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Dems agonize over 
who beats Trump: 
Bernie or Biden 

Bernie Sanders has an opportunity to reboot his
presidential campaign with a win today in
Michigan, but his position is precarious as vot-

ers mull picking him or a surging Joe Biden to face
Donald Trump in November. The stakes could hardly
be higher: the leftist US senator from Vermont is sud-
denly on the back foot, after Biden decisively won
South Carolina and then several onetime rivals swiftly
endorsed the former vice president. 

It could be a watershed moment if Sanders, 78,
can reverse his failure to match his strength among
white working class voters that he showed in 2016,
when he earned a stunning victory in Michigan’s
Democratic primary that gave him staying power for
the remainder of that race. But if the self-described
democratic socialist is unable to win the first indus-
trial Midwestern state to vote in the party’s nomina-
tion race, and reclaim some momentum he recently
lost to Biden, it could signal the end of his chances.

A crucial constituency that helped Trump win tra-
ditionally Democratic Michigan - and the presidential
election - in 2016 is the state’s disaffected autowork-
ers. Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer says
Biden is the candidate who can win autoworkers
back, given the massive intervention in 2008 to help
the ailing industry. “Anyone in or affected by that
industry - which is everyone in this state - needs to
think about where we are headed and who had our
backs, especially during the auto rescue,” Whitmer
told AFP at a Baptist church in Detroit on Sunday.
“That was Barack Obama and Joe Biden.”

‘Betrayed’ 
In 2016, Sanders resonated with working-class

white voters who felt ignored by Washington and
establishment Democrats. But Biden won 10 of the 14
states that voted last Tuesday, including decisive wins
in Massachusetts, Maine and Minnesota - three
northern states with overwhelmingly white elec-
torates. Six more states vote this Tuesday, including
Midwestern states Michigan and Missouri. Both are
important, but Sanders needs a win in Michigan,
where his 77-year-old opponent leads in most
polling, to show he remains viable.

Sanders scrapped campaign speeches scheduled
for Mississippi and Illinois and added events in
Michigan, including a Sunday rally at the University
of Michigan in Ann Arbor, where he urged young
voters to come out in force. “I support Bernie in part
because I feel like he’ll get a lot of voters that Trump
won in 2016, said Alvin Hermans, a 19-year-old com-
puter science major at the rally. But Sanders’s sup-
port among socially conservative rural white voters
has dwindled.

He is seeking to boost his backing among unions
like the United Auto Workers, whose members
reached a deal with General Motors last year after a
deeply divisive strike over issues including exorbitant
health care costs. UAW member Tony Totty, 44, said
he believes the dispute over health care has driven
many coworkers away from Trump and towards
Sanders. The 2019 closure of a major GM factory
also defied Trump’s pledge to bring manufacturing
jobs back to the region. “I have a lot of members that
do feel betrayed at our facility, and at election time
they’re going to let their voice be heard,” said Totty,
of neighboring Ohio.

Totty was in Monroe, Michigan to lend support to
Teamsters union members on strike Sunday over sim-
ilar issues. One of the striking truckers, James Focht,
said he believed a centrist candidate might be more
viable than leftist Sanders and a president who has
been an unreliable partner for unions. “I think there’s
a middle ground to be had,” he said. “Maybe Joe
Biden would be able to do it.”

Weak turnout for moderates? 
Eric Read, a clinical social worker attending a

Sanders rally Saturday in Flint, said compromise
would be a mistake. “When the Democrats run more
moderate, they don’t get the turnout they get when
they have a more left-leaning candidate,” Read said.
Sanders is “the one that can beat Trump,” the 34-
year-old added. But Sanders’s biggest potential dele-
gate haul, California, is already behind him, and he
faces unfavorable contests ahead, particularly the
delegate behemoth Florida, where Biden is expected
to do well, and Ohio, where Sanders lost to Hillary
Clinton by 14 points in 2016.

Truck driver Craig Walker of Dundee, Michigan,
said he supports Trump, and that a Sanders nomina-
tion could boost the president’s re-election chances
because it would be easy to brand Sanders a social-
ist. “I still think Trump will win Michigan, but it will
really depend on who gets the Democratic nod,”
Walker said. “It’s definitely going to be tight.”  —AFP

(Clockwise from top left) Workers carry cartons of supplementary food rations to repackage into reinforced containers at a warehouse in Juba to be transferred onto a World Food
Program cargo plane; A Russian-made Ilyushin airlifter aircraft leased to the WFP makes a drop of food aid near a village in Ayod county, South Sudan, on Feb 6, 2020; Villagers col-
lect rations parachuted from the plane; Children collect grain spilt on the field from gunny bags that ruptured upon ground impact. —AFP photos

In starving S Sudan, peace no guarantee of meal 
The villagers hear the distant roar of jet

engines before a cargo plane makes a
deafening pass over Mogok, dropping

sacks of grain from its hold to the marooned
dust bowl below. There is no other way to get
food to this starving hamlet in South Sudan.
There are no roads, and the snaking Nile is
miles away. After enduring famine-like depriva-
tion, women sprint to gather the rations that
must sustain their families for months.

“The children were eating leaves,” Nyawal
Puot, 36 and a mother of five, told AFP in
Mogok, a cluster of thatch huts on a barren
plain, many days walk from anywhere in
northeast South Sudan. Mogok was saved
from the brink, but one in two South
Sudanese are starving, some approaching
famine, just as President Salva Kiir and rebel
leader Riek Machar have once again united in
government to try and lead the country out of
six years of war.

In February, just days before the old foes
declared an end to the conflict their rivalry
started, the United Nations announced hunger
in South Sudan was again at crisis levels. The
situation is forecast to worsen by July, posing
an early test for the leaders, who have a history
of struggling to share power in peacetime, and
a government which has never provided any
services to its people.

Last resort 
Those urging an emergency response say

peace and stability offers South Sudan its best
shot at averting a repeat of a 2017 famine. But
feeding millions is costly, difficult and dangerous
in a country as inaccessible as South Sudan,
where armed conflict persists, and food has been
used as a weapon of war with the UN saying last
month that civilians had been “deliberately
starved”. In Mogok, floods at the height of
planting season in late 2019 turned fields into
swamps, ruining crops meant to last half the
year. “People couldn’t grow anything. There was
no way to get food,” Puot told AFP.

She would go foraging, sometimes for days at
a time, but found little more than shrubs and wild
fruit that made some children ill. The deluge also
washed away whatever dirt roads existed, cut-
ting routes to the outside world. South Sudan
has an estimated 250 km of paved road in a
country the size of France. 

“South Sudan is one of the most isolated,
rural, difficult-to-reach countries in the world.
You can fly for hours without seeing a road,”
Matthew Hollingworth, country director for the
World Food Programme (WFP) told AFP. South
Sudan is the last place on earth where food is
airdropped, and in Mogok there was little other
choice: without the tons of grains and cereals,
people would have simply perished. But six mil-

lion South Sudanese - roughly half the entire
population - are struggling to feed themselves,
according to the latest data on food insecurity.
Some 20,000 are just a step away from famine.

Lean season 
Remarkably, this represents something of an

improvement. Last year, nearly seven million
people were starving in the equivalent “lean sea-
son”, underscoring the connection between war
and hunger. A lull in fighting after September
2018, when South Sudan’s warring camps signed
a ceasefire, allowing some farmers to return to
their fields for the first time in years, and markets
to flourish. Cereal production rose 10 percent,
WFP says, though the country still produces
well below what it needs. Airdrops are the costli-
est means of food delivery, about eight times
more expensive than road freight. But these too
have fallen off steeply in peacetime. Three years
ago, WFP had eight cargo planes running air-
drops “all day every day” to about 1.3 million
people, Hollingworth said. “Today, because the
ceasefires have come into being, and the peace
is holding, those numbers have shrunk” to three
planes serving about 400,000 people.

Breaking ground 
Better security has opened access to places

written off as too remote or hostile, a break-

through in a country considered the most dan-
gerous in the world to be an aid worker.
Waterways through the Sudd, one of the world’s
largest wetlands, have been mapped for the very
first time, allowing food to be safely transported
by river, and stored on barges ahead of the lean
season. For the first time, amphibious vehicles
have reached villages hidden in the Nile tributar-
ies, while trucks have carved roads into isolated
bushland in the northeast.

“We couldn’t do that in previous years,
because there was active fighting up there,” said
Fiona Lithgow, who heads WFP’s specialist units
brokering access in South Sudan. Despite the
fanfare in Juba, where enemies have shaken
hands and declared peace, violence could still
impede the Herculean task of feeding millions in
coming months. In central Equatoria, holdout
rebels have refused to lay down arms, creating
instability in the country’s lush breadbasket at a
time when food is desperately needed.

An invasion of desert locusts, meanwhile,
threatens what crops survived a terrible harvest
season marked by record rainfall and floods. But
if stability prevails, the airdrop over Mogok
could be the last, Hollingworth said, with a new
road planned from the village to nearby towns
and marketplaces to end its dependence on
emergency rations. “Peace will bring that
change,” Hollingworth said.  —AFP
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E-learning and 
Nintendo: Coping 
with no school

When Mayumi Iijima heard that schools
across Japan would close over the
new coronavirus outbreak, leaving

her to juggle her job and two small children, her
first reaction was horror. “I just said ‘no, no, no,
no... what are we supposed to do?’” the 40-
year-old, who works in human resources in
Tokyo, told AFP. Like parents from Italy to Iran,
Iijima is struggling to find ways to entertain and
educate her children during school closures that
the UN says have disrupted education for more
than 290 million students worldwide. In Japan,
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe shocked the nation
and dismayed parents countrywide with his call
for schools to close through the spring holiday,
which ends around early April. Nurseries and
after-school clubs can stay open, but Iijima’s
nine-year-old son Torao and eight-year-old
daughter Koto are both affected. Iijima’s hus-
band has little flexibility at work, but her compa-

ny Jinjibu has allowed her to bring the children
in, setting aside a conference room and encour-
aging other staff to help out. “What we as a
business could do was not to isolate working
mothers,” said spokeswoman Junko Sato. “When
they work, they can focus on working, and the
rest of our staff will care for the children,” she
said. Iijima is grateful, but says the situation is
still far from ideal. “We brought study materials
for children. They also like crafts,” she said. But
she adds: “I hope school will resume. I’m wor-
ried about their studies.”

‘Easier to concentrate’ 
In Hong Kong, schools have been shut since

early February, with the closure now set to last
until after Easter. Many teachers are turning to
conference call applications to interact with stu-
dents, but that requires good Wi-Fi access and
computer literacy. Primary school teacher Billy
Yeung works at a school where many students
come from low-income families and parents are
often unsure how to download documents. “Some
parents told me they don’t have Wi-Fi at home,”
he said. “One told me that they have used up their
mobile data by downloading teaching materials.”

Elsa Wong, a single mother, is trying to home
school her 11-year-old son Rick, who has atten-

tion deficit hyperactivity disorder. She has
enjoyed seeing his progress up close and says
her son has generally been more relaxed at
home. But going it alone has been tough, said
Wong, whose employer has required staff to
work from home. “Sometimes I have been so
physically exhausted or mentally drained, I really
couldn’t reason with him.”

For some children in the city’s highly compet-
itive system, the closures come as a relief. “I feel
like it is easier to concentrate and it’s less stress-
ful,” said 14-year-old Leo, who normally has nine
lessons a day, but now has only two 45-minute
sessions via a video-chat app. In South Korea,
schools are closed at least through March 23, and
archivist Han Ji-hee is relying on her husband,
mother and niece to watch her two sons. “I really
hate it,” said Han, who lives in Suwon, south of
Seoul. “The kids are really bored - they can’t go
outside to the playground or hang out with their
friends, so they have nothing to do.” “They just
end up watching TV and playing with their
phones all day, but it’s not like I can be there.”

The closures are not universal, and in
Singapore the government has so far declined to
shutter schools, arguing it would “disrupt many
lives”. “Even if all students stay at home, there is
no guarantee against infection,” the education

ministry said. In Tokyo, popular areas like
Harajuku and Shibuya are packed with
teenagers, with younger children flocking to
playgrounds. “My mother sits next to me all
morning so I have no choice but to do home-
work,” one nine-year-old boy told AFP as he
played on a seesaw at a park. “But the one good
thing is that I can play Nintendo Switch for
ages,” he said, adding that his family’s usual 45-
minute rule had been scrapped. “Now I can play
as long as I like!”  —AFP

Lithuania seeks to 
heal trauma after 
30 yrs of freedom 

Seeking justice for victims of the Soviet regime to heal
historical trauma has become a top priority for Lithuania
as it marks 30 years since it became the first republic to

break away from the USSR. Auksute Ramanauskaite
Skokauskiene spent her childhood in living under an assumed
identity to avoid Soviet authorities tracing her father who led
Lithuania’s armed resistance against Soviet rule in the Baltic
state after World War II.

Captured in 1956 and executed the following year,
Adolfas Ramanauskas was only given a full state funeral
some six decades later in 2018, after archaeologists identi-
fied his body in a mass grave. “I always felt very disturbed
that the Soviets slandered my dad and other freedom fight-
ers,” Ramanauskaite Skokauskiene, a former MP and retired
engineer, told AFP. “For me, it was very important that now I
have a grave where I can come.”

Lithuania’s departure from the USSR on March 11, 1990
triggered a year of turmoil that led to the collapse of the
Soviet Union in Dec 1991, a move that heralded the end of
the Cold War. While Lithuanians have since enjoyed impres-

sive economic growth - notably after joining EU and NATO
in 2004 - the Baltic nation of 2.8 million people also strug-
gles with some of Europe’s highest rates of suicide, alco-
holism and emigration.

Some critics blame persistent poverty and high levels of
income inequality for these social ills, but others insist they are
also symptoms of intergenerational trauma rooted in the undi-
gested past. “Can it be that our society is ill, and the name of
the disease is not coronavirus? One of the reasons for
Lithuanians to be depressed could be our difficult and compli-
cated history,” Laimonas Talat Kelpsa, a senior foreign min-
istry official, told psychotherapists and diplomats at a recent
conference in Vilnius focused on collective trauma.

Acknowledging the past 
Experts suggest that historical injustice and the failure to

meet the needs of the victims have a huge impact on societies
haunted by history. According to Simon Wessely, a professor
of psychological medicine at King’s College London, acknowl-
edging the past is important both individually and collectively.
“A single person can be a perpetrator, a victim and a
bystander at different times in their lives. So it is with coun-
tries and so it is with culture,” he told delegates at the confer-
ence. “Sometimes (the past) is too painful to acknowledge but
acknowledge it we must,” Wessely said.

Like fellow Baltic states Latvia and Estonia, Lithuania was
annexed by the Soviets during World War II and then deeply
scarred by the Stalinist-era deportation of hundreds of thou-

sands of its people to Siberia and Central Asia in the 1940s
and 1950s. While the trio remained firmly under Moscow’s
thumb for decades, cracks first began to show with Mikhail
Gorbachev’s arrival in the Kremlin in 1985. Within the space of
a few years, his perestroika and glasnost political and eco-
nomic reforms began to spiral out of control, presenting an
opportunity that was not lost on Lithuanians. —AFP

In this file photo taken on Jan 13, 1991, a Lithuanian
demonstrator stands in front of a Soviet Red Army tank dur-
ing an assault on a Lithuanian Radio and Television station
on Jan 13, 1991 in Vilnius.  —AFP

In this photo taken on March 6, 2020, pri-
mary school teacher Billy Yeung records a
video lesson for his students who have
had their classes suspended due to the
COVID-19 coronavirus, in his empty class-
room in Hong Kong. —AFP


