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All eyes on Ohio special election 
as a test of Trump, Republicans

WASHINGTON: Today’s special congressional elec-
tion in Ohio is the final direct face-off between
Republicans and Democrats before the November
mid-terms, and President Donald Trump’s party is
holding its breath. The seat was supposed to remain
safely in Republican hands. But Democrats who antici-
pate their grassroots activism propelling a “blue wave”
this year see a genuine shot at flipping a district long
held by the GOP, and sending a message that Trump’s
brand of attack politics is in trouble.

Republicans control both the Senate and House of
Representatives, but in a time of swirling frustration
with the commander-in-chief, including from within his
party, Trump is worried that any dent in the GOP hold
on Congress could hurt its ability to push through his
agenda, and expose him to Democratic efforts to oust
him from power. In recent weeks he has made several
campaign appearances ahead of state primaries,
endorsing candidates for Congress and governor and
imploring his supporters, as he did in Ohio on
Saturday night, to get out and vote.

Pollsters rate the Ohio race between Republican
state senator Troy Balderson and 31-year-old
Democratic lawyer Danny O’Connor as a toss-up. In a
swing state that Trump won by eight points in 2016,
Balderson’s 10-point lead from June has evaporated.

“Ohio, vote today for Troy Balderson for Congress,”
the president tweeted Tuesday morning, saying that
O’Connor “is weak on Crime, the Border, Military, Vets,
your 2nd Amendment - and will end your Tax Cuts.”

An O’Connor victory in the race to succeed retired
GOP congressman Patrick Tiberi in a wealthy subur-
ban district that has voted reliably Republican for
decades would be a massive shot in the arm for
Democrats seeking to take back the House. “The fact
it’s a dead heat indicates Republicans all across the
country are in trouble,” University of Akron professor
of political science David Cohen, who has studied
elections for two decades, told AFP on Monday. “That
Dems are even competitive in Ohio’s 12th district is an
indication that the blue wave may in fact be coming” in
November.

Blue or red wave? 
Experts including those at the nonpartisan Cook

Political Report say the Republican challenge of holding
their House majority is looking increasingly difficult.
Democrats need to flip 23 seats nationally to reclaim the
435-seat House. RealClearPolitics last Friday put the
generic ballot — a poll of whether Americans will vote
for Democrats or Republicans for Congress — in favor
of Democrats by 6.1 percentage points.

Democrats have already shown their muscle in sev-
eral battleground districts over the past year, winning
key special elections and coming unexpectedly close
to ousting Republicans in others. Trump is well aware
of his need for a victory Tuesday in Ohio, if only to
tamp down the sense of panic about the looming mid-
terms. “They’re talking about this blue wave. I don’t
think so,” Trump told a rally in Ohio, where he sang
Balderson’s praises. “I think it could be a red wave.”
Trump also extended an endorsement to a more
provocative Republican candidate who is on a primary
ballot Tuesday.

Kansas Attorney General Kris Kobach — known
for his divisive positions on immigration and voting
rights, is running for governor against the Republican
incumbent. Others in the party had urged Trump not to
intervene, warning that nominating such a controver-
sial figure as Kobach, a Trump loyalist, could energize
Democrats. But the Republican president made the
extraordinary move of supporting a candidate over a
sitting Republican governor, tweeting his endorsement
of Kobach whom he called a “fantastic guy.” Two seats
in Kansas’s all-Republican congressional delegation
are seen as potential Democratic pick-ups. Primary
elections are also being held Tuesday in Michigan,
Missouri and Washington state. — AFP 

Twin blazes 
form California’s 
largest ever
wildfire
CLEARLAKE OAKS: Two fires mercilessly
roaring through northern California have
grown so rapidly that they are now the largest
ever to ravage the state, authorities said.
Collectively dubbed the Mendocino Complex,
the wildfires have burned through 283,800
acres (114,850 hectares) — an area nearly the
size of the sprawling city of Los Angeles —
and are just 30 percent contained, according
to state fire authority CalFire. 

Two people have died in the inferno,
taking to 11 the number of people killed
by major fires that broke out last month
and are still ongoing. “Today a higher
pressure system brought warmer weath-
er, drying, and strong winds to the
region,” CalFire said in an update.
“Tonight fire crews will try to ... increase
suppression and hold current contain-
ment lines.” It was the second fire to
break records in the fire-prone, most
populous US state in as many years, fol-
lowing the Thomas Fire in December
2017, which destroyed 281,893 acres.

Further north in the state, the deadly
Carr Fire has burned through more than
164,400 acres since July 23, and killed
another seven people along the way. Its
intensity was so great at one point, that it
generated a tornado-like fire storm — as
well as its own weather system.
Authorities say it was triggered by the
“mechanical failure of a vehicle” that
caused sparks to fly in tinderbox-dry
conditions. The fire has razed more than
1,600 buildings, including some 1,000
homes, state officials say.

More than 14,000 firefighters were
battling the blazes across the state.
Several thousand people have been evac-
uated, although some have been given
permission in recent days to return to
their homes. The wildfires are “extremely
fast, extremely aggressive, extremely
dangerous,” said Scott McLean, a deputy

chief with the California Department of
Forestry and Fire Protection.  “Look how
big it got, just in a matter of days... Look
how fast this Mendocino Complex went
up in ranking. That doesn’t happen. That
just doesn’t happen.”

Evacuations will continue 
Firefighters were battling the

Mendocino Complex blaze supported by
helicopters and airplanes — including
two gigantic DC-10s and a 747 jumbo jet
— that doused the flames with water. The
objective of the firefighters is to protect
surrounding communities, which have
been evacuated. Some 9,300 structures
are threatened by fire, while 75 homes
have already been destroyed.
“Evacuations are going to continue until
is safe” Sheriff Brian Martin said Sunday,
without specifying the number of people
who had left their homes.

Another major fire, Ferguson, has left
two dead and forced the closure of part of
the Yosemite national park, and is current-
ly only 38 percent contained. The weather
forecast for the week ahead is not encour-
aging: very hot and very dry, the perfect
conditions for the fires to expand. The
Pentagon announced on Monday it would
send 200 soldiers to help firefighters to
fight the fires, many of which reached fed-
eral lands.

Trump tweet raises eyebrows 
President Donald Trump raised eye-

brows by tweeting about the wildfires
inaccurately, claiming there was not
enough water to fight them and appear-
ing to place the blame on environmental
laws, not climate change. “California wild-
fires are being magnified & made so
much worse by the bad environmental
laws which aren’t allowing massive
amounts of readily available water to be
properly utilized,” Trump said. 

“It is being diverted into the Pacific
Ocean. Must also tree clear to stop fire
from spreading!” “We have plenty of
water to fight these wildfires, but let’s be
clear: It’s our changing climate that is
leading to more severe and destructive
fires,” Daniel Berlant, CalFire assistant
deputy director, told The New York
Times. — AFP 

Venezuela vows 
to eradicate plots
CARACAS: Venezuelan President Nicolas
Maduro on Monday renewed his accusation
against his Colombian counterpart, blaming him
for what Caracas has called a drone “assassina-
tion” attempt on the Socialist leader over the
weekend.

In a video posted on Twitter shortly before
midnight, the 55-year-old said police and the mili-
tary had captured some of the conspirators and
were now hunting the masterminds. “There is suf-
ficient evidence of the participation of the outgo-
ing Colombian government of President Juan
Manuel Santos,” he added, promising to release
proof “in the next few hours.” The allegation has
worsened already fraught ties between Caracas
and Bogota. Santos, who hands over power to
elected successor Ivan Duque on Tuesday, has
categorically denied it. A live broadcast of
Saturday’s incident on Venezuelan state television
showed Maduro interrupted in mid-speech by an
explosion and looking up in confusion.

Dozens of soldiers on parade are then seen
breaking ranks and running away in panic.
Maduro and his government said the president
had been targeted by two flying drones carrying
explosives. But details of the incident remain
unclear, with conflicting information coming from
various sources. The Maduro administration said
Colombia had collaborated on the attack with the
“ultra far-right” Venezuelan opposition, and it was
financed by unnamed figures in the US state of
Florida. No evidence was given to support the
allegations. Thousands of exiled Venezuelans live
in Colombia and in Florida. Maduro had been
expected to address his supporters — most of
them workers — who marched through Caracas in
what would have been his first public appearance
since Saturday’s incident. But he failed to show.
The communications ministry did not explain his
absence. “We had hoped to see him today. But we
imagine he didn’t come out for security reasons,”
said one supporter, 36-year-old Margot Sivira.

Linda Estrada, 48, added: “They aren’t going to
give them the pleasure of killing him.”

Suspects ‘identified’ 
Maduro’s critics said they feared the

Venezuelan government would use the attack to
step up repression of the opposition and dissi-
dents. Venezuelan Attorney General Tarek
William Saab told a news conference on Monday
that several suspects were in custody and
authorities would track down all those who con-
spire against public peace.”

He called the drone attack, in which seven sol-
diers were said to be wounded, “an attempted
massacre.” The attorney general added that two
of the suspects were “caught in the act” guiding
one of the drones from a car close to the parade. 

Interior Minister Nicolas Reverol said
Sunday that six suspects had been arrested. He
said two drones had been used, each carrying a

kilogram of C4 explosive.  No drones could be
seen in the broadcast of the event, which was
cut moments after the soldiers were seen scat-
tering away from where Maduro was standing
flanked by military chiefs and his wife. An unau-
thenticated statement from a rebel group calling
itself the “National Movement of Soldiers in T-
Shirts” claimed responsibility. Maduro and his
allies insist it was a drone assassination bid.
Bolivia, Cuba, Iran, Russia, Syria and Turkey
condemned the incident.

Maduro, a former bus driver who took over the
reins from his mentor Hugo Chavez upon the latter’s
death to cancer in 2013, has been ruling in increas-
ingly autocratic fashion with military support. He
controls almost all the country’s institutions, and has
used the supreme court, electoral authorities and a
new super-legislative body, the Constitutional
Assembly, to sideline the opposition-run parlia-
ment, the National Assembly. — AFP

MADRID: Spain’s conservative Popular
Party (PP), freshly ousted from power over
a series of corruption cases, has been hit by
another scandal as new leader Pablo
Casado stands accused of getting a
Masters degree as a “gift.” The 37-year-old
promised “regeneration” when he replaced
Mariano Rajoy on July 21 as PP chief fol-
lowing the latter’s ouster as prime minister
in a no-confidence vote called over the cor-
ruption scandals affecting his party.

But a judge at a Madrid court believes
he may be guilty of “bribery and misfea-
sance” for getting his diploma in regional
law from the Spanish capital’s King Juan
Carlos University in 2009 without going
to lectures or passing exams. In a court
document seen by AFP yesterday, Judge
Carmen Rodriguez-Medel says she found
possible evidence of wrongdoing as she
investigated the university and other stu-
dents over degree irregularities. She has
asked the Supreme Court to probe
Casado, the only tribunal able to do so
given his special status as a lawmaker.

Casado has already admitted to not
attending lectures to get his Masters, and
according to the court document, said he
got his diploma based on “work” he sub-
mitted. But Rodriguez-Medel, who was
unable to quest ion Casado, said her
investigations had found no trace at the

university of any work. She believes he
received the Masters as a “gift,” one of
several to have allegedly benefited from
this special favour.

The King Juan Carlos University is
where Casado’s fellow party colleague
Cristina Cifuentes obtained the same
diploma in dubious circumstances in what
became known as the “mastergate” scan-
dal. Under fire for weeks, Cifuentes even-
tually resigned as president of the Madrid
region in April when footage emerged of
her allegedly shoplifting 40 euros ($46)
worth of cosmetics. Casado on Monday
ruled out resigning and the PP leapt to
his defense.

“Innocent people must never resign,”
the PP’s  secretary general  Teodoro
Garcia told reporters yesterday. He said
that Casado had “many of the documents
that he later submitted,” adding that
under i ts  regulat ions, the university
destroys student paperwork after seven
years. Garcia also said he was “sur-
prised” that  members of  the rul ing
Socialist party who had “faked” their CV
were not being probed. He pointed to
Jose Manuel Franco, secretary-general of
the Socialist party in Madrid, who in
April admitted an “irregularity” in his CV,
having written he had a degree in maths
when he never did. — AFP  

Spain’s new conservative 
leader in degree scandal

WILKES BARRES: In this file photo taken on August 01, 2018, David Reinert holds up a
large “Q” sign while awaiting the arrival of US President Donald Trump at a “Make
America Great Again” rally at the Mohegan Sun Arena, Casey Plaza. — AFP  

CARACAS: Members of Venezuela’s Bolivarian militia and pro-government activists
demonstrate their support for Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro during a rally,
outside the Miraflores presidential palace. — AFP 

Israeli strike kills 2
Hamas militants 
in Gaza: Officials
GAZA CITY: An Israeli strike yesterday
killed two militants of the Gaza Strip’s ruling
Hamas movement after shots were fired at sol-
diers, Gazan and Israeli officials said. Hamas’s
military wing, the Ezzedine Al-Qassam
Brigades, confirmed in a statement that the
dead men were its fighters and named them as
Ahmed Murjan and Abdel-Hafez Al-Silawi. An
Israeli military statement, apparently referring
to the same incident, said that the army
returned fire after shots were fired at its sol-
diers from a Hamas post in the northern Gaza
Strip, next to the border with Israel.

Palestinian sources said that the Israeli
attack was in the north of the strip but they
said it was a drone strike, while the Israeli
statement said that it was tank fire. A video
distributed by the Israeli army appeared to
show a tank striking a military post in the
Gaza Strip. The military said it was prepared
“to target any aggression against Israel and
holds Hamas responsible for everything hap-
pening in and from the Gaza Strip.” It added
that no Israeli troops were injured in the
exchange.

Hamas warned Israel that it would pay for
the attack, without elaborating. “The resist-

ance cannot allow the occupation to impose a
policy of bombing sites and targeting fighters
without paying the price,” it said in a state-
ment. Since Palestinian protests and clashes
along the Gaza border erupted at the end of
March, at least 160 Palestinians have been
killed by Israeli fire. One Israeli soldier has
been shot dead by a Palestinian sniper.

The protests call for Palestinians to be able

to return to the land they or their families fled
or were expelled from in the 1948 war sur-
rounding the creation of Israel. Israel says any
such return would mean the end of it as a
Jewish state. Gaza’s Islamist rulers Hamas have
fought three wars with Israel since 2008. The
United Nations and Egypt are currently trying
to secure a deal between Israel and Hamas for
a lasting truce. — AFP 

JABALIA: Palestinian relatives of Ahmad Murjan, the young Hamas fighter killed by
Israeli fire, mourn over his death during the funeral. — AFP 

HERAT: Twenty Afghan amputees, some in
wheelchairs and others on crutches, began a
grueling trek of hundreds of kilometers across
Afghanistan yesterday, demanding an end to
the war that cost them their limbs.  The “peace
convoy” began its journey in the western city of
Herat and will finish on the other side of the
country in the capital Kabul, running the gaunt-
let of militants, roadside bombs and blistering
temperatures. 

“We are taking this journey of more than

1,000 kilometers to Kabul to tell the world to
stop the war,” Mohammad Musa, 40, who lost
both legs in a landmine explosion, told AFP.
“The war has brought nothing except destruc-
tion.” Abubaker Qaderi, whose right leg was
blown off by a roadside bomb 15 years ago,
called for a “permanent ceasefire” in the latest
conflict, which began with the 2001 US-led
invasion. “War must stop, we want peace,” the
50-year-old told AFP before setting off towards
Kabul. “For the sake of the next generation, they

should stop fighting,” another protester called
Khan Zai told AFP. The march comes weeks
after another group demanding peace walked
700 kilometers from the southern city of
Lashkar Gah to Kabul, much of it during the
fasting month of Ramadan.  That march,
believed to be the first of its kind in Afghanistan,
arrived in the city on June 18 as the Taleban
ended an unprecedented three-day ceasefire
and resumed fighting. The Afghan government is
expected to announce a second truce for the
next Eid holiday this month.

Afghanistan’s largest militant group has not
agreed to the protesters’ demands and has
ignored President Ashraf Ghani’s offer of uncon-
ditional peace talks. The Taleban has long insist-
ed on direct talks with the United States. — AFP

Afghan amputee marchers 
embark on harsh peace trek


