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Trump on 
impeachment brink,
but far from falling 

For a man on the brink of becoming only the third
US president to be impeached, Donald Trump
sure sounds confident. “You’re so lucky I

became your president,” he boomed to cheering sup-
porters late Tuesday in Hershey, Pennsylvania. “A reg-
ular president would have been under the table,
thumb in mouth, saying ‘take me home, Mommy, this
is too tough for me.’” 

Hours earlier in Washington, Democratic leaders
unveiled two impeachment charges against Trump
that the full House of Representatives, dominated by
Democrats, will likely confirm in the near future. The
Republican businessman is now so entangled in con-
troversy that it takes a hardened Washington politics
junkie merely to unravel the strands.

Russia collusion, Ukraine quid pro quo, foreign
emoluments clause, deep state coup-the terminology
alone illustrates the increasingly exotic political mess
engulfing Trump. And less than a year from the 2020
presidential election, he’s also struggling in the polls.
But Trump is protected by two things. The first is that
he presides over a booming economy, historically a
surefire way to re-election. The second is more per-
sonal: Trump loves to brawl, and with impeachment he
has found a brawl that matches his formidable energy.

Fight every step 
President Richard Nixon resigned in 1974 before

Congress could even take its impeachment vote over
the Watergate affair. Trump, by contrast, is fighting
back at every step. Almost daily he brands impeach-
ment a “hoax,” or as he said in Pennsylvania-with a
typical flourish of vivid, often violent language-a “big,
fat, disgusting fraud.” He has flat-out refused to allow
government employees to testify in his case or to
release documents to investigators. That strategy led
to one of the two impeachment charges being levied
against him: obstruction of Congress. The other
charge is for allegedly trying to force Ukraine to open
a corruption probe aimed solely at embarrassing one
of his main Democratic rivals Joe Biden.

Even if the Democrats do vote for impeachment as
expected, the case will then go to the Republican-
controlled Senate, where Trump sees a chance for
revenge. According to CNN, Trump is pushing reluc-
tant Republican leaders in the Senate to make the tri-
al a media extravaganza, giving his take on the
Ukraine affair-including a series of unproven conspir-
acy theories-a dramatic hearing. “If you are going to
impeach me, do it now, fast, so we can have a fair trial
in the Senate,” he dared the Democrats in one of his
torrents of tweets on the crisis.

Bad polls, good economy 
The latest national numbers on polling analysis

website FiveThirtyEight look bad for Trump. The bil-
lionaire real estate dealer is shown losing to nearly
every one of the multitude of Democrats scrambling
to take him on. Even Pete Buttigieg, an Indiana small
city mayor whose name most Americans couldn’t pro-
nounce a couple of months ago, is shown beating
Trump if the elections were held today. But those
polls are taken on a nationwide basis, while US presi-
dential elections are won state by state.

Just as in 2016, the 2020 election is expected to go
down to the wire in handful of swing states as Trump
and his eventual challenger try to claw their way to
the magic number of 270 electoral college votes. So
Trump is happy with a new survey from Republican
pollster Firehouse that shows him ahead against all
comers in Michigan, Pennsylvania and Wisconsin. “As
the impeachment process heats up in Washington,
Donald Trump is seeing a boost in support in crucial
swing states,” the firm said.

It is true that Trump suffered the embarrassing
defeats of Republicans he campaigned for in recent
state elections in Kentucky and Louisiana. His party
also took a tough hit in the 2018 congressional
midterm elections and Democrats appear to be highly
energized for 2020. But the famous maxim from for-
mer president Bill Clinton’s victorious 1992 cam-
paign-”it’s the economy, stupid”-could yet help
Trump win the day. 

The latest jobs report puts unemployment at 3.5
percent, its lowest since NASA landed a man on the
Moon 50 years ago. A Quinnipiac poll on Tuesday
found that 57 percent of voters say that they are bet-
ter off financially today than they were in 2016, while
just 22 percent say they are worse off. “We are finally
rebuilding our nation,” Trump said in yet another
applause l ine during the Pennsylvania speech.
Americans will hear that phrase many more times in
the months to come. — AFP 

Gambians have closely watched as scores of witness-
es have accused ex-president Yahya Jammeh of
atrocities, in hearings that have done little to deter

his diehard supporters. The former autocrat ruled the tiny
West African state for 22 years before he fled in January
2017 after losing a presidential election to Adama Barrow,
a relative unknown.  

Some 190 witnesses have appeared before the Truth,
Reconciliation and Reparations Commission (TRRC) set
up to investigate abuses, in a process which began in
January.  The first year of hearings ended last week, cap-
ping months of testimony about torture, murder, rape and
witch hunts under Jammeh. “We had blind loyalty for
Yahya Jammeh,” Amadou Badjie said at hearings last sum-
mer, describing how he had murdered two US-Gambian
businessmen suspected of planning a coup.

Known as the “Junglers”, former members of the ex-
president’s personal death squad have accused Jammeh of
ordering a string of other murders. The ultra-loyal paramil-
itary unit executed some 50 African migrants - who they
mistook for rebels - rounding them up on a beach as they
were trying to make their way to Europe. The TRRC hear-
ings are due to last two years in total, but it is still unclear
whether they will lead to prosecutions.  

“They’re really building a case against Yahya Jammeh,”
said Reed Brody, a lawyer for Human Rights Watch.  He
added that the TRRC will write a report after the proceed-
ings end next year, when it is assumed it will request
Jammeh’s extradition from his refuge of Equatorial Guinea.

There is no lack of harrowing testimony. In October, a for-
mer Gambian beauty queen said Jammeh raped her after
she refused to marry him. And from mid-November until
today, the hearings heard evidence about a mass witch
hunt in 2009. 

Forty-four witnesses, according to an AFP journalist,
testified to kidnappings by witch hunters hired by Jammeh.
The victims were forced to drink strange concoctions. “I
told my captors that I will not drink the concoction, but
they threatened to kill me if I refused,” Adama Gassama
said last week. She said her husband was beaten merci-
lessly until he drank the liquid, and died a year after being
released. Many witnesses said they developed severe
health problems after drinking the brew.

AFP was unable to independently verify the claims.
Amnesty International said that as many as 1,000 people
were snatched from their villages by the witch hunters in
2009. The motivation behind the episode is unclear.
However, Jammeh is allegedly highly superstitious, and
believed that witches killed his aunt. TRRC hearings next
year are still to examine some of the most notorious
aspects of Jammeh’s regime, such as allegedly forcing
AIDS patients to undergo a herbal treatment invented by
the president.

Jammeh’s support 
The former president retains support in the country of

around two million people despite the grisly testimony,
however. “The TRRC is a witch hunt,” said Yankuba Colley,

a member of the former ruling party. “This will not bring
healing and reconciliation in the country.” “The lead coun-
sel... does not want witnesses to say anything apart from
Jammeh is responsible for the crimes,” he said. 

There have been numerous calls for Jammeh to be
returned to The Gambia for prosecution, while others are
seeking his active return to politics.  Thousands of sup-
porters of Jammeh’s Alliance for Patriotic Reorientation
and Construction (APRC) party thronged the capital
Banjul last month demanding his return from exile. “He is
the only president who can develop the country,” said
Emilie, who attended the rally.

APRC activist Yankuba Kujabi said the size of the
crowd at the rally “should show them that still now people
love the former president”. The calls come at a delicate
time for current President Barrow, who is suffering politi-
cal blowback for his decision to serve a five-year term
after initially promising to leave after three years.  Jammeh
has hardly been heard from since fleeing to Equatorial
Guinea in 2017. A recording between him and APRC mem-
bers, which leaked last year, suggests he is still in touch
with his party.  Barrow’s cabinet told AFP that Jammeh
cannot run for president. “The least that could happen is to
return as a private citizen but not as president,” an official
said. Current APRC leader Fabakary Tombong Jatta holds
regular meetings at his home, where Jammeh’s possible
return is on everyone’s lips. “He has the right to come back
and he will come back, inshallah (God willing),” Jatta said.
“It’s just a matter of time”. — AFP 

Murder, witch-hunting claims as 
Gambia hearings hit 1-year mark 

Algeria presidential 
vote faces brick wall 
of Berber opposition 

In Algeria’s disaffected Kabylie region, the brick has
become the symbol of the anti-vote campaign ahead
of unpopular presidential elections set for today.

Protesters have even bricked up the entrances to local
government offices to prevent the distribution of election
material in Tizi-Ouzou, a key city in the region home to
much of the North African country’s Berber minority.
Walls where election posters would ordinarily appear are
instead daubed with calls for a general strike. “The strike
is a show of force against the election - we want zero
voting here,” said Amar Benchikoune, 38, outside his
shuttered store. Since Sunday, pharmacies are the only
shops to open in the city.

Ethnic Berbers, who mostly live in the mountainous
Kabylie region, make up 10 million of Algeria’s 42 million
population but have long been marginalized by a state

founded on Arab nationalism. Online, people determined
to thwart the vote have changed their profile pictures to
a brick with the inscription “ballot”. “It’s our way of
showing our total rejection of the vote,” said Ouerdia, a
55-year-old retiree. For Mokrane, 29, “they want to
organize the vote on the sly but we won’t let them do it.” 

Bricks and thwarters 
On Sunday, protesters marched on the district admin-

istrative office carrying bricks and bags of cement. Anti-
riot police held them off for three hours before with-
drawing in the face of the jubilant crowd. “A free and
democratic Algeria,” protesters chanted as they walled
off the entrance, which they painted with “No vote”.

“There is no chance of even a sole voter placing a bal-
lot here,” said Boudjemaa Lakhdari, a 36-year-old ven-
dor speaking amid the thronging protesters. While
Kabylie has historically had low election turnouts amid
widespread opposition to the central government, today’s
presidential vote is unpopular across the country too.
Mass protests, which forced ageing president Abdelaziz
Bouteflika to resign his two-decade tenure in April, have
taken place weekly across Algeria to demand sweeping
reforms ahead of any vote.

The five approved candidates all either supported

Bouteflika or participated in his government, including
two as prime ministers. During the three week long cam-
paign, not one of the candidates visited Tizi-Ouzou or
Bejaia, the other major city in Kabylie, where protesters
wave Amazigh - or Berber - flags, despite a ban.

“We’re here to reaffirm our rejection (of the vote) in a
peaceful manner,” said Massinissa Houfel, a 29-year-old
lawyer. “We don’t want to repeat the tragedies of the
past. He was referring to the bloody riots of the 2001
“Black Spring”, when Kabylie had been preparing to cel-
ebrate the 21st anniversary of its fight to secure recogni-
tion of its Berber identity. That April, the death of a high
school student at a police station sparked riots and a
crackdown in which more than 120 were killed and thou-
sands wounded.

Houfel said he was “shocked” by the candidacies of
Ali Benflis, who was prime minister during the repression
of 2001, and Abdelmadjid Tebboune, another premier
under Bouteflika. “There will be no vote, authorities must
first release prisoners of conscience,” Houfel said. But in
the face of the opposition, authorities remain determined
to proceed with the vote, arresting hundreds of protest-
ers, activists and journalists during the campaign, rights
groups say. — AFP 

Myanmar’s State Counselor Aung San Suu Kyi (center) stands before the UN’s International Court of Justice yesterday next to Abubacarr Tambadou (3rd left), minister of
justice of the Gambia, in the Peace Palace of The Hague, on the second day of her hearing on the Rohingya genocide case. — AFP 

Iraq families fear 
the worst after 
protesters abducted 

“Last seen: Friday, 9:18pm.” About an hour after
gunmen began attacking a protest encampment
in Iraq’s capital at the weekend, Mustafa - who

had slept there for weeks - went offline. In the days since,
the 20-year-old demonstrator has not reappeared on mes-
saging application WhatsApp, or in real life. 

Late Friday, unidentified gunmen stormed and torched
the multi-storey building known as al-Sinek Garage, where
anti-government protesters had camped out for weeks. At
least 20 protesters and four police officers were killed in
the melee, medical sources told AFP, while about 80
demonstrators were abducted. “They filled up two charter
buses with people from Al-Sinek,” said Yousef Al-Harbi, an
activist who was in the building when it was attacked. 

Amer, a 26-year-old demonstrator, said he was nearby
when gunshots began echoing from the building, so he
called friends he knew were inside. “Mustafa picked up and
said, ‘things are really bad, they’re shooting at us.’ He hung
up and his phone turned off,” said Amer, using a pseudo-
nym as he has faced threats. “We’ve called everyone - from
the government to the militias”, Amer said. Security forces
say none of the demonstrators were taken into custody,
while pro-Iran armed groups blamed by protesters for
Friday’s killings swore they had no role in the violence.

Masked men
Nineteen-year-old Sajad was among those abducted

by bus on Friday night. His family heard nothing from him
until he reappeared outside his home on Tuesday morning,
after being held by masked men for three days. “They
drove for about three quarters of an hour and then their
captors handed them over to another group,” his father
Rahim said.  “They were asked for their names, their par-
ents’ names and their addresses,” Rahim said, declining to
use his full name for fear of reprisals. The description of
where they were held — on a tributary of the Tigris on
Baghdad’s northeast outskirts - corresponds to where oth-
er Iraqis say they were detained.

“It’s a place overlooking the Diyala” tributary, Iraqi
blogger Chojaa Al-Khafaji said after he was taken to the
same place on the back of being abducted from his home
in October. There masked men in black uniforms took his
phones after a brief interrogation. After 24 hours, they left
Khafaji in a poor district of Baghdad with $20 to return
home by taxi. Sajad had to wait 72 hours until he was
released with about 30 other protesters in the middle of
the night on a road outside Baghdad. Sajad was not beat-
en, his father said. But others abducted from the protest
encampment were less fortunate.  According to security
sources, at least 35 young men taken from Al-Sinek were
later found by Iraqi security forces along the bank of the
Tigris, blindfolded and with their hands tied. Footage con-
firmed as authentic by security forces shows about two
dozen young men, many of them wrapped in bloody band-
ages after being taken into government custody. “They
beat us so much,” one could be heard crying.

‘Everyone is too afraid’ 
Since October 1, demonstrators in Baghdad and south-

ern cities have disappeared almost daily. In most cases,
they are taken from near their homes as they return from
protests. Their relatives fear the worst. Last week, the
bruised body of a 19-year-old protester was dumped out-

side her home in Baghdad, while on Sunday a prominent
Karbala activist was shot dead by a gunman riding on the
back of a motorbike. Abductions have continued and at
dawn on Saturday, more protesters were taken from the
Tigris riverfront as they drove home from Tahrir.

In view of nearby policemen, two pick-ups carrying
masked men shot in the air and chased down the six pro-
testers as they tried to flee their vehicle, a witness said. In
Iraq, where militias and sectarian violence killed tens of
thousands in the 2000s, kidnappings have long been com-
mon. But “you used to be able to find out who took them,”
and for a ransom obtain their release, said Haydar, whose
23-year-old cousin was recently kidnapped for several
days in Baghdad. “Now you don’t know at all. Everyone is
too afraid.” — AFP 

Iraqi students take part in an anti-government demonstra-
tion in the central city of Najaf yesterday. Since October 1,
Iraq’s capital and its Shiite-majority south have been gripped
by rallies against corruption, poor public services, a lack of
jobs and Iran’s perceived political interference. — AFP 


