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He threatened us; 
now he goes to jail
By Dr James J Zogby 

Back in May, a jury found Patrick Syring, a former
State Department official, guilty of 14 counts of
making threats against my life and my staff at the

Arab American Institute. This week, a federal judge
sentenced Syring to five years in prison to be followed
by three years of court-ordered probation. 

This was Syring’s second conviction. He had been
found guilty of the same crimes against me and my
staff in 2008 and served over a year in prison. After his
release and a period of probation, he began once again
to stalk, harass, and threaten me and my office. He
accused me of horrible crimes - organizing dozens of
terrorist attacks around the world. He referred to me as
a “genocidal, anti-Semitic, homophobic murderer,” in
addition to threatening me with death by saying that
“The only good Arab is a dead Arab” and America
would only be free of terror when it was “cleansed of
James Zogby” and “all Arab Americans.” 

Although Syring’s threats were communicated
directly to me, he made a practice of copying other
members of my staff and even our young interns. In all,
we received over 700 such emails from Syring and
because of their frequency and the hate-filled threats
they contained, they were a cause of real concern. 

Each day, when I entered my office I could tell on
the faces of my staff and interns whether or not Syring
had struck again. Especially after a terrorist attack
either in the US or internationally, his language became
so extreme that we had to call local police for protec-
tion and report the threats to the FBI. The support they
provided us was so appreciated. For a time, two agents
accompanied me to public events. The Department of
Homeland Security gave us an assessment of measures
we should take to make our building and office more
secure. And because we knew who had sent the
threats, they often visited Syring to warn him that
there would be consequences to his behavior. 

His obsession with me and his hatred of Arab
Americans was so great, that he continued until the
Department of Justice finally convened a grand jury
and indicted him for his crimes. Nothing, however,
stopped him.  It was this obsession and hatred that
concerned us most precisely because we never knew
when he might act on his threats of violence. Our con-
cern was heightened by his apparent willingness to
continue despite having already been punished for the
same crime and having been repeatedly warned by law
enforcement to stop what he was doing.   

So now the sentence has been given. Syring will be
in a federal prison until 2024. At that time, he will begin
three years in court-ordered probation, undergoing
psychiatric evaluation, and be required to avoid any
contact or communication with me or any current of
former staff member of the Institute.  

It gives me no pleasure to see this man going to jail
for a long period, but it does provide us all with a
sense of enormous relief. I’ve been threatened before.
My wife, my children, and I have received death
threats for the past 50 years - owing to my advocacy
for Palestinian rights and the rights of the Arab
American community. My office was fire-bombed and
an Arab American colleague, whom I hired, was mur-
dered. Two individuals who, in the past, made death
threats against me and my children were convicted and
sentenced to prison terms. But this case was different. 

In the first place, Syring had tormented us for over
a decade. He literally became a part of our daily lives.
My wife had his picture handy and if a car was parked
outside of our house, she would check to see if he was
the driver. My staff had to be instructed to alter their
behaviors - so as not to take the same route to and
from the office. And some even had to receive counsel-
ing. It was especially troubling to see the reactions of
young interns when they would be the unlucky recipi-
ents of a Syring email. They had come to have a
Washington work experience, not to be threatened or
have their ethnicity maligned.  

This is also different because for more than two
decades Syring had been a State Department official
who had served two tours in Lebanon. During the
2008 proceedings, I learned that on more than one
occasion he had been rebuked by the DOS for displays
of anti-Arab behavior. I was shocked that instead of
taking action they simply moved him to another post-
ing. They even allowed him to remain in the federal
service after he was indicted for his first threats
against me - some of which he made from his State
Department phone or his State Department computer.
At that time, I asked DOS officials, “What if a foreign
service officer had threatened a Jewish American
leader and made repeated anti-Semitic comments
against him and called for genocide against the Jewish
community - what would the reaction have been?”

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

Threatening to bring forward parliamentary elections
is the latest card played by Venezuela’s regime to
put pressure on the US-backed opposition at the

negotiating table, analysts say. The National Assembly is
the only branch of government under opposition control,
and elections are not scheduled until December 2020. But
Diosdado Cabello, the most powerful regime figure after
President Nicolas Maduro, set up a committee earlier this
week to study the possibility of calling parliamentary
elections at the start of next year. “It gives you something
extra to protect you in negotiations,” said Felix Seijas,
director of pollsters Delphos.

National Assembly president and opposition leader
Juan Guaido has warned Maduro that any attempts to
bring forward elections would end in “disaster” for the
government. In January, the National Assembly branded
Maduro a “usurper” before Guaido declared himself act-
ing president, garnering support from more than 50
nations but plunging the oil-rich and cash-strapped coun-
try into a political crisis.

A new vote could threaten the opposition’s hold on
the National Assembly and with it Guaido’s claim as
head of the body to be the country’s legitimate presi-

dent. The US has been pressuring Maduro through sanc-
tions into acquiescing to opposition demands to step
down and hold new presidential elections, something he
has steadfastly refused to countenance. Cabello has
admitted that the proposed early elections are a
“counter-attack” after the United States increased its
sanctions on the government.

Representatives from the government and opposition
were holding crisis talks mediated by Norway until
Maduro called those off last week. “Maduro left the talks
because he hoped to use the opposition to get sanctions
relief. But not only did he not get that, (the US) ramped up
the sanctions,” political scientist Luis Salamanca told AFP.

‘Resuscitated’ 
Parliament was elected in 2015 and its mandate lasts

until Jan 2021. However, in reality its hands are tied. The
Supreme Court declared it in contempt and the
Constitutional Court - considered illegitimate by many
countries - assumed most of its powers and ordered some
20 legislators prosecuted for crimes such as treason.
However, “this assembly that was considered dead was
suddenly resuscitated as a counterweight fighting Maduro

for legitimate power in Venezuela” with Guaido at its
head, said Salamanca.

It’s not clear how the National Assembly would react if
the regime does bring forward legislative elections. The
opposition does not recognize the electoral authorities,
which it accuses of supporting the regime and rigging
polls. That’s why most of the opposition boycotted last
year’s presidential elections in which Maduro won a sec-
ond term. “The opposition has put its own neck in the
noose because all year long it’s insisted that unless the
usurpation ends, nothing more can happen,” said Seijas.

Guaido’s demands have never wavered: Maduro’s exit,
a transitional government led by him, and free elections.
“It would be very difficult to explain to the people that
now they’re going to participate in an election without the
usurpation having ended,” added Seijas. But Salamanca
believes that given Guaido’s leadership and popularity,
and the fact he’s largely united the opposition, if he decid-
ed to take part, “the opposition would win”. However, if
they decide to abstain again, the opposition runs the risk
of reigniting old divisions that facilitated the regime’s grip
on power since Maduro’s predecessor, the late Hugo
Chavez, won his first election in 1999. — AFP 

Members of the Venezuelan National Constituent Assembly (ANC) wave flags as its president Diosdado Cabello speaks during a session at the ANC headquarters on Aug 12,
2019, in Caracas. — AFP 

Early Venezuela polls to pressure opposition 

Argentina’s latest financial market shock has failed
to swamp other emerging markets in the way its
previous plunges have done - in part due to the

increasing isolation of the country’s credit and invest-
ments from the rest of the pool. Argentina’s economy and
banking system are probably too small to cause signifi-
cant ripple effects by themselves. And while emerging
economies are clearly under pressure from global trade
and recession fears, they have not yet been materially
infected by Argentina’s latest shock.

An estimated $3.4 billion has exited emerging markets
outside Latin America so far this week, Institute of
International Finance data shows, but analysts say only a
part of that outflow is likely due to fallout from Argentine
President Mauricio Macri’s heavy defeat in Sunday’s pri-
mary election - a result that’s seen the peso lose more
than a third of its value in just three days.

Argentina’s currency plunge has echoes of its previ-
ous traumatic episode in 2018 which contributed to bil-
lions of dollars being pulled from emerging markets
around the world. This week’s jolt initially sparked some
debt and equity selling in South Africa, Indonesia and
Thailand and currency losses for Turkey, Mexico, Brazil

and South Africa. However, the shockwaves have been
less severe so far this time and by the end of the week
the contagion beyond Argentina began to fade. Analysts
cited the country’s idiosyncratic situation and likened
its string of recent crises - in 2001, 2014 and 2018, as
well as 2019 - to a diminishing echo. “The direct fallout
from Argentina’s crisis on the rest of the emerging
world should be limited, since Argentina’s economic
footprint has diminished and it is a relatively closed
economy,” said Stephanie de Torquat, macro strategist
at Lombard Odier.

The MSCI Emerging Markets Index for stocks is
down 1.4 percent for the week, less than the 2.2 percent
dip in its global all-country equivalent. Argentina
accounts for an aggregate weight of only 0.26 percent
within the index, significantly smaller than the weight of
the largest five countries. Neighboring Brazil’s weighting
is 8.1 percent. Bond markets have also rebounded, with
the Bloomberg Barclays Emerging Markets USD
Aggregate Index back in positive territory for the
month, reversing a 1 percent slide in the wake of the
election outcome.

“Argentina isn’t the largest (debt) issuer in emerging
markets, it is just 2 percent or 2.5 percent in the indices,
so it’s fairly manageable from a broader contagion per-
spective,” said Shamaila Khan, director of emerging mar-
ket debt at AllianceBernstein in New York. “In a year like
this when emerging markets has had very strong returns
I do not think that the price movement in Argentina is
going to derail the appetite for emerging markets.”

Argentina amplification
Argentina’s economy, South America’s second largest,

has been mired in recession since last year, while assets
in its banking system, which has so far held up relatively
well, account for around 20 percent of GDP. Brazil, one of

its main trading partners, is most vulnerable to direct
contagion, but Argentina’s trade with other emerging
markets is more limited beyond China, Chile and Vietnam.

“Argentina’s event can amplify any negative news on
the global front,” said Magdalena Polan, global emerg-
ing markets economist at Legal & General Investment
Management. Some of the bond and equity outflows
from non-Latin American emerging markets this week
might be due to foreign investors offloading other
holdings as they’re unable to liquidate loss positions
in Argentina.

“The main impact to emerging markets is not through
direct economic or financial linkages but rather portfolio
VaR shocks that could necessitate reducing risk, or
hedging exposure, in other high beta, high yield fixed
income exposures,” said Jason Daw, Societe Generale’s
head of emerging market strategy. VaR shocks can hap-
pen when a spike in losses in one market can force port-
folio managers to sell other parts of their portfolio to bol-
ster cash holdings in their funds.

Third quarter outflows from non-Chinese emerging
markets were around $11 billion so far, short of the $15
billion offloaded in 2018, according to Robin Brooks,
chief economist at IIF. Then financial crises in Argentina
and Turkey, as well as China and U.S. trade tensions,
spread to South Africa, Indonesia and Brazil. The 2018
sell-off was larger than during 2013’s taper-tantrum,
when investors dumped emerging market assets after
the Federal Reserve hinted at a reduction in stimulus, IIF
data shows.

Still, unlike last year when emerging markets faced
added pressure from rising interest rates, this time a
more dovish monetary policy stance from the Fed and
other leading central banks appear to be offering a softer
landing even if the more bullish hopes of a big 2019
recovery have been dashed again. — Reuters 

Washington Watch

Eye of the swarm: 
Experts take sting out 
of urban beekeeping

When others flee in terror, they head into danger.
They are the Swarm Squad, Washington’s best,
last and only line of defense against a rise in

swarms blamed in part on urban beekeeping. With popula-
tions in decline across the planet, environmentalists are
especially worried about the fate of the honeybee, an
insect that pollinates 70 out of the top 100 human food
crops. But as city dwellers flock to join the growing urban
apiary movement, installing hives on their rooftops and in
gardens, Washington has been coping with the opposite
problem.

“A swarm of bees... really looks like a biblical event,”
said 53-year-old Del Voss, one of about 100 amateur bee-
keepers in Washington. “It can really be terrifying for
somebody.” In 1947, there were about six million US hon-
eybee hives but the figure dropped to 2.4 million in the fol-
lowing 60 years, thanks to pesticides, habitat destruction
and other manmade threats, as well as parasitic mites.
Apiarists have been leading the fightback, but the reloca-
tion of populations into cities has turned swarms from a
strictly rural phenomenon into an alarming urban problem.

‘Rock stars’ 
Hives typically house up to 70,000 bees. But healthy

communities can grow too big, forcing half of the insects
to fly off - known as “swarming” - in search of a place to
build a new hive. When any of the dozens of members of
Washington’s Swarm Squad get the call, they suit up in
protective clothing, grab boxes and buckets, and head to
the threat. Anyone tempted to deal with a swarm in a wall
cavity at home should know that it’s not as simple as
spraying it with pesticide.

“If you did kill them, all that honey and wax is going to
melt down and seep through your walls,” said Billy
Mullinax, a patent researcher and member of the Swarm
Squad, part of the DC Beekeepers Alliance non-profit. “So
you’re still going to have to cut the wall out and get all that
crap out anyway.”

Jan Day, a friend of Voss’s, says she started keeping
bees five years ago, and made sure to educate her neigh-
bors.  When her own hives finally swarmed, not only did
her neighbors not panic, they were “psyched”. “Now they
say, ‘I make sure to plant pollinator-friendly plants for your
bees!’” she told AFP.

Urban beekeeping was only widely legalized in
Washington in 2012, and now there are more than 400
hives at private homes, the National Arboretum and at the
city’s Franciscan monastery. “In the beginning, beekeepers
were rock stars and eccentrics,” said Toni Burnham, the
president of the DC Beekeepers Alliance. “Now, they’re
just your neighbors.” — AFP 

From tsunami to 
ripples: Other 
emerging markets 
surf Argentina’s 
latest shock

A bee sits on a sunflower in a field in Dortmund in western
Germany on Aug 14, 2019. — AFP 


