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The idea of 
America is at risk
By Dr James J Zogby 

Ihave long argued that the American identity was
fundamentally different than that of most other
countries in the world. While the identity of most

nations has been ethnic-based, being American repre-
sented an inclusive idea that transcended ethnicity. 

For centuries we have absorbed peoples from all
over the world and, within less than a generation, they
became American. As they did, not only were they
transformed, but the idea of America, itself, was trans-
formed.  It hasn’t always been easy. Newcomers have
often faced resistance in the form of discrimination and
exclusion. But despite the bigotry against the many
diverse peoples who came to our shores, wave after
wave of immigrants became American and, in the
process, they changed American culture, music, cui-
sine, humor, and history. 

Despite the periods of resistance and backlash
against the latest newcomers, this is how America
worked for generations. Now, however, I believe that
we are witnessing a distressing unraveling of the very
idea of American identity. A story come to mind:

A few years ago, I was the invited speaker at a
dinner honoring a retiring Arab American elected
official of Lebanese descent. The event was taking
place in a center that had been built by the local
Lebanese American community. In the lobby of the
building proudly hung pictures of those members of
this ethnic community who had served in the US mili-
tary. There were group photos of young men and
women, in uniform, from World Wars I and II all the
way up to the more recent wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan. Because the story told by this photo
gallery was so profoundly American, I made a mental
note to mention it in my speech. 

Before I was to address the dinner, the evening’s
Master of Ceremony introduced the visiting
Ambassador from Lebanon for a few words. He spoke
of Lebanon’s pride in the success its emigrants and
their descendants had achieved in the US. I appreciat-
ed the thoughtfulness of his remarks until he shifted,
toward the end, to make the announcement that
Lebanese Americans would be eligible to vote in
Lebanon’s next election. As someone who has spent
more than half of my life fighting to secure the role of
Arab Americans in US politics, registering Arab
American voters, and supporting those who run for
office, I was horrified.

When it was my turn to speak, I felt compelled to
begin by making it clear that I objected to Lebanese
Americans voting in Lebanon’s elections for two rea-
sons. Our ancestors had made a choice. They became
Americans, fought for America, and fought to secure
their place in America. The elections in which we
should vote, therefore, are here in America. Secondly, I
believe that because we will not have to live with the
consequences of the outcome of the vote in Lebanon,
we have no right to decide who will govern in that
country.  This phenomenon of voting in foreign elec-
tions is a new and growing phenomenon among many
ethnic groups in the US. While it is understandable for
more recent immigrants who still maintain strong ties
to their countries of origin, it is, nevertheless, worri-
some because it creates a divided focus and loyalty. 

Serious questions must be asked when we see citi-
zenship and identity being cast off like an old coat. We
have long questioned how it can be legitimate for US
citizens to fight in the Israeli army, settle in the West
Bank, or become Israeli officials (like the current Israeli
Ambassador to the US). But the same question must be
asked of other groups, as well. When two officials, who
served in the Bush Administration, leave the US at the
end of his term and run for office in the Middle Eastern
countries from which they emigrated, we have good
reason to question what this says about being an
American.  While I said that I understood, but was still
concerned, about the conflicted loyalty of recent immi-
grants, what troubles me even more are the increasing
numbers of younger American-born citizens seeking
dual citizenship in foreign countries. This phenomenon
is not limited to Americans of Arab descent. It is occur-
ring in many ethnic groups.

While securing American citizenship, the right to
vote, and an American passport were once the covet-
ed goals of generations of immigrants, we must ask
why some of their descendants no longer feel that
same sense of pride and belonging and instead seek to
reverse this process and become dual-citizens. It rais-
es serious questions about the unraveling of loyalty to
the American identity. Some blame President Trump
for their alienation and search for alternative identi-
ties. Although he and divisive xenophobic rhetoric of
the Republican Party is not solely responsible for this
phenomenon, there can be no doubt that his behavior
has added fuel to the divisive atmosphere in which we
are living.

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

Washington Watch

Sometime next month, Russia may begin air defense
system to Turkey. It is a move that divides NATO,
may see the Turkish military kicked out of the F-35

Joint Strike Fighter project, and demonstrates just how
central yet divisive high-tech weapons exports have
become. Throughout the Cold War, weapons shipments
from both East and West were vital for entrenching
alliances and establishing spheres of interest. While some
nations - particularly the United Arab Emirates and Saudi
Arabia - embraced cutting-edge US technology, many
others purchased Russian - hard-wearing, often cheaper
equipment that came with wider Soviet diplomatic and
economic support.

The world now is rather more complex. A growing
number of countries, such as Turkey, Iraq and India, wish
to hedge their bets and buy from both. That’s understand-
able - but changing technology brings further complica-
tions. As the current US-Turkey row shows all too clearly,
mixing and matching the latest Russian and US systems is
something Washington does not take lightly. This week,
Turkish pilots found themselves pulled from flying F-35s in
Arizona, an apparent indication of just how seriously the
United States takes the issue. If it goes ahead with the
purchase, Ankara may also face US financial sanctions,
inflicting further damage on an already fragile economy.

For Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan, this appears a
matter of pride. Having felt largely ignored by the United
States over the Syria war, Turkey has found itself increas-
ingly at loggerheads with Washington. That came to a
head after an attempted coup in 2016, when Erdogan
seems to have felt the United States was too slow in
backing him.

Insecure autocrat
In some ways, the S-400 is a poorly designed purchase

for an insecure autocrat - particularly anyone whose
deepest fear is that one day they might face US-backed
“regime change”. Developed in the nineties and refined
with lessons from the 1999 Kosovo war, it is intended to
provide an integrated air defence that would prevent US
or other forces from seizing air superiority as quickly as
they did in Kosovo or the two Gulf wars. Amongst other
attributes, that means its users - and almost certainly also
its Russian manufacturers - can share data and insights,
boosting their preparedness for any attack.

That capability, of course, is key to the current US-
Turkish standoff. America’s greatest worry is that once
Turkey takes delivery of its F-35s - and then uses them in
simulated war games with the S-400 - it will inevitably
learn ways in which the aircraft’s stealth characteristics can
be detected and targeted. If Russia were to gain that infor-
mation - and some analysts suspect it might be transferred
almost immediately from the S-400’s networks - then the
technical edge of one of the most expensive aircraft in
recent history would be lost.

Already, US and other NATO officials are concerned
enough about Russia’s spreading influence, not to mention
the way in which regional powers are turning to Russian
and Chinese technology over US systems. Iraq, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia, Egypt and India are amongst US allies
reported to be considering the S-400. Crucially, none of
those states is also part of the F-35 program, meaning the
level of concern over secrets being lost is inevitably much
lower. Still, the growth of Russian and Chinese arms sales
in the region is a clear sign of diminishing US influence.

Predator drones
After Washington refused to sell armed predator

drones to countries in the region, several states - including
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and Iraq - have
purchased armed Chinese UAVs that are now a frequent
sight in the skies over war zones such as Yemen. Simpler
Russian and Chinese technology is also sometimes simply
faster to get into service - the most striking example being
Iraq’s Su-25 Frogfoot ground attack aircraft, bought from
Moscow at the height of the Islamic State advance and
thrown into action mere days later.

For Beijing and particularly Moscow, conflict in the
Middle East makes it an appealing sales destination, both
for otherwise obsolete equipment and cutting-edge new
platforms. In Syria, Moscow has made a highly public
point of testing a number of new weapons systems, includ-
ing unmanned tanks, as well as getting its commanders
experience in the messy realities of modern warfare.
Fundamentally, such activity in Syria and the Turkey S-
400 sale are signs of Moscow’s geopolitical posturing,
demonstrating the ability of President Vladimir Putin and
the Russian state to extend its will across the Middle East.
And perhaps equally importantly, the inability of the
United States to stop it. When it comes to the S-400s, that
puts Erdogan in an awkward position. If he cancels the
purchase, he will look weak and burn down his relationship
with Moscow. If he goes ahead, however, Washington has
a vested interest in exacting a high price, making sure that
Turkey regrets its decision. None of it does anything to
solve the problems of the Middle East. But it feels like yet
another sign of rising international rivalry quietly running
ever more out-of-control. — Reuters 

Turkey, S-400 and the new arms sale geopolitics
A national flag waves as Turkish soldiers take part in a military search and rescue exercise with helicopters and ships near Magosa, Cyprus on June 12, 2019. — AFP 

As the sun sets over the southern
French Alps on a cool evening
in early June, a flock of sheep

huddle in an enclosure at an altitude
of 1,500 m. Next to them, two khaki-
clad watchmen settle down for the
night in the Mercantour National Park
on the border with Italy, equipped
with thermal-vision cameras, warm
jackets and a rifle with a night-vision
scope. “What’s going to be important
for the next few hours is to be atten-
tive all the time. For a wolf to cross
(the pass) takes two or three seconds.
If we aren’t watching, it’s over,” one of
the guards said.

The pair are part of France’s “wolf
brigade”, employed by the state to
protect livestock from a predator that
was hunted to extinction in France in
the early 20th century but is now
making a grand comeback. Starting in
1992, grey wolves started re-appear-
ing in France, arriving across the Alps
from Italy, which has rejected calls for
a cull of its flourishing population of
the fanged mammals. Seventeen years
after their return, the population in
France is growing fast, rising from an
estimated 360 last year to 530,
according to the national hunting and
wildlife agency (ONCFS), which uses
information gathered by 4,000
observers nationwide.

While their numbers are only a
fraction of those found in Italy, Spain
Romania or Poland, the predators have
raised the hackles of farmers, with
some 3,674 wolf attacks reported in
2018 alone, mainly on sheep. Faced
with the outcry from sheep farmers,
the government has announced plans
to nearly double the annual cull quota,
from 53 this year to around 100 next
year. “We now consider that the wolf
is no longer a species at risk of extinc-
tion,” Agriculture Minister Didier
Guillaume said last week, adding that
the government’s priority was now to
protect farmers’ livelihoods.

‘At the end of their tether’ 
The killing of wolves is outlawed

across most of the EU, with culls
allowed only under strict conditions
where there is no “satisfactory alter-

native”. France has since 2004 author-
ized the killing of small numbers of
wolves but the predator remains a
threatened species. The wolf brigade
was scrambled to the Mercantour Park
earlier this month after three recent
attacks on sheep grazing in the park in
broad daylight.

Created in 2015, the 11-strong team
employs youths with hunting skills and
knowledge of wildlife management,
who intervene in places where tradi-
tional anti-wolf measures, such as
dogs, fencing off areas and additional
shepherding, have failed. The brigade
also trains volunteer “wolf catchers”
with hunting licenses. Most of the
brigade’s work is in mountain pas-
tures, the areas most affected by wolf
attacks that cost the state millions of
euros each year in compensation. 

Their presence in an area allows
shepherds to “breathe a little”, said
one of the guards, who did not wish
to be identified for fear of being tar-
geted by animal rights activists. “In
some places, they’re at the end of
their tether,” he told AFP, referring to
the farmers. But animal protection
groups too are up in arms. The
activists have criticized the rising cull
targets and urged the government to
experiment with new ways to protect
livestock, such as frightening the
wolves or only lightly injuring them,
instead of killing them outright.

The ONCFS is studying the effects
of the cull, to measure whether it is
reducing the number of attacks or
scattering packs of the predators. But
Michael Viale, a farmer whose flock
has been repeatedly targeted, believes
there can be no cohabiting with the
“terrorists of the mountains”. “My
sheep used to sleep soundly - and so
did I. We didn’t have to coop them up
at night. I didn’t need a shepherd or
dogs or this brigade”, he said. The
wolf brigade “understands our pain”,
Viale said. But high demand for the
guards means they cannot stay keep-
ing watch over his flock all night. Plus,
the wolf is wily. After a week, the
brigade left the Mercantour, with no
reported sighting. — AFP 

Who will be 
the first female 
moonwalker?

Who will take the giant leap for wom-
ankind? More than fifty years after
the end of the Apollo program,

NASA plans to return to the Moon by 2024 as a
“proving ground” to test the next generation of
spacecraft ahead of an eventual crewed mission
to Mars. The new program has been named
Artemis after Apollo’s twin-sister
in Greek mythology, and the
space agency has said that the
mission will see the first woman
to stride the lunar surface. So,
who will she be? No one knows
for sure, but it’s a likely bet the
candidate will be selected from
among NASA’s current roster of
12 female astronauts.

They’re aged between 40 and
53, and are former military pilots,
medical doctors and scientists
who were picked from among
thousands of applicants since
the late 1990s. Predicting who
will join Neil Armstrong in the
annals of history isn’t an exact science, but
several former astronauts and experts inter-
viewed by AFP say the proximity of the dead-
line mean it probably won’t be a new recruit. 

“Now personally, I’d be okay with flying a
rookie astronaut to the Moon,” former astro-
naut Eileen Collins, who flew and commanded
Space Shuttles in the 1990s and 2000s, told
AFP. “But if you have enough astronauts who
have already flown, they know how they’re
going to react in space. Some go up there and
they have symptoms that might interfere with
their ability to do the work. But you don’t know
who that is.”

Ken Bowersox, a senior official at NASA,
agreed. “I think it will be better to send people
who have had at least one flight,” he told AFP.
That objective will be easier than ever before
because there have never been so many women
astronauts. When NASA was first established in
1958 it only recruited from the military, which
was at the time exclusively male. All 12 moon-
walkers between 1969 and 1972 were men, and
it wasn’t until 1983 that Sally Ride became the
first American woman sent to space.

Scientists and soldiers 
The four women of the 21st class of astro-

nauts, recruited in 2013, represent a good mix

of youth and experience. Currently between the
ages of 40 and 41, they will all have made their
first space forays between now and 2020. Anne
McClain, an ex-army helicopter pilot, will be in
the International Space Station (ISS) until the
end of June. Well spoken, with a self-assured
gaze and a light smile, she embodies the ineffa-
ble “right stuff” of NASA’s early recruits.

Also currently in the ISS is Christina Koch,
an engineer and passionate mountain climber.
She will soon beat the record for the longest
time a woman has been in space, at 11 months.
Back in March, the pair almost conducted the
first all-female spacewalk, but a lack of a prop-
er fitting spacesuit meant McClain had to give

her place up for her male col-
league Nick Hague. “I think
Christina Koch or Anne McClain
would be my two top picks,”
said Janet Ivey, the presenter of
a children’s show on space and a
governor of the National Space
Society.

But their two female col-
leagues from the same class,
Jessica Meir, a marine biologist
who specializes in penguins and
geese, and former F/A 18 fighter
pilot Nicole Mann, who flew in
Iraq and Afghanistan, are also
highly qualified. They are both in
the middle of their training to go

to the ISS. In a 2016 interview, all four declared
themselves ready to go to Mars if the opportu-
nity presented itself. It’s hard to imagine them
turning down a trip to the Moon.

Opaque process 
There’s no upper age limit for space. The

iconic John Glenn made his last flight at the
age of 77 as a US senator. There’s nothing
therefore excluding the highly experienced
Sunita Williams, who is preparing for her third
space mission and will be 58 in 2024.
Especially since NASA has long “appreciated
the leadership skills that came along with test
pilots,” according to Kent Romninger, the for-
mer chief of the astronaut office from 2002 to
2006. “Suni,” as she’s known, has piloted about
thirty different aircraft in her military career.

Two other women, Serena Aunon-
Chancellor and Kate Rubins, have also flown to
space recently. The other five haven’t flown
since 2010 but remain on active duty. There are
five women in the 2017 batch but they have yet
to complete their initial training. They’re not
ruled out yet, but the calendar isn’t on their side
- especially since NASA tends to stick to a
cycle of astronauts once their order is set, says
Michael Lopez-Alegria, a former astronaut who
spent 20 years with the agency. — AFP

‘Wolf brigade’: Alps 
guards with license to kill 

Sunita Williams


