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WASHINGTON: The Supreme Court has
given President Donald Trump the go-ahead
to divert Pentagon funds to build a border
wall with Mexico, a big boost for the US
leader’s pet project that has faced controver-
sy since its inception. In August 2014, some
10 months before announcing his presidential
bid, Trump let loose on Twitter with his now
familiar refrain: “SECURE THE BORDER!
BUILD A WALL!”

Below is an explanation of the ensuing
tug-of-war between Congress, the courts
and the commander-in-chief:

A campaign promise 
Announcing his candidacy for president at

Trump Tower in June 2015, Trump made
derogatory statements about immigrants
from Mexico. “They’re bringing drugs.
They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists, and
some, I assume, are good people,” he said.
Building the southern border wall became a
central campaign promise as Trump found
success in the primaries, and ultimately won
the general election. On January 25, 2017,
five days after taking office, Trump issued an
executive order directing the Department of
Homeland Security to identify and allocate
funding for “planning, designing and con-
structing” the barrier along the US-Mexico
border.

Difficulties with Congress  
Trump initially claimed that Mexico would

pay for the wall, which never occurred. By
December 2018, the president maintained
that the United States’ southern neighbor
would ultimately pay for the barrier through
a renegotiated North American free trade
deal. Additionally, Trump asked Congress for
$5.7 bil l ion in border wall funding.  An
onslaught of political battles between the
Republican administration and Democratic
opposition, which regained control of the
House of Representatives in the November
2018 midterm elections, ensued.

After a face-off that included a record 35-
day federal government shutdown, Trump
reluctantly signed a spending bill that includ-
ed appropriations of just $1.4 billion for bor-
der barriers.  To remedy the shortfall, he
declared a national emergency on February
15, 2019 to build the wall, setting into play a
series of court battles that are still underway.
The White House says the emergency order
empowers it to pull around $6.6 billion from
other sources, mostly already allocated funds
in the Defense Department budget.

Looking forward, the White House has
laid out an ambitious 2020 budget proposal
which contains $8.6 billion in new wall fund-
ing, considerably above the $5.7 billion origi-
nally requested. Both chambers of Congress

voted to overturn Trump’s emergency decla-
ration, but were unable to muster enough
votes to override his veto.

Abounding appeals 
About 20 US states along with rights and

environmental groups and border communi-
ties are backing lawsuits that claim the emer-
gency declaration violates the Constitution.
In May 2019, a California judge blocked the
president’s emergency declaration. Trump
then turned to the Supreme Court which
ruled 5-4 in his favor on Friday, writing that
the government had “made a sufficient show-
ing at this stage” that the groups did not
have the standing to challenge the allocation
of funds. This freed up the money for the
president’s use while litigation proceeds.

Variable size, shape 
About a third of the 2,000-mile US-

Mexico border is already secured by wall,
fence or barbed wire, with the Rio Grande
River forming a natural barrier along other
stretches. Trump’s executive order defines
the proposed wall as “a contiguous, physi-
cal wall or other similarly secure, contigu-
ous, and impassable physical barrier.” At
one point he said it would be made with
prefabricated concrete panels reinforced
with steel rods.

Eight prototypes of concrete and steel
were unveiled on the edge of San Diego at
the border with Tijuana, Mexico in October

2017, and were subsequently inspected by
Trump himself. After testing and evaluation,
they were torn down 16 months later. — AFP

The Trump border wall’s 
slow march towards reality 
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GENEVA: Reporters investigating Russian military
intelligence have been targeted by highly sophisticated
cyberattacks through their encrypted email accounts,
with evidence suggesting Moscow was responsible, the
email service provider ProtonMail and journalists said
Saturday. The phishing attack, which sought to dupe
users into sharing their ProtonMail passwords, was
aimed at journalists from the award-winning website
Bellingcat, which helped identify the agents who poi-
soned former Russian spy Sergei Skripal in Britain.

Geneva-based ProtonMail said in a statement that
“the evidence (along with independent third-party
assessments) seem to suggest an attack of Russian ori-
gin.”  The company’s chief executive Andy Yen told AFP
that the operation “was one of the best-run phishing
attacks we have ever seen.” Bellingcat journalist Christo
Grozev, who led the site’s work on the Skripal case, said
he had no doubt Russia’s GRU military intelligence unit
was responsible and that it marked “a quantum leap” in
terms of their technical sophistication. “It was very
convincing,” he told AFP, noting that no Bellingcat
reporters gave up their passwords.

End-to-end encryption 
ProtonMail, which describes itself as the world’s

most secure email provider, has become increasingly
popular with journalists and others who handle sensi-
tive information because user communications are
protected by end-to-end encryption. The Harvard-
educated Yen, who worked at Europe’s nuclear
research lab CERN for five years before founding
ProtonMail, told AFP that the company could not read
users’ emails even if it wanted to-in clear contrast
with Google’s Gmail.

The phishing attacks against Bellingcat reporters
occurred this week, with “emails sent to the targeted
users claiming to be from the ProtonMail team, asking
the targets to enter their... login credentials,” the com-
pany said.  Grozev said that despite his technical
savvy and awareness that he was a target, he “would
have been fooled” if not for prior warning from a con-
tact who had received a similar phishing email earlier
this month.

While the assault on Bellingcat journalists was con-
centrated over the past few days, Grozen claimed that
multiple investigators and researchers from other
organizations that work on Russia have received phish-
ing emails in their ProtonMail accounts since April. Yen
told AFP that “putting a precise start date as to when
other Russia journalists began to be targeted is a bit
more complex and not something that we can confirm
with full confidence right now.”

Has to be investigated
Yen said that ProtonMail has alerted the Swiss

Federal Police and the government’s computer system
security office, MELANI, about the events this week.
The company has not yet received any indication that
an investigation will be launched, Yen said, noting that
he was not optimistic the perpetrators would face jus-
tice, in part because Moscow was likely to protect
them. ProtonMail however is conducting its own
investigation.

But Grozen said the Swiss had a duty to act, given
that its .ch domain was used to carry out the phishing
operation. “It is essentially a crime within the digital
territory of Switzerland,” he said, stressing that the
entities who registered the malicious .ch websites are
“traceable for (Swiss) authorities”. Swiss Federal Police
and MELANI did not immediately respond to a request
for comment.

Bellingcat, a highly regarded Britain-based inves-
tigative website, has used open-source technology to
break a series of stories, notably concerning Russia,
including major revelations in the downing of MH17
flight over eastern Ukraine, which has also been linked
to Russia’s GRU intelligence service. — AFP
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CALIFORNIA: In this file photo migrant caravan demonstrators climb the US-Mexico border
fence during a rally in San Ysidro, California. — AFP 

Dozens of migrants 
still stuck on vessel 
in Italy port
ROME: An Italian coastguard vessel stranded in the
Mediterranean with more than 130 migrants aboard
has been allowed to dock in the eastern Sicilian port
of Augusta but Rome on Sunday refused to let them
disembark until a deal is struck with the EU. “The
Gregoretti berthed in the port of Augusta overnight,
as is normal procedure for a military vessel. Now the
EU has to act because the migration question con-
cerns the whole continent,” Transport Minister Danilo
Toninelli said in a statement.

Some 140 migrants, who had set off from Libya in
two rickety boats, were picked up by Italian patrols on
Thursday night and transferred to the Gregoretti ship.
The operation took place on the same day that at least
115 other migrants were believed to have drowned in a
shipwreck off Libya-the Mediterranean’s deadliest
tragedy this year, according to the International
Organization for Migration (IOM).

Several migrants aboard the Gregoretti have
already been evacuated for medical attention, includ-
ing a seven-month pregnant woman, her two children
and her partner. However, Italy’s far-right Interior
Minister Matteo Salvini has reiterated that the
remaining migrants would not be able to leave the
vessel until other European countries agree to take
them in. Salvini, also deputy prime minister, has taken
a hard line against migrants rescued at sea being
brought to Italy, which he says bears an unfair burden
in the crisis.

French President Emmanuel Macron announced
last Monday that 14 EU members had approved a
plan to redistribute refugees rescued in the
Mediterranean, and eight said they would actively
take part. The proposal drew Salvini’s ire because it
still involved allowing migrants to disembark on his
country’s territory. He said the agreement under-
scored a demand that Italy “continue to be the
refugee camp of Europe”.

Pope Francis on Sunday called on the international
community to “act swiftly” to help avoid further
deaths. “I have learned with sorrow the news of the
dramatic shipwreck that happened in recent days in
the Mediterranean where dozens of migrants includ-
ing women and children have lost their lives,” he said
Sunday during his weekly Angelus address on St
Peter’s Square. “I am renewing my call that the inter-
national community act swiftly and decisively to avoid
that such tragedies repeat themselves and guarantee
the safety and dignity of all.” —AFP

Think the heatwave 
was bad? Climate 
already hitting 
key tipping points
LONDON: “Shall we all just kill ourselves?” It was an odd
title for a comedy night, but British stand-up Carl Donnelly
turned out to have chosen an environmental theme with
impeccable timing. With temperature records tumbling
daily in last week’s European heatwave, a crowd in an east
London bar seemed uniquely primed to appreciate his
darkly humorous riffs on the existential threat posed by
climate change.

That foretaste of a radically hotter world underscored
what is at stake in a decisive phase of talks to implement
the 2015 Paris Agreement, a collective shot at avoiding cli-
mate breakdown. With study-after-study showing climate
impacts from extreme weather to polar melt and sea level
rise outstripping initial forecasts, negotiators have a fast-
closing window to try to turn the aspirations agreed in
Paris into meaningful outcomes.

“There’s so much on the line in the next 18 months or
so,” said Sue Reid, vice-president of climate and energy at
Ceres, a US non-profit group that works to steer compa-
nies and investors onto a more sustainable path. “This is a
crucial period of time both for public officials and the pri-
vate sector to really reverse the curve on emissions,” Reid
told Reuters.

In October, the UN-backed Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) warned emissions must start
falling next year at the latest to stand a chance of achiev-
ing the deal’s goal of holding the global temperature rise to
1.5 degrees Celsius. With emissions currently on track to
push temperatures more than three degrees higher, UN
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres is working to wrest
bigger commitments from governments ahead of a summit
in New York in September.

Telling world leaders that failing to cut emissions would
be “suicidal,” the Portuguese diplomat wants to build
momentum ahead of a fresh round of climate talks in Chile
in December. By the time Britain convenes a major follow-
up summit in late 2020, plans are supposed to be under-
way - in theory at least - to almost halve global emissions
over the next decade. “In the next year-and-a-half we will
witness an intensity of climate diplomacy not seen since
the Paris Agreement was signed,” said Tessa Khan, an
international climate change lawyer and co-director of the
Climate Litigation Network.

Revolution or collapse
As the diplomatic offensive intensifies, the latest scien-

tific studies have offered negotiators scant comfort. US
climatologist Michael Mann believes emissions need to fall

even more drastically than the IPCC assumes since the
panel may be underestimating how far temperatures have
already risen since pre-industrial times. “Our work on this
indicates that we might have as much as 40% less carbon
left to burn than IPCC implies, if we are to avert the 1.5
Celsius warming limit,” said Mann, director of the Earth
System Science Center at Pennsylvania State University.

Mann has urged governments to treat the transition to
renewable energy with the equivalent urgency that drove
the US industrial mobilization in World War Two. So far, no
major economy has taken heed. Although Britain boosted
the Paris Agreement in June by committing to net zero car-
bon emissions by 2050, the country, preoccupied by
Brexit, is far from on a climate war footing. Likewise, a
push led by France and Germany for the European Union
to adopt a similar target was relegated to a footnote at a
summit in Brussels after opposition from Poland, the Czech
Republic and Hungary.

US President Donald Trump remains committed to
pulling the world’s second biggest emitter out of the Paris
deal altogether. Given the uncertain prospects for interna-
tional cooperation to stabilize the climate on which life on
earth depends, some are starting to steel themselves for the
unraveling of the world they once knew. “Either we radically
transform human collective life by abandoning the use of
fossil fuels or, more likely, climate change will bring about
the end of global fossil-fuelled capitalist civilization,” wrote
US author Roy Scranton, in an April essay in MIT
Technology Review. “Revolution or collapse - in either case,
the good life as we know it is no longer viable. — Reuters

CALIFORNIA: Children cool off at a water park in Alhambra,
California as southern California endures another summer
heatwave with triple-digit temperatures. — AFP

Romanian murder
suspect admits 
killing two teens 
BUCHAREST: A murder suspect in the southern Romanian
town of Caracal has admitted to killing two teenage girls,
his lawyer said yesterday, in a case that sparked nation-
wide outrage over the way authorities handled it.
Gheorghe Dinca, 65, a mechanic, has been detained pend-
ing an investigation into the deaths of Alexandra
Macesanu, 15, who was last seen earlier this week, and
Luiza Melencu, 18, who was reported missing in April.

“He confessed the facts,” Dinca’s lawyer Bogdan
Alexandru told reporters at the suspect’s residence in
Caracal. He said he could not yet elaborate. Macesanu
called the European emergency number 112 three times,
saying she had been kidnapped by a man while hitchhiking
to her home village from nearby Caracal. Official state-
ments show it took authorities 19 hours to locate and enter
Dinca’s residence, as they struggled to locate her calls
with improper technology, tried to secure unnecessary
search warrants and dealt with insufficient police staff.

Thousands of Romanians protested against the govern-
ment on Saturday, outraged by authorities’ slow response,
as well as changes the ruling Social Democrats made to
legislation which not only weakened the fight against graft
but also the legal means and instruments to combat wider

crimes. Prosecutors have established both girls were
hitching rides to their villages from Caracal when kid-
napped. Insufficient public transport is a widespread

problem in Romania. Forensics analysts have yet to con-
firm the identity of the human remains they found at
Dinca’s residence. — Reuters

BUCHAREST: People light candles at a makeshift memorial site in front of the Romanian Ministry of Interior
in Bucharest to commemorate Alexandra, the 15-year-old girl who has being murdered after she telephoned
three times to report her own kidnapping. — AFP 


