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WASHINGTON, United States: The symbolism 
is not lost on the White House: US President Joe 
Biden headed Thursday to Philadelphia, the cradle 
of American statehood, to deliver a rare primetime 
speech on what he calls “the battle for the soul of 
the nation.” 

His speech, set for 8:00 pm local time (0000 
GMT), will take place near the building where the 
Declaration of Independence and the US 
Constitution were adopted more than two centuries 
ago. Pennsylvania, the eastern US state that 
includes Philadelphia, may also prove key to the 
crucial midterms elections in November. The 
Democratic president will visit the state three times 
this week alone. 

White House spokesman Karine Jean-Pierre has 
already signaled that the 79-year-old leader will 
mince no words in his speech attacking his oppo-
nents. “The president thinks that there is an 
extremist threat to our democracy,” she told 
reporters Wednesday. 

 
‘MAGA’  

And the threat has a name: “MAGA” or “ultra-
MAGA” Republicans who embrace former presi-
dent Donald Trump’s “Make America Great Again” 
ideology. “They just don’t respect the rule of law,” 
said Jean-Pierre before she called out several 
Republican officials and lawmakers by name for 
urging violence against public figures, a move that 
is highly unusual for a White House press briefing. 

“The president believes, which is a reason to 
have this in primetime, that there are... a majority of 
Americans who believe that we need to... save the 
core values of our country,” said Jean-Pierre. The 
theme of Biden’s speech Thursday harks back to an 
article he published in the influential American 
magazine The Atlantic in 2017, after a deadly white 
nationalist rally in the city of Charlottesville. The 
march in the southern state of Virginia made him 

decide to run for president. 
“We are living through a battle for the soul of 

this nation,” Biden wrote then. After his election in 
2020, the veteran politician initially planned to 
wage this battle through dialogue with moderate 
Republican lawmakers, and through economic and 
social policies aimed at the middle class. But the 
rhetoric of reconciliation has died down, as Biden 
faced a Republican party still influenced by Trump. 

 

Surveys  
Instead, opinion polls seem to show that Biden 

would benefit from being more aggressive towards 
his opponents. Last week, Biden accused Trump’s 
supporters of being consumed by “semi-fascism.” 
The latest opinion poll from Quinnipiac University, 
released Wednesday, shows him with a 40 percent 
approval rating, still very low, but a significant 
improvement over the 31 percent recorded in July. 

Moreover, according to the same survey, 67 per-
cent of Americans now believe that their democra-
cy is in danger, compared to 58 percent in January. 
The Democrats are hoping for an upset in the 
November elections, in which all of the seats in the 
House of Representatives and a third of the Senate 
seats are on the ballot. Traditionally, the midterms 
don’t favor the ruling party. 

Things have been going well for Biden lately, 
however, with inflation slowing, a series of his 
landmark reforms f inal ly pushed through 
Congress, Trump fighting off a series of criminal 
investigations, and-most importantly-the 
Republicans’ anti-abortion efforts appearing to be 
turning against them. 

This would be enough to give hope to the 
Democrats, who are battling to keep their hold on 
the House and preserve their Senate majority or 
even strengthen it. And Pennsylvania will be crucial 
for any of that to happen. 

Biden already traveled to the battleground state 
on Tuesday, and he will return there on Monday to 
celebrate Labor Day with Democratic Senate 
hopeful John Fetterman. Trump is also planning an 
appearance in Pennsylvania on Saturday to support 
his candidate in this race, Mehmet Oz. — AFP

Bangladesh activist  
shot dead during  
power protests 

 
NARAYANGANJ, Bangladesh: Bangladesh police 
shot dead a young activist and injured dozens more 
Thursday after firing on a demonstration against 
power cuts and food price hikes, officers and pro-
testers said. 

Public anger has intensified over lengthy black-
outs in the South Asian nation, which is struggling 
to pay for enough imported diesel and gas to meet 
electricity demand. The opposition Bangladesh 
Nationalist Party (BNP) had called a rally in the 
industrial city of Narayanganj, near the capital 
Dhaka, to protest increasing economic hardships. 

Party spokesman Shakhawat Hossain said around 
5,000 of its supporters were in the crowd when 
officers attacked. “Police charged batons at our 
peaceful rally. They then opened fire. One of our 
youth activists was shot dead,” Hossain told AFP, 
adding that the victim was 25 years old. 

Police confirmed the death to AFP but did not 
offer any further details. A doctor at the city’s main 
state-run hospital told AFP that the man had been 
brought to the emergency ward and died of gun-
shot wounds. “The dead person had been shot in his 
chest,” he said, adding that 20 others were being 
treated for gunshot injuries. According to Hossain, 
at least 100 opposition demonstrators had been 
injured in the incident, including one person who 

had been shot in the eye. 
At least two other opposition protesters have 

been killed in the cost-of-living protests since late 
July, when the government of Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina raised fuel prices and introduced nationwide 
power rationing. 

Rising grocery costs have hit household budgets 
hard, with consumer inflation above seven percent 
in July. The government this week pledged to cap 
the price of several staples, including rice. 

Bangladesh has asked the International 

Monetary Fund for $4.5 billion in support to ride 
out the financial shock of volatile energy prices, 
triggered by Russia’s February invasion of Ukraine. 

Tens of thousands of mosques around the coun-
try have been asked to curtail the use of air condi-
tioners to ease pressure on the electricity grid, with 
power shortfalls compounded by a depreciating 
currency and dwindling foreign exchange reserves. 

Diesel power plants across the country have 
been taken off the grid, while some gas-fired plants 
are also idle. —AFP

WILKES-BARRE: US President Joe Biden speaks on his Safer America Plan at the Marts Center on August 30, 
2022 in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania. President Biden visited Wilkes-Barre to speak on the passage of his bipar-
tisan gun safety legislation earlier this year after massacres in Buffalo, New York, and Uvalde, Texas. — AFP 

As US midterms loom, Biden heads to  
Philadelphia to condemn Trump supporters 

79-year-old leader will mince no words in his speech attacking his opponents 

“They just don’t  
respect the  
rule of law”

NARAYANGANJ, Bangladesh: Members of Bangladesh police personnel detain an activist and supporter of 
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) during a rally in Narayanganj on September 1, 2022. Bangladesh police 
shot dead a young activist and injured dozens more after firing on a demonstration against power cuts and 
food price hikes. —AFP

Macron defends  
Russia dialogue  
to negotiate peace 

 
PARIS: French President Emmanuel Macron 
on Thursday defended his policy of keeping 
up a dialogue with Russia after its invasion of 
Ukraine, saying that Turkey should not be the 
only power talking to Moscow and prepara-
tions should already be made for a negotiat-
ed peace. 

Macron has repeatedly spoken to Russian 
counterpart Vladimir Putin since Moscow 
launched its attack on Ukraine in February, with 
their latest conversation coming on August 19 
following a lengthy pause. Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, with whom Macron has 
had a fractious relationship, has meanwhile 
actively sought to play the role of mediator, 
meeting in person with both Putin and 
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. 

“Who wants Turkey to be the only world 
power which continues to talk to Russia?” the 
president told a meeting of French ambassa-
dors at the Elysee Palace. “We must not give in 
to any form of false morality which would leave 
us powerless,” he added. 

“The job of a diplomat is to talk to everyone, 
especially to people with whom we do not 
agree. And so we will continue to do so, in 
coordination with our allies.” Macron argued 
that world powers should already be preparing 
for a “negotiated peace” to end the conflict that 
has already lasted over half a year, while 
emphasising it was up to Kyiv to decide on the 
timing and the terms. 

“We must prepare for a long war. We must 
avoid escalation and prepare the peace,” he 
said. “Preparing the peace means talking to all 
the parties including, as I did just a few days 
ago and will again, to Russia.” 

He said such a negotiated peace would not 
be on the terms “Ukraine would have been sub-
jected to if we had abandoned it to its fate.” 
Macron argued that Western military assis-
tance for Ukraine, including from France, had 
allowed the country to withstand the Russian 
invasion far more effectively than many experts 
and also Russia had predicted. — AFP 
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servants have gone on strike or just stay home 

with their employer’s blessing, because the com-
mute to work would eat up their entire salary or 
more. “The basic requirements for a public institu-
tion are no longer available,” said Makki. 

Lebanon’s downward spiral has been met with 
inaction from authorities, who have yet to chart a 
path out of the three-year-old economic crisis they 
are widely blamed for. Parliament, which has yet to 
approve a 2022 budget, has rarely convened since it 
was elected three months ago. Lebanon’s president 
and prime minister have failed to agree on a new 
government since the outgoing cabinet’s mandate 
expired in May. 

With the Lebanese pound losing more than 90 
percent of its value against the dollar on the black 
market in recent years, public sector salaries have 
slumped as low as $40 a month. A 50-year-old 
mother of two who has worked for the interior min-
istry for 26 years says she now has little incentive to 
go to work. The civil servant in a district east of 
Beirut, who asked not to be named for fear of 
reprisals, says she now only goes into the office 
once every two weeks, just above the threshold for 
a de facto resignation. 

Without electricity, employees there have to 
climb seven flights of stairs in the dark to reach the 
office, the woman said. “The tiles on the stairs are 
chipped,” she said. “Every time you go up or down, 
you risk breaking your neck.” Inside the office, 
“there is no air conditioning or paper or photocopy 
machines or pens. You have to take a bottle of water 
with you to the bathroom because there is no run-
ning water.” The woman, whose salary dropped 

from $1,600 a month to about $75, said she never 
imagined things would get this bad. “The embodi-
ment of poverty is being an employee of the 
Lebanese state,” she said. 

Across Lebanon, decaying institutions have 
deprived citizens of the most basic services. Power 
cuts at the parliament have forced lawmakers to 
postpone sessions, and the General Security agency 
at one point this year ran out of passports. The 
Lebanese army can barely afford to pay and feed its 
soldiers, forcing many to quit or take up second 
jobs. At the environment ministry, the damage 
caused by the massive and deadly Aug 2020 Beirut 
port explosion has yet to be fully repaired. “The 
doors are stil l  broken, so they don’t close,” 
Environment Minister Nasser Yassin told AFP, 
adding that the dividing walls and false ceilings are 
also still in disrepair. 

Some meeting rooms have no lighting, and 
employees bring their own toilet paper. The main 
municipality building in the northern city of Tripoli - 
which was torched last year by demonstrators 
angered by the economic crisis - is a standout 
example of state decay. — AFP 

Grinding crisis 
erodes Lebanon...
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making - and maintained its firm opposition to its 

release, sharing a more-than-100-page document 
from the Xinjiang provincial government defending 
its policies. “The so-called critical report you men-
tioned is planned and manufactured firsthand by the 
US and some Western forces, it is wholly illegal and 
invalid,” foreign ministry spokesman Wang Wenbin 
told a regular briefing Thursday. 

“The report is a hodgepodge of misinformation, 
and it is a political tool which serves as part of the 
West’s strategy of using Xinjiang to control China,” 
he added. Wang also slammed the UN rights office 
as having “sunk to becoming the thug and accom-
plice of the US and the West”, but said the report’s 
omission in calling China’s actions genocide shows 
their “lies... have fallen apart”. 

Michelle Bachelet, the UN human rights chief, 
said she had decided a full assessment was needed 
of the situation inside the Xinjiang Uyghur 
Autonomous Region (XUAR). Bachelet was deter-
mined to release it before her four-year term as the 
UN High Commissioner for Human Rights expired 
at the end of August - and did so with 13 minutes to 
spare at 11:47 pm in Geneva. “I said that I would 
publish it before my mandate ended and I have,” 
Bachelet said in an email to AFP Thursday. “The 
politicization of these serious human rights issues 
by some states did not help.” 

China has been accused for years of detaining 
more than one million Uyghurs and other Muslims 
in the region. Beijing has vehemently rejected the 
claims, insisting it is running Vocational Education 
and Training Centers (VETCs), designed to curb 
extremism. “Serious human rights violations have 
been committed in XUAR in the context of the gov-

ernment’s application of counter-terrorism and 
counter-’extremism’ strategies,” the UN report said. 

“Allegations of patterns of torture or ill-treat-
ment, including forced medical treatment and 
adverse conditions of detention, are credible, as are 
allegations of individual incidents of sexual and 
gender-based violence,” the report said. The UN 
Human Rights Office could not confirm how many 
people were affected by the VETCs but concluded 
that the system operated on a “wide scale” across 
the entire region. 

The number in the VETCs, at least between the 
years 2017 and 2019, “was very significant, com-
prising a substantial proportion of the Uyghur and 
other predominantly Muslim minority popula-
tions”. Campaigners have accused China of 
forcibly sterilizing women, and the report cited 
“credible indications of violations of reproductive 
rights through the coercive enforcement of family 
planning policies”. 

Campaign groups have said the report should act 
as a launchpad for further action. Human Rights 
Watch’s China director Sophie Richardson said the 
“damning” findings of sweeping rights abuses 
showed why Beijing “fought tooth and nail” to pre-
vent its publication. The response from the Uyghur 
activist community was mixed, with some groups 
praising its work while others wished it had gone 
further in its condemnation. 

“This is a game-changer for the international 
response to the Uyghur crisis,” said Uyghur Human 
Rights Project executive director Omer Kanat. 
“Despite the Chinese government’s strenuous 
denials, the UN has now officially recognized that 
horrific crimes are occurring.” And World Uyghur 
Congress president Dolkun Isa said the report 
paved the way for “meaningful and tangible action” 
by countries, businesses and the UN. 

But Salih Hudayar, a Uyghur-American who cam-
paigns for Xinjiang independence, told AFP the 
report was “sadly not as strong as we had hoped”. 
“Our people have been waiting years for the UN to 
speak out,” said Hudayar. — AFP 

China slams 
UN report...

TRIPOLI, Lebanon: This file photo taken on Jan 29, 
2021 shows people inspecting a burnt room at the 
municipality building after anti-government protesters 
clashed with security forces. — AFP 


