also, quite amazingly, ignore the role played by
the growing public awareness of the sheer brutality of
the Israeli occupation and the resultant reality of
Palestinian suffering.

To be clear, while support for Israel, in the abstract,
has always been strong, there has long been a partisan
divide on attitudes toward Israeli policies. This was
evident during the First Intifada, when many
Democratic voters recoiled at Israel’s brutal response
to stone-throwing Palestinian youth. At the 1988
Democratic Convention, as polls showed growing
Democratic sympathy for Palestinians, I led the
Jackson delegation’s push for a pro-Palestinian peace
plank in the party platform with the support of more
than 1200 delegates. Facing tremendous pressure from
the party establishment, we called for “no vote” on our
plank. But we still maintained our right to have a floor
demonstration and speeches from the podium in favor
of our position. This was the first time such views were
heard at a convention.

During the 1990s, the divide was reinforced as the
Republican party fell hostage to the religious right and
the neo-Conservatives who combined to oppose
President Clinton’s push for an Israeli-Palestinian
peace. Back then, it was Speaker Newt Gingrich’s
embrace of Israel’s Likud party that resulted in legisla-
tion that impeded the Oslo peace process, culminating
in Gingrich’s invitation to Netanyahu to deliver his first
address to a Joint Session of Congress. The Israeli
leader used that speech to make clear his intention to
literally bury the “Oslo Accords.”

In the midst of the Second Intifada, after rejecting
the efforts of his own peace envoys, President George
W. Bush embraced Prime Minister Ariel Sharon calling
him a “man of peace.” While pursuing his deeply divi-
sive war in Iraq, Bush largely neglected Israeli-
Palestinian peacemaking until his second term - at
which point, his neglect and recklessness had created
conditions that made a solution more difficult to
achieve. The Israeli right and its settlement agenda had
been emboldened. Once again, polls were showing a
deep partisan divide, with Republicans in lock step
with their President and more liberal Democrats dis-
tancing themselves, not from the idea of “Israel,” but
from Israeli policies toward the Palestinians.

This divide only grew with the election of President
Barack Obama and the return to power in Israel of
Benjamin Netanyahu. The Israeli’s efforts to stymie
Obama’s peacemaking diplomacy served to exacerbate
the split. When Republicans once again invited
Netanyahu to address a Joint Session, this time to
oppose the Iran nuclear deal, the
Democratic/Republican rupture was on full display -
with 60 Democrats taking the unprecedented step of
boycotting the speech.

When Bernie Sanders ran for president in 2016, he
gave voice to the growing disenchantment of
Democratic voters with the party establishments sup-
port for Israel. For the first time since Jackson in 1988,
we had a full-throated debate on Israel’s occupations
policies. The point is that the gap between how
Republicans and Democrats have understood this issue
isn’t new with Trump and Netanyahu. It’s been growing
for decades. Two observations are in order. In the first
place, what appears in polling as a partisan split on
views towards Israeli policies and Palestinian human
rights, masks the reality that it is, in fact, a demograph-
ic divide. Attitudes among Republicans are largely
shaped by the 40 percent of their voters who identify
as “born-again” Christians and also by those who hold
strong anti-Arab, anti-Muslim views.  

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

South Korea’s decision to scrap an intelligence-shar-
ing pact with Japan could harm efforts to understand
threats from North Korea, and potentially weaken

the ability to monitor its missile launches, officials and ana-
lysts say. South Korea’s announcement on Thursday that it
would abandon the accord drew a swift protest from
Tokyo and ratcheted up the neighbors’ feud over history
and trade. The agreement had been due for automatic
renewal on Saturday.

Seoul’s decision not to renew the General Security of
Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA) will compli-
cate joint efforts to detect and assess North Korea’s mis-
sile program as both must now rely on sharing information
through the United States, their common ally. Much of the
intelligence shared pertained to longer-term threats or
post-event analysis of North Korea’s missile launches, and
officials emphasized that real-time missile defenses do not
rely on the arrangement.

But analysts say scrapping the pact could cause more
acute problems if a crisis breaks out and the two countries
lack a foundation of swift sharing of information. The pact
was significant as a cornerstone of three-way cooperation
with the United States, said Yang Uk, a senior research fel-
low at the Korea Defense and Security Forum in Seoul.
“When it comes to North Korea, it’s like three blind men

touching an elephant to see what it’s like,” Yang said.
“Sharing intelligence is meant to paint a big picture using
various assets and channels, but now one of the men is out.”

Understanding North Korea
Less cooperation between South Korea and Japan

could lead to less detailed analysis of intelligence on North
Korea, say analysts. For example, Japan has sometimes
provided information on long-range missile tests by North
Korea that landed far from South Korea. Japan in turn will
be denied access to Seoul’s intelligence on North Korea
gathered through human networks such as defectors and
agents around the world, a South Korean military official
told Reuters. “For Japan, it’s very painful to lose North
Korea-related information gained through human intelli-
gence,” said retired Japanese admiral Yoji Koda.

There have been 29 instances of information traded
between South Korea and Japan since they signed the
pact in 2016, says Kim Jong-dae, a South Korean lawmak-
er who got data from the military. And almost all of this
year’s eight exchanges happened after North Korea began
testing a new type of short-range missile in late July.
“Short-range missiles are relatively easier to detect for
both sides, but Japan could have better knowledge if
North Korea fires mid- and long-range missiles which are

out of our radars, though we work with the United States,”
the South Korean military official said.

The GSOMIA pact helped in making joint longer-term
assessments of North Korea’s threats as each side would
provide information upon request, unlike South Korea and
the United States that share data almost in real-time, offi-
cials said. But going through an intermediary is a step
backward that could make future cooperation in real-time
tracking even less likely. “Now you don’t know when the
sought-after information will be passed - it could take
hours, or a day,” added the official, who declined to be
identified due to the sensitivity of the matter. The United
States, Japan, and South Korea signed a separate deal, the
Trilateral Information Sharing Arrangement (TISA) in
2014, in the face of North Korea’s growing nuclear and
missile threats. That limited the scope of shareable infor-
mation to Pyongyang’s nuclear and missile programs, in
contrast to which GSOMIA allowed South Korea and
Japan to ask each other for broader intelligence on North
Korea. South Korea will “actively” utilise TISA to ensure
there is no information vacuum, Deputy National Security
Adviser Kim Hyun-chong said on Friday. An official of
Japan’s Self Defence Forces said that though “a lot of peo-
ple were surprised” by Seoul’s decision to scrap the pact,
cooperation would continue at other levels. — Reuters

South Korean protesters hold signs reading “No Abe!” during an anti-Japanese rally marking the anniversary of Korea’s liberation from Japan’s 1910-45 colonial rule in cen-
tral Seoul on Aug 15, 2019. — AFP 

End of pact undermines bid to understand threats

How Brazil, Vietnam 
are tightening grip 
on world’s coffee

Atowering machine rumbles through the fields of
Julio Rinco’s farm in the Brazilian state of Sao
Paulo, engulfing whole coffee trees and shaking

free beans that are collected by conveyor belts in its
depths. This automatic harvester is one of several innova-
tions that have cut Rinco’s production costs to a level
that few who use traditional, labor-intensive methods can
match. With increasing use of mechanization and other
new technologies, the world’s top two coffee producers,
Brazil and Vietnam, are achieving productivity growth
that outstrips rivals in places such as Colombia, Central
America and Africa.

They are set to tighten their grip. A plunge in global
coffee prices in recent months, to their lowest levels in 13
years, has begun to trigger a massive shake-out in the
market in which only the most efficient producers will
thrive, according to coffee traders and analysts. Rival
producers elsewhere in the world are increasingly likely
to be driven to the margins, unable to make money from a
crop they have grown for generations. Some are already
turning to alternative crops while others are abandoning
their farms completely.

Such shifts are almost irreversible for perennial crops
like coffee, as the decision to abandon or cut down trees
can hit production for several years. “Brazil and Vietnam
have had consistent increases in productivity, other

countries have not,” said Jeffrey Sachs, director of the
Center for Sustainable Development at Columbia
University, citing advances in mechanization, selective
crop breeding techniques and irrigation technology.

In Colombia and Central America, coffee is typically
grown on hillsides where mechanization is more difficult,
and hand-picking cherries has kept production costs rel-
atively high. The African sector, meanwhile, is dominated
by small-scale farmers often unable to raise the capital
needed for new techniques. Rinco bought his harvesting
machine for around 600,000 reais ($155,600) and is
paying the agricultural supplies company with coffee,
delivering 400 bags a year over four years. This kind of
bartering is common in Brazilian farming.

One such machine in Brazil replaces dozens of people in
the field. Even with financing and fuel bills, farmers and
machine manufacturers say there is a reduction of 40 per-
cent to 60 percent on harvesting costs. “Beyond the lower
costs, it made my life less complicated,” said Rinco, relieved
at no longer having the gruelling task of hiring suitable
pickers every year for the harvest at his farm in the Sao
Joao da Boa Vista area. “People don’t want to pick coffee
anymore, they go to town to find something else to do.”

Brazil and Vietnam now produce more than half the
world’s coffee, up from less than a third 20 years ago,
and the proportion is rising, US Department of
Agriculture estimates show. Leading producer Brazil
alone accounts for over a third of global supply. In a clear
sign of increased efficiency, it reported a record crop of
62 million bags last year and is expected to produce
another record in 2020, the next on-year in the country’s
biennial production cycle - despite the fact the coffee-
planting area has been falling for the last six years.

Vietnam is also regularly setting production records
while, by contrast, in Colombia the largest ever crop was

harvested in the early 1990s and in Guatemala nearly two
decades ago, USDA data shows. In countries such as
Guatemala and Honduras, growers who are increasingly
abandoning farms are swelling the ranks of migrants try-
ing to enter the United States.

Average yields in Brazil have risen sharply over the
last decade with figures from the UN Food and
Agriculture Organization showing an increase of more
than 40 percent to about 1.5 tons per hectare. Vietnam
has also seen yields rise from already strong levels,
climbing about 18 percent to around 2.5 tons. Colombia
did show some growth, about 12 percent, but remains
well behind at about 1 ton per hectare while in Central
America there was a decline of around 3 percent to a
meager 0.6 tons.

Businessman Alexandre Gobbi and two partners
decided to enter coffee farming in Brazil four years ago.
They bought an area in Sao Sebastiao do Paraiso, in the
main producing belt in Minas Gerais state, and sought
out state-of-the-art tech. Today, his farm has equipment
including an underground dripping irrigation system with
artificial intelligence, considered the world’s most
advanced. “It does almost everything by itself. Reads
humidity levels, tells me when to add water and fertilizer
and by how much,” he told Reuters, pointing to the digi-
tal panels in his control room.

With the system, plus other equipment including har-
vesters, he has doubled average yields to around 60 bags
per hectare, and can make a profit even with current low
prices. Arabica coffee futures on ICE Futures US, the
most widely used global benchmark for coffee prices, fell
in May to 87.60 cents per lb, the weakest level since Sept
2005. Prices have since recovered slightly but remain at
a level where few producers outside Brazil and Vietnam
can make money. — Reuters

Washington Watch

Senate bust-up 
exposes fragility 
of MORENA

Afight among leaders of President Andres Manuel
Lopez Obrador’s ruling party is unlikely to weaken
his iron grip on the country, but the row has also

underlined how fragile the political legacy he is seeking to
build may be. Smashing the opposition with a landslide
victory last year, Lopez Obrador became the first leftist to
rule the country in decades. He promised to root out cor-
ruption and inequality in what he terms the “fourth trans-
formation” of Mexico.

However, this week tensions between the two most
prominent senators of Lopez Obrador’s National
Regeneration Movement (MORENA) erupted into the
open when one angrily accused the other of engineering
his removal as head of the Senate. The squabble has
exposed deep divisions inside MORENA, a broad coalition
initially forged around leftwing dissidents dedicated to
supporting Lopez Obrador’s third presidential bid last year.

Senate President Marti Batres excoriated colleague
Ricardo Monreal for “stabbing him in the back”, claiming
the head of MORENA’s Senate parliamentary group leant
on lawmakers to ensure Batres lost his re-election bid to
another MORENA senator. “He has pursued me and
fought me for months, treating me like an enemy,” Batres

told a news conference after the vote. “He’s shown himself
to be a factious politician, incapable of heading a pluralist
movement, incapable of co-existing in diversity, incapable
of sharing political responsibilities.” Monreal, a veteran
political operator with decades of experience in public life,
described the Senate row as “normal disagreements in
democratic processes”. But he came under fire from some
quarters in MORENA, including party leader Yeidckol
Polevnsky, who backed Batres and urged Monreal to dis-
play “more political ethics”. Only obtaining its party regis-
tration in 2014, MORENA had extended its base to include
disgruntled conservatives and centrists by the time Lopez
Obrador won the July 2018 election. It is now the dominant
force in both houses of Congress.

MORENA’s appeal was that it represented a fresh start
after years of discontent with the established parties, said
Senator Gustavo Madero of the center-right National
Action Party (PAN). But it is cast in the image of its maker.
“It’s strength and its weakness is Andres Manuel Lopez
Obrador,” said Madero. The Senate spat is unlikely to hurt
Lopez Obrador because it is he, not MORENA, that dic-
tates the political agenda, said Jorge Buendia, head of
polling firm Buendia & Laredo.

Electoral self-interest could be incentive enough for
MORENA to patch up its differences. But if the party cannot
stay united without Lopez Obrador, his plans to use welfare
spending to build a fairer society in Mexico could crumble
when his six-year term ends if Morena loses power, Buendia
added. “The worst-case scenario (for Lopez Obrador) is that
there would be a change of government,” Buendia said. The
president himself has sought to remain above the fray.
“Those of us who are dedicated to the noble office of poli-

tics, we have to put ideals and principles first,” he told a
news conference when asked about the Senate row. “It’s not
the posts that should matter; it’s the contribution to change.”

Breaking glass
Analysts say the dispute offers a foretaste of the bat-

tles to come when Lopez Obrador exits the stage in 2024
if he does not try to change the constitution to allow him
to seek a second term. He has repeatedly pledged that he
will not run again. Still, he has continued to hold cam-
paign-style rallies up and down the country, and he plans
to test his electoral strength again in 2021 by holding a
so-called “recall” referendum on his presidency to coin-
cide with mid-term legislative elections.

Like his US counterpart President Donald Trump,
Lopez Obrador dominates the political movement that
catapulted him to power, and the most powerful figures in
the government owe their positions to his patronage.
Monreal and Batres have been Lopez Obrador allies for
years, and both are regarded as possible contenders
within the party for the presidency in 2024. Others
include Foreign Minister Marcelo Ebrard, who succeeded
Lopez Obrador as mayor of Mexico City, and the current
Mayor Claudia Sheinbaum. Monreal belonged to several
parties before MORENA and stayed loyal to the long-
ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) for years
after Lopez Obrador had left the PRI to help found the
Party of the Democratic Revolution (PRD) in 1989.
Until MORENA’s creation, the PRD was the main leftist
force in Mexico. Batres’ allegiances have remained
closely in step with the president, and he served as the
first president of MORENA. — Reuters 


