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Top Nicaragua 
civic group 
calls strike 

MANAGUA: Nicaragua’s top civic alliance called
Tuesday for a nationwide 24-hour strike to protest
“extreme conditions” under President Daniel Ortega,
who has yet to decide on reviving talks over the crisis
that has left at least 148 dead. The day-long strike is set
to begin today at noon (1800 GMT) “in solidarity with
the victims” of the two months of unrest, which has seen
brutal clashes between anti-government activists and
security forces loyal to Ortega.

“This is a national and peaceful civil strike that covers
the entire country and all economic activities, except those
related to the preservation of life and the coverage of
basic services for the population,” announced the National
Alliance for Justice and Democracy, a key player in the
now stalled crisis talks. The coalition also demanded an
“immediate” decision from Ortega on the prospect of
reviving negotiations mediated by Nicaragua’s influential
Catholic bishops. 

The country has not heard from its leftist leader since
last week, when he met with top clergy members, who pre-
sented him with a plan to expedite the poll and institute
electoral and constitutional reforms - key activist demands.
“Dialogue is the way to review the political system of
Nicaragua from its root to achieve an authentic democracy
and justice,” the civic alliance said. The announcement
comes after the country underwent a sharp escalation in
violence in recent days, as police and pro-government
paramilitaries attacked activists wielding slingshots and
homemade mortars in an attempt to trample the uprising
against Ortega. The din of rifle blasts and mortar explosions
echoed overnight and into the morning throughout the
streets of Managua, even after government security forces
forcefully cleared the barricades.

Economic upheaval 
Activists have erected the blockades on more than two

thirds of the country’s roads in a bid to fend off anti-riot
forces and pressure Ortega into dialogue. But the makeshift
roadblocks also have wreaked economic havoc: even in the
unlikely scenario that the government “accepts an early
negotiated exit” by the end of July, the Nicaraguan
Foundation for Economic and Social Development
(FUNIDES) estimates the country would post losses of
$404 million and bleed 20,000 jobs. —AFP
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SAN JOSE: Costa Ricans demonstrate on Tuesday in
solidarity with the students arrested and killed in
recent protests against President Daniel Ortega. —AFP

TAMPA/NEW YORK: Democrats are making an all-
out push to retake control of state legislatures across
the United States this fall. But in the states most cru-
cial to the party’s future, they face grim odds, a
Reuters analysis of election data has found. In many
states, Democrats’ only hope lies in flipping numerous
districts that two years ago voted for Republicans in
both the presidential and state legislative elections.

The problem is especially daunting for Democrats
in battleground states where congressional district
lines favoring Republicans were drawn after the 2010
census, Reuters’ analysis found. Those lines will be
redrawn after the next census in 2020, and in most
states the party in power will control how districts are
reshaped.

“When a single party has control of the process,
the maps are less fair,” said Michael Li, senior counsel
at the non-partisan Brennan Center for Justice and
author of a report examining how the party in power
draws electoral maps to its partisan advantage, a con-
tentious practice called gerrymandering. Large swing
states, he notes, “are the ones where it is easiest to
engineer an outsized advantage.”

Currently, Republicans hold two-thirds of state leg-
islative chambers and governorships. They completely
control many crucial states, including Florida, Michigan
and Ohio. This year, Democrats have announced a
campaign to “flip everything,” citing the importance of
retaking state legislatures in advance of redistricting.
Democratic Party groups and aligned political commit-

tees expect to spend tens of millions of dollars trying
to win back legislative seats and governorships.

The effort, the party says, has importance beyond
redistricting. States enact voting laws that can dis-
courage turnout, and they have played a key role in
promoting or resisting policies set by Republican
President Donald Trump on issues such as abortion,
gay rights and healthcare.
“When we win back state
legislatures, we can resist
Trump’s agenda and enact
America’s agenda,” says
Democratic US Senator
Cory Booker of New
Jersey, a rising star in his
party, in a video promoting
its efforts.

A numbers game
To assess the

Democrats’  chances,
Reuters examined election data from 10 states where
Republicans control legislatures considered key in
redistricting: Florida, Georgia, Michigan, Minnesota,
North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Texas, Virginia
and Wisconsin. Republican-engineered boundaries in
some of those states are responsible for much of the
party’s numerical advantage in the US House of
Representatives, according to the Brennan Center.
Many of the states also are pivotal in determining the

outcome of presidential elections.
Reuters analyzed 2016 election results from

more than 1,500 legislative districts in the states to
identify districts where voters backed Democrat
Hillary Clinton over Trump in the presidential con-
test but also have Republican state representatives.
Both parties see such districts as having the poten-

tial to be flipped based on
recent  e lect ions  in
Virginia  and e lsewhere,
and are focusing consider-
able attention on them.

In most of the states,
however, even if every one
of the Clinton-supporting
districts elected a
Democratic state lawmaker
in November, the legisla-
ture would st i l l  have a
Republican majority. Of the
states reviewed, only

Minnesota has enough Clinton-won Republican dis-
tricts to flip a legislative chamber if they all went for
Democrats in November. Pennsylvania would fall one
short. “The planets would have to align perfectly” for
Democrats to retake control of the Pennsylvania
House of Representatives, said Nathan Davidson,
executive director of the chamber’s Democratic cam-
paign committee.

Elsewhere, the outlook is even more challenging. In

Ohio, for example, on top of flipping the seven
Republican districts Clinton won in 2016, Democrats
would need to convert at least 10 additional House
seats in districts that went for Trump in the last elec-
tion. Despite their public optimism, Democrats
acknowledge the tough road ahead. “The path to a
majority has to run through seats that Secretary
Clinton did not win, that is the reality,” said Jessica
Post, executive director of the Democratic Legislative
Campaign Committee, the party’s national statehouse
coordinator.

Factors beyond presidential performance may give
Democrats more hope, she noted, such as past elec-
tion patterns and voter enthusiasm. Even if
Democrats cannot flip key legislatures this year, Post
said the party aims to make significant gains for a
better shot at clinching majorities in 2020 before
redistricting. Democratic leaders also say a wave is
possible given the party’s recent special election wins
in Trump territory and unexpectedly big gains last fall
in Virginia, which unlike most places holds its state-
house elections in odd-numbered years. In that elec-
tion, Democrats nearly erased a 2-to-1 Republican
legislative majority.

But Virginia also demonstrated the party’s hurdles.
Of the 15 seats flipped in the state, only one was in a
district that went for Trump. Democrats “are irra-
tionally exuberant in their hopes this cycle,” said Matt
Walter, president of the Republican State Leadership
Committee.

Problem especially daunting in battleground states

US Democrats fighting for their 
future in tough statehouse races

Mozambique 
militants lay 
siege to once 
sleepy villages
MACOMIA, Mozambique: Until last week,
Mozambique’s northern district of Macomia
was a remote and peaceful place, surrounded
by dense tropical forests. Today, that tranquil-
ity has been brutally shattered and replaced
by fear and suspicion. Macomia has become
the latest target of a shadowy force that has
terrorized the country’s far north since last
October, claiming more than 30 lives. In the
coastal village of Naunde, seven people were
hacked to death and 164 houses were set
alight. Two days later, extremists attacked
Namaluco, 20 km away, killing five.

“We do not sleep. We stay up at night to
defend ourselves,” said a villager, a home-
made bow-and-arrow in hand. “If I hit an
attacker with this arrow, he’ll die immediately
- the arrows are tipped with snake venom,”
he said, asking not to be named. The people
of Macomia are now living lives tainted by
fear. “It’s hectic here. We don’t know what to
do,” said Hassam Rabuna, a local leader of
ruling party Frelimo. 

Macomia is located in the predominantly
Muslim province of Cabo Delgado, where

more than 30 people have died in machete
and knife attacks since October, including
10 who were beheaded. Locals and authori-
ties call the assailants Al-Shabaab, although
the group has no known link to the notori-
ous Somali Islamists of that name, nor has it
issued any claim of responsibility or
demands. According to academic
researchers, the group wants to impose
sharia law in the province.

It is believed the organization staged its
first attack on a police station and military
outpost in the town of Mocimboa da Praia.
Two officers died and 14 attackers were killed.
In the following weeks, at least 300 Muslims,
including Tanzanians, were arrested, several
mosques shuttered - and suspicion began to
fall on the region like a leaden lid. “It’s our chil-
dren who are carrying out these attacks,” said
a shop security guard in the area. “They sold
their houses and market stalls to move to the
bush and start to kill innocent people.
Someone promised them money.”

Peasant farmers around Macomia district
and its main town, which goes by the same
name, have now begun to arm themselves with
improvised weapons, including bows and
arrows. Local authorities teach them to be vigi-
lant, “to sharpen their surveillance”, said Rabuna.
“We are defenseless, we need weapons to
defend ourselves,” he added. The army has been
deployed in force in an effort to smother the
group’s ability to act. Soldiers armed with
assault rifles are guarding Macomia’s only bank,
its single fuel station and guest house, and the
town’s electricity substation.

Suspicions 
Rumours of collaboration and summary

justice abound, say local people. Some resi-
dents told AFP that villagers across the dis-
trict have inexplicably disappeared since the
beginning of the security operation or
described instances of arbitrary detention.
Among those detained were relatives of
young people alleged to have joined the

jihadists, they say. Police in Cabo Delgado
declined to comment on alleged mass
arrests. “We believe that many innocent
people were killed and buried in mass
graves,” said another local man. “The mili-
tary is angry with the attacks and all people
suspected of collaborating with the attackers
by giving them food and information are
detained and often disappear.”

MACOMIA, Mozambique: Residents walk with their goods past a market on June 11,
2018.  —AFP

Can ‘land banks’ 
help rebuild 
post-industrial 
US cities?
WASHINGTON: When Jamil Bey wanted
to move back to the Pittsburgh neighbor-
hood where he had grown up, he found
the perfect house to buy. There was just
one problem - a fall in property values on
that street had left the owners trapped in
negative equity. Unable to agree on a
price that would allow the sellers to pay
off their mortgage, Bey realized he would
not be able to buy a house in his old
neighborhood - and that the owners
would be stuck with a property they did
not want.

Across the United States, former man-
ufacturing centers like Pittsburgh have
experienced overwhelming population
declines in recent decades, pushing down
property prices and leaving homes empty
and neglected. “For folks who have a con-
nection to those neighborhoods because
they grew up there, there’s not a whole
lot of quality properties to choose from,”
Bey told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. “Even if you’re looking for
property to invest in, you can’t fund new

construction because the property values
in those neighborhoods are too low.” 

It took a trip to New York state for
Bey to find a potential solution to the
problem blighting his city - land banks,
which have the power to search out
vacant properties and work to return
them to the market. “I was in Syracuse
and realizing that the vacant lots looked
well taken care of - planted, with cut
grass and nicely maintained,” he said.
“And I was told, ‘We have a land bank’.” 

Many former industrial cities, partic-
ularly in the northeastern United States,
have lost a quarter of their population
or more since the 1950s, according to
census data. Pittsburgh, once one of the
largest and most prosperous cities in
the country, has been among the hard-
est hit. Some neighborhoods there have
suffered population declines of 80 per-
cent and more, said Bey, setting up a
cycle of decline that has blighted entire
communities.

Recycling land
Bey is now vice chairman of the

Pittsburgh Land Bank, which is set to
start operating this summer, aiming to
take on the growing numbers of aban-
doned properties in the city. He describes
its remit as “recycling land” - working
through entanglements of ownership,
addressing tax issues and fixing up or
tearing down structures with a view to
getting vacant property back on the mar-

ket or giving it over as a public space.
Houses that have sat for long enough to
become blighted are often saddled with
significant tax arrears, reducing their
appeal to investors. 

Many land banks are able to short-cir-
cuit this process, clearing arrears before
addressing regulatory violations to make
the property appealing to new buyers.
Land banks have existed in the United

States since the 1980s, but interest has
spiked since the economic downturn of
2008-09, according to law professor Frank
S Alexander. That created a wave of fore-
closures in which “abandonment was
occurring, particularly at the low end of the
property spectrum,” said Alexander, a
leading authority on land banking who said
the sector had seen “tremendous growth”
as a result. —Reuters

DEPEW, New York: Workers prepare to put together a single-family modular home in in Feb
2017. Acquired at tax foreclosure auction, the original home was demolished to make way
for new construction by the county land bank. —Reuters
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American Indians 
fear US-Mexico 
border wall will 
destroy culture
EL PASO, Texas: To the Ysleta del Sur Pueblo
Indians, the water of the Rio Grande that
divides the United States and Mexico sanctifies
religious rites and purifies their hunts. Indian
communities living miles away use the river to

send messages to fellow tribes downstream,
tribal chief Jose Sierra told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation. “They go to the river and
talk to the river, and the river sends it down,”
said Sierra, a barrel-chested man with long,
greying hair and thick turquoise bracelets at his
wrists. “They put messages in the river that
come to us through the water.”

But now tribal leaders fear a proposed bor-
der wall as envisioned by US President Donald
Trump will sever access to the river, spoiling
traditions and ruining ancient culture. The
Ysleta and more than two dozen American
Indian tribes - designated by US law as sover-
eign nations governing themselves - live along
the 3,060 km border with Mexico, with some

vowing to fight the wall to defend tribal culture.
Rene Lopez, a member of the Ysleta Traditional
Council, said if the chief asked tribal members
to knock down the wall, “we’ll do it. That’s how
deeply it means to us.”

For while Trump and his supporters say a
security wall is necessary to stop drug smug-
gling and illegal immigrants from Mexico, Indian
leaders say otherwise. “Back off, Trump. Let us
be,” said Sierra, whose ancestors settled in
Texas in 1682 after being forced out of New
Mexico during violent conflicts with Spanish
settlers. But experts say the likelihood of stop-
ping the wall with claims of Indian sovereignty
or freedom of religion is unlikely, even though
for some its impact could be dramatic.

Cut off from land
The Tohono O’odham people in southern

Arizona live on a reservation that straddles
the border and would be cut in two. “It would
be just devastating,” said Verlon Jose, vice
chairman of the Tohono O’odham, told the
Foundation. “Walls are not the answer to the
issues that we face . . .  Walls  have never
solved problems, whether that’s in terms of
immigrat ion, in  terms of  mi l i tar izat ion.”
Border security could be boosted with more
hi-tech tower systems that provide long-
range surveillance, tracking and detection
and by immigration reform allowing more
migrants to work temporarily in the United
States without having to sneak in, Jose said.

Native people globally have been blocked
from sacred grounds , bur ia l  p laces  and
ancestral migration routes by borders and
walls, said Christopher McLeod, director of
the Cal i forn ia-based Sacred Land Fi lm
Project who has documented sacred sites. A
study by US geographer Reece Jones from
the University of Hawaii found that in 1990
there were 15 border walls in the world - but
now there are almost 70. “When people are
cut off from their land, from their sacred
lands and their ceremonies, then the culture
dies. Their spiritual vitality is weakened,”
McLeod told the Foundation. “A border and a
wall are not just symbols. They’re very physi-
cal insults.” —Reuters


