
Before a phone conversation this week to discuss the
war in Syria and Russian nuclear arms, German
Chancellor Angela Merkel and US President Donald

Trump had not spoken to each other in over five months.
That gap, described by diplomats on both sides of the
Atlantic as shockingly long, underscores the challenge
Merkel faces if she succeeds in forming a coalition govern-
ment later this month and, as German officials suggest,
tries to reset the relationship with Trump.

A strong believer in close transatlantic ties, Merkel was
the go-to leader in Europe for both Presidents Barack
Obama and George W Bush when Washington and Berlin
were navigating the global financial crisis, Russia’s annex-
ation of Crimea from Ukraine and Iran’s nuclear program.
But her relationship with Trump got off to a frosty start
and has never recovered. At a time of rising transatlantic
tensions over trade, the Iran nuclear deal and NATO
defense spending, some German officials and analysts
worry the personal divide between the brash, impulsive
president and cautious, analytical chancellor could lead to
a further deterioration in bilateral ties.

Jan Techau, a senior fellow at the German Marshall
Fund think tank in Berlin, described the five month gap in
contact between the leaders before Thursday’s phone con-
versation as a “very, very bad sign”. He saw no connection
with the conservative chancellor’s struggle to form a new
government more than five months after federal elections.
“I don’t think it has anything to do with the political limbo
in Germany. It is a sign of a relationship where there is no
trust,” Techau said. “If you don’t have a personal relation-
ship between the leaders to fall back on, it can be very dif-
ficult to stop the downward spiral.”

Juergen Hardt, a senior lawmaker in Merkel’s Christian
Democrat party, said: “Especially in times of stress, when
immediate communication is required, they need to be
able to pick up the phone and find solutions. There needs
to be a good personal relationship and a good working
relationship.”

Macron
German government officials play down the prolonged

“radio silence” between Merkel and Trump, noting that the
chancellor has ratcheted back her contacts with many for-
eign leaders during the months of arduous coalition talks
at home. They say the dialogue between Germany and the
United States at lower levels of the government remains
strong. Some question whether any foreign leader can
influence Trump, who shocked his European allies again on
Thursday by announcing plans to introduce hefty tariffs on
imported steel and aluminium, sending financial markets
reeling on fears of a trade war.

“Germany needs to make up for the
vacuum at the top level by engaging
on other levels, with Congress,
with the states and with civil
society,” said Thomas
Matussek, a former German
ambassador to the United
Nations and Britain. Still, the
contrast between Merkel’s
icy start with Trump and
the rapport that French
President Emmanuel
Macron has developed
with the American pres-
ident is stark.

Macron has gone out
of his way to woo Trump
with a mix of machismo
and flattery. The two
engaged in a macho handshake contest
when they first met last May. Two
months later, Macron hosted Trump at
Bastille Day celebrations in Paris, dining
with him in the Eiffel Tower. Next
month Macron will travel to
Washington for the first official state
visit by a foreign leader since Trump
became president early last year.

Over the past five months, Macron
and Trump have spoken by phone sev-
en times, according to the Elysee. Over

the same span, British Prime Minister Theresa May has
spoken with Trump four times, according to Downing
Street. US and German officials confirmed to Reuters that
before Thursday, Merkel had not spoken with Trump since
Sept 28. She often spoke with Obama and Bush on a
weekly basis, according to German officials, who could
not recall a gap of more than a month with Trump’s two
predecessors.

Public Opinion
A French official close to Macron rejected the
notion that the French president and Merkel were

engaged in a coordinated “good cop, bad cop”
act with Trump, and noted that the chancellor
had to take her more sceptical public into
account. “German public opinion towards
Trump is a catastrophe. It is much more

violent (than in France),” the official said.
A poll by the Pew Research Center last
year showed that just 11 percent of
Germans have confidence in Trump.
Another Pew poll published earlier
this week showed that 56 percent of
Germans view the relationship with

the United States as “bad”.
German officials still expect Merkel

- who has continued to talk with
Russia’s Vladimir Putin and Turkey’s Tayyip

Erdogan during times of acute bilateral ten-
sions - to do her best to re-engage with Trump

over the coming months. The two will see each
other at a G7 summit in Canada in June and at a

NATO summit in Brussels a month later. US-German
contacts may pick up if Merkel finally forms a new
government. Social Democrat party members are vot-

ing on whether to endorse another four
years of the ‘grand coalition’ with the
Christian Democrats, with the result of the

postal ballot due on Sunday. “Once there is
a new government in place all cabinet mem-

bers will engage. —Reuters
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Washington Watch

By Dr James J Zogby 

Ihave been involved in politics my entire adult life.
There were two main sources of inspiration from
my childhood that have molded my thinking and my

actions. I inherited my mother’s belief in the positive
role that government could play in providing for the
common good by caring for those who needed a help-
ing hand. It was our government that built our schools
and our infrastructure, protected our rights, insured
our safety and security, and when pressured by politi-
cal movements have created at least a modicum of
economic justice. 

Having lived through the Great Depression and
World War II and having experienced and benefited
from the policies of Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal, my
mother believed that taxes weren’t a burden. They
were our collective obligation, a due we paid to live
free and responsibly as part of our society.

From my Catholic education, I learned the values of
social justice, our responsibility to care for those in
need, and the importance of recognizing the rights of
others. I learned: that I was “my brother’s keeper”, that
“all of us are equal in the eyes of God”, and that I
would be judged by “what I did for the least of these.” 

With my thinking having been molded in this way, I
found a home in the Democratic Party, except for a
brief flirtation with Conservatism during my adoles-
cence. As a normal teenager, I went through a period
of self-absorption, searching for meaning. I found it in
Barry Goldwater’s “Conscience of a Conservative” and
the writings of Ayn Rand. 

The philosophy of Conservatism, as they defined it,
fit my adolescent needs. The world really was all about
me. Selfishness was a virtue. Personal success, even at
the expense of others was a worthy goal. Those who
couldn’t make it were a burden and government was
an obstacle to personal liberty. 

I wallowed in this world of the self for more than a
year until the tug of three factors brought me back to
my roots. In the first place, I found that I could not
rationalize how so many Conservatives with whom I
came into contact were flag-waving chauvinists and
racists. And then there was my mother. 

Two social movements were roiling the country
back then: One was against the war in Vietnam, while
the other was demanding civil rights for long-
oppressed African Americans. I could not understand
how Conservatives could be so vehemently opposed
to both. I asked, “Didn’t an individual who truly
believed the war was immoral and unjustified have the
right, even the obligation as an individual to conscien-
tiously object? How could someone who believed in
personal liberty, oppose the exercise of that right to
stand against a war they felt was wrong?”  

I was deeply troubled by the intolerance demon-
strated by those Conservatives who stated, “it’s my
country, right or wrong” and then proceeded to demo-
nize those who disagreed. In a jingoistic frenzy they
shed their belief in individualism and became mindless
followers of the dictates of the very “government” they
claimed to resent.    

Similarly, I was confounded by Conservatives’ hos-
tility to the African American demand for equal rights.
Were black people not also individuals who deserved
personal liberty? There was, I felt, no philosophical
justification for segregation and other forms of institu-
tional discrimination. 

And if that were not problematic enough, I found it
deplorable to hear some Conservatives use vile racist
terms to describe the black community. Once again, I
discovered that their commitment to the principles
they espoused took a back seat, this time, to their
deep-seated racial prejudice.   

Infantile narcissism
Finally, there was this encounter with my mother: I

was at home venting about “big government” and the
evil role it played in confiscating wealth and denying
personal freedom. My father had died just a few years
earlier, and my mother, a school teacher, made just
enough income for us to get by. Like my siblings, I was
receiving a monthly Social Security Survivor Benefit
check. I also was the recipient of what was called the
“New York State Regents Scholarship.” 

As I was in the midst of my rant, my mother came
very close to me, pointing her finger in my face and
said “How dare you? If it weren’t for the New York
State scholarship, we wouldn’t be able to send you to
college. And if it weren’t for those Social Security ben-
efits, you’d be home working right now to help keep us
going. Do not deny to others what you take for your-
self. Grow up.”

This moment, almost like a much-needed slap in the
face, helped knock me out of my adolescent selfish-
ness. On reflection, I came to realize that the entire
artifice of Conservative thinking was based on an
infantile narcissism that focused so narrowly on the
individual that it forgot the meaning of our humanity
and our responsibility.  

I have been reflecting on this because we are living
through a time when an angry infantile narcissism,
passing itself off as Conservatism, has once again
resurfaced as a dominant political ideology. 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the
Arab American Institute

My political 
philosophy: 
Grow up!

Merkel eyes ‘reset’ with Trump 

As US rolls out 
ultrafast Internet, 
tensions rise over 
public right of way 

Cities across the United States are warning of what they
say is an illegal assault on the public’s right of way,
facilitated by state and federal authorities on behalf of

major telecommunications companies. At issue is the rollout
of new infrastructure for the next generation of ultrafast wire-
less Internet. To operate this fifth-generation (5G) network,
companies are developing fleets of antennas that need to be
densely arranged and near the ground - around one per city
block, often on light poles or traffic signs.

Some of the largest companies in the industry see 5G as
integral to their future competitiveness, not only in the
United States but also in Europe, India, Japan and many oth-
er countries. But as this process has gotten underway, some
say local rights in the United States are being trampled. US
state legislators have passed laws stripping local authorities
of their ability to decide where the antennas are placed and
how much cities can charge companies for the use of public
property, legal maneuvers known as “preemption”.

“This is absolutely a property rights issue: The public
owns that right of way,” Debra Socia, executive director of
Next Century Cities, an advocacy group, told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation. “This is really a gift to big compa-
nies.” If cities are forced to accept far lower fees than what
many say is fair, Socia said, they will “end up subsidizing
big companies”. Sixteen states enacted 5G-related legisla-
tion last year limiting local authorities, according a tally
from Next Century Cities, although two of those measures
have been held up by lawsuits and one was vetoed. Similar
bills are pending in 14 more states.

Rights of way 
In the midwestern state of Nebraska, cities say they

have seen the discussion on pricing change over the past
year despite standing agreements. The state capital,
Lincoln, reached an understanding in 2015 with three
companies to rent their light poles for 5G antennas for
$2,000 a year - a figure that a city official, David P.
Young, said was the result of significant research. Then
last year, telecommunications lobbyists came back to the
city with a new figure: $20 a pole, which Lincoln was told
was “the new national standard”, Young said. “We have a
responsibility to get fair market value for the public
asset,” Young said. “It costs us $4,000 per location to put
a street light up.”

Further, the industry is no longer negotiating with the
city, Young said, but rather is expecting Nebraska legisla-
tors to mandate a statewide price. Pending legislation
would set the fee at $250 per antenna attachment while
giving companies access to “all public property and build-
ings” to put these up anywhere they see fit. Part of the
problem with not being able to direct where a company
puts this infrastructure is that local authorities have little
leverage to ensure that companies ensure access in poor
and rural communities, Young and others said.

Such lack of local leverage has led many such areas to
struggle for years for Internet access, said Christopher
Mitchell, director of Community Broadband Networks at
the Institute for Local Self-Reliance, a think tank. AT&T,
one of the largest telecom companies in the country, plans
to roll out mobile 5G service by the end of this year in a
dozen cities. When asked about concerns being voiced by
some cities, a company spokeswoman pointed to a recent
corporate blog post detailing three cities - Indianapolis,
Minneapolis and Little Rock - that the company sees as
leaders on 5G, and which AT&T says are now attracting
increased investment. 

The three cases include legislation or agreements for
speeded-up approvals and fees starting at $50 per antenna,
according to the post. As to other concerns raised by cities,
the spokeswoman referred questions to CTIA, a telecommu-
nications industry group, which did not offer comment
despite several requests by the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

Texas lawsuit
In Texas, where cities get very little funding form the

state, the pricing concern is even more immediate. When

state legislators last year passed a law barring Texas cities
from negotiating 5G fees and weakening local oversight,
cities warned it could cost them hundreds of millions of
dollars in lost fees. “Not only do we have no real discretion
on where those go, but the state capped them at $250 per
node,” said Holly G McPherson, deputy mayor of Roanoke,
Texas. “And previously, (the city) had already negotiated
at $1,500 to $2,000 per node. We believe that’s unconsti-
tutional, because the state is giving away our right of way.” 

The Texas constitution prohibits giving away public
property for profit, and also prohibits delegating zoning
authority to private entities. These two points are now at
the heart of a lawsuit brought by 31 cities in Texas against
last year’s law. “Our position is that the difference between
the fair market value that the small-cell (antenna)
providers were paying versus the artificial caps that have
now been placed - that constitutes an unconstitutional
gift,” said Kevin Pagan, city attorney of McAllen, Texas,
which is leading the suit.

Federal preemption
Pagan and McPherson say the Texas law is now being

seen by some as a national model, and last month
McPherson was in Washington to bring her concerns to fed-
eral officials. A year-old federal panel called the Broadband
Deployment Advisory Committee (BDAC) is seeking to make
recommendations on how to speed up the deployment of
high-speed Internet, particularly by removing regulation.
The committee has a particular focus on the local level.

Last month, it released a report identifying “excessive
fees” as a key barrier to investment and recommended that
“preemption - can play an important role”, albeit “only
after careful consideration”. One of the few local repre-
sentatives on the committee is Pagan, who says he has
been one of just four from local government out of several
dozen across multiple working groups.

This perceived imbalance prompted one city represen-
tative to resign and others to draft a “minority report” in
January warning that committee recommendations “more
often than not reflect only industry’s interests while turning
a blind eye to the position of municipalities”. City views
did influence the recent report, Robert DeBroux, who
oversaw that study, told the Thomson Reuters Foundation
in an email. —Reuters


