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Continuing struggle 
for Palestinian rights 
among Calif Dems
By Dr James J Zogby 

It was back in the mid-1980s that Jack O’Dell, a long-
time advisor first to Martin Luther King Jr and then
to Jesse Jackson, taught me a lesson I never forgot.

The gist of his advice was that when struggling against
adversaries to secure your rights, never be devastated
by setbacks and never become overly confident after
feeling you’ve made progress.  

What prompted this advice were a few incidents that
occurred in the early 1980’s. In the lead up to the 20th
anniversary of Martin Luther King-led 1963 “March on
Washington”, the organizers of the commemorative
event invited the participation of Arab Americans,
through our organization, the American Arab Anti-
Discrimination Committee (ADC). Our chairman, former
Senator James Abourezk, was asked to serve on the
National Steering Committee and invited to speak at the
event, and I was asked to serve on the National Planning
Council. On learning of this, major American Jewish
organizations protested and threatened to withdraw
their support and involvement in the event. They object-
ed to our participation and to Abourezk’s speaking role.
After weeks of heated exchanges, we won. Arab
Americans marched and our chairman’s role was secured
on the steering committee and as a speaker. 

Later that same year, Jesse Jackson announced his
candidacy for president of the United States and
appointed me as a deputy campaign manager. Early in
campaign, a group of liberal American Jewish leaders
requested a meeting with Jackson to express their con-
cerns both with his expanded outreach to the Arab
American community and the fact that he had brought
me on board. The meeting took place, they raised their
objections, and Jackson rejected their concerns. 

Throughout this entire ordeal, I sought support from
Jack O’Dell and his advice as to how best to weather
these storms. When I had first learned of their objections
to my being in the campaign, I was so frustrated at having
to go through much the same fight we had just gone
through over our involvement in the 20th anniversary
march, I told both Jackson and O’Dell that I felt like quit-
ting. Their response was “if you quit, you give your adver-
saries exactly what they want. What they fear most is that
you’ll stick around and fight.” Then, after my role in the
campaign was affirmed by Jackson, I told Jack O’Dell how
good it felt to win. He offered another piece of advice - a
cautionary note. When you think you’re winning, he said,
don’t turn your back, because your adversaries haven’t
given up. They’ll come after you again. 

I’ve carried these words wisdom with me throughout
my political career and it has helped carry me through
many political storms. I thought about O’Dell’s lessons
after learning about developments at last week’s
California Democratic Convention. In the lead up to the
convention, a group of Arab American and progressive
Jewish Democrats prepared five resolutions on various
aspects of Palestinian rights and the path to an Israeli-
Palestinian peace.  Buoyed by polls demonstrating the
extent to which attitudes among rank and file Democrats
had shifted on the question of Palestine, their resolu-
tions: Condemned recent actions by the Trump
Administration (aid cuts, moving the US Embassy to
Jerusalem, turning a blind eye to Netanyahu’s settlement
expansion); called for the Palestinian right of return;
condemned Israel’s Jewish Nation-State Law; criticized
equating criticism of Israel with anti-Semitism; and
called for an end to the blockade of Gaza. 

After protests from a number of major American
Jewish organizations, the California Democratic Party
leadership undertook to blunt the criticism by rewriting
and “watering down” the resolutions and, in violation of
the party’s own rules, refused to allow the original reso-
lution language to be brought to a vote. The Jewish
press crowed that the party “Rejects Resolutions Critical
of Israel”. And members of the Arab American and
Progressive caucuses who had drafted the original lan-
guage were justifiably frustrated by having been steam-
rolled by the party leadership. Some saw the entire
enterprise as a loss.   But on closer examination, a differ-
ent picture emerges. On the one hand, the fact that the
pro-Israel groups and the party leaders had to resort to
heavy-handed tactics to sideline the original resolutions
and feared losing if they had allowed them to come to a
vote by the membership, they only served to expose the
weakness of their position. At the same time, on closer
examination, while the rewritten resolutions struck lan-
guage they found objectionable (for example, “the right
to return” or the language about anti-Semitism) and
included more pro-Israel language, they also felt obliged
to maintain significant parts of the Arab
American/Progressive resolutions. 

NOTE: James J Zogby is the President of the Arab
American Institute

Washington Watch

Armed with better data than ever
before, scientists have in recent
months sounded the alarm over the

rising pace of global warming and the par-
lous state of nature.  But there is another
area of concern, one that covers two thirds
of the planet and plays a crucial role in
absorbing dangerous greenhouse gases and
regulating everything from food chains to
weather patterns. Oceans are crucial to life
on Earth, yet they frequently only feature in
the environment debate when plastic pollu-
tion or fish-stock declines are discussed. 

But experts believe that might be
changing. “We have an important opportu-
nity over the next 18 months to do some-
thing for oceans,” said Dan Laffoley, from
the International Union for the
Conservation of Nature. The United
Nations Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change, which released a land-
mark report in October 2018 warning of
the effects of global temperature rises, will
this September publish its latest assess-
ment on the state of oceans.  

“The IPCC report will be fairly grim,”
said Lisa Speer, director of the international

oceans program at the Natural Resources
Defence Council.  As greenhouse gas levels
in the atmosphere climb ever higher, so do
sea-levels; oceans currently encroach on
the land around 3.3 mm a year, and the rate
is accelerating. The last IPCC assessment,
in 2014, predicted that sea levels could rise
as much as one metre by the end of the
century.  But more recent studies using
more varied scenario planning have said
that current warming trends could lift the
seas as much as two metres by 2100. 

Laffoley said there were four main
threats, or “horsemen”, facing the world’s
oceans: surface warming, ocean heating,
deoxygenation and acidification.  “We sci-
entists are taken aback by the scale, depth
and speed of the change,” he said ahead of
World Oceans Day on Saturday. 

Sea sick 
Oceans absorb around a third of all

manmade CO2, and 90 percent of the
excess heat created by those emissions
goes into the sea. In doing so, the ocean
surface heats and becomes more acidic,
something that has already decimated

coral populations on reefs throughout the
seas. Oceans contain 97 percent of all liv-
ing space on Earth and, just like forests,
they help keep the atmosphere breathable.
But there is a limit to how much CO2 they
can absorb. “Every second breath we take
comes from oxygen produced by the
ocean, so it’s time for us to make some rad-
ical changes,” said Peter Thomson, UN
special envoy for oceans. 

Activists and monitors hope that the
IPCC oceans report will spark similar
alarm among policymakers that its climate
assessment did last year. Chilean President
Sebastian Pinera, whose country will host
the COP25 UN climate summit in
December, has dedicated the conference
to oceans.  “It will stay in our memories as
the blue COP,” he said this year.  

‘A win-win-win’ 
While environmentalists have welcomed

the increasing political attention on oceans,
they stress that concrete action is needed to
arrest the rapid damage spreading through
the seas. Countries must “introduce measures
related to oceans in their national commit-

ments” to battle climate change, according to
Raphael Cuvelier, projects coordinator at the
Prince Albert II of Monaco Foundation, which
focuses on oceans. “Working for the preser-
vation and appreciation of marine ecosys-
tems is working for the climate,” he said. 

In particular, conservationists want gov-
ernments to extend protected areas to allow
species to recover. “Living areas in the oceans
are shrinking,” said Callum Roberts, an ocea-
nologist at the University of York. “We are
seeing how larger marine protected areas can
reverse these trends. We can counteract the
changes caused by climate change.” Other
experts stress the importance of what is
known as “blue carbon” - the amount of CO2
absorbed by ocean plants such as seagrass
and mangroves. A diplomat involved in the
UN climate change discussion said preserv-
ing areas rich in blue carbon was beneficial
for both the climate and humanity. “There are
significant synergies between climate change
mitigation, with carbon storage, and adapta-
tion, looking at the importance of mangroves
in protecting against storms and rising sea
levels, as well as for biodiversity,” he said.
“It’s a win-win-win.” — AFP

Crucial oceans get chance in climate spotlight 

Dancers open a march as part of the World Oceans day in Paris yesterday to raise concerns about global warming effects and other threats such as surface warming, ocean
heating, deoxygenation and acidification. — AFP 

Wrecked mosques 
and police watch

The corner where Heyitkah Mosque in the restive
Xinjiang region once hummed with life is now a
concrete parking lot where all traces of the tall,

domed building have been erased. While Muslims around
the world celebrated the end of Ramadan with prayers and
festivities last week, the recent destruction of dozens of
mosques in Xinjiang highlights the increasing pressure
Uighurs and other ethnic minorities face in the heavily
policed region.

Behind the lot in the city of Hotan, the slogan “Educate
the people for the party” is emblazoned in red on the wall
of a primary school where students must scan their faces
upon entering the razor-wired gates. The mosque “was
beautiful,” recalled a vendor at a nearby bazaar. “There
were a lot of people there.” Satellite images reviewed by
AFP and visual analysis non-profit Earthrise Alliance show
that 36 mosques and religious sites have been torn down
or had their domes and corner spires removed since 2017. 

In the mosques that are open, worshippers go through
metal detectors while surveillance cameras monitor them
inside. “The situation here is very strict, it takes a toll on
my heart,” said one Uighur, who requested anonymity for
fear of reprisals. “I don’t go any more,” he added, referring
to mosques. “I’m scared.” In the ancient Silk Road city of
Kashgar, no longer does the sunrise prayer call echo
throughout the city - a ritual the manager of the city’s cen-
tral mosque once proudly shared with tourists.

On Wednesday, locals celebrating Eid al-Fitr quietly
filed into the entrance of state-approved Idkah Mosque -
one of the largest in China - as police and officials fenced
off the wide square surrounding the building and plain-

clothes men monitored every person’s actions. It was
another low-key Ramadan for Muslims in Xinjiang, with
restaurants busy serving food to customers throughout the
day, when practicing Muslims fast.

In Hotan on Friday - a holy day for believers - the only
mosque in the city was empty after sundown, an important
prayer session when Muslim families typically break their
daily fast. Earlier in the day, at least 100 people attended a
midday session but the vast majority were elderly men.
The ruling Communist Party “sees religion as this existen-
tial threat,” said James Leibold, an expert on ethnic rela-
tions and policy in China at La Trobe University.

Over the long term, the Chinese government wants to
achieve “the secularization of Chinese society,” he told
AFP. The Xinjiang government told AFP that it “protects
religious freedoms” and citizens can celebrate Ramadan
“within the scope permitted by law”, without elaborat-
ing. The authorities have thrown a high-tech security net
across the region, installing cameras, mobile police sta-
tions and checkpoints in seemingly every street in
response to a spate of deadly attacks blamed on Islamic
extremists and separatists in recent years. An estimated
one million Uighurs and other Turkic-speaking ethnic
groups are held in a vast network of internment camps.
After initially denying their existence, Chinese authori-
ties last year acknowledged that they run “vocational
education centres” aimed at steering people clear of
religious extremism by teaching them Mandarin and
China’s laws. In those centres, i t  was a different
Ramadan. The Xinjiang government told AFP that people
in the centres are not allowed to hold religious activities
because Chinese law forbids it within education facili-
ties, but they are free to do so “when they return home
on weekends”.

In recent years, Chinese authorities have ramped up
controls on public displays of religion and Islamic tradi-
tions in Xinjiang. AFP reporters did not see any veiled

women and few men sporting long beards during a week-
long visit to the region. Former internment camp inmates
have said they were incarcerated for these outward signs
of their religion. Places of worship too have become tar-
gets of Beijing’s draconian security measures. In the satel-
lite images analyzed by AFP and Earthrise Alliance, 30
religious sites were completely demolished while six had
their domes and corner spires removed. AFP reporters vis-
ited about half a dozen sites, and found that some mosques
had been repurposed into public spaces. Police officers
blocked journalists from entering Artux, just north of
Kashgar, where the town’s grand mosque and dozens of
other community mosques were destroyed. 

The area is some 22 km away from an enormous complex
believed to be a re-education centre. Visible from a nearby
village, the facility has razor-wired walls, watchtowers and
imposing block buildings. In Kashgar, two cameras perched
on the columns of a former mosque point at its entrance.
There is no minaret or dome - instead, a shop selling dress-
es lies to its right alongside dwellings. A demolished mosque
in Hotan has been converted into a garden, paved with con-
crete walkways and sparsely planted trees.

On the outskirts of town, situated between a cemetery
and sand dunes, two white flags and a pile of burned
refuse and debris was all that was left of an old shrine
named Imam Asim. Uighurs consider these mosques and
shrines “their ancestral heritage,” said Omer Kanat, direc-
tor of the Uyghur Human Rights Project. “The Chinese
government just wants to erase everything... that is differ-
ent from Han Chinese, everything which belongs to Uighur
culture or Islamic culture in the region,” he said.

Juma Maimaiti, the official imam of Idkah Mosque, told
AFP in an interview arranged by the propaganda depart-
ment that the demolition of mosques “has never happened
here”. “But our government has proceeded to protect
some key mosques,” he added, and said that the city of
Kashgar has over 150 mosques. — AFP

How Italy’s migrant 
model town Riace 
veered far-right 

The sign reading “Riace, land of welcome” still hangs
in the small town, but its dream of migrant integra-
tion is over after the far-right’s “Italians first” elec-

tion victory. The new mayor of the one-time “global vil-
lage” in southern Italy’s rural Calabria elected on May 26
with the support of Matteo Salvini’s anti-migrant Lega
party, Antonio Trifoli, has so far left the sign up. “We will
welcome refugees again,” he told AFP. “But we can’t have
500 to 600 asylum seekers in a town with 1,500 resi-
dents,” said the former town policeman.

Trifoli was first on the independent “Riace reborn” list,
backed by the Lega, whose supporters provided many of
the 41.8 percent of the 1,103 votes he won. Until just a few
years ago, the Lega was a separatist party at the other end
of the country which sneeringly referred to southerners as
“bumpkins” or worse. “The problem is that we had too
many migrants and we lost the spirit of openness there
was initially,” said Trifoli. “A whole economic system devel-
oped with the migrants, but without making the village
dynamic again... The model destroyed itself,” he said.

Former mayor Domenico “Mimmo” Lucano encouraged
migrants and refugees to come to the village to counter a
gradual decline of inhabitants and workers and show how

migrant integration could be done. But now he is no longer
even a member of the town council after his left-backed
list lost in the elections, and he has been barred from the
town. Lucano is due in court next week to face charges
including that he failed to put to tender a garbage collec-
tion contract that went to a migrant-linked cooperative.

German director Wim Wenders made a documentary in
2010 featuring the leftist mayor and Riace’s refugees, but
Lucano was last year placed under house arrest for
allegedly setting up fake marriages to help foreign women
stay in the country after their asylum applications were
rejected. The debacle came after a populist coalition
formed by Salvini, the country’s hardline anti-immigrant

deputy prime minister who also holds the interior ministry
portfolio, and Luigi Di Maio’s anti-establishment Five Star
Movement (M5S) formed a government in June last year.

The shops and workshops previously occupied by
migrants are now shuttered. The village’s historic streets
are largely deserted, with funereal music occasionally
punctuating the silence. Colorful, multi-ethnic murals can
still be seen on walls, testimony to the experiment that
took place here and the hopes for migrant integration it
spawned in Italy and beyond, before it failed amid alienat-
ed locals and allegations of fraud.

“Here, we need order and discipline,” said agricultural
engineer Claudio Falchi, a Milan native who moved here 25
years ago. Three years ago he became Lega leader in
Riace. “They were fighting among themselves, they didn’t
want the crucifix, or the creche,” Falchi said of the
migrants. “It’s not racism, it’s just that this is our home. We
welcome them and then they make problems.” Locals are
reluctant to talk about the past or discuss the predicament
of the village, which, like so many in Calabria is seeing its
youth leave in search of work as the elderly slowly die off.

“People wanted things to change. After 15 years of talk-
ing only about welcoming and refugees, they got tired,”
said mayor Trifoli. “Taking in refugees gave Riace prestige
around the world but its inhabitants lost interest.” Over the
years the town took in around 6,000 migrants, opened
shops and workshops and even launched its own currency
stamped with the heads of Nelson Mandela or Martin
Luther King. But that model of tolerance and inclusion has
disappeared. “Almost everyone has gone. There aren’t even
any more children,” said Daniel, a 37-year-old Ghanaian, in
perfect Italian.  — AFP

A musician waits by a mural reading the names of various African
and Middle-Eastern and Asian countries and the inscription “Where
do clouds go?” on June 4, 2019 in Riace, southern Italy. — AFP 


