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WASHINGTON: President Donald Trump
barged into Senate Republicans’ delicate
health care negotiations Friday, declar-
ing that if lawmakers can’t reach a deal
they should simply repeal “Obamacare”
right away and then replace it later on.
Trump’s tweet revives an approach that
GOP leaders and the president himself
considered but dismissed months ago as
impractical and politically unwise. 

And it’s likely to further complicate
Majority Leader Mitch McConnell’s task
as he struggles to bridge the divide
between GOP moderates and conserva-
tives as senators leave Washington for
the Fourth of July break without having
voted on a health care bill as planned. “If
Republican Senators are unable to pass
what they are working on now, they
should immediately REPEAL, and then
REPLACE at a later date!” Trump wrote.

The president sent his early-morning
tweet shortly after Nebraska Republican
Sen. Ben Sasse appeared on Fox News
Channel’s “Fox & Friends” to talk about a
letter he had sent to Trump making that
exact suggestion: A vote on repealing
former President Barack Obama’s health
law followed by a new effort at a working
out a replacement. Trump is a known
“Fox & Friends” viewer, but Republican
Sen Rand Paul of Kentucky also claimed
credit for recommending the tactic to

the president in a conversation earlier in
the week.

“Sen Rand Paul suggested this very
idea to the president,” said Paul
spokesman Sergio Gor. “The senator fully
agrees that we must immediately repeal
Obamacare and then work on replacing
it right away.” Either way, Trump’s sugges-
tion has the potential to harden divisions
within the GOP as conservatives like Paul
and Sasse complain that McConnell’s bill
does not go far enough in repealing
Obama’s health care law while moder-
ates criticize it as overly harsh in kicking
people off insurance roles, shrinking the
Medicaid safety net and increasing pre-
miums for older Americans.

McConnell told reporters after an
event Friday in his home state of
Kentucky that the health care bill
remains challenging but “we are going to
stick with that path.” “It’s not easy making
American great again, is it?” McConnell
said. McConnell has been trying to strike
deals with members of both factions in
order to finalize a rewritten bill lawmak-
ers can vote on when they return to the
Capitol the second week of July. Even
before Trump weighed in, though, it was-
n’t clear how far he was getting, and
Trump’s tweet did not appear to suggest
a lot of White House confidence in the
outcome.

“McConnell’s trying to achieve a 50-
vote Venn diagram between some very
competing factions,” said Rodney
Whitlock, a veteran health policy expert
who worked as a Senate GOP aide dur-
ing passage of the Democrats’ Affordable
Care Act. “So what the president tweeted
takes one side of that Venn diagram and
pushes it further away, and actually puts
on the table an option that will probably
drive that group away from seeking com-
promise with the other side of the Venn
diagram.” A McConnell spokesman
declined to comment on Trump’s tweet.
Even before Trump was inaugurated in
January, Republicans had debated and
ultimately discarded the idea of repeal-
ing Obamacare before replacing it, con-
cluding that both must happen simulta-
neously. 

Doing otherwise would invite accusa-
tions that Republicans were simply toss-
ing people off coverage and would roil
insurance markets by raising the ques-
tion of whether, when and how Congress
might replace Obama’s law once it was
gone. The idea also would leave unre-
solved the quandary lawmakers are
struggling with now, about how to
replace Obama’s system of online insur-
ance markets, tax subsidies and an
expanded Medicaid with something that
could get enough Republican votes to

pass Congress. 
House Republicans barely passed

their version of an Obamacare replace-
ment bill in May, and the task is proving
even tougher in the Senate, where
McConnell has almost no margin for
error. Moderates were spooked as the
week began with a Congressional
Budget Office finding that McConnell’s
draft bill would result in 22 million peo-
ple losing insurance over the next
decade, only 1  million fewer than under

the House-passed legislation which
Trump privately told senators was
“mean.” 

But conservatives continue to insist
that the bill must go further than just
repealing some of the mandates and tax-
es in Obama’s law. “It’s distressing to see
so many Republicans who’ve lied about
their commitment to repeal,” Ken
Cuccinelli ,  president of the Senate
Conservatives Fund, said in a conference
call on Friday. —AP 

Trump backs repealing ‘Obamacare’ now, replacing it later

EMPORIA: A nurse screens a patient at Greensville County High School, in
Emporia, Virginia during free medical aid by Remote Area Medical (RAM), a non-
profit volunteer medical relief corps that provides free health care to people in
remote areas of the United States. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: Defense Secretary James Mattis
has delayed a plan by Barack Obama’s adminis-
tration to start accepting transgender recruits in
the military, the Pentagon said. The decision to
delay the plan for six months was made on the
eve of a deadline set by Mattis’s predecessor,
Ashton Carter, during Barack Obama’s adminis-
tration. The five armed service branches can now
delay accepting transgender recruits until
January 1 as they “review their accession plans
and provide input on the impact to the readi-
ness and lethality of our forces,” Pentagon
spokeswoman Dana White said in a statement.

Last week, White explained that the different
services were not in agreement on when to
accept transgender recruits. “The service chiefs
all had to give their what needed-to-be-done
timeframes” for integrating transgender troops,
she told reporters. “Different services had differ-
ent takes. Some asked for time... there were all
kinds of different recommendations.” An estimat-
ed 2,500 to 7,000 transgender people are among
the 1.3 million active duty service members. But
these are troops who could not make their sexu-
al preferences openly known prior to joining the
military. Until a year ago, they could be fired for
openly expressing their sexual orientation. “We
have reason to be proud today of what this will
mean for our military  because it’s the right thing
to do, and it’s another step in ensuring that we
continue to recruit and retain the most qualified
people - and good people are the key to the
best military in the world,” Carter said last year.
“Our military, and the nation it defends, will be
stronger. 

Politicking from the pulpit 
Meanwhile, House Republicans targeting a

law that prohibits such outright politicking from
the pulpit said that Churches should have the
right to endorse political candidates and still
keep their tax-free status. Republicans repeated-
ly have failed to scrap the law preventing
churches and other nonprofits from backing
candidates, so now they are trying to starve it.
With little fanfare, a House Appropriations sub-
committee added a provision that would deny
money to the IRS to enforce the 63-year-old law
to a bill to fund the Treasury Department,
Securities and Exchange Commission and other
agencies.

The subcommittee passed the bill Thursday.
Republicans say the law is enforced unevenly,
leaving religious leaders uncertain about what
they are allowed to say and do. “I believe that
churches have a right of free speech and an
opportunity to talk about positions and issues
that are relevant to their faith,” said Rep. Jim
Renacci, R-Ohio. Some Democrats say the meas-
ure comes too close to mixing church and state.
They say religious leaders already have First
Amendment rights, just like anyone else. But if
they want to get political, they don’t have a con-
stitutional right not to pay taxes.  

Some also worry that the measure could
upend the system of campaign financing by
allowing churches to use their tax-free status to
funnel money to political candidates.  Rep.
Richard Neal, D-Mass., recalled a speech that
President John F. Kennedy gave to religious lead-
ers when he was running for president. “He said
the pope wouldn’t tell him what to do, and the
people in that audience shouldn’t be telling
people on Sunday morning who to vote for,”
Neal said. “I don’t think churches should be
endorsing.”

Many nonprofit groups want to avoid politics.
In April, 4,500 nonprofit groups signed onto a
letter to congressional leaders asking them to
preserve the law.  The law prohibits tax-exempt
charitable organizations such as churches from
participating directly or indirectly in any political
campaign to support or oppose a candidate. If
the IRS determines that a group has violated the
law, it can revoke its tax-exempt status.  The law
doesn’t stop religious groups from weighing in
on public policy or organizing in ways that may
benefit one side in a campaign.

The bill specifically forbids the IRS from
spending money to enforce the law against “a
church, or a convention or association of church-
es,” unless the IRS commissioner signs off on it
and notifies Congress. The bill doesn’t mention
other types of nonprofit groups, or even syna-
gogues or mosques, said Nick Little of the Center
for Inquiry, which promotes secularism. “All they

care about is the Christian groups, and in particu-
lar, it will end up as the extreme religious right
Christian groups,” Little said. “If this goes through,
this would add just another way in which unreg-
ulated dark money could be used.”

Religious leaders have been weighing in on
political issues for generations, whether it’s the

debate over abortion or advocating for the poor.
But periodically, the IRS has stepped in when
religious leaders explicitly endorse or oppose
candidates. The law is called the Johnson
Amendment after former President Lyndon
Johnson, who introduced it in 1954 when he
was a Democratic senator from Texas. — AP
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Bill targets law aimed at keeping politics out of churches

WASHINGTON: US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson (left), US Vice President Mike Pence (center),
and US Secretary of Defense James Mattis speak before US President Donald Trump and South
Korean President Moon Jae-in give joint statements in the Rose Garden at the White House in
Washington, DC, on June 30, 2017. — AFP 

ALASKA: Alisa Landis (left) and her 11-year-old son, Zach, explain how a black bear
crashed through Zach’s bedroom window in Anchorage, Alaska, Friday, June 30,
2017. — AP 

ANCHORAGE: A huge crash jolted 11-year-
old Zach Landis awake in his Anchorage
home, but it soon became clear it wasn’t a
human intruder or his sisters playing a trick
on him. A black bear had broken through
the garden-level window of Zach’s tiny bed-
room and was whimpering like a scared dog
in the room. Zach screamed, and the man-
sized animal bolted out the window and dis-
appeared, the boy recalled Friday about the
Monday night encounter at his home on a
large, thickly wooded lot.

The boy scrambled over the shattered
glass and ran upstairs to tell his parents.
“Mom, Dad, there’s a bear in my room,” he
blurted. His mother, Alisa Landis, told him he
just had a bad dream and that he could
sleep with her and his father. No, no, no, it
was a bear, Zach insisted, adding the animal
had climbed out the window. At that point,
his mother said, it must be an intruder. His
father, Jon Landis, went downstairs to check
and found the shattered window. “Call 911,”
he shouted.

No one was hurt, just shaken up. The ani-
mal left claw marks in the room, as well as
black hair and a few smudges of blood. Plus,
the bear smelled like a wet, dirty dog and
left behind a powerful stench. “The odor lin-
gered for hours,” Alisa Landis said. It was the
latest encounter between bears and humans
this summer in the nation’s largest state,

including four maulings in the past two
weeks. Two people were killed by black
bears in what are believed to be rare preda-
tory attacks, but predatory behavior is not
believed to have been what drove the bear
in Monday’s residential visit.  

That bear appeared to find itself in the
house by accident and it quickly fled, state
Fish and Game officials said. The Landis fami-
ly just returned to Alaska last fall after leav-
ing the state about a decade ago. In the last
couple of weeks, they’ve had their share of
bear experiences.  Before the bedroom
escapade, they saw another, smaller black
bear crossing a busy street in south
Anchorage during a family bike ride. And on
Wednesday, they discovered a bear had bro-
ken into a trash bin, pulling out a garbage
bag, which was slit open like it was done
with a sharp knife.

Their neighbors also saw a large black
bear in the days before the window caper.
“We don’t live in a state of fear or being para-
noid or anything,” Alisa Landis said. “But we’re
also much more cautious and more alert to
checking your surroundings.” The day after
the incident, state Fish and Game biologist
Cory Stantorf visited the home to talk to the
family and try to determine what happened.
Like the Landis family, he speculates that the
bear might have seen its reflection in the
window and charged at it.—AP 
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CARACAS: Venezuela’s political and economic
crisis has thrown people’s everyday lives into
chaos and left 82 of them dead. Killings, looting,
traffic jams and clouds of tear gas fired by riots
cops at anti-government protesters are making
ordinary people’s lives a nightmare. As the
country marks three months since the worst
unrest erupted, here are five faces of a crisis
with no end in sight.

Butcher 
Looters emptied the freezers and seized

computers and even carving knives from
Ricardo Rivas’s butcher’s shop on May 16. “They
took absolutely everything,” the 29-year-old
said, in his western home city of San Cristobal.
He was visiting his mother when he got a call
telling him armed men had destroyed the busi-
ness he worked years to build. “I thought of
shutting it down and leaving. But I am one of
those people who believe you should stay and
fight,” Rivas said. He laid off half the staff and put
his van up for sale to keep the business afloat.
Venezuela’s Social Conflict Observatory counted
157 outbreaks of looting in the first two months
of this year alone. That was before the worst of
the unrest began, with the daily protests that
erupted on April 1 by demonstrators who blame
President Nicolas Maduro for the economic cri-
sis. Entrepreneurial association Fedecamaras
says 70 percent of Venezuela’s businesses have
shut down in the past decade.

Baker
Daniel Dacosta, 64, closed up his bakery as

hooded protesters outside prepared for a
pitched battle with police in Caracas.Flour is
scarce and the violence worsens the shortage.
Dacosta has laid off staff. The bakery is running
at half capacity. “Customers are not coming. The
situation is explosive,” he said. “People are afraid
to go out because of the tear gas and the ban-
dits.” Maria Carolina Uzcategui, president of
trade association Consecomercio, told AFP
protests in downtown commercial districts are
causing “numerous” losses.   Consultancy
Ecoanalitica estimates the economy will con-
tract by nine percent this year if the trend con-
tinues, its director Asdrubal Oliveros said. “But
we have to carry on,” Dacosta said.

Homemaker
For Karelis Rojas, 37, the unrest messes up just

about every aspect of life: as a housewife, mother
and entrepreneur. Her children, aged five and 12,
stopped going to school three weeks ago
because of the disturbances. The school is only
two blocks from their house, but the streets are
too dangerous to risk it. “People who live near the
schools warn me if there are armored cars there,
and if the streets are closed,” Rojas said. Clouds of
tear gas fired by riot police seeped into the apart-
ment, forcing her to shut the children in their
room. She had to take her five-year-old son to a
psychologist because he suffered from “fear and
anxiety.” Rojas used to earn money by designing
women’s garments, but “what people least want
to do at the moment is buy clothes.” Rather than
sit at home “crying,” she said she has sometimes
joined in the protests despite the risks. “The way
to show my discontent is to get out in the street,”
Rojas said.

Student 
Language student Laura Doffiny, 21, said she

sometimes misses up to three days of classes a
week due to transport chaos. “I am meant to
attend 10 classes a week and I end up having
three or four,” she said. “In one of the subjects I
am taking, I haven’t had a single class.” The pri-
vate university she attends postponed exams in
April after one of its students was killed during a
protest. When classes are canceled, she joins in
the demonstrations, though not all students
agree with her. “Venezuela needs professionals,”
reads a placard in the university. “Not martyrs.”

Taxi driver
Driving his taxi, Jean Carlo Ponce has to

weave around barricades mounted by protest-
ers. “We try to go to areas where the taxi doesn’t
risk getting set on fire,” he said. In Venezuela’s
inflation crisis, something as basic as a spare tire
costs a whole month’s salary. Underground train
stations shut down during demonstrations, but
that doesn’t help him much.  Many passengers
can’t afford a cab, and the disturbances keep
many away. He sometimes spends two hours at
a time idle. “When the protest finishes, the
demonstrators leave and you’re on your own,”
Ponce said. “At that point, it’s best not to hang
around in case someone comes to steal your car
or your money.”— AFP 

5 faces of crisis in Venezuela
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caper spells trouble
CARACAS: Venezuelans disagree on
whether a helicopter grenade attack
claimed by rogue cops was a coup or a
hoax. Either way, it shows security forces
risk turning against the government.
Authorities said they were still hunting the
man accused of piloting the helicopter from
which grenades were dropped on the
Supreme Court on Monday: Oscar Perez, a
cop who also happens to have appeared in
an action film.  Local people, opposition
leaders and some analysts suspect he is just
a poser hired by the government to justify it
cracking down on its opponents.  For oth-
ers, the most important thing it highlighted
is the delicate role played by the security
forces in Venezuela’s potentially explosive
crisis.  “We call on the people to remain
calm,” said the head of the armed forces,
Defense Minister Vladimir Padrino Lopez,
“but also to remain on alert in case of an
escalation.”

Testing loyalties
Analysts at consultancy Eurasia Group

judged that the grenade attack “seems to
be individually motivated rather than a gov-
ernment conspiracy or coordinated attempt
with other security or military actors.” But
they warned in a note that the attack came
as anti-government protests “are turning
more violent and testing the loyalties of the
security apparatus.” Despite being widely
blamed for a desperate economic crisis,
Maduro retains the public backing of the
military high command. Analysts say that is
key to him remaining in power. But there is

movement in the ranks. Last week Maduro
said he had replaced the heads of the army,
navy, central strategic command and the
military police.  Venezuela has seen three
attempted military coups since 1992.
Unrest has mounted over the past three
months as opponents demanding elections
to remove Maduro have staged daily street
protests.  Demonstrators have accused
police of attacking them.

On Thursday state prosecutors said in a
statement they were bringing charges
against the recently-removed head of the
military police, Antonio Benavides Torres,
for alleged human rights violations. But the
opposition also knows that some officers
sympathize with their side.  “This issue
about the helicopter is a clear signal of the
discontent in this country,” said senior
opposition leader Henrique Capriles. “There
is internal division, in the police, the nation-
al guard and all the institutions.”

Distracting attention?
The government said Tuesday the heli-

copter used in the attack had been found in
Osma, a town near Caracas, but no arrests
had been made. Perez appeared in a video
released online around the time of the
attack claiming he was a “warrior of God”
and urging an uprising against the govern-
ment. He has not appeared since. Foreign
Minister Moncada said some in the opposi-
tion were “acting crazy” by alleging that
“this was a lie made up by the government,
that we did it on purpose to distract the
public’s attention” from the crisis.—AFP


