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NEWARK: They have been holding mock
debates, hunkering down with advisers and
finessing policy answers. But the most
pressing concern for many Republican pres-
idential contenders as they prepare for the
first debate of the 2016 primary season is
one man: Donald Trump.

The billionaire businessman has domi-
nated the 2016 Republican race in recent
weeks, and he threatens to do the same
when the top 10 Republican candidates - as
determined by national polls - face each
other for the first time on national televi-
sion. It’s a high-risk, high-reward event for
candidates eager to stand out in a packed
field in which Trump is playing the ultimate
wildcard.

“It’s the No. 1 unavoidability,” said for-
mer House Speaker Newt Gingrich, a 2012
GOP candidate who had a knack for stand-
ing out in debates four years ago. “Do not
try to match him in anger and in aggressive-
ness. It’s not possible,” Gingrich warned
Trump’s rivals. “He’s a very instinctively
aggressive guy and if you try to dance with
him on his strengths he’ll run over you.”

Rising poll numbers 
Indeed, despite his long shot status, the

reality television star has commanded
attention and seen his poll numbers rise
after firing off provocative comments about
immigrants, his presidential rivals and critics
in both parties. His supporters love him
because he’s willing to say what others only
think. But that makes him dangerous in a
debate setting, says Charlie Black, a leading
GOP strategist who has worked on multiple
presidential campaigns.

“Just try to ignore him,” Black said. “The
less attention you give him the better. I
wouldn’t even look at him.” That’s easier
said than done in a nationally televised pro-
gram where Trump is sure to play a central
role - literally, perhaps, if he’s positioned at
the center of the stage as the leader in
recent polls. Count former Texas Gov Rick
Perry as among the candidates eager for a
showdown, although he may not qualify for
the Aug 6 meeting in Cleveland. Only the
top 10 candidates in national polling will be
allowed on stage. With 16 declared candi-
dates, several high-profile Republicans will
be left out. Perry is on the bubble.

“If Donald Trump wants to sit on the
stage and talk about solutions, I’m going to
be happy to have that conversation,” Perry
said on Fox News. “But if all he’s going to do
is throw invectives, then I’m going to push
back and I’m going to push back hard.” Sen
Rand Paul of Kentucky told The Associated
Press that he’s ready to be tested. “You have
to be able to stand your ground,” Paul said,
because politics is “somewhat of a body
combat sport.” Even without Trump’s emer-
gence, the first debate promises to be an
unruly affair. Never have more than 10 can-
didates taken the stage for a televised
Republican presidential debate. Part of the
problem is basic math.

In a 90-minute debate featuring so many
candidates, there could be only enough
time for four or five questions - with little
time left over for the interaction between
candidates that makes for an actual debate.
And few campaigns expect Trump to
respect the time limits or other rules estab-
lished by organizers.

Intense preparation 
Ron Kaufman, a senior adviser to 2012

nominee Mitt Romney who is supporting Jeb
Bush, said Trump offers a prime opportunity
to lesser-known candidates to get attention.
“I think they have to pick a fight with Trump,”
Kaufman said. Many candidates have already
been hard at work. Bush, one of the top con-
tenders, recently brought in two veterans of
Romney’s 2012 campaign, Beth Myers and
Peter Flaherty, to help coach him. He says he
hasn’t started intense preparation; aides say
that will fill much of his schedule next week
as he spends most of his time in Florida.

Bush has not participated in a debate as a
candidate since his successful re-election
campaign for governor in 2002. “My objec-
tive with this is to, wherever I can, share my
record,” Bush said this week in South 

Carolina. “It’s one of accomplishment.” He
said he’ll go into the debate without thinking
about Trump or any rival but that it’s his first
presidential debate and he’s “not certain
how all this plays out.” New Jersey Gov Chris
Christie specializes in wide-ranging and
sometimes very long town hall meetings and
recognizes he’ll need to be more focused in
the high-stakes debate.

“You know, the big thing here with 10
people is going to be to make sure that your
answers are tight and understandable,”
Christie said in New Hampshire. “It’s going to
be about a discipline for me on how to most
effectively communicate in a group of 10
people with a couple moderators in a short
period of time.” Paul perhaps summed up
the field’s feeling best when asked how he
prepares to face someone like Trump: “Very
carefully,” he said. — AP 
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TEXAS: Republican presidential hopeful Donald Trump smiles after speaking to supporters and the media during a brief
stop at a campaign event in Laredo. — AP 

Clinton embraces race 
as top issue in new bid

GREENVILLE: In her second bid for the presidency, Hillary Rodham
Clinton is discussing “systemic racism” and making the issue a hall-
mark of her campaign as she looks to connect with the black voters
who supported rival Barack Obama in 2008.

At multiple stops in South Carolina, Clinton on Thursday
bemoaned “mass incarceration,” an uneven economy, increasingly
segregated public schools and poisoned relations between law
enforcement and the black community. She praised South Carolina
leaders, including Republican Gov Nikki Haley, for removing the
Confederate battle flag from statehouse grounds after a white gun-
man’s massacre of nine people at a historic black church in
Charleston, but she warned that the act is only symbolic.

“America’s long struggle with racism is far from finished,” the for-
mer secretary of state said before a mostly white audience at a
Greenville technical college. Hours earlier, with a majority black audi-
ence at a West Columbia church, she declared, “Anybody who says
we don’t have more progress to make is blind.”

At both stops, she added some symbolism of her own, trumpet-
ing the mantra “Black Lives Matter,” which has become a rallying
cry of and name for the activists who have organized protests in
several cities amid several high-profile cases of black citizens being
killed during encounters with police. “This is not just a slogan,”
Clinton said. “This should be a guiding principle.” The bold
approach is a contrast to her 2008 campaign. That year, she didn’t
talk so directly about race as she faced off against Obama, who
would go on to become the nation’s first black president. Instead,
she ran as the battle-tested, experienced counter to the first-term
US senator from Illinois.

Unabashed commentary
Clinton doesn’t frame her unabashed commentary on race in a

political context; aides repeatedly explain her strategy as “working to
win every vote” and nothing more. Yet it’s clear that Clinton feels no
constraints going into 2016, as perhaps she did eight years ago. It’s
also no surprise that her newfound freedom is on display in South
Carolina. African-Americans make up about 28 percent of the popu-
lation and a majority of the Democratic primary electorate, the first
of the early-voting states to feature a significant bloc of black voters.

Obama trounced Clinton here in 2008, 56 percent to 27 percent,
as many black voters flocked to his candidacy once he demonstrat-
ed white support in the Iowa caucuses and New Hampshire pri-
mary. That leaves Clinton both to reverse a bitter primary defeat,
while using South Carolina as a test run for a potential general elec-
tion in which she would need strong black support to reassemble
Obama’s winning coalition in swing states like Virginia, Florida and
Ohio. If Clinton’s approach is born of necessity, it also comes with
potential pitfalls. Last month, she angered some activists by using
the phrase “all lives matter” during a speech a few miles from
Ferguson, Missouri, where Michael Brown died at the hands of a
white police officer. Clinton used those words as part of an anec-
dote about her mother, whom she said taught her that “all lives
matter,” but some activists thought it demeaned the significance of
the “Black Lives Matter” effort.

‘All lives matter’ 
Her Democratic rivals Martin O’Malley and Bernie Sanders drew

similar outrage last week at the liberal Netroots Nation convention.
O’Malley, the former Maryland governor, ended up apologizing after
snapping at hecklers: “Black lives matter. White lives matter. All lives
matter.” Clinton said Thursday that she won’t “comment on what
anybody else said.” She also faces questions about her advocacy for
tougher sentencing laws that her husband signed as president. — AP

COLUMBIA: In this July 23, 2015, photo, Democratic
presidential hopeful Hillary Rodham Clinton speaks at
a campaign event. — AP 


