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WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump
doubled down Friday on his claim of an “attempt-
ed coup” against him as his battle with
Democratic foes entered a vicious new phase of
personal insults and strong-arm tactics. Hovering
over it all: The looming question of whether or not
the Republican leader will be impeached - “the
big I-word”, as Trump put it recently. The presi-
dent said he has given his attorney general wide
latitude to declassify intelligence information as
he probes the origins of the government’s investi-
gation into Trump’s 2016 campaign ties to Russia.

“They will be able to see ... how the hoax or
witch hunt started and why it started,” he told
reporters as he departed on a trip to Japan. “It
was an attempted coup or an attempted takedown
of the president of the United States.” “There’s
word and rumor that the FBI and others were
involved, CIA were involved with the UK, having
to do with the Russian hoax,” he said, adding that
he might talk to the outgoing British Prime
Minister Theresa May about it. “We’re exposing
everything,” he added.

Trump’s bid to turn the tables on his political
opponents comes amid an escalating constitution-
al clash of powers with the Democratic-controlled
House of Representatives. House Democratic
leaders have launched numerous probes aimed at
getting evidence gathered during Special Counsel
Robert Mueller’s 22-month probe into Russian
interference in the 2016 presidential campaign -

only to be stonewalled by the White House. That
has raised calls by Democrats to initiate impeach-
ment proceedings against Trump. In an odd turn
however, it has been House Speaker Nancy Pelosi,
Trump’s congressional nemesis, who has pumped
the brakes on impeachment - even as she accuses
the president of a potentially impeachable cover-
up. The president, for his part, is daring his oppo-
nents to initiate proceedings against him - confi-
dent that an impeachment by the House would
most certainly be blocked in the Republican-con-
trolled Senate.

“‘If they try to Impeach President Trump, who
has done nothing wrong (No Collusion), they will
end up getting him re-elected,’” the president
wrote Friday, approvingly retweeting a warning to
Democrats by a fellow Republican, Senator
Lindsey Graham.

Cutting words 
Trump, meanwhile, is pulling out the stops in

the fight for political supremacy as the country
heads toward the 2020 presidential election. On
Thursday, he gave Attorney General William Barr
sweeping and unprecedented new authorities to
investigate the investigators of his 2016 cam-
paign’s ties to Russia - directing all US intelli-
gence agencies to “quickly and fully cooperate”
with Barr’s review. The intelligence agencies had
previously rebuffed, on national security grounds,
declassification demands by Republican lawmak-

ers seeking to spotlight alleged misdeeds by
investigators. As pressure mounts, a cutting war of
words has erupted between Trump and Pelosi,
with each questioning the other’s mental stability.
On Friday, Trump posted a video of Pelosi remarks
that had been edited to mash up instances in which
she stumbled over her words. Asked why he was
attacking her personally, Trump bristled: “Did you
hear what she said about me long before I went
after her?” “She said terrible things, so I just
responded in kind. Look, you think Nancy is the
same as she was? She’s not,” he said.

On Thursday, speaking to a room full of farm-
ers and ranchers who had been invited to the
White House for an unrelated event on China tar-
iffs, Trump said Pelosi - the most senior female
politician in American history - was “a mess”.
Pelosi had spent the previous few days needling
Trump, claiming he threw a “temper tantrum” dur-
ing a meeting with Democrats, saying she would
“pray” for him, and suggesting those close to him
should stage an “intervention”. “She’s obviously
gotten under the president’s skin,” House
Democrat Ro Khanna told CNN.

Where this goes from here is unclear -
although there is an opportunity to lower the
political temperature, with Trump off to Japan and
Pelosi out of Washington next week on a holiday
recess. Pelosi must contend with a restless
Democratic caucus that is divided over whether
or not to impeach the president. — AFP

Trump-Dem row takes harsh 
turn with impeachment at stake 

Attorney general given wide latitude to declassify intel info

WASHINGTON: President Donald Trump confirmed
Friday he is considering pardons for several military
servicemen accused or convicted of war crimes, in
what critics say would be an abuse of the powers
afforded him under the US Constitution. The New York
Times reported, quoting administration officials, that
Trump envisaged making the controversial pardons
during the Memorial Day weekend, when Americans
honor those who died while serving in the military.

Reportedly among those being considered is Edward
Gallagher, a Navy SEAL accused of shooting unarmed
civilians and stabbing a teenage captive to death, who is
due to stand trial starting next week. Trump is also said
to be eyeing a pardon for Matt Golsteyn, an ex-member
of the elite US Army Green Berets, charged with pre-
meditated murder in the shooting death of an alleged
Taliban bomb-maker in 2010.

Three Marines, arrested after video footage showed
them urinating on the bodies of dead Taliban fighters in
2011, are also reportedly under consideration for a par-
don, as well as a former Blackwater employee convict-
ed of killing a teenaged Iraqi civilian in 2007. “We’re
looking at a lot of different pardons for a lot of different
people,” Trump told reporters on the White House lawn
Friday, when asking why he was considering pardoning
war criminals.

“Some of these soldiers are people that have fought
hard, long, you know. We teach them how to be great
fighters and when they fight sometimes they get really
treated very unfairly. So we’re going to take a look at
it,” Trump added. Trump confirmed he was considering
two or three cases that were “a little bit controversial,”
adding that he may let trials of these people proceed
and then decide afterward. “I haven’t done anything yet.
I haven’t made any decisions,” he said.

Retired Navy admiral James Stavridis was among
those who came out strongly against Trump’s reported
plans. “I commanded several of the servicemen Trump
may pardon,” the former NATO Supreme Allied
Commander wrote Wednesday in Time magazine.
“Letting them off will undermine the military.” This type
of pardon, he argued, “strengthens enemy propaganda,
as they will correctly say that we do not hold ourselves
accountable for our own standards,” and “spurs our
enemies on to even more barbaric behavior.”

Such pardons would be “disgusting”, warned
Democratic presidential hopeful and Navy veteran Pete
Buttigieg. It would be “an affront to the idea of good
order and discipline and to the idea of the rule of law,
the very thing we believe we’re putting our lives on the
line to defend,” said Buttigieg, who served as a naval
intelligence officer in Afghanistan in 2014.

Killing prisoners
Gallagher, 39, is slated to face a military tribunal

May 28 at the San Diego naval base. He is accused of
stabbing a wounded 15-year-old Iraqi prisoner to
death in 2017, while an American medic was treating
him. He is also accused of shooting a young girl and an
old man with a sniper rifle in 2017 and 2018, and of fir-
ing a heavy machine gun into a residential area.
Golsteyn is to be tried at court martial but a date has
not been set yet. According to court document
excerpts, Golsteyn worried that the Taliban suspect,
whom he was unable to detain for more than 24 hours,
might make more bombs and kill an Afghan tribal leader
who had identified him.

Investigators have said Golsteyn and another sol-
dier eventually took the suspect back to his house and
killed him. They then burned the body. A third contro-
versial case involves Nicholas Slatten, 35, who worked
as a security guard for the US private military contrac-
tor Blackwater and was convicted in December of
killing a teenaged Iraqi civilian in the 2007 Nisour
Square massacre in Baghdad, which sparked global
outrage. “Bad message. Bad precedent. Abdication of
moral responsibility. Risk to us,” tweeted retired Army
general Martin Dempsey. “The wholesale pardon of US
service members accused of war crimes signals our
troops and allies that we don’t take the law of armed
conflict seriously.”  — AFP

Trump mulling 
pardons in war 
crimes cases 

TOKYO: US President Donald Trump and First Lady Melania Trump dis-
embark from Air Force One upon arrival at Haneda international airport
yesterday. — AFP 

50 years ago, a 
dress rehearsal 
for Moon landing 
WASHINGTON: As Earth grew ever smaller below his
spacecraft, Apollo 10 commander Tom Stafford made an
unusual request to mission control. The year was 1969, and
his vessel was the first to be equipped with a color camera,
which was beaming live images to an awestruck global
audience. “I was feeling real high,” recalled Stafford, who
is now 88 and the last surviving member of the crew. “I
said: ‘Think you could call over to London and tell the
president of the Flat Earth Society that he’s wrong?’”

It was a light moment during a mission of paramount
importance: 50 years ago this week, Apollo 10 set off to
finalize the preparations for Apollo 11’s lunar landing. The
mission’s objectives included an eight-hour orbit in a lunar
module that Stafford flew down to within 14 km of the
Moon’s surface. Apollo 10 paved the way for Neil
Armstrong’s “giant leap for mankind” two months later - a
historic milestone and a colossal geopolitical win for the
United States at the height of the Cold War. But Stafford, a
US Air Force test pilot who was among the first astronauts
recruited for the newly formed National Aeronautics and
Space Administration (NASA), almost wasn’t part of the
mission, after a close call a few years earlier.

Narrow escape 
The US entered the space race well behind the Soviet

Union, which put the first artificial satellite, Sputnik 1, into
orbit in 1957, and sent up the first human, Yuri Gagarin, four
years later. To catch up, the Gemini program was conceived
to devise rendezvous and docking techniques for an eventual
mission to the Moon. “As a boy I’d read about Buck Rogers,
Flash Gordon - you’d see these spaceships flying together.
Nobody had ever done it,” Stafford said at a Washington

event commemorating the anniversary. The Oklahoma native
was chosen for the two-man Gemini 6A mission, which could
have ended in tragedy had it not been for the quick thinking
of Commander Wally Schirra. Seconds before lift-off on
December 12, 1965, they realized the engines of their Titan II
rocket had cut out. Mission rules dictated that Schirra should
pull a cord and eject them because if the rocket had taken off
with partial thrust, it would likely fall back to its launch pad,
causing a catastrophic explosion.

But realizing from previous experience that they had
not in fact taken off, Schirra decided to wait. Stafford said
it was a decision that probably saved their lives as the
cabin had been soaking in pure oxygen for hours. “We
were at 100 percent oxygen, we could have been like two
Roman candles going out!” he told AFP. The mission
launched three days later and met its objectives.

But perhaps Stafford’s finest hour would be the Apollo 10
mission from May 18-26, 1969. It became synonymous with
Snoopy and Charlie Brown in the minds of the public,
because the three-man crew named their lunar and com-
mand modules after the iconic cartoon characters. “NASA
developed a relationship with Charles Schulz, who drew
Peanuts,” he explained. The names were said to have caused
some consternation among NASA management, which felt
they lacked sufficient gravitas - accordingly, “Eagle” and
“Columbia” were chosen for Apollo 11. The Apollo 10 crew
could have been chosen to land on the Moon, but for the
fact that NASA had not shaved enough weight off their lan-
der at the time, added Stafford. Of course, they couldn’t
actually see it until they were upon it, because it was
eclipsed by the Earth on their trajectory. — AFP

Migrants dropped 
at US bus stations 
as shelters overflow 
SAN BERNARDINO, California: The three white vans
bearing the Border Patrol logo slowly make their way into
a back alley next to the Greyhound bus station in the city
of San Bernardino, east of Los Angeles. As the agents slide
open the doors, a group of 36 haggard-looking men,
women and children -most of them from Guatemala - exit
the vehicles carrying plastic bags filled with their meager
belongings. They line up on a sidewalk as their names are
checked by a representative from a local NGO who also
enquires about their health.

A man asks where he can rent a phone and one of the
agents sternly answers back in Spanish. “You decided to
come this way into the US, you figure out what to do,” the
agent says. “What do you expect? You want me to give you
my house?” Though clearly anxious about this next phase in
their long journey to the US, the faces of the migrants show
their relief at having made it so far. The group is part of
thousands being dropped off at bus stations in California and
other states by US Border Patrol as the agency deals with an
influx of migrants crossing the border with Mexico and fill-
ing detention facilities to capacity. After staying at a local
shelter or church in San Bernardino, the migrants typically
head to other states to join relatives or friends pending the
outcome of their asylum application. According to immi-
gration authorities, more than 40,000 immigrant families

apprehended at the border since March 19 and with no
known criminal record have been released into the United
States due to Border Patrol facilities being swamped.

“Whenever possible, the releases have been coordinat-
ed with local non-governmental organizations (NGOs),”
US Border Patrol said in a statement to AFP. “As NGOs
have reached their capacities, CBP has released family
units at transportation hubs during daylight hours when
the weather does not endanger those released.” Nearly
250,000 unaccompanied children or people traveling with
family members were apprehended at the border in April
alone, officials said, as opposed to some 59,000 in April of
last year - a 400 percent increase. — AFP

At least 29 inmates 
killed in clashes 
at Venezuela jail 
CARACAS: At least 29 prisoners were killed and 19 police
wounded in clashes at a jail in western Venezuela Friday,
authorities said. The incident at the police station jail in the
town of Acarigua, in Portuguesa state, occurred when
police special forces (FAES) tried to stop a “massive
prison break” which resulted in the deaths of 29 inmates,
according to Portuguesa public security secretary Oscar
Valero. The prisoners received the officers with “a hail of
gunfire” while detonating three grenades, which injured 19
police, Valero told reporters.

The Una Ventana a la Libertad NGO, which defends
prisoner rights, gave a preliminary toll of 25 dead. NGO
director Carlos Nieto said the clashes broke out when the
FAES attempted to rescue visitors who had been taken
hostage Thursday by the “pran” - the leader of the inmates
- at the jail. “This morning (authorities) sent the FAES and
there was a clash. The detainees had weapons, they shot at
the police. Apparently they also detonated two grenades,”
Nieto told AFP. The inmates’ leader, Wilfredo Ramos, was
one of those killed, according to an internal police report.
The report, quoted by the NGO, said several officers were
wounded by “shrapnel and explosives”.

The prisons ministry did not comment on the incident,
saying police station jails are not under its control. A video
shared on social media shows an inmate - believed to be
Ramos - with his face partly covered while brandishing a
pistol and what appears to be grenades, and threatening
two women. “It’s our lives (on the line) and those of the visi-
tors here,” he says, as a woman pleads for help, while warn-
ing the police to stay out because “I’m prepared to die.”
Nieto said the inmates were demanding “food and to be
transferred to prisons,” and had denounced police “abuses”.
No information was given about the fate of the hostages.

Violence is a problem in such detention facilities, where
inmates are supposed to be held for a maximum of 48 hours,
Una Ventana a la Libertad said. There are around 500 of
them in the country, holding 55,000 people even though
their total capacity is just 8,000, the NGO added. The
Acarigua jail has capacity for 60 inmates but was holding
500, according to the police report. These provisional
detention centers “are not suitable to hold inmates for more
than 48 hours,” said Nieto. He said the prison system as a
whole is “chaotic” and blamed the prisons ministry for “not
fulfilling its functions.” Venezuela has one of the worst
records for prison violence in the region. In March 2018, 68
inmates died in a fire at a police jail in the northern city of
Valencia. And in August 2017, a riot at a facility in the south-
ern Amazonas state left 37 prisoners dead. More than 400
people are believed to have been killed in Venezuelan jails
since 2011, while human rights organizations also say they
face a lack of food and medicines - like much of the country
- while the facilities are beset by corruption.  — AFP

Judge suspended for 
anti-Trump comments 
LOS ANGELES: A US judge has been suspended for six
months without pay after making derogatory comments
about Donald Trump, including criticizing his “inability to
govern and political incompetence”. Utah judge Michael
Kwan’s suspension earlier this week by the state’s supreme
court says that his behavior was in violation of the judicial
code of conduct and sullied the reputation of the judiciary.
“Judge Kwan’s behavior denigrates his reputation as an
impartial, independent, dignified, and courteous jurist who
takes no advantage of the office in which he serves,” the
court said in a 19-page opinion.

As regards Kwan’s postings about Trump on Facebook
and LinkedIn, the court said they “were laden with blunt, and
sometimes indelicate, criticism”. In one posting on Jan 20,
2017, when Trump was inaugurated president, Kwan wrote:
“Welcome to governing. “Will you dig your heels in and
spend the next four years undermining our country’s reputa-
tion and standing in the world? ... Will you continue to
demonstrate your inability to govern and political incompe-

tence?” In another posting a month later, Kwan wrote:
“Welcome to the beginning of the fascist takeover.”

He continued, “We need to... be diligent in questioning
Congressional Republicans if they are going to be the
American Reichstag and refuse to stand up for the
Constitution, refuse to uphold their oath of office and enable
the tyrants to consolidate their power.” On another occasion
while presiding over a hearing, Kwan got into an exchange
with a defendant in which he appeared to criticize Trump’s
immigration and tax policies, the court said.

The defendant told Kwan that he planned to pay all of his
court fines when he got his tax returns. “You do realize that we
have a new president, and you think we are getting any money
back?” Kwan told the defendant “Prayer might be the answer,”
Kwan added. “‘Cause, he just signed an order to start building
the wall and he has no money to do that, and so if you think
you are going to get taxes back this year, uh-yeah, maybe,
maybe not. But don’t worry, there is a tax cut for the wealthy
so if you make over $500,000 you’re getting a tax cut.” Kwan,
who has served as a judge in the city of Taylorsville for the
past two decades and has a history of misconduct linked to
politically charged comments and his temper, has acknowl-
edged that his behavior was unbecoming a judge. But he
described his in-court political statements as an attempt at
humor and argued, unsuccessfully, that a suspension would
amount to infringing on his freedom of speech. — AFP 

KENNEDY SPACE CENTER, Florida: In this May 18, 1969
image, Apollo 10 Commander Tom Stafford, heading to the
Kennedy Space Center launch pad, pats the nose of a
stuffed Snoopy held by Jamye Flowers, astronaut Gordon
Cooper’s secretary. — AFP 

SAN BERNARDINO, California: Central American asylum
seekers exit US Border Patrol vans as a Border Patrol
agent unloads their belongings outside the bus station on
May 22, 2019. — AFP 


