
White plumes of smoke billow into the frigid air
above the rolling hills of western
Pennsylvania, as scorching ovens bake the

coal that rolls in by the trainload along the
Monongahela River. Built more than a century ago,
Clairton is the largest plant in the United States to
manufacture coke, a key component in steel - the long-
time bedrock of a region now in economic and political
flux. As the US election season opens, a team of AFP
journalists is seeking a closer look at the national mood
by driving from Washington to Iowa, which on Feb 3
holds the first contest to select presidential candidates.

Donald Trump in 2016 won historic Democratic
stronghold Pennsylvania by fewer than 45,000 votes,
one of several wins that stunned Washington political
veterans and propelled the mogul to the White House.
Walking over the icy parking lot of the Clairton plant,
30 kilometers (18 miles) south of Pittsburgh, union
leader Don Furko acknowledged he had a delicate task
in representing his 1,200 workers.

The United Steelworkers went all in for Trump’s
rival Hillary Clinton, but there was so much dissent in
the ranks that the union has promised to poll its mem-
bers this time. “Trump spoke to a lot of our members,”
Furko said. “He was speaking directly to them, is what
it seemed like.” “I don’t think that it’s changed here. I
don’t know about other mills, but I know in my mem-

bership, the majority of them are still behind Trump,”
he said.

Working-class identity 
Support for Trump is far from universal among the

blue-collar workers, many of whom questioned how a
billionaire could understand their lives. “We’ve got the
worst president ever in Donald Trump. He’s got more
money than China has rice,” said Dennis Melvin, a 75-
year-old retired glass factory worker who bemoaned
how young people no longer have the same career
opportunities. With another coke factory in Erie,
Pennsylvania, shutting down at the end of last year,
union leaders at the US Steel plant in Clairton voice
confidence in protections under their contract.

Trump has curtailed the collective rights of federal
workers and has harshly criticized national unions, urg-
ing them to lower their dues and blaming them for plant
closings. But several workers saluted Trump’s tough
talk on trade and his negotiation of a new trade deal
with Canada and Mexico, which prominent union lead-
ers praised as an improvement. In sharp differences
from the Democrats, Trump has also attacked immigra-
tion and mocked the global scientific consensus on cli-
mate change.

Floyde Macheska, a retired third-generation coal
miner, shared his skepticism about climate change and

renewable energy - and questioned whose interests the
Democrats had at heart. “The old-timers, they worked
their way up, instead of having someone give them
something,” he said over breakfast with his wife - com-
plaining that former president Barack Obama had
unfairly championed renewables at the expense of coal.
“They always had the theory that Democrats were there
for the working people. Things have changed,” he said.

Macheska, who suffers from black lung, looks back
nostalgically to the booming industry of his childhood.
“There were times when you couldn’t even see where
you were going it was so smoky. But we still had win-
ters with lots of snow,” he said. Industry’s impact in
western Pennsylvania goes well beyond climate change.

A 2017 study by a pediatrician in Pittsburgh -
whose tech industry has now eclipsed steel - found
that 22 percent of the city’s children had asthma, far
exceeding the national average of 10 percent. And a
December 2018 fire at the Clairton plant temporarily
sent sulfur dioxide levels skyrocketing, leading US
Steel to promise $1 billion to curb pollution and other
investments. “In general politicians have always been
very willing to give steel a pass, seeing them as a
major employer,” said Myron Arnowitt, Pennsylvania
director of the Clean Water Action advocacy group.
After the fire, “more politicians are willing to say, this
has gone too far.” — AFP 
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Just before his lawyers stepped into the US Senate
to begin their argument that he should not be
removed from office, President Donald Trump

offered a preview of sorts. Americans should turn on
their televisions, he wrote on Twitter, and watch the
attorneys make “our case against” his political antag-
onists, who he listed with a series of taunting nick-
names. What those who tuned in saw was something
quite different.

When Trump’s legal team launched his defense at
his impeachment trial on Saturday, they outlined a
case far removed from his all-caps claims of a perfect
phone call with his Ukrainian counterpart and denun-
ciations of his political foes. Instead they focused
largely on what they cast as glaring holes in
Democrats’ argument that Trump should be removed
from office for his efforts to secure politically benefi-
cial investigations from Ukraine’s government, and
argued that the allegations against Trump did not jus-
tify ousting him in an election year.

“We don’t believe they have come anywhere close
to meeting their burden for what they’re asking you to
do,” White House counsel Pat Cipollone, the head of
Trump’s defense attorneys, told lawmakers on
Saturday. The defense his team outlined was more
subdued and sober than what Trump’s lawyers, his
political allies and certainly he himself has presented in
the past. Whether that will continue when the trial
resumes on Monday is anyone’s guess, but their tone
and engagement with the merits of the case that the
Democrats have tried to build did not go unnoticed by
some of the lawmakers who will decide whether
Trump remains in office.

Democratic Senator Tom Carper of Delaware told
reporters he “came expecting that the Republicans
would come out all guns blazing and fire and brim-
stone, and I think they got a message from some of
their Republican brethren that that would not be help-
ful.” He said he thought the presentation was aimed at
a handful of moderate Republican senators who could
break with their party and vote to let Democrats sum-
mon some of Trump’s closest aides to testify for the
first time about the president’s conduct.

‘Low-key, specific’ and ‘solemn’
Trump has at times issued a much higher-decibel

defense, declaring on Twitter that he “GOT
IMPEACHED FOR MAKING A PERFECT PHONE
CALL” and urging people to “READ THE TRAN-
SCRIPTS.” Trump’s lawyers still struck some of his
favorite notes, accusing Democrats pressing for his
removal of trying to “cancel an election,” casting him as
the victim of a succession of politically motivated
investigations brought only to tarnish his presidency,
and seeking to discredit Representative Adam Schiff,
the lawmaker leading the impeachment effort.
Cipollone said on Saturday that Democrats were “here
to perpetrate the most massive interference in an elec-
tion in American history.”

Senator Lamar Alexander, a Republican, said
Trump’s lawyers “were low-key, specific and I thought
they were persuasive.” Republican Senator Shelley
Moore Capito said “it was pretty solemn, too, which I
appreciated.” The Democratic-led House of
Representatives impeached Trump in December on
two charges, abuse of power for pressuring Ukraine to
investigate former Vice President Joe Biden, a leading
contender to challenge Trump this year, and obstruc-
tion of Congress for his efforts to impede the House
investigation. The charges center on claims by adminis-
tration officials that Trump pressed for the investiga-
tions using nearly $400 million in security aid and a
coveted White House visit as leverage.

The Democratic lawmakers serving as prosecutors
in the trial spent three days last week mapping the case
against Trump, drawing on documents and testimony
from administration officials about Trump’s efforts to
secure investigations into the Bidens and a discredited
conspiracy theory about the 2016 election. Trump’s
lawyers sought to chip away at that evidence on
Saturday, pointing out that most of the witnesses who
testified that Trump tried to trade government acts for
political benefits never interacted with him directly.
They also highlighted statements from Ukrainian offi-
cials who said they did not feel under any pressure.

And they sought to poke holes in some of the more
powerful evidence against Trump, including testimony
from the ambassador to the European Union, Gordon
Sondland, who said he supposed that a holdup in secu-
rity aid was connected to Trump’s desire for investiga-
tions. Sondland also testified that he never saw the
president draw that link directly. — Reuters 
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Heavy machinery work is viewed in the coke storage area at US Steel Clairton Works on Jan 21, 2020 in Clairton, Pennsylvania. (Inset) Scrap metal is organized at
Josh Steel Company for recycling on Jan 21, 2020 in North Braddock, Pennsylvania. — AFP photos
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Trump lawyers offer 
un-Trumpy defense 
to impeachment

Canada monarchists 
aflutter over Harry 
and Meghan move 

Astriking sight, the Royal Standard flaps against
the dark skies and unrelenting rains of
Vancouver, Canada’s Pacific coast metropolis.

Monarchist Raymond Greenwood raised the Queen’s
banner atop his house just days ago to welcome Prince
Harry and his wife Meghan after learning that the royal
runaways were considering moving to his oceanside
Kitsilano neighborhood here. Locals surveyed by AFP
are giddy about their move. Tourism groups are even
more excited about the prospects of a boost from the
global attention on the couple.

“I’m very, very happy,” said Greenwood, president
of the local branch of the Canadian Club and a volun-
teer at Tourism Vancouver; he is also known as “Mr
Fireworks” for having brought an annual international
fireworks show to the city. “I mean, who wouldn’t want
to run into Meghan walking her dogs in the neighbor-
hood,” he said, referring to pictures published of
Meghan out for a stroll in North Saanich, where she

and Harry are now staying.
He quipped that he might set up a stand to sell royal

memorabilia on the street, where Chip Wilson, founder
of the  Lululemon yoga-wear chain, also lives. Canadian
sales of the Union Jack and Saint George’s Cross flags
have already jumped, according to Susan Braverman,
president of The Flag Shop. She admits to being “a big
fan” of Meghan from the days when the former
American actress appeared in the television series
“Suits,” shot in Toronto.

Braverman, like others here, was quick to dismiss
criticism of the duke and duchess of Sussex for their
shock exit from their royal roles. “We all want our kids
to grow up and become independent, don’t we?
They’re just spreading their wings,” she said.

A matter of location 
Where Harry and Meghan settle in Canada will likely

depend on where they have the most support. Megan’s
mother Doria Ragland lives in Los Angeles, and
Vancouver is the closest Canadian city with direct daily
flights. But her best friend Jessica Mulroney - married
to the son of former Canadian prime minister Brian
Mulroney - is in Toronto, where Meghan spent years
shooting “Suits.”

Canada’s Atlantic Maritime provinces are arguably
the most vocally pro-monarchy. If Harry craves flavors

of Britain, the island city of Victoria on the Pacific
(named after Harry’s great-great-great-great-grand-
mother), with its multitude of tea rooms and double-
decker buses, might feel more at home. But, said
Vancouver lawyer and royal commentator Edward
Wang, “I wouldn’t say British Columbia (overall) is very
British anymore, it’s become very multicultural, with
large South Asian and Chinese communities.”

Canadian monarchists, often on guest lists for func-
tions hosted by Governor General Julie Payette and
provincial viceregals, are champing at the chance to
rub shoulders with the prince and his wife. “Selfishly,
it’s our hope that even if Prince Harry and Meghan are
doing fewer royal duties overall, if they’re doing them in
Canada there’ll be more for us,” Bruce Hallsor, head of
the Victoria chapter of the Monarchist League, told
AFP. “So that’s a plus for us,” he said.

He rejected critics, including Meghan’s estranged
father Thomas Markle, who assailed the couple for
bowing out from representing the British monarchy.
“The idea that every member of the royal family should
have a full-time role, be a patron of things and a ribbon
cutter, is relatively new,” Hallsor said. “It’s not part of
royal tradition,” he added. “It started in the media age.”
As Greenwood said, “Let’s be honest, there’s enough
members of the royal family over there (in Britain) for
official duties.” — AFP 

China’s animal 
trade to spawn 
more outbreaks

The animal-borne SARS virus 17 years ago was
supposed to be a wake-up call about consuming
wildlife as food, but scientists say China’s latest

epidemic indicates that the practice remains wide-
spread and a growing risk to human health. Like SARS
(Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome), which was
traced to bats and civets, the virus that has killed dozens
in China and infected almost 2,000 people is believed to
have originated in animals trafficked for food.

Final findings are yet to be announced, but Chinese
health officials believe it came from wildlife sold illegally
at a market in the central city of Wuhan that offered
enough animals to fill a zoo, including civets, rats,
snakes, giant salamanders and live wolf pups. The so-
called “bushmeat” trade, plus broader human encroach-
ment on wild habitats, is bringing us into ever-closer
contact with animal viruses that can spread rapidly in
our uber-connected world, said Peter Daszak, president
of EcoHealth Alliance, a global NGO focused on infec-
tious disease prevention.

The Global Virome Project, a worldwide effort to
increase preparedness for pandemics, which Daszak is a
part of, estimates there are 1.7 million undiscovered
viruses in wildlife, nearly half of which could be harmful
to humans. Daszak said the project’s research indicates
we can expect around five new animal-borne pathogens
to infect humanity each year.

‘New normal’ 
“The new normal is that pandemics are going to

happen more frequently,” he said. “We are making
contact with animals that carry these viruses more,
and more, and more.” Viruses are a natural part of the
environment, and not all are the stuff of sci-fi horror.
But the recent track record of animal-hosted viruses
that “jump” to humans is sobering. Like SARS, which
killed hundreds in China and Hong Kong in 2002-03,
Ebola also was traced to bats, while HIV has roots in
African primates.

Today, more than 60 percent of new emerging
human infectious diseases reach us via animals, scien-
tists say. Even familiar menu items like poultry and cattle
- whose pathogens we have largely adapted to over
millennia - occasionally throw a curveball, like bird flu
or mad-cow disease. “For the sake of these wild species’
future, and for human health, we need to reduce con-
sumption of these wild animals,” said Diana Bell, a
wildlife disease and conservation biologist at University
of East Anglia who has studied SARS, Ebola and other
pathogens. “But, 17 years on (from SARS), apparently
that hasn’t happened.” 

Wild-meat consumption itself is not necessarily dan-
gerous - most viruses die once their host is killed. But
pathogens can jump to humans during the capture,
transportation, or slaughter of animals, especially if san-
itation is poor or protective equipment not used. With
scrutiny rising amid the viral outbreak, China on Sunday
ordered a temporary ban on wildlife trading until the
viral epidemic eases.

But conservationists say China has repeatedly failed
to deliver on pledges to crack down. Chinese authori-
ties have addressed the problem partly by encouraging
a farmed-animal industry. This has included for endan-
gered species like tigers, whose parts are prized in
China and other Asian countries as aphrodisiacs or for
other uses. But that comes with its own downside, by
providing a channel for more sought-after wild-caught
beasts to be laundered as “farmed,” Bell said. She

added that wildlife traders also had become more
savvy, avoiding market scrutiny by selling directly to
restaurants. — AFP

This file photo taken on Aug 1, 2002 shows a kitchen
worker using a wooden mallet to hit a water rat on the
head to stun it before it is killed for a meal in a restaurant
in the southern Chinese city of Guangzhou. — AFP 


