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Will the US 2020 
election heal or 
deepen the divide?
By Dr James J Zogby 

For a growing number of Americans on both sides
of our ever-deepening political divide, the 2020
presidential election has become a critical contest

about the future of our country. While so many signifi-
cant policy concerns are at stake in Nov 2020, this will
be an election about Donald Trump and what he has
done to our politics. There can be no doubt that, by any
measure, Donald Trump has been the most outrageous
president in our history. In fact, it is a role he appears
to relish. It isn’t just the policies he has pursued. It is the
way in which he has exacerbated the polarization of our
society and coarsened our political discourse.

Ever the performer, he has used his rallies to incite
against his opponents, resorting to name-calling and
even vulgarity to denigrate them. In addition, he has
used his tweets and engagements with press to the
same end. Despite the discomfort this has brought to
the more staid members of the Republican establish-
ment, they have, for the most part, held back from criti-
cizing his behavior in part because they fear incurring
his wrath and/or ridicule.

It’s important to understand, however, that there is a
method to this madness. What Trump has intuited is
the anger of a significant portion of the American elec-
torate that has been squeezed by a changing economy,
threatened by cultural forces beyond their control, and
ignored by the political elites in both parties.

Whatever they are called, whether it’s the white
middle class or white working class, this is the base to
which Trump has played. And he has played them well.
He has condemned both trade deals that he maintains
have sent their factory jobs to Mexico and China in
search of cheaper labor, and environmental regulations
he claims have cost them their mining jobs. He has
railed against immigrants whom he says have displaced
hard-working Americans, and the “coastal elites” who
have looked down their noses at ordinary folks, scorn-
ing their values and ignoring their aspirations. And he
has preyed on people’s fears and insecurities by
scapegoating Mexicans and Muslims.

When Trump says he’ll “Make American great
again,” his base understands this as recapturing the
country’s lost glory, while at the same time evoking a
romanticized past of quiet middle class neighborhoods
free of crime, where work was plentiful, and opportu-
nities were available to all who “played by the rules.”

There are, to be sure, problems galore with both
this messenger and the message. If anything, Donald
Trump is the embodiment of the very “coastal elites”
he derides. His business practices, values, and lifestyle
are not those of his base. His bankruptcies have left
tens of thousands out of work and his resorts have
regularly hired undocumented cheap labor. His and his
daughter’s product lines have moved their operations
overseas.  And the policies he has pursued have bene-
fited the wealthy and only increased income inequality.
But none of this has mattered to his base - because he
speaks directly to them and has convinced them that
he alone understands them and will fight for them.
Hungry for a savior, they have latched onto him as their
“last, best hope” to improve their lot in life. As a result,
they see attacks on his presidency as threats to their
future well-being.

The dilemma now confronting Democrats is how to
respond to this Trump challenge. On this, the many
2020 candidates and the party, itself, are not of one
mind. All are agreed that Trump’s behavior is to be
condemned and that moving forward with impeach-
ment is a national priority and a constitutional impera-
tive. But what about the divide and how to relate to
Trump’s base? Here there are divergent views.

Some appear to see no need to address this con-
cern. They simply want to defeat the man, send him
packing, and restore a Democrat to the White House.
Others believe that the way forward is to heal the
divide by preaching a message of unity and civility.

But while winning will obviously be an important
goal for Democrats, governing in a post-Trump
America is a critical concern that cannot simply be
pushed aside. We have seen the dysfunction created
by hyper-partisanship. When either party has con-
trolled both the legislative and executive branches of
government, bills get passed - but rancor only grows -
recall the “Tea Party” reaction to Obama and the
“Resistance” that greeted Trump. Winning, by itself,
won’t do the trick. Changing our politics and the gov-
erning coalition is what is required to move the coun-
try forward. What polling makes clear is that our polit-
ical divide isn’t just partisan. It’s really demographic.
For too many election cycles political consultants using
advanced data mining have identified target con-
stituencies and directed their messaging and outreach
efforts to reach them. 

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

Aheavy silence hangs in the dusty alleys of Birao, in
the extreme northeast of Central African Republic,
where figures only rarely wander between the emp-

ty houses and reed hedges. Since September, Birao has
been hit hard by fighting between armed groups despite a
peace agreement that had helped bring a precarious calm
to a country ravaged by years of civil war. Most of Birao’s
14,000 inhabitants are now refugees camped out in
makeshift tents next to a UN base, only metres from the
abandoned homes that few can imagine returning to any-
time soon.

Birao highlights the complexities of the Central African
Republic’s fragile peace deal among 14 armed groups and
the government - an attempt to end a conflict that has
killed thousands and displaced a fifth of the 4.5 million
population in six years. Rumors of another attack by the
Popular Front for the Renaissance of Central Africa (FPRC)
triggered the latest surge of displaced to the camp, where
water is already scarce as the dry season begins.

Only the town’s central market shows any sign of life.
Patrols of UN peacekeepers in blue helmets pass by the
pick-up trucks of turbaned militiamen under the indifferent
gaze of the elders who sip tea in the shade of the acacias.
Birao is a hotbed of rebellion that has escaped state con-
trol for decades. Since 2014, the FPRC, one of the coun-
try’s main rebel movements, has controlled the region and
the lucrative tax of goods from neighboring Sudan. 

Its military leader, Aboulaye Hissene and several of his

officers belong to the Runga ethnic group, a minority in
Birao but well established in the local economy. That is
enough to stir up old tensions with the Kara ethnic
group, about 40 percent of the population of Birao. They
also make up the vast majority of members in a rival
militia, the Movement of Central African Liberators for
Justice or MCLJ.

Ethnic tensions 
In late August, the son of the ethnic Kara leader in

Birao was murdered by a FRPC militiaman, sparking new
fighting. After an initial clash on Sept 1, the more powerful
FPRC was defeated and driven from the town two weeks
later by the MCLJ and armed Kara civilians. In the chaos,
wealthy homes in the Runga district were looted and
burned, and Birao’s elders are now refugees.

The ethnic Runga are now hunkering down near the
airport under UN protection, separated from the Kara by
15 km of dirt road. “The bandits that chased us out have
blockaded the road and are preventing food from reaching
us. It is more than savage,” said Gabriel Redjal, head of the
camp. “Now is not the time for Runga to be living in Birao,
we should be led far from here,” he said.

International observers say the crisis could degenerate
into open warfare and spread to neighboring regions. The
FPRC has pledged to retake the town as soon as seasonal
rains end, while the MLCJ continues to edge into its adver-
sary’s territory and head towards the town of Tizi.

Ethnic or political 
“Within a week, something is going to happen there,”

says Kara leader Adramane Ramadan with a sly smile. The
new chief of Birao receives visitors at home, surrounded
by heavily armed gunmen. “They are not MLCJ militia-
men,” he insists, while denying any ties with the group.
“This is not a war between the MLCJ and the FPRC, it’s an
ethnic war.” That revives bad memories in a country
marred by years of ethnic violence. The Runga elders see
the situation differently. “There has always been some jeal-
ousy, but the Kara and Runga live well together,” said
Gabriel Redjal. “There is some political manipulation
behind all that, and the manipulation runs deep.”

He was talking about Kara leader Ramadan, who openly
admits he would like to be mayor of Birao, where ethnic
strength has always determined the outcome of local elec-
tions. But the comments could also be directed at MLCJ
chief Toumou Deya, who sits 800 km away in Bangui as
minister charged with relations with armed groups. In
2020, the country’s presidential election could be deter-
mined by rural voters. Back at the airport, an FPRC com-
mander, captain Moussa insists that “the FPRC was
respecting the peace accord”. “Those that did not respect
it, who attacked us, are there with their weapons in town.
Where is the justice?” Having traded his uniform for a
track suit, the former officer concluded that “there is no
truth in the Central African Republic. We will never resolve
the Birao affair.” — AFP 

People walk at the camp of displaced people in Birao, Central African Republic, on Nov 6, 2019. — AFP 

Birao’s militia powderkeg in north CAR

Washington Watch 

At Taranto steel
mill, disillusioned 
workers await fate 

Disillusioned, tired, and now at risk of losing their
jobs, workers at the Taranto steel mill faced Friday
an uncertain future as global giant ArcelorMittal

decides if it will walk away from Europe’s biggest inte-
grated plant. The world’s largest steelmaker generated
shockwaves Monday by announcing it would ditch its
plan to buy Ilva, which owns the Taranto plant in south-
ern Italy. It is Europe’s largest integrated steelmaking
site, and employs more than 8,000 workers. 

The Italian government, which provisionally national-
ized Ilva in 2015, has vowed to be “inflexible” in holding
ArcelorMittal to its deal. ArcelorMittal, which began
leasing the plant in November with an obligation to buy
it, first blamed its retreat on a decision by Rome to refuse
it immunity from prosecution over the plant’s severe pol-
lution. The Luxembourg-based steel giant planned to
invest Ä1.2 billion ($1.3 billion) in Taranto to curb pollu-
tion by 2024, and was given a period of legal immunity to
bring the site up to environmental standards.

But Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte, who faced a
crowd of shouting workers at the site on Friday, said the
decision was instead driven by profits, with ArcelorMittal

demanding that 5,000 jobs be cut. While Rome and
ArcelorMittal wrangled, Taranto workers expressed wor-
ry and fatigue over the latest challenges, which follow
years of controversy. Experts say 7,500 people have
died in the surrounding area - where the plant’s tall chim-
neys can be seen for miles - from diseases linked to toxic
emissions.

“People are worried, mad, but overall they’re tired,
resigned because the problems at Ilva are endless and
have gone on for decades,” said one worker, who asked
to be identified only as Pasquale. In the midst of a one-
day strike, Fabio Cocco told AFP that he and his col-
leagues at the plant were disillusioned with a mill that
was once the pride of the region, employing generations
of workers. “We don’t believe in it anymore today. We’ve
suffered too long with the pollution, the sickness, and
now Mittal which is leaving us,” he said. Cocco called the
risk of mass layoffs “the latest blackmail that we’ve
endured and I’ve had enough”. 

Speaking to journalists during his visit, Conte said he
was struck by what he had heard and seen while in
Taranto, including workers who wondered whether they
were “doing something wrong,” in continuing to work at
the mill, given the environmental damage incurred. “This
is a wounded community,” Conte told journalists, caught
“between the right to work and the right to health”. “This
is a community that has suffered so much and continues
to suffer,” Conte said, cautioning that a solution to the
problem would take more than just one person, commu-
nity, or government.

‘Toxic dust’
ArcelorMittal had originally said it planned to invest a

total Ä2.4 billion in the plant to revive it, including 1.2 bil-
lion to curb pollution. The plant is currently losing almost
Ä2.0 million a day, unions say. “We could see with the
naked eye toxic dust floating in the air in the neighbor-
hood but we never imagined the problem was also invisi-
ble, with substances like carcinogens,” said retired worker
Cosimo Martinese, 70. Underscoring persistent economic
problems plaguing the area, youth employment in the area
around Taranto is 56.2 percent of the workforce, accord-
ing to the national statistics agency. In the town itself,
overall unemployment is 30 percent, and scores of ex-
workers from the struggling plant rely on social services. 

Former worker Emmanuele Palmisaro, 45, calculated
that around 1,660 people had been laid off by Ilva before
the arrival of ArcelorMittal, which cut another 1,400 jobs
owing to the sluggish market for steel during its short
tenure. “That makes nearly 3,000 people living off of
welfare,” Palmisaro noted.  In 1995, when Ilva was sold to
the family-run company Gruppo Riva, suspicions began
to surface of links between the plant and abnormal rates
of cancers, often infantile, among local residents. After
being placed under state-supervised administration in
2015, Italy held an international bid for the group that
was won by ArcelorMittal.  Journalist Fulvio Colucci,
author of the book “Invisible: To live and die at Ilva in
Taranto,” explains that the plant’s core problems are
classic supply and demand, with production levels that
exceed current demand for steel. — AFP

Bloomberg eyes 
one last prize: 
The White House

Agiant in the financial information world, a three-
term mayor of New York and a climate change
activist: Hyper-industrious billionaire Michael

Bloomberg has, until now, hesitated to pursue the US pres-
idency. But as he decides to join the race for the 2020
Democratic nomination, the 77-year-old has some catch-
ing up to do. He would be joining a packed slate of candi-
dates - 17 at last count - that includes three others in their
70s, plus a fellow billionaire, Tom Steyer. 

Bloomberg would clearly count on leveraging his for-
tune - Forbes ranks him as the ninth richest person in the
world - to make up ground on the favorites, including
fierce Wall Street critics Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth
Warren, both of whom he sees as “extremists”. He would
be working for a long-awaited chance to take on fellow
New York tycoon Donald Trump, with whom then-mayor
Bloomberg often rubbed shoulders at social events, occa-
sionally even offering words of praise, before turning his
back when Trump entered politics.

‘I know a con...’ 
“I’m a New Yorker, and I know a con when I see one,”

he said dismissively of Trump during the 2016 presidential

campaign. Bloomberg had toyed with the idea of running
as an independent, before finally - fearful of dividing
Democratic voters - throwing his support behind Hillary
Clinton. In March, Bloomberg said he would not run this
time around, and could do more good by supporting the
eventual nominee than by taking on the “incompetent”
Trump. As a successful businessman who shuns political
labels - economically conservative but liberal on gay rights
and abortion - he has grown increasingly wor-
ried by Warren and Sanders passing centrist
Joe Biden in some polls, a close advisor
said. But can he win over Democratic vot-
ers?  He points to his successes as an
executive who helped revitalize post-
9/11 New York, his advocacy and
financial support for gun control and
his work on climate change. 

Bloomberg has been a special UN
envoy for climate action since 2014,
and has helped several US states,
counties and cities finance emissions-
reducing projects. The divorced father
of two daughters has joined other bil-
lionaires in signing the so-called Giving
Pledge, which commits them to con-
tribute more than half their wealth
to good causes. He supports cultur-
al organizations, advocates against
smoking and vaping and last year
donated $1.8 billion to his alma mater
Johns Hopkins University to help poor-

er students pay tuition. In 2018, he spent $100 million to
help Democratic candidates regain control of the US
House of Representatives.

Against the tide? 
Still, Bloomberg will have to contend with his image as

an elitist swimming against a Democratic orthodoxy that
has moved left on taxation and immigration. And as mayor,

Bloomberg, who travels in private jets, was accused of
turning New York into a playground of the rich while

backing tough police tactics that discriminated
against minorities. No one denies his business
acumen, which took him from a middle-class ear-

ly life north of Boston to his exalted status as
one of the world’s most powerful media moguls.

Born Feb 14, 1942 into a Jewish family - his
father was an accountant at a dairy -
Bloomberg excelled in electrical engineering
at Johns Hopkins before earning a Harvard

MBA. He went to work at the Salomon
Brothers investment bank in 1966 and rose

quickly to the rank of partner before leaving with
a $10 million bonus in cash and bonds. He and
partner Matthew Winkler founded financial news
firm Bloomberg LP, revolutionizing stock

exchanges with its innovative computer terminals
that financiers could access data far quicker than

before. Bloomberg is fond of pointing out that his
amassed fortune dwarves Trump’s, even though the

president started in business with millions of dollars
from his father. — AFP


