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Washington Watch

Consequences of 
upholding US ban
Dr James J Zogby  
President Arab American Institute

The Supreme Court decision upholding the
Trump Administration’s infamous “Muslim ban”
will have consequences far beyond its restric-

tion on visas for nationals from the affected countries.
Of the greatest concern is the validation it has given
to the president’s virulent anti-Muslim, anti-immigrant
rhetoric. It was Trump’s inflammatory language
against Muslims that caused lower courts to strike
down his first iteration of the ban. 

While the Administration claimed to hold no anti-
Muslim animus, the courts noted that during his cam-
paign for the White House, Trump had said “I think
Islam hates us...we can’t allow people coming into this
country who have hatred of the United States.” And
that he had called for “a total and complete shutdown
of Muslims entering the United States.” In an effort to
deflect criticism and save face, the Administration
attempted a second and third version of the ban,
adding Venezuela and North Korea to the list of
banned countries and repackaging the effort as a
national security “travel ban”. 

It was this third version that was upheld by the
Supreme Court. In upholding Trump’s ban, the court
recognized the president’s absolute right to “suspend
entry of aliens into the United States”, regardless of
whether or not his intention was to discriminate
against Muslims. It is frightening to think of the con-
sequences of handing such power to any president-
especially this one. 

The decision will also have a direct and hurtful
impact on hundreds of thousands of recent immigrant
Syrian, Yemeni, and Somali Americans in addition to
others from the affected countries. They will no longer
be able to have their families visit them. And if they
are still Green Card holders, they will now be at risk of
being denied reentry if they leave the US to visit their
families abroad. 

The ban and the decision to uphold it also make a
mockery of national security concerns. While Trump
has repeatedly claimed that this measure was
designed to keep “dangerous people out of our coun-
try” there is no evidence that immigrants from the tar-
geted countries have engaged in terrorist acts here in
the US. And, as for the president’s oft-expressed con-
cern of the dangers posed by refugees from these
countries, saying that “we don’t know who these peo-
ple are”, this ignores the rigorous 12-stage security
vetting process already in place to screen them. In
fact, we know more about refugees than we do about
any other group of immigrants coming to the US. 

Finally, this Supreme Court decision coming on the
heels of the Trump Administration’s horrific behavior
in separating refugee and asylum-seeking families and
putting them in long-term detention camps without
recourse to judicial review will only serve to embold-
en the White House to commit new outrages in the
name of national security. Whether this is a “Muslim
ban” or a “travel ban” is, on one level, irrelevant. What
it is, in either case, is a cruel and arbitrary act motivat-
ed by bigotry. 

Trump fueled his campaign with hostility toward
selected groups of foreigners-Muslims, Mexicans, and
other “people of color”. They were, he has said, an
“infestation” that was threatening our culture and our
society. His behavior since taking office and the individu-
als he has appointed to senior posts in his administration
have only served to amplify this inflammatory stance. 

The Supreme Court has now validated his behavior
and from the supportive comments of some of his key
supporters we can only expect more, not less, of this
dangerous appeal to xenophobia. We can expect his
base to be empowered, hate to increase, and targeted
communities to live in fear and dread. This may be
what the president wants, but it’s not the country we
want to leave to future generations. A final thought: it
is clear that Trump’s rhetoric and actions are political
in intent. He is firing up his supporters in the hopes
that they will insure continued Republican control of
Congress. A GOP victory, he feels, will protect him
from accountability and possible impeachment.

This is reason enough to consider that the 2018
mid-terms may be the most important election in the
recent history of our country. They present is a chal-
lenge for both parties. Republicans who initially
rejected Trump and saw him as a danger to their par-
ty and the country, became cowards in the face of
“Trump’s base”.  They decided to swallow their pride
and their principles and tagged along for the ride.
They got what they wanted: tax cuts and deregula-
tion, a conservative Supreme Court Justice, and the
gutting of Obamacare. All the while, they privately
recoiled in horror at his inflammatory rhetoric and
his courting of “hate groups”, but did nothing to
challenge him. 

As a result, they have become complicit in Trump’s
corrupting abuse of presidential power.  Republicans
can no longer be allowed to turn a blind eye to this
president’s degrading of American political culture.
Democrats too must face down this challenge. They
can no longer play “business as usual” fielding com-
fortable candidates who hold on to the power and
privilege of high office and once there do little or
nothing to challenge the status quo. This moment in
our history and this election is too important. At stake
is our very democracy. 

Hardline EU members crow victory over migrant deal
Four eastern EU states which have all taken a tough anti-

migrant stance crowed victory on Friday over a contro-
versial deal dropping the bloc’s mandatory quota system

in favor of measures designed to stem the influx of asylum
seekers. Hammered out in marathon all-night talks, the deal
allows EU members to choose whether they receive migrants,
foresees creating secure centers for migrants inside the bloc
and “disembarkation platforms” in North Africa. Hailed as a
“big step” by hardline EU members, the deal outraged aid
workers saying it would hinder rescue operations at sea.

The idea of imposing   financial sanctions on countries
refusing to accommodate refugees also disappeared. Leaders
from Visegrad group (V4) countries, including the Czech
Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia, hailed the new meas-
ures as a vindication of their staunch opposition to mandatory
migrant quotas. Poland claimed a “huge success” on the
migrant issue as it is locked in a bitter dispute with the EU
over judicial reforms that the bloc insists pose a “systemic
threat” to the rule of law.  

“After more than two years of difficult discussions, contro-
versies and pressure, all the 28 EU states have unanimously
adopted the position of Poland and the V4,” Poland’s right-
wing Premier Mateusz Morawiecki said on Twitter. He also
hailed the EU’s “NO for compulsory sharing of migrants and
unanimous agreement on reforming the Dublin regulation”,
which assigns responsibility for asylum seekers to the nation
of first entry.”We were threatened by saying that if we don’t
welcome refugees, we’ll have to pay... we have remained firm
in our position, that we must not pay, because the whole phi-
losophy is wrong and we must know how to defend external
borders,” he said.

‘Big fight, big success’
The Polish leader was echoed by populist Hungarian Prime

Minister Viktor Orban, called the new EU migrant deal a
“great victory”. “There was a real threat that migrants would
be redistributed from refugee camps to European countries,”
he said, adding that “Hungary will remain a Hungarian country
and will not become a country of migrants.

”Billionaire populist Czech Prime Minister Andrej Babis

said Friday that “quotas were an issue for four years, and now
everyone has dropped the topic.” 

“It was a big fight, the V4 was united and we achieved our
goal. It’s a big success,” said Babis, who is fighting fraud alle-
gations at home and has controversially solicited the Czech
Communist Party to support his minority coalition government.
Slovak Prime Minister Peter Pellegrini struck a more moderate
tone on Friday saying that “when it comes to voluntary quotas,
I will be very careful.” “Slovakia still feels that the capacity of
our facilities is still available and sufficient, where we can tem-
porarily accommodate migrants,” he told reported in Brussels.

But Austrian Chancellor Sebastian Kurz, who governs in

coalition with a far-right anti-immigration party,  refused to
host any secure centers for migrants: “Of course not... we
are not a first arrival country unless people jump from
parachutes,” said Kurz, who will push the migration issue
when Austria takes over the EU’s rotating six-month presi-
dency in July. Arrivals have dropped by 96 percent since
the peak of Europe’s migration crisis in 2015 when over a
million people fleeing conflict and poverty in the Middle
East and Africa arrived mostly in EU members Greece and
Italy. But the tough stance of Italy’s new populist anti-
immigration government thrust the issue back to the top of
the EU agenda.— AFP 

Austria’s right-wing 
‘rock star’ Kurz at the 
helm of EU politics

Feted as a “rock star” by an American ambassador and court-
ed by Angela Merkel’s right-wing critics: it’s a dream start
for Austria’s youthful Chancellor Sebastian Kurz as his coun-

try takes over the EU’s rotating presidency. Aged just 31, Kurz is
poised to steer the bloc as one of his pet themes-a tougher migra-
tion policy-rises rapidly up the European agenda again. 

Kurz, whose centre-right People’s Party (OeVP) has gov-
erned with the far-right Freedom Party (FPOe) since December,
rarely misses an opportunity to boast of his role in closing the
“Balkan route” for migrants in 2016 when he was foreign minis-
ter. He made a clampdown on immigration a central theme of his
campaign in last year’s elections. While his stance hasn’t been
universally welcomed, Kurz “is in tune with the prevailing
mood,” said Patrick Moreau, Austria expert at France’s National
Centre for Scientific Research.

“More and more people agree with his criticism of (German
Chancellor) Angela Merkel’s decision to temporarily open the

borders in 2015,” Moreau said.  His stance as a “critical
Europhile” is also increasingly popular: Kurz emphasizes his
support for the EU but on condition it gives more powers to
member states. The FPOe and other far-right parties have
moved closer to this position having put aside for now any
plans to leave the bloc. “Whether as the manager of a refugee
crisis, the great hope of the right or a cool tactician, Austria’s
EU presidency gives the chancellor the chance to make his
mark,” the centrist Kurier newspaper said.

Austrian pride
It’s a far cry from 2000, the last time the OeVP went into

coalition with the FPOe, then led by the controversial but mag-
netic Joerg Haider.  A wave of international revulsion greeted the
FPOe’s entry into government and the EU imposed diplomatic
sanctions for several months.  

Now, with the “identitarian” right gathering steam across the
continent, “Kurz is being recognised on the international stage
and Austrians are proud of that,” said Moreau. The new
American ambassador to Germany Richard Grenell called Kurz
a “rock star” in an interview while Merkel’s critics in the
Bavarian CSU party, her coalition partner, have emphasized their
“common position” with Kurz on immigration.  There are howev-
er signs that it may not all be smooth sailing with Austria’s FPOe
Interior Minister Herbert Kickl rejecting plans by his German

CSU colleague Horst Seehofer to send some migrants back
across the Bavaria-Austria border. But domestically the govern-
ment is still doing well in the polls. “The government’s strength is
in presenting an image of harmony, thanks to some very inten-
sive political marketing,” particularly on social media, said politi-
cal scientist Thomas Hofer.

‘Master of distraction’
Only a few weeks into the new administration, the FPOe had

to face embarrassing revelations about neo-Nazi sympathies in
organizations close to the party but Kurz refrained from making
any harsh comments about his coalition partners. When asked
about the FPOe’s echoing of Hungary’s nationalist Prime
Minister Viktor Orban’s rhetoric against liberal US billionaire
George Soros, Kurz simply said he was of a “different opinion”.

On a recent visit to Budapest, Kurz did not comment on a
slew of controversial laws restricting NGO activity, only saying
that Austria wanted to be a “bridge builder” to central Europe.
But the slick image and balancing acts haven’t charmed all.
“Kurz is a master of distraction,” the liberal Falter weekly said
recently, pointing to a press conference where Kurz and other
ministers announced-with much fanfare-plans to close several
mosques. The paper suggested part of the purpose was to
deflect attention from unrelated allegations of wrongdoing lev-
eled at Interior Minister Kickl. — AFP 

TRIPOLI: Migrants who survived the sinking of an inflatable dinghy boat off of the coast of Libya are grouped on the
shore of Al-Hmidiya, east of the capital Tripoli. — AFP 

Russian women fear 
later-life hardship 
from pension reform

Russian government plans to raise the pension age have
sparked a rare outpouring of anger, not least among
women who say it will cause hardship at a stage of life

when they already struggle to work. On the day the first football
fans descended on Russia for the World Cup, Prime Minister
Dmitry Medvedev announced plans to increase the age by eight
years to 63 for women and five years to 65 for men. Critics
immediately complained that with men’s life expectancy at 66,
many may not live long enough to get their pensions.

But Russian women are angry for another reason: once in
middle age, they will struggle to find work to tide them over
for the extra years without a pension. “It’s very hard to find a
job as a woman over a certain age. Women are scared of
being left without a pension or a job,” said Muscovite Tatiana
Volochkova, 57. She receives a state pension of 17,000 rubles
($269) but continues to work as an accountant. Many women
say the eight-year rise in their retirement age is dispropor-
tionate. “A gradual reform is probably necessary but not with
such a big difference (in the rise) between men and women,”
Volochkova said.

Valentina Zholkina, 44, has been unsuccessfully looking for

a job in Moscow for two years. The company she used to
work for shut down while she was on maternity leave. Now
she says employers are put off by her age. “In private, they
say that after a certain age, it’s not right for women to sit
behind a banking counter,” she said. Zholkina said that older
men can take temporary physical work if they are short of
money. But older women struggle to get employed even in
low-paid jobs. Receiving a pension at 55, she said, at least
gave them a safety net.

All yours, Babushka   
Anna Nesterova, a 50 year-old Moscow-based designer,

said the pension reform could also affect young families as
Russian grandmothers play a larger role in bringing up chil-
dren than in the West. “People have a choice either to send
their child to nursery or leave them with the grandmother.
Many still choose the family option,” she told AFP. Others say
grandmothers sitting at home with children is a thing of the
past. “Babushkas (grandmas) are modern now. We don’t want
to sacrifice all our time looking after children,” said 67-year-
old pensioner Antonina, who refused to give her last name. But
she agreed that an eight-year increase is too much. “In
Russian families, everything depends on women. You need to
balance work and family,” she said. “Sixty-three is very high.”

‘Huge’ problem  
Alyona Popova, a women’s rights activist who runs an

organization to support women professionally, said attitudes to

older women in Russia are “very different” from those in the
West. “We have quite a sexist society. People often think female
pensioners should be sitting at home with grandchildren”-a
legacy of the Soviet system, she said.  Some women meanwhile
are scared of being replaced by younger ones, she said. “Many
women, often former teachers, come to us saying they can’t find
a job and have no money because they spent it on their children
or grandchildren.” She said the reform will hit women and the
poor hardest. Paris-based Russian analyst Tatiana Stanovaya
said Russians see an early pension as a “kind of compensation
for social injustice”. “People are ready to put up with a lot dur-
ing their life, including the limitation of political rights, and see
this as a kind of well-earned social victory.”

Petition to Putin  
President Vladimir Putin’s sky-high approval rating

dropped after the pension proposal. In a rare show of public
anger, over 2.5 million Russians signed an online petition ask-
ing him to drop the reform. “Protests in Russia are starting,”
said Boris Kravchenko, the chairman of the trade union that
launched the petition. He said his organization has applied for
protest permits in 70 cities from this weekend, despite its loy-
alty to the Kremlin. No protests have been called in cities
hosting World Cup football matches, where they are banned.
The analyst Stanovaya agreed Russia needs a pension reform
but said authorities underestimated this and have a “commu-
nication problem”. “They only think about how to sell it to the
people in order to avoid protests.”— AFP 


