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In 2020 race, 
who is Obama’s 
political heir? 

Some vying for the Democratic presidential nomi-
nation are loud and proud about their friendship
with him. Others claim ideological kinship. And

still others are taking distance from his record to stand
out. But one thing is for sure: Barack Obama is not say-
ing anything - well, much of anything. The 58-year-old
former president, who left power nearly three years
ago with his popularity soaring, is quietly watching to
see who in his party will duke it out with Donald
Trump on Nov 3, 2020.

Beyond his positions on healthcare or immigration
or education, numerous White House hopefuls have
made reference to Obama’s style - a certain class in
the way he exercised his power that is in stark contrast
to the attitude of the billionaire Republican who suc-
ceeded him. With less than three months to go before
the first Democrats make their choice in the Iowa cau-
cuses, the race is still entirely up in the air.

The next Democratic primary debate is set for
Wednesday in Atlanta with 10 candidates on the stage
and eager to score points - Joe Biden, Elizabeth
Warren, Bernie Sanders, Pete Buttigieg, Kamala Harris,
Cory Booker, Amy Klobuchar, Tulsi Gabbard, Andrew
Yang and Tom Steyer. At this point, it’s impossible to
predict who will ultimately claim the party’s nomina-
tion. And the list of those who dream of wresting the
Oval Office from Trump just keeps getting longer.

Billionaire former New York mayor Michael
Bloomberg is once again flirting with a run, and former
Massachusetts governor Deval Patrick threw his hat in
the ring this week. The late entrance by Patrick, one of
the first black governors in US history who is close to
Obama, fueled speculation about the doubts that the
ex-president may have about the ability of the candi-
dates already in the race, including his vice president
Biden, to take out Trump.

‘My friend Barack’ 
Many of the questions indeed focus on Biden, who

has been saddled with the moniker “Sleepy Joe” by
Trump. While he remains one of the favorites,
observers fear the 76-year-old from Delaware cannot
go the distance. On the campaign trail, Biden never
misses a chance to highlight his close relationship with
his “friend Barack”, and their eight years in power.

Biden is no stranger to campaign politics, and when
he launched his latest White House bid, he under-
scored the fact that he had specifically asked Obama
not to back him from the outset... even though the for-
mer president had never indicated he would do so.
“President Obama has no plans to weigh in on the pri-
mary at this point - preferring instead to let the candi-
dates make their cases directly to voters,” a source
close to the former president told AFP.

But the 44th president of the United States has,
unsurprisingly, ideas about how his party should
approach the election to ensure that Trump is limited
to just one term in office. Little by little, he is position-
ing himself. In remarks Friday night to donors at the
Democracy Alliance in Washington, he offered a few
hints about how he sees the upcoming battle for 1600
Pennsylvania Avenue.

‘Tested’ candidate 
While he insisted on the need for new ideas from

the party about reducing income inequality and other
key issues, he issued a very clear warning about the
temptation to take a sharp turn to the political left.
“Even as we push the envelope and we are bold in our
vision, we also have to be rooted in reality,” he said.
“The average American doesn’t think we have to com-
pletely tear down the system and remake it,” he added,
noting that the United States was “a country that is
less revolutionary than it is interested in improvement”.

He called on the party faithful - and by extension,
its presidential candidates - to be mindful that
Democrats, independents and even moderate
Republicans “are not driven by the same views that are
reflected on certain, you know, left-leaning Twitter
feeds, or the activist wing of our party”. He did not
name names, but Warren and Sanders - who have
called for nothing short of a “political revolution - cer-
tainly come to mind.

Obama appeared to want to reassure the many
Democrats who fear that the crowded primary will end
up being counterproductive, given that the incumbent
Trump is all ready to run with a massive campaign war
chest. “For those who get stressed about robust pri-
maries, I just have to remind you that I had a very
robust primary,” he said, recalling his at times acrimo-
nious 2008 battle with Hillary Clinton. “I’m confident
that at the end of the process, we will have a candidate
that has been tested.” — AFP 

The Blue Nile is a renegade river, according to
Sudanese farmer Osman Idris, its unpredictable
flooding swallows crops and houses as it crashes

through Sudan from Ethiopia on its way to Egypt.
“Tonight, the level of water will be low,” said Idris, a resi-
dent of Juref Gharb, a small village on the bank of the Blue
Nile outside Khartoum. “Tomorrow, it will swallow all the
houses... It’s a renegade river, it rises so fast,” said the 60-
year-old, dressed in a traditional Sudanese robe.

For Idris, Ethiopa’s construction of a controversial dam
on the Blue Nile is a dream come true, as it promises to
regulate the floods that inundate Sudan every rainy sea-
son. This year alone, flash flooding has killed more than 60
and injured dozens in Sudan. The Blue Nile joins the White
Nile in Khartoum and supplies the overwhelming majority
of the Nile’s water, which runs through Egypt to the
Mediterranean Sea.

Construction of the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam
began in 2012, but since then Egypt has sounded the alarm
that the project would severely reduce its water supplies.
Egypt depends on the Nile for about 90 percent of its irri-
gation and drinking water, and says it has “historic rights”
to the river guaranteed by treaties from 1929 and 1959. It
sees the project as an existential threat, fearing Ethiopia’s
rapid construction of the dam might lead to water and

food scarcity for millions of Egyptians.

More cash crops 
After several rounds of talks failed to resolve the issue,

a new dialogue between Egypt, Ethiopia and Sudan was
mediated by the United States in Washington earlier this
month. The three delegations agreed to resolve the dispute
by Jan 15, with ministerial-level talks being held this week
in Addis Ababa. Ethiopia insists the $4 billion hydroelectric
barrage is essential for its economic growth given that
most of its population still lives without electricity. And in
Sudan, farmers hope the dam will provide predictable flow.

Over the years, farmers like Idris who own farms along
the Nile have been forced to change their crops due to
flood devastation and tons of deposited silt. Brickmakers
fire blocks of mud in riverside kilns, producing smoke
harmful to crops. “I had to shift from cultivating fruits and
vegetables to animal feed,” Idris told AFP.

Being reliant on flooding for irrigation means only one
harvest per year and limits the kind of crops that can be
grown. If the river’s flow were regulated, more intensive
agriculture could be practiced, Idris said. “We can plant
crops through the year. It will be better for the environ-
ment and for marketing our products, which means more
income for us,” Idris said.

Ekram Dagash, a professor at Khartoum’s Al-Zaiem Al-
Azhari University, agreed that Sudan stands to gain from
the dam, which will maintain water levels and block
unwanted silt. “Ethiopia is building the dam for one reason
only, to produce electricity and export it, not only to
neighboring countries but to the whole African continent,”
she told AFP.

Worried brickmakers 
But one group of Sudanese are concerned about the

dam: Brickmakers, who depend on the silt for their liveli-
hood. Dozens of small kilns line the river, providing an
income for hundreds of brickmakers like Yakoub Noreen.
“If the dam is built, this won’t arrive,” the 40-year-old said
of the silt he was standing in, as he pressed wet clay into a
mold. Nearby, workers stacked bricks into a kiln belching
thick smoke. Later they will be sold for 1,500 Sudanese
pounds ($32) per 1,000 bricks, Noreen said.

Professor Dagash said workers can be compensated
and provided alternative livelihoods if brickworks close,
adding that benefits from the dam outweighed such losses.
Vast areas of land would open up for agriculture as well as
industrial projects, she said. “The dam will provide Sudan
with low cost electricity... and low cost electricity means
more growth,” she said. — AFP 

Sudanese hope Ethiopian dam ends Blue Nile floods 

He, she, they: 
Americans and 
the choice of 
gender pronoun 

Afew years ago Emily Gardner, who identifies as
“more feminine than not”, instructed family mem-
bers of a new preference to be referred to as “they”

rather than “she”. The 23-year-old represents a growing
trend among progressive Americans, who are claiming a
right to choose their own pronoun, regardless of their sex
at birth. It is a battle playing out on business cards, in
email signatures and on social networks, where many peo-
ple are identifying their preferred pronoun outright.

And “they” is gaining ground as the pronoun of choice
by “non-binary” people who identify neither as male or
female. The Philadelphia bookstore that employs Gardner
is on board, with a sign taped to the counter reads:
“Please do not assume staffers’ pronouns, ask.”

‘Not something new’ 
“Non-binary people have existed forever. It’s not

something new, not a trend, it’s just who we are,” said
Pidgeon Pagonis, a Chicago artists who goes by the pro-
noun “they”. “When people don’t respect my pronouns I
coil up inside, I don’t feel good” said Pagonis, who
launched the apparel brand “Too Cute To Be Binary.”

Gender-neutral pronouns, long confined to the
LGBTQ community, “are becoming increasingly popular,
including beyond big cities,” said sociologist Carla
Pfeffer. “The rise of social media means that cultural
transformations can happen faster and disseminate more
broadly than in earlier eras,” Pfeffer said. It also helps
that non-binary people are enjoying increased represen-
tation on television and in pop culture, such as British
artist Sam Smith, who recently revealed a preference for
“they/them” pronouns “after a lifetime of being at war
with my gender.”

However use of “they” is not trending in all quarters
and can give rise to mockery, with critics denouncing it
as politically correct overkill. “At a Starbucks this morn-
ing & the baristas had their approved gender pronouns,”
pro-Trump conservative activist Charlie Kirk recently
tweeted. “We are creating a society of people waiting to
be offended,” he said.

‘It makes me angry’ 
Mallory Cross, whose hair is cut short, said “I think

I’m aware of how I look like and how people read me, I’m
very masculine”. “When I make such an effort to look

that way and people call me ‘ma’am’ or hold the door it
makes me angry,” Cross said. In New York, a “gender-
neutral” boutique clothing store called The Phluid Project
sells skirts, caps and shoes with large heels, encouraging
customers “to go beyond binaries.”

The US financial capital in particular has embraced
this mindset, offering a new neutral category that people
can use to amend the gender on their birth certificates
since January. Merriam-Webster dictionary meanwhile
recently added the word “they” as a non-binary pronoun
that can refer to just one person. And Apple has added
“neutral” emojis that don’t distinguish between genders
to the latest version of its operating system.

As the trend catches on, a growing number of binary
people are even displaying the pronouns “she/her” or
“him/he” on social media accounts and elsewhere as a
sign of solidarity. Elizabeth Warren, one of the fron-
trunners in the crowded 2020 US Democratic primary
field, last month became the sixth candidate to add her
pronoun, which corresponds to her birth sex, on her
social media.

“Every person deserves to be treated with dignity and
respect, and that starts with using correct pronouns. I’m
Elizabeth. My pronouns are she/her/hers,” she wrote on
Twitter. Candidate Pete Buttigieg, who is gay, has speci-
fied that he is a “he/him” and heterosexual candidates
Julian Castro, Cory Booker, Kamala Harris and Tom
Steyer have also indicated their pronouns. — AFP 

How Russia’s foster 
children are saving 
dying villages 

In a small room with a blackboard and lace curtains,
first-grader Danya listens as his teacher explains the
concept of vowels and consonants. In this village

school with 36 pupils, he is one of 13 foster children.
“Adoption is how the school and the village have sur-
vived,” says headmaster Gennady Chistyakov who like
most Russians uses the term adoption to refer to foster
care. “If it weren’t for the children, we would be shut.”

Foster children have become a lifeline not only for
Chistyakov’s village of Brodi, about 500 km north of
Moscow, but for countless other rural communities. They
are facing a slow death from unemployment and precipi-
tous population decline, followed by closures of schools
and clinics. “People leave with their children, leading the
schools to shut, and leaving only retirees,” says Vera
Galindabayeva, a sociologist at the Russian Academy of
Sciences who studies the fostering phenomenon.
“Eventually such villages disappear.”

In areas of chronic unemployment like Novgorod, the
rural region between Moscow and Saint Petersburg
where Brodi is located, the compensation that comes
with fostering a child is considerable, at nearly 6,000
rubles a month ($93).

22,000 rural schools shut 
Residents in some villages have hit on a solution - to

foster a large number of children at the same time. This
way, they can prevent the local school from closing, keep-

ing an important institution running with salaried staff.
Galindabayeva estimates that hundreds of schools have
managed to escape “optimization” - the euphemism used
by the Russian government for shutting down health and
education facilities when they are deemed unnecessary.

Russia’s population has fallen by more than five million
since 1991, a demographic crisis aggravated by the eco-
nomically painful breakup of the Soviet Union. Despite ini-
tiatives launched in recent years, such as financial incen-
tives for having a child earlier or having more than one, the
population still decreased in the first six months of 2019 by
another 68,000. Some large cities, especially Moscow, are
swelling, but the demographic collapse has hit Russian vil-
lages hard. Of 26,000 schools shut in the last two decades,
22,000 were in rural areas.

The Moshenskoy district, which includes the village of
Brodi, once had 15 schools. Now it is down to three. With
its sounds of children playing, Brodi stands in sharp con-
trast to the surrounding ghost towns full of empty homes.
Headmaster Chistyakov says this is thanks to the mass fos-
tering effort. “If the school is open, the village continues to
live,” he says. “Meanwhile, the state supports people who
take care of the orphans,” and they are not desperate to
move away in search of a job.

The arrangement also benefits children who would
otherwise grow up in state institutions. Often abandoned
by alcoholic parents, children emerge from Russian
orphanages “in a state of emotional deprivation”, says
Irina Kudryavtseva, an education official in the local
administration. 

Teacher shortage 
Since 1998, Brodi history teacher Ekaterina Solovyova

has fostered 11 children with her husband, a sports instruc-
tor. “On my birthday, my house is packed,” she says, flip-
ping proudly through the family photo album. The
Solovyovs are currently raising seven-year-old Danya and

three other foster children aged up to 17 as well as their
own youngest son.

Solovyova, 52, says having a large family is a way of life,
vehemently denying it is a cold-hearted strategy to save
her job at the school. “They are all my children,” she says.
But while Brodi has survived the demographic crisis, it is
facing another challenge: The lack of a new generation of
teachers. “There are no young teachers in villages. The
schools will keep working until the current teachers
retire,” predicts sociologist Galindabayeva.

This points to the root of the problem. “There is no
employment, so the young leave,” says Chistyakov, the
headmaster. The Solovyov family is proof of the trend:
Three of their own children, as well as seven they fostered,
have left the village to live and work far away. - AFP 

Othman Cheikh Idriss, a 60-year-old Sudanese farmer, uses a hoe during an interview with AFP in an agricultural field in Khartoum’s district of Jureif Gharb on Nov 11, 2019. — AFP 

A picture taken on Oct 17, 2019 shows history teacher
Ekaterina Solovyova and her adopted children in their house
in the village of Brodi, about 500 km north of Moscow. — AFP 


