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David Kotok: An 
‘old curmudgeon’ 
not afraid of Trump 

Investment advice from financial managers generally
follows a predictable template: Update clients on
the economy and stock market, endorse long-term

investing - and avoid hot-button topics. David Kotok, a
veteran financial advisor, takes a different approach,
mixing in deep dives on gun control, the First
Amendment and other political issues with discussions
of stocks and bonds. An outraged Kotok blasted
Donald Trump last month after the US president said
four non-white US Congresswomen should “go back
home” and led a rally where his supporters chanted
“send her back” against Democratic Representative
Ilhan Omar, who is Muslim.

“Send them back” is “an affront to everything our
great nation stands for,” Kotok wrote in a July 24 note
for his firm, Cumberland Advisors, that bemoaned a cul-

ture “inundated by political
trash” and excoriated
Trump’s relentless personal
attacks on Federal Reserve
Chair Jerome Powell. In an
interview, Kotok said his
disagreements with the
president stem originally
from economics. Millions of
jobs remain unfilled
because of Trump’s restric-
tive immigration policies,
Kotok argues, limiting the
economy’s ability to grow.
And businesses are defer-
ring key investments

because of uncertainty aroused by Trump’s swerves on
trade and use of punitive tariffs, he said. 

But Kotok also had harsh words for Trump’s overall
conduct in office - criticism that is common in enter-
tainment, academic and some other circles, but rare in
the financial world. “In a civil democratic society of the
type we like to have, you have to have diverse views
and you have to permit them,” Kotok, 76, told AFP.
“And you have to be prepared to debate them and you
don’t have to use personal, negative, racist forms of
attack that are directed at ethnic composition.” Kotok
said he disagreed with the politics of Omar and the
other three Democratic lawmakers, but respects their
service to the country and believes Trump’s attacks
degrade public discourse. “What troubles me is we are
becoming worn down by this recurring type of ugly,
nasty, directed rhetoric from the president,” Kotok
said. “He hurts himself doing it. He hurts the country he
serves doing it. He encourages others to do it.”

Rare voice in ‘one percent’ 
Friends and business associates of Kotok say he has

always been outspoken. “Most people in this business
are afraid of their shadow and they go to great pains to
say nothing, but David’s not like that,” said Jim Bianco,
who runs his own economic research firm. The two
men have known each other for more than a decade
and Bianco says Kotok was also tough on former pres-
ident Barack Obama. A senior employee of a large
commercial bank who said his position bars him from
speaking on political topics praised Kotok for showing
“courage” in speaking out. “I don’t think he’s a lone
voice, but it’s just that this stuff doesn’t usually come
from the one percent,” the banker said. “He’s a very
civil person in a world where civility is lacking.”

John Silvia, the former chief economist for Wells
Fargo and a longtime friend, said Kotok straddles the
investment and “big ideas” worlds and that his success
as a money manager has afforded him freedom. “David
has his own clients and perhaps his clients appreciate
his frankness on a lot of these different issues,” Silvia
said, adding that even if clients disagree with Kotok on
politics, they “keep him around.”

Kotok said he has on occasion lost clients who dis-
agree with his views, but also hears from associates
who are eager for him to address the issue du jour.
“Because I’m independent and an old curmudgeon, I
am not afraid of Donald Trump,” he said. A native of
New Jersey, Kotok co-founded Cumberland in 1973
after raising a few million dollars from friends and fam-
ily, a rocky period that included oil shortages, spiking
interest rates and the Watergate political crisis. 

He attributes the firm’s early success to a decision
to buy fully into the stock market as it bottomed, figur-
ing the US would recover.  The firm, based in Sarasota,
Florida, now has 45 employees and manages more than
$3 billion in assets through fixed income portfolios and
exchanged traded equity funds. Each August, Kotok
organizes a retreat for about 50 people in the Maine
woods where financial professionals, journalists and
executives fish, drink fine wine and debate monetary
policy, trade and other issues. Kotok rues the bland
public statements from investment banks and trade
associates that are “antiseptic” versions of the angry,
frustrated comments he hears in private. — AFP

The 2020 presidential election is still more than 14
months away, but with an early key deadline loom-
ing this week, the record field of Democratic hope-

fuls is dwindling. With a trio of 70-somethings breaking
away from the pack - former vice president Joe Biden,
independent Senator Bernie Sanders and fellow progres-
sive Elizabeth Warren - four of the cash-strapped, younger
or lesser-known candidates have so far thrown in the tow-
el. Others are likely to bow out in the coming days, as the
list of those qualifying for the party’s third round of
debates is to be revealed on Thursday.

Only 10 of the remaining 21 candidates have met the
qualifying criteria - based on poll numbers and fundraising
success - and most of those are still struggling to catch up
with the Big Three. Even two high-profile candidates from
New York state - New York Mayor Bill de Blasio and
Senator Kirsten Gillibrand - may fail to reach the debate
stage, effectively leaving their candidacies in limbo.

Biden has managed to maintain a significant lead
despite a rocky summer marred by a proclivity for gaffes -
which some have called a worrying trend given the months
and months of campaigning ahead. The Democratic pri-
mary season really only starts in earnest with the Iowa
caucuses in February - and some analysts question
whether the 76-year-old Biden might lack the fire or the
endurance needed to stay on top.

That has kept hope alive for second-tier candidates, but
that sense of optimism could fade if they miss a chance to
go toe-to-toe with their rivals on national television on
Sept 12 in Houston, Texas. The debate offers an opportuni-
ty to both make a direct pitch to American voters - and
attract all-important donors. “Without access to a debate
audience, some candidates have realized that their bids are
hopeless,” said Kyle Kondik of the University of Virginia
Center for Politics. “I suspect more will come to this con-
clusion soon.”

Making the cut 
Leading the pack so far is Biden (at 29 percent in a

RealClearPolitics average of recent polls), followed by
Sanders (16 percent), Warren (15 percent), Senator Kamala
Harris (seven percent) and Pete Buttigieg, the mayor of
South Bend, Indiana (five percent). Also securing spots in
the debate are former Texas congressman Beto O’Rourke,
Senator Cory Booker, businessman Andrew Yang, former
Obama-era cabinet member Julian Castro and Senator
Amy Klobuchar.

If any other candidates make the cut before Thursday,
the group might be split in half and a second debate will
be added on Sept 13. Of course, failing to make the debate
stage is not necessarily a death knell for a candidacy - but
it certainly doesn’t help. Some candidates who fall short of

qualifying will likely decide to battle through regardless, at
least until Iowa, said Christopher Arterton, a professor of
political science at George Washington University.
“There’s kind of an ever-hopeful quality to presidential
candidates,” Arterton told AFP. 

Democrats are quick to point to the experiences of
Jimmy Carter and Barack Obama, two men who defied
the oddsmakers and the political pundits by pulling off
surprise victories in Iowa before going on to win the
White House.  Biden - Obama’s vice president for eight
years and a senator before that for decades - has not yet
been seriously challenged in the race despite the gaffes,
fears about his age, the increasingly frontal attacks of his
rivals and Donald Trump’s cutting gibes. For many
Democrats, the absolute requirement of any candidate is
the ostensible ability to defeat Trump in Nov 2020.
Biden’s campaign team itself, including his popular wife
Jill, makes this argument. 

“Your candidate might be better on, I don’t know,
health care, than Joe is but you’ve got to look at who’s
going to win this election and maybe you have to swallow
a little bit ... but your bottom line has to be that we have
to beat Trump,” she told a group of Democratic voters.
Biden’s lead - due in part to strong support from blue-
collar workers and African-Americans - has been sur-
prisingly steady.  — AFP

Dem presidential field shrinks as debate cut looms

Austria’s love 
of cash in poll 
campaign spotlight 

It may sound like a strange thing to enshrine in a
country’s constitution: The right to pay cash. But a
debate on whether to do just that has entered

Austria’s election campaign, shining a light on the coun-
try’s love of cold, hard currency. The Austrian People’s
Party (OeVP) recently made the suggestion as part of its
campaign for a parliamentary election in late September,
for which it has a commanding poll lead.

This led to other parties - though sceptical of the
OeVP’s proposal - vaunting their commitment to pro-
tecting cash, with the centre-left Social Democrats
(SPOe) demanding an end to fees levied at cashpoints.
And it is not hard to see why all major parties see pro-
tecting cash as a vote-winner. “In Austria, attitudes
change slowly,” an employee of Weinschenke, a burger
restaurant in downtown Vienna, told AFP. The woman in
her 30s, who only gave her name as Victoria, says she
prefers to use cash because “you don’t leave a trace”.

Invasion of privacy 
Financial law expert Werner Doralt says Austrians put

a high value on privacy and are wary of anything that

could be used to keep tabs
on them, such as card trans-
actions. “If for example I go
shopping, and it’s recorded
exactly how much schnapps
I’ve bought, that’s an inva-
sion of my privacy,” he says.
A recent survey conducted
by the ING bank in 13
European countries,
Australia and the US,
showed Austrians were the
most resistant to the idea of
giving up cash payments.

Just 10 percent of those
surveyed in Austria said they could imagine doing with-
out cash, compared to a European average of 22 percent.
According to European Central Bank data compiled in
2017, cash accounted for 67 percent of money spent at
points of sale in Austria, compared to just 27 percent in
the Netherlands. Even in neighboring Germany, another
country known for its attachment to cash, the rate is only
55 percent. Academic and author Erich Kirchler, a spe-
cialist in economic psychology, says in Austria and
Germany, citizens are aware of the dangers of an over-
mighty state from their World War II experience. “In that
case the efficiency of state institutions becomes danger-
ous,” Kirchler told AFP.

‘Lived freedom!’ 
It is a theory that finds a resounding echo in the slo-

gan printed in bold on the menu of one Vienna restaurant
and bar, Caffe Latte: “Cash is lived freedom!” “When we
have no more cash, we become totally exposed. A totali-
tarian state would then have unfettered power over us,”
the menu reads. Admittedly the cafe accepts cards as its
owner Philipp Klos says he has to think about business
too. “In five years, there will be no more cash. I’m 100
percent sure,” he told AFP, saying the OeVP proposal to
amend the constitution is “empty talk”.

Other parties and experts have also pointed out that
Austria would not have the unilateral right to protect
cash through constitutional changes because it uses the
euro, which is under the purview of the European Central
Bank. Even 17 years after the euro came into circulation,
some Austrians are still finding notes and coins in their
previous currency, the schilling, much of it left in forgot-
ten hiding places in homes.

The haul from under the nation’s mattresses, which
until now could be exchanged at the “Euro-Bus” of the
Austrian National Bank (OeNB), which toured the coun-
try, was almost 19 million schillings (Ä1.38 million) this
year. Unlike several other parts of the eurozone,
Austrians still have an unlimited period to exchange their
schillings at the OeNB. Austrian banks, too, are behind
some of their counterparts elsewhere when it comes to
the ease with which clients can access debit or credit
cards. Following a recent EU directive, Austrian banks
are phasing out “ATM cards” and renaming them debit
cards. And some banks are currently planning to equip
the new debit cards with the ability to make payments
online, as is common elsewhere. — AFP 

S Africa rare earths 
mine hopes for boost 
from US-China feud

It’s old, doesn’t look like much and is located well out the
way in an arid part of western South Africa. But the
Steenkampskraal Mine may be about to become piping

hot mining property thanks to some of the world’s highest-
grade deposits of rare earth metals. “Steenkampskraal will
become a very important source of rare earths for the glob-
al industry,” Trevor Blench, chairman of Steenkampskraal
Holdings Limited, said during a recent tour.

The mine, located about 350 km north of Cape Town,
used to produce thorium, a component of nuclear fuel, in
the 1950s and 60s. But now it’s been found to also have
monazite ore which contains extremely high grade rare
earth minerals including neodymium and praseodymium -
elements vital to cutting-edge industries. Manufacturing
uses range from tinted welding goggles to industrial mag-
nets, strong alloys for aircraft engines, military hardware,
hybrid cars, consumer electronic devices, medical equip-
ment and even the flints in cigarette lighters.

Nothing like it 
China produces the largest share of so-called “tech

minerals”, with a domestic output of 120,000 tons in 2018.
That’s vastly more than the United States, which relies on
China for about 80 percent of its rare-earth imports. But
now Beijing has threatened to cut off the supply as trade
frictions mount, prompting US President Donald Trump on

July 22 to give the Pentagon an executive order to find
other sources of the crucial elements. Rare earth elements
are a group of 17 minerals unique for their magnetic, cat-
alytic and electrochemical properties. For the first time
since 1985, China last year became a net importer of some
rare earths for its industrial needs, while the government
cracked down on illegal exploration and production.
Global sales of electric cars, which need the minerals,
jumped by 68 percent in 2018 to 5.12 million, with China
selling over a million vehicles, according to the
International Energy Agency. “China may, as a result of its
own requirements, just export less and less to the rest of
the world,” Blench said. Steenkampskraal Mine could just
be the answer to growing demand, he suggested.

‘Abundance of rocks’ 
“About 14 percent of this rock is rare earths. That is an

extraordinarily high grade and we don’t know anything like
it on the planet,” Blench said, holding a small but heavy
reddish brown rock. Worldwide, many mines have around
six percent or less rare earths in their ore. No mines for
rare earth elements currently operate in South Africa, but
the government confirms the presence of yet-to-be
tapped tech minerals. “South Africa is certainly on par with
any other country that would lay a claim to being able to
supply rare earths elements to meet this increasing
demand,” said mineralogist Deshenthree Chetty at Mintek,
a government mineral and metallurgy research department.
She added that it would be “a great deal for our country to
be able to supply, and we are in a position to do so, as long
as those markets are favorable.”  “We have an abundance
of rocks in which rare earth elements are found,” Mosa
Mabuza, CEO of the Council for GeoScience, which sur-
veys mineral deposits, told AFP. Steenkampskraal has
secured all the licenses required to start mining. It plans an

initial production of 2,700 tons a year once funding of $50
million has been secured, with further plans to expand. 

Expect competition 
But the road to global success risks being rocky for the

South Africans, cautioned Diego Oliva-Velez, a commodi-
ties analyst with Fitch Solutions in London. The rare earth
sector in South Africa is largely undeveloped, and could
easily fall behind the US, Australia, India, Russia and
Vietnam which all have “significantly larger proven
reserves of rare earths”, he said. Steenkampskraal’s
reserves are also mostly so-called “light rare earths”,
which are comparatively abundant. “Steenkampskraal will
have to compete with many other producers in this area
globally,” said Oliva-Velez. — AFP 

David Kotok

Andree Muntingh (right), Steenkampskraal (SKK) mine
geologist, guides a group of visitors underground at the
SKK rare-earth mine on July 29, 2019, about 80 km from
the Western Cape town of Vanrhynsdorp. — AFP 


