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In Asia, Trump finds 
more than ever he’s 
among friends 

In Europe, Donald Trump’s relationships with lead-
ers range from lukewarm to hostile. But in Asia,
more than ever, the US president is finding that he’s

among friends. At a time that Trump is ramping up
pressure on China, he has built warm relationships
elsewhere in Asia and has recently seen surprise elec-
toral triumphs by key partners. Japan is rolling out the
red carpet for Trump, who will become the first foreign
leader to meet newly enthroned Emperor Naruhito.
Trump will bond with conservative Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe over sumo wrestling and, weather permit-
ting, their latest rounds of golf.

Trump’s trip comes on the heels of India’s election
in which Prime Minister Narendra Modi, a Hindu
nationalist who has enthusiastically built ties with
Washington, won an unexpectedly strong new man-
date, as well as Australia’s polls, where Prime Minister
Scott Morrison stunned pundits by beating back a
challenge from the Labor Party, whose promises
included a “more considered” approach to China. 

Trump will return to Japan in June for the Group of
20 summit in Osaka and also visit South Korea, where
President Moon Jae-in, despite coming from the oppo-
site end of the political spectrum, laid the groundwork
for one of Trump’s signature foreign policy initiatives
— direct negotiations with North Korea.

The diplomacy comes amid an intense trade war
between the United States and China that has no end
in sight, with Trump blacklisting Chinese tech titan
Huawei and demanding an end to allegedly rampant
theft of US technology. Envisioning a long-term US
struggle against China, the Trump administration has
said it is working on a comprehensive policy to count-
er the rising Asian power, akin to the Cold War doc-
trine of containing the Soviet Union.

Asian model for managing Trump 
Toshihiro Nakayama, a professor at Keio University

in Tokyo, said the Japanese were fully aware of the
controversial nature of Trump, who is facing rising calls
for impeachment from Democrats. But the United
States, which stations some 50,000 troops in Japan
under a defense alliance, is by far the most important
ally for Tokyo - as well as an often difficult partner on
trade. “There’s a consensus that if the American people
chose Mr Trump, it’s not our job to criticize it; it’s our
job to manage the relationship,” said Nakayama, also a
fellow at the Woodrow Wilson Center for International
scholars in Washington.

French President Emmanuel Macron “initially tried
to embrace him with style and nuance and it didn’t
succeed. So the Japanese government and people say
that if you’re going to embrace Mr Trump, you have to
totally embrace him,” Nakayama said. Trump came of
political age talking tough on trade in the 1980s, when
Japan loomed large in the US imagination as a com-
petitor. But Abe has courted Trump assiduously since
the mogul’s stunning election in 2016, gifting him gold-
plated golf clubs and flying halfway around the world
to celebrate his wife Melania’s birthday.

Patrick Buchan, a longtime Australian official who
directs the US Alliances Project at the Center for
Strategic and International Studies in Washington, said
Abe served as a global model on how to woo Trump —
making the relationship personal and resolving con-
cerns through private channels. “The Europeans, in my
opinion, completely mishandled the Trump phenome-
non. By responding to his public rhetoric or his Twitter
tirades, you only created a vicious circle,” Buchan said.
“I think it is partly, if you want, the Asian way of not
engaging in megaphone diplomacy,” he said.

Common cause on China 
To be sure, Trump’s ties with allies in the region

have also hit rocky patches. Shortly after Trump’s elec-
tion, he reportedly exploded and hung up the phone on
Australia’s then prime minister, Malcolm Turnbull, when
he heard of a deal on moving refugees from Australia
to America. And in India, accounts that Trump likes to
mimic Modi’s accent have sparked outrage. But on
strategy in Asia, leaders have found common ground.
China has longstanding claims on territory adminis-
tered by both Japan and India, while Australia has also
voiced worries about Beijing’s trading practices. Modi
- who will meet Trump alongside Abe in Osaka - has
sided unabashedly with the United States despite
India’s historic resistance to alliances, building a
defense relationship but stopping short of accepting
any joint military operations. Modi “has been willing to
take the relationship with the US further than any of
his predecessors,” said Michael Kugelman, deputy
director of the Asia program at the Wilson Center. But
Kugelman warned that trade disputes could cloud the
relationship. Trump is ending key trading preferences
for India and forced the energy-hungry economy to
stop buying from Iran and Venezuela. — AFP

Dr James J Zogby 
President Arab American Institute

It is always gratifying to see the strength of Irish soli-
darity with the people of Palestine. This was brought
home again last week during a visit to Ireland. While

Eurovision was in Tel Aviv, a coalition of Irish Senators,
non-governmental groups, and entertainers held a count-
er-concert “Palestine: You’re A Vision” - to demonstrate
Irish “solidarity with the oppressed Palestinian people liv-
ing under occupation, under siege, or in exile.” 

And while in Dublin, we met with political leaders
preparing for the final parliamentary vote, later this sum-
mer, on a bill to ban products originating in Israeli settle-
ments from being sold in Ireland. The bill, which has broad
public and political support, has passed several rounds in
the Senate and an early vote in the lower chamber. Should
the bill pass a final vote and become law, Ireland will be
the first EU country to take a concrete stand against illegal
Israeli settlements - just as the Irish were the first in
Europe to lead the way against Apartheid in South Africa.   

This Irish affinity for the injustices visited upon the
Palestinian people runs deep in their history and culture.
For example, there’s documentary evidence that in the
1920’s Irish Republican movement wrote in one of their
manifestos of their solidarity with the Arabs in Palestine,
seeing their struggles against the British Empire as one
and the same fight as their own. 

Later, in 1970’s, the Palestine Liberation Organization
developed close ties with the Irish Republicans. And, dur-
ing the 1980’s the PLO office in Dublin was headed by an

Irish national - the only PLO office not run by a
Palestinian. The connections weren’t just political. For the
Irish, it was born of an affinity for victims of colonial
oppression - the result of their own history as victims of
British colonialism. In Ireland this history is ever-present. 

There are reminders of its terrible past around every cor-
ner. Whether it’s the imposing steeples of the Anglican
Church of Ireland, brought by the colonizers and imposed on
Irish soil, or the monuments to the famine of the 1840’s during
which over one million Irish perished from starvation and
another million and one-half were forced to emigrate because
they were denied the right to eat the abundant product of
their own land, which was intended for export to Britain. 

We saw one particularly touching plaque that hangs in
the home of the Lord Mayor of Dublin. It is in honor of the
Choctaw Indian Nation of North America, themselves vic-
tims of cruel settler colonialism, who collected funds dur-
ing the Irish famine to aid its victims. 

This Irish history with colonial rule goes back centuries.
Last Sunday, my wife and I were walking on Lower New
Street in Kilkenny, a small city south of Dublin, when we
came across the remnants of an ancient tower and the
ruins of a high stone wall. On closer examination we found
signage indicating that this was Talbot’s Tower and part of
the miles of 25-foot-high walls that surrounded the origi-
nal Anglo-Norman colonial settlement that became
Kilkenny. The sign noted that wall had originally been built
in the 13th century. One paragraph toward the end of the
description of the wall’s history deserves to be quoted in
full: “Whilst the main purpose of the city walls was to pro-
tect the colonists living inside from attack, they were also

used to collect taxes. People living outside the city walls
who wished to sell their goods in the marketplace had to
pay a toll as they went through any of the seven city gates.
The walls were also a statement of Anglo-Norman power
and authority over the native Irish, who were kept under
constant surveillance from the nine towers on the city
walls, one of which was Talbot’s Tower.” 

Not only its insidious purposes, spelled out so clearly
on the sign, but the size of the wall and very look of its
ominous tower, are so strikingly similar to the Israeli Wall
that “separates” Palestinians, not just from Israelis settle-
ments, but from their own lands. The Irish from the island’s
southern and northwestern counties won independence
from British rule and nearly one hundred years ago the
Republic of Ireland came into being. But even with inde-
pendence, they never forgot their history or their ability to
demonstrate empathy for others who remain oppressed. 

At the end of a recent visit to Kilmainham Gaol, the noto-
rious site where the British imprisoned thousands of Irish
who were accused of crimes against the empire and where
they executed the leaders who signed the proclamation of
the “Irish Republic,” one of our tour guides made reference
to the struggles of the Palestinians and expressed the hope
that one day they too would enjoy freedom. The Irish story
is not yet over. The Good Friday Agreement (GFA) created a
path forward to peace for the northern counties that
remained connected to the British-led United Kingdom. But
that agreement is now in danger as a result of Britain’s push
to exit the European Union.  One of the by-products of the
GFA has been an erasure of the border between Northern
Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. 

Irish affinity for Palestinians runs deep
DURA: Palestinians jump in a pool (Ein Fara’a, or Fara’a spring) during a heat wave next to Israeli soldiers watching near the Dura village in the West Bank. — AFP 

Gandhi-Nehru 
brand tainted by 
poll humiliation

Asecond straight landslide election
defeat for opposition Congress leader
Rahul Gandhi raised serious questions

Friday about his leadership and cast a damag-
ing shadow over one of the world’s most
prominent political dynasties. Gandhi, who
even lost the family constituency seat to the
Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party of
arch-rival Narendra Modi, will have to face
the music at a meeting of party leaders in
coming days.

The election results made grim reading for
Congress barons who have relied for genera-
tions on the talismanic Nehru-Gandhi name -
which rivals the Kennedy clan in the United
States and the Bhuttos in Pakistan - to provide
electoral success. The tarnished party was
predicted to get about 50 seats, barely
improving the historic low 44 it won in Modi’s
last landslide in 2014. Congress failed to get a
single seat in 13 of the country’s 29 states.

When asked about responsibility for the
loss, Rahul Gandhi told a press conference
late Thursday: “This is between my party and
me. Between me and the Congress Working
Committee.” Party spokesmen have insisted
the 48-year-old son, grandson and great-
grandson of Indian prime ministers would not
resign and that strategy was to blame for the
defeat. “We have to go back to the drawing
board,” Congress spokesman Salman Soz said.

Tarnished icons 
But experts say the party and its ruling

family is in denial. “The Congress leadership
has clearly failed. It is a discredited and bank-
rupt leadership,” Kanchan Gupta, a politics
expert at the New Delhi-based Observer
Research Foundation think-tank, told AFP.
Congress has been a virtual one-family party
for the last century. India has been mesmer-
ized by the twists and turns of its successes
and frequent tragedies.

Pro-independence leader Motilal Nehru
served as party president twice between 1919
and 1929. His son Jawaharlal Nehru took over
and became India’s first prime minister after
independence, ruling until his death in 1964.
His daughter Indira Gandhi and then her son
Rajiv Gandhi - Rahul’s father -followed as
premiers. Both were assassinated in office.
Rajiv’s widow Sonia Gandhi won two elections

as party leader but did not become prime
minister, fearing her Italian origins would fuel
a backlash.

Party fortunes had dwindled since she
started to hand the reins to Rahul ahead of the
2014 vote and as Modi turned the BJP into a
formidable vote machine, seizing on corrup-
tion scandals that hit Congress.

Rahul failed this time to connect with voters in
the way that Modi did, critics said. The Nehru-
Gandhi name that was once Congress’s biggest
asset is now a liability. The Congress “campaign
was a disaster and now their very existence is
under question. The more it staggers, the more it
helps the BJP,” Hartosh Singh Bal, political editor
of Caravan magazine, told AFP. Modi made hay
mocking Rahul Gandhi’s lineage, calling him “she-
hzada” (prince), which contrasted sharply with
his humble origins as a tea seller.

Modi also attacked Rahul’s father, Rajiv,
describing him as India’s most corrupt pre-
mier. The use of Rahul’s sister Priyanka on the
campaign trail did not galvanize Congress
votes as expected. “Rahul’s party may have
mobilized crowds for him but he simply could-
n’t connect,” said Gupta at the Observer
Research Foundation. Gupta said that
Congress’s age-old policy of offering welfare
handouts to the poor no longer resonates with
an “aspirational India”.  

“It is pretty much over to the Congress to
decide if it wants to shield Rahul Gandhi, like
they have done other times,” said Nistula
Hebbar, political editor of The Hindu newspa-
per. “If they do, the going gets much tougher
for the party to revive from its present situa-
tion,” she told AFP. Several big-hitting Indian
politicians have defected from Congress over
the years because of the Gandhis’ refusal to
give up power. Sharad Pawar, who formed the
National Congress Party, and Trinamool
Congress Party leader Mamata Banerjee, quit
long before Rahul took charge. — AFP

Women gaining 
ground in EU 
Parliament

The number of women members
of the European Parliament has
doubled since direct elections

were first held in 1979, but they still
remain the minority, particularly in the
top jobs. Here is an overview.

Around a third
Women made up just 16 percent of

the 1979 parliament; in today’s outgo-
ing assembly, they account for 36 per-
cent of the 751 MEPs. This is on aver-
age higher than in the national parlia-
ments of the European Union’s 28
member states where female represen-
tation in 2018 was on the whole just
under 28 percent, according to the
European Parliamentary Research
Service (EPRS). On a worldwide scale,
women hold an average of 24 percent
of parliamentary seats, according to
the global Inter-Parliamentary Union of
national parliaments. 

Country matters
The largest representations of women

in the European Parliament’s national del-
egations are from Finland (77 percent),
Ireland (54.5 percent) and Croatia (54.5
percent). Malta and Sweden each have
equal numbers of men and women, while
Spain is not far off at 48 female.  At the
other end of the scale, in Bulgaria,
Cyprus, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania and
Romania the portion of women MEPs is
less than 20 percent. For this year’s
European elections, 11 EU states have
imposed, to varying degrees, gender
quotas in their electoral lists. These
include Italy, Greece and Luxembourg
for the first time. 

For the last elections in 2014, two
countries among those with gender
quotas had demanded full parity, even
though the obligation was not met.
France ended up with 43.2 percent of
women MEPs, and Belgium with 33.3
percent. Gender quotas met voluntarily
by political parties can be more suc-
cessful in boosting the representation
of women than the “fast track” of legal-
ly binding legislative quotas, the EPRS

notes. As an example, it points to
Sweden and Denmark which have large
percentages of women in their national
parliaments.

Two presidents 
The European Parliament has had

only two women presidents, out of 18,
since 1979, and few women occupy the
assembly’s senior positions. The very
first president was a woman, French
Holocaust survivor and women’s rights
icon Simone Veil, who held the post
from 1979 to 1982. Another
Frenchwoman, centre-right former
lawyer Nicole Fontaine, was president
from 1999 to 2002. In the outgoing
parliament, women MEPs hold a third
of the seats in the executive and
women head two of the 11 political
groups. Less than a third of the parlia-
ment’s international delegations were
headed by women MEPs in January
2018. By contrast, women represent
nearly 60 percent of the parliament’s
administrative staff.

Better than other EU bodies 
The European Parliament nonethe-

less has greater female representation
than the EU’s executive European
Commission, the Council of Ministers
and the European Central Bank - none
of which have ever had a woman as
president. In 2014 a group of MEPs
threatened to reject the composition of
the proposed Commission because it
had only four women among 28 mem-
bers. Commission president Jean-
Claude Juncker, who has complained
that member states do not present
enough female candidates, eventually
gathered nine to join the body. — AFP 

Indian National Congress Party president
Rahul Gandhi gestures as he speaks during a
press conference at the party headquarters in
New Delhi. — AFP 

Chairwoman of the SPOe Pamela Rendi
- Wagner applauds during an election
campaign for the European elections in
Vienna, Austria yesterday. — AFP  


