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NEW YORK: Taylor Swift, currently promot-
ing the release of her latest album, has
accused Donald Trump of treating his White
House reign as an “autocracy,” in a new politi-
cal turn for the singer. “We’re a democracy -
at least, we’re supposed to be - where you’re
allowed to disagree, dissent, debate,” the pop
star said in snippets of an interview teased
Friday by The Guardian. Speaking about the
US president, the 29-year-old said, “I really
think that he thinks this is an autocracy.”

In American politics, Swift said, “all the
dirtiest tricks in the book were used and it
worked.” She described the current state of
affairs as “gaslighting the American public
into being like, ‘If you hate the president, you
hate America.’” Swift has faced criticism in the
past for shying from politics, especially in
2016 when she did not use her enormous plat-
form to endorse a candidate in the pivotal
presidential vote. 

Now she says she is “remorseful” for not
speaking up during that election, saying in
hindsight she would have backed Hillary
Clinton. But Swift said at the time her row
with Kanye West and Kim Kardashian along
with her mother’s cancer diagnosis had her
keeping a low profile. “I was just trying to
protect my mental health - not read the news
very much, go cast my vote, tell people to
vote,” she said in the interview, set for full
publication Saturday. 

“I just knew what I could handle and I
knew what I couldn’t. I was literally about to
break.” Swift spoke out last October ahead of
the 2018 midterm vote, endorsing the
Democrat running for US Senate in her home

state of Tennessee and citing the Republican
candidate’s poor record on women’s rights.
She told The Guardian she would “do every-
thing I can for 2020,” pointing to ongoing
battles threatening a woman’s right to choose
the option of abortion.

Isolated Trump 
Meanwhile, an isolated President Donald

Trump arrived yesterday for the G7 summit in
Biarritz bearing threats of tariffs against host
France and a decision to deepen his trade war
with China, despite fears of US or even global
recession. Trump dislikes the kind of multilat-
eral forums epitomized by the G7, insisting on
a policy of “America first” and his own skills,
honed in a real estate career, of one-to-one
deal making. Ahead of the summit in the ele-
gant French seaside resort, he has criticized
most of his partners, rowing with them over
Iran, trade, global warming and Brexit. And on
the eve of his trip, he brushed aside concerns
of global economic slowdown to exchange
new tariffs with China, insisting “we’ll win.” In
another piece of brinkmanship, he also con-
firmed right before departing on the Marine
One helicopter that he would retaliate against
France’s iconic wine exports if President
Emmanuel Macron didn’t retreat on a new tax
that will hit US digital giants like Google.

“We’ll be taxing their wine like they’ve
never seen before,” he vowed. The other G7
leaders - from Britain, Canada, France,
Germany, Italy and Japan - are waiting for
Trump with a mixture of alarm and resigna-
tion. Macron has even decided that for the
first time the G7 won’t issue a group state-

ment at the end of the summit, given the
extent of divisions. At last year’s meeting in
Canada, Trump withdrew his signature in a
fury at Canadian Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau. It would be “pointless,” Macron said.

World economy at stake? 
Other G7 leaders are already alarmed at

the fallout from the escalating US-China trade
war. But Trump, bullish as ever, steeply
ramped up tariffs against China on Friday
after Beijing slapped its own new tariffs
against US products. Trump says he alone is
able to take on the Chinese after decades of
intellectual property theft and a slate of other
unfair trading practices. He called the struggle
“a little spat.” At the G7 he is expected to
seek allies, but the other leaders are deeply
skeptical about whether Trump’s crusade can
ever succeed - or whether it will tip a slowing
world economy over the edge.

The first working event of the G7 will be a
session early Sunday that the White House
specifically asked at the “last minute” to be
added to the agenda: a meeting of the leaders
on economic growth. Trump will tell his part-
ners “to write the rules for this century, in
contrast to the unfair trade practices that we
see coming out of China,” a senior administra-
tion official told reporters. Trump will also
urge the Europeans, Canada and Japan to
shake up their own economies along US lines.
“You’ll have the president really engaging in
honest conversations,” the official said.

Cozy no more
Despite the diplomatic storm clouds gath-

ering over Biarritz, on the Atlantic coast,
Trump said the trip “will be very productive.”
But there are questions over the future of the
G7 as Trump’s nationalist approach turns it into
something more like a 6+1. G7s always used to
be cozy affairs, giving the leaders of like-mind-
ed, capitalist democracies a chance to relax
and talk frankly in the context of largely shared

values. However, there is increasingly little
common ground between Trump and what
would ordinarily be among the closest of US
allies. Yet another diplomatic hand grenade
went off days before the trip, when Trump reit-
erated his desire to recreate the G8 format with
Russia, expelled in 2014 after Vladimir Putin’s
invasion of Crimea. — Agencies
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OTTAWA: Canadians have a message for politicians
appearing on their front stoops ahead of Canada’s
upcoming national election in October: life is getting
more expensive. The issue of affordability could shape
the Oct. 21 election, according to pollsters, and both
Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s Liberals and
the rival Conservatives plan to make easing household
expenses a priority, party sources say. While so-called
pocketbook issues are a constant feature of elections
everywhere, the subject is especially relevant in
Canada’s upcoming contest.

Canadian household debt is at record levels, while
the savings rate has fallen to nearly its lowest level in 14
years. A recent Abacus Data poll found 56% of
Canadians put cost-of-living as one of their top five
issues heading into the vote. Household debt is rising
against the backdrop of a solid economy, with unem-
ployment hovering near a record low reached earlier
this year, while wage growth is picking up and inflation
is low. “Affordability for middle-class families is a key
issue,” Jean-Yves Duclos, Trudeau’s social development
minister, said in a recent interview.

Conservative leader Andrew Scheer and Trudeau,
who took office in 2015, are in a statistical tie nationally,
polls show, but the Liberals are outpacing the
Conservatives in Quebec and Ontario, Canada’s most
populous provinces with the most seats in parliament.
The official campaign, which typically occurs every
four years, is expected to kick off by mid-September,
with 338 seats up for grabs in the House of Commons.

The Conservative Party sources have said promises
to make life more affordable will be a cornerstone in
their campaign, especially in the key battlegrounds
around Toronto, in the Atlantic provinces, and in rural
Quebec. “Our candidates ... are hearing from people
that they’re working very hard but that the cost of liv-
ing is getting out of control,” Scheer said this week as
he pledged to make maternity benefits tax-free if elect-
ed. “All of the major parties are going to be obsessed
about carving out territory around affordability,” said
Tim Powers, vice-chairman of political strategy firm
Summa Strategies.

‘Too expensive’
“There’s food, but there’s no money to buy it,”

Florence Oguntade, in her 50s and a mother of three,
said at a bus stop in Ottawa. A Liberal supporter, she
said she wants the party to address the rising costs of
food and cellphones if it wins. Fresh vegetable prices
have posted double-digit gains for 10 consecutive
months, according to Statistics Canada. Oguntade said
cellphone bills, which are among the highest in the
world, were costing her “thousands of dollars”. She said
she is using money to pay for her kids’ phones that
should be spent on food.

Cellphone costs are likely to be addressed by both
the Liberals and the Conservatives, the party sources
said. The left-wing New Democrat Party (NDP), which
released its campaign platform in June, has already
pledged measures that include offsetting mobile phone
and Wi-Fi costs, creating a universal pharmacare pro-
gram, and an additional C$1 billion ($752.11 million) in
childcare funding by 2020.

The Liberal platform may include at least partial
compensation for the costs of medicines, sources have
said. Canada is the only country in the world with a uni-
versal health system that does not include substantial
coverage for prescription drugs. Meanwhile, the
Conservatives have promised to cancel the Liberal gov-
ernment’s carbon pricing scheme to help lower food
and gasoline prices. “People are living in this state of
uncertainty ... where one unexpected thing pushes you
over the edge,” said Marie Della Mattia, the NDP’s
national campaign co-chair. — Reuters
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German army seeks 
out gamers in hunt 
for computer-savvy 
recruits
COLOGNE: Among countless stands of car manufac-
turers, software developers and engineering universi-
ties at Cologne’s video games convention, the sight of
fatigue-clad soldiers manning the German military’s
brightly-lit stall draws in the curious. With a stand
boasting a helicopter simulator and ultra-fast games,
the Bundeswehr, Germany’s army, has turned to the
Gamescom fair in its bid to recruit computer-savvy
potential soldiers.

The call to arms is clear under a “Centre of Cyber
Operations” sign with a keyboard-inspired logo in the
colors of the German flag - “the Cyber-force of the
Bundeswehr”. “We are looking for people who spe-
cialize in information technology — those with a taste
for computers are knocking at the right door,” Nils
Feldhoff, an army communications officer said.
Dozens of young gamers, visiting the stand at the
Gamescom convention, flocked to try their hand at
the army’s flight simulator or test their reactions on a
two-player game.

However, the military personnel was careful to
spell out the difference between the reality of life in
the ranks and violent military-based video games.
“We have a clear educational mission: we strictly try
to separate virtual games from reality by explaining
to any interested young people that this is not a video
game,” Feldhoff said. If a gamer “wants to become a
soldier because he is interested in weapons, that’s not
a good argument,” he added.

Online battles
Drawn by the unusual stand, 19-year-old computer

enthusiast Lucas Heilmann said he “answered a few
questions about different programming languages,
networks and databases”. The army’s broad campaign
to enlist computer-savvy youngsters includes a series
of computer-themed posters, one featuring a blond
female recruit in fatigues working on a robot. It is
part of an initiative to change the public image of
obsolete equipment and under-investment that has
plagued the Bundeswehr, made worse by recent scan-
dals over the presence of far-right soldiers in the
ranks. Since Germany ended conscription in 2011, the
military must now recruit pro-actively.

But it has struggled to find talent in the informa-
tion technology field, badly needed in a possible
cyber warfare. While the army’s stand was buzzing
with visitors, other Gamescom visitors chose to stay
away as they voiced skepticism over the recruitment
campaign. — AFP
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Billionaire donor 
Koch dies age 79
WASHINGTON: David Koch, a billionaire American lib-
ertarian and influential donor to conservative causes, has
died at age 79 after a long battle with cancer, his brother
Charles said Friday. Koch retired last year as executive
vice president of Koch Industries, the conglomerate he
co-owned with his older brother and built into the sec-
ond largest family-owned company in the United States.
“We wish for all to celebrate the life and impact of this
most generous and kind man,” Charles Koch said in a
statement. “He believed he had a responsibility to a world
that had given him so many opportunities to succeed.”

Both brothers were a force behind the scenes in
Republican politics, donating heavily to candidates and
causes that reflected their conservative economic posi-
tions. But David was socially liberal - a supporter of
abortion rights and same-sex marriage as well as a non-

interventionist foreign poli-
cy. Both brothers were rec-
ognized in 2015 for biparti-
san work on prison reform
in the United States. Among
those offering condolences
was Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo who, like the Koch
brothers, is from Kansas.

David Koch ran as the
Libertarian Party’s vice
presidential candidate in
1980, but later broke with it
and swung to the
Republicans. He joined his
brother Charles in financing
a network of conservative
organizations, in particular

Americans for Prosperity, centered on demands for low
taxes and deregulation with the aim of influencing US
elections. Those organizations helped fuel the rise of the
Tea Party movement in 2010, mounting a frontal

Republican challenge to former Democratic president
Barack Obama.

The Kochs’ power was such that in the next presiden-
tial elections, Republican candidates vied for their
endorsement, attending exclusive conferences the broth-
ers organized. Donald Trump, whose conservative cre-
dentials the brothers viewed with suspicion and who in
turn often mocked them, was the exception. Of the two,
Charles has been most involved in the political networks
while David had been more active in philanthropic
endeavors, mainly in New York.

He was remembered as an important financial contrib-
utor to cultural organizations and medical research. He
was diagnosed with advanced prostate cancer 27 years
ago but through “a combination of brilliant doctors,
state-of-the-art medications and his own stubbornness
kept the cancer at bay,” Charles said. Born in Wichita,
Kansas, Koch studied chemical engineering at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology before joining
Koch Industries. Forbes estimated his wealth at the end
of his life at $42.4 billion, making him one of the world’s
richest people. — AFP 
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Mexican families 
scour arid plains 
for graves of 
disappeared
TORREON: Fifteen years after her daughter’s disappear-
ance, 55-year-old Silvia Ortiz spends day after day raking
through arid scrubland in northern Mexico hoping to find
her remains. Ortiz belongs to a group of families working
to uncover graves of some of the 40,000 people who have
gone missing in mounting lawlessness since the govern-
ment sent in the armed forces to tackle Mexico’s drug car-
tels at the end of 2006.

More than 200,000 people have been killed in the vio-
lence since then, and shedding light on the fate of the dis-
appeared is one of the toughest challenges facing the
administration of President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador.
Criminal gangs often bury the bodies of victims in clandes-
tine graves. Some have been known to try to minimize evi-
dence by dismembering or dousing them in acid.

Meanwhile, Mexican criminal investigators and forensic
teams have struggled to keep up with the increased work-
load during the surge in killings. Fear of reprisals at the
hands of perpetrators can also impede efforts to identify
victims. Decked out in surgical masks and sun hats, Ortiz’s
collective - Grupo Vida or “Life Group” - keeps up a near-
constant digging operation around the city of Torreon in
the state of Coahuila.

The volunteer association made up of relatives of
local missing people set out six years ago to uncover
clandestine graves, saying government officials were
not trying hard enough to find or identify human

remains. “This is why we say we’re facing a forensic
emergency,” said Ortiz, sitting at home with her hus-
band, Oscar Sanchez, surrounded by framed photos
of their daughter Silvia Stephanie Sanchez before she
disappeared in 2004, aged 16. She has not been heard
from since.

Jose Angel Herrera, Coahuila’s special prosecutor for
disappeared people, said authorities are cooperating
with Grupo Vida in the area around Torreon and con-
ducting their own missions in other parts of the state.
In Coahuila, 2,144 people reported missing have never
been found, Herrera said. Many disappeared while the
territory was ravaged by the Zetas, a notoriously brutal
drug cartel. The state has identified the remains of 235
missing people through digs, including those led by
Grupo Vida. The group works for a week at a time, and
many members struggle to keep their jobs during digs,
Ortiz said.

Two weeks ago, Grupo Vida opened a tortilleria,
launched with a grant from the American Jewish World
Service, a non-profit group. They hope money from the
enterprise can cover the operating costs of their communi-
ty-led forensic digs. Grupo Vida said since 2013 it has
uncovered 27 sites with human remains, 10 full skeletons
and hundreds of thousands of bone fragments, enabling
over 100 disappeared to be identified. Lopez Obrador has
vowed to identify thousands of human remains in morgues
and mass graves around the country, which he has called
the “worst legacy” of past governments.

Members of Grupo Vida have yet to feel the benefits
of his pledge, according to Ortiz, who said the result
has been “working groups and photos, no real action
on the searches.” Still, prosecutor Herrera said the new
administration helped fund construction of a center
that will work to establish the identities of the state’s
backlog of human remains. Regardless of the adversity,
Ortiz said she would continue the search “until the last
person is found.”—  Reuters

MEXICO CITY: Mexican activist Julia Klug takes part in a protest in Mexico City, commemorating the first anniversary of
the disappearance of the Ayotzinapa students. — AFP 


