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WASHINGTON: With the Afghan crisis, a resurgent
pandemic and a defeat on abortion rights roiling
Democratic politics, Republicans are already setting
their sights on Joe Biden in 2024 - knowing their
chances of being the next president depend on win-
ning kingmaker Donald Trump’s approval first. The
deposed president is said to be considering a third
White House bid himself. But even if he declines to
run, he remains an outsized influence among hope-
fuls betting on their ability to remake themselves in
his image to inherit his hyper-loyal base. 

Among them, a trio of pugilistic Republican gov-
ernors has embraced so-called “culture war” issues
such as critical race theory (CRT) and transgender
rights to cement their status as Trump’s heir apparent.
“The question is not who will be the next Trump, but
who is in the best position to appeal to the Trump
voter,” Republican strategist John Feehery told AFP.
“Who can best connect with working class voters
who feel like they have been disrespected by the po-
litical establishment? Who can win the Fox viewer
primary?”  The men in charge of America’s two
largest red states, Florida’s Ron DeSantis, 42, and
Texas governor Greg Abbott, 63, have spent much of
the past year promoting populist initiatives that have
bolstered their Trumpist credentials. Both have railed
against COVID-19 curbs and loudly supported
Trump’s border wall while also restricting the teach-
ing in schools of CRT-an arcane academic discipline
investigating how racism has shaped public policy.

‘Trump’s good side’    
Abbott sparked fury among reproductive rights

activists by signing a bill enacted on Wednesday that
bans abortion once a fetal heartbeat can be de-
tected, typically in the sixth week of pregnancy. Not
to be out-done on the culture wars, DeSantis has
banned transgender athletes in female school sports
and advocated for prohibiting “sanctuary cities” that
protect undocumented immigrants.

On COVID-19, DeSantis issued an executive
order pardoning Floridians arrested for violating
pandemic curbs and has mocked top government in-
fectious disease expert Anthony Fauci with “Don’t
Fauci My Florida” merchandise. From the smaller red
states, South Dakota’s first female governor Kristi
Noem has emerged as a credible rival to her south-
ern counterparts. Lacking the advantage of govern-
ing a state that captivates the nation every election
cycle, the combative 49-year-old has been appear-
ing regularly at Republican gatherings and on con-
servative cable news. 

Initially declaring an emergency and ordering
schools shut, Noem pivoted as the COVID-19 out-
break became politicized, resisting lockdowns and
presenting herself as a champion of “more freedom,
not more government.” She has questioned the “grit
and instinct” of fellow Republican governors who
took steps to shut down parts of their economies
during the pandemic-widely seen as a passing shot
at DeSantis. For Feehery, the Republican with the

greatest chance of winning the presidential nomina-
tion will the one best able to “stay on Trump’s good
side and not alienate the Trump voter.”

All three rivals are up for re-election next year,
and Trump has boosted Abbott’s campaign by en-
dorsing the Texan as “a fighter,” with an immaculate
record on border control, gun rights and fighting
crime. But DeSantis-lauded by the former president

as “a great guy”-appears best-positioned if Trump
does not run in 2024, topping several straw polls of
non-Trump party favorites for the nomination. Fee-
hery sees DeSantis as the frontrunner-with a resur-
gence in COVID-19 among Floridians the only
potential threat to his political fortunes-but believes
Republican internal rivalries may end up being aca-
demic. —AFP
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WASHINGTON: In this file photo taken, US President Donald Trump meets with Texas Governor Greg Abbott in
the Oval office of the White House in Washington, DC. —AFP

Nigeria gunmen kidnap 
73 students from high 
school in northwest
LAGOS: Nigerian gunmen on Wednesday kidnapped 73 students
after storming a high school in the northwest of the country in the
latest in a series of mass abductions targeting pupils. Kidnapping
for ransom by armed gangs known locally as bandits has become
a grim trend in northwest and central Nigeria, with around 1,000
students snatched this year-most of them later released.

A large group of gunmen invaded the secondary school in Kaya
in the Maradun region of Zamfara State late Wednesday morning,
abducting the 73 students, the state police said in a statement. “The
abduction followed the invasion of the school by large numbers of
armed bandits,” police spokesman Mohammed Shehu said. He said
police rescue teams were working with the military to try to re-
lease the students.

Zamfara State officials imposed some night-time road travel re-
strictions, and primary and secondary schools were temporarily
closed, state information commissioner Ibrahim Dosara said.
Northwest and central states have for years been troubled by tit-
for-tat attacks and community raids between nomadic herders and
local farmers who clash over water and land. But violence has es-
calated sharply with the emergence of large criminal gangs who
steal cattle, raid and loot villages and kidnap for ransom. —AFP

Marseille’s drug crime in 
spotlight as Macron visits
MARSEILLE: Residents in some of Marseille’s poorest crime-ridden
districts pleaded with French President Emmanuel Macron for help on
Wednesday as he visited the Mediterranean port following a spate of
drugs-related murders. France’s second-biggest city has long been
known for its run-down streets and desolate housing estates, as well as
its gritty charm and fierce local pride.

But with the April 2022 presidential elections approaching, a surge
in deadly shootings has put its long-standing social problems on the
political agenda. “I’ve suffered so much, I can’t put it into words. I want
to leave,” one woman on the verge of tears told Macron as he met res-
idents of the Bassens estate in northern Marseille at the start of his visit.
Others asked for more police, public investment and better housing as
they described their daily encounters with drug dealers, as well as the
decrepit local schools and high-rise blocks.

Turf war   
“We’re scared on this estate,” one 63-year-old social worker from

Bassens told AFP ahead of Macron’s arrival. “When I get back from
work at 10 pm, it’s deserted and sometimes you hear shooting like it’s
a Western film.” The three-day trip by Macron, accompanied by seven
members of his cabinet, is intended to make a statement about his in-
vestment in security and education, just eight months from presidential
elections. “It’s a city that has been emitting a number of warning sig-
nals,” a presidential aide admitted on Tuesday. Macron is well aware
that his far-right challenger Marine Le Pen is expected to campaign next
year on a law-and-order platform.

Marseille’s northern districts, some of the most deprived urban areas

of France, serve as the hub for the city’s vicious narcotics trade, which
Interior Minister Gerald Darmanin has already promised to tackle. “We
won’t give up,” Macron told police officers on the frontline of the battle
during a visit to a station on Wednesday. “We have improving results.
We’ll carry on, to the end, in making sure drug-dealing spots close per-
manently.”  Two people died in northern Marseille last weekend in an-
other drive-by shooting, while the week before a 14-year-old was killed
in automatic gunfire near one of many dealing points where marijuana
and cocaine are openly sold.

During the same period, another man was forced into a car and
burned to death when the vehicle was set on fire. Twelve people have
been killed over the last two months in what appears to be a drugs turf
war that is sparking tit-for-tat murders, say police, but the levels remain
below 2016 and to the particularly violent periods in the 1980s.  “No-
body cares about what happens here,” one local resident told AFP in
the desolate Les Rosiers housing estate this week. “I get the sense that
they (politicians) think ‘let’s leave these paupers and foreigners to kill
each other out there.’”

Kalashnikovs
Over the course of his visit, Macron is expected to build on recent

announcements for Marseille: An extra 300 police have been promised
for the city, as well as extra magistrates. He is also expected to announce
support for the Socialist mayor’s plan to renovate the city’s public
schools, some of which are in a “woeful” state, according to head of the
local education board. Newly elected mayor Benoit Payan has promised
to invest 1.2 billion euros to renovate and rebuild 200 of the city’s 472
public schools and is looking for backing from the central government.
“The schools are unworthy of the republic,” he told AFP this week,
adding that housing in Marseille was also “not in keeping with the
world’s sixth-largest power”. Payan has given multiple interviews in re-
cent weeks to sound the alarm about drug-related crime. —AFP


