
In a Pennsylvania district Donald Trump swept in
2016, the unfathomable has become the possible: A
Democrat could win today’s special election, sparking

fears among Republicans about their ability to keep con-
trol of Congress with hugely consequential races in
November. With anti-Trump fervor simmering, voters
troop to the polls in the closely watched 18th congres-
sional district, the working-class corner of southwestern
Pennsylvania, to replace a Republican ousted by scandal.

It is coal country, and steel country too. Its recent
reliably red status had diminished the drama about local
elections. Suddenly it’s under a political microscope,
with the battle between culturally conservative Trump-
backed state representative Rick Saccone, 60, and
Democratic newcomer Conor Lamb, a 33-year-old for-
mer prosecutor and US Marine lawyer, taking on
national implications. 

“If the Democrats are able to come close, or win this,
it will send shockwaves across the political world,”
Kevan Yenerall, a political science professor at Clarion
University, said in an interview in the town of Mount
Lebanon. “It’ll mean the Democrats will likely pick up in
fundraising and recruitment, and give them momentum
going into the mid-term elections.” Republicans control
both the Senate and the House of Representatives.
Analysts say that if White House chaos continues and
Democratic field action surges, Democrats have a
chance of flipping both chambers in November. Such is
the potential significance of the latest race that the
president himself stumped on Saturday for Saccone in
District 18, which Trump won by 22 percent in 2016.

‘Vote like crazy’ 
“He has a tough race,” Trump acknowledged to thou-

sands at a raucous rally in Moon Township. “The whole
world, remember that, they’re all watching,” he said. “Go
out on Tuesday and just vote like crazy.” A president’s
endorsement and powers of persuasion can be valuable
assets for a congressional candidate. But Lamb’s sur-
prisingly strong performance - polls show him tied or

within the margin of error against Saccone - has boiled
down to Trump’s polarizing presidency, according to
Democratic Congressman Michael Doyle. “Lo and
behold, they’re fighting for their lives here,” Doyle told
AFP, referring to Republicans. “I think what’s happening
is, there’s some buyer’s remorse going on.”

Trump’s fiery populism, which included pledges to
curb immigration, re-open shuttered factories, and
strengthen the military, helped win the White House. But
after a contentious - even toxic - first year, the Trump
political brand is being tested. “Make no mistake: This
race is a referendum on Trump’s presidency,” the
Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, the

national group that works to elect Democrats to the
House, said Sunday. Republicans have pumped millions
of outside dollars into the race, overwhelming the
Democrats by seven to one, Yenerall said. 

But Lamb’s local campaign has pulled in more money
than Saccone’s, and is riding a tide of grassroots enthu-
siasm that has brought Lamb within striking distance of
his more experienced opponent. His army of volunteers
has fanned out knocking on doors, pressing into areas
once considered so conservative that a Democrat could
have little hope of breaking through. But Lamb has res-
onated with voters, including some centrist Republicans.

The new face of a blue-collar family with political roots,
Lamb is socially conservative and economically moder-
ate, and backs the tariffs that Trump announced he is
slapping on steel and aluminum imports.

At a recent rally at the United Steelworkers union,
which has endorsed Lamb, he was restrained and soft-
spoken. “In a time when they are trying to divide us,
when our country is so divided already, we are united in
this district for the first time in a long time,” Lamb told
the steelworkers. Saccone sounded more fervent as he
stood alongside Trump at their rally. “This is the time to
close the deal,” Saccone implored to supporters. “We’ve
got two days left.”

‘Snowball’ effect? 
Colleen Wooten, a Steelworkers staff representative,

said Lamb has connected with the region’s working
class. “We’re not out trying to get rich. We’re just trying
to have the American dream, and I think Mr. Lamb
understands that and is going to bring our message for-
ward,” she said. “And if we can win big in our state, we
can start a snowball effect.”

Democrats could be forgiven for fretting about
today’s outcome. Their candidates made strong show-
ings last year in special congressional elections in
Georgia, Kansas and Montana, but ultimately fell short
in those Republican strongholds. Democrats nonethe-
less take heart that those candidates performed better
in their districts than Hillary Clinton did against Trump
in 2016.

And several successes in state legislature races
across the country, notably Virginia, have hinted at the
potential for a blue wave. Some local Republicans sug-
gested Democratic exuberance might be misplaced
once again. Armand Castelli, a 58-year-old insurance
agent from Pittsburgh, gave Democrat Lamb credit for
having “a fairly decent resume”, but suggested it would
not be enough to upset Saccone, or to trigger a national
political shift. “Let’s see what happens on Tuesday,”
Castelli said.  —AFP
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Between poverty 
and slow growth, 
Russia’s economic 
future uncertain

Outside a metro station in Saint-Petersburg, 70-
year-old Irina Semyonova is selling homemade
tomato-and-aubergine preserves as a way to

supplement her pension which she says is just not
enough to live on. After paying her bills and buying
medicine, she says only 4,000 rubles ($70) are left out
of her monthly pension of 12,000 rubles. “Can one live
on 4,000 rubles, especially in an expensive city like
Saint-Petersburg?” Her lifeline is a country house out-
side the former imperial capital where she grows veg-
etables in her garden. “I go there in the summer, I have
a vegetable plot and I sell what I grow, which helps me
survive,” she said.

Vladimir Putin, who is set to win a fourth historic
term in March 18 polls, oversaw a period of economic
growth during his first two mandates (2000-2008) that
boosted personal incomes in the wake of the financial
instability of the 1990s when many Russians lost their
savings. But his third stint in the Kremlin, which began
in 2012 after four years serving as prime minister, saw a
decline in ordinary people’s quality of life. 

Russia has seen purchasing power decrease contin-
uously for the past four years after the economy was
hit with international sanctions punishing Moscow for
its annexation of Crimea in 2014 followed by a fall in
global oil prices in 2016. The country’s poverty rate,
which had fallen from 29 percent in 2000 to 10.7 per-
cent in 2012, inched back up to 13.5 percent in 2016,
according to the most recent annual official figures. In
November, the World Bank released a report in which
it said less than half of the population, 46.3 percent,
was secure from sinking into poverty - citing a figure
which was 10 percent lower than in 2014.

‘Can’t afford anything’ 
The situation is particularly dire in provincial

Russia, where ordinary people subsist on extremely
low salaries and young families often have to be
helped by retirees’ meager pensions. “The prices are
crazy,” said Vyacheslav, a retired mechanic living in
Maloyaroslavets, a town in the Kaluga region south-
west of Moscow. “I cannot afford anything.” Tatyana
Kuznetsova, 47, who lives in a nearby village of
Ilyinskoye, says she already knows her pension will
be less than 100 euros when she retires in several
years, despite “breaking her back” at work since
childhood.

Employed at a fish processing plant, she will never
save enough to replace her sputtering old car, she said
bitterly. According to a study by Credit Suisse bank,
the richest 10 percent of Russians control 77 percent
of the wealth, placing the country on the same level of
inequality as the United States in a ranking of devel-
oped countries. “Between 2000 and 2013 the govern-
ment didn’t need to worry too much about the econo-
my,” said Chris Weafer of Macro Advisory consultancy.
“The combination of annually rising oil wealth, plus the
strong growth in disposable income and available
credit, almost drove the economy without much gov-
ernment intervention,” he said.

But the economic model reliant on energy extrac-
tion seems to have come to the end of the road, he said.
Although the Russian economy has come back into the
black last year, medium-term forecasts for growth don’t
exceed one or two percent, far from the successes of
the early 2000s. “It is not enough to improve people’s
lifestyles or provide more funding for education,
healthcare, etc,” Weafer said.

Future prospects 
Although poverty does not seem to have greatly

affected Putin’s popularity in the country, the Russian
president devoted part of his speech earlier this month
to the problem. He has vowed to halve “unacceptable”
poverty figures in six years and boost growth to four
percent. But while he has promised investment into
infrastructure, health and housing, he was hazy with
details about where the money would come from and
did not mention any future reforms that would address
the country’s structural challenges like demographics.
“Throughout all of the last decade, we heard these
warm words on reform and that has never really
amounted to anything,” said Neil Shearing, an econo-
mist with Capital Economics.

Natalia Orlova, an economist with Alfa Bank, said
last year’s growth could be attributed to large-scale
investment in huge infrastructure projects like the
Power of Siberia pipeline and the bridge connecting
the Crimean peninsula to Russia, factors that have run
their course. “The best strategy is to focus on budget
stability since sanctions are hampering all the rest,” she
told AFP.

The government has made low inflation its goal over
the past several years, with the Central Bank maintain-
ing a strict fiscal and monetary policy that some say
has hampered prospects of growth. But Oleg Kouzmin,
an economist at Renaissance Capital, says this hawkish
approach has helped avoid the worst. “While standards
of living are still lower than they were, the economy has
de-risked substantially,” he said, pointing out low infla-
tion, lower capital flight and a cleanup of the banking
sector. This “should contribute to further sustainable
development,” he said.  —AFP

Congressional race is national barometer

For Venezuelans, 
food box may sway 
vote for Maduro 

Abag of rice on a hungry family’s kitchen table
could be the key to Nicolas Maduro retaining the
support of poor Venezuelans in May’s presidential

election. For millions of Venezuelans suffering an
unprecedented economic crisis, a monthly handout of a
box of heavily-subsidized basic food supplies by
Maduro’s unpopular government has offered a tenuous
lifeline in their once-prosperous OPEC nation. The 55-
year-old successor to Hugo Chavez introduced the so-
called CLAP boxes in 2016 in a signature policy of his
rule, continuing the socialist government’s strategy of
seeking public support with cash bonuses and other
giveaways. 

Now, running for re-election on May 20, Maduro says
the CLAPs are his “most powerful weapon” to combat an
“economic war” being waged by Washington, which
brands him a “dictator” and has imposed sanctions.
Mariana, a single mother who lives in the poor hillside
neighborhood of Petare in the capital Caracas, says the
handouts will decide her vote. “I and other women I know
are going to vote for Maduro because he’s promising to
keep giving CLAPs, which at least help fix some prob-
lems,” said the 30-year-old cook, who asked not to give
her surname for fear of losing the benefit. “When you
earn minimum wage, which doesn’t cover exorbitant
prices, the box helps.”

Maduro’s rule since 2013 has coincided with a deep
recession caused by a plunge in global oil prices and
failed state-led economic policies. Yet the worse the
economy gets, the more dependent some poor
Venezuelans become on the state. Life in the South
American country’s poor ‘barrios’ revolves around the
CLAP boxes. According to the government, six million
families receive the benefit, from a population of around
30 million people.

Venezuelans, many of whom are undernourished, anx-
iously wait for their monthly delivery, and a thriving black
market has sprung up to sell CLAP products. The gov-
ernment sources almost all the CLAP goods from abroad,
especially from Mexico, since Venezuela’s food produc-
tion has shriveled and currency controls restrict private
imports. Critics, including Maduro’s main challenger for
the May 20 vote, Henri Falcon, say the CLAPs are a cyni-
cal form of political patronage and are rife with corrup-
tion. Erratic supply and control of distribution by govern-
ment-affiliated groups have sown resentment among oth-
ers. “I can’t count on it. Sometimes it comes, sometimes
not,” said Viviana Colmenares, 24, an unemployed mother
of six struggling to get by in Petare.

‘Instrument of the revolution’
Stamped with the faces of Maduro and Chavez, the

CLAP boxes usually contain rice, pasta, grains, cooking
oil, powdered milk, canned tuna and other basic goods.
Recipients pay 25,000 bolivars per box, or about $0.12
at the black market rate. That is a godsend in a country
where the minimum monthly wage is less than $2 at that
rate - and would be swallowed up by two boxes of eggs
or a small tin of powdered milk.

Inflation, at more than 4,000 percent annually
according to opposition data, is pulverizing household
income. The administration of the CLAP - the Local
Supply and Production Committees - does not hide its
political motivation. “The CLAPs are here to stay. They
are an instrument of the revolution,” said Freddy Bernal,
CLAP chief administrator. “It has helped us stop a
social explosion and enabled us to win elections and to
keep winning them,” he told Reuters, referring to gov-
ernment victories in 2017 local polls.

Sometimes, though, the tactic backfires, as it did
when promised free pork failed to arrive over
Christmas, prompting street protests. Maduro’s inability
to halt rising hunger has jarred with the experience of
many under Chavez, who won the presidency in 1998
and improved Venezuela’s social indicators with oil-
fuelled welfare policies. Even though Maduro’s
approval rating is only around 26 percent, according to
one recent poll, his re-election looks likely as

Venezuela’s opposition coalition is boycotting the vote
on accusations it is rigged.

His most popular rivals are banned from standing and
the election board favors the government. Former state
governor Falcon has broken with the coalition to stand.
One survey by pollster Datanalisis in February showed
that in a two-way race, he would defeat Maduro by 45.8
percent to 32.2 percent of likely voters. Falcon’s critics
counter that those numbers mean nothing in the face of
electoral irregularities that could arbitrarily tip the bal-
ance in favor of Maduro. Several other minor figures have
registered for the single-round election, but have little
chance of making an impact.

‘Can’t depend on the box’
Juan Luis Hernandez, a food specialist at the Central

University of Venezuela, estimates the country generates
just 44 percent of the basic food supplies it produced in
2008. Meanwhile, food imports fell 67 percent between
the start of 2016 and the end of 2017 as the crisis bit, he
said. Almost two-thirds of Venezuelans surveyed in a uni-
versity study published in February said they had lost on
average 11 kilograms (24 lbs) in body weight last year.
Eighty-seven percent were assessed to live in poverty.

The same study found that seven out of 10
Venezuelans had received CLAPs. “They (the govern-
ment) don’t care about the food issue, just about getting
people something to eat while they get through the elec-
tions,” said Susana Raffalli, a consultant with charity
Caritas. Some Venezuelans fear they would be found out
should they vote against Maduro and be punished by no
longer receiving food bags. 

Already handouts are far from guaranteed. A dozen
recipients told Reuters that often they arrived half-full
and would only come every few months. Outside of the
capital Caracas, delivery was even more sporadic. “I can’t
depend on the box, otherwise I would die from hunger,”
said Yuni Perez, a 48-year-old rubbish collector and
mother of three. Perez, who lives in a ramshackle house
made from breeze blocks and corrugated steel at the top
of Petare, said a CLAP box provided her family with food
for a week. Often they would receive one every two
months. —Reuters
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