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Southern Africa 
threatens to 
quit wildlife 
trade monitor
By Michelle Gumede

Southern African nations are threatening to quit
the global wildlife trade regulator after it refused
to relax restrictions on trade in ivory and rhino

horn and imposed a near total ban on zoos taking
African elephants captured in the wild. Ties soured
during this week’s meeting of the Convention on
International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) in
Geneva after numerous proposals from the Southern
African Development Community (SADC) regional
bloc were rejected.

Botswana, Namibia and Zimbabwe-home to the
world’s largest elephant population-asked for the right
to sell ivory acquired through natural deaths, confisca-
tions and culling. The demand was rejected by a major-
ity of 101 votes. The CITES treaty, created more than
four decades ago, regulates trade in some 36,000
species of plants and animals and provides mecha-
nisms to help crack down on illegal trade and sanction
countries that break the rules.

But members of the 16-nation SADC bloc accuse
it of turning a blind eye to Africa’s problems. “The
result has been failure to adopt progressive, equi-
table, inclusive and science-based conservation
strategies,” Tanzanian Environment Minister George
Simbachawene told the Geneva meeting. “Time has
come to seriously reconsider whether there are any
meaningful  benefits  from our membership to
CITES,” he said.

Past sell-by date 
The ministers accused the regulatory body of bow-

ing to animal rights groups and unreasonably prohibit-
ing the trade of African wildlife and products rather
than regulating it fairly. “A great disappointment,
shocking outcomes,” said Botswana’s Environment
Minister Onkokame Kitso Mokaila.

“I think CITES has long passed its sell-by date,” he
said, adding SADC needs “something else... that speaks
to the issues of today.” No member has permanently
quit the Convention since it was adopted in 1963. The
United Arab Emirates withdrew in 1988 but rejoined in
1990. The largely aid-dependent SADC region hosts
the lion’s share of Africa’s wildlife. Zimbabwean
President Emmerson Mnangagwa blasted the decision
not to relax ivory laws saying the money-estimated to
have a combined value of $600 million (540.7 million
euros) — could fund conservation projects.

‘Divide and rule Africa’ 
“They bar us from killing our animals for selling

ivory, but they want us to protect them from being
poached,” he protested. Namibian Environment
Minister Pohamba Shifeta said CITES was “increasing-
ly becoming a forum dominated by non-state players
with the agenda to divide and rule African states.” 

“We are reconsidering our stay in CITES,” Shifeta
said, suggesting regional and national talks could take
place this year. CITES’ refusal to overturn the interna-
tional ban on ivory trade was, however, welcomed by
conservationists. Wildlife NGO Born Free’s head of
policy, Mark Jones, told AFP that lifting it would have
“seriously undermined” existing conservation efforts.
Poaching has decimated the world elephant popula-
tion, which slumped in Africa from several million at the
turn of the 19th century to around 400,000 in 2015.
Jones said devastated and vulnerable elephant popula-
tions would face “increased risk from poachers and
traffickers who would not hesitate to use legal markets
to launder illegal ivory into trade”.

He urged SADC countries to continue their mem-
bership and work with the international community to
find solutions for species threatened by trade and traf-
ficking. Competition for resources is fierce, as growing
human and wildlife populations increasingly encroach
on each other’s space. Zimbabwean Parks spokesman
Tinashe Farawo told AFP 15 people had died in animal
attacks during the first eight months of this year. 

More than 200 people were killed in the past five
years, he said. Crops have also been destroyed.

“Our people must benefit, this is a resource we
think we can monetise, Farawo said. “That’s why we
have been saying we believe that the elephants must
pay for their upkeep.”  Botswana’s environment minis-
ter Mokaila said detractors need to consider that rural
communities were being affected by increasing wildlife
numbers, climate change, water shortages and loss of
land fertility. “It’s not just about talking about ele-
phants or rhino, it’s about talking about economies in
Southern Africa,” he said.  “We cannot be emotional
about it. We cannot bury our heads in the sand and
think that the problem will solve itself by saying stop
trade,” said Mokaila. — AFP

By Letitia Stein

Ellen Kirschner is no cheerleader for Donald Trump,
but the retired Florida letter carrier also feels unsure
about voting for a Democrat in next year’s presiden-

tial election. Her independence makes her a rare breed in
the American electorate - and a critical early target of
both parties’ campaigns in battleground states that are
expected to decide the November 2020 contest.

Democrats are already out knocking on doors looking
for voters like Kirschner. The leading Democratic super
PAC is spending up to $450,000 per week to reach her
with digital ads debunking the president’s record.
Republicans are ramping up a data-driven campaign to
win her vote.

Voters declaring themselves as independent of a major
political party rose nationally by 6 percentage points to 28
percent of the US electorate between 2000 and last year’s
congressional midterm contest in states with party regis-
tration, analyst Rhodes Cook wrote in Sabato’s Crystal Ball
political newsletter at the University of Virginia Center for
Politics. But as few as 19 percent of Americans identifying
as independent truly have no leaning to a party, according
to the Pew Research Center.

“A lot of money is going to be spent on a relatively
small number of persuadable voters,” said Cook. Trump’s
polarizing leadership means there are fewer undecideds
than usual, he said.

Kirschner lives at the epicenter of battleground state
politics in Florida’s sun-soaked Pinellas County, the largest
swing county in the largest of the states that pivot
between parties in presidential elections. In 2016, she and
her neighbors living in largely working- and middle-class
ranch style homes in Pinellas’ precinct No. 212 split their
ballots evenly between Democrat Hillary Clinton and
Trump, with 335 votes each.

She said her views often transcend partisan divides.
She wants more gun control, but not an outright weapons
ban. She agrees with Trump that illegal immigration is a
problem, but disagrees with his administration on separat-
ing children and parents at the US-Mexico border.

Kirschner voted for Trump and leans toward doing so
again in 2020, but will not decide until she knows who the
Democratic candidate will be. “Environmentally, he is not

good. Business-wise, he is not that bad,” said Kirschner,
61, whose New York accent remains strong almost four
decades after she moved to Florida.

Once a supporter of former Democratic President
Barack Obama, Kirschner distrusts the party’s present left-
ward lunge. “Giving away this, and giving away that,” she
scoffs at promises to expand social entitlements and
healthcare for illegal immigrants.

‘A difference maker’
Independents moved away from the major parties in the

last presidential election while doubling support for third-
party candidates, Reuters/Ipsos polling shows. Trump
secured the electoral votes of Florida and other close swing
states with one percent of the vote or less. With the ques-
tion of which of the many voter segments made the differ-
ence still up for debate, independents are seen as key.

Republicans won the independent vote by 7 percentage
points in 2016. They say they can win them over again, cit-
ing internal Republican National Committee (RNC) data
showing Trump’s trade policies with Canada and Mexico,
for example, popular among independents in Pinellas and
across Florida.

The RNC figures also show independents are not
impressed with Democratic proposals for government-run
healthcare for all and are opposed to giving free care to
undocumented immigrants. “It always comes down to who
can convince the independent voter,” said Trump cam-
paign spokesman Rick Gorka. “That is how you win the
election.”

Democratic groups are working to chip away at
Trump’s advantages. Priorities USA, a liberal super PAC,
has launched an early digital ad campaign in battleground
states including Florida to argue that economic growth
under Trump is not benefiting all Americans. The group’s
research shows Florida’s independents favor Democrats
over Republicans by 45 percent to 28 percent. One in four
could be persuaded to vote for either party’s candidate,
according to its analysis.

In a state with tight elections, Priorities USA Chairman
Guy Cecil told reporters last month that winning even half
of these voters could be “a difference maker.”
Independents are most concentrated in the Tampa Bay
media market, including Pinellas, and throughout the cen-

tral state east to the Orlando area, according to an analysis
by Susan MacManus, a political science professor emeri-
tus at the University of South Florida. This is the state’s so-
called Interstate 4 corridor, an often decisive battleground.
Local Democrats in Pinellas are already canvassing for
like-minded independents, as well as Democrats who do
not vote regularly.

On a recent steamy Saturday, Anne Ferrante Ghosh and
another volunteer hopped in and out of their cars for three
hours along twisting residential roads to learn these vot-
ers’ top concerns. Reuters/Ipsos polling shows independ-
ent voters nationally rank healthcare and jobs as their top
issues. Democrats are closest to sharing their priorities,
although they consider climate most important.
Republicans are most concerned about border security
and government-funded services for illegal immigrants.

Ferrante Ghosh spoke to some half dozen voters - all
Democrats, in the end, with none of the independents on
her list answering their doors. She left handwritten notes
with a party pamphlet. “It’s like a box of chocolates,” she
said. “You don’t know what you will get when you ring the
doorbell.”

In deadlocked precinct 212, located between St.
Petersburg’s Democratic city core and Pinellas’ Republican
suburbs and beach towns, Drew Pomeroy has not yet seen
campaign activity.

He and his wife, Angie, live in a tucked-away neigh-
borhood that calls itself Munchkinland for its low-slung
homes. On their fence, a rainbow-colored sign wel-
comes visitors: “all cultures, all colors, all sizes, all
beliefs, all people, all religions, all genders, all abilities,
all ages, all sexualities.” Both consider themselves inde-
pendent, despite registering as Democrats to partici-
pate in Florida’s closed primary elections. In 2016, they
voted for third-party candidates, unwilling to support
either Trump or Clinton.

Drew, 48, worries about the cost of healthcare. The
small business owner is careful about how many pills he
takes for his rheumatoid arthritis, given that they can cost
as much as $2,500 per month. A vote for Trump is out of
the question next year, the couple said. “Not in a million
years,” Drew said. But Angie, 38, said they would not
blindly support the Democratic ticket. “I vote with my
heart,” she said. — Reuters

SANTA MONICA: In this file photo, 2020 Democratic presidential hopeful Vermont US Senator Bernie Sanders talks to a crowd of supporters during a campaign rally in Santa
Monica, California. — AFP

Independent voters in US election crosshairs

FOCUS

By Michael Mathes

Tech entrepreneur Andrew Yang
may not become the next US presi-
dent, but the clear-headed futurist

has mounted a surprisingly vigorous
White House bid centered around his
plan for universal basic income. For the
past year, the son of Taiwanese immi-
grants has crisscrossed early voting
states like Iowa, calmly but convincingly
tel l ing whoever wil l  l isten that the
automating away of some four million
jobs in America’s heartland helped elect
President Donald Trump.

Yang’s message is part dark warning-
the rise of the machines is real-and part
clarion call for solutions to cushion the
blow in an era of massive transformational
change. His campaign has gone from a
long slog convincing skeptical voters
about his pledge to provide every
American adult with $1,000 a month, to a
solid run for the Democratic nomination
that few saw coming, and which puts him
in the next nationally televised debate
with nine other Democrats.

Yang, 44, has seen his crowds, once
numbering a few dozen people or fewer,
nudge into the hundreds, sometimes
1,000-plus, and readily sits for inter-
views with conservative commentators,
leading to broad cross-party exposure.
While he has described himself as the
opposite of Trump-”an Asian guy who
likes math”-he is eager to woo Trump
supporters, especially working-class
white men anxious about their diminish-
ing socioeconomic status.

Come September 12, Yang will be the
only non-politician on the debate stage,
standing alongside political giants like for-

mer vice president Joe Biden and Senator
Bernie Sanders. People have taken notice,
including SpaceX and Tesla Motors
founder Elon Musk. “I support Yang,”
Musk tweeted August 10, a succinct seem-
ing presidential endorsement from a highly
visible global entrepreneur. Yang, whose
go-to outfit is a sport coat, dress shirt and
no tie, has never held elected office. He is
relaxed and direct, a skilled explainer
beholden to no political camp.

One year ago he was a polit ical
nobody. By February he was the novelty
candidate. Today he is outpolling three
sitting US senators, a current and former
congressman, and the mayor of New York.
“People started catching on to the fact
that I was proposing solutions, not sound
bites, and that we can actually start solv-
ing the problems on the ground,” Yang
told AFP in Iowa at a Democratic dinner.

“I’m identifying things that politicians
only occasionally pay lip service to,” like
rising rates of suicide and depression, and
declining US life expectancy. His cam-
paign raised more than $1 million from
small donors in nine days following the
second debate July 31. 

Yang gang 
The unlikely nature of Yang’s candida-

cy-”Random Man Runs for President,”
read one magazine cover-has only elevat-
ed his stature. “Once they hear about
him... they love him,” said Tom Krumins, a
25-year-old in South Carolina who once
worked for Venture For America, the
Yang-founded non-profit training thou-
sands of young professionals to work for
US start-ups.

“As that support continues to grow and
as he continues to build his visibility

online and in-person presence, he’s going
to take it by storm.” Yang has released
several dozen policy prescriptions, includ-
ing an ambitious $5 trillion outline to bat-
tle climate change.

But his signature plan provides every
American 18 and over with a $1,000
monthly “freedom dividend,” no strings
attached, to counter automation pressures
which he says could cause one third of all
Americans to lose their jobs in the next 12
years. Republicans blast the proposal as
socialism. But Yang notes that a version of
universal basic income has long been in
place in conservative-leaning Alaska,
where residents get government checks,
funded by state oil revenues.

He says his dividend could be funded
through consolidating certain welfare

programs, implementing a value-added
tax, and hiking taxes on top earners. Not
everyone is sold, including the liberal
Sanders, who said he prefers a federal
jobs guarantee. “I think most people want
to work,” Sanders told Hill TV this week.
“Part of our humanity is when we are pro-
ductive members of our society.”

Other party rivals have ignored Yang,
even as he presented sharp answers in the
second debate, when he warned that
“wall-to-wall robots,” not undocumented
workers, were stealing away US jobs.

“Immigrants are being scapegoated for
issues they have nothing to do with in our
economy,” he said. But he raised eye-
brows when he bleakly pronounced: “We
are 10 years too late” to confront climate
change. —AFP

CLEAR LAKE: In this file photo, Democratic presidential hopeful US entrepreneur Andrew
Yang speaks at the Wing Ding Dinner in Clear Lake, Iowa. — AFP

US tech futurist Yang upending 2020 race


