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SACRAMENTO, California: California’s capital has
emerged as a leading destination for Afghan
refugees who were awarded special visas because
of their service to coalition forces in the war. But
life in the United States for them has proven a
constant struggle. These former translators, engi-
neers and doctors awarded Special Immigrant
Visas must start over in bug-infested, low-rent
apartments with minimum-wage jobs while deal-
ing with PTSD and other health problems. More
than 2,000 such visa holders and their family
members have settled in Sacramento since
October 2010, and many of them say they are
struggling with anxiety and depression that have
developed or been greatly exacerbated by their
struggles in the United States. 

They say they feel helpless and abandoned,
lacking decent jobs, housing or an understand-
ing of US culture. One of them is Faisal Razmal, a
former interpreter for US soldiers battling the
Taliban in Afghanistan who was shot in the face
in front of his Sacramento apartment in August
2015 by an assailant wielding a flare gun. A
neighborhood teenager and alleged member of
a gang has been charged and is awaiting trial.
Razmal, 28, who lost the sight in one eye after
the attack, said he feels like he also lost a piece of
his soul. “I feel like I’m drowning here,” said
Razmal, a father of two and whose wife is expect-
ing. “I’m not mentally fixed.”

Before he was shot, Razmal worked as a securi-
ty guard at a shopping center. Since then, he has
tried working as a taxi driver, gas station atten-
dant, security guard and dishwasher. But his limit-
ed vision and PTSD have compromised his ability
to keep a job, said licensed clinical social worker
Jason Swain, who has counseled Razmal 18 times
since the assault. Razmal’s fate and his ability to
support his family remain uncertain. The state
Department of Rehabilitation said a decision on

his application for disability payments may take a
year, Swain said. Razmal, who survived roadside
bombs and firefights during the war, said he was
never evaluated for PTSD in Afghanistan or the
United States. 

Razmal’s therapist, Homeyra Ghaffari, said she
thinks he was already afflicted with PTSD from his
experiences in Afghanistan, and he was “re-trau-
matized” by his shooting here. “People hear about
America and think it is a dreamland and every-

thing is law and order and they are going to be
absolutely safe, and when they enter they are in
shock as they try to find their way around,” said
Ghaffari, an Iranian marriage and family therapist
in Sacramento who speaks the same Dari lan-
guage as the Afghan refugees. She now counsels
about 30 Afghans seeking help with mental
health and domestic violence issues. “They feel
isolated, don’t have any clear direction,” she said.
“Their dream shatters right away.”—AP
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CALIFORNIA: In this photo, Afghan SIV Faisal Razmal, right, talks about the paper-
work he needs to get his disability payments with therapist Homeyra Ghaffari, left,
in Sacramento, California. —AP Photos

WASHINGTON: In this, file photo, President Barack Obama speaks during a
news conference in the briefing room of the White House in Washington. —AP

HONOLULU: His last presidential vacation
behind him, Barack Obama is entering the
closing stretch of his presidency, an eleventh-
hour push to tie up loose ends and put finish-
ing touches on his legacy before handing the
reins to President-elect Donald Trump.
Obama returns to Washington midday
Monday from Hawaii with just two-and-a-half
weeks left. His final days will largely be con-
sumed by a bid to protect his endangered
health care law, a major farewell speech and
the ongoing handover of power to Trump.

In an email to supporters on Monday,
Obama said he’ll deliver a valedictory speech
on Jan. 10, following a tradition set in 1796
when the first president, George Washington,
spoke to the American people for the last
time in office. The speech will take place at
McCormick Place, a giant convention center
in Obama’s hometown of Chicago. “I’m think-
ing about them as a chance to say thank you
for this amazing journey, to celebrate the
ways you’ve changed this country for the bet-
ter these past eight years, and to offer some
thoughts on where we all go from here,”
Obama said.

Obama’s chief speechwriter, Cody Keenan,
traveled with Obama to Hawaii and spent
much of the trip working on the speech. The
Chicago trip will likely be Obama’s last outside
Washington as president and will be include a
“family reunion” for Obama’s former campaign
staffers. Obama is also planning last-minute
commutations and pardons, White House offi-
cials said, in line with his second-term effort to
cut sentences for inmates given unduly harsh
sentences for drug crimes. Though prominent
offenders like Edward Snowden and Rod
Blagojevich are also asking for leniency,
Obama’s final acts of clemency are expected
to remain focused on drug offenders whose
plight Obama tried but failed to address
through criminal justice reform.

After taking office eight years ago, Obama
and his aides were effusive in their praise for
how Obama’s predecessor, George W. Bush,
helped his team take over the massive federal
bureaucracy. Obama has vowed to pass on
the favor to Trump. But the transition hasn’t
been without incident. The two teams have
clashed over the Trump team’s requests for
information Obama aides fear could be used
to eliminate government employees who
worked on Obama priorities like climate
change and minority rights overseas. 

Offloading
Trump’s team, meanwhile, has been frus-

trated by Obama’s attempts to box Trump in
with parting moves to block ocean drilling,
declare new monuments and further empty
out the Guantanamo Bay prison. While on his
annual vacation in Oahu, Obama asserted
himself forcefully on two foreign policy issues
that put him in direct conflict with Trump.
Obama directed the US to defy tradition by
allowing a UN Security Council resolution crit-
icizing Israel on settlements to pass, then
slapped Russia with sweeping penalties over
US allegations of hacking. 

The final days are Obama’s last chance to
define his presidency before his loses the bul-
ly pulpit and cedes his legacy to historians.
For Obama, helping Americans understand
how his two terms have reshaped American
life is even more critical amid concerns that
Trump may undo much of what he accom-
plished, including the health law. As Trump
and Republicans vow to gut the Affordable
Care Act, Democrats are working to devise a
strategy to protect the law by exploiting GOP
divisions about how to replace it. To that end,
Obama will travel Wednesday to the Capitol
to meet with House and Senate Democrats,
likely his last meeting with his party’s lawmak-
ers as president.

His administration is also working feverish-
ly to finish up regulations in the pipeline that
Obama hopes can be completed in the final
days, perhaps increasing the likelihood his
policies carry over. But the closer it gets to
Trump’s inauguration, the harder those tasks
become. Though Obama remains president
until Jan 20, the White House can’t process
the departure of all its staffers on a single day.
So this week Obama aides will start “offload-
ing,” turning in their Blackberries and shutting
down their computers for the last time, leav-
ing a smaller staff on hand for the final days.

Obama must also prepare to become a
private citizen for the first time in two
decades. An office of the former president
must be stood up, and Obama’s family will be
making arrangements to move into a rental
home in Northwest Washington where they
plan to stay until youngest daughter Sasha
finishes high school. The Obamas have long
lamented how the presidency denied them
freedom and privacy, with first lady Michelle
Obama likening the White House to “a really
nice prison.” —AP
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SHARON, Massachusetts: Ahmad
Alkhalaf has had a busy year. He
attended Democratic President
Barack Obama’s final State of the
Union address as a special guest of
a congressman. He learned to bike
and rollerblade, took martial arts
and gymnastics classes and spent
his summer playing soccer and
swimming in a lake at a day camp
in the Boston suburbs. And he
received his first pair of prosthetic
arms after his were blown off three
years ago in a refugee camp bomb
blast that also killed three of his sib-
lings. But as the 11-year-old Syrian
boy looks to another year in his
adopted home, he says his dream is
to be reunited with his mother and
four surviving siblings, who are liv-
ing in Istanbul.

“I want my mom to come here,”
he said on a recent Saturday as he
kicked around a soccer ball in a
park. “I feel like I’m losing her. It’s
been too long. I can’t take it any-
more.”Ahmad’s father, Dirgam
Alkhalaf, said those hopes largely
hinge on whether Republican
President-elect Donald Trump fol-
lows through on his pledge to cur-
tail the flow of Syrians and Muslims
to the US. Alkhalaf has applied for
asylum and hopes to petition for
the rest of the family if he and
Ahmad are permitted to stay. “I can
only be hopeful he’ll do the right
thing,” Alkhalaf said of Trump
through an interpreter. “No matter
what people say, I’m optimistic.”
Trump transition team officials did-
n’t return emails seeking comment
on the family’s case.

Alkhalaf said he can’t return to
Turkey after renouncing his tempo-
rary residency status there.
Returning to Syria, where the Sunni
Muslim family lived just outside the

battle-scarred city of Aleppo, also
isn’t an option. “There is nothing left
in Syria for us. Our home is
destroyed; the government is out to
get us,” he said, referring to Syrian
President Bashar Assad’s regime,
which he says conducted the 2013
bombing.  “I’ve got nowhere to go if
the US doesn’t want me.” The father
and son have been living among a
rotating group of Muslim families

since their arrival in June 2015 on a
medical visa for Ahmad.

Emotionally drained 
Alkhalaf works as a security guard

at a mosque after receiving his work
permit in July. He hopes to take his
driver’s license exam soon. The emo-
tional strain of separation has taken
its toll on the family, Alkhalaf said. His
youngest son in Turkey has devel-

oped asthma-like problems, his wife
is being treated for high blood pres-
sure and Ahmad doesn’t always sleep
well, a problem that started with
night terrors following the bomb
blasts. “Emotionally, I’m drained,”
Alkhalaf said. “If we were all together,
I think a lot of us would feel better. It’s
half the battle.” Ahmad talks with his
mother often and knows she’s strug-
gling to provide for his siblings. 

The family largely lives off the
charity of the Muslim community in
New England and what Alkhalaf can
send from his wages. Ahmad said he
tries to perk his mother up by telling
her about the new things he’s expe-
riencing. “I try to make her happy,
but it ’s hard,” Ahmad said. He
enrolled in the fourth grade this past
fall at a school in the Boston suburbs.
He is awaiting a more advanced pair
of prosthetic arms. And he hopes to
join a soccer team this spring.
Officials at Heights Elementary say
Ahmad’s stresses haven’t appeared
to affect his schooling.

If anything, they say, they’re
impressed with how quickly he has
embraced his new environment,
where he is receiving physical and
occupational therapy, one-on-one
reading and math help and other
support. “He really wants to talk to
people and understand things on
many levels,” said Holly Geiger,
Ahmad’s teacher. “He’s not shy, and I
think that’s helped.” Supporters have
purposely jam-packed Ahmad’s
schedule, said Nabil Jalal, a Sharon
resident who is among those help-
ing Ahmad and his father. As Ahmad
ran off to join an arts and craft ses-
sion, Jalal worried what the new year
might bring. “You can’t have one par-
ent and not the other, no matter
how good the life is here,” Jalal said.
“There’s a big missing part.”—AP
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MASSACHUSETTS: In this photo, Syrian refugee Ahmad
Alkhalaf plays soccer with friends during a day camp for local
Muslim children in Sharon, Massachusetts. —AP

ALBANY, New York: Two weeks
after officials in two dozen states
asked Republican President-elect
Donald Trump to kill one of
Democratic President Barack
Obama’s signature plans to curb
global warming, another group of
state officials is urging Trump to
save it. Democratic attorneys gener-
al in 15 states plus four cities and
counties sent a letter to Trump ask-
ing him to preserve Obama’s Clean
Power Plan, New York Attorney
General Eric Schneiderman, the lead
author, announced Thursday.

The letter was a rebuttal to one
sent this month by Republican offi-
cials from West Virginia and 21 other
states and Democrats from the coal-
producing states of Kentucky and
Missouri urging Trump to issue a
Day 1 executive order declaring the
Clean Power Plan unlawful and pro-
hibiting the US Environmental
Protection Agency from enforcing it.
The Clean Power Plan aims to
reduce carbon dioxide emissions at
existing power plants, the nation’s

largest source of the pollution, by
about one-third by 2030. 

Opponents say the
Environmental Protection Agency
lacks authority to implement the
rules. The plan is already the subject
of a legal fight. Trump has called the
science showing climate change a
hoax. His choice to head the EPA,
Oklahoma Attorney General Scott
Pruitt, has sued the EPA repeatedly
to stop its climate agenda including
Obama’s sweeping power plant
rules. And his nominee to run the
Department of Energy, former
Texas Gov. Rick Perry, has ques-
tioned climate science while work-
ing to promote coal-fired power in
Texas. But in a television interview
this month Trump said he was “still
open-minded” about the science of
climate change.

Schneiderman said states like
New York are “on the front lines of
climate change” and have demon-
strated how to cut pollution and
emissions while protecting afford-
able and reliable electricity, creating

jobs and growing the economy.
“The Clean Power Plan builds on
that successful work and is a blue-
print for the critical action needed to
fight climate change’s devastating
environmental, economic and pub-
lic health impacts,” he said. Under
Democratic Gov Andrew Cuomo’s
Clean Energy Standard, established
this year, 50 percent of New York
state’s electricity must come from
renewable energy sources like wind
and solar by 2030. 

Supporters of the plan 
New York and eight other states

are part of the Regional Greenhouse
Gas Initiative, a cap-and-trade pro-
gram that has reduced carbon diox-
ide emissions from electrical genera-
tion in the region by 40 percent from
2005 levels. In California, the nation’s
most populous state, which also
signed the letter, the goal is also to
have half of its energy from renew-
able sources by 2030 and a 40 per-
cent reduction of greenhouse gases.
The letter to Trump lists local impacts

of climate change from fossil fuel
emissions, including drought in
California, catastrophic storm surge
in New York City, a record deluge on
Colorado’s Front Range, high-tide
flooding in Virginia and South Florida
and diminished shellfish harvest in
Oregon and Washington state.

The legal challenge, filed by 27
states that oppose the Clean Power
Plan, is before a federal appeals
court in Washington, DC A decision
on the plan could come at any time,
but the US Supreme Court has tem-
porarily blocked implementation of
the rule until the court challenge is
resolved. Still, even if Trump wants
to scrap the plan, it would be a
large, time-consuming task. David
Doniger, a climate policy expert
with the Natural Resources Defense
Council who served on Democratic
President Bill Clinton’s White House
Council of Environmental Quality,
said the Trump administration “can’t
make it go away unless they go
through rulemaking process and
unwind it.” —AP
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