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WASHINGTON: War-weary US lawmakers
opposing military intervention in Syria
appeared unswayed by President Barack
Obama’s speech Tuesday but hopeful that a
diplomatic initiative might rid the Assad
regime of chemical weapons. While members
of Congress both for and against a military
strike said the president made a compelling
moral case for intervention, potentially insur-
mountable bipartisan opposition against
Obama’s use-of-force plan has congealed in
Congress over the past week.

“President Obama’s speech didn’t convince
me,” Republican Senator Rand Paul, one of the
lawmakers most stridently opposed to
Obama’s Syria plan, said on twitter. “My whole
point is that the president’s moral message
about this being a horrific thing, which it is,
you still leave the same guy in place,” Paul
added on CNN, speaking of Syria’s strongman
Bashar Al-Assad. “If we destabilize the Assad
regime there’ll be more chaos and we will
essentially be the allies of Al-Qaeda,” some of
whose militants are among the rebels fighting
the regime in Syria. Elijah Cummings, a House
Democrat and loyal Obama backer, said he
remains undecided on Syria even though the
president made “a great moral argument” that
America must not let a dictator unleash poi-

son gas without repercussions.
“He’s got to make it clear to me... that this is

not going to mushroom into something else,”
Cummings said. “My constituents are tired of
war.” Obama has called for a “limited” military
strike on the regime, but Congress has not
jumped on board. The president trooped up
to Capitol Hill for meetings with senators
Tuesday, “but he’s found out the support is
not there. It’s just not there,” said Senator Joe
Manchin, a Democrat who remains opposed
to a military strike.

But diplomatic developments within the
last 24 hours have upended the strict nature
of Obama’s military argument. He essentially
postponed his call for a congressional vote on
authorization of use of force after Damascus
welcomed a Russian plan to gather and
destroy the Assad regime’s chemical arsenal-
an initiative many lawmakers appeared to
back. “The diplomatic door has opened ever
so slightly and while I have doubts about this
11th hour offer, it would be wrong to slam the
door shut without due consideration,” Senator
Robert Menendez, chairman of the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee, said in a state-
ment.

While congressional leaders have largely
backed the president, many rank-and-file

members tweeted their firm opposition.
“My stance hasn’t changed,” Republican

congressman Alan Nunnelee posted on
Twitter. “Heart goes out to victims of war but
his plan for Syria is weak & not in national
interest.” Veteran Democrat Charlie Rangel is
opposed to military intervention but said he
was pleased Obama was exploring diplomatic
means to resolving the crisis. “I am optimistic
that the international community can come
together to urge Assad to do the right thing
and surrender his chemical weapons,” Rangel
said. “Military action should be an absolute
last resort, used only when the entire nation is
fully committed to sending our sons and
daughters to fight.”

Obama recognized the tough sell of strik-
ing Syria now, “after the terrible toll of Iraq
and Afghanistan,” but he called on lawmakers
to overcome their reluctance to consider the
use of force in a situation crying out for a firm
hand. Representative Jason Chaffetz, among a
cadre of conservatives striking a non-inter-
ventionist position, said he got a call from the
White House chief of staff shortly after
Obama’s speech, but to no avail.

“Still no explanation of steps 2, 3, 4, etc and
consequences of going to war in Syria. I am
still a NO,” he tweeted.—AFP
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‘Use-of-force’ plan congealed in Congress

NSA’s Utah Data Center in Bluffdale, Utah. Newly declassified documents
released Tuesday tell a story of a surveillance apparatus so unwieldy and com-
plex that nobody fully comprehended it, even as the government pointed it at
the American people in the name of protecting them. — AP

LAKE MARY, Florida: Police investigating a
domestic dispute between George Zimmerman
and his estranged wife said Tuesday that video
from her broken iPad may be crucial evidence in
determining whether any charges are filed.
Police believe the mobile device captured video
of Monday’s dispute at the Lake Mary house
where Zimmerman was living, but the former
neighborhood watch volunteer smashed it to
pieces and it needs to be examined in a crime
lab. Without the video or some other piece of
independent evidence, legal experts said it will
be hard to build a case because Shellie
Zimmerman changed her story about her hus-
band threatening her with a gun and decided
not to press charges.

“I think it’s severely limited if they can’t get
anything from an eyewitness or video,” said
Randy McCLean, a former prosecutor who now
practices criminal defense and family law in cen-
tral Florida.

Shellie Zimmerman, 26, had moved out of the
house last month but stopped by with her father

Monday to gather some remaining items. Shellie
Zimmerman’s father owns the house with his
wife. Shellie Zimmerman called 911, saying her
estranged husband was in his truck and threat-
ening her and her father with a gun. She also
said her husband punched her father in the nose.
Hours later, she told police she hadn’t seen a
gun. Police said no gun was ever found and the
former couple blamed each other for being the
aggressor. “The iPad video is going to be para-
mount in this case,” Zach Hudson, a spokesman
for the Lake Mary Police Department.

Hudson said as many as seven people - most-
ly friends of the Zimmermans - were at the house
and they all have been questioned by investiga-
tors. Authorities are also looking at surveillance
video from cameras outside the house, but
Hudson said he believed those mostly captured
what happened after the dispute.

Shellie Zimmerman said on the 911 call that a
city worker witnessed the dispute, and if so, that
eyewitness and any others could help authorities
decide whether to file charges. Florida law allows

police officers to arrest someone for domestic
violence without the consent of the victim.

Shellie Zimmerman’s father and Zimmerman
“put hands on each other” but there were no
injuries and the father doesn’t want to press
charges either, Hudson said Tuesday.

When asked if George or Shellie Zimmerman
could be charged, Hudson said: “As of right now,
it could be either one or it could be no one. It
depends what that iPad has on it, what that
footage shows.”

Also Tuesday, police released a dash cam
video showing George Zimmerman being hand-
cuffed after the dispute. In the video, officers
ordered Zimmerman out of his truck and tell him
to put his hands up and drop to his knees. As one
officer approaches with his gun drawn another
handcuffs Zimmerman. His attorney, Mark
O’Mara, said on Monday his client did nothing
wrong and the dispute was typical for a couple
going through a divorce. On Tuesday, O’Mara
said he was not going to represent George
Zimmerman in this matter.—AP

iPad video could be key in Zimmerman case

WASHINGTON: The surveillance machine
grew too big for anyone to understand. The
National Security Agency set it in motion in
2006 and the vast network of supercomput-
ers, switches and wiretaps began gathering
Americans’ phone and Internet records by the
millions, looking for signs of terrorism. Every
day, NSA analysts snooped on more American
phone records than they were allowed to.
Some officials searched databases of phone
records without even realizing it. Others
shared the results of their searches with peo-
ple who weren’t authorized to see them.

It took nearly three years before the gov-
ernment figured out that so much had gone
wrong. It took even longer to figure out why.
Newly declassified documents released
Tuesday tell a story of a surveillance appara-
tus so unwieldy and complex that nobody
fully comprehended it, even as the govern-
ment pointed it at the American people in the
name of protecting them.

“There was no single person who had a
complete technical understanding,” govern-
ment lawyers explained to a federal judge in
2009. During a summer in which former NSA
systems analyst Edward Snowden released
America’s surveillance secrets to the world,
the Obama administration has repeatedly
tried to reassure people that the NSA’s pow-
ers were kept in check by Congress and the
courts. The mistakes discovered in 2009 have
been fixed, the president said.

But the documents from the Foreign
Intelligence Surveillance Court show that, in
developing the world’s most sophisticated
surveillance network, even senior lawyers and
officials weren’t sure how the system worked
and didn’t understand what they were told.

“It appears there was never a complete
understanding among the key personnel .
regarding what each individual meant by the
terminology,” lawyers wrote in March 2009 as
the scope of the problems came into focus.
As a result, the judges on the surveillance
court, who rely on the NSA to explain the sur-
veillance program, approved a program that
was far more intrusive than they believed.

“Given the executive branch’s responsibili-
ty for and expertise in determining how best
to protect our national security, and in light of
the scale of this bulk collection program, the
court must rely heavily on the government to
monitor this program,” Judge Reggie B.
Walton wrote in a 2009 order that found the
NSA had repeatedly misrepresented its pro-
grams. In Congress, only some lawmakers ful-
ly understand the programs they have
repeatedly authorized and are supposed to
be overseeing. For instance, Rep. Jim
Sensenbrenner, one of the sponsors of the
USA Patriot Act, has said he never intended it
to be used to collect and store the phone
records of every American.

And when Director of National
Intelligence James Clapper was asked
whether the government was doing that, he
testified, “No.” Yet Snowden’s revelations, pub-
lished in Britain’s Guardian newspaper, show
that is what happened. There is no evidence
in the new documents suggesting the NSA
used its surveillance powers to spy on
Americans for political purposes, a fear of
many critics who recall the FBI’s intrusive
monitoring of civil rights leaders and anti-war
protesters in the 1960s. Instead, the docu-
ments blame technical mistakes, misunder-
standings and lack of training.—AP
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The Canadian province of
Quebec will not allow public
servants to wear Muslim head-

scarves, Jewish skullcaps or other
obvious religious symbols under a
new charter unveiled on Tuesday
that is designed to cement a secular
society. The pro-independence gov-
ernment of the predominantly
French-speaking province says its
Charter of Quebec Values will help
create a distinct identity for its 8 mil-
lion people. Opponents say it
infringes on civil liberties in a part of
Canada that has already seen years
of tension over accommodation for
religious minorities, particularly
those from immigrant communities. 

Religious groups and many polit-
ical leaders oppose the charter,
which will face legal challenges at
the Supreme Court of Canada,
assuming the provincial legislature
approves it.  Quebec’s governing
Parti Quebecois (PQ) is trailing in
the polls and, with only a minority
of seats in the legislature, needs
support from other parties to pass
bills, casting doubt on whether the
charter will survive in its current
form. The ban on prominent cruci-
fixes, hijabs, niqabs, burqas, turbans
and the Jewish yarmulkes would
apply to groups such as teachers,
police officers, civil servants, hospi-
tal staff, judges and prison workers. 

Official documents give the nod
to discreet religious symbols, such
as a small crucifix or a ring with the
Star of David, but not to veils, large
crucifixes or turbans.  On paper at
least, the charter is more sweeping
than a 2004 French law banning

religious symbols in schools.
Protests erupted in 2011 after
France banned full face Islamic veils
in public, alienating many of its 5
million Muslims. Bernard Drainville,
the Quebec minister of democratic
institutions, said that if the state is
neutral, then those who work for it
must be neutral too. 

“That’s why the government of
Quebec is proposing to ban public
employees from wearing ostenta-
tious religious symbols during work
hours,” he said at a news conference
on Tuesday.

“We’re talking about very obvi-
ous symbols ... which send a clear
message: ‘I am a believer and this is
my religion.’”

Quebec’s drive toward a secular
society contrasts with a multicultur-
al approach elsewhere in Canada,
which encourages different commu-
nities to keep their faiths and tradi-
tions. Salam Elmenyawi, president
of the Muslim Council of Montreal,
said the PQ was trying to pit
Quebecers against each other and
start a fight with the federal govern-
ment. “ They are not really con-
cerned at all about the well-being of
the very large number of men and
women who may lose their jobs or
leave the province,” he told Reuters.
A large number of the 350,000
Muslims in Quebec work in day-care
centers or as teachers or nurses, he
added.

“They’re trying to remove reli-
gious freedoms. They’re trying to
impose rules on religious values,”
said Harvey Levine, president of the
Quebec branch of the Jewish organ-

ization B’nai Brith.
Until the early 1960s, Quebec

was heavily dominated by a Roman
Catholic Church that ran the health
care and education systems and
wielded huge influence over public
and private life.

Over the next decade, a new
generation of politicians, frustrated
by what they saw as the stifling
influence of the church, pushed
through reforms shrinking its role.

Yet as Catholicism’s influence
waned, tensions grew over other
religions. More than 10 percent of
Quebec’s population is foreign-
born, prompting a debate over how
tolerant the province should be
toward outsiders. Drainville said
institutions could apply for a five-
year exemption from the charter,
but gave few details. The govern-
ment will unveil formal draft legisla-
tion later this year after a period of
public comment. The political
changes of the 1960s helped create
the separatist Parti Quebecois,
which wants Quebec to break away
from the rest of Canada. Separatist
governments have held two refer-
endums on independence, in 1980
and 1995. Both failed. In Ottawa, the
federal Conservative government
said it would ask the justice ministry
to study the charter and would chal-
lenge any law it deemed to be
unconstitutional.

“Obviously the separatist govern-
ment in Quebec would like to pick a
fight with the federal government
any time on any issue,” said Jason
Kenney, the minister in charge of
multiculturalism. —Reuters
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American held in Iran

writes letter to Kerry
DETROIT: A former US Marine held in Iran describes the miser-
able prison conditions he has endured in a new letter to the US
secretary of state.

Amir Hekmati also says Tehran is holding him hostage for use
in a possible prisoner exchange, according to the letter
addressed to John Kerry and published by Britain’s Guardian
newspaper yesterday. Family spokesman Greg Romano told The
Associated Press on Wednesday that Hekmati’s sister, Sarah
(SAR’-uh), authenticated the letter. She says the handwriting is
her brother’s as is the letter’s tone. Romano says Amir Hekmati
gave the letter to an unnamed person who then provided it to
the Guardian. Hekmati has been detained on what the US says
are false espionage charges. He grew up in Michigan. —AP

This undated file photo released by his family
via FreeAmir.org shows Amir Hekmati. —AP


