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HOLLYWOOD, Florida: US President Donald Trump
aimed to make inroads Saturday in the politically impor-
tant Jewish-American vote with a Florida speech where
he declared himself the best friend Israel has ever had. At
a conference in Hollywood, Florida, the Republican real
estate magnate said Jewish-Americans had been wrong to
vote for Democrats under his predecessor Barack Obama.
“So many of you voted for people in the last administra-
tion,” he said. “Someday you’ll have to explain that to me
because I don’t think they liked Israel too much.”

By contrast, Trump said, “the Jewish state has never
had a better friend in the White House than your presi-
dent, Donald J Trump.” He was speaking at a meeting of
the Israeli-American Council, a non-profit whose funders

include billionaire Jewish-American casino magnate
Sheldon Adelson and his wife Miriam - both of them
high-profile Trump supporters. Jews make up only a small
portion of the electorate but in Florida they represent a
crucial piece of the swing state electoral puzzle.
Historically, American-Jews have voted heavily
Democratic.

Trump, who is hoping to repeat his 2016 strategy next
year by winning reelection through strategic accumulation
of electoral college votes in key states, has worked espe-
cially hard to woo Jewish-Americans. Since taking office
he has upended decades of American policy in the Middle
East by acceding to a string of Israeli demands and all but
slamming the door on Palestinians. This includes recogniz-

ing the disputed city of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital and
also recognizing Israeli sovereignty over the Golan
Heights, a territory taken from Syria in 1967.

In November, the Trump administration again broke
with decades of international consensus when it said that it
would no longer consider Israeli settlements on occupied
Palestinian lands in the West Bank illegal. The policies are
also highly popular with rightwing evangelical Christian
Republicans - a vital part of Trump’s support base.

Despite the aggressive support for Israel, coupled
with intense pressure on the Palestinians, the Trump
administration says it has a peace plan ready to unveil
once an ongoing Israeli leadership impasse is resolved.
Trump has put his son-in-law Jared Kushner, who is

Jewish-American but had no previous experience in gov-
ernment before joining this administration, in charge of
the peace plan. “A lot of people say that can’t be done,”
Trump told the crowd on Saturday. “They say that’s the
toughest of all deals but if Jared Kushner can’t do it, it
can’t be done.”

Taking direct aim at one of his potential Democratic
opponents for the 2020 election, Trump told the audience
that leftwing Senator Elizabeth Warren should not get
their vote because she would impose heavy taxes. “Let’s
take 100 percent of your wealth away,” he said in a refer-
ence to Warren. One problem, Trump told the gathering,
is that some American-Jews, while being “great people,
they don’t love Israel enough”. — AFP 

Trump tells US Jews he’s Israel’s best friend 
President says Jewish-Americans had been wrong to vote for Democrats

HOLLYWOOD, Florida: US President Donald Trump stands on stage after his address to the Israeli American Council National Summit 2019 at the Diplomat Beach Resort on Saturday. (Inset) Trump poses with Sheldon Adelson and his wife
Miriam Adelson ahead of his address. — AFP 

Protests grip 
Baghdad, south 
despite rising toll 
BAGHDAD: Thousands of Iraqi protesters streamed into
streets and public squares in the capital and restive south
yesterday, saying they were not deterred by deadly vio-
lence meant to “scare” them. In Baghdad, crowds of anti-
government demonstrators thronged Tahrir Square, the
epicenter of their movement. Late Friday, unidentified gun-
men attacked a parking complex near Tahrir where
demonstrators had been squatting for weeks, leaving 20
protesters and four police officers dead, medics told AFP.

Protesters feared it signalled that their movement
would be derailed but by yesterday, the numbers gathered
under the sun in Tahrir were staggering. “They’re trying to
scare us in whatever ways they can, but we’re staying in
the streets,” said Aisha, a 23-year-old protester. At least
452 people - the vast majority of them protesters - have
died and 20,000 have been wounded since the rallies
erupted. 

In Nasiriyah, a protest hotspot where dozens were
killed in a spree of violence last month, protesters
regrouped in downtown along with representatives of
powerful tribes. “We will keep protesting until the regime
collapses,” pledged Ali Rahim, a student. In other southern
cities, local authorities had declared yesterday - the first
day of the work week in Iraq - a holiday for civil servants. 

Road blocks and massive strikes also disrupted work in
Hilla, Amara, Diwaniya, Kut and the shrine city of Najaf,
AFP’s correspondents there said. The rallies have persisted

despite the resignation of premier Adel Abdel Mahdi earlier
this month, with protesters demanding the complete ouster of
the ruling class. Iraq is ranked the 12th most corrupt country

in the world by watchdog group Transparency International,
with billions of dollars pilfered each year from the state budg-
et of OPEC’s second-largest producer. — AFP 

Polio returns to 
haunt Malaysia 
after 27 years 
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia has reported its first polio
case in 27 years, health authorities said yesterday,
announcing a three-month-old baby had been diag-
nosed on Borneo island. The Malaysian health min-
istry’s director-general, Noor Hisham Abdullah, said the
baby from Tuaran in eastern Sabah state had been
admitted into intensive care after experiencing fever
and muscle weakness. “The patient is currently under-
going treatment in an isolation ward and is in a stable
condition but needs respiratory support,” Noor Hisham
said, adding that the infant was diagnosed on Friday.   

Polio is a highly infectious viral disease which has no
cure and can only be prevented with several doses of
oral and injectable vaccines. It affects the nervous sys-
tem and spinal cord and can be fatal in rare cases. Over
the past three decades the world has made great
strides in the battle against polio. The World Health
Organization said only 33 cases were reported world-
wide last year. Malaysia was declared polio free in
2000. The last case in the country occurred in 1992.

The diagnosis comes after the Philippines, which
shares a close sea border with Sabah, was hit in
September by its first polio case in nearly two
decades. Noor Hisham said test results showed that
the Malaysian child was infected with a strain that
shared genetic links to the virus detected in the
Philippines. Public health expert T Jayabalan told AFP
that he was not surprised by the polio outbreak
because immunization was not mandatory in
Malaysia. “This first case probably is the tip of the
iceberg. There is a very high possibility of a rising
trend,” he warned.

Jayabalan said there was a small group of people
who refuse vaccination on account of misinformation.
In recent years, Malaysia had recorded a number of
deaths among children from diphtheria, a vaccine-
preventable disease, because they did not receive
immunization. Noor Hisham said investigations found
that 23 children under the age of 15 who lived close to
the infected baby had also not received the polio vac-
cine. “This is a frustrating situation because the
spread of the disease... can only be stopped with
polio immunization”. — AFP

KUFA, Iraq: Iraqi students of the University of Kufa rally in support of ongoing anti-government demonstra-
tions at the campus gate yesterday. — AFP 

North Korea 
conducts ‘very 
important test’
SEOUL: North Korea has conducted a “very important
test” at its Sohae satellite launch site, state media reported
yesterday, as nuclear negotiations between Pyongyang
and Washington remain deadlocked. “A very important test
was carried out at the Sohae Satellite Launch Site on

December 7th, 2019,” a spokesman for the North’s
National Academy of Science said. The result of the latest
test will have an “important effect” on changing the
“strategic status” of North Korea, the spokesman said in a
statement carried by the KCNA news agency.

The statement did not provide further details on the
test. North Korean leader Kim Jong Un had agreed to
shutter the Sohae site during a summit last year with
South Korean President Moon Jae-in in Pyongyang as
part of trust-building measures. Kim has also held three
meetings with US President Donald Trump since June
2018 but little progress has been made in efforts towards
denuclearization. The latest test comes as Pyongyang is

ramping up pressure ahead of its end-of-year deadline for
the US to propose a new offer to kickstart stalled nuclear
talks. On Thursday, the North’s vice foreign minister
warned of returning to a war of words with the US,
threatening to resume referring to Trump as a “dotard” -
Pyongyang’s nickname for the US leader at the height of
tensions in 2017.

The comments came a day after it warned that if the US
used military force against the North it would take “prompt
corresponding actions at any level”. At the recent NATO
summit, Trump boasted about Washington’s “most powerful
military”, adding: “Hopefully, we don’t have to use it, but if
we do, we’ll use it. If we have to, we’ll do it.” — AFP 


