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BRASILIA: Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff was left
scrambling for votes to save her presidency in a loom-
ing impeachment showdown after her main coalition
partner walked out of the government Tuesday.  The
PMDB, the country’s largest party, voted to immediately
end its alliance with Rousseff’s leftist Workers’ Party, or
PT, and go into opposition.  “From today, at this historic
meeting of the PMDB, the PMDB withdraws from the
government of President Rousseff,” said Senator
Romero Juca, the party vice president. The meeting,
broadcast live on national television, was the culmina-
tion of a long divorce with Rousseff, leaving Brazil’s first
female president grasping at straws as she tries to stay
in power. The vote and announcement took no more
than three minutes and was accompanied by singing of
the national anthem and shouts of “PT out!”The split
plunges Rousseff’s government into fresh crisis mode
and, more seriously, greatly reduces her chances of
mustering the one third of votes in the lower house of
Congress that she needs to defeat a first impeachment
vote, expected in April. “If you look at the numbers,
that’s basically it,” said Everaldo Moraes, a political sci-
ence professor at Brasilia National University.  Rousseff
cancelled a trip to Washington for a nuclear safety sum-
mit on Thursday and Friday, the state news agency said.
A government spokesman said that in “the current
political context,” it was not advisable.

Last nail in coffin?
If the lower house votes in favor, an impeachment

trial would start in the Senate, where a two-thirds vote
would force Rousseff from office. PMDB head Michel
Temer-who remains vice president under Rousseff
despite the break-up would take over as interim presi-
dent. Eliseu Padilha, a high-ranking PMDB member
who served as minister of civil aviation in Rousseff’s
government, predicted that Rousseff had only weeks
left.  “In less than three months we’ll have a new gov-
ernment-in two months,” he told AFP. Senator Aecio
Neves, who heads the PSDB opposition party and who
narrowly lost to Rousseff when she won re-election in
2014, said: “The exit of the PMDB is the last nail in the
coffin.” The PMDB has 69 of the 513 lower house seats
and 60 of these deputies will vote for impeachment,
Padilha said. Analysts say that the PMDB’s exit could
also encourage minor coalition partners to quit.
Lawmakers from the center-right Progressive Party,
which has 49 deputies, and the center-left Social
Democratic Party, which has 32, said their parties
would meet this week on a possible split.

However, Workers’ Party loyalists are negotiating
intensely with individual deputies, trying to persuade
them to vote against the grain.  “We can’t give an exact
evaluation, but they are exaggerating the support for
impeachment among PMDB deputies,” said Alfonso
Florence, from the Workers’ Party, who represents the
government in the lower house.  Echoing Rousseff,
Florence said the opposition was effectively mounting
“a coup.” The impeachment case alleges that Rousseff
illegally borrowed money to boost public spending
and mask the severity of the recession from voters dur-
ing her re-election. The Brazilian bar association filed a
new impeachment petition Monday, seeking to
expand the accusations to include allegations of

involvement by Rousseff in the multibillion-dollar cor-
ruption scandal centered on state oil company
Petrobras.

Lula controversy
Although still vice president, Temer, 75, increasingly

resembles a politician preparing for power. .  The growing
instability has spilled onto the streets with millions of
Brazilians marching against Rousseff and smaller, but still

vigorous, rallies held in her defense. Another round of
pro-Rousseff protests was planned for this Thursday.
Rousseff has called on her mentor, former president Luiz
Inacio Lula da Silva, to become chief of staff so that he
could stiffen resolve in the ranks and put his negotiating
skills to use. But the move prompted a swift backlash
from opponents who see the appointment as a bid to
give Lula ministerial immunity and protect him from cor-
ruption allegations related to the Petrobras probe. —AFP

Brazil coalition collapses
Rousseff left clinging to power

BRASILIA: Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff (right) and World Trade Organization
(WTO) Director-General Roberto Azevedo meet at Planalto Palace in Brasilia.  —AFP

SAO PAULO: When Brazil Vice President Michel Temer
complained to embattled President Dilma Rousseff that
he didn’t like being a “decorative” figure, he was being
serious. Now he could be about to take her job. Temer
and Rousseff always made an awkward couple. As head
of the PMDB centrist party, Temer represented the
biggest force in leftist Rousseff’s shaky coalition.

For years, the PMDB has played that kingmaker
role and it worked. But on Tuesday, the party voted to
quit the government and go into opposition, sup-
porting an ever stronger push to impeach Rousseff.
And if she is removed from office, the outwardly dour
Temer becomes interim president. The 75-year-old
lawyer has a low profile for someone in such a lynch-
pin position at the top of Latin America’s biggest
country and economy. If anything, the constitutional
scholar is perhaps best known to voters for having a
32-year-old former beauty contestant as a wife. But
now, with his boss sliding toward political oblivion,
Temer appears hungry to take himself and his party
out of the shadows.

Preparing for big job
Temer, seen as a master operator in the snakepit of

Brasilia’s Congressional politics, played his cards cau-
tiously. For months he has been making his displeasure
at Rousseff known, including sending a letter in
December where he complained of feeling underval-
ued as “a decorative vice president.” But he was careful
to stay on the fence, even as other PMDB members
openly attacked Rousseff and pushed ahead the
impeachment momentum.

Occasionally, he let the mask slip, publishing a doc-
ument in October called “A bridge to the future” in
which he criticized the “excesses” in government poli-
cies. But while lower-level supporters liked to refer to
him as “President Temer,” he insisted he had no ambi-
tions, except perhaps at the next scheduled elections in
2018. Then over the last few days the party publicly dis-
cussed governing plans in the event of a Rousseff exit.
And on Monday, Temer came out into the open, calling
on the PMDB to abandon the government and go into
opposition-making good on that threat Tuesday. —AFP

Temer: The man who would 

be Brazil’s next president

ATLANTA: Two Republican governors. Two
proposals at the heart of LGBT rights. One
rejection. One new law. Georgia’s Gov Nathan
Deal said he was preventing discrimination
and protecting commerce when he
announced his veto of a measure that would
have allowed certain individuals, businesses
and faith organizations to deny services based
on “sincerely held religious beliefs.” In North
Carolina, Gov Pat McCrory said he was protect-
ing his citizens’ privacy and using “common
sense” when he signed into law a bill that,
among other things, prohibits local anti-dis-
crimination ordinances and obligates trans-
gender people to use restrooms matching the
gender on their birth certificates.

Their moves highlight a familiar GOP fault
line between business conservatives, led by
large corporations that have embraced LGBT
rights, and social conservatives, who have
ramped up their calls for their own legal pro-
tections since the US Supreme Court legalized
same-sex marriage last year. The tussle is par-
ticularly fierce in statehouses like those in
Atlanta and Raleigh, where the GOP holds
overwhelmingly majorities. “There was no
escape hatch,” former Deal aide Brian
Robinson said. “He was getting torn between
two factions ... both of which have supported
him strongly for years.”

Political reality
Yet there’s a stark political reality in the

governors’ different conclusions: Deal is a 74-
year-old in his second term, unable to a seek a
third consecutive term and almost certain
never to face Georgia voters again; McCrory is
a 59-year-old running for re-election, with a
newfound general election issue smoldering
in his lap. So Deal was free to wax eloquent
Monday about constitutional freedoms, large-
ly avoiding explicit commentary on same-sex
marriage and LGBT rights as he explained his
decision. “If indeed our religious liberty is con-
ferred by God and not by man-made govern-
ment, we should heed the ‘hands-off’ admoni-
tion of the First Amendment to our
Constitution,” he said. The veto disappointed
some religious conservatives and enraged
others, all of them promising to press the mat-
ter again. But Deal stood his ground, alluding
to his own lifelong Southern 

Baptist affiliation. “I do not think we have to
discriminate against anyone,” he said, “to pro-
tect the faith-based community.” Conversely,
McCrory now must try to frame the new North
Carolina law in his favor, while his Democratic
general election opponent, North Carolina
Attorney General Roy Cooper, does the same.
The challenge for both men is to placate their
respective party bases - gay-rights supporting
liberals for Cooper, social conservatives for
McCrory - while appealing to independents
who hold sway in the closely divided state.

Multistall bathrooms
McCrory and his aides focus on provisions

that require people to use multistall bathrooms
of the sex matching their birth certificates at
state agencies, schools and universities. The
law was the product of a special session
Republicans called essentially to override a city
of Charlotte ordinance allowing transgender
individuals to use the bathroom assigned to
their gender identity. Chris LaCivita, McCrory’s
chief campaign strategist, said it’s a simple
question: “Can a male use a female bathroom
and a female locker room?” LaCivita said
McCrory “has always maintained that this is a
case about reasonable expectations of privacy.”
Opponents of an anti-discrimination ordinance
in Houston successfully used the same argu-
ments in a 2015 referendum.

Cooper answered Tuesday that the North
Carolina law is a “national embarrassment,” and
he said he would not defend it as attorney gen-
eral against a pending federal lawsuit. He and
other Democrats also tried to define the bill by
more than transgender bathroom access. The
law blocks workers from suing in state courts
over workplace discrimination based on race,
religion, color, national origin, age, sex or hand-
icap; and it bars local anti-discrimination meas-
ures to protect people on the basis of sexual
orientation or gender identity, while separately
preventing local governments from setting
their own minimum wage or requiring busi-
nesses to provide paid sick leave.

All that “will set North Carolina’s economy
back if we don’t repeal it,” Cooper said, echo-
ing the argument business leaders made in
pressuring Deal for a veto in Georgia. More
than 500 companies joined a coalition led by
Coca-Cola and other big-name Georgia firms.
The Walt Disney Co, Marvel Studios and
Salesforce.com threatened to take business
elsewhere. The NFL suggested Atlanta could
lose its bids for the 2019 or 2020 Super Bowl.
McCrory heeded such arguments last year
when he vetoed a “religious freedom” bill that
was more limited than what Deal nixed. (The
Legislature overrode McCrory’s veto.) 

On Monday, McCrory doubled down, say-
ing he’d “not had one corporation tell me that
they’re threatening to leave,” though the NBA
has now suggested it could move profession-
al basketball’s 2017 All-Star game from
Charlotte. Georgia Republican consultant
Chip Lake said those arguments are what ulti-
mately drive the issue, regardless of specific
and often complicated provisions that
McCrory, Cooper, Deal and others try to
parse. “We get caught up in arguments of
what’s right and what’s wrong, but this
becomes an issue where we just have to ask,
‘Are the economic consequences real or per-
ceived?’” Lake said. “You can call it economic
extortion. We can talk about ‘that’s unfair,’ but
that’s the reality.” —AP

Two Republican governors, 

two different calculations


