
By Emily Flitter

When it comes to influencing politics, few billionaires are
more effective than the industrialist brothers Charles and
David Koch. Americans for Prosperity (AFP), the nonprofit

organization they founded and continue to support, achieved a 95
percent success rate in the 2014 election races where it spent mon-
ey. But in Alaska, a state that could be pivotal in the 2016 elections,
the group’s reception has been surprisingly chilly. Republicans out-
number Democrats by nearly two to one in America’s northern-
most state, and the GOP candidate has won every presidential con-
test in the state for the last 50 years.  The conservative AFP’s mes-
sage of free markets and limited government, along with its strong
support for oil industry interests, resonates here.  

But the same independent spirit that defines Alaskans also
makes them bristle at attempts by outsiders to shape their think-
ing, political analysts say, and the Kochs are viewed as outsiders
here by many Democrats and Republicans alike. Dave Stieren, a
conservative talk radio host in Anchorage, said that in Alaska the
group has been neither the “boogeyman” liberals fear nor the
“engine for change” the Kochs would like it to be. It just hasn’t had
much impact, he said. “When you say Americans for Prosperity in
Alaska,” he said, “I’m like, ‘Who?’”

The problem isn’t that AFP supports causes and candidates
unpalatable to Alaskans. In 2014, for example, the group targeted
Democrat Mark Begich, who was defeated by Republican Dan
Sullivan in the US Senate race. But even some Alaskans closely
aligned with AFP’s goals question whether the group’s efforts in
the race helped. Alaskan Republican strategist Art Hackney, who
last month signed on to Florida Senator Marco Rubio’s presidential
campaign, is happy to credit AFP with a long list of accomplish-
ments outside the state, including in Iowa, North Carolina and
Colorado. 

“In most of those states what they did worked but in Alaska it
doesn’t,” he said. “In Alaska they had an impotent system.” As evi-
dence, he cites a commercial AFP ran during the Begich-Sullivan
race featuring a woman describing how Begich’s positions hurt her
family. “Senator Begich didn’t listen. How can I ever trust him
again?” she asked.

But the woman decrying Begich turned out to be an actress
from Maryland, and that didn’t play well in Alaska, where it drew
considerable media attention. “Alaskans know she is not Alaskan
and never voted for Begich in the first place and it’s a lie,” Hackney
said. In the end, Hackney said, he believes the AFP ad actually
helped Begich, who lost to Sullivan by the narrowest margin of any
Senate race in the country.

AFP Strategy
Christopher Neefus, a spokesman at Americans for Prosperity’s

Washington headquarters, disputes claims that the group has strug-
gled in Alaska. He notes that AFP opens chapters only in states where
support has reached critical mass. A year ago, he said, 5,000 people in
Alaska had either signed AFP-sponsored petitions, connected with
the group on Facebook or Twitter, or in some other way added their
names and contact details to a list maintained by AFP. That’s six-tenths
of a percent of Alaska’s population of 730,000, the same percentage
that led AFP to open an office this month in Mississippi.

And since AFP’s Alaska chapter opened, three thousand more peo-
ple in the state have added their names to AFP’s lists, Neefus said. As of
July 24, AFP Alaska had 6,405 likes on its Facebook page. But among
the comments the page has attracted is this one, posted on May 17 by
user Wynter Narcissus: “Hey, AFP, get OUT of Alaska!! You are NOT wel-
come here!!” Other comments convey more warmth: “Good to see you.
Thanks for the bumper sticker!” wrote Bethany Marcum below a post
advertising AFP’s booth at a local fair. 

The Koch Connection
Still, AFP Alaska’s director, Jeremy Price, sometimes faces tough

questions, even in seemingly friendly territory. “Tell me what
Americans for Prosperity does. Why are you here?” asked conservative
radio host Mike Porcaro when Price visited his show on June 24. Price,
an Alaskan native, had just begun describing the group as “a grass-
roots organization in favor of limited government,” when Porcaro cut
in: “People would say, ‘Americans for Prosperity, huh. Would that be
the Koch Brothers?’”  “Yes,” Price said.

Anchorage Office
The group, which doesn’t have to disclose its funding sources,

gets support from other donors as well as the Kochs. In 2013, the last
year for which records are available, the group took in about $44 mil-
lion. But AFP does not shy away from its connection to the Kochs.
Price and his staff open weekly meetings with a mandatory exercise
in which Price, reading from a poster on the conference room wall,
selects one of the 10 concepts, known as Market-Based Management
Principles, described by Charles Koch in his book “The Science of
Success”. Participants then discuss how to apply the principle to
accomplish AFP’s mission.  The subject of the Kochs comes up fre-
quently. During a meeting last month with Chad Padgett, a senior
staffer for Alaska Congressman Don Young, Price described the reac-
tions he gets after explaining the Koch connection to Alaskans
who’ve asked: “It’s amazing: Most people you meet immediately
either love you or hate you,” he said.

Price, 36, is a former aide both to Young and to Alaska Senator Lisa

Murkowski, another Republican. He was born and raised outside of
Fairbanks, a personal detail he acknowledges is essential for the job.
He manages a staff of four, all of them with backgrounds in local
Republican politics. Aside from the 2014 Senate race, the group has
so far focused on only a handful of issues and candidates. Earlier this
year, it advocated against expanding Medicaid in Alaska, something
states can do with federal support under the Affordable Care Act. The
legislature voted against Gov Bill Walker’s proposal to expand the fed-
eral program. But on July 16, Walker, an independent, announced he
would expand healthcare coverage in the state with an executive
order, bypassing the legislature. The Alaska AFP tweeted tartly later
that day, “It’s a great day in Alaska for proponents of bigger govern-
ment.”

In Place for 2016
AFP’s efforts in Alaska come just as the red state is becoming

slightly more purple. Anchorage voters elected a Democratic mayor,
Ethan Berkowitz, this spring by the largest margin of any vote in city’s
history - despite attack ads run against him by AFP. And some political
analysts say Begich, who narrowly lost his Senate race, is in a good
position to run for the seat currently held by Sen. Lisa Murkowski,
who won as a write-in candidate in 2010. 

As a non-profit, issues-based group rather than a political action
committee, AFP is limited in the political support it can provide. Its
volunteers can’t stump for specific candidates, and the group can’t
lobby or make specific endorsements. But it can run education cam-
paigns and air ads attacking candidates on issues. In addition, Price
and his staff have used a combination of door-knocking campaigns
and hosted gatherings to try to sign up new volunteers for their
cause. 

One such event, called “Pints & Policies,” was held June 24 at an
upscale Anchorage pizzeria in an attempt to recruit young Alaskans
for AFP’s national conference in August. The 40 or so people who
turned out at the Fat Ptarmigan for the event got two free drink tick-
ets after supplying contact information to AFP, and they seemed hap-
py to be there and interested in the speakers. But it remains to be
seen how successful such efforts will be. 

“They’re very good at luncheons,” said talk show host Stieren.  But
he questions whether his state needs an AFP branch. “Alaska is really
good at having world-class oil, world-class mines, world-class fish-
eries, and we’re really good at growing our own, world-class crazy
political movements,” he said. Price, however, is confident that AFP
has a place in his native state. “We are all Alaskans. We love our state
and we’re concerned for its future,” he said. “Those who support big-
ger government will be disappointed to learn that we are here for the
long term.” —Reuters

The sacks of grain falling from the sky
are the first food aid the people of
Dablual have seen in months since

fighting cut the South Sudanese village off
in April. Here in the northern battleground
state of Unity, fighting in South Sudan’s 19-
month civil war has escalated since April,
with government and rebel forces accused
of burning people alive, gang rape and
recruiting large numbers of child soldiers.
“We want peace, we are really suffering...
anytime they can come, kill children, rape
the women, burn the children - those in the
houses they burnt them alive,” said David,
recounting what government forces did
when they attacked his village of Koch.

People here survived by retreating into
the rebel-held enclave then fishing in rivers
or gathering water lilies from the swamps.
Their farms have been destroyed, livestock
stolen and grain stores ransacked. Scores of
their neighbours were killed in the fighting,
they say, while others died of disease, sick-
ness or hunger. “Life is very bad, my cows
were all taken by government forces. Here
there is no food at all,” said David, one of
around 30,000 people here who fled intense
fighting to this remote and already hugely
overstretched village.

“The food security situation is alarming,”
according to the United Nations with “nearly
70 percent” of the country’s population - 7.9
million out of 11.6 million people - expected
to face hunger during the current rainy sea-
son. South Sudan’s civil war began in Dec
2013 when President Salva Kiir accused his
former deputy Riek Machar of plotting a
coup, setting off a cycle of retaliatory killings
that has split the poverty-stricken, land-

locked country along ethnic lines. Tens of
thousands have died in the war, according
to the UN, but no official death toll has been
kept. Pressure is once again mounting on
the warring leaders to strike a deal.

From Joy to Despair 
US President Barack Obama, who

wrapped up a two-nation Africa tour yester-
day, has focused attention on South Sudan,

holding talks with regional leaders in
Ethiopia and raising the issue in an address
to the African Union. “The joy of independ-
ence has descended into the despair of vio-
lence,” Obama said of Africa’s newest nation
which broke free from Sudan in 2011.
“Neither Mr Kiir not Mr Machar have shown
any interest in sparing their people from
this suffering or in reaching a political solu-
tion,” Obama said. He promised to “raise the

costs of their intransigence” if a regionally
imposed August 17 deadline for a peace
agreement is not met.

Despite so far failing to halt the fighting,
the east African regional bloc IGAD remains
the best bet for a peace deal, analysts say.
“The coming weeks will require concerted
international action, coordinated with IGAD,
to take the final, necessary steps to secure
an agreement,” the International Crisis
Group (ICG) think tank said in a report
Monday. The group described the initiative
as “the last, best chance for peace”. For those
struggling for survival in the swamplands of
Dablual, an end to fighting cannot come
soon enough. “The government took away
all my cattle and burnt my houses, and
killed some of my relatives,” said Nayluak, a
mother of seven who depends almost
entirely on UN handouts to survive. “I call on
the government and the rebels to sign for
peace and end our suffering,” she said.

In Dablual, World Food Programme
(WFP) planes - too big to land in the
swamplands here - made their first drop for
months. WFP country chief Joyce Luma
called the situation “desperate”. The UN has
warned of a “humanitarian catastrophe”,
with this area just one step away from
famine. At the end of a four-day visit last
week UN aid chief Stephen O’Brien spoke of
the enormous struggles of ordinary South
Sudanese he had met. “They have lost hus-
bands, wives and children. Their homes and
livelihoods have been destroyed,” said
O’Brien. “Women and girls have been tar-
geted throughout the conflict, they have
been beaten, abducted, raped and set on
fire.”  —AFP
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South Sudanese villagers retrieve food aid following an air drop in Dablual,
Mayendit County on July 25, 2015. —AFP

Spanish leftwingers who swept to power in several
major cities last month have removed royal sym-
bols from their town halls, renewing a debate over

the nation’s scandal-hit monarchy. The moves come
despite new King Felipe VI managing to restore some of
the institution’s popularity, which plunged following
scandals during the final years of his father’s reign while
Spain was engulfed in an economic crisis. The most con-
troversial example happened in Barcelona, Spain’s sec-
ond-largest city, where new mayor Ada Colau on
Thursday had a bronze bust of former King Juan Carlos
removed from the town hall’s main chamber.

Colau, a former anti-eviction activist, said the bust
was an “anomaly” since Juan Carlos was no longer head
of state, having handed over the throne to his son
Felipe last year. The mayor headed a left-wing coalition
that won municipal elections in May, backed by new
far-left party Podemos, which favours the abolition of
the monarchy. In the northeastern city of Zaragoza, the
Podemos-led municipal government unilaterally decid-
ed to change the name of its main sports hall from
Principe Felipe to that of a local basketball coach who
died recently.

But on Monday the town hall approved a “urgent”
motion to keep the name as it is, tabled by the conser-
vative Popular Party, which rules at the national level,
with the backing of two other parties. In the southwest-
ern city of Cadiz, which is now also governed by
Podemos, the new mayor replaced a portrait of Juan
Carlos in his office with one of a famous local anarchist.
The leftist town hall of Montcada i Reixac, near
Barcelona, went even further. It removed a portrait of
King Felipe VI from the town hall’s main chamber -
where by law a portrait of the monarch, who is head of
state, must be visible.

‘Historical Revenge’ 
Abel Hernandez, a writer specialising in the Spanish

royals, said it was “a sort of historical revenge” by Spain’s
far-left, factions of which did not take part in the coun-
try’s transition to democracy following the death of
longtime dictator Francisco Franco in 1975. “This is a left
which wants to break with the system put in place by
the 1978 constitution, to revise Spain’s transition,”
Hernandez told AFP. Franco designated Juan Carlos as
his successor, who instead of continuing the dictator-
ship headed the transition to democracy, putting an
end to decades of division that began with a 1936-39
civil war leading to Franco’s rise to power.

Former Franco supporters joined hands with
Socialists, Communists and Catalan nationalists to draw
up Spain’s 1978 constitution, establishing the country
as a democratic constitutional monarchy. Cesar de la
Lama, biographer of Juan Carlos, said the town halls’
actions showed “a derision against the monarchy, a lack
of historical sensibility regarding the king, who con-
tributed to bringing 40 years of stability and democracy
to Spain”.

The monarchy began to lose its lustre during the
twilight years of Juan Carlos’s reign. He outraged
Spaniards in 2012 by going elephant hunting in
Botswana at the height of Spain’s recession. Separately,
his youngest daughter Cristina was accused in a corrup-
tion probe targeting her husband. Only Juan Carlos’s
abdication in favour of his son Felipe in June 2014 man-
aged to stop the slide in the monarchy’s popularity.

But the taboo that previously existed in Spanish
society against criticising the monarchy had started to
erode. Satirical magazines published anti-monarchy
cartoons on their front pages, while books with details
about the royals’ private lives became bestsellers. In
March, Barcelona’s Museum of Contemporary Art fea-
tured a controversial sculpture depicting Juan Carlos
being sodomised and vomiting flowers. With far-left
coalitions now in power in some major cities, the taboo
is also starting to break in public institutions.

“At the moment these are only gestures but behind
them is the desire to substitute the political form of the
state, a parliamentary monarchy, with a republic,” said
Antonio Torres del Moral, a constitutional law lecturer at
Spain’s UNED university. Podemos has promised to
draw up a new constitution if it wins a year-end general
election, which would raise the thorny issue of who acts
as head of state. “In Spain there is a very extensive
republican ideology, however it is probably not domi-
nant, and this is an issue that will have to be addressed
at some point,” Torres del Moral added. —AFP 
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