
Voting is no easy task for Roland Gilbert. The
86-year-old retired Ohio lawyer, who is legal-
ly blind, completes his absentee ballot with

help from a machine that magnifies the print. So
the registered Democrat was not completely sur-
prised to learn he had made an error in filling out
his 2014 ballot, entering that day’s date in the birth-
date field. What surprised him was that it cost him
his vote. Local election officials rejected it because it
did not perfectly match his registration information
on file. “It didn’t seem right,” Gilbert said. “I felt fool-
ish for making a silly mistake.”

Laws passed by the Republican-led Ohio state
legislature in 2014 require voters to accurately fill
out their personal information on absentee or pro-
visional ballots or they will be rejected - even if the
votes are otherwise valid. The laws are being
applied in a presidential election for the first time
this year. A Reuters analysis found that where a vot-
er lives can determine whether their provisional or
absentee ballot counts in Ohio. The law requiring a
perfect match on information such as name,
address, birthdate, signature and ID number has
been enforced unequally county to county, federal
data and court documents show, with local officials
sometimes using wide latitude in applying the stan-
dards. The disparity could hurt Democrats in Ohio, a
vital battleground in the Nov. 8 election between
Republican Donald Trump and Democrat Hillary
Clinton. The 14 Ohio counties with the most restric-
tive enforcement accounted for 53 percent of Ohio’s
total vote in 2012 and gave Democratic President
Barack Obama 60 percent of the votes he won in
Ohio. More than half of the provisional and absen-
tee votes discarded for minor errors in 2014 came
from five large, Democratic-dominated urban coun-
ties: Lucas, home to the city of Toledo; Cuyahoga,
which includes Cleveland; Franklin, home to the
state capital, Columbus; Summit, which includes
Akron, the fifth-largest city in the state; and
Hamilton County, home of Cincinnati.

While the number of votes rejected for technical

reasons was small in the 2014 congressional elec-
tion, when nearly 3,000 absentee and provisional
ballots were thrown out, those totals are likely to
swell in a presidential election, when more people
will vote. The number of discarded ballots could go
even higher in Ohio after a court ruled that tens of
thousands of voters who had been purged from the
state voter rolls can cast provisional ballots, expand-
ing the possible pool of disputed votes. A provision-
al ballot is used to record a vote when there are
questions about a voter’s eligibility. Election boards,
split evenly between Republicans and Democrats in
Ohio, then examine the provisional ballots to deter-
mine if the vote should count.

Court Challenge
“There are going to be thousands of indis-

putably registered and eligible voters in Ohio who
are going to be disenfranchised solely because they
made trivial, immaterial errors and omissions on
forms,” said attorney Subodh Chandra, who has led
a court challenge to the laws on behalf of a home-
less coalition and the Ohio Democratic Party.

A federal district judge threw out the provisions
requiring a perfect match on personal information
as discriminatory earlier this year, but most were lat-
er restored by the 6th U.S.  Circuit Court of Appeals.
The appeals court did remove the requirement that
voters accurately fill in their address and birthdate
on the absentee form - any vote cast by mail or in
person prior to Election Day - but kept the require-
ment for the other fields on both types of ballots.

The US Supreme Court on Monday rejected
without explanation a request for an emergency
stay of the appeals court ruling that would have
allowed ballots with those technical mistakes to be
counted. A spokesman for Ohio Secretary of State
Jon Husted, a Republican, said the 2014 laws were
aimed at finding a balance between making it
“easy to vote and hard to cheat” and that officials
were striving to be more consistent in the law’s
application. —Reuters
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Focus

Spelling error could cost you your vote

In a divorce court where a man’s testimony is worth twice a
woman’s, victory for lawyer Reema Shamasneh is rare and
often bittersweet. On this morning, a young nurse is des-

perate to end her marriage to a truck driver who she says beat
her, doused her with scalding tea and kept her from seeing
her dying mother. But her husband will only agree if she for-
goes all alimony, including the $14,000 stipulated in the mar-
riage contract.

Eager to escape and claim her young son, she says yes. The
man stands before a copy of the Holy Quran and repeats after an
Islamic judge: “You are divorced.” Shamasneh blinks back tears of
relief and frustration, and then quickly composes herself. “This is
not a big victory,” the 39-year-old lawyer says with an air of quiet
determination. “I gave her what she wanted, but at the same
time I am not happy because she gave up her rights.” Dressed in
the headscarf and long robe of a devout Muslim, Shamasneh
fights for Arab women in the most intimate arena of their lives:
Marriage and divorce. While countries such as Tunisia and
Morocco have introduced reforms, brides in others must still be
represented by male guardians who sign marriage contracts.
Men can divorce on a whim, while women must prove cause.
And polygamy is legal only for men.

Such notions enjoy strong support, even among women. In a
2013 poll by the Pew Research Center, large majorities in seven
Arab countries said a woman should obey her husband, from 74
percent in Lebanon to 87 percent in the Palestinian territories
and 93 percent in Tunisia. “We cannot copy the Western laws
because the Western societies are different and they have very
complicated problems,” says Maryam Saleh, a representative of
the Islamic fundamentalist group Hamas in the now-defunct
Palestinian parliament.

Discrimination  
But Shamasneh believes the laws are the way they are

because they were passed by men. “They were raised in a certain
culture that says men are better than women, and this is reflect-
ed in the laws,” she says. As a girl in the farming village of Qatana,
Shamasneh would see women get the leftovers at wedding
feasts, after the men. And while her four brothers could come
and go, she and her five sisters had to account for their limited
movements. “Until now, there is discrimination, even with simple
things,” she says. “This makes me angry.”

However, her father Mohammed, a retired contractor, want-

ed all his children, including the girls, to get an education.
Shamasneh chose law, a profession that turned out to be a good
fit for her pragmatic, analytical nature. Her 74-year-old mother
Amneh, sitting across from Shamasneh, says she is proud of her
daughter’s success. But her mother was against her studies,
Shamasneh interjects. “At the time, it was shameful for a woman
to study and have a job,” Amneh says apologetically.

Amneh herself was married off at age 13, without her con-
sent, and had her first child at 15. Four of Shamasneh’s sisters
married in their 20s. A fifth was forced into an arranged match at
16 and endured a prolonged divorce two years later. Shamasneh

was a child at the time. She says the
bitter experience, including the lack
of empathy displayed by her sister’s
male lawyer, fueled her interest in law.

As a single woman, Shamasneh’s
only socially acceptable option is to
continue living with her parents. She
says she would move out if she want-
ed to, but she likes spending time
with her parents. In her childhood
bedroom, law books are lined up on a
shelf above her dresser. She is fiercely
protective of her relative independ-
ence. For her, this means not getting
married. “I can take care of myself,”
Shamasneh says. “I am a strong

woman. I hate traditional marriage.”
On a typical day, Shamasneh arrives before 9 am at the

Islamic courthouse in Ramallah. One recent morning, she meets
a 25-year-old client, a thin, pale woman in a frayed green robe
who says she wants a divorce from her abusive husband. Her
father is also there to testify on her behalf, but her brother didn’t
turn up because he was sick. Shamasneh sternly cautions her
client that this may hurt her case, because the court usually
requires two male witnesses or a man and two women. In a
small victory, the judge rules later that day that the case can
move forward.

The growing presence of female lawyers like Shamasneh
has helped create more empathy for women going through
divorce. When Shamasneh began practicing 15 years ago,
female lawyers were rare. Now women occasionally outnum-
ber men in the courthouse. There’s even a female judge.

Kholoud Al-Faqeeh defends the law in principle, saying that it
reflects different gender roles, and that women sometimes fail
to exhaust their legal rights.

Opposition  
Still, the judge occasionally reins in men appearing before

her. When a witness in a custody hearing portrays a sister-in-law
as an unfit mother because she holds down two jobs, the judge,
a mother of four, snaps: “Palestinian women work. Do you want
us all to give up our children?” On another day, Shamasneh
challenges a male colleague’s claim that Islamic law gives the
same rights to men and women seeking divorce. She refuses to
give in. When he appears to run out of arguments, he resorts to
“It’s in the Quran.” Mahmoud Habbash, the head of the Islamic
courts in the West Bank, warns that the views advocated by
Shamasneh and other activists could lead to the collapse of
society. He argues that men and women are different by nature
and require different rules. “The problem is that in the West, you
don’t understand how we treat women,” Habbash says. “We
treat them like queens.”

Only one-third of Palestinians support a wife’s right to
divorce at all, according to the Pew survey. Across the region,
support for divorce rights for women is even lower in Jordan,
Egypt and Iraq, but is backed by a majority in Lebanon, Morocco
and Tunisia. Some countries allow “khula” divorce, where a wife
pays the husband compensation to get out of a marriage.

With so much opposition, Shamasneh knows that a long
road lies ahead. Progress on legal reform has stalled, because
the Palestinian self-rule government has limited authority in the
Israeli-occupied West Bank. At home, her village remains deeply
conservative. The local mosque preacher, Yacoub Al-Faqeeh,
says that while he respects Shamasneh, he sharply disagrees
with demands for equal marriage and divorce rights. “If women
are free in divorce, they will divorce every day because they are
emotional, while men are rational,” he says.

Shamasneh could emigrate and join two brothers in
Douglasville, Georgia. She has visited the area seven times, trav-
eling without a male chaperone. “People talk, but I don’t care,”
she says. Yet life in the West holds no allure. Everything is too
easy, she says. The struggle for women in her community gives
her life meaning, and she couldn’t imagine doing anything else.
“People in the village are resisting change,” she says. “Therefore, I
invest my energies in the court.”  —AP

Lawyer fights for women, one divorce at a time

When plumber Gary Pusey pleaded guilty in May to
insider trading, it was a victory not just for New
York prosecutors but for a little-known squad

inside the US Securities and Exchange Commission that uses
data analysis to spot unusual trading patterns. Formed in
2010, the Analysis and Detection Center of the SEC’s Market
Abuse Unit culls through billions of rows of trading data
going back 15 years to identify individuals who have made
repeated, well-timed trades ahead of corporate news.

The new strategy is starting to show results, enabling the
SEC to launch nine insider trading cases, around 7 percent of
cases the agency brought since 2014 against people who
trade on confidential corporate information. It signals a shift
in how the agency initiates insider trading probes, which
more often are launched based on referrals from Wall Street’s
self-regulator Financial Industry Regulatory Authority, or an
informant’s tip.

“It’s essentially the new frontier,” said Andrew Ceresney,
the SEC’s enforcement director. “We have tremendous
amounts of data available to use, and we’ve been develop-
ing tools to take advantage of that.” That data was key to
spotting trades by Pusey ahead of at least 10 deals from
2014 to 2015 involving Barclays Plc, where his friend
Steven McClatchey worked. The SEC has also used data
mining in a high-profile probe of traders who it says made
more than $100 million using information obtained by
Ukrainian hackers.

Others charged include former employees of law firm
Wilson Sonsini Goodrich & Rosati and investment bank
Goldman Sachs Group Inc.. In August, former Perella
Weinberg Partners banker Sean Stewart was convicted in a
case credited to the SEC unit. He denies wrongdoing and is
expected to appeal.

10 Billion Rows of Trading Data
The cases have come at a time when other US and

European regulators have increasingly looked to find ways
to take advantage Big Data in order to strengthen their
enforcement operations and market surveillance. The
United Kingdom’s Financial Conduct Authority has in recent
years taken steps to develop technology to analyze large
amounts of data to pursue market abuse cases. For the SEC,
the six-year data-push has had the benefit of giving it some
extra autonomy in pursuing insider trading probes beyond
the inquiries and referrals that self-regulatory organizations
like FINRA produce for the agency.

“Why wait to do a referral when you could do it proac-
tively?” said Daniel Hawke, a former chief of the SEC’s
Market Abuse Unit now at the law firm Arnold & Porter. The
SEC does not have a direct feed of the markets’ trading data.
Instead, it mines 10 billion rows of “blue sheet” data of
trades executed by brokerages that the agency gathered in
various investigations.

Analysts use a home-grown program called Artemis to
analyze patterns and relationships among multiple traders.
Joseph Sansone, a co-chief of the Market Abuse Unit, said the
SEC in particular mines data to identify individuals who
repeatedly buy stock ahead of mergers, enabling the agency
to focus on repeat offenders. “The ability to see pattern of
multiple trades over a matter of months or years gives us con-
fidence to invest resources into investigations,” he said.

The SEC also uses software from privately-held Palantir
Technologies, which identifies links between individuals
and entities by connecting pieces of information from mul-
tiple data sources. In 2015, the agency awarded a $90 mil-
lion, five-year contract to Palantir.

Plumber’s Scheme
In Pusey’s case, the SEC said that the data unit “detected

an illicit pattern of trading” by the plumber, who successful-
ly traded ahead of mergers involving companies that
included Entropic Communications Inc and CVS Health
Corp. In all of the deals, the target or acquirer were repre-
sented by Barclays. The SEC referred the case to federal
prosecutors in Manhattan and the Federal Bureau of
Investigation.

In Dec 2015, Pusey, 47, began actively cooperating with
them, providing “detailed information” about his source,
according to court papers. In May, the FBI arrested that
source, McClatchey, a close friend of Pusey’s who worked as
a director at Barclays. McClatchey, 58, pleaded guilty in July
to tipping Pusey in exchange for money. He agreed to not
appeal any sentence of five years in prison or less and to for-
feit $76,000.

Both men are set to be sentenced later this year. Lawyers
for the defendants did not respond to requests for comment.
To be sure, even with data mining, traditional investigative
techniques like enlisting cooperators and issuing subpoenas
for documents remain key to building out a case. The SEC has
in the past acknowledged that it faces a challenge to keep up
with technological advances in the securities markets it regu-
lates, where spending by a number financial firms can sur-
pass the agency’s own expenditures. —Reuters

Newest weapon in 
US hunt for insider 
traders paying off

The US presidential election is only a few
days away, but for most Americans worn
out by the vicious campaign, the vote

can’t come soon enough. “People are always
somewhat stressed during elections but I’ve
never seen it this extreme,” said Judi Bloom, a
Los Angeles-area psychologist. According to a
recent Harris Poll on behalf of the American
Psychological Association (APA), more than
half of Americans are stressed out by one of
the most adversarial contests in recent history.

For months, Donald Trump, the
Republican candidate vying for the White
House, has hammered away at President
Barack Obama’s policies on healthcare, Syria
or trade, denouncing them as a “disaster” and
warning that his Democratic rival Hillary
Clinton would lead the country to “catastro-
phe”. He has also warned that hordes of
migrants, described as “rapists” and “criminals”,
are seeking to slip into the United States
through the border with Mexico - where he
wants to build a wall - and that militants are
hiding among Syrian refugees.

Clinton for her part has also gone for the
jugular, denouncing her rival as “unstable” and
capable of unleashing nuclear war “just
because somebody got under his very thin
skin”. She has lashed out at him over allega-
tions of groping women and sexual assaults -
charges he has denied. “It’s a very negative
campaign, with candidates accusing each
other of lying, saying the election is rigged
and it generates a sense of hopelessness, of
‘this is the end my friend,’” Bloom said. “I get a
lot of ‘I’ll move to Canada.’”

Robert Bright, a psychiatrist in the western
state of Arizona, said not since the Sept 11,
2001 attacks or the financial crisis has he seen

this level of anxiety among Americans. “Just
yesterday, I saw a woman who had trouble
sleeping at night,” he told AFP. “Another
patient who is very ill joked that the good
thing about dying is that he will not have to
watch any more political commercials.” Rather
than using campaign slogans such as
Obama’s rallying cry of “Yes We Can”, the 2016
frontrunners in the race have played up the
Fear Factor which has increased voter angst.

‘Stop Catastrophizing’ 
“People fear for their financial safety, for

the national security, terrorist attacks, there’s a
fear of the ‘other,’” Bright said. He added that
Republicans especially are concerned about
the future makeup of the US Supreme Court,
where the next president will potentially
appoint three or more new justices to lifetime
seats. Added to that, Republicans are also
fearful of losing control of both houses of
Congress and are fretting over the future of
their party, which has been left in tatters.

The campaign has meanwhile often sunk
below the belt amid lurid sex scandals and
hyperbole. Trump has repeatedly labeled
Clinton “crooked” and appeared with
women who have accused his rival’s hus-
band - former president Bill Clinton - of sex-
ual assault. He has also talked about the size
of his penis and, in a lewd 2005 recording
that upended the campaign, bragged about
grabbing women’s genitals and making
unwanted advances. “Those words, images,
created a feel of lack of safety for women in
general,” Bright said. “And for those having
had sex aggression, it absolutely triggered
things, reactivated traumas, gave them
nightmares.” —AFP
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