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WASHINGTON: Senior Democratic Congress-
man Elijah Cummings, who was at the center of the
Trump impeachment inquiry, died yesterday at the
age of 68, his office said. The veteran Baltimore
representative passed away at Johns Hopkins Hos-
pital “due to complications concerning longstand-
ing health challenges,” a statement from his office
said without giving the cause of death.

As the highly respected chairman of the House
Oversight and Reform Committee, Cummings - a
big man with a booming voice and gift for oratory
- was at the center of the impeachment inquiry into
President Donald Trump and had clashed with him
repeatedly in recent months. That panel is one of
three probing whether Trump pressured Ukraine
to dig up dirt on Joe Biden and help the president
win re-election next year.

Cummings had also supervised probes into is-
sues including the Trump administration’s treatment
of migrants at the border with Mexico and its effort
to include a question about citizenship in next
year’s census. In July, the president described Bal-
timore as a “rat and rodent infested mess” unfit for
humans and blamed it on Cummings, an African-
American Democrat who has represented much of
the majority-black city in Congress since 1996.
Trump suggested Cummings spend more time
there.

Cummings wrote in response, “Mr President, I
go home to my district daily. Each morning, I wake

up, and I go and fight for my neighbors. It is my
constitutional duty to conduct oversight of the Ex-
ecutive Branch. But, it is my moral duty to fight for
my constituents.” Cummings, a son of sharecrop-
pers, was one of the most powerful Democrats in
Congress and a key ally of House speaker Nancy
Pelosi. The Baltimore Sun said he was “known for
his devotion to Baltimore and civil rights, and for
blunt and passionate speechmaking.”

It said he had particularly resented Trump’s
tweet that four congresswomen of color should “go
back” to their countries. Since winning his seat in
1996, Cummings never faced a serious challenge
for it. He was also an early supporter of Barack
Obama’s drive to become America’s first black
president. Cummings, one of seven children, was
the son of South Carolina sharecroppers who
moved north to improve their lot in life. He earned
a degree in political science and later a law degree.

Tributes to Cummings quickly poured in from
Congress. “We lost a giant today. Congressman Eli-
jah Cummings was a fearless leader, a protector of
democracy, and a fighter for the people of Mary-
land. Our world is dimmer without him in it,” Dem-
ocratic presidential candidate Kamala Harris wrote.
“He was an amazing man,” said Senate minority
leader Chuck Schumer. “He had a combination of
being strong when he had to be, and had to be
quite often, but also being kind and decent and car-
ing and humble,” Schumer said. —AFP
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WASHINGTON: Flags at the US Capitol are lowered to half staff to honor House Oversight and Government Re-
form Committee Chairman Elijah Cummings (D-MD) yesterday. — AFP 

Satanic Temple has 
right to gather, US 
Naval Academy says
WASHINGTON: The Satanic Temple,
recognized as a church in the United
States, has the right to gather at the US
Naval Academy on the condition it does
not hold services, a spokeswoman said
Wednesday. But the Temple said its Naval
Academy members want to hold services
and vowed to fight for that “right”.

“Recently, a group of Midshipmen with
beliefs aligned with those practiced by
The Satanic Temple... requested a space
where they could assemble to discuss and
share their common beliefs,” said Com-
mander Alana Garas, a spokeswoman for
the academy which trains future naval of-
ficers. “The request was for a ‘study
group’ space, not for holding ‘satanic
services’,” Garas said, calling the Temple
“a non-theistic religious and politically
active movement” which the Internal Rev-
enue Service recognizes as a church.

“Midshipmen have the right to assemble
to discuss their beliefs as they choose,”
Garas said, but she added that in accor-
dance with Department of Defense policy,
military members may not engage in parti-
san political activities. On its website, The

Satanic Temple distinguishes itself from an-
other organization, the Church of Satan,
calling itself “the primary religious Satanic
organization in the world.”

It says it has chapters around the world
and has undertaken “a number of high-pro-
file public campaigns designed to preserve
and advance secularism and individual lib-
erties.” In a separate statement, the Temple
said it wants “Satanic services” held at the
Annapolis, Maryland-based Naval Acad-
emy, in accordance with equal treatment for
religious denominations, and would take
legal action if it is discriminated against.

Religious freedom is constitutionally
protected in the United States. “If the Naval
Academy wants to ban Midshipmen of a
particular belief from holding services be-
cause their church speaks to social issues
of political relevance, they will be obligated
to deny the services of Catholics for their
church’s political lobbying against abortion,
the services of LDS-affiliated Mormons for
their political activism related to gay mar-
riage, and most every Protestant denomi-
nation for both,” said Lucien Greaves,
spokesperson for The Satanic Temple. 

The Temple says its mission “is to en-
courage benevolence and empathy among
all people, reject tyrannical authority, ad-
vocate practical common sense and justice,
and be directed by the human conscience
to undertake noble pursuits guided by the
individual will.” —AFP

Classes canceled; 
Chicago teachers 
embark on strike
CHICAGO: Teachers in the Chicago Public
Schools system, the third-largest school dis-
trict in the US, went on strike on Thursday
after protracted labor negotiations between
the union and district leadership failed to
produce a deal. The work stoppage can-
celed classes for 361,000 students, but
school buildings stayed open for children
who need a place to go during the strike, of-
ficials said. Schools will serve breakfast and
lunch, but all after-school activities, includ-
ing sports, tutoring and field trips, have been
canceled.

Teachers planned to picket at more than
500 schools across the city beginning at
6:30 am before holding a downtown rally
and march in the afternoon. The strike is the
latest in a recent wave of work stoppages in
school districts across the United States in
which demands for school resources have
superseded calls for higher salaries and
benefits. In Chicago and elsewhere, teachers
have emphasized the need to help under-
funded schools, framing their demands as a
call for social justice.

Thousands of Chicago teachers staged a
one-day walkout in 2016 to protest the lack

of a contract and failures to stabilize the fi-
nances. In addition to wage increases, the
Chicago Teachers Union (CTU) is demand-
ing more funding to ease overcrowded
classrooms and hire more support staff, such
as nurses and social workers, two perennial
issues plaguing the district. On Wednesday,
Chicago Mayor Lori Lightfoot said the dis-
trict’s bargaining team has offered 80 pro-
posed changes to the current contract
related to issues the union requested.

The proposal would provide teachers with
a 16% raise over five years along with sup-
port for oversized classes, enforceable tar-
gets for reducing class sizes and adding more
support staff across the district, she said. The
mayor said the union’s full list of demands
would cost the district an additional $2.5 bil-
lion annually. CPS finances “are still recover-
ing from the brink of insolvency, and we do
not have unlimited funds,” the mayor said.

The district’s credit ratings remain at the
non-investment, or “junk” status, although
they have improved in the wake of a revised
statewide school funding formula that
boosted revenue for CPS operations and
pension payments. In addition to school
buildings, district officials also encouraged
students to go to public libraries and com-
munity organizations where educational
programs and activities will be offered dur-
ing the strike. District officials said students
will be able to use mass transit for free dur-
ing the strike.  —Reuters


