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President Biden and  
Democrats in Congress  
funneled $90 billion into 
high-speed internet for 
rural areas, with the goal  
of bringing universal 
broadband to all  
Americans by 2030.  
But Republican lawmakers 
condemned these projects 
as “socialism” and resist 
their implementation. 
 
By DANA MILBANK 
 

Not long after my wife and I bought a 
farm in the Virginia countryside, we 
decided to stream a movie with our 

kids. This was a perilous undertaking. 
With internet download speeds of no 

more than 15 megabits per second in our 
home — compared with speeds of 100 or 
even 1,000 mbps in the city — the internet 
sputtered and stalled, even on a good day. 
And this was not a good day. Early in the 
film, the TV screen froze, then went blank. 
We checked our phones and laptops: no in-
ternet connection. I called the service 
provider (on my copper-wire landline) to 
report the outage, the latest of several, and 
got a recorded message saying the office 
was closed for the weekend. The internet 
didn’t come back on for days this time, and 
then only intermittently. 

Readers with teenagers will immedi-
ately recognize the gravity of this crisis. I 
tried to think of the outage as one of the 
charms of rural life, a forced opportunity 
to unplug, to talk, to read. More charming 
was the apologetic note days later from the 
service provider, which explained that the 
outage had been caused by “wildlife.” 

This unidentified animal — a chip-
munk? a bear? — had apparently gnawed, 
clawed or pecked a cable at the “access 
point” across the valley, one of several sig-
nal repeaters the company hangs in local 
trees. As a result, water got into the elec-
tronics and fried them. Further complicat-
ing matters, “the tree that your specific 
access point is located in has been rotting 
for years, and it’s reaching a point where 
our climbers are not really comfortable 
with it anymore unless it’s a very calm day.” 

How did it come to be that my fam-
ily’s connection to the outside world hung 
literally by a thread, in this case an animal-
mauled wire strung up a rotted tree? The 
provider attributed the problems to the “re-
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Biden Goes Long and Scores! 

Joe Biden showed up for his State of the Union address in the 
House of Representatives March 7, facing low expectations after 
years of Republicans depicting the elderly president as in decline.  

But the President effectively jump-stsarted his re-election cam-
paign with a supposedly nonpolitical speech that kicked MAGA 
Republicans’ asses for more than an hour, taking shots at his un-
named predecessor, whom he accused of “bowing down to a Russ-
ian leader” in encouraging Russian President Vladimir Putin to do 
“whatever the hell you want” in Europe. Biden called the former 
guy’s remarks “outrageous, dangerous” and “unacceptable.”  

Biden talked about how “my predecessor” tried to “bury the 
truth” of the attempted insurrection on the US Capitol on Jan. 6, 
2021. He noted that his predecessor failed to take care as the 
pandemic began to rage across the nation four years ago, how his 
predecessor had done little to oppose China and how his prede-
cessor had not acted to curb gun violence. 

Biden listed his accomplishments in the past three years, but 
he also teased Republicans who were heckling his speech. 

Biden departed from his prepared text to urge the former 
president to join him in reviving the bipartisan border reform bill 
that Trump had ordered Republicans to abandon after the deal 
was reached in the Senate. Instead, Trump hopes to keep the al-
leged border “chaos” issue alive in the campaign. 

Biden also talked about codifying reproductive freedom, taxing 
billionaires and corporations, cutting health care costs and banning as-
sault weapons in the hands of civilians. Biden gave Democrats in the 
chamber and progressives watching on TV plenty to cheer about, 
and restored confidence that there’s fight in the old man, after all. 

Conservative commentators had to scramble for new talking 
points. Sean Hannity on Fox “News” said Biden was “frightening” 
and called him “Jacked-Up Joe.” Erick Erickson complained, “This 
whole speech is about rallying Democrats. Not persuading inde-
pendents.” But Never Trumper and Bulwark publisher Sarah 
Longwell, quoting Erickson, observed, “The substance is about 
rallying Democrats. But the delivery is about showing hesitant 
swing voters he’s still up for the job. And I think it’s working.” 

Taking credit for the economic recovery since the COVID 
pandemic, Biden boasted that “consumer confidence is soaring” 
and inflation was dropping. But he also called on voters to “re-
member” the depths of 2020, before he took over, and compare 
that to where the nation is now, with more than two years of 
record low unemployment. “I inherited an economy that was on 
the brink,” he said. “Now our economy is the envy of the world.” 

He took a swipe at lazy reporting by media that have fo-
cused on his age and occasional stumbles instead of his successes, 
as he noted the economy is “the greatest comeback story never 
told,” but with the nation tuned in to the State of the Union 
speech, he was determined to tell it.  

Biden also predicted that the “power of women” would show 
itself in the 2024 election, as it did in 2022 and 2023, when 
Democratic candidates won elections the polls said they’d lose. 
“We’ll win again in 2024,” he said, as women are responding to 
Republican threats to their reproductive rights, including birth 
control, after Trump’s three appointees to the Supreme Court fur-
nished the majority that overturned Roe v. Wade.  

“My God, what freedoms will you take away next?” Biden 

asked the Republicans. 
Biden promised to “restore” the abortion rights Roe v. Wade 

had guaranteed if voters re-elect him, as well as a Congress that 
could pass such legislation. 

The centrality of “reproductive freedom” was clear in the 
speech, as well as guests in the White House’s box, who included a 
woman who had to leave Texas to get an abortion to save her own 
life and an Alabama woman whose fertility treatments were sus-
pended when the Alabama Supreme Court shut down in vitro fer-
tilization treatments in that state. 

He sparred with Republicans in the chamber several times, de-
parting from his prepared text to ad-lib responses to hecklers. And 
as he neared the end of his speech, the president joked about his age. 

“I know I may not look like it, but I’ve been around a while,” the 
81-year-old commander in chief said, to chuckles in the audience. 
“And when you get to my age, certain things become clearer than 
ever. … The issue facing our nation isn’t how old we are, it’s how old 
are our ideas. Hate, anger, revenge, retribution are the oldest of ideas. 
But you can’t lead America with ancient ideas that only take us back.” 

Republicans in the House Chamber were unmoved, but an 
instant poll CNN conducted that night showed 65% of viewers 
had a positive review of Biden’s speech. Viewers shifted 17 points 
toward believing the country is headed in the right direction — 
from 45% before the speech to 62% afterward. 

And that was before Alabama Sen. Katie Britt delivered a cringe-
worthy performance as the Republican responder. The “highlight” 
was her story about a Mexican a woman who had been a victim of 
sex trafficking by cartels, which the senator implied had happened in 
the US under President Biden’s watch. “We wouldn’t be okay with this 
happening in a Third World country. This is the United States of 
America, and it is past time, in my opinion, that we start acting like 
it,” Britt said. “President Biden’s border policies are a disgrace.” 

In fact, Britt’s story was based on abuse suffered by Karla Jac-
into Romero in Mexico between 2004 and 2008 — while George 
W. Bush happened to be president. Romero, who has become an 
activist for victims of sex trafficking in Latin America, told her story 
to Congress in 2015 and later to three senators, including Britt, on 
the border in Texas in 2023. But among Republicans, facts are fun-
gible and are twisted to suit their prejudices.  

So we’re heading into a presidential campaign matching two 
old men. One of them has a long career in public service and has 
surrounded himself with capable aides, and his accomplishments 
during his first three years invite comparisons with Franklin Roo-
sevelt’s New Deal. His SOTU speech showed Old Joe may be chan-
neling “Give ‘Em Hell” Harry Truman as he outpaces his detractors.  

The opponent is a disgraced real estate developer, con man, 
rapist, fraudster and aspiring dictator whose running commentary 
on “Truth Social” framed Biden as “angry” and “shouting,” which he 
said “is not helpful to bringing our Country back together!” The pred-
ecessor raged overnight with more than 75 posts in various stages 
of derangement. He has surrounded himself with dodgy aides, five 
of whom needed pardons for crimes before Trump was run out of 
office,, and he has feverishly sought to delay his criminal trials until 
he can get back into the White House and fire special prosecutor Jack 
Smith. And now his team has brought the Republican National Com-
mittee into his racketeer influenced corrupt organization. 

Thus, we propose a slogan for President Biden’s re-election 
campaign: “81 years is better than 91 felony indictments.” — JMC

AN EDITORIAL
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JIM HIGHTOWER
Corporate hucksters and 
techno-fantasists have 
come up with a scheme to 
prevent cllimate change 
without requiring change 
in human behavior.

Is ‘Icarus’ the  
Solution to  
Climate Change? 
 

Although the sun is an essential life 
force, we need to protect ourselves 
from its relentless glare. 

Sunglasses? Check. Beach umbrella? 
Check. Tinted car windows? Check. A 
huge, multitrillion-dollar parasol floating in 
outer space to reduce global warming? Uh 
... huh? 

Ready or not, here come the corporate 
hucksters and techno-fantasists with a daz-
zling scheme to prevent climate change 
without requiring any actual change in 
human behavior. Amazing! It’s easy, they 
exclaim: Simply put a massive SpaceBrella 
between us and El Sol, and — voila! — it 
will block enough of those bad ol’ sunrays 
to lower the planet’s temp enough for us to 
keep trucking. 

This is indeed simple — as in “simple-
ton.” It reminds me of the 1950s atomic 
bomb drills we had in elementary school, 
when we tykes were instructed to protect 
ourselves by crouching under our desks. 

Today’s SpaceBrella hawkers offer the 
same sort of approach: Since political and 
corporate powers aren’t doing near enough 
to prevent cataclysmic climate disaster, they 
cheerfully say we can hide under their 
phantasmagoric space shield. That way, we 
won’t have to bother Big Oil, Big Coal and 
other money powers with our demands to 
convert from an exploitative fossil-fuel 
economy to climate-friendly fuels and sus-
tainable systems. 

It’s embarrassing that this clique of 
profiteers, politicians and so-called scien-
tists should be so frivolous as to propose 
that humanity dodge reality and fritter 
away our future on such a gimmick. The 
real solution is right here on Earth, basi-
cally requiring that we STOP THE STU-
PIDITY! 

These techno-money schemes are like 
Icarus, the mythological Greek character 
who created wings of wax and feathers so 
he could fly — but he flew too close to the 
sun, and his wings melted, so he plunged to 
his death in the sea. 
 
What if there was a natural 
substitute for plastic? There is! 
 

In 1863, humorist Artemus Ward wrote 
a satire on hucksterism, making up a 
tale of Abe Lincoln being asked to en-

dorse a piece of quackery about spiritual-
ism. Not wanting to offend, the Lincoln 
character slyly offers non-committal praise: 
“Well for people who like that kind of thing, 
I think that is just about the kind of thing 
they’d like.” 

But sometimes a product really needs 
no hype — like this new one I’ve learned 
about that’s damn-near magical! It’s a non-
polluting, affordable, natural, job-creating 
alternative to plastic stuff. No, seriously — 
come back here — this is real! 

The only fib in my pitch is the word 
“new.” Actually, this product is ancient. It’s 
cork, used for thousands of years by Per-
sians, Egyptians, Greeks and others to 
make shoes, fishing gear, etc. But now, it’s 
a sustainable, regenerative material that all 
sorts of enterprising outfits are using for 
home construction, clothing, electric cars, 
spacecraft ... and more. 

Maybe, like me, you’ve pulled many a 
wine cork without thinking where does this 
thing come from? Trees! In particular, the 
bark of evergreen, Mediterranean cork 
tress that live for some 200 years. But how 
sad to cut them down for wine stoppers! 

No, no — the bark is carefully harvested by 
skilled workers; then it grows back over 
about nine years and can be harvested 
again and again, creating steady income for 
small farms. The tree is climate-friendly, 
drought-tolerant and fire-resistant, and the 
cork itself is renewable, reusable and 
biodegradable. Even cork dust is used to 
produce energy. 

Before we let corporate profiteers turn 
Earth (and us) into a throwaway plastic 
dump, let’s recognize that nature is the 
greatest technologist ever. So maybe coop-
erating with her can be more beneficial 
than constantly trying to overpower and 
trash her.  
 
How corporate lobbyists 
can engineer a train wreck 
 

“Corporate crises consultants” (yes, 
there are such creatures) have 
patented a formula allowing their 

wrongdoing clients to champion reform 
while simultaneously killing it. 

A classic case is now unfolding around 
last year’s derailment of a 2-mile-long Nor-
folk Southern freight train in East Palestine, 
Ohio. The community’s air, soil, water and 
people suffered a massive spill of toxic 
chemicals. 

So, following the corporate crisis script, 
Step One was for the CEO to offer 
“thoughts and prayers” for victims. Step 
Two: Reject corporate blame but promise a 
“thorough investigation.” Three: Magnani-
mously pledge to work with lawmakers to 
prevent future disasters. And Four: Quietly 
unleash your pack of lobbyists to gut any ef-
fective change in the law. 

Norfolk honchos are now pushing 
hard on Point Four. CEO Alan Shaw re-
cently reiterated the corporation’s promise 
of reform, but — shhhh — he quietly or-
chestrated a $17 million increase in the rail 
industry’s congressional lobbying to kill or 
drastically weaken safety proposals that 
Norfolk had publicly embraced after the 
wreck. But he keeps talking reform, slyly 
assuring locals that Norfolk would be “con-
tinuing our engagement” with lawmakers. 

“Engagement” is a euphemism for pay-
ments. Rail executives have poured beau-
coup bucks into such compliant Congress 
critters as Rep. Troy Nehls, the Republican 
chair of a rail safety subcommittee. He re-
cently wailed that Congress must not im-
pose “more burdensome regulations and all 
this other stuff” on the poor multibillion-
dollar giants. Also, Sen. John Thune, an in-
dustry-financed asset who formerly was a 
lobbyist for railroads (!), has tried to derail 
even modest safety proposals following last 
year’s derailment, callously calling them a 
“stalking horse for onerous regulatory man-
dates and union giveaways.” 

May I just say the obvious? These peo-
ple are disgusting excuses for human be-
ings. 
 
What happened to the  
‘Miracle of Meatless Meat’? 
 

“Step right up, folks, and bite into the 
wondrous future of meat!”
nnCheap meat! Ethical meat! An-

imal meat you love — beef, chicken, pork, 
fish, etc.— all produced without animals! It’s 
the miracle of “meatless meat” — a viscous 
mass derived from “fetal bovine serum” 
and then grown not on ranches but in huge 
vats in corporate factories. Science marches 
on! 

Until it meets reality. Just three years 
ago, lab-meat hucksters had bedazzled 
high-tech investors and gullible media com-
mentators into believing the food future 
was now. Bill Gates, Peter Thiel and other 
tech billionaires had jumped in with big 
bucks, as did Tyson Foods and global 
hedge funds. A New York Times editorialist 
exulted, “This isn’t science fiction,” de-
manding that President Joe Biden “super-
charge this industry” by putting our 
government’s “money and muscle” into “a 
moonshot for meatless meat.” 

So ... years later, where’s the beef? 
Still on the hoof. The wondrous claim 

that food futurists could “grow” millions of 
tons of meat in only 15 days from a single 
drop of cells was just another pile of bovine 
excrement. They were raising money 

rather than doing science, so their billions of 
dollars and industrial vats of “cell slurry” 
have only produced a few sad strands of 
cultured protein. That’s not a hamburger ... 
much less a future.  

Even if these monetized technocratic 
“geniuses” could eliminate animals from an-
imal agriculture, that’s not real change, for 
it leaves the monopolistic industrial struc-
ture and the profiteering anti-democratic 
ethic of today’s food system in place. More-
over, agriculture is not a technology; it is a 
rich blend of culture, history, family and 

community. Change will not come from the 
hubris and dull imaginations of plutocratic 
tech billionaires, but from long-term culti-
vation of these organic, grassroots sources 
of progressive policies.  
 
Jim Hightower is a former Texas Observer 
editor, former Texas agriculture commissioner, 
radio commentator and populist sparkplug, a 
best-selling author and winner of the Puf-
fin/Nation Prize for Creative Citizenship. 
Write him at info@jimhightower.com or see 
www.jimhightower.com. 
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Solar Revolution 
On The Way 
 
By FRANK LINGO 
 

Can you imagine a solar device that 
produces electricity regardless of 
weather, time of day or geographical 

location? Neither can I, but researchers at 
Chalmers University of Technology in Swe-
den have created a system that can capture 
and store solar energy that can be sent any-
where in the world and then converted into 
electric power. 

A website called thecooldown.com 
covered the story on Feb. 25. Solar power 
has made good strides in the last few years, 
becoming cheaper and more efficient, but 
until now solar had to have direct sunlight. 
This new process, called Molecular Solar 
Thermal (MOST) could be a revolutionary 
change for the world’s power grids if it 
works as successfully on the macro scale as 
it has on the micro. It’s encouraging that 
they made it work in Sweden, part of which 
is within the Arctic Circle, so it’s a much 
more challenging locale for solar than, say, 
Arizona. 

The benefits of MOST technology 
could range from powering cities, ocean 
ships, railroads, jets and electric cars — all 
with a carbon footprint of practically zero. 

Speaking of electric cars, the right-
wingers are attacking them with full force. 
The New York Post, the print equivalent of 
Fox News (both owned by Rupert Mur-
doch) ran a hit piece on March 5, headlined 
“Electric vehicles release more toxic emis-
sions, are worse for the environment than 
gas-powered cars: study.” Also, the Kansas 
City Star ran an opinion column on Jan. 25 
with the header, “An inconvenient truth: 
Electric cars are real garbage.” 

These articles have a mountain of mis-
information and a microdose of facts. A 
major distortion is that the emissions that 
the NY Post article referred to are from tires, 
which allegedly give off more micro-partic-
ulates when supporting more weight. There 
are zero carbon emissions from electric 

cars, since they burn no fossil fuel, while 
gas cars still emit tons of carbon dioxide, 
one of the causes of the climate crisis. (Car-
bon dioxide is a natural-occurring gas but it 
has grown far out of its natural proportion 
due to humans’ burning of fossil fuels.) 

So if the weight of the vehicle is the 
issue on tires shedding particulates, you’d 
think the right-wingers would disdain all the 
huge trucks and sport utility vehicles 
they’ve been buying the past few decades. 
But NOOO, they’d rather trash the EVs 
which tend to be much smaller than Amer-
ica’s bigass buggies.  

The Star’s op-ed claimed Consumer Re-
ports said no electric cars did well and plug-
in hybrid electrics (PHEVs) did even worse 
on its tests. Hmmm, I wonder why Con-
sumer Reports recommends several plug-in 
hybrids for their readers to buy? And sure, 
there have been some glitches on the all-
electrics but usually nothing serious. Jake 
Fisher, director of Consumer Reports car 
testing, said, “It’s a story of just working out 
the bugs and the kinks of new technology.” 
And it’s worth noting that the New York 
Auto Show awarded the electric Hyundai 
Ioniq 6 its World Car of the Year prize. 
Also, Car and Driver magazine, which has 
long touted internal combustion vehicles, 
gave the Ioniq a 5-star review. 

An issue with some truth about elec-
tric cars is the battery source material. Rare 
earth minerals have problematic mining, in-
cluding human abuse and ecological abuse. 
The good news is that electric battery tech-
nology is currently undergoing a monu-
mental change and soon batteries will last 
longer on a charge and be made from more 
abundant and less toxic materials.  

No matter how the anti-environmen-
talists spin it, there is no denying that burn-
ing fossil fuels is befouling our world. They 
can double-down and say “drill, baby, drill” 
but the future with a more sustainable way 
is beckoning if we’ll heed its call.  
  
Frank Lingo, based in Lawrence, Kansas, is a 
former columnist for the Kansas City Star 
and author of the novel “Earth Vote.”  
Email: lingofrank@gmail.com.  
See his website: Greenbeat.world 



Where Did Trump  
Put His Integrity? 
 

Your 3/1/24 issue was wonderful covering Donald 
Trump at his worst. Authors covering the likes of an 
asshole: James Cullen, illustrator Dolores Cullen (a 

wonderful DT image), Jake Johnson, Dick Polman, Thom 
Hartmann. 

Prior to 2016, Trump had already made a fool of him-
self. He acquired four bankruptcies, two divorces (cheating 
on his wives, including his current third wife), cheating his 
contractors, causing Atlantic City casinoes to collapse, leav-
ing bonds to fail and economically hurt bond holders, cheat 
on his income tax (probably more). 

He made a habit of disparaging Hillary Clinton, who 
served our country to our benefit. In reality, she won the 
2016 presidential election by over two million votes (the 
Electoral College saddled us with a disaster). 

Trump cast aspersions at veterans, as he was a draft 
dodger. He even abused John McCain, who was tortured for 
over three years by North Vietnamese. Even after his death, 
McCain’s family detested Trump. 

His four years as president went on an attack to destroy 
our democracy, we want not to be repeated. He is a Hitler 
enthusiast and seeks alliance with Putin, the Russian who 
has spent two years destroying his neighbor. Trump put 
three crooked Supreme Court justices in place to deny 
American women safe abortions. He is not an American, 
rather a Hitlerite, and a buddy with Putin. If elected, he has 
promised to eliminate NATO, not in our best interests.  

Trump has ignored our Constitution, the 14th Amend-
ment, which denies a “president” who fomented an insur-
rection that resulted in deaths (defending our country). It 
also forbids a “president” from taking foreign capital, which 
he did. 

Trump supports guns, which are responsible for killing 
thousands of innocent victims. 

Every day of his term, chaos, hiring Cabinet members 
and agency heads who were totally unqualified, many just 
resigned and testified against him. Some wrote books. 

He ignored the Constitution when he stole the money 
from a Pentagon account to build a worthless Mexican wall. 

Trump was impeached twice. Joe Biden was elected to 
clean up the mess. 

Whatever happened to an American electorate that 
knew how to read? 

Also, how come Trump’s over 90 indicted felonies 
have not been adjudicated? (Something to do with the cor-
rupt judges Trump appointed?) 

Trump kept his “integrity” with more than 30,000 lies 
counted in his four lying years. 

RICHARD B. HYMAN, Stillwater, N.J. 
 
Primary factors in mass shootings 
 

Another mass shooting, “We’re All in the Next Build-
ing” by Barry Friedman (2/1/24 TPP). Of course, 
our hearts go out to the victims and their friends 

and families, but I can’t help but feel sorrow for the shoot-
ers as well. They must be filled with a black despair to pro-
duce such hopeless rage.  

Reports of shootings tell us in some detail about the 
victims and survivors, be they doctors, shoppers, children, 
etc., but very little is revealed about the shooters, except 
where they got the guns. Sketchy reports I’ve seen include 
words, such as broken home; loner; struggled in school; 
health issues. 

Surely much more is known about these tragic indi-
viduals than we are being told. Somewhere along the line 
they got lost, in our broken school system and bureaucratic 
mazes. 
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I believe these are the primary factors that need to be 

addressed and  rectified. In a sense, the shooters are victims, 
too. The fact that there are so many of them is worrisome. 

BETTY CROWDER, Honeydew, Calif. 
 
Real Americans? 
 

How is it that a fair number of people on the right 
consider themselves "real Americans"? Why is it 
that, in their unhappy little minds, all of us can't be 

real Americans, only them? Why so selfish? 
I feel that a large part of their rationale is based on 

their strong desire for a system of rank order, especially if 
that rank order has their own kind as Number One. A per-
son is either Number One, or a Loser, so it is helpful to be 
able to simply assign themselves to the top spot. 

Challenging their assumptions, however, are the un-
comfortable existence of non-White, non-Anglo, non-
straight, and even non-Christian persons in frightening 
proximity, pursuing their fair share of happiness.  Rules now 
have to be changed, and boundaries reinforced, if Number 
One is to stay number one. 

This state of mind is a poison, not just to our nation, but 
to our species. We are not, and cannot, be pure of breed.  
In fact, we would be weaker for it.  And it is fundamentally 
un-American to regard any of us as better or worse than 
others, because equality under the law is our brand.  That's 
what we supposedly live by and die for. 

So whether we were born here or came here, we are 
all here; therefore, we are all real Americans. It is our ethics, 
not our borders, that truly define us. 

JEFFREY HOBBS, Springfield, Ill. 
 
Don’t Blame Joe for Genocide 
 

People on the Left accuse Joe Biden of engaging in 
genocide because he has allowed Israel to continue 
to receive arms as they fight Hamas extremists, who 

broke the cease-fire when they crossed an unguarded bor-
der between Gaza and Israel Oct. 7 and killed more than 
1,000 people, most of them civilians, including many who 
reportedly were sexually assaulted, and bringing more than 
240 hostages back across the border to Gaza. Israel's Se-
curity Cabinet voted to act to bring about the "destruction 
of the military and governmental capabilities of Hamas and 
Palestinian Islamic Jihad,” and the Israel Electric Corpora-
tion, which supplies up to 80% of Gaza's electricity, cut off 
power to the area, Al Jazeera reported, and Israel cut off 
shipments of food and other supplies to Gaza 

As Hamas continued to fire rockets into Israel, Israel 
fired back with rockets and bombing runs reportedly in-
tending to destroy Hamas hideouts, resulting in thousands 
of casualties in what the Left calls “genocide” but might oth-
erwise be termed “collateral damage.” 

With due respect, if Israel wanted to commit genocide, 
they could have killed a lot more Palestinians than the 
30,000 that reportedly have perished so far in the crowded 
Gaza Strip. And Biden advised Israeli Prime Minister Ne-
tanyahu not to make the same mistakes the US did in over-
reacting after the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks by Islamic 
terrorists in the US. Biden also has repeatedly supported 

The Southern Border: When 
Suffering Begets Suffering 
 
By DON ROLLINS 
 

“Too often, our debate on immigra-
tion in this country takes place in 
a vacuum, removed from the vi-

olence and poverty which too often have 
been exacerbated by America’s own history 
of intervention and destabilization in Cen-
tral America.” — Rep. Jim McGovern (D-
Mass.) 

Forty-four years ago in March, a sniper 
silenced the conscience of El Salvador’s bru-
tal civil war. The assassin drove to San Sal-
vador’s Carmelite hospital chapel and 
paused to be sure the priest preparing com-
munion was the designated target. Satisfied, 
the killer then stepped outside the vehicle, 

took aim through the doors and fired a sin-
gle round into the celebrant’s chest. The 
perpetrator disappeared for the ages, the 
victim died within minutes. 

The celebrant that bright Sunday, 
March 24, was Archbishop (now Saint) 
Oscar Romero, voice for peace in a war rav-
aged country where left-leaning Jesuit cler-
ics were warned to flee or be executed. 
Long expecting El Salvador’s rightwing 
regime to make good on that promise, tra-
dition has it his final words were a plea for 
his killer’s peace and that of his beloved 
country — a peace that would be another 
12 years and 75,000 civilian lives in com-
ing. 

Tormented as the Archbishop’s El Sal-
vador of the 1970s and 80s would prove to 
be, his was one of three Central American 
states suffering brutal internal conflicts, each 
aggravated by massive foreign military and 
monetary interventions. Case in point, the 
US supplied the death-squad Salvadoran 

government with $6 billion in hardware, 
training and supplies — wartime aid born of 
then-President Reagan’s preoccupation with 
imposing western-style governments no 
matter each nation’s unique history, culture, 
politics and economics. 

By 1996 (and with tepid diplomatic as-
sistance from the US) concentrated civil 
wars within the region had narrowed to 
one. In December of that year, government 
officials and rebel leaders in Guatemala 
signed a peace accord ending 36 years of 
hell on Earth. War, as defined for two gen-
erations, was finally over. 

But Central America is still far from the 
peaceful, equitable place of Archbishop 
Romero’s prayers. With few exceptions, the 
region suffers rising rates of violence, cor-
ruption, organized drug trafficking, unem-
ployment and wealth disparities enough to 
foment new civil uprisings: The rocket-
launcher wars bankrolled in part by Rea-
gan and his advisers may be over, but not 

the consequences for those trapped in a 
generational, dead end existence not of 
their own making. 

Hardly mentioned in the cacophony 
over our southern border, the suffering 
America helped inflict on an entire area of 
earth has returned to us in the form of sun-
burned and thirsty families in search of 
something better than a dead end. Suffering 
has begat more suffering. 

But America has never been much for 
owning up to its colossal lapses in morality. 
(See the uphill battles for reparations for 
slavery and return of tribal lands.) The cur-
rent Republican obsession with southern 
border policy minus history and heart 
should be seen for what it ultimately is: One 
more instance of a collective capacity to ig-
nore, even deny the worst in us. 
 
Don Rollins is a retired Unitarian Universal-
ist minister in Jackson, Ohio.  
Email donaldlrollins@gmail.com.

ceasefires to enable the return of hostages, but Hamas, 
which explicitly calls for the genocide of Jews, does not ap-
pear to be interested in returning hostages, which they are 
using as human shields in their tunnels under Palestinian 
buildings, and they are willing to sacrifice Palestinians to 
turn worldwide opinion against Israel. Netanyahu may be 
resisting ceasefires as well, but Biden at least has been try-
ing to get the Israelis to ease off. 

DAVID CLANCY, Denver, Colo. 
 
Has Our Democracy Become  
Poisoned and Corrupted? 
 

Throughout the annals of recorded human history 
from its evolutional state of enhanced cognition and 
reasoning, there has always been a segment of com-

munal populations who were always a bit slower, gullible, 
easily conned, duped, B.S.’d and just outright defiers of facts 
and truth because it wasn’t “to their benefit.” The realms 
throughout history with the most lies, propaganda and con-
ning to control human behaviors and thinking have “typi-
cally been religion and politics,” and it continues on today 
wiht that ancient proposition and Romanesque strategy 
coupled with that Machiavellian proposition that “the end 
justifies the means.” 

Our nation’s purported demise (AI) and our substan-
tiated roughly 43,000 homicides (predominantly males) 
including the 630 mass killings (predominantly males) in 
their reversionary state of “more mammalian beingness” 
just here in our own nation; but replicated in growing num-
bers worldwide. We’ve become a nation awash with the 
lack of accountability, shame, guilt or humility. Misinfor-
mation via algorithms and technological facilitation inter-
connected with religious and political philosophical and 
mythological B.S. continues to “stupidify” in today’s world 
he same “flat earthers” our colonial hawkers/medicine 
men, pet rock procurers, QAnon and now MAGA extrem-
ists, Pied Pipers of cult leaders, like Jim Jones’ followers 
drank the “Kool Aid” and a thousand lives perished via 
cultisized” and “stupidified” mindsets. 

The question society must address in order to save 
democracy and civilization itself for its entire citizenry 
throughout one’s life are the accounted actions and be-
haviors that are threatening to the aforementioned and de-
served (all or some) to thwart or penalize detrimental 
acts/actions and threats to individual freedoms and democ-
racy. If AI’s creators’ predicted demise are not expeditiously 
adhered to, its realities shall assuredly occur. 

FRANK C. ROHRIG, Milford, Conn. 
 
People’s Pets 
 

Sam Uretsky’s column, “Pets Keep Us Young,” in the 
3/1/24 edition of The Progressive Populist, was excel-
lent! Bravo, Sam, bravo! 
XAVIER SMALL, Sweet Home, Ore.

email us: editor@populist.com 

or write PO Box 819, Manchaca, TX 78652
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Greetings from Missouri … or, as I 
think of it, the state where destruc-
tive legislation is being tested before 

being introduced in YOUR state. In a recent 
Missouri Senate committee, senators heard 
testimony on two potentially human-health-
and-rights-endangering bills, both promoted 
by Missouri industries and championed by 
the industrial agriculture world. The strate-
gies used by industry to pull the wool over 
our eyes is instructive for YOU because, as 
I said, Missouri is where destructive legisla-
tion is being tested before coming to YOUR 
state. 

This year, 2024, showed more bills in-
troduced than any before, so examples 
abound. Many of these, observers agree, are 
introduced simply to show that lawmakers 
are hard at work in an election year. So let’s 
focus on two subjects that have gotten 
enough traction to be heard in committee. 
When I say “gotten enough traction” I 
mean, obviously, promises from lobbyists to 
Republican lawmakers.  

Make no mistake: These bills aim to 
take away our rights and to kneecap regu-
lations put out by federal regulators, such 
as the Environmental Protection Agency. 
The obfuscations take three forms: (1) State 
lawmakers say they are seeking to make 
definitions consistent; (2) lawmakers say 
they seek sustainability; (3) they say that 

agriculture has tremendous challenges to 
feed growing populations. These three ar-
guments provide sound bites for lawmak-
ers answering the criticisms. And, oh yeah, 
there’s a new argument that goes like “if we 
don’t provide relief to our struggling indus-
tries, China will …” I offer these arguments 
to help you identify bills as they waddle to-
wards your statehouse. 

We’ve had many bills introduced to 
amend legal definitions of “Waters of the 
State.” These definitions were codified by 
the federal government in the 1972 Clean 
Water Act. The CWA regulates mostly wa-
ters that cross state lines. Such as the Mis-
sissippi River. Bill supporters argue that, if a 
body of water stays within state lines, the 
CWA doesn’t affect it. A body of water that 
stays within state lines is, for example, a 
farm fishing lake. 

A hydrogeologist talking to a packed 
hearing room about the varied nature of 
waters said that the definition put out by 

icans—who currently do not pay Social Security taxes on in-
come greater than $168,000 or capital gains—would be re-
quired to pay “their fair share” to ensure retirees can continue 
to benefit from the program. 

The Biden budget would also extend the Medicare Hos-
pital Insurance Trust Fund permanently “by modestly in-
creasing the Medicare tax rate on incomes above $400,000, 
closing loopholes in existing Medicare taxes, and directing rev-
enue from the Net Investment Income Tax into the HI Trust 
Fund as was originally intended.” 

“Current law lets certain wealthy business owners avoid 
Medicare taxes on some of the profits they get from 
passthrough businesses,” said the White House. “The budget 
closes this loophole and raises Medicare tax rates on earned 
and unearned income from 3.8% to 5% for those with in-
comes over $400,000.” 

Advocacy group Americans for Tax Fairness pointed out 
that with Trump’s plan to extend his 2017 tax cuts—which 
disproportionately benefited corporations and the wealthy and 
made billionaires $2.2 trillion richer—$3.5 trillion would be 
added to federal government’s deficit. 

“If anyone tries to cut Social Security or Medicare or raise 
the retirement age, I will stop them,” said Biden after the re-
lease of his budget proposal. “Working people built this coun-
try, and pay more into Social Security than millionaires and 
billionaires do. It’s not fair.” 
 
TRUMP TEAM TAKES OVER RNC, SLASHES STAFF. Donald 
Trump’s newly installed leadership team at the Republican 
National Committee began the process of pushing out dozens 
of officials, Alex Isenstadt reported at Politico (3/11). 

More than 60 RNC staffers across the political, commu-

nications and data departments are expected to be let go. They 
include five members of the senior staff, and some vendor 
contracts are expected to be cut. 

The overhaul is aimed at cutting, what one of the people 
described as “bureaucracy” at the RNC. But the move also 
underscores the swiftness with which Trump’s operation is 
moving to take over the Republican Party’s operations after the 
former president all but clinched the party’s presidential nom-
ination on Super Tuesday (3/5). 

On March 8, former North Carolina GOP Chair Michael 
Whatley was elected the RNC’s new chair, and Trump daugh-
ter-in-law Lara Trump was elected as co-chair. Trump senior 
campaign adviser Chris LaCivita was named as the RNC’s 
new chief of staff. 

The RNC had about $8 million at the end of December, 
about one-third as much as the Democratic National Committee. 

Under the new structure, the Trump campaign is look-
ing to merge its operations with the RNC, Isenstadt re-
ported. Key departments, such as communications, data 
and fundraising, will effectively be one and the same. 

Some Republican state party leaders were watching in 
horror as Trump prepared to take over of the RNC as an ad-
ditional funding vehicle for Trump’s staggering legal bills, 
Markos “Kos” Moulitsas noted at Daily Kos (2/23).  

“He’s trying to hijack the RNC before he’s even the 
nominee. And it’s because he’s broke,” Katon Dawson, for-
mer chair of the South Carolina Republican Party, told 
NOTUS.org. “He has already spent millions worth of PAC 
money and he’s running out. So he needs another place to 
go raise money to pay his personal legal bills.” 

Lara Trump didn’t help when she announced in Febru-

Continued on page 22

‘SOCIAL SECURITY IS ON THE BALLOT,’ SAY ADVOCATES, AS 
TRUMP THREATENS CUTS. When President Biden told Con-
gress during his State of the Union speech (3/7), “If anyone 
here tries to cut Social Security or Medicare or raise the re-
tirement age, I will stop you … I’ll protect and strengthen 
Social Security and make the wealthy pay their fair share,” 
Republican members of Congress shook their heads and 
Donald Trump objected on his social media site, saying “Re-
publicans have no plan to cut Social Security, a made up 
story by Crooked Joe!”  

Just four days later, Trump said on CNBC’s “Squawk Box,” 
“there is a lot you can do in terms of entitlements—in terms of 
cutting—and in terms of also the theft and the bad manage-
ment of entitlements,” Joan McCarter noted at Daily Kos (3/11). 

“Make no mistake: Social Security is on the ballot this No-
vember,” said Nancy Altman, president of Social Security 
Works after Trump’s remarks on “Squawk Box.” 

A spokesperson for Trump’s campaign said his com-
ments were about cutting “waste” in the programs, but the 
former president’s tried to cut Social Security in all of the 
budget proposals he released during his term, Julia Conley 
noted at Common Dreams (3/11).  

“It is consistent with Trump’s past calls to privatize Social 
Security and raise the retirement age, as well as his slander-
ing it as a ‘Ponzi scheme,’” said Altman. “It is also consistent 
with the House Republican FY2025 budget, which proposes 
creating a commission designed to slash Social Security and 
Medicare behind closed doors.” 

The Republicans’ budget proposal, which the House 
Budget Committee advanced shortly before the State of the 
Union address (3/7), includes a so-called “fiscal commission” 
that would be empowered to fast-track Social Security and 
Medicare cuts. 

“The contrast is clear,” said US Rep. Jerrold Nadler (D-
NY). “Democrats want to protect and strengthen Social Secu-
rity and Medicare. The other party wants to end the programs 
as we know them.” 

Before winning the 2016 election, Trump called to raise the 
retirement age to 70 and promised to rescind the payroll tax—the 
taxes working people pay to fund Social Security and Medicare. 
He has frequently said cutting the programs, which about 70 mil-
lion people rely on for post-retirement financial security and health-
care, was necessary to maintain their long-term solvency. 

Despite Republicans’ frequent claims that Americans’ 
earned benefit programs are “bankrupting the country,” Social 
Security is currently fully solvent—able to pay out full benefits to 
all beneficiaries—through 2034, and even if Congress took no 
action to expand the program, would be able to cover 80% of 
benefits after 2034. Medicare is currently solvent through 2028. 

On social media, Biden responded to Trump’s plan for the 
programs with four words: “Not on my watch.” 

Altman noted that Biden’s proposed budget included “a 
very different vision for Social Security’s future,” with the pres-
ident releasing a plan (3/11) “for protecting and expanding 
Social Security—and paying for it by requiring millionaires and 
billionaires to contribute their fair share.” 

Under a second Biden term, the White House said, there 
would be no benefit cuts to Social Security, and wealthy Amer-

DISPATCHES

RURAL ROUTES/Margot Ford McMillen 
Missouri lawmakers would define waste la-
goons, which my neighbors call “turd-
ponds,” the same as the definition for a 
fishing lake. A turd pond could collapse over 
a cave system, flood the underground cav-
erns and become part of the ground water 
that floods into, say, Arkansas. That ground 
water might provide for wells. The hydro-
geologist added that the wording in the bill 
confuses aquifers with ground water and 
shallow “perched” waters that exist just 
below the land surface. He offered to meet 
and explain further but the committee ig-
nored him.  

The bill sponsor concluded the hearing 
by saying that as a former school bus driver 
he took kids to visit many a stream and be-
cause he could be stuck on a bus for hours 
he always took note of where he could stop 
and pee. The anecdote got a big laugh.  

Missouri lawmakers have also intro-
duced bills to reduce liabilities to industry. 
Please note that decreasing industry’s lia-
bilities means increasing liabilities to citizens. 
Here’s a bill we might call the “Bayer Crop 
Science Protection Act” a.k.a. SB 1416. It 
seeks to build on the label restrictions on 
glyphosate, commonly marketed as 
Roundup. Lawsuits against Roundup owner, 
Bayer, have become “un-sustainable” as 
Bayer loses in court to users stricken with 
non-Hodgkins lymphoma or other cancers 
after exposure to glyphosate. The idea is 
that Missouri can create a label that pro-
claims, in no uncertain terms, that Roundup 
is not a carcinogen. To understand why Mis-
souri is the first state to hear a bill about this 
potential outrage, you need to know that 
Missouri is a headquarters for Bayer re-

search and development.  
Testifying against this bill was an attor-

ney who reminded the committee that EPA, 
while it creates labels, does not have money 
for independent testing. For claims that it 
doesn’t cause cancer, EPA depends on stud-
ies from Bayer.  

I love the testimonies around this bill 
so much that I want them on a billboard. 
One senator admitted “I don’t remember 
stuff very well …” and asked for clarifica-
tion on the number of studies that proclaim 
Roundup is not a carcinogen, then went on 
to say that, “God provided them (chemical 
companies) with this opportunity …” to kill 
weeds. 

Fair enough. The God card provides 
#5 on the list of obfuscation in support of a 
bill.  

There are a few more hoops to jump 
through before any of these bills move to a 
vote, but here’s the thing: Let’s say Bayer 
gets the label restrictions in Missouri, and 
then in your state, and your cousin’s state 
and so forth, where does it stop? Does Philip 
Morris run studies that ban restrictions on 
cigarette labels? Asbestos? Mustard Gas? 
Other proven health hazards? Or those in 
the future that might take decades to ap-
pear. 

The mind reels.  
 
Margot Ford McMillen farms near Fulton, 
Mo., and co-hosts “Farm and Fiddle” on sus-
tainable ag issues on KOPN 89.5 FM in Co-
lumbia, Mo. Her latest book is “The Golden 
Lane: How Missouri Women Gained the Vote 
and Changed History.”  
Email: margotmcmillen@gmail.com. 

Strategies industry uses to 
pull wool over our eyes is 
instructive, because  
Missouri is where bad  
legislation is tested before 
coming to YOUR state.

‘Show Me’ Bad Legislative Ideas



FROMA HARROP
The demise of moderate 
Republicans may help  
Democrats flip 5 New York 
City suburban congres-
sional districts the GOP 
took in 2022

NY Suburbs 
Could Return 
Democrats  
to Power 
 

In bygone days, Democrats in New York’s 
suburbs could happily vote for Republi-
cans they deemed good guys. Moderate 

Republicans didn’t seem all that different 
from moderate Democrats, and the two par-
ties worked together in Washington. 

Those days are obviously gone. The re-
cent election of Democrat Tom Suozzi to re-

place George Santos in Long Island’s 3rd 
district suggests that Democrats and inde-
pendents in these swing districts now rec-
ognize that they must choose sides. And that 
may end up reversing more of the Republi-
cans’ recent advances in these near-in sub-
urbs.  

Those gains reflected the social chaos 
unleashed by COVID and shrieking head-
lines about crime in the big city. As a result, 
Republicans in 2022 took five of the six 
congressional House districts on Long Island 
and in the lower Hudson Valley. Four had 
gone for Joe Biden two years earlier.  

The New York suburbs, of all places, 
helped the GOP obtain its thin House ma-
jority. 

The problem for these voters, however, 
is that the House is not run by their kind of 
nice-guy Republicans but the right-wing 
Speaker Mike Johnson, Donald Trump and 
a coterie of fringe extremists with near zero 
interest in these suburbanites’ concerns. On 
the contrary, they’re hostile to reproductive 
rights, national security and health care. 

The Republicans’ successful pitch to 
these suburbs centered on crime, immigra-
tion and taxes. Crime in New York, never as 
rampant as the scary reports suggested, is 
now down. New York was still one of the 
safest cities in America, but with COVID 

keeping a lot of suburbanites working at 
home, many had little in the way of a real-
ity check. In any case, the city is back to grid-
lock. 

On immigration, the Republican House 
just smothered a bipartisan Senate deal that 
would have actually curbed the chaos at the 
border. Trump ordered that the problem not 
be solved, so he could campaign on it.  

As for tax relief, the impotence of the 
suburban Republicans recently went on full 
display in their failure to restore any of the 
deduction for state and local taxes (SALT). 
In 2017, then-President Trump and a Re-
publican Congress slashed the deduction to 
$10,000.  

One intention was to shake down tax-
payers in blue states, where incomes, local 
levies and the cost of living are high. They 
were thus forced to pay taxes on taxes they’d 
already paid. 

Limiting the deduction to $10,000 not 
only affected rich people. A cop married to 
a nurse on Long Island could easily have a 
combined income of $200,000 — and state, 
local and property tax bills well north of 
$30,000. 

Mike Lawler, a Republican represent-
ing the lower Hudson Valley, had cam-
paigned on the promise to address this thorn 
in his constituents’ side. He called for dou-

bling the cap on SALT deductions to 
$20,000 and only for married couples. But 
Republican House leaders swatted down 
even that modest proposal. 

Other changes since 2022 may blow 
wind in Democrats’ sails. Democrats are un-
likely to again forget to campaign, which 
contributed to the loss of at least two seats. 
One of the overly confident Democrats neg-
lected to do any background check on his 
opponent, the wildly fraudulent George San-
tos. 

Come November, Trump is sure to be 
on the ballot, and you don’t have to be a De-
mocrat in these affluent suburbs to detest 
him. Recent redistricting in New York State 
also slightly enhances Democrats’ prospects. 
Finally, with inflation down and stock prices 
up, moods are improving across middle class 
America. Then there’s the abortion issue. 

And so exactly what are Lawler and 
other suburban Republicans doing for their 
constituents other than helping keep in 
power the very people who hold their in-
terests in contempt? Little that we can iden-
tify. 
 
Froma Harrop is a columnist with Creators 
Syndicate, formerly with the Providence (R.I.) 
Journal. Follow her on Twitter @fromaharrop. 
Email fharrop@gmail.com. 
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Iowa Has Robins in  
February and We Can 
Barely Water the Hogs 
 
By ART CULLEN 
 
Editor’s Note: TV reporter Katie Couric visited Storm Lake a 
2018 for a National Geographic special on immigration 
that featured Storm Lake, Iowa. Couric asked Storm Lake 
Times Pilot Editor Art Cullen about what has changed since 
she was here. Read his response below: 
 
Couric wrote: I recently read an op-ed Art Cullen, editor of 
the Storm Lake Times, had written for the Washington Post 
about January’s Iowa Caucuses and wondered how Storm 
Lake had changed and how the immigration debate was im-
pacting his community.  So I emailed him and asked for an up-
date. Here’s what the ever-opinionated Art emailed me back. 
 
Dear Katie, 

Thanks for your note — it’s been a while, nearly six 
years since you visited Storm Lake, Iowa, “The City Beau-
tiful.” You asked how things have changed since then. It’s 
not easy to answer. The biggest change is the weather. 

We’re going into the fifth year of a severe drought in 
Northwest Iowa, the Buckle of the Corn Belt. The Great 
Plains to our immediate west have been dry going on 30 
years, and it could run another 50 years or so, leading cli-
mate scientists say. The great cattle herds are liquidating. 

Last summer, just as 40,000 bicyclists were rolling into 
Storm Lake on a statewide ride, our wells nearly shut down. 
We’re sucking them dry from livestock production and pro-
cessing — we slaughter 15,000 hogs a day here — and ethanol 
hooched from corn. We were perilously close to shuttering 
the Tyson pork and turkey plants. Perish the thought. 

The last time Tyson shut down was during the pan-

demic. At the peak in 2020, we were the hottest COVID 
spot in the US, trading places with other meatpacking towns 
like Waterloo and Sioux City. Waterloo and Storm Lake 
shut down for a matter of days, and meat prices shot up 
50% in no time. It has taken years to recover. 

The immigrants working the kill floors drew you here, 
to hear their stories. They are quiet, laying low and terri-
fied of what shoe drops next. Donald Trump said they are 
“poisoning our blood.” People in Waterloo cheered him on. 
He said he wants to deport them. Iowa legislators are tar-
geting immigrant students. People who never met a Mexi-
can think they are invading. In July, Ron DeSantis attended 
a pork feed hosted by Rep. Randy Feenstra, R-Hull, at 
which the good Calvinists all bashed the very immigrants 
whom the attendees employ in their dairy barns, and who 
actually cut the pork chop that DeSantis pretended to grill. 
Who cuts your meat, pretty boy? 

Some things don’t change — the political hypocrisy that 
leads to self-defeat among them. 

Yet everyone knows we need Latinos and Asians and 
Africans to do the jobs that Ron DeSantis would not have his 
daughters perform. We can’t get enough help. As a result, 
wages have increased by a third since your visit, up to $21.50 
per hour at Tyson. That’s change for the better. The company 
also provides a free health clinic to employees following the 
COVID upheaval. Through the worst of it, they worked. With-
out all the right protection. Without vaccines. Some died — 
we still don’t know how many. Anything to keep the cheap 
pork and deli turkey moving to your grocery store. 

It was awful. We isolated among ourselves while a man 
with an orange face and orange hair glowed on the TV set 
from the veranda of the White House to prove COVID 
could not fell him. Each in our own bubble, you could feel 
the community fabric giving way. We fed on our ideology 
and lost ourselves to misplaced fear and misinformation. 
Friendships faded. Trump lost but insisted he won, they 
charged the Capitol, Joe Biden took over, and we thought 
that maybe things actually would change. That we would 
restitch the social compact: You work hard and you can live 

the American Dream. 
That pretty much fell apart. Congress passed a huge in-

frastructure bill, and then a climate action bill disguised as the 
Inflation Reduction Act. Together, they were supposed to get 
America on track again. It didn’t really work out that way, not 
with those pesky food prices weighing down the shopping cart 
precisely because of climate inaction. Biden said he would 
treat immigrants with dignity. That didn’t work out, either. 

Not a drop to drink for Storm Lake from that bucket 
of money. We need nearly $100 million to keep the water 
system going. FEMA denied us twice, and the USDA once. 
The burden will be borne by the immigrants who will get 
to swallow a disproportionate share of the cost. Call it Bide-
nomics. Smells like Reaganomics. Acts like Trumpnomics. 
Hope and change, not so much. 

We will get by. We will be forced to come to our senses 
and get a grip on reality. Democracy as we understand it 
has endured. Nature will call the shots and we will react. I’ve 
learned over the past six years that we are left largely to our 
own devices. The government is not here to help, which is 
a shame. The latest National Climate Assessment warns 
that we can’t go on like this for another six years.  

We have robins in February and rain on Christmas. And 
we can barely water the hogs anymore. Buena Vista County 
is shipping two tons of soil per year down the Raccoon River 
— 12 tons per acre since you were here. Two years ago 
Iowa’s Raccoon River landed on American Rivers’ list of the 
most endangered because of agricultural pollution. Corn 
yields are projected to decline by 30% over the next two 
decades in Iowa, which suggests at least 30% higher egg 
prices. The soil that gives us life with water was our 
birthright, now laid at the floor of the Gulf of Mexico.  

We need change but it’s not happening fast enough. All 
we Iowans do is watch the weather. You can’t change it, right? 
So let’s wall off the immigrants who can’t grow corn in 
Guatemala because of heat and drought for fear they may in-
vade Storm Lake. That’s Iowa stubborn, sister. It’s in our blood. 

Yours, 
Art Cullen

The Growing Disconnect Between 
Hard Numbers and Soft Policy 
 
By ALAN GUEBERT 
 

Like much of the news anymore, the 
initial numbers from the 2022 Cen-
sus of Agriculture were accurately re-

ported, quickly downplayed — or even 
worse, ignored — by most Big Ag groups, 
and then just pushed aside by the rush of 
the next day’s news. 

That’s a mistake because the numbers, 
released Feb. 13 by the US Department of 
Agriculture’s (USDA) National Agricultural 
Statistics Service (NASS), show the rapid 
maturity and coming old age of US agricul-
ture.  

But these numbers, like old soldiers, 
won’t just fade away. They’re real and con-
sequential. 

For example, according to NASS, the 
number of US farms plunged by 142,000, 
or 7%, in the five years between 2017 and 
2022. It’s the largest drop in farm numbers 
over the last four ag census periods and the 
lowest total number of US farms since 

1850 when the US was a nation of just 31 
states and four territories. 

Equally shocking is the confounding 
fact that this slide happened at the same 
time Congress and USDA were shoveling 
billions into farm programs to support farm-
ers and ranchers. 

According to a Feb. 20 report titled “Un-
sustainable: the State of the Farm Safety Net,” 
published by the National Sustainable Agri-
culture Coalition, the federal government “dis-
tributed” $142 billion “through farm safety 
net programs” from 2017 to 2022. 

The biggest bite over those five years 
was “ad hoc spending,” money not bud-
geted in any Farm Bill; it totaled $67 bil-
lion. Next came federal crop insurance, the 
principal revenue-supporting device in US 
ag policy; it cost $46 billion. And pulling 
into third was “commodity programs” at 
$29 billion. 

How do you send $142 billion in tax-
payer dollars to farmers in five years and 
still end up with the fewest number of 
American farms in 172 years? The Census 
offers clues. 

According to it, the only farm size cat-
egory that increased in numbers was farms 
“operating 5,000 acres” or more. These big-

gies controlled 42% of all farmland in 
2022. Additionally, 6% of farms with $1 
million-plus in annual sales owned 32% of 
US farmland and generated 75% of all ag 
sales nationwide. 

That ever-bigger bigness was matched 
by an ever-graying grayness. According to 
the Census, the average age of US farmers 
jumped from 57.5 in 2017 to 58.1 in 
2022. More to the point, in 2017 one out 
of four US farmers were 65 years old or 
older; in 2022, it was one out of three, or 
an increase of 12% in the ratio. 

In the meantime, the number of farm-
ers aged 35 to 65 dropped 9%. 

In fairness, the number of farmers with 
less than 10 years’ experience–a group 
USDA calls “beginning farmers”–grew 
11%, a pleasant surprise except for the rude 
fact that these “beginners” were an average 
47.1 years old. 

After reviewing the hard numbers, Sec-
retary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack suggested 
that they prove the Biden Administration is 
on the right track in its call for a “different 
model” of agriculture that lends a big hand 
to small- and medium-sized farmers while 
continuing to support big farmers, too. 

But there’s nothing different in that 

“different model.” In fact, the proposed–
and still not done–2023 Farm Bill contains 
no plan to cap program payments to the 
biggest of the bigs and offers no favoritism 
to the “farms in the middle,” the smaller-
sized farms that survive mostly through 
substantial off-farm income. 

The facts are that our relentless drive 
to wring profit out of our nation’s soil, 
water, and rural communities has built a 
highly productive, very fragile, top-down 
food structure that leans heavily on federal 
subsidies, environmental degradation, and 
the slow liquidation of rural America.  

That system isn’t sustainable–and nei-
ther are we–without change. 
 
Alan Guebert is an agricultural journalist 
who was raised on an Illinois dairy farm and 
worked as a writer and senior editor at Pro-
fessional Farmers of America and Successful 
Farming magazine and is now a contributing 
editor to Farm Journal magazine. Guebert 
and his daughter Mary Grace Foxwell co-
wrote “The Land of Milk and Uncle Honey: 
Memories from the Farm of My Youth” [Uni-
versity of Illinois Press, 2015]. See past 
columns, supporting documents, and contact 
information at farmandfoodfile.com  



Tales of the Embryonic 
Highway Patrol 
 
By JOHN YOUNG 
 

Based on any reasonable interpretation of Texas law, 
the highway cop who stopped Brandy Bottone on a 
Dallas thoroughfare asked the wrong question. 

Instead of, “License, insurance and vehicle registration,” 
he should have asked, “Do you have an embryo inside you? 
And what do you plan to do with it?” 

As the news story reported, Bottone was carrying one 
of those inside her — yes, pregnant, which makes it Texas’ 
business. 

The story was that the officer ticketed Bottone for 
using a high-occupancy lane without a passenger. She 
fought it on a novel interpretation of post-Roe law. 

She said she was in the rightful lane because she was 
pregnant. 

Texas Republican lawmakers and Gov. Greg Abbott 
have inserted themselves into women’s lives with the whole 
fetus-as-person matter. That meant, Bottone said, that she 
had multiple passengers in her car. The ticket was dis-
missed. 

Welcome to the made-to-order mess that is state in-
trusion into the most delicate and important matter imagi-
nable. 

A handful of Texas counties have passed ordinances 
making it illegal for women seeking abortions to come 
through their confines in route to get to other states for the 
procedure. 

Question: Will the Embryonic Highway Patrol insist 

that female motorists pee on a stick? 
What about a six-pack of embryos on ice in the pas-

senger seat? 
The GOP now is the BGP — Big Government Party — 

when it comes to the most important decision anyone will 
make: becoming a parent. 

Alabama’s Supreme Court just made government big-
ger and more intrusive by pronouncing frozen embryos 
people. 

This jeopardizes the practice of in vitro fertilization – 
which, contrary to Sen. Tommy Tuberville’s understanding, 
is not about making gridirons greener. 

Many Republicans since have come out in favor of IVF, 
but many on the religious right see a new opportunity for 
states to further interfere. 

An influential few would be happy to return the nation 
to the days before Griswold v. Connecticut, where the 
Supreme Court told states they could not ban birth control. 

The fact is that we are in a moment where a minority 
of a minority is calling the shots. 

This is not limited to abortion rights, supported by the 
vast majority of Americans. 

It applies to gun safety and gun proliferation. It applies 
to climate change and environmental protection. It applies 
to common-sense public health measures like vaccines. 

But let’s get back to embryos. 
Until this untenable point, the most egregious example 

of minority rule was George W. Bush’s prohibition on em-
bryonic stem cell research. 

What a dubious debate that was, considering that 
many embryos in question were destined for the waste bin. 

A lot of important research was slowed by those who 
insisted we itemize how many angels could be hosted on 
the head of a pin. 

Most Americans wanted to save lives instead. 
The fate of IVF is analogous to how the religious right 

has contaminated public policy about reproductive health. 
On the news, I heard Sen. Lindsey Graham say that 

no way, no how, would Republicans prohibit birth control. 
He didn’t ask Justice Clarence Thomas about that. 

In fact, “pro-life” extremists are staunchly opposed to 
the birth control pill. They label it an abortifacient, misrep-
resenting what it does, just as they do by falsely linking 
abortion to breast cancer. 

It’s part of the Right-to-Lie (no typo there) strategy. Like 
MAGA, this political force isn’t interested in truth. It is in-
terested in having its way. 

Speaking of birth control: By providing contraception 
to so many, particularly those of low incomes, Planned Par-
enthood has prevented more abortions than any single 
player on the globe. Yet the Republican Party carries out a 
blood vendetta. 

Planned Parenthood also provides fertility counseling 
– yes, Sen. Tuberville, “more babies” – including referral for 
IVF. 

Long ago I wrote that whenever a politician – or next-
door neighbor, if you dare – claims to be “pro-life,” we 
should respond, “Be specific.” 

Abortion banned even in cases of rape or incest? What 
to do about frozen embryos? 

If you oppose abortion, do you support birth control? 
Comprehensive sex education? 

If not, your cause is penalizing sex and monitoring the 
movement of zygotes. 
 
John Young is a longtime Texas newspaperman who now lives 
in Fort Collins, Colo. Email jyoungcolumn@gmail.com.  
See johnyoungcolumn.com. 
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Backlash: Women’s History 
Month in a Post-Roe World 
 
Hell hath no fury like  
a woman deprived of  
her basic rights. 
 
By MARTHA BURK 
 

It’s 2024, but it feels like we’re back in 
1991 this Women’s History Month. 

Back then, President George H.W. 
Bush was following in the footsteps of his 
predecessor Ronald Reagan by continuing 
to appoint conservative judges to the fed-
eral bench, and Roe v. Wade was expected 
to fall. 

Radical anti-abortion activism had 
gained prominence and strength. Popular 
media was awash with stories pushing the 
myth that women were dissatisfied and un-
happy — and feminist ideals of women’s 
empowerment were to blame. 

Then a blockbuster book hit the 
streets: “Backlash” by Susan Faludi. 

It came out just as the legal notion of 
“fetal personhood” was taking shape. 
Among other things, the book captured the 
horror of giving a fetus, even a hypothetical 
potential fetus, precedence over an actual 
living person. “Backlash” posited that any 
so-called women’s unhappiness was not the 
fault of feminism, but the fact that the strug-
gle for equality was far from finished. 

Faludi anticipated by over 20 years the 
deadly choices that women and their doc-
tors are now being forced to make in a post-
Roe world. 

She was distressed at the prospect of 
backward momentum — of a world that 
treated women as vessels for childbearing 
above all. “What unites women is the bla-
tant, ugly evidence of oppression,” she said 
at the time, “that will come with the in-
evitable demise of Roe vs. Wade.” 

Faludi was right. There’s a new back-
lash, all right — but this time it’s not against 
women’s progress, but against the loss of 
women’s rights and their own personhood. 
Since Roe was overturned, at least three 
states have blocked new abortion bans, and 
16 more have strengthened existing pro-
statutes with new protections. 

Safeguarding women’s autonomy was 
also front and center in last November’s 

midterm elections. 
Ohio was the epicenter. Advocates put 

forth a bold ballot question on whether to 
amend the state constitution affirming the 
right of individuals to make their own re-
productive health decisions — including 
abortion. The outcome? No contest. Voters 
opted to enshrine abortion rights by a mar-
gin of 57 to 43 percent. 

Abortion was also on the ballot indi-
rectly in Virginia. Anti-choice governor Glen 
Youngkin was pushing voters to flip the state 
Senate to Republicans while keeping the 
Republican majority in the House of Dele-
gates. 

That would have allowed the governor 
and his lackeys in the legislature to pass a 
15-week abortion ban. That grand plan 
went down in flames — pro-choicers took 
full control of both houses of the General 
Assembly after two years of divided power. 

The latest trend in the reproduction 
wars comes from Alabama. Another attack 
on women’s rights to self determination — 
but this time from the other end of the ar-
gument. 

In a first-of-its-kind ruling, Alabama’s 
Supreme Court ruled that frozen embryos 
are children and anyone who destroys them 
can be held liable for wrongful death. At 

several facilities in the state, the decision has 
virtually stopped in-vitro fertilization in its 
tracks for women who are trying to con-
ceive. 

It’s reminiscent of struggles of the past. 
It took nearly a century and a half after in-
dependence for women to win the consti-
tutional right to vote in 1919. Winning 
abortion rights took even longer — until 
1973, when Roe guaranteed it under the 
14th Amendment. But that ruling lasted 
only 49 years. One step forward, two steps 
back. 

Women — both those who want abor-
tion to be legal and those who want to be-
come pregnant through in-vitro fertilization 
— are furious. 

The upshot? Women are the majority 
of the population, the majority of registered 
voters, and the majority of those who actu-
ally show up at the polls. It’s a good bet 
they’ll remember in November. 

Hell hath no fury like a woman de-
prived of her basic rights. 
 
Martha Burk (@MarthaBurk) is the director of 
the Corporate Accountability Project for the 
National Council of Women’s Organizations 
(NCWO). This op-ed was distributed by Oth-
erWords.org.

By JOE CONASON 
 

If you believed that the Republicans in 
Congress couldn’t sink any lower, recent 
events have proved you sadly mistaken. 

House Speaker Mike Johnson, in his latest 
displays of subservience to Donald Trump 
and Vladimir Putin, has made his most 
wretched predecessors seem like statesmen 
and patriots. For the first time ever in Amer-
ica, a branch of the government, the House 
of Representatives, appears to be decisively 
influenced, if not controlled by a hostile for-
eign power.  

These are not accusations to be made 
lightly, but the evidence of Republican com-
plicity in purveying Kremlin espionage 
against the United States is now over-
whelming.  

On Feb. 23, a federal judge in Califor-
nia ordered marshals to seize Alexander 
Smirnov at his lawyers’ office only days after 
he had been released on bail by a different 
judge, with the clear implication that he 
might be preparing to flee the country. 
Smirnov is the much touted prime witness in 
the House Republican impeachment cam-
paign against Joe Biden, accusing the presi-
dent of having taken $5 million in bribes 
from Ukrainian oligarchs. It’s all a lie manu-
factured by Russian intelligence. 

Smirnov’s initial arrest was ordered by 
special counsel David Weiss, the Trump-ap-
pointed Republican investigating Hunter 
Biden, who has indicted the star witness for 
fabricating his entire story and lying to the 
FBI. In subsequent court filings, the prose-
cutor charged that the lies transmitted by 
Smirnov originated with Russian spies. 

In other words, the No. 1 Republican 
witness in the public and repeated smearing 
of President Biden — on the floor of Con-
gress and in right-wing media — was a know-
ing conduit for Kremlin disinformation. The 
intent is nothing less than to help elect 
Trump. 

What makes this scandal so much 
worse — and so embarrassing to Johnson, if 
he were capable of shame — is that 
Smirnov’s deception emanated from the 
much broader Russian penetration of Amer-
ican politics that began ... when? 

Perhaps with that Trump Tower meet-
ing in 2015, when Donald Trump Jr. enthu-
siastically welcomed the idea of a Russian 
dossier on Hillary Clinton from a Russian in-
telligence operative. And then it continued 
with the Kremlin’s cyber assault against Clin-
ton in 2016, and Trump campaign manager 
Paul Manafort’s secret cooperation with a 
Russian spy named Konstantin Kilimnik. 
After Trump became president, he withheld 

weapons from Ukraine while demanding a 
phony probe of Biden. Trump’s blackmail at-
tempt triggered his first impeachment. 

Along the way, a gang of Trump asso-
ciates led by Rudy Giuliani worked with var-
ious Putin stooges in Ukraine and elsewhere 
to invent mendacious nonsense about the 
Bidens. Giuliani worked closely with Putin 
crony Andriy Derkach and other dubious 
characters, who were later indicted for at-
tempting to interfere in the 2020 election. 

For years, it has been blindingly obvi-
ous that the “investigation” of Joe Biden 
and Ukraine emanated not from any legit-
imate source but directly from this coun-
try’s enemies. And yet while those accusers 
were repeatedly exposed and discredited, 
congressional Republicans insisted on pur-
suing the bogus case invented in Moscow. 

But Johnson’s undermining of Ameri-
can security has gone well beyond the as-
sistance he and Republicans have provided 
to the Kremlin in subverting American 
democracy. Now refusing to fund U.S. mili-
tary assistance to Ukraine in its courageous 
struggle against Russian invaders, they have 
helped Putin gain a critical victory in the bat-
tle of Avdiivka and jeopardized the Western 
alliance that is fundamental to European and 
American security. Johnson has admitted 
he’s taking his orders from Trump, who wor-

ships Putin. The cowardice of Johnson and 
the Republicans has become crucial to Putin 
and his savage war. 

Johnson has his own little Russian se-
crets. The speaker must still explain the laun-
dered campaign funds from Konstantin 
Nikolaev, a Russian oligarch and confederate 
of confessed convicted Kremlin spy agent 
Maria Butina. She served a prison sentence 
here after the exposure of her successful 
scheme to penetrate the National Rifle As-
sociation and other right-wing groups, in-
cluding some of the “Christian nationalist” 
outfits that Johnson promotes. 

What attracts extremists like the House 
speaker — and his puppet master Trump — 
to the Russian dictator who looms above 
them is an authoritarian political orientation 
that smells of fascism. Putin is a threat from 
without, and they are a threat from within. 
 
Joe Conason is the editor in chief of Na-
tionalMemo.com and author of several books, 
including (with Gene Lyons) “The Hunting of 
the President: The Ten-Year Campaign to De-
stroy Bill and Hillary Clinton” (St. Martin’s 
Press, 2000). Conason co-produced a 2004 
documentary film, “The Hunting of the Presi-
dent,” based on the book.  
 
(Gene Lyons is on vacation.)  

Over Congressional Republicans, Putin Casts His Dark Shadow



mote area” and the “aging/poor infrastruc-
ture.” It went on: “The reason it hasn’t been 
replaced is partly because, until lately, it 
worked, and because of the relatively small 
number of customers serviced by this ac-
cess point, which has put it at the bottom of 
the list for being improved.” 

Poor infrastructure, small number of 
customers, bottom of the list: That is the 
story of rural broadband in the United 
States. 

For me, the lack of high-speed internet 
was just an annoyance. But there was a 
workaround: I got on the waiting list for 
Elon Musk’s satellite-based Starlink, then 
held my nose and paid the Twitter-killing 
billionaire $600 for the equipment and 
$120 a month for dependable internet 
service. 

But the situation is much more than an 
annoyance for the 7 million US households 
that still do not have access to broadband 
internet — 90% of them in rural areas. 
Many times that number are “underserved,” 
with speeds below 100 mbps, or have high-
speed broadband infrastructure but can’t af-
ford service. For these tens of millions of 
rural residents without a tether to the In-
formation Age, telemedicine, distance learn-
ing, telework and e-commerce are all but 
impossible. 

In Rappahannock County, where my 
farm is, even telephone calls are problem-
atic without high-speed internet. Cellular 
coverage is spotty, and the old landlines fre-
quently go out when it rains, leaving people 
entirely isolated. County supervisors told 
me of an elderly resident with a medical 
emergency who had no internet service 
and no dial tone on their landline, so they 
had to drive to a place where there was cel-
lular reception just to dial 911. 

Likewise, distance learning during the 
pandemic was excruciating in Rappahan-
nock, where most of the 900 public school 
students lacked reliable internet. Parents 
would idle their cars in the county library’s 
parking lot after hours so their children 
could use the library’s WiFi to send in 
homework. Web access was so limited dur-
ing those times that one of the local inter-
net service providers asked customers to 
ration their internet usage. 

But all this is about to change — in Rap-
pahannock and in the rest of rural America. 
 
THE BIDEN ADMINISTRATION has 
launched the most ambitious federal pro-
gram for rural areas since rural electrifica-
tion. Back in the 1930s, only 1 in 10 farms 
had electricity. Thanks to New Deal legis-
lation, rural electricity became universal by 
the mid-1950s. Now, Biden-era programs 
are funneling $90 billion into high-speed 
internet over 10 years, with the goal of hav-
ing universal broadband (defined as 100 
mbps download speed and 20 mbps up-
load) by 2030. 

The 2021 Infrastructure Investment 
and Jobs Act, for example, devoted $65 bil-
lion to the task, including $42 billion for the 
Broadband Equity, Access and Deployment 

program. Among other pieces of legislation, 
the 2021 American Rescue Plan provided 
an additional $10 billion that states could 
use for high-speed internet. 

President Biden probably won’t be get-
ting much thanks from the rural benefici-
aries of his programs; nearly three-quarters 
of those in rural precincts voted for Donald 
Trump in 2020. Some Republican law-
makers condemned these bills as “social-
ism” and even applied the label “traitor” to 
those who supported the infrastructure bill. 
But the massive rural infusion makes good 
on Biden’s promise to be “a president for 
everybody,” as he put it to a gathering of 
House Democrats in February. “A lot of 
these things are happening in red states, but 
the Americans need help,” he said. 

Certainly, rural America needs all the 
help it can get. Eighty-five percent of coun-
ties with persistent poverty in the United 
States are rural. Rural areas have lower 
rates of college education, lower achieve-
ment among K-12 students and an older, 
less healthy population with lower life ex-
pectancy. Rural areas have been declining 
in population for years, with the exception 
of those near metropolitan areas, from 
which some residents fled during the pan-
demic. The affordable housing crisis, often 
perceived as an urban problem, is just as 
pressing in rural areas. 

“Since the Great Recession in 2008, 
employment and labor participation, even 
before COVID-19 hit, had not been back 
to the pre-2008 levels, and they still aren’t,” 
says Tony Pipa, a researcher in rural policy 
at the Brookings Institution. “In urban and 
suburban areas, not only have they recov-
ered, but they have grown and sometimes 
grown significantly.” 

The lack of internet access makes rural 
areas fall further and further behind. While 
broadband infrastructure is universal in 
cities and suburbs, it’s absent in roughly 
20% of rural and tribal areas, even by a 
conservative estimate. Eliminating that gap 
could help pull rural America from its de-
pression. 

“For rural Americans, it really connects 
them in a way that they have never been 
connected before,” said Molly Ritner, a 
White House policy adviser who works on 
broadband implementation. “Not only is it 
giving them access to telehealth, but it’s giv-
ing people access to telehealth who might 
be 2½ hours from a hospital. … It’s giving 
folks access to school who might be two 
hours from a community college instead of 
15 minutes.” 
 
RAPPAHANNOCK, an agrarian county of 
just 7,300 souls, is in some ways atypical 
because of its wealthy weekenders and 
tourists. But it also has deep poverty (most 
public school students qualify for free 
lunch) and many of the rural ills: no phar-
macy, no hospital, only one general practi-
tioner, no higher education, and an aging 
population (29% of residents are over 65). 
“When people think of this county, they 
think of the Inn at Little Washington,” Deb-
bie Donehey, chair of the county board of 
supervisors, remarked over lunch at one of 
the elite inn’s restaurants, Patty O’s Cafe. 
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“But we have more than 300 families sup-
ported by the food pantry just around the 
corner.” 

Villages in the county have broadband, 
but when it looked several years ago into 
extending it over some 300 miles of roads 
to the remaining 2,000 households, it 
found the cost would be about $25 million 
— a nonstarter for a local government 
whose entire annual operating budget is 
$30 million. Before the pandemic, Rappa-
hannock asked for bids from internet serv-
ice providers — and it got none. 

It was a classic market failure. But the 
billions coming from the federal govern-
ment changed all that. In 2021, Rappa-
hannock was invited to be part of an 
eight-county consortium in the Shenandoah 
Valley in which a private-equity-funded 
service provider, All Points Broadband, 
would work with electric utilities to deliver 
universal broadband by mid-2025 using 
funds from the American Rescue Plan. 

Because of the federal funds, supple-
mented by state funds, it would cost the 
county just $5.9 million in seed money. A 
local philanthropist and foundation donated 
$4.5 million of that, and the county used 
unspent covid relief funds for the rest. “It’s 
the best deal we ever could have found, 
and only because of massive subsidies,” ar-
gues Keir Whitson, the supervisor board’s 
vice chair. 

Even then, two of the five county su-
pervisors raised objections. They forced the 
county to miss its payment to All Points 
Broadband by boycotting the vote to ap-
prove the funds. Rappahannock now finds 
itself last in line among the eight counties 
for broadband installation, a situation All 
Points Broadband’s chief, Jimmy Carr, told 
me is “dependent on a number of factors.” 

In markets already served by broad-
band, there are typically at least 30 homes 
per mile, Carr said, but in areas where his 
company works, there are fewer than 10. 
All Points will connect 42,000 unserved 
households and businesses in the eight 
counties, hanging some 3,100 miles of fiber 
from some 70,000 utility poles. But, two 
years into the project, it hasn’t installed a 
single foot of fiber yet. First, it has to go 
through the laborious task of working with 
utilities to upgrade thousands of poles. 

This is not glamorous work. I spent a 
couple hours this week watching a crew in 
Stuarts Draft, west of Charlottesville, replace 
a pole. It took two bucket trucks, a third with 
a giant auger and a crew of six men a whole 
morning to do the job. They donned thick 
protective gear, hung insulation over the 
wires and pole, removed a transformer, set 
aside live power lines carrying a total of 
22,860 volts, then hoisted the new pole 
with a crane, placing it into the eight-foot 
hole. And all that was just to replace a 45-
foot pole with a 50-foot pole so that the 
fiber-optic cable will have enough ground 
clearance. 

With thousands of poles to upgrade or 
replace, it’s easy to see why All Points official 
Tom Innes told me “it’ll be tight” to meet the 
company’s promised completion date of July 
2025. Impossible is more like it. Even after 
the eventual completion, it will take another 

year or so to hook up each home. 
When it’s done, the fiber-optic cable, 

just half an inch in diameter, will bring 
speeds up to 1 gigabit per second, upload 
and download. Ultimately, those same ca-
bles will be able to carry data to homes at a 
breathtaking 10 gbps. But there’s much that 
could go wrong between now and then. 

At the moment, there’s a squabble be-
tween All Points and one of the electric util-
ities over who will pay for pole upgrades. 
Then there will be the challenge of getting 
customers, particularly the old and the 
poor, to pay for the new service. All Points 
will guarantee service for just $30 a month 
at first for low-income customers. But it’s 
not at all clear that such pricing can be con-
tinued, or that the overall network can be 
maintained, without ongoing federal subsi-
dies — which have not been promised. The 
operating costs will be higher than in cities 
and suburbs. All Points will need more serv-
ice techs, vans and warehouse facilities to 
cover the greater distances. 

“What you don’t want to do is hook 
folks up and then three years later, the ISP 
that hooked folks up is cutting back their 
services and then you’re in the same place 
you were,” Brookings’s Pipa warns. Current 
programs, he says, “won’t be enough” to 
reach and maintain universal broadband. 

From my view on the farm, such po-
tential problems are a long way off. There’s 
currently no dial tone on my landline; the 
incoming telephone wire dangles so low 
over a field that I could touch it. There’s no 
cellular signal, either. A member of the Rap-
pahannock Broadband Authority, Margaret 
Bond, explained that this is in part because 
the county (understandably) resists massive, 
ugly cell towers on its scenic mountaintops. 

Eventually, fiber-optic broadband will 
allow wireless carriers to boost their signals. 
But for now, my only hope for connectivity 
runs through the unstable conduit of Elon 
Musk. After eight months on Starlink’s wait-
ing list, I was approved for service, though 
it came with a surcharge because my area 
has “limited capacity.” I canceled my ter-
restrial wireless system (the one brought 
down by “wildlife”) and, in a moment of 
bravery, or stupidity, I put a ladder on my 
roof and climbed to the gable top to attach 
my Starlink receiver. 

The speeds bounce around a lot, with 
some delays, or “latency,” but the SpaceX 
satellites provide perfectly adequate band-
width for calls, Zoom meetings, web brows-
ing and streaming. In short, I can now live 
on the farm while maintaining a lifeline to 
the world. 

In a few years, this, and better, will 
come to millions of our isolated country-
men. It’s not too much to hope that their 
belated entry into the Information Age will 
transform the fortunes of rural America. 
 
Dana Milbank is a political columnist for the 
Washington Post, where this appeared. Fol-
low him on Twitter @Milbank.  
Email dana.milbank@washpost.com 

Closing California 
Prisons Will Save 
Taxpayers Money, 
Budget Watchdog 
Agency Reports 
 
By SETH SANDRONSKY  
 

A nonpartisan fiscal watchdog agency 
that advises the California Legislature 
is calling for closure of five additional 

state prisons to help reduce the state budget 
deficit, the gap between spending and in-
come. The Golden State operates 34 prisons 
currently. 

Democratic Governor Gavin Newsom 
declined a reporter’s request for comment on 
the issue of closing five more state prisons. 
We return to the California watchdog agency 
that recommends state prison closures. 

“The Governor proposes reductions to 

[the] California Department of Corrections 
and Rehabilitation’s funding to account for 
previous capacity reductions and for the 
planned deactivation of a prison in 
March 2025 (Chuckwalla Valley State Prison 
in Riverside County),” according to a recent 
report from the state’s Legislative Analyst’s 
Office (LAO). “In addition, the budget reflects 
operation of nearly 15,000 empty beds in 
2024-25, which is projected to grow to 
about 19,000 by 2028. This means the state 
could deactivate around five additional pris-
ons.” 

Closing five prisons will save the state 
budget over $1 billion, according to the LAO 
report. That is no chump change. 

The Newsom administration indicates 
that closing five state prisons “could create 
challenges, such as reducing the availability of 
treatment and reentry programs,” according 
to the LAO. The agency holds, however, 
“that, while mitigating such challenges could 
create some new costs, these would be far 
less than the nearly $1 billion needed to con-
tinue operating five prisons. Accordingly, we 
recommend that the Legislature direct CDCR 

to begin planning to reduce capacity by de-
activating prisons and report on how to mit-
igate any resulting challenges.” 

That CDCR report could prove to be in-
teresting reading. Meanwhile, the Golden 
State, which is unable to run a deficit as the 
federal government can and does, is facing 
fiscal misfortune, to put the manner politely.   

In January, Gov. Newsom forecast a $38 
billion state budget deficit. Subsequently, the 
LAO has sounded an alarm of California’s 
deficit ballooning to $73 billion, or double 
the January estimate. 

“The Governor’s January budget pro-
poses a total of about $14.5 billion to oper-
ate CDCR in 2024-25,” the LAO report 
states, “mostly from the General Fund,” a tax-
payer-funded pool of money. Gov. Newsom’s 
budget also proposes total spending of $83.3 
million, $959,000 of which is from the Gen-
eral Fund, for CDCR capital outlay projects in 
2024-25. 

Amber-Rose Howard is the Executive 
Director of Californians United for a Re-
sponsible Budget (CURB). “The status quo is 
no longer sustainable,” she said in a state-

ment. “California must enshrine a commit-
ment to close at least five more prisons in the 
2024-25 final budget due in June, and di-
rect those savings to community-based re-
sources to increase safety, reentry programs 
and supporting towns where prisons close.” 

It costs about $106,000 annually to im-
prison an adult in a California state prison, 
according to the LAO. The type of expendi-
tures that comprise per prisoner costs of 
$106,000 annually range from security to 
health care expenditures, e.g., psychiatric, 
pharmaceutical and dental services). 

Meanwhile, Gov. Newsom remains fo-
cused on changing San Quentin State Prison 
into a prisoner rehabilitation center. That 
construction project costs $360 million. In 
January, Newsom’s Advisory Council for the 
San Quentin project recommended cutting 
the building cost by $120 million, according 
to CURB. 
 
Seth Sandronsky lives and works in Sacra-
mento. He is a journalist and member of the Pa-
cific Media Workers Guild.  
Email sethsandronsky@gmail.com. 
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During the Pandemic, His 
Fraudulency Got a Lot of 
People Killed. Has That Slid 
Down the Memory Hole? 
 
By DICK POLMAN 
 

It’s perversely fitting that the anti-science quack whose 
imbecilic behavior during the pandemic resulted in an 
unnecessarily high death toll is now declaring that, if re-

turned to power, he will withdraw all federal funds from 
public schools that require vaccines. 

There’s a lot to unpack in that opening paragraph. The 
Lancet, a prominent medical journal, concluded in a ’21 re-
port that Donald Trump’s “appalling response” to the pan-
demic (his hostility to mask mandates, etcetera) “expedited 
the spread of COVID” in the United States; as a result, as 
many as 40% of the 470,00 deaths that occurred on his 
watch could have been avoided, had he acted rationally. 
But has he learned anything since? Of course not. At a Vir-
ginia rally in early March, he indeed talked about punish-
ing schools that mandate vaccines, a brain fart he first 
floated in Iowa a year ago. 

As this country slowly goose-steps toward a MAGA 
Restoration, with roughly half the electorate too dumb or 
oblivious to take notice, Trump’s record on public health 
would seem to be relevant grist for fresh discussion. I know, 
the pandemic was so four years ago, ancient history by our 
standards – Gore Vidal was right when he quipped that 
USA stands for “the United States of Amnesia” – but since 
Trump was once an incumbent, perhaps we should treat 
him like one by re-inspecting his detestable actions. 

And there’s no better time than right now, because, 
Feb. 29, we marked the four-year anniversary of Amer-
ica’s first confirmed COVID death. Four years ago yester-
day, the CDC reported 60 confirmed cases. Four years ago 
this month, the entire nation virtually shut down. 

Trump, we now know, was seriously briefed about the 
impending crisis long before it hit. But here’s what he said 

publicly on Feb. 26, 2020: “When you have 15 (infected) 
people, and the 15 within a couple days is going to be down 
close to zero, that’s a pretty good job we’ve done…This will 
end. You look at flu season. (COVID) is a little bit different, 
but in some ways it’s easier…It’s a little like the regular flu.” 

But that’s not what he told Bob Woodward in an in-
terview on Feb. 7: “It’s also more deadly thav even your 
strenuous flu … This is deadly stuff.” Why didn’t he share 
these early warnings with his fellow citizens so that they 
could be better prepared? He answered that during an in-
terview with Woodward on March 19: “Really, to be hon-
est with you…I wanted to play it down. I still like playing 
it down.” That’s why he fired Nancy Messonnier, a top CDC 
official, who’d made the mistake of committing public can-
dor on Feb. 25 when she said that Americans should get 
ready for “significant disruptions” to their lives. 

Then we got Dr. Trump’s miracle cures. He pitched 
hydroxychloroquine (“try it if you like…it’ll be wonderful, 
it’ll be so beautiful”) – which was deemed worthless by the 
National Institutes of Health, the Food and Drug Adminis-
tration, and the World Health Organization. And when 
Richard Bright, a prominent federal vaccine expert, stated 
that the drug “clearly lack(ed) scientific merit,” Trump fired 
him. 

Undeterred as always, Trump flashed his medical cre-
dentials on the topic of disinfectants. Either half the elec-
torate wants to restore this kind of thinking to the 
presidency, or, more likely, half the electorate doesn’t re-
member it, or know it even happened, or doesn’t care that 
it happened. Trump was talking to a science official who 
was off camera: 

“So supposing we hit the body with a tremendous – 
whether it’s ultraviolet or just a very powerful light – and 
I think you said that hasn’t been checked because of the 
testing. And then I said, supposing you brought the light in-
side the body, which you can do either through the skin or 
some other way, and I think you said you’re going to test 
that, too…I see the disinfectant that knocks (COVID) out in 
a minute, one minute. And is there a way we can do some-
thing like that by injection inside or almost a cleaning? As 
you see, it gets in the lungs, it does a tremendous number 
on the lungs, so it would be interesting to check that.” 

Suffice it to say that, during the Biden administration, 
the makers of Lysol hasn’t felt compelled to issue a state-
ment warning against internal uses of its cleaning project. 

And suffice it to say that the current president has 
never said anything this stupid: “(COVID) affects elderly 

people with heart problems and other problems. In some 
states thousands of people – nobody young. Below the age 
of 18, like, nobody. Take your hat off to the young, it affects 
virtually nobody.” Trump said that in September 2020 – 
five months after the CDC started tracking thousands of 
COVID cases among Americans under the age of 18, and 
one month after the CDC warned that “children are at risk 
for severe COVID.” 

Five days after Trump’s ’17 Inaugural, I wrote that he 
would likely “get a lot of people killed.” That was a cinch 
prediction, and indeed he did. If we’re heedless enough to 
entrust our lives, yet again, to an anti-science sociopath, 
next time could well be worse. 
 
Bread and Circuses: For the cult, Super 
Tuesday was the Russell Crowe primary 
 

With apologies to cinema’s “The Gladiator”:
nn“Ladies and gentlemen of the cult! I stand be-
fore you as a rapist, an insurrectionist, a coup 

plotter, a financial fraudster, a deadbeat who owes half a bil-
lion dollars to courts of law, a thief of classified documents, 
an accused criminal of 91 felonies, a racist, a porn star phi-
landerer, a denigrator of military heroes, a fear-mongering 
font of incoherence, a moral vacuum, a doormat for for-
eign dictators, a vengeful congenital liar with malice afore-
thought – are you not entertained?!“ 

And on Super Tuesday they mustered a collective huz-
zah: 

“We are! You are what we want! Give us more!” 
I have nothing more to say today. I yield to the poet 

Langston Hughes: 
I am so tired of waiting, 
Aren’t you, 
For the world to become good 
And beautiful and kind? 
Let us take a knife 
And cut the world in two – 
And see what worms are eating 
At the rind. 

 
Dick Polman, a veteran national political columnist based in 
Philadelphia and a Writer in Residence at the University of 
Pennsylvania, writes at DickPolman.net and is distributed by 
Cagle Cartoons newspaper syndicate.  
Email him at dickpolman7@gmail.com. 

Lack of Political Competition 
Harms Rural Americans 
 
Rural Americans need a 
new movement to demand 
more than lip service from 
their elected representatives. 
 
By TOM SCHALLER and PAUL 
WALDMAN / The Daily Yonder 
 

“We pretty much own rural and 
small town America,” bragged 
Republican Senate leader 

Mitch McConnell in 2022, and he was right: 
According to data from the Pew Research 
Center, 59% of rural Americans voted for 
Republican House candidates in 2018, then 
65% voted for Donald Trump in 2020, 
then 69% for Republicans in 2022. The 
numbers for White rural Americans are 
even higher. What used to be a small GOP 
advantage in rural areas has widened into a 
chasm. 

This development has been great for 
the Republican Party: Not only can it lever-
age rural support into wins in the Electoral 
College and competitiveness in the US Sen-
ate that it wouldn’t otherwise enjoy if all 
votes counted equally, it can use its support 
in rural areas within states to secure and 
maintain power through gerrymandering. 
But it hasn’t been so great for rural people 
themselves.  

That rural areas often lack political com-
petition is not news to many people. But that 
fact is usually presented as a problem facing 
Democrats. They are scolded for having 
abandoned rural areas, which is often true. 
And it isn’t hard to understand why they did: 
When parties and candidates have scarce re-
sources, there isn’t much to be gained from 
spending time campaigning in a place where, 
at best, they might reduce their margin of 
defeat from 30 points to 25 points.  

The flip side of this situation is far less 
often remarked upon: Republicans, too, have 
largely abandoned rural areas. They’re still 
winning all the elections — indeed, many 
rural voters are represented by nothing but 

White Republicans in every office from US 
senator all the way down to dog-catcher — 
but they know that they don’t have to do 
much to keep winning. They don’t have to 
campaign very hard, and they don’t have to 
worry that they’ll be turned out of office if 
they don’t make tangible improvements in 
their constituents’ lives.  

This was one of the messages we heard 
repeatedly as we reported and wrote our 
new book “White Rural Rage: The Threat 
to American Democracy”: As much as peo-
ple say they hate politics, if anything there’s 
too little of it in rural America. 

In Mingo County, West Virginia, for in-
stance, we spoke to Truman and Letitia 
Chafin. He’s the former county Democratic 
chair and state Senate majority leader; she’s 
a prominent lawyer. The machine built by 
Senator Robert Byrd that was deeply en-
meshed in people’s lives is gone, they said, 
and the Democratic Party is almost a mem-
ory. “We don’t have the organization down 
here to help Joe [Manchin],” Truman told us, 
when it still seemed that the Democratic sen-
ator might run for reelection (he eventually 
decided to retire). “Republicans don’t have a 
good system either,” added Letitia, “but they 
don’t really need one.” 

They sure don’t; Trump won 85% of 
the vote in Mingo County in 2020, and 
there’s no reason to think he’ll do any worse 
this year. But the county’s loyalty to the GOP 
hasn’t done much for it: The county is losing 
population (down 12% between the 2010 
and 2020 Censuses), coal jobs are still dwin-
dling, the area was devastated by the opioid 
crisis, and poverty is still rampant. 

There are analogues to Mingo County’s 
story — economic, political, and demo-
graphic — in rural places all over America. So 
if it’s clear that voting more and more heav-
ily for Republicans isn’t offering rural Amer-
icans a path to a better future, what would? 

It’s a complicated question, and though 
we’re both liberals, the answer we arrived at 
in writing “White Rural Rage” isn’t just that 
rural people should start voting Democratic. 
What’s needed instead is a genuine rural 
movement, one that could bring political 
competition back to rural America.  

The most striking thing about the place 
of rural Whites in the Republican Party is 
that, despite being the linchpin of Republican 

power, they have no coherent set of de-
mands. Every other part of the GOP coali-
tion — evangelicals, gun rights advocates, big 
business — knows exactly what they want 
government to do and makes sure the peo-
ple they help elect know it too. When Re-
publicans come into office, every part of that 
coalition is sitting at the table, making sure its 
demands are met. The officeholders know 
that if they don’t come through, they might 
not be able to count on the same support in 
the next election. The Democratic coalition 
works the same way.  

Unfortunately, too many rural Ameri-
cans are not even at the table, because they 
aren’t making demands of the politicians 
who depend on them on election day. If they 
could create a movement with a real agenda, 
Republicans would have to address it — and 
Democrats would be eager to show that they 
could speak to the agenda, too.  

Days after the book published, we 
tracked down Shawn Sebastian, director of 
organizing for RuralOrganizing.org, a pro-
gressive group that works hard to mobilize 
and educate rural voters. We asked Sebast-
ian about the possibility of building wide-
ranging coalitions to empower rural voters. 

“There are leaders in rural communi-
ties who are trying to solve local problems 
with local people – they’re the ones fighting 
to build a local nursing home because there 
isn’t one within three hours of where they 
live, they’re working to make sure their hos-
pital doesn’t shut down, and they’re the ones 
ensuring people have clean water to drink,” 

he told us. “These local rural leaders hold 
relationships across ideological differences in 
their communities and do the hard work of 
cooperating with their neighbors to get 
things done … These rural leaders are doing 
this work without resources – for every dol-
lar Democrats spend in rural counties, Re-
publicans spend $14.” 

If political competition returned to rural 
America, votes would be up for grabs, ac-
tivists could be more influential, and politi-
cians could be held accountable for what 
they deliver. That’s how politics is supposed 
to work. But in too many rural areas, there 
isn’t much politics to speak of.  

And if a real rural movement was built 
— especially if it was a multiracial movement, 
including the 24% of rural Americans who 
are non-White — politicians at the national 
level would have to listen, too. Right now, 
rural people have a particular kind of power: 
Their votes often count for more than those 
of people who live in cities and suburbs, and 
they’re flattered by politicians touting “small-
town values.” But they don’t have much to 
show for it. The answer is for them to use 
the power they have, and start demanding 
something more concrete. If they could do 
that, the whole country would benefit.  
 
Tom Schaller and Paul Waldman are co-au-
thors of “White Rural Rage: The Threat to 
American Democracy” (Random House, 
2024). This story was originally published in 
the Daily Yonder. For more rural reporting and 
small-town stories visit dailyyonder.com. 
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Defying the South’s 
Corporate Lackeys 
 
By DAVID McCALL 
 

Tanya Gaines and her co-workers launched a union 
drive 10 years ago because it was the only way to win 
livable wages, fair treatment and safe working condi-

tions at the Golden Dragon copper tube manufacturing plant 
in Pine Hill, Ala., one of the state’s poorest areas. 

Workers anticipated management’s opposition, but they 
felt blindsided when Alabama’s Republican governor at the 
time, Robert Bentley, also came out against the organizing 
drive and wrote a letter demanding they vote against the 
union. 

Gaines and her colleagues stood up to Bentley’s bully-
ing, joined the United Steelworkers (USW) and began build-
ing better lives. 

More and more workers across the South seek the same 
path forward that union membership provides. But they’re 
still forced to defy Republican officials who’d rather toady to 
wealthy corporations than support workers’ fight for a fair 
economy. 

Autoworkers in Alabama, for example, vowed to stay 
the course last month after the state’s current governor, Re-
publican Kay Ivey, publicly rebuked their efforts to unionize 
a Mercedes-Benz plant. 

Equally furious USW members and other workers in 
South Carolina demanded that Republican Gov. Henry Mc-
Master correct course after he bragged during his state of the 
state address in February that he’d oppose unions “to the 
gates of hell.” 

Unionizing is entirely the workers’ choice, a right guar-
anteed under federal law. And yet Ivey and McMaster stuck 
their noses where they didn’t belong, just like Bentley did 
with the workers at Golden Dragon in 2014. 

“It was like a slap in the face,” Gaines, who grew up in 
a union family and learned the power of solidarity at a young 
age, said of Bentley’s interference. 

“We’re here on site, doing the job. He had no idea of 
the problem it was to work here,” she added, recalling the ex-
ploitation that workers faced. “We need a voice. This is our 
voice.” 

Gaines said she and her co-workers continue battling 
Golden Dragon over safety and other issues—a fight she can’t 
imagine waging without the protections and resources the 
USW provides. 

“They know better,” Gaines, vice president of USW 
Local 00176, said of company bosses. “They just don’t do 
better.” 

When workers begin organizing, companies regularly 
go on the attack. 

Employers squander hundreds of millions of dollars 
every year on anti-union consultants and force workers into 
captive audience meetings where they disparage organized 
labor and threaten union supporters. Companies flood work-
ers’ social media and cell phones with anti-union propaganda. 
They post anti-union messages and videos throughout work-
places, even in restrooms. 

Instead of standing up for workers who face these kinds 
of abuses, Republicans in the South pile on. 

Feb. 8, Georgia’s Republican-controlled Senate passed a 
bill aimed at creating additional obstacles for workers seek-
ing to unionize. Among other restrictions, the bill—champi-
oned by Republican Gov. Brian Kemp—threatens to withhold 
state grants and other resources from forward-thinking com-
panies that would prefer to voluntarily recognize unions in-
stead of forcing workers to go through an additional 
drawn-out election process. 

Meddling by elected officials helps to explain historically 
low union membership in the South. But now, not even des-
perate measures like the Georgia bill can stem the wave of 
workers forming unions in the wake of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. 

“They’re seeing what the union has to offer. They’re see-
ing some of the advantages of being in the union,” said Reg-
gie Thomas, president of USW Local 572, which represents 
hundreds of workers at Graphic Packaging in Macon, Ga. 

Thomas traveled to nearby Fort Valley, Ga., last year for 
rallies supporting the union drive at Blue Bird Corp. When 
1,400 workers at the bus company voted overwhelmingly to 

join the USW, he said that victory sent a message to others 
throughout the South: “If the workers at Blue Bird can do it, 
I can, too.” 

As workers empower themselves, they also build a 
stronger economy and healthier communities. 

USW members and their counterparts in other unions 
advocated for the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act, 
which unleashed $1.2 trillion for upgrades to transportation, 
communications and energy systems nationwide. 

Republican officials—including Ivey, McMaster and 
Kemp, hypocritically welcomed these investments while at-
tacking the union workers who helped to bring the money 
home. 

“Beware the messenger before you listen to the mes-
sage,” William “Bump” Roddey, a member of USW Local 
1924, said of Republicans’ anti-worker scheming. 

“Look at where some of the big donations come from,” 
said Roddey, who works at the New-Indy mill in Catawba, 
S.C., and serves on York County Council. “They come from 
CEOs, the people who have a vested interest in keeping 
wages low.” 

While career politicians like McMaster have no problem 
making ends meet, that isn’t the case for average South Car-
olinians applying for jobs at New-Indy. 

Roddey said new hires, many of them first-time union 
members, marvel at the life-changing wages, workplace safety 
measures and work-life balance, among other benefits their 
USW contract provides. 

“It’s an eye-opening experience,” said Roddey, who often 
hears new union members make remarks like, “I didn’t have 
that at my last job. I didn’t have that opportunity.” 

And when these workers tell others about what the 
union does for them, support for labor only snowballs in spite 
of Republicans’ plotting. 

“The other side can’t define us,” Roddey said. “People are 
looking to make their lives better, and it can only come 
through the union, because the job pays your mortgage, pays 
your rent, pays your light bill, feeds your family. Unions are 
the backbone of the economy.” 
 
David McCall is International President of United Steelworkers. 
See the blog at USW.org. 

Workers Once Again Try 
to Organize the South 
 
By JOSEPH B. ATKINS 
 
OXFORD, Miss. — At the beginning of the 
Congress of Industrial Organizations’ “Op-
eration Dixie” campaign to organize the US 
South in 1946, Sidney Hillman, the leader 
of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers, 
called the South “a venture into unplowed 
fields.” 

Nearly 80 years later, organized labor 
has vowed finally to plow those fields and 
plant seeds that will ultimately help build a 
new labor movement across the nation. 

“Take heart, learn the lessons and apply 
them to your situation, and thing big,” for-
mer UE (United Electrical, Radio & Machine 
Workers of America) Director of Organizing 
Ed Bruno told participants from across the 
South in a Southern Workers Assembly on-
line discussion Feb. 29.  

Indeed, the United Auto Workers, fresh 
off its Stand Up Strike victories with General 
Motors, Ford, and Stellantis in 2023, has 
pledged $40 million to organize non-union 
auto plants, with a focus on the South. Re-
sults are already coming in. In February, 
workers at both the Volkswagen plant in 
Chattanooga, Tennessee, and the Mercedes-

Benz plant in Vance, Alabama (that German 
company’s largest US plant) announced ma-
jority support for unionizing.  

They’re among some 10,000 non-
union autoworkers signing union cards at 
14 plants across the country. 

After failed unionizing efforts at the Nis-
san plants in Mississippi and Tennessee and 
the Volkswagen plant in Chattanooga in re-
cent years, many wondered if the South 
would ever shake off its longheld distinction 
as the least-unionized region in the country, 
whether its “unplowed fields” will ever grow 
rich with a true harvest of its underpaid, 
overworked laborers. 

After what has been dubbed “The Year 
of the Strike” in 2023, with UAW victories 
at the Big Three, nationwide organizing at 
Starbucks cafes (Starbucks has finally agreed 
to stop opposing unionization), among 
nurses in hospitals, and on college campuses 
across the land, workers have a new confi-
dence. The pandemic and record corporate 
profits also helped create a new worker con-
sciousness, and polls show public support for 
unions at its highest level since the 1960s. 

“We’ve learned that we can’t trust Mer-
cedes with our best interests,” Mercedes-
Benz workers in Vance, Alabama, said in 
their announcement of majority union sup-
port this month. Citing the company’s 
“record profits,” widespread use and abuse 
of temporary workers, and imposition of a 
two-tier pay scale, the announcement con-

tinued, “There comes a time when enough 
is enough. Now is that time.” 

At the Southern Workers Assembly 
Zoom session in February, Bruno and Jim 
Wrenn, a founding member of UE Local 
150 at the Cummins Diesel Engine Plant in 
Rocky Mount, North Carolina, talked at 
length about the reasons behind the widely 
acknowledged failure of Operation Dixie be-
tween 1946 and 1953. The exploitation of 
divisions between Black and White work-
ers, the rank anti-communist demagoguery 
of the era, and inability of organizers to net-
work campaigns at different plants in the re-
gion and work in solidarity rather than 
individually were all factors in the campaign 
never reaching its goals. 

Bruno contrasted Operation Dixie with 
the massive pro-union surge in the mid-
1930s that gave rise to the UAW and other 
unions, a high point in the history of organ-
ized labor in this country. 

Five factors were key to the success of 
the 1930s labor movement, Bruno said: 

1. A committed cadre of organizers 
who were few in number but young and en-
ergized and who networked with other or-
ganizers. They were “not isolated.” 

2. A militant minority who “were fed 
up and ready to do something.” 

3. A high degree of class politics with 
pro-labor President Franklin D. Roosevelt 
leading the nation and powerful pro-labor 
forces in Congress and beyond. 

4. New rights as a result of the Wagner 
Act of 1935 and other legislation backing 
workers. 

5. The development of a “national 
voice” by strong labor leaders, like John L. 
Lewis of the United Mine Workers. 

Workers today need to learn the les-
sons from successes and failures in the past, 
to work in solidarity with other workers 
who are struggling, to network, and build 
“corporate campaigns” that drive home 
their issues and demands to corporate head-
quarters, not just to local management, 
Bruno said. 

In 1946, CIO president Philip Murray 
called Operation Dixie “the most important 
drive of its kind ever undertaken by any 
labor organization in the history of the coun-
try.”  

The new organizing campaign in the 
South in 2024 doesn’t have a name yet, but 
Murray’s words may very well still apply. 
 
Joseph B. Atkins is a veteran journalist and 
professor emeritus of journalism at the Uni-
versity of Mississippi. His books include  
“Harry Dean Stanton: Hollywood’s Zen Rebel” 
(University Press of Kentucky, 2020), “Cover-
ing for the Bosses: Labor and the Southern 
Press” (University Press of Mississippi, 2008), 
and the novel “Casey’s Last Chance” (Sartoris 
Literary Group, 2015). His blog is 
http://www.laborsouth.blogspot.com and he 
can be reached at jbatkins3@gmail.com. 

Support for Aid to Ukraine is Waning 
 
By MARK ANDERSON 
 

Americans’ support for continued assistance to 
Ukraine—economic as well as military aid—is wan-
ing, according to a new survey. But ironically, De-

mocrats are the holdouts, despite the Democratic Party’s 
tradition of embracing a pro-peace worldview. 

This survey, conducted by the Chicago Council on 
Global Affairs (CCGA), compares responses from Republi-
cans, Democrats, as well as Independents. It shows that 
those who identify as Democrats are the most zealous to 
keep pumping billions of US dollars into Ukraine.  

From March of 2022 when the Russia-Ukraine conflict 
started (85% of those surveyed approved) until February of 
2024 (78% approved), Democrat respondents (with past 
CCGA surveys included for continuity) maintained the 
highest level of approval for such economic aid. 

Republicans’ support dropped most sharply, from 74% 
supporting economic aid in March 2022 down to 40% in 

Feb. 2024. Independents went from 75% to 54%.  
As for sending US arms to Ukraine: Dems went from 

83% to 75% in the same time period; Republicans, 80% 
to 45%; independents, 79% to 54%. 

Interestingly, Democrats also are the most supportive 
of sending US troops into the Ukraine-Russian conflict. De-
mocrats’ support to send US troops there went from 42% 
to 35%; Republicans, from 34% to 21%; independents, 
from 33% to 26%. {Ukraine leaders have not requested US 
troops.] 

Clearly, support is dropping among all respondents re-
garding any kind of Ukraine aid. It’s just that the Dems have 
maintained the most support. 

This survey of 1,039 voting-age adults was conducted 
with the help of the Lester Crown Center on US Foreign 
Policy, an institution within the CCGA. The research firm 
IPSOS took part, too. Lester Crown is the son of the late 
Henry Crown, founder of General Dynamics, a major de-
fense contractor. The CCGA’s CEO, Ivo Daalder, is a former 
US envoy to NATO. 

So while the survey suggests that Republicans have 
traded places with Democrats as being the most reluctant 

to go to war—an interesting development, given the overly 
worshipful view most Republicans have of the military—
another intriguing twist is that there is strong support across 
the board for Ukraine to join NATO. Only the Dems’ sup-
port actually went up, from 80% to 83%, from March 
2022 to Feb. 2024. 

But if you’re a NATO member, an attack on one mem-
ber is an attack on all, meaning that if Ukraine joins NATO, 
the US would be obliged to enter the conflict versus Rus-
sia; yet, the republicans and independents surveyed gave a 
resounding “NO” to the US directly committing troops to 
Ukraine under its current non-NATO status. 

The CCGA claims this disparity arises from general 
public ignorance of how NATO works.  

But the “take away” here is that the clear intent to 
make Ukraine a full NATO member could bring World War 
III with it. Thus, the time for serious reflection is now. It 
might be wise to deny Ukraine full NATO membership to 
avoid a wider war—a war that would be immensely prof-
itable to defense contractors if the US were to directly in-
volve itself. 

Continued on next page
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which also meant they bailed on providing 
necessary funding to Ukraine, which was 
also included in the measure. 

Now, Biden is moving onto Plan B. 
Trial balloons have been sent up in re-

cent days. His people are weighing the 
pushback. 

The headlines tell the story: 
“Biden considering new executive ac-

tion to restrict asylum at the border; sources 
say” – CNN. 

“Biden weighs invoking executive au-
thority to stage border crackdown ahead of 
2024 election” – CBS News. 

“Biden mulling plan that could restrict 
asylum claims at the border” – The New 
York Times. 

“Anonymous sources” close to the 
White House are leaking the plans. It’s a 
scheme that would undercut the asylum 
process. Anyone who can arrive on US soil 
has the right to at least request safe haven. 

It doesn’t mean they’ll qualify under 
the strict guidelines, which were set up to 
offer protection to people who have been 
persecuted or fear they will be in their na-
tive land due to race, religion, nationality 
and/or membership in a particular social 
group or political opinion. 

In fact, many asylum seekers will not 
pass this scrutiny. But they have the right to 
ask. 

It’s a baseline of the US ethos. Offering 
sanctuary is a core tenet of our country. 

Biden might crack down on the stan-
dards, making it more difficult for people to 
establish having a “credible fear.” 

There’s also word that he’s considering 
only allowing people to request asylum at 

ports of entry. Another proposal would act 
as a breaker, shutting down the process if 
too many people arrive. 

Never mind that former President 
Donald Trump also tried similar tricks. Re-
member Trump’s Muslim ban, when he 
barred entry of people from six predomi-
nantly Muslim nations? It got him sued on 
constitutional grounds. 

Now here’s Biden, increasingly frantic 
to head off election year criticism of his han-
dling of the border. He’s allowing himself to 
be lured into adopting Trump’s policies. 

That’s a twisted game and one that 
Biden is risking human lives to play. 

There is a humanitarian crisis at the 
US-Mexico border. An astounding 250,000 
arrived in December 2023 alone, a record. 

But they’re not an army of terrorists. 
They’re not trafficking fentanyl, intent on 
helping American children overdose. 

They are not seeking to “invade” or “in-
fect” the nation, as some far-right voices 
continuously claim. 

They’re people who fled life-threaten-
ing situations in Haiti, for example, where 
gangs control many parts of the country. 

They’re families who’ve crossed 
through multiple countries, including 
through freezing temperatures in the Andes 
Mountains, to flee as the Venezuelan gov-
ernment slides into dictatorship. 

And they’re Hondurans caught in traps 
set by drug cartels, which extort the meager 
earnings of farmers who’ve been devastated 
by catastrophic flooding. 

Once they cross the border, migrants 
turn themselves into US authorities and 
wait to make their case, to assert that they 

have a credible fear of returning to their na-
tive land. 

This is all “the right way” to do it. 
They’re following the process. 

It’s just that there are so many of them. 
There are not enough asylum officers to 
hear their stories, enough space to keep 
them safe, enough resources to help women 
and children, some of whom risked sexual 
assault and robbery on their journey. 

The danger for Biden is that he’s 
stretching to meet a problem that is partially 
being framed by his predecessor. 

Trump reportedly didn’t want the bi-
partisan bill — which would have addressed 
immigration needs at the border — to pass. 
It’s simply too rich of an issue to tap on the 
campaign trail. 

Trump is an expert at twisting the nar-
rative, of pounding podiums and telling out-
right lies about immigrants. 

And Biden, at least with these immi-
gration reform trial balloons he has been 
floating, is dangerously mimicking his op-
ponent. 

It won’t work. He risks losing voters, 
people who value what our nation stands 
for: resettling people in our country who 
then greatly contribute to it. 

Worse, Biden is dabbling with expos-
ing these desperate migrants to the whims 
of a Trump White House. 
 
Mary Sanchez is a syndicated columnist for 
Tribune Content Agency, formerly with the 
Kansas City Star.  
Email msanchezcolumn@gmail.com  
and follow on Twitter @msanchezcolumn.

MARY SANCHEZ
Biden is considering plans 
to restrict asylum claims 
at the border, but offering 
sanctuary to people who 
have been persecuted is a 
baseline of the US ethos.

Biden Eyes  
US-Mexico  
Border With a 
Trumpian Gaze 
 

How close to Republican hardliners 
can President Joe Biden creep with-
out losing Democratic votes? 

Can he sound tough on immigration 
by pleading for Congress to give him the 
power to “shut down the border?” 

Check – he did that a few weeks ago. 
It was a desperate pitch to convince 

the US Senate to follow through with a bi-
partisan package of reforms that would 
have given Biden more leverage and re-
sources to fairly address the historically 
high numbers of migrants arriving at the 
southern border. 

It didn’t work. 
The Senate failed to pass the bill, 

Civil War II 

 
As Southern states again 
assert their dubious right  
to countermand federal  
law and the national  
Constitution, Biden needs to 
be as resolute as Lincoln. 
 
By ROBERT KUTTNER 
 

Republicans in the former Confeder-
acy seem determined to refight the 
Civil War. 

As you recall, the deeper cause of that 
war was the battle over slavery—first 
whether it would be expanded into the ter-
ritories and then whether it would be abol-
ished entirely. The constitutional question 
was the right asserted by slave states to nul-
lify federal law. A related question was 
whether slave states could countermand the 
laws of other states. 

You will also recall that we fought a ter-
rible war to settle these questions; and that 
Lincoln and the federal union won on all 
counts. Or so it seemed. 

Today, many Southern governments 
are determined to assert their right to nul-
lify federal law or to encroach on rights pro-
tected by other states. Exhibit A is the effort 
by Texas Gov. Greg Abbott to take over en-
forcement of border protection, a power ex-
plicitly granted to the national government 
in the Constitution. 

In a series of theatrical stunts, Abbott 
has directed the Texas National Guard to 
install 17 miles of razor wire along the Rio 

Grande. He has dispatched the Guard to 
block outnumbered federal Border Patrol 
agents from accessing a 2.5-mile stretch in 
Eagle Pass. In plain violation of federal 
law, Guardsmen who intercept would-be 
refugees deny them their right to seek asy-
lum. 

Even the Roberts-Trump Supreme 
Court found this usurpation of clear federal 
authority unconstitutional. In January, by a 
5-4 vote, the Court vacated a previous in-
junction from the US Fifth Circuit Court of 
Appeals that prevented Border Patrol agents 
from cutting the concertina wire. Chief Jus-
tice Roberts and Trump appointee Amy 
Coney Barrett joined the Court’s three lib-
eral justices. 

But Abbott continues to use the Na-
tional Guard to block US Border Patrol 
agents from accessing the 47-acre Shelby 
Park in Eagle Pass. So far, it hasn’t come to 
an armed confrontation, but only because 
the Border Patrol keeps standing down. 

In March, a new state law will take ef-
fect directing the Texas National Guard to 
arrest migrants attempting to seek asylum, 
a clear violation of federal and international 
law. The penalty is a year in prison. Guards-
men are already pushing asylum seekers 
who make it across the Rio Grande back 
into the river. 

Greg Abbott joins Bibi Netanyahu in 
making a fool of Joe Biden and demon-
strating the president’s weakness. The time 
is long overdue for Biden to join other pres-
idents who federalized state National Guard 
units when governors used them to defy 
federal courts and federal law. 

He would be in good company. That 
Bolshevik Dwight D. Eisenhower federal-
ized the entire Arkansas National Guard to 
enforce court-ordered school desegregation 

in Little Rock. Ike, who knew something 
about military logistics, even sent in ele-
ments of the 101st Airborne to help. Presi-
dents John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson 
both federalized state National Guard units 
when governors were menacing civil rights 
workers and defying court orders. 

Former Texas Congressman Beto 
O’Rourke and current Rep. Joaquin Castro 
have both called on Biden to federalize the 
Texas National Guard. Failing to do so only 
reinforces the games that Abbott is playing. 

What is Biden waiting for? The Con-
stitution empowers the president to enforce 
the laws. But that power is not self-execut-
ing. 

There is both a principle here—the sov-
ereignty of the federal union that Lincoln 
saved—and high political stakes. As Biden 
and the Republicans hash out immigration 
policy, will Biden be a pushover for cheap 
political stunts that only weaken his influ-
ence and credibility? 

Meanwhile, on another front of the im-
pending Civil War II, health care profes-
sionals in several states have mobilized to 
help women in states that ban abortion. Not 
only are women and medical providers wel-
come to travel to sanctuary states for 
needed reproductive and gender-affirming 
care; in Massachusetts and five other states, 
medical professionals will fill prescriptions 
for medication abortions and mail the med-
ications out of state. 

Massachusetts, Washington, Colorado, 
Vermont, New York, and California have en-
acted shield laws that protect doctors, nurse 
practitioners, and midwives who prescribe 
and send abortion pills to patients in states 
that ban or sharply restrict abortion. 

Anti-abortion zealots have vowed ret-
ribution, against both the professionals and 

the women. Some states have even tried to 
impinge on the right of travel to keep 
women bottled up in restrictive states. 
Idaho, Arizona, and Missouri have laws au-
thorizing prosecution of people who help 
minors travel out of state to get an abortion. 

In August, Alabama’s attorney general 
asserted the power to prosecute people who 
helped residents leave the state for an abor-
tion, relying on criminal conspiracy laws. 
Some counties in Texas have passed ordi-
nances that would outlaw using their roads 
to drive someone out of state for an abor-
tion. 

This all has echoes of the Fugitive Slave 
Act, which Congress passed as part of the 
so-called Compromise of 1850, in a last-
ditch effort to appease the slaveholding 
South. The act required that escaped slaves 
be returned to their owners, even if they 
had made it to a free state, and required the 
federal government to help with their cap-
ture. Revulsion against the Fugitive Slave 
Act only increased abolitionist sentiment in 
the North. 

With a Democratic president and a di-
vided Congress, we are unlikely to see a 
fugitive abortion act, but several states are 
acting as if they have the right to pursue 
women and health professionals into free 
states. We would all be better served if our 
president were much more resolute in fac-
ing down these efforts to weaken the Union 
in order to promote substantively disgrace-
ful policies. 
 
Robert Kuttner is co-editor of The American 
Prospect (prospect.org) and professor at 
Brandeis University’s Heller School. Like him 
on facebook.com/RobertKuttner and/or follow 
him at twitter.com/rkuttner.  
 

Is there a potential conflict of interest, 
given the Crown family’s defense-tech 
background and its involvement in this sur-
vey? Is Mr. Daalders’ NATO background 
an issue? You be the judge.  

One thing is crystal clear. Think tanks 
like the CCGA, although they publish 
scholarly, useful work, tend to be heavily 
plutocratically connected, running the 
gamut from big pharma to major defense 
contractors that sponsor their conferences. 
 
Mark Anderson is a veteran journalist who 
divides his time between Texas and Michigan. 
Email him at truthhound2@yahoo.com. 

Anderson... 
Continued from page 10
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Free Boris Kagarlitsky 
 
Join the global appeal  
for his release. 
 
By KATRINA VANDEN HEUVEL 
 

As people flooded Moscow’s streets 
March 1 protesting Aleksey 
Navalny’s death in an Arctic prison 

camp, the outpouring became a display of 
dissent at a time of growing repression. As 
the Russian Orthodox service unfolded in 
the working-class Marino district, where 
Navalny and his family lived for decades, 
other Russian antiwar dissidents are con-
fronting a new and expanding wave of re-
pression and arrests. 

Perhaps in anticipation of Presidential 
elections slated for March 17 (no 
cliffhanger), the growing strength of nation-
alistic “siloviki,” or part of an attack on the 
Russian Left movement, Russian authorities 
are handing out harsher sentences to those 
who appeal their charges. Prominent Russ-
ian activist Oleg Orlov, a veteran human 
rights campaigner and a leader of the Me-
morial human rights organization that 
jointly won the Nobel Peace Prize in 2022, 
was initially fined $1,630 for an article “dis-
crediting the armed forces.” When Orlov 
appealed the ruling, a Moscow Court sen-
tenced him in February to two and a half 
years for opposing Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine. 

And on February 13, a military court 
sentenced Boris Kagarlitsky, prominent so-
ciologist, Marxist scholar and labor activist, 
to five years in prison for criticizing the war 
in Ukraine. This was after a Moscow court 
initially ordered him to only pay a $6,500 
fine for “justifying terrorism,” charges which 
Kagarlitsky denied. Prosecutors appealed 
the lower court’s decision to fine him, call-
ing it “excessively lenient.” Kagarlitsky, the 
founder and chief editor of the left-labor 
news organization Rabkor, and director of 
the Institute of Globalization and Social 
Movements (which was labeled a “foreign 
agent” in 2018), was first detained in July 
2023 in connection with a since-deleted 
YouTube video about the 2022 Crimea 
bridge explosion. 

Perhaps because Boris has been ar-
rested before as a dissident—in 1982 during 
the Brezhnev years and in 1993 when he 
protested Yeltsin’s shelling of the country’s 
elected Parliament—he responded to the de-
cision with calm and dignity: “We just need 

to live a little longer and survive this dark 
period for our country.” 

I met Boris Kagarltsky in Moscow in 
1982. He was a research assistant to the 
Marxist dissident historian Roy Medvedev, 
author of “On Socialist Democracy” and 
“Let History Judge. My late husband, 
Stephen Cohen, who was living in Moscow 
on IREX’s academic exchange in 1976, met 
with Medvedev—who lived far from the 
city’s center—every few weeks to exchange 
ideas and historical documents. Our visit 
was unusual because of Boris’s presence, 
but even more so due to the presence of 
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s first wife, Natalya 
Reshetovskaya. She had asked Roy whom 
she might trust to take her typescript/man-
uscript about her life with Solzhenitsyn to 
the West for safekeeping. Steve had experi-
ence with taking out—and bringing in—
books, from Russia to the West and vice 
versa, and he agreed to do so. (It may have 
been one reason why neither Steve nor I 
could get a visa to travel to Russia from 
1982 to March 1985. On March 11, 1985, 
Mikhail Gorbachev came into office.) 

Boris became a friend, introducing me 
to the Rabkor team, the Fellows at his In-
stitute, sharing insights, history, and gossip 
about the media and political scene. He vis-
ited The Nation many times over the years 
and contributed articles. Boris is a person 
of integrity, great intelligence, and, yes, 
irony, humor, and creativity, qualities nec-
essary to keep living and working in Putin’s 
Russia. 

Boris has been a steadfast and pro-
ductive dissident. He was editor of the 
samizdat journal Left Turn from 1978 to 
1982, which led to his arrest for “anti-Soviet 
activities” in 1982. He was released in 
1983. In 1988 he became coordinator of 
the Moscow People’s Front, and in 1990, 
he was elected to the Moscow City Soviet. 
He cofounded the Party of Labor. In 1993, 
he was arrested for his opposition to Presi-
dent Yeltsin during the September-October 
constitutional crisis—but was released 
quickly after international protests. Later 
that year, his job and the Moscow City 
Council were abolished under Yeltsin’s new 
Constitution. 

Boris wrote in a letter to global sup-
porters when he was arrested last year: 

“This is not the first time in my life. I 
was locked up under Brezhnev, beaten and 
threatened with death under Yeltsin. And 
now it’s the second arrest under Putin. 
Those in power change, but the tradition of 
putting political opponents behind bars, 
alas, remains. But the willingness of many 

people to make sacrifices for their beliefs, 
for freedom, and social rights remain un-
changed. 

“I think that the current arrest can be 
considered a recognition of the political sig-
nificance of my statements. Of course, I 
would have preferred to be recognized in a 
somewhat different form, but all in good 
time. In the 40-odd years since my first ar-
rest, I have learned to be patient and to re-
alize how fickle political fortune in Russia 
is…. 

“The experience of the past years…does 
not dispose much to optimism. But historical 
experience as a whole is much richer and 
gives much more grounds for positive expec-
tations. Remember what Shakespeare wrote 
in Macbeth? 

“‘The night is long that never finds the 
day.’” 

Boris’s daughter, responding to 
Navalny’s death, made this statement: “And 
for all of us, this is a special sign, especially 
for those of us who have relatives, friends, 
associates, in the hands of Putin’s regime, 
we are all not safe. Now when Boris is be-
hind bars, it is especially important…to 
show even more solidarity around Boris, 
around his case and around other political 
prisoners.” 

In late February, in a post on Telegram, 
Boris said he was “in a great mood as al-
ways” and that he plans to continue col-
lecting materials for new books, “including 
descriptions of prison life.” 

Last year, galvanized by Boris’s deten-
tion, a “Free Boris” movement arose glob-
ally and, perhaps more importantly, across 
Russian cities and towns. Spontaneous 
demonstrations were held; online protests 
and coordinated international actions com-
memorated Boris’s birthday in August. 
Thousands of signatures were collected 
from prominent intellectuals, activists, and 
political figures. Brazilian President Lula da 
Silva criticized Boris’s detention, as did lead-
ers in other BRICs countries whom Putin 
counts as allies. 

Significantly, when Boris’s first arrest 
occurred last year two pro-Kremlin figures, 
RT’s Margarita Simonian and analyst Sergei 
Markov, were quoted in the Washington 
Post stating what a mistake it was. 

When Boris was released on Decem-
ber 13, 2023, it was a demonstration that 
international pressure and solidarity works. 

According to the Moscow court’s deci-
sion, Boris will be sent to pretrial detention 
center No. 12 of the Federal Penitentiary 
Service of Russia in Moscow. In Moscow, 
this center is known as one of Russia’s 
harshest lockups—word is that he is being 
held in a cell with 15 other men. 

For information on how to show soli-
darity and support, visit freeboris.info. 
 
Katrina vanden Heuvel is editorial director 
and publisher of The Nation. She served as 
editor of the magazine from 1995 to 2019. 
Follow @KatrinaNation.  

The Saudi & Putin 
Scheme for Screwing 
Biden’s Election Hopes 
 
So, get ready: it’s coming 
this fall. And unless the  
administration acts quickly, 
there will be nothing they 
can do about it. Gas at $6  
a gallon could easily throw 
the election to Trump … 
 
By THOM HARTMANN 
 

Have you noticed gas prices are ris-
ing? Get ready: you ain’t seen noth-
ing yet. 

The bloodthirsty leader of the King-
dom of Saudi Arabia loves his dictatorial 
soul-mate Donald Trump and is setting the 
stage to intervene in November’s election 
in a big way, much like he did with a 
smaller test run during the fall of 2022 
when he drove US gas prices up above $5, 
forcing President Biden to release oil from 
the US strategic petroleum reserve. 

As Stanley Reed reported for the Busi-
ness pages of the New York Times three days 
ago: 

“Saudi Arabia, the de facto leader of 
the Organization of the Petroleum Export-
ing Countries, said Sunday that it would ex-
tend [their one-million-barrels-a-day] cuts in 

oil production through June, noting that it 
was acting ‘in coordination with some’ other 
states.” 

That “other state” would be their 
OPEC+ partner Russia, which also an-
nounced in March a simultaneous produc-
tion cut of 471,000 barrels a day. Putin 
wants Trump back in the White House, too. 

This time, though, because Trump re-
fused to block the sale of America’s largest 
gasoline refinery to Saudi Arabia in 2017 
(completed in 2019 with Trump’s blessing), 
no matter how much oil Biden releases 
from the reserves will be irrelevant: if the 
Saudis shut down their Port Arthur, Texas, 
refinery this October “for maintenance,” US 
gasoline prices will explode. 

It’s the largest refinery in America, as 
Foreign Policy magazine noted in May 2017: 

“Port Arthur, referred to as the ‘crown 
jewel’ of US refinery infrastructure, can 
process 600,000 barrels of oil a day.” 

That alone is enough to radically swing 
gasoline prices in the US. 

So, get ready: it’s coming this fall. And 
unless the administration acts quickly, there 
will be nothing they can do about it. Gas at 
$6 a gallon could easily throw the election 
to Trump, as Biden will take the blame (just 
like in November 2022) and Fox “News” 
and rightwing hate media will hang gas 
prices around his neck like a flaming tire.   

MBS and his sovereign wealth fund 
have funneled literally billions of dollars into 
the Trump family, between Jared’s invest-
ment company and Trump’s golf courses 
and the LIV Tour, in addition to giving 
Trump himself additional hundreds of mil-
lions over the years renting and purchasing 
Trump properties. 

During Trump’s presidency, MBS fun-
neled additional millions directly into the 
Trump family’s pockets via Trump’s DC 
hotel and NYC properties in clear violation 
of the Emoluments Clause of the US Con-
stitution. 

In exchange, Trump broke with the US 
tradition of new presidents visiting demo-
cratic allies and made Saudi Arabia his first 
overseas destination, blowing away congres-
sional concern about MBS having ordered 
the brutal murder and dismemberment of 
Washington Post journalist Jamal Khashoggi 
and elevating the international status of that 
country beyond anything ever done by any 
US president. 

Trump followed that up by organizing 
a 2019 sale of $8.1 billion in US weaponry 
in clear violation of US law (such sales re-
quire congressional approval). When the 
Senate voted to block the sale, Trump killed 
their effort. As Frontline noted in a July 
2019 report: 

“Both chambers have registered their 
disapproval of the emergency declaration — 
the Senate voted to block the sale in June. 
President Trump, however, has pledged to 
shoot down the measure when it arrives at 
his desk.” 

When Saudi Arabia and Russia tried to 
screw Biden and the Democrats by cutting 
oil production — in October leading up to 
the midterm 2022 elections — President 
Biden was furious. Russell Baker wrote 
about it for the New York Times on Oct. 11, 
2022: 

“President Biden vowed on Tuesday to 
impose ‘consequences’ on Saudi Arabia for 
teaming up with Russia to cut oil produc-
tion, signaling a rupture in the relationship 

between two longtime allies and a reversal 
of his own effort to cultivate the energy-rich 
kingdom. 

“Amid deep anger over last week’s de-
cision by the Saudi-led OPEC Plus, Mr. 
Biden’s staff announced that he would re-
evaluate the entire relationship with Saudi 
Arabia and expressed openness to retalia-
tory measures offered by congressional De-
mocrats such as curbing arms sales or 
permitting legal action against the cartel. 

“‘There’s going to be some conse-
quences for what they’ve done with Russia,’ 
Mr. Biden told CNN’s Jake Tapper in an in-
terview broadcast on [Oct. 10, 2022].” 

Weighing in for Democratic Senate 
leadership, Illinois Senator Dick Durbin 
added on an October 2022 CNN appear-
ance: 

“Let’s be very candid about this. It’s 
Putin and Saudi Arabia against the United 
States.” 

The Saudis are well aware of the power 
of gas prices over US politics. Retired Saudi 
Oil Ministry Adviser Ibrahim Al-Muhanna 
wrote in his book “Oil Leaders: An Insider’s 
Account of Four Decades of Saudi Arabia 
and OPEC’s Global Energy Policy”: 

“During the midterm election in 2018, 
President Trump pushed for lower oil 
prices—meaning gasoline—and he suc-
ceeded, but he used completely different 
methods. In the middle of June 2018, the oil 
price was about $75 and the gasoline price 
in the United States was more than $3.50 in 
some states. Trump was worried that the 
Republican Party might lose the majority in 
both houses of Congress. … 

“The OPEC+ group, led by Saudi Ara-
Continued on page 14



Escaping 
Trump’s  
Revenge 
 

Nikki Haley won the Republican pri-
mary in Washington, D.C., March 3, 
with about 63% of the vote to Don-

ald Trump’s 33%, securing all 19 available 
delegates, and becoming the first woman 
to ever win a Republican presidential pri-
mary. 

To be sure, the contest was tiny: Just 
over 2,000 Republicans voted in the over-
whelmingly Democratic city of Washing-
ton. But I admire Nikki Haley’s tenacity. 

On the other hand, I’m learning some-
thing disturbing about other Trump oppo-
nents, both Democrats and Republicans. 

When I served in Bill Clinton’s Cabi-
net, one of my favorite progressive law-
makers was Rep. Jim McDermott, who 
represented Seattle from 1989 to 2017. Jim 
had a long and distinguished legislative 
record. In his final year in Congress, he be-
came one of the most trenchant critics of 
Donald Trump. He’s still criticizing Trump 
— from his safe house. 

Soon after Trump was elected in 2016, 
Jim blasted him for issuing inflammatory 
tweets, such as claiming without evidence 
that millions of people had voted illegally in 
the presidential election. Jim also openly 
worried about future sessions of Congress. 
“I think it’s going to be a very tough … 
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helping the new president understand how 
a democracy actually works.” 

Jim is now living in Civrac-en Medoc, 
a town of a few hundred people in west-
ern France, north of Bordeaux. 

In a recent interview with Elizabeth 
Becker, a former Washington Post corre-
spondent, Jim said he’s getting calls from 
former colleagues in Congress who fear 
what a vengeful Trump might do if re-
elected. 

They wonder how to gauge the seri-
ousness of Trump’s increasingly dire threats 
to American democracy and potentially to 
them and their families. “They are scared 
to do what I did — [to expatriate from the 
US] — but are scared to stay,” Jim said. He 
tells them: “If you can afford it, buy a sec-
ond home in France, or Spain, or Portugal, 
wherever … a second home that could be-
come a safe house.” 

I’ve heard similar concerns in recent 
months from lawmakers, officials, prosecu-
tors, journalists, and celebrities who have 
been publicly critical of Trump. 

They worry about Trump’s promise of 
“retribution” if reelected, his intention to di-
rect the Justice Department to investigate 
“every Marxist prosecutor in America,” his 
claim that his indictments have “released 
the genie out of the box” that would allow 
him to weaponize the government against 
his opponents, and his vow to “root out … 
the radical-left thugs that live like vermin 
within the confines of our country.” 

They’re also concerned about the ap-
parent willingness of Trump’s followers to 
resort to violence against his opponents. 

A third of Republicans agree with the 
statement that “true American patriots may 
have to resort to violence in order to save 
our country.” Among Republicans with a 
favorable view of Trump, 41% now agree 
that violence may be necessary. (By con-
trast, 22% of independents and 13% of 
Democrats agree.) 

“It only takes one crackpot, like the 
guy who tried to kill Paul Pelosi,” one for-
mer lawmaker told me. 

I never thought this nation would get 
to a point where critics and opponents of a 

ROBERT REICH
Some politicians and gov-
ernment officials wonder 
how to gauge the serious-
ness of Trump’s threats to 
democracy and potentially 
them and their families.

potential United States president begin to 
wonder whether to leave the country to 
keep themselves and their families safe. 
That’s standard for critics of bloodthirsty 
dictators like Vladimir Putin and Kim Jong 
Un, but in America? 

Elizabeth Becker asks, rhetorically: “Is 
the United States facing a situation so dan-
gerous that you would be foolish if you did-
n’t have a backup plan? Is it hyperbole to 
imagine the country sliding into authoritar-
ian rule that would unleash violence, retri-
bution, and repression?” 

I hope not. But the mere fact the ques-
tion is being posed is itself a frightening 
commentary on where we’ve come — and 
may be heading. 

Every American, including Jim Mc-
Dermott, has a right to live where they feel 
safe, of course. And if they can afford a 
“backup plan,” they may be wise to con-
sider one. 

But I hope people with Jim’s principles 
and abilities — and Nikki Haley’s tenacity 
— remain here to defend America against 
Trump’s threats to democracy, even if he’s 
defeated in November. 
 
Robert Reich, former secretary of labor dur-
ing the Clinton administration, is professor of 
public policy at the University of California at 
Berkeley. His latest book is “The System: Who 
Rigged It, How We Fix It.”  
He blogs at www.robertreich.substack.com. 

Countering 
Corporate 
Propaganda 
 
We are steeped in the  
cultural glorification of  
capitalist exploitation. 
What if we rejected  
economic individualism  
and instead embraced  
ideas rooted in  
collective well-being? 
 
By SONALI KOLHATKAR  
 

Streaming television channels these days 
are increasingly inserting advertising 
into their paid subscriber content. 

Thus, I recently found myself sitting through 
several commercials that struck me as em-
blematic of how out of touch corporate mar-
keters are with the economic struggles of 
ordinary Americans. 

A company offering cash advances to 
low-wage workers makes light of people’s fi-
nancial difficulties. Take this ad, where a 
man buying groceries finds himself in the 
awkward position of having bought more 
food than he can afford to pay for. A fellow 
shopper in line points out that a simple app 
he could download on his phone “gives you 
up to $250 instantly.” The man pulls out his 
phone and instantly exclaims, “I got money!” 
and proceeds to make his purchase. But he 
sets aside the broccoli he had planned to 
buy with a wink and a nod to the kid in line 
next to him, because who likes broccoli any-
way, right? 

Not only does the ad mislead viewers 
about how long it takes to actually open an 
account on the app and have access to cash, 
but it deceptively portrays the app as “giv-
ing” money to a person in need when it’s 

money that he is borrowing against his own 
wages. Moreover, he will pay a monthly 
charge, or extra fees to access the money 
earlier. And, if he cannot pay it back in time, 
he will incur hefty interest charges out of his 
forthcoming wages. The ad also makes light 
of the plight of those who run out of money 
to buy groceries, and may have credit scores 
so low that they cannot get a credit card. 

Other ads I encountered were similar. 
A food delivery service that pays a low base 
wage but allows workers to keep tips touts 
itself as a fun activity for those “looking for 
something new to do,”—in case of boredom? 
The company has ads showing workers 
happily dancing in their cars or glamorously 
shaking their hair (think shampoo ads) out 
of a scooter helmet, eager to pick up restau-
rant orders and deliver them to residences. 
They do this just to “keep things interest-
ing,” because what could be more interest-
ing than driving around all day to deliver 
hot food? The average pay is about $19 an 
hour but does not include the cost of fuel 
or car insurance, or account for income 
taxes. And of course, health and retirement 
benefits, as well as paid leave, are entirely 
out of the question. 

Subcontracting companies that allow 
people to hire others to do grunt work for 
them also portray themselves in a similarly 
tantalizing manner. One company recently 
came under fire for a billboard ad showing 
a White man who had a project “due 
ASAP,” but was able to hire a smiling Black 
woman who would “be on it before EOD.” 
The ad’s corporate work-lingo gave a light-
hearted veneer to what was effectively an 
exploitative situation. 

The gig economy, which promises flex-
ibility and autonomy, has always been 
touted as beneficial for workers. What often 
remains unsaid is everything workers lose 
in exchange: job security, reliable hours, 
health and retirement benefits, paid sick 
leave or vacation, promotion opportunities, 
and meaningful work. Companies based on 
the gig economy model command an army 
of part-time workers competing with each 
other for crumbs. 

The seductive marketing that these 

companies employ has us laughing along at 
our own misfortunes. They want us to be 
grateful to live in a digital age where smart-
phones can turn our daily grind into uncer-
tain wages that are a fraction of what our 
predecessors got as we smile through the 
pain of having no healthcare. 

The pressure of the gig economy has 
infected the entire economic system. “Flex-
ibility” is doublespeak for uncertainty. The 
“perk” of keeping 100% of all tips received 
is a euphemism for downward spiraling 
wages. The “freedom” of driving one’s own 
car as an integral part of the job hides the 
high cost of gig work. 

Despite the relentlessly happy face 
painted over our exploitative economy, 
many Americans aren’t falling for it. A study 
by researchers at the American Academy of 
Arts and Sciences found deep dissatisfaction 
with the current system. The researchers, in 
a guest op-ed for the New York Times, found 
that most people see “greed” as the driving 
force of the economy, and they “believe the 
rich and powerful have designed the econ-
omy to benefit themselves and have left oth-
ers with too little or with nothing at all.” 

They point out that “[s]tress is a ram-
pant part of American life, much of it caused 
by financial insecurity.” But corporate ads 
routinely portray financial insecurity as a fun 
experience and Americans as willing and 
enthusiastic participants in a system de-
signed to impoverish them. 

Not only are the ads entirely out of step 
with what Americans face, but the indica-
tors that economists, news media, and politi-
cians use to measure the health of the 
national economy, are also deeply out of 
touch with reality. 

This disconnect between capitalism’s 
reputation as an efficient economic system 
rewarding hard work and innovation and its 
reality as a system of mass impoverishment 
is endemic to our culture. At its heart, it is a 
system rooted in individual well-being, a se-
ductive idea that appeals to the very human 
need to take sole credit for our achieve-
ments and feel shame when we fall through 
the cracks. 

The modern American economy preys 

on our belief in this ideal. When we can’t 
afford to pay for groceries it’s our fault. If 
we can’t pay back the cash advance, we are 
to blame. Those who don’t grin with joy 
while delivering takeout are the ungrateful 
ones. 

And if the economy is “booming,” the 
persistent feeling of collective malaise seems 
jarring. “Americans remain gloomy about 
the US economy, even as GDP continues to 
expand and unemployment is at a five-
decade low,” writes a CBS.com economic 
reporter. That’s because Americans are still 
struggling to pay off debts, keep up with 
bills, or afford housing. Have they all failed 
themselves, or has the economy failed 
them? 

I fantasize about ads centered on eco-
nomic narratives rooted in collective well-
being: A man paying groceries with ease 
and showing off his union card in his wallet 
to those in line behind him. A woman who 
hops on a comfortable, reliable, and free 
public bus to a well-paying job at the same 
time every day because her hours are stable 
and she never has to pay for gas because 
her taxes cover the bus that she and her fel-
low workers use every day. 

Such ideals are hardly radical and are 
based on liberation from the capitalist grind: 
unions even the playing field between 
bosses and workers, while publicly funded 
goods and services benefit us all. 

If we think of the glorification of ex-
ploitative work as corporate propaganda, we 
can direct our anger over it into realizing the 
very real, and not-so-radical alternatives. 
 
Sonali Kolhatkar is the founder, host and ex-
ecutive producer of “Rising Up With Sonali,” a 
television and radio show that airs on Free 
Speech TV and Pacifica stations. Her most re-
cent book is “Rising Up: The Power of Narra-
tive in Pursuing Racial Justice” (City Lights 
Books, 2023). She is a writing fellow for the 
Economy for All project at the Independent 
Media Institute, which produced this article, 
and she is racial justice and civil liberties edi-
tor at Yes! Magazine. This appeared at 
LAProgressive.com. 
 



14 — THE PROGRESSIVE POPULIST, APRIL 1, 2024

ficient humanitarian assistance.” Since then, 
the situation has grown more dire, not less. 

The Biden administration has begun to 
recognize the scope of the horror. Vice Presi-
dent Kamala Harris, speaking in Selma on the 
59th anniversary of “Bloody Sunday,” a 
major milestone in the civil rights movement, 
issued the most forceful statement to date, 
calling on Israel to do more for the people in 
Gaza. “We have seen reports of families eat-
ing leaves or animal feed. Women giving birth 
to malnourished babies with little or no med-
ical care, and children dying from malnutri-
tion and dehydration. ... The Israeli 
government must do more to significantly in-
crease the flow of aid. No excuses.” 

Harris called for an “immediate ceasefire 
for at least the next six weeks in exchange for 
Hamas freeing Israeli hostages. Administra-
tion spokespeople suggested an agreement 
was awaiting Hamas approval, but virtually 
as she spoke, Israeli Prime Minister Ne-
tanyahu was ordering his negotiators to boy-
cott the negotiations, claiming that Hamas 
hadn’t provided a full list of living hostages. 

US and Jordan planes joined in air-lifting 
in 38,000 ready-to-eat meals to Gaza, far 
short of what is needed but a symbolic step. 
The Biden administration says it is pushing 
for a humanitarian corridor by sea to allow 
the emergency supply of food and medicine. 
Apparently, the Netanyahu government has 
yet to agree to this. 

The US efforts to provide aid must be 
ramped up immediately. That leaves the US 
in the contradictory position of continuing to 

provide arms and ammunition to the Israeli 
military, while launching what hopefully will 
be a rapidly expanding emergency effort to 
save lives. We can’t long remain in the posi-
tion of supplying food to sustain Gaza civil-
ians and bombs to kill them. 

In supplying weapons to Israel, the Biden 
administration is violating US law and many 
of its own regulations governing the transfer 
or sale of weapons to foreign countries. For 
example, Joe Biden released the Conventional 
Arms Transfer Policy in February 2023, dic-
tating that the US will not transfer weapons 
when it is “more likely than not” that those 
weapons will be used to commit “grave 
breaches” of the laws of war, including “at-
tacks intentionally directed … against civil-
ians.” The 26-year Leahy Law prohibits the 
US from providing arms to foreign military 
units that have committed gross violations of 
human rights.” That the State Department, 
the White House and the Congress have cho-
sen to ignore these laws is a shameful dere-
liction of duty. 

Biden has chosen to stand shoulder to 
shoulder with Israeli Prime Minister Ne-
tanyahu in the wake of the heinous Hamas 
terror attack on Israel. The US has stood vir-
tually alone at the United Nations, issuing veto 
after veto of resolutions condemning Israel’s 
assault on Gaza. In response, Netanyahu has 
scorned Biden’s call for a two-state solution, 
called for an unending Israeli occupation of 
Gaza and the West Bank, and slowly ramped 
up efforts to spread the war to Lebanon and 
elsewhere. Netanyahu’s cabinet includes the 

most extreme leaders of right-wing factions 
that openly call for removing the Palestinians. 
Netanyahu has a personal stake in continuing 
the war, for when it ends, he will lose his po-
sition and will face criminal proceedings that 
are now pending. 

It is long past time for the US to push 
hard to bring this horror to an end. The Is-
raeli leaders must be told that the US will no 
longer arm nor defend a continued massacre 
in Gaza. They must be told that the way must 
be opened for massive and immediate hu-
manitarian assistance to Gaza. A ceasefire 
should be policed by international forces to 
prevent a recurrence of the Hamas attacks, 
while clear steps toward a long-term solution 
are laid out. 

In the end, Israeli security and Palestinian 
freedom are inextricably linked, two sides of 
the same coin. Neither can be built over the 
graveyard left by a continued humanitarian 
horror in Gaza. It is time to save the children. 
It is time for a ceasefire. 
 
Rev. Jesse Jackson led the Rainbow PUSH Coali-
tion for 51 years, but he can still be reached c/o 
Rainbow PUSH, 930 E 50th St., Chicago, IL 
60615.  
Email jjackson@rainbowpush.org.  
Follow him on Twitter @RevJJackson.

JESSE JACKSON
The Biden administration 
has begun to recognize the 
scope of the horror in 
Gaza, where 30,500 al-
ready are reported as dead 
and millions are suffering.

It Is Time  
to Save the 
Children 
 

Health officials report that 16 Palestin-
ian children have died of starvation 
and dehydration in Gaza in recent 

days. UNICEF warns that the number will 
increase rapidly with the million children in 
Gaza suffering from inadequate food and 
water, horrible sanitation, and spreading dis-
ease. The 30,500 already reported as dead 
in Gaza from Israel’s attacks, the majority 
women and children, are only the beginning 
of what may become an unimaginable death 
toll. A month ago, the International Court of 
Justice called on Israel to take “immediate 
and effective measures to protect Palestinians 
from the risk of genocide,” by “ensuring suf-

bia and Russia, decided in June 2018 to increase their pro-
duction by 1.2 MBD. Saudi Arabian production in No-
vember rose to more than 11.3 MBD, its highest ever.” 

For reference, Saudi oil production right now is stand-
ing at around 9 million barrels a day, and they just an-
nounced a million-barrel-a-day production cut to kick in 
this summer/fall just in time for the presidential election. 

So, what can President Biden do? 
One step would be to nationalize the Port Arthur re-

finery, the “crown jewel” essential to US energy security 
that never should have been sold to a foreign nation. I’ve 
written extensively about the process of nationalization here 
and here, but it would require congressional approval and 
would probably take more time than Biden has before the 
November election. 

Nonetheless, it would be a shot across the bow of Saudi 
Arabia and may get their attention sufficiently to stop their 
intended manipulation of US gas prices this fall. And it’s 
the right thing to do, even if it takes a year or more. 

Another would be to take America back to the oil ex-
port policy that was put into place during the Nixon ad-
ministration, prohibiting the export of any US crude 
petroleum products. US oil production is higher today than 
it’s ever been in history, and in 2019 America achieved 
technical energy independence, as noted by the US Energy 
Information Administration: 

In 1973, at the height of the Arab Oil Embargo, Presi-
dent Richard Nixon and Congress put into law legislation that 

banned the export of US crude. It stood until December, 
2015, when Congress and President Barack Obama, under 
pressure (bribes legalized by five Republicans on the Supreme 
Court) from the fossil fuel industry, repealed the ban. 

American oil companies are currently exporting a bit 
over 4 million barrels a day, while we’re only importing 
around 900,000 barrels a day from Saudi Arabia and 
290,000 barrels a day from Russia (yes, it sounds wacky). 
Ending exports would cut the tie between US oil prices and 
Saudi and Russian production. (Which only leaves that Port 
Arthur, Texas refinery owned by the Saudis as the weak 
link MBS could use to manipulate US elections via gas 
prices.) 

While it would be challenged in court, there are emer-
gency powers the president has that may allow him to re-
instate that ban, at least temporarily, by executive order. 
Both the Wall Street Journal and the Financial Times have 
argued in editorials that banning exports and lifting such a 
ban are both within the president’s powers. 

Finally, President Biden could get ahead of the Saudis 
and Putin by exposing what they’re up to. They increased 
production (lowering US gas prices) in 2018 to help Trump 
and the Republicans in that year’s midterm elections, and 
cut production (raising US gas prices) in 2022 to hurt Biden 
and the Democrats in those midterms. Arguably, they got 
a Republican-controlled House of Representatives out of 
that effort. 

Most Americans are probably unaware of this, and let-
ting them know how our system is being manipulated by 
these two malevolent foreign powers would take some of 
the political sting out of the high gas prices that we can ex-
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We Need a ‘Marshall Plan’ 
for Public Media 
 
Local news is too important 
for our democracy to live 
and die by ad dollars or 
fundraising. Public  
funding could help. 
 
By CHRIS MILLS RODRIGO 
 

America’s media institutions have had 
a terrible, horrible, no good, very 
bad start to 2024. 

The Messenger, a well-funded, high-
profile news site, dissolved after less than a 
year. Big newspapers from the Los Angeles 
Times to the IndyStar saw major layoffs. 
And Sports Illustrated fell into licensing 
limbo while sites like BuzzFeed, Vice News, 
or Complex found themselves at best on life 
support. 

The over 500 media jobs eliminated 
so far this year reflect a broader, worrying 
trend. By this year’s end, according to one 
recent estimate, America will have lost one 
third of all its newspapers — and two-thirds 

of all its newspaper staff — since 2005. 
The losses have been particularly acute 

in poor and rural communities, leaving ever 
expanding news deserts all across the na-
tion. 

The collapse of news outlets, especially 
local papers, is robbing our communities of 
indispensable watch dogs. The disappear-
ance of reporters from city council meetings 
and public safety hearings is creating over-
sight vacuums that leave citizens in the dark 
and enable shady dealings that let the 
wealthy exercise undue — and undetected 
— influence. 

How did a country once chock-full of 
influential newspapers morph into a land of 
news deserts? 

One major factor, says University of 
Pennsylvania media studies scholar Victor 
Pickard, has been the disintegration of the 
advertising model. In short, search engines 
and social media sites are eating up revenue 
that once went to local papers. 

Hence the rise of paywalls everywhere 
as more outlets resort to subscriptions. That 
works well for some, but subscriptions 
haven’t been enough to replace ad funding 
in most cases — especially for larger publi-
cations or those that serve less wealthy au-
diences. 

Other outlets have counted on the 
benevolence of billionaire buyers. But that 

creates real concerns about the influence of 
exorbitantly wealthy owners — who have 
been increasingly unwilling to foot the bill 
for quality journalism. 

The Washington Post — owned by Jeff 
Bezos, who recently became the richest 
man alive again — offered buyouts to 240 
employees this past fall. And Los Angeles 
Times owner Patrick Soon-Shiong’s net 
worth of nearly $6 billion didn’t save the 
jobs of the 115 workers the paper laid off 
this January. 

Is there an alternative to for-profit jour-
nalism? To be sure, we’ve seen some excit-
ing developments in nonprofit and 
worker-owned journalism. But these pro-
posals remain limited in scope. 

Given all this, some experts are calling 
for a fundamental rethinking of how we 
value journalism. 

“The information produced by jour-
nalism should always be — and should have 
always been — treated as a public good,” 
Victor Pickard told me. “And that, by its 
very nature, is not something that’s easily 
monetized.” 

Good reporting simply takes more re-
sources to produce than it can easily recoup 
in digital ad dollars or fundraising. The an-
swer? A real commitment to public media 
funding. 

The United States does, of course, in-

vest some money in public media. 
Last year Congress allocated $535 mil-

lion to the Corporation for Public Broad-
casting, the private nonprofit corporation 
tasked with investing in public radio and tel-
evision. And some promising experiments 
are taking place at the state level, with Cal-
ifornia, New Mexico, and Washington de-
voting public tax dollars for local news 
coverage. 

But that funding is a drop in the bucket 
compared to what’s needed. 

A 2022 study comparing funding 
globally found the US spends just $3.16 per 
capita on public media, compared to 
$142.42 per person in Germany and 
$110.73 in Norway. Spending as much on 
journalism as the United Kingdom does on 
the BBC would mean $35 billion a year 
going to sustaining coverage. 

We need, as The Nation’s John Nichols 
recently argued, a “Marshall Plan” for jour-
nalism — a robust new era of public fund-
ing. Our democracy deserves better than to 
rely on ad dollars that are rapidly drying up. 
 
Chris Mills Rodrigo is the managing editor of 
Inequality.org at the Institute for Policy Stud-
ies. This op-ed was adapted from Inequal-
ity.org and distributed for syndication by 
OtherWords.org.

pect to see this fall. 
And even if Biden chooses not to engage in this kind 

of public and high-stakes brinkmanship with MBS and 
Putin, you and I can. Tell everybody you know what’s hap-
pening and how we can expect it to play out: it may well 
begin to bleed through to the mainstream media if enough 
of us raise hell. 

Pass it along! 
 
Thom Hartmann is a progressive radio talk-show host and the 
author of “The Hidden History of American Oligarchy” and 
more than 30 other books in print. He is a writing fellow at the 
Independent Media Institute.  
This appeared at hartmannreport.com.  
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Welcome to the  
Twilight Zone: 
Strange Rulings  
in Family Care 
 

The Twilight Zone reigns. Left is right; good is bad; sane 
is insane. In this topsy turvy mindset the Supreme 
Court of Alabama — a “pro-life” state — decided that 

frozen embryos are children, thereby threatening in vitro fer-
tilization, a procedure designed to increase births. “Embryo 
justice” is the mantra.  

In Kansas, which allows a Wild West access to guns, the 
shooting after the Super Bowl victory prompted not a call for 
stricter gun laws, but a call to curb gun-fire after athletic tri-
umphs. An outbreak of measles in Miami spurred the state’s 
public health honcho to say that unvaccinated children could 
attend school. In our democracy, “patriots” embrace a despot 
who spurns democracy, while evangelical Christians embrace 
an adulterer, a cheat, a misanthrope. Rod Serling could not 
have written better scenarios.  

The solons in Tennessee, though, have produced the 
eeriest Twilight Zone episode (aired by ProPublica, Feb. 
15,“The Year After a Denied Abortion”). Watch poverty, abet-
ted by government, destroy a family. A 31 year-old mother, 
three years sober, married to a man also in recovery, was liv-
ing at home with a 3-month old baby; three other children 
were in foster care because she left them alone in the car 
while at a vape store. She learned she was pregnant. Because 

the fetus was implanted in scar tissue from the previous cae-
sarean, her uterus might rupture during the pregnancy, and 
the baby might be born dangerously premature. Physicians 
advised abortion. But the US Supreme Court scuttled Roe v 
Wade, which offered women the chance for an abortion. In-
stead, the pro-life enthusiasts on the court sent the decision 
to the states. And Tennessee proudly passed one of the most 
restrictive abortion laws in the nation. The state said “no” to 
this mother, “no” to her  physician. The mother couldn’t pay 
to travel out of state, and she feared losing access to her three 
children if she left Tennessee for an abortion. She gave  birth.  

At his point, her story spiraled downward.  
Pre-pregnancy, the couple had earned enough to pay 

for ($1,400/month) an apartment with mice and erratic heat-
ing, in a neighborhood with addicts, a car ($550), and the 
lawyers’ fees to regain custody of the three children in state 
custody. They were setting aside money to help with the new-
born. 

Her uterus did rupture, and the tiny baby remained in 
intensive care for months, on a breathing tube. The state and 
federal government via Medicaid paid the huge hospital tab.  

But the day the mother left the hospital, she was arrested. 
She posted a $6,000 bond, plus agreed to pay an attorney 
$6,000 in increments. Poof! went their savings.  

From there, the family descended into debt.  
First, the hospital was an hour away. The free housing 

nearby designated for parents of ill children was full. The 
parents juggled jobs and an old car to make the trek as often 
as they could to see this very sick baby. Once the baby re-
turned home, the baby came with a feeding tube and a 
breathing machine. The baby needed to see not just a pedi-
atrician, but an ophthalmologist, a lung specialist and an oc-
cupational therapist. Any help on the way? No. (The hospital 
sent a nurse to help with the feeding tube, but the nurse ar-
rived too late). The federal government technically allowed 
her $30/month short-term disability for a baby weighing less 
than 2 pounds, but she could not figure out the paperwork. 

Parental leave? No. No states that ban abortion require paid 
parental leave. Any subsidized child care? No. The mother 
quit her job to take care of the family. The baby returned 
twice to the hospital. The mother decided not to apply for un-
employment: she had earlier applied, but didn’t understand 
the rules, ended up paying back some of the money. As for 
disability pay after her surgery, that was considered short-
term, so she was not eligible.  

The baby came off the machines — a “pro-life” victory: 
a dangerously premature infant can survive. Life, however, 
got harder for this family. Both parents worked long hours. 
They found an inexpensive young babysitter to cope with 
the toddlers. Experienced child care would have taken most 
of their income. But the husband needed a reliable truck for 
his job installing vinyl siding. No bank would loan them 
money, so they turned to high-interest credit cards. The 
debt mounted. 

The next crisis: an arrest warrant for the mother. After 
she was booked, she was quickly released, to return home 
to a sick baby. She pleaded guilty to reckless endangerment, 
would be on probation for a year. Eventually the family, 
unable to pay the rent on their current apartment, moved. 
But wait: the mother’s mother, along with her husband, 
both former addicts, moved in. The marriage disintegrated. 
The mother stayed off drugs (a positive drug test would 
make it hard for her to regain custody of the children in fos-
ter care)., but turned once again to alcohol.  

As for the government’s helping hand? It didn’t help. 
Housing subsidies? Food stamps? Child care? Income sub-
sidies? Unemployment insurance? Legal aid? Didn’t hap-
pen. Tennessee spent thousands of dollars to save a 
newborn, but destroyed the troubled family that was sup-
posed to nurture that newborn. In yet another Twilight 
Zone irony, “pro-life” can mean “anti-family.”  
 
Joan Retsinas is a sociologist who writes about health care in 
Providence, R.I. Email joan.retsinas@gmail.com.
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The Pandemic Has 
Long-Term Effects 
on the Economy 
 
By SAM URETSKY 
 

If you’ve been reading “The Economic 
Impact of the Black Death, IIEP-WP-
2020-14” from the Institute for Interna-

tional Economic Policy Working Paper 
Series (Elliott School of International Affairs 
The George Washington University), Au-
gust 2020, you might believe “The Black 
Death was the largest demographic shock 
in European history. ... it was a plausibly ex-
ogenous shock to the European economy.” 
On the other hand, you might find that the 
Book Of Genesis 6:9-9:17 describes ad-
verse weather conditions as a greater de-
mographic and economic problem than 
bacterium Yersinia pestis. Ultimately, the 
study of economics is the study of response 
to a stimulus. The Plague, for example, was 
an infection that killed 30 to 50% of the 
population of England, France and Spain, 
and resulted in the end of the feudal sys-
tem and the development of capitalism.   

The COVID 19 epidemic was not as 
severe as the Black Plague, the Great Flood, 
or perhaps even the Dust Bowl of the 
1930s, but it came at a time when technol-
ogy was advancing and could adapt to 

change. In the United States, the growth of 
the great cities was related to the concomi-
tant growth of the Internet, but also of the 
great cities. The growth of the cities was 
largely primed by well educated people 
wanting good jobs, and wanting to live near, 
not so much the jobs that they had, but the 
jobs that they wanted to get. While the In-
ternet had not progressed as much as would 
have been desirable, there were attempts to 
have people work and go to school on-line. 
Too many people did not have fast broad-
band or even home computers. 

A study, “Effects of remote learning 
during COVID-19 lockdown on children’s 
learning abilities and school performance: A 
systematic review (International Journal of 
Educational Development, September 2923) 
“reported several adverse effects of remote 
learning on children’s mental health have 
been identified, mostly related to the exces-
sive use of electronic devices and lack of in-
person contact with school classmates and 
teachers. These reported effects include dis-
turbed sleep patterns, attention deficits, frus-
tration, stress, depression, and boredom ... 
However, positive effects of distance learning 
have also been reported, such as improved 
competitive and motor skills. Therefore, the 
overall impact of school closures and remote 
learning remains controversial. 

But, with the lockdown completed, 
many people preferred working from home, 
and resisted going back to the work, or at 
least going back full time. The result was an 

exodus from the major cities, not to rural 
areas, but to smaller cities, with lower costs, 
and shorter commutation times. 

The Brookings Institution reported, 
“Big cities saw historic population losses 
while suburban growth declined during the 
pandemic.” San Francisco’s population fell 
6.3%, New York City lost 3.5%, San Jose, 
Calif. lost 2.7%, and Chicago lost 1.65%. 
The Brookings report noted that the people 
leaving the cities They were well to do. The 
folks who fled New York represented some 
$21 billion in residents’ income and about 
one-third of the people who left moved 
from Manhattan with a mean annual in-
come of $214,300. 

On the other hand, San Antonio, Texas, 
Phoenix, Arizona, and Fort Worth, Texas, 
each had a net gain of more than 13,000 
well off residents. While the opportunities 
for job advancement might be poorer than 
when they were closer to the corporate 
headquarters, the quality of life was better, 
and significantly less expensive. Business In-
sider made a list of advantages of moving to 
a suburb of a smaller city, or even a small 
town. The costs of living are distinctly lower, 
and the sense of community higher.  Even 
jobs that require part time work in an office 
are easier to live with if it’s only two or three 
commutations a week. The shortage of 
broadband is still around, but most small 
cities have adequate Internet connections. 

There are even benefits to the cities 
that are losing population. In New York City, 

as remote and hybrid work practices have 
hardened from trend to “new normal,” of-
fice occupancy rates are at an all-time low. 
The city has more than 95 million square 
feet of office space currently unoccupied –
the equivalent of 30 Empire State Build-
ings. The goal has been to repurpose these 
office buildings. From the New York Times, 
“It’s definitely all happening, for sure,” said 
Eric Anton, an agent with the firm Marcus 
and Millichap who specializes in selling 
buildings. Of the seven hotels in New York 
he currently represents, three will likely be-
come senior housing, one will become mar-
ket-rate apartments, and the balance will 
stay hotels.” Another use has been widely 
proposed – vertical farms. As reported in 
Smithsonian, “office spaces already provide 
an ideal environment for growing food, 
since they are already air conditioned, 
heated and well ventilated. Not many mod-
ifications have to be made to the buildings 
themselves.” The benefits include year-
round food production and alleviation of 
food insecurity that afflicts many urban cen-
ters. Farming is no longer the red barn farm 
of the past, and significantly not the eco-
nomically stable occupation that it should 
be. The COVID-19 epidemic may be as 
much of an economics change as the plague 
– and we will have to adapt. 
 
Sam Uretsky is a writer and pharmacist living 
in Louisville, Ky.  
Email sam.uretsky@gmail.com  

Gazans are Starving — 
Don’t Cut Aid Now 
 
To feed children, treat the 
wounded, and save innocent 
lives, the US must restore 
UNRWA’s funding. 
 
By PHYLLIS BENNIS 
 

Earlier this year, the International Court 
of Justice ruled that Israel’s actions in 
Gaza plausibly constitute genocide. 

The world’s most influential judicial body or-
dered Israel to stop killing civilians and to 
admit more humanitarian aid. 

Unfortunately, Israel was having none of 
it. Israel’s killings have continued, with over 
30,000 Palestinians in Gaza now dead and 
tens of thousands more at risk of dying from 
hunger and disease. Precious little aid is get-
ting in. 

And worse, the U. has joined Israel’s ef-

forts to incapacitate Gaza’s most important re-
lief agency. 

Just hours after the Court’s decision was 
announced, Israel alleged that 12 Gazan em-
ployees of the UN’s Relief Works Agency 
(UNRWA) — the primary body responsible 
for providing humanitarian support to Pales-
tine refugees — were Hamas members con-
nected to the Oct. 7 attacks. 

For more than half a century UNRWA 
has provided all the services in Gaza that 
would ordinarily  be provided by a govern-
ment. Most of Gaza’s doctors, nurses, teach-
ers, engineers, and street sweepers are 
UNRWA employees. Without UNRWA, all 
the other UN agencies and nonprofits would 
be unable to carry out their crucial work in 
the region. 

UNRWA employs thousands of people 
in Gaza. Israel’s claim about 12 of them was 
dubious — and the country’s government of-
fered no evidence for it. 

In fact, the names of all UNRWA em-
ployees had been provided to Israel earlier in 
the year for vetting and no concerns were 
raised. But just in case, UNRWA immediately 
announced it was firing the named employees 

(minus two who’d been killed). And the UN 
launched two separate investigations. 

Instead of waiting for these investigations 
to play out, the Biden administration imme-
diately cut its entire aid allocation to UNRWA, 
despite the agency’s irreplaceable role in get-
ting desperately needed aid into Gaza. Many 
key US allies followed suit, and the US Sen-
ate voted to explicitly bar UNRWA from re-
ceiving future humanitarian aid. 

Some in Washington suggested they 
might redirect UNRWA funds to organiza-
tions like UNICEF and the World Food Pro-
gram, but UNICEF and WFP together have 
less than 70 staff on the ground in Gaza — 
UNRWA has over 13,000. US officials them-
selves had admitted earlier that UNRWA was 
“the only game in town” in terms of getting 
any significant aid into Gaza. 

The impact of these cuts on the already 
threatened lives of 2.3 million displaced 
Gazans — as well as millions more Palestinian 
refugees in the West Bank, Jordan, Lebanon 
and Syria — can hardly be overstated. De-
funding the agency further undermines Pales-
tinians’ access to water, food, medicine, 
shelter, and fuel — and alongside ongoing US 

military support for Israel, makes Washing-
ton complicit in genocide. 

Thousands of Palestinians — especially 
babies, children, pregnant women, and the 
elderly — will die as a result of these cuts. 
And the millions of Palestinian refugees 
throughout the region will lose the only in-
ternational agency in the UN system that’s 
mandated to protect their rights, including 
their right to return someday to their homes 
in what’s now Israel. 

Creating conditions that threaten the sur-
vival of all or part of a given population is part 
of the very definition of genocide under in-
ternational law. To feed children, treat the 
wounded, and save innocent lives — and 
avoid being complicit in genocide — the US 
must restore UNRWA’s funding and use its 
leverage to compel an immediate ceasefire in 
the conflict. 
 
Phyllis Bennis is a Middle East expert at the In-
stitute for Policy Studies and an international 
adviser for Jewish Voice for Peace. This op-ed 
was adapted from a longer version published by 
The Nation and distributed for syndication by 
OtherWords.org.



An Assault on  
Campus Speech 
 

We are witnessing what I think is the biggest threat 
to free expression in my lifetime. That sounds like 
hyperbole, but I don’t think it is. 

I’ve lived through the “wars” over political correctness 
and cancel culture, which were “tempests in a teapot,” to 
use the cliche, and not real threats and were more or less 
about people being mad that, were they to be racist or sex-
ist in public, there might be push back. 

The current climate is different. These earlier debates 
were about what might be acceptable to say in polite com-
pany or in public more broadly. They were about cultural 
and social mores and not hard-and-fast institutional rules. 
That is not the case with what is happening on college cam-
puses today, where most of these battles have been and 
continue to be fought. 

Take what is happening at Barnard College. As re-
ported by The Forward, “Barnard students may no longer 
display messages on their dorm doors,” a move made in 
“response to the tense climate at the New York college since 
the outbreak of the Israel-Hamas war.” 

Some students at Barnard and Columbia University, of 
which it is a part, have placed signs on their dormitory 
doors charging Israel with genocide in Gaza and of being 
an illegitimate state. Jewish students filed a lawsuit, accus-
ing both schools of failing to protect students from “perva-
sive” antisemitism and anti-Zionism. “Anti-Zionism is not 
merely a political movement—although many try to disguise 
it as such—but is a direct attack against Israel as a Jewish col-
lectivity,” the suit read.  

The administration reportedly sent an email to students 
informing them of the change in policy, and told them 
(again, from The Forward) it was put in place to ensure that 
“everyone feels welcome and safe” at Barnard. 

“While many decorations and fixtures on doors serve 
as a means of helpful communication amongst peers, we 
are also aware that some may have the unintended effect 
of isolating those who have different views and beliefs,” 
read the email from Leslie Grinage, the college’s dean. 

The Barnard policy appears to cover all decorations 
and, as such, is neutral. As does American University’s new 
restrictions on the posting of fliers on campus property “un-
less those flyers provide details about events organized by 
student clubs or university-affiliated organizations.” Similar 
prohibitions have been put in place at Lehigh, Cornell, the 
University of Pennsylvania, and elsewhere. 

Supporters of these kind of restrictions argue that order 

on campuses demand the curtailment of free speech rights, 
that in most of these cases speech is harassment. 

“If free speech impedes another individual’s ability to 
learn, it’s a violation of that right to equal access,” said Lynn 
Pasquerella, president of the American Association of Col-
leges and Universities. “At what point does one person’s 
free speech violate another student’s right or faculty mem-
ber’s right to free thought, free speech, or academic free-
dom?” 

This argument strips the phrase free speech of its 
meaning and puts universities in the dangerous position of 
policing what their students can say and what kind of 
protest is acceptable. 

Photos of Israeli children kidnapped by Hamas on Oct. 
7 or Palestinian children killed during the Israeli bom-
bardment of Gaza are political actions that universities 
should be protecting. At Rutgers, where I teach, these 
posters dotted the New Brunswick campus, often occupy-
ing adjacent spaces. They offered a dueling narrative that, 
when taken together, eloquently outlined what is at stake 
in Israel, Gaza, and the West Bank. The dueling fliers called 
attention to the humanity on both sides, though that may 
not have been the purpose. 

Do we really want to ban these expressions on cam-
puses, to tell students that their growing political awareness 
is less important than their test scores? Shouldn’t these de-
bates be a part of their university experiences? I certainly 
think so, which is why I invite students in my journalism 
classes to discuss these issues and to cover them for class, 
to present on news stories from sources as varied as the 
Jerusalem Post, Al Jazeera, and the New York Times. And I 
ask them to question their own beliefs, not to change them 
but to challenge their foundations because if they do that 
their own commitments will be stronger. 

Look, I get that free speech is not an absolute right. Di-
rect threats and obvious harassment on campus — as when 
a student wearing a keffiyah (Palestinian head scarf) or kip-
pah yarmulke (Jewish head covering) are verbally, but di-
rectly attacked as terrorists or murders — are generally not 
seen as protected speech. And in a classroom setting, the 
use of racial or ethnic epithets usually crosses a line. 

Sorting through these issues often is not easy. There are 
slogans and phrases that make me uneasy, make others un-
easy, but that are part of the larger discourse. The slogan 
“From the River to the Sea, Palestine Will Be Free” leaves 
many Jews — including myself — feeling threatened, but it is 
not a threat. It is not, despite what politicians like Elise Ste-
fanik argue, usually for self-serving political reasons. 

The phrase, in fact, is one used often by the Israeli set-
tlement movement, whose chief goal is to chase Palestini-
ans from their homes in the Occupied Territories and 
ultimately create a Greater Israel. 

But the hearer does not get to decide what can be said, 
should not be allowed to use hurt feelings to govern what 
others say and believe. If free speech is to mean anything, 
we cannot invite governmental and corporate institutions 

Big Pharma on 
the Defensive 
 

Joe Biden’s record on healthcare policy is 
not the best. In 2020, he opposed 
Medicare-for-All, demagoguing the issue 

by calling it “socialism,” in order to deny 
Bernie Sanders the Democratic presidential 
nomination. The announced Biden alterna-
tive was an Obamacare public option, which 
was allowed to die a quiet death once the 
president’s nomination was secured. 

Later, under the Inflation Reduction Act 
of 2022, the main Biden healthcare initia-
tive was to extend for three years the higher 
Obamacare marketplace subsidies tem-
porarily raised during the pandemic and to 
cap individual out-of-pocket Medicare costs 
for prescription drugs and insulin. 

Much has been made of the subsidy-
stimulated record of 21 million Obamacare 
marketplace sign-ups for 2024 (approach-
ing double the 2020 level), supposed proof 
of the program’s popularity. Actually, it’s 
more a sign of practicality on the part of 
Americans, who are not stupid: If the sys-
tem can’t provide what you really need or 
think you deserve, take the best thing on 
offer; it’s better than nothing. What with the 
failure of 10 states to expand Medicaid, the 
marketplaces are all there is for many unin-
sured, but the increased Obamacare subsi-
dies, purely a stopgap, will end in 2025 — 
a potentially fatal flaw in the program. 

Nevertheless, one area where Biden 
and the Democrats have followed through 
on healthcare with apparent success is on 
mandatory Medicare prescription-drug ne-
gotiations, a last-minute inclusion in the In-

flation Reduction Act. If Obamacare is com-
plicated, confusing and subject to change — 
Paul Krugman, an advocate, admits it’s a 
Rube Goldberg device — drug-price negoti-
ations are relatively cut and dried, an ex-
ception to most aspects of America’s 
convoluted healthcare system. 

Starting two years from now, in 2026, 
the first 10 brand-name drugs chosen for ne-
gotiation (from among those of highest cost to 
the Medicare program) will have their prices 
adjusted for purchase under Medicare’s Part 
D prescription entitlement. They will be fol-
lowed by 15 more drugs in 2027, another 
15 in 2028, and 20 per year thereafter. 

The 40 drugs to be selected through 
2028 represent less than meets the eye. 
They will make up a tiny share of the thou-
sands of drugs on the market and be limited 
to those with no generic or biosimilar com-
petitors; they will also retain patent protec-
tion, most for nine years after entering the 
market and the more complex for 13 years. 

Although the program is incremental 
and extremely modest — progressive De-
mocrats initially wanted all drugs negotiable 
from the start — a comparison with what 
went before is like night and day. Medicare’s 
original Part D drug benefit, enacted as part 
of George W. Bush’s 2003 package of “re-
forms” that accelerated privatization of the 
overall program, was incorporated in the 
Medicare Prescription Drug, Improvement, 
and Modernization Act, passed mostly (but 
not entirely) with Republican votes; it cre-
ated a watered-down entitlement, beginning 
in 2006, with its infamous “doughnut-hole” 
coverage gap. 

Part D aimed at a minimal lowering of 
drug costs for seniors without disturbing in 
the least the profits of Big Pharma. Negotia-
tion of drug prices, which some thought then 
could reduce drug-company revenues by 
3% to 10%, was expressly forbidden by law. 
Accordingly, industry profits continued un-
abated, reaching $50 billion annually by 

2020. 
Such outlandish profits are made possi-

ble by US prescription-drug prices that av-
erage 250% higher than the combined 
averages for the 38 advanced countries of 
the Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD), according to a 
2022 RAND Corporation study. The com-
panies making up Big Pharma justly fear the 
precedents Medicare price negotiations will 
set in the US, their favorite unregulated 
place to do business, especially in forcing 
down prices in the private, non-Medicare 
market. One estimate suggests negotiations 
will save the Medicare program itself close to 
$100 billion during the first decade alone. 

These savings, however, will be mean-
ingful only if negotiated prices proceed in 
conjunction with other steps to limit abuse of 
the system by the pharmaceuticals. Fore-
most of these will be ending the corrupt 
“evergreening” of drug patents; that is, al-
lowing federal patent renewals for contin-
ued exclusive production and sale of existing 
drugs rationalized by minor chemical or cos-
metic changes aimed at marketing them for 
alternative conditions, claiming the drugs are 
“new” when they’re not. Patent protection, 
it’s clear, is mainly profit protection. 

Panic is beginning to set in among Big 
Pharma members at the prospect and ram-
ifications of losing their Medicare cash cow. 
It’s reflected in their radically expanded ad-
vertising budgets, which have doubled since 
2016 to a combined $12 billion annually, a 
cost factored into retail prices. (The US is 
unique in permitting drug ads aimed directly 
at consumers, something banned in most 
countries.) 

There’s also the inference that lower 
negotiated prices will mean fewer new 
drugs being developed because, presum-
ably, companies won’t risk their reduced 
profits on innovative research. In 2021, 
the Congressional Budget Office, influ-
enced no doubt by industry-friendly econ-

omists, estimated lower prices will mean 
eight fewer new drugs over the next 
decade and 30 fewer the following 
decade, a 13% decline. It’s an unknowable 
contention, but it provides a conveniently 
scary scenario, encompassing an evidence-
free veiled threat Big Pharma has used for 
years to protect its turf. 

In the end, the real threat to healthcare 
consumers is that the Supreme Court may 
rally to Big Pharma’s defense. Already, six 
drug firms, including four targeted in the first 
round of Medicare negotiations (Merck, 
Johnson & Johnson, Squibb and As-
traZeneca), have joined their lobby PhRMA 
(Pharmaceutical Research and Manufactur-
ers of America) and the US Chamber of 
Commerce to sue the government, charging 
price negotiations are unconstitutional. 

As written, the law requires companies 
to negotiate, or choose between paying a 
penalty tax or withdrawing their drugs from 
the Medicare program. Industry lawyers 
plan to resuscitate the 19th century doctrine 
of “substantive due process,” devised by 
Court conservatives to protect monopolistic 
railroads from public regulation by declar-
ing them “persons” that couldn’t be deprived 
of their property under the Fifth and 14th 
Amendments without “due process of law” 
and “just compensation.” A Supreme Court 
that revived the concept of corporate per-
sonhood in its 2010 Citizens United decision 
may find that’s a hard rationale to resist. 

Let’s give Sen. Mitt Romney (R-Utah) 
the last word. Defending the drugmakers at 
February’s Senate healthcare hearings, ex-
CEO Mitt imparted this choice bit of corpo-
rate wisdom: “In capitalism, if you’re running 
an enterprise … you try and get as high a 
price as you can.” 
 
Wayne O’Leary is a writer in Orono, Maine, 
specializing in political economy. He holds a 
doctorate in American history and is the author 
of two prizewinning books.  

WAYNE O’LEARY
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Military Rivals of the US  
in the Second Cold War 
 
By JASON SIBERT 
 

Those who follow foreign policy understand our di-
vided world and how this division impacts the idea 
of a world governed by the rule of law.  

In the later part of the first Cold War, the United States 
and Russia (in its Soviet and post-Soviet forms) cooperated 
in several landmark treaties to draw down the number of 
nuclear weapons in the world and limit the number of con-
ventional forces in Europe. The new Cold War pits the US 
and its allies against the Russia/China orbit. One issue sur-
rounding this Cold War is how much we spend on defense 
compared to the People’s Republic of China — the second 
leading power in the world, defining power in military, 
diplomatic and economic terms. Russia is a distant third.  

US military spending dwarfs that of the People’s Re-
public of China. Writers William Hartung and Christopher 
Preble stated in their Feb. 22 article at NationalInterest.org, 
“The US Is Playing the Wrong Game in the Competition 
with China,” that the US defense budget is at least four 
times larger than China’s official number ($905.5 billion 
vs. $219.5 billion) and more than twice as large as the In-
ternational Institute for Strategic Studies estimate for China’s 
spending, adjusting for differences in purchasing power 
($407.9 billion). Remember, the PRC supposedly gets more 
bang for its buck, spending less for an equivalent amount 
of military power, an issue rarely mentioned.  

Continued on next page

(higher ed falls into these groupings) to act as arbiters or to 
shut down debate. Governments are notoriously bad at 
policing speech and protest, because governments have 
their own motivations, their own reasons for quieting dis-
senters. 

These new rules being pushed by American colleges 
and universities in the name of tolerance do no one any fa-
vors. They curtail debate and play to a minority of students 
and faculty who just do not want to hear arguments with 
which they disagree — including the posting of fliers show-
ing the faces of Israelis kidnapped by Hamas on Oct. 7 or 
Palestinian children killed in the Israeli onslaught that fol-
lowed. 
 
Hank Kalet is a journalist in New Jersey and lecturer of jour-
nalism at Rutgers and is a member of the executive committee 
of Rutgers Adjunct Faculty Union. Email grassroots@com-
cast.net. His blog, Channel Surfing, is at www.kaletblog.com. 
Twitter, @newspoet41; Facebook, facebook.com/hank.kalet.  
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Trump, Like Biden,  
Supports Israeli Campaign 
Against Gaza: ‘You’ve  
Got to Finish the Problem’ 
 
By JUAN COLE 
 
ANN ARBOR – Donald Trump telephoned 
in to “Fox and Friends” on Tuesday, March 
5, breaking his long silence on Israel’s cam-
paign against Gaza. So reports Sanjana 
Karanth at HuffPost. 

One host, Brian Kilmeade, asked 
Trump, “Are you on board with the way the 
IDF is taking the fight to Gaza — in Gaza?” 

Trump replied, 
“You’ve got to finish the problem. You 

had a horrible invasion that took place, that 
would have never happened if I was presi-
dent, by the way. As you know, Iran was 
broke, Brian, they were broke. They had no 
money for Hamas, for Hezbollah — they 
were broke. This would have never hap-
pened — and for another reason, they 
wouldn’t have done it to me. I guarantee 
you that. They did this because they have 
no respect for Biden. And frankly they got 
soft. And what happened here is incredible. 
That — it should never have happened. 
Likewise, Russia would never have attacked 
Ukraine.” 

Vaughn Hillyard and Allan Smith at 
NBC called up the Trump campaign for fur-
ther comment. They report that Karoline 

Leavitt, Trump’s national press secretary, 
said: 

“President Trump did more for Israel 
than any American President in history, and 
he took historic action in the Middle East 
that created unprecedented peace … When 
President Trump is back in the Oval Office, 
Israel will once again be protected, Iran will 
go back to being broke, terrorists will be 
hunted down, and the bloodshed will end.” 

NBC recalls that Trump had said last 
October, that he would “fully support Israel 
defeating, dismantling, and permanently de-
stroying the terrorist group Hamas.” 

What is striking is that Trump’s posi-
tion on Gaza is not any different from that 
of Joe Biden. Barak Ravid at Axios reports 
that Israeli politician Benny Gantz, a mem-
ber of the current war cabinet, came to 
Washington on March 4. He wasn’t told 
there must be an immediate ceasefire. He 
wasn’t told that Hamas can’t be destroyed 
with Israel’s current tactics. The White 
House officials pleaded with him to let more 
food and aid in to Gaza and to establish 
means of distributing it safely. Vice Presi-
dent Kamala Harris and National Security 
Adviser Jake Sullivan told Gantz he can’t in-
vade Rafah without evacuating 1.4 million 
Palestinian civilians first, and expressed 
skepticism that it could be done. But they 
didn’t say he couldn’t invade Rafah, and 
they didn’t object to ethnically cleansing a 
million and a half people for a second time 
in order to enable this military operation. 
They also never threatened to cut off trans-
fers of ammunition and military equipment 
to Israel’s war effort, which Biden could do 
with a single phone call. 

Both Trump and Biden, along with 
Antony Blinken, however, agree with the 
goal of Israel “defeating, dismantling, and 
permanently destroying the terrorist group 
Hamas.” That is why the US keeps vetoing 
UNSC ceasefire resolutions and makes sure 
that the Israeli officials operate with im-
punity. 

That this goal seems plausible to the 
Washington Blob explains why US officials 
are comfortable with the Israeli total war on 
Gaza. They may wish that fewer than 
30,000 Palestinians, mostly civilians, could 
have been killed in the pursuit of that goal. 
They may wish that the fascist government 
of Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu had 
been more circumspect and less openly bru-
tal in its tactics and less of an embarrass-
ment to the US. But they believe that “you 
can’t make omelettes without breaking 
some eggs.” 

When Hilary Clinton, who shares the 
Blob mindset, was asked in February if she 
was shocked by the high civilian casualties 
in Gaza, she replied, “Of course I’m not 
shocked, because that’s what happens in 
war.” 

Actually, if US soldiers did the things 
to civilian noncombatants that Israeli sol-
diers are doing in Gaza, they would be 
court-martialed. Airman Aaron Bushnell 
committed suicide over the shame of the 
US military being complicit in these war 
crimes. Veterans have burned their uni-
forms in protest, and active duty personnel 
are circulating anonymous letters of protest. 
Ms. Clinton once remarked of Vladimir 
Putin that “he doesn’t have a soul, he is 
KGB.” But it turns out it takes one to know 

one. 
Meanwhile half of American adults be-

lieve Israel has gone too far in Gaza, which 
means half of Americans have more com-
mon sense than either Trump or Biden. 

As for Trump, as usual nothing he said 
was true. Iran was not behind the Oct. 7 at-
tack on Israel, and in fact was entirely taken 
by surprise, according to a CIA assessment. 
For this reason, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
told Hamas official Ismail Haniya that Iran 
would not intervene militarily on the side 
of Hamas in the current conflict. 

Iran is still broke, since the Biden ad-
ministration has kept Trump’s “maximum 
pressure” sanctions on Iran intact. This pol-
icy is unwise, since it pushed Iran into the 
arms of Russia, which gained a strategic 
asset in its struggle against Ukraine, and be-
cause being on a permanent war footing 
with another country can easily spiral into 
a shooting war. Iran got around Trump by 
smuggling oil to China, and it is getting 
around Biden the same way. 

As for destroying a clan-based resist-
ance movement like Hamas by brutalizing 
the civilian population within which it op-
erates, that was also the US plan for the Tal-
iban in Afghanistan. 
 
Juan Cole is the founder and chief editor of In-
formed Comment. He is Richard P. Mitchell 
Professor of History at the University of Michi-
gan He is author of, among many other books, 
“Muhammad: Prophet of Peace amid the Clash 
of Empires” and “Engaging the Muslim 
World.” He blogs at juancole.com, follow him 
at @jricole or the Informed Comment Face-
book Page 

‘The World Cannot  
Afford Conflict in Asia’ 
 
By N. GUNASEKARAN 
 

Many foreign policy experts have been warning that 
conflicts in Asia would aggravate in coming days. 
The US is continuing efforts for hegemony in the 

Asian region, and its ongoing military encirclement of China 
is threatening peace and stability in the region. 

Some of the conflicts endangering the peace and se-
curity of Asia are China’s counteroffensive to resist US hege-
mony, the confrontation between China and Taiwan, 
escalation of the Russian conflict in Ukraine, ongoing Israeli 
attacks on Gaza, North Korea’s development and testing of 
nuclear weapons and military confrontation between Israel 
and Iran.  

East and Southeast Asia have witnessed many lasting 
conflicts along with territorial and maritime disputes. Myan-
mar’s military junta assumed power in February 2021 and 
a coordinated resistance is continuing, precipitating a seri-
ous crisis in the region. 

The 60th Munich Security Conference, an annual 
meeting that brings together heads of government, defense 
and foreign ministers, parliamentarians, military leaders and 
security experts from around the world, was held in Ger-
many Feb. 16-18. In this conference, Singapore’s Minister 
for Defense, Ng Eng Hen, asserted categorically that “the 
world cannot afford a conflict in Asia and it should be 
avoided at all costs.” He argued that diplomatic solutions for 
all conflicts in Asia must be arrived at via multilateral fo-
rums. He rightly pointed out that the world “cannot have 
three simultaneous theaters of instability” – referring to the 
war between Russia and Ukraine, the Israel-Hamas conflict, 
and the intensified conflict between the US and China. 

Since 2011, the US has been following the “pivot to 

Asia” policy, of increased US interventions in Asia. Based 
on this approach, the US has increased its naval and air 
force activity in the Asia-Pacific region. It has treaty obliga-
tions to aid Taiwan, Japan and South Korea in case of at-
tacks on them. Naturally, this led to increased US military 
spending. It is reported that the US would spend about $1 
trillion on defense each year by 2030. Consequently, coun-
tries in the Indo-Pacific region have been compelled to pro-
tect their interests by allocating large sums of money for 
defense spending. China has to spend about $500 billion 
each year by 2030. 

US allies in the Asian Pacific region, Australia, Japan, 
South Korea, Taiwan and the Philippines, have increased 
their total defense budgets by about 7.4%, from about 
$984 billion to over $1.05 trillion between 2022 and 
2023. The biggest increase among the allies was from Tai-
wan, which increased its defense budget by about $3 bil-
lion, or 20%, heightening tensions between China and 
Taiwan. 

A report from the International Institute for Strategic 
Studies revealed that the total global defense expenditure 
reached $2.2 trillion in 2023, a 9% increase from the pre-
vious year. The report also pointed out that the major driv-
ers of this increased spending were the ongoing Russian 
war in Ukraine, and the exacerbating relationship between 
the US and China. 

These billions of defense expenditures support a mas-
sive global arms industry. The big military corporations are 
reaping the benefits of conflicts. The US Department of De-
fense (DOD) revealed that Lockheed Martin Corporation, 
Raytheon Technologies Corporation and General Dynam-
ics Corporation together accounted for $297.68 billion in 
market capitalization in 2022. 

The world’s arms manufacturers always aspire for wars 
and the risk or fear of wars, since wars and conflicts guar-
antee the continued flow of profits. Currently, they take ad-
vantage of the conflict in Ukraine, since many countries 
increased their military spending. The current military op-

eration in Gaza increased revenues of military contractors 
while the US went on providing Israel with additional mil-
itary funding. 

According to a report from Watson institute for Inter-
national and Public Affairs at Brown university, war vio-
lence caused the deaths of over 940,000 people in the 22 
years since the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks and its “reverberat-
ing effects” caused about 3.8 million deaths. The combined 
death toll in post-9/11 war zones was about five million. 

Due to wars, towns and cities in countries such as Iraq, 
Syria, Afghanistan, Libya and elsewhere were destroyed, 
with estimated total costs over $8 trillion. The impact on the 
mental and physical health of millions of people which 
would last for generations was another worst dimension of 
destructive wars. 

Asia’s poor nations are constantly increasing their de-
fense expenditures due to the intensified conflicts and wars. 
Massive spending on defense have a dreadful impact on 
spending on human development, poverty eradication ef-
forts and food security in these countries. Particularly, it 
hampers efforts to reduce severe poverty in the region. Al-
ready, due to political instability, weak governance, eco-
nomic insecurity, and vulnerability to natural disasters, 
many of the poor people in the Asian region are living in 
horrific conditions. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
stated that Asia and the Pacific remains home to a large 
share of the world’s poor: 263 million living on less than 
$1.90 a day and 1.1 billion on less than $3.20 a day. The 
conditions of the people living in fragile and conflict-affected 
areas in Asia are very appalling. 

The global resistance to war mongering, selfish ex-
ploitation of lasting conflicts by the big powers led by the 
US and the giant military corporations is the need of the 
hour. 
 
N. Gunasekaran is a political activist and writer based in Chen-
nai, India. 

Hartung and Preble stated: “The just-
released edition of IISS’s Military Balance 
notes that China’s ‘official defense budgets 
have fallen as a percentage of GDP to an 
average of 1.23% between 2019 and 
2023, from 1.28% between 2014 and 
2018. The small increase in national-de-
fense burden in 2023 to 1.24% of GDP 
mainly stems from the relative slowdown in 
economic growth.’ By contrast, US defense 
spending as a share of GDP has risen in the 
last three years, from 3.26% in 2021 to 
3.36% in 2023.” 

Does Beijing pose a military challenge 
to the US? China has nothing approaching 
our network of 750 overseas military bases, 
its 170,000 troops abroad, or its regular en-
gagement in counter-terror operations—78 

in all during the Biden years, according to 
an estimate by the Brown University Costs 
of War project, as stated by Hartung and 
Preble. The best way to head off a US-
China war over Taiwan is through diplo-
macy, not military build-ups. The two 
writers said: “The balance close to China’s 
shores, as in a potential conflict with Tai-
wan, is a different matter, but the best way 
to head off a US-China war over Taiwan is 
through diplomacy, not military build-ups. 
Credible deterrence is not simply a matter 
of military capability but also a function of 
reassurance. As Bonnie Glaser, Jessica Chen 
Weiss, and Thomas Christensen explained 
in Foreign Affairs late last year, ‘A threat-
ened state has little incentive to avoid war 
if it fears the unacceptable consequences of 
not fighting.’ Paradoxically, an overempha-
sis on matching or overmatching an adver-
sary’s military capabilities might undermine 

the effectiveness of deterrent threats by 
making credible assurance less believable.” 

The PRC’s strategy for being a player 
on the world stage involves diplomacy, 
trade and development assistance on a 
global scale. Through these weapons, China 
influences world events. Countries with rel-
atively meager militaries have outsized in-
fluence in international law (Canada), 
economics (Switzerland) and culture (Nige-
ria, with its Nollywood film center). Work-
ing-level relationships, even at the level of 
engagement among civilians, build trust, an 
invaluable asset in international relations. 
Contrast the PRC’s approach to the US’ — 
an overmilitarized approach to international 
relations has other harmful side effects, as 
involvement in major conflicts, either on the 
ground or through arms sales, inevitably 
causes tensions with some nations, espe-
cially the Global South. Remember, China 

has not fought a war in over 50 years. 
Hartung and Preble criticize our PRC 

policy for being too concentrated on how 
to win a war. Our country should find ways 
to lower tensions and cooperate despite pro-
found differences on issues like human 
rights and the military balance in the West-
ern Pacific. Hartung and Preble said: “A bet-
ter approach would involve finding ways to 
lower tensions and cooperate even in the 
face of profound differences on issues like 
human rights and the military balance in 
the Western Pacific.” 

If the tensions between the US and the 
Russia/China block subside, then maybe 
the world’s great power blocks can cooper-
ate and create a strong system of interna-
tional law.  
 
Jason Sibert of St. Louis, Mo., is Lead Writer 
of the Peace Economy Project.  

Sibert... 
Continued from page 16
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Summer of  
Discontent/Part 2 
 
By BARRY FRIEDMAN 
 
(Tuesday, Sept. 10, 2024. Mansions on Fifth 
Hotel, McCook Suite, Pittsburgh, Pennsylva-
nia) 
 

His vision suddenly blurry, Donald 
Trump put his hand on the shower 
wall to steady himself. His fingers 

slid down the ceramic tile. Then he could-
n’t feel them. His legs gave out. When his 
head hit the thick, ornate porcelain rim of 
the tub, it opened a gash on his forehead 
and knocked out a tooth. 

He didn’t feel any of it. He was already 
dead. 

He was on all fours, his knees inside 
the tub, his torso, head, arms hanging over 
the edge. The shower was still on. 

A picture of a naked, dead Donald 
Trump would be worth millions. The Secret 
Service agent who found him was tempted; 
instead, he covered him with a towel. 

An ex-president, he told himself, 
shouldn’t be seen like this. 

Seven weeks after the Republican Na-
tional Convention, three weeks after the 
Democratic Convention, both the Republi-
can and Democratic presidential nominees 
were dead. 

America had never been here. 
Nikki Haley, whom Trump reluctantly 

chose to be his running mate at the RNC 
convention in Milwaukee in July, surprising 
everyone, was campaigning in Colorado 
Springs when she got the news. Michael 
Whatley, Trump’s first pick for RNC chair-
man, had been forced out after telling 
CNN’s Jake Tapper that Trump would “most 
probably” accept the results of the Novem-
ber election, so it was Lara Trump, the 
nominee’s daughter-in-law, Eric’s wife, the 
new RNC chief, who made the call. 

“We have a problem, Nikki. You may 
not be the one. Many people are already 
saying they want Don Jr.” 

She was lying. Nobody was saying that. 
Haley wasn’t buying it. 
“Go f*ck yourself,” she said and hung 

up the phone. 
But the GOP did have a problem. The 

Democrats were lucky, by comparison. 
President Biden hadn’t yet been officially 
nominated by his party when he died of 
stress cardiomyopathy, so when Kamala 
Harris, the vice president, was named to the 
head of the ticket, there was a begrudging 
logic to it. But the GOP hadn’t thought 
about life without Trump. His running 
mates — first Mike Pence, now Haley — 
were seen as mere courtiers, staffers. Pence 
and Haley couldn’t get them to storm the 
Capitol, Lara Trump told herself. She called 

Mitch McConnell. 
“Laurie, announce Haley. Do it quick.” 
“Lara.” 
“What?” 
“My name is Lara, you called me—” 

“What are you talking about?” 
Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis announced 

he was back in the race and was willing to 
lead the party. 

Trump’s private physician, Dr. Bruce 
Aronwald, said the ex-president suffered an 
intracranial aneurysm; still, a CNN poll in-
dicated 31% of the GOP believed the ex-
president had been poisoned, 11% said he 
was still alive, and 9% said they had no in-
tention of voting now that Trump wasn’t in 
the race. Steve Bannon called for a military 
coup. 

The president, Kamala Harris, tried 
calling Melania Trump to offer her sympa-
thies. On the third attempt, Mrs. Trump 
picked up. 

“Doug and I are sorry for your loss. 
How’s Barron?” 

Nothing. 
“Melania, we’re sort—” 
“Heard you,” Melania said. 
On Thursday, Chris Christie, Vivek Ra-

maswamy, Asa Hutchinson, and Doug Bur-
gum, all former candidates, wrote an op-ed 
in the Washington Post that the party had 
to coalesce around Haley. 

DeSantis said he wanted to meet with 
Haley and RNC leadership to figure out the 
party’s direction. 

Christie, according to Reuters, called 
him and said, “Ron, stop being a d*ck.” 

Trump was buried near the pool at 
Mar-a-Lago. 

The family told President Harris not to 
come. 

Sen. Lindsey Graham gave the eulogy. 
He cried for the second time in three 
months over a dead president. 

Don Jr. said, “The Democrats hounded 
my father to death. They killed him. They 
will pay.” 

On the way to Florida for the service, 
Haley gave a speech in Skokie, Illinois, and 
told supporters that, as president, she would 
continue the legacy of Donald Trump. 

Lara Trump was furious. 
“Nikki, please, slow down on this. It’s 

not official.” 
“Your f*cking brother-in-law will be the 

Republican nominee over my dead body.” 
Haley hung up on Trump again. 
House Speaker Mike Johnson and Mc-

Connell announced they were backing 
Haley. Former senators Mitt Romney and 
Jeff Flake issued similar endorsements. Liz 
Cheney offered her unqualified support. 
Current senators Marco Rubio and Ted 
Cruz did the same. 

On Friday, DeSantis said he wouldn’t 
contest Haley. 

A Washington Post/ABC poll had the 
race tied between President Harris and 

The Roberts Supreme Court: 
Too Extreme for Voters 
 
By JAMIE STIEHM  
 

The John Roberts Supreme Court, a.k.a. the Extreme 
Court, is a clear and present danger to democracy. Its 
approval rating has sunk to a record low, under 40%. 

Chief Justice Roberts is responsible for the worst rulings 
since Chief Justice Roger Taney rode into town for 30 years 
and set off the Civil War.  

In fact, the court may yet grant Donald Trump presi-
dential immunity from crimes committed in office. After all, 
Trump gloated, he named three young conservative “Feder-
alist Society” members.  

We may witness a hard political bargain this year. 
But few will forget the June 2022 Dobbs v. Jackson 

Women’s Health Organization ruling against reproductive 
rights.  

Roberts heads a partisan Republican majority of six to 
three liberal members, all women. He’s the one whose name 
will go down in history with Taney (“Tawny.”) 

The Dobbs decision may split the electorate into a vol-
canic rupture. A protest vote could come to the ballot box. 
Such a harsh stand against abortion rights (for your daugh-
ter, sister, wife or partner) could turn out to be a gift to the 
blue side of the spectrum.  

Democratic lawmakers and strategists say the extreme 
Supreme Court is their secret weapon.  

Across the nation, people registered outrage at violating 
a constitutional right. Dobbs meant for the first time in Amer-
ican history, the high court took rights away from citizens.  

Five men and one woman (all raised Catholic) didn’t 
blink an eye in reaching a radical opinion, blistering in tone, 
by Justice Samuel Alito, age 73.  

As for Taney, he enraged the Northern half of the na-
tion with his dreadful Dred Scott ruling in 1857. Considered 
a catalyst for the Civil War, the case helped lift Abraham 
Lincoln to the presidency in 1860.  

Taney viciously denied all Blacks any rights “which the 
White man is bound to respect.” This made free states see 
red. Taney was the ugly face of antebellum America, Presi-
dent Andrew Jackson’s man.  

Taney, from a slave state, went further: He decreed that 
Blacks, free or enslaved, could never become American cit-
izens. Free states already hated slavecatchers for crossing 
borders to capture fugitives. The Dred Scott decision raised 
a hue and cry at a terrible injustice.  

Former House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, D-Calif., calls the 
current Supreme Court “rogue.” Yes, sitting on high, judging 
the rest of us, with no checks or balances on their power. 
(Hello, James Madison?) Five of the nine were named by a 
president who lost the popular vote.  

Roberts also overturned voting rights and campaign fi-
nance reform.  

Other critics like Sen. Sheldon Whitehouse, D-R.I., say 
the Roberts Court is “captured” by dark money, with no en-
forceable ethics code on their conduct, plush vacations and 
lavish gifts. (Hello, Clarence Thomas?) 

Remember the Supreme Court answers to nobody, with 
nine unelected justices given the last word (or vote) on 
democracy. I mean literally: 5-4, Bush v. Gore.  

Roberts and alter-ego Taney felt they could turn the tide 
of American progress in the ocean of justice.  

Now in an election year, Republicans don’t talk so loud, 
but make no mistake. They are still on the war path against 
health and human rights for women and girls, on the state 
and federal level.  

The Alabama Supreme Court decision on IVF embryos 
only intensified the storm.  

Americans of all kinds feel the court intruded too far 
into our personal lives, causing agonizing medical plights and 
travel to other states.  

In a tragic result, Texas logged 26,000 rape-related preg-
nancies since Dobbs. The human toll that outlawing repro-
ductive rights takes is coming home.  

The first rule of politics: There is nothing like witness-
ing personal injustice to mobilize one. Life, liberty and all 
that jazz is on the line for women and girls. (Minors have it 
even worse.) 

Dobbs is making females captive to their own bodies, 
forcing them to cross state lines for medical treatment. In 
Alito’s voice, the Roberts court is saying that females can 
never have full human rights. We are a second-class caste.  

With sweet dreams of Brown v. Board of Education (de-
segregating schools), elite law professors teach the court as a 
fair, wise and rational branch. But students often challenge 
that. 

The echo across time is all too clear.  
 
Jamie Stiehm is a former assignment editor at CBS News in 
London, reporter at The Hill, metro reporter at the Baltimore 
Sun and public policy scholar at the Woodrow Wilson Inter-
national Center for Scholars. She is author of a new play, “Across 
the River,” on Aaron Burr. See JamieStiehm.com. 

Say it Ain’t  
So, Joe  
 

Taking my cue from Joe Manchin, I 
am announcing that I will not run for 
President in 2024. Or ever. 

I am announcing that I will stop pray-
ing for the Great Felonious Trump to be 
sent to Solitary Confinement and that in-
stead he be housed in Cell Block D. 

I am announcing that I will eschew 
bribes from Egypt, although I am still a bit 
tempted by those shiny gold ingots. 

I am announcing that I will stop ac-
cepting pills from strangers and ending up 
in rehab. 

I am announcing that I have screwed 
movie stars, but destroyed the drafts of my 
tell-all. So sorry. No kiss; no tell. 

I am announcing that I will refrain 
from purchasing hospitals with my Private 
Equity money, robbing them blind and 
forcing them into bankruptcy. 

I am announcing that I will stop im-
peaching librarians and teachers for doing 
their jobs. 

I am announcing that I will stop staring 

at the dreamy mouse face of Ron DeSatan 
and wondering what might have been. 

I am announcing that I will stop com-
paring myself to Alexei Navalny for the (un-
reasonable, illegal) parking ticket I received 
for not turning my wheels to the curb on a 
downhill street. Victim! 

I am announcing I will stop claiming 
that Black people like me because I’ve been 
persecuted, just like them, for nothing what-
soever! 

I am announcing that I will refrain 
from bitching out Fox News reporters and 
calling them **** ******* *************. 

I am announcing that I’ve lost confi-
dence in Nikki Haley’s ability to twist her-
self into a pretzel to accept Trump’s offer of 
Vice President. 

I am announcing I will refrain from tak-
ing my appeal to the Supreme Court for my 
alleged crimes (none of your business) and 
will instead allow a jury of my peers to 
judge me. 

I am announcing that I will no longer 
sell Gila monsters to unsuspecting dudes 
who let themselves get bitten and die. 

I am announcing that I have nothing 
more to announce. 
 
Rosie Sorenson is a humor writer in the San 
Francisco Bay Area. Her column is satire and, 
like Fox “News,” cannot be believed as fact. You 
can contact Rosie at: RosieSorenson29@ 
yahoo.com

Remember The Progressive Populist in your will.

SATIRE/Rosie Sorenson

Nikki Haley. 
Haley went on CBS’s Face the Nation 

and told Margaret Brennan, “I am the nom-
inee. I am the leader of the party.” She then 
announced that Texas Gov. Greg Abbott 
had agreed to be her vice president. The 
Guardian reported that Abbott told an aide, 
“If we lose, they’ll blame Haley, not me. But 
I can say I sacrificed for the party. It’ll help 
in 2028.” 

Lara Trump called Haley for a third 
time. “You win,” she said. 

“No sh*t,” said Haley. 
The following Sunday, Lara Trump 

broke down on NBC’s Meet the Press, telling 
host Kristen Welker, “I fear the country 
won’t survive the loss of my father-in-law.” 
She never mentioned Haley by name. 
Melania Trump told Reuters she felt “bad” 
about her husband’s death, “but that I will 
survive, as I always have.” 

Haley challenged Harris to three de-
bates. The first debate was scheduled for 
Oct. 14 — Columbus Day, according to the 
RNC; Indigenous People’s Day, according 
to the DNC. 

Nimrata “Nikki” Haley or Kamala Devi 
Harris, both first-generation Americans — 

Haley’s parents were born in India;  Harris’ 
mother, too, was born in India; Harris’ fa-
ther is Jamaican — would be president of 
the United States in a matter of months. 

Two women of color, opposite political 
worlds. 

Any other time in America, it might 
have been a time to celebrate. But this was 
America in 2024. 

Joe Biden and Donald Trump were 
dead. 

A country that didn’t want either had 
gotten its wish. 
 
Barry Friedman is an essayist, political colum-
nist, petroleum geology reporter and comedian 
living in Tulsa, Okla. His latest book, “Jack 
Sh*t: Volume One: Voluptuous Bagels and 
other Concerns of Jack Friedman” is out and 
the follow-up, “Jack Sh*t, Volume 2: Wait For 
The Movie. It’s In Color” was scheduled to be 
released this spring. In addition, he is the au-
thor of “Road Comic,” “Funny You Should 
Mention It,” “Four Days and a Year Later,” 
“The Joke Was On Me,” and a novel, “Jacob 
Fishman’s Marriages.”  
See barrysfriedman.com and  
friedmanoftheplains.com. 
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Since the Hamas raid penetrated the 
multi-tiered Israeli border security on 
October 7, 2023 (an unexplained col-

lapse of Israel’s defensive capabilities), 2.3 
million utterly defenseless Palestinians in 
the tiny crowded Gaza enclave have been 
on the receiving end of over 65,000 
bombs/missiles plus non-stop tank shelling 
and snipers. 

The extreme right-wing Netanyahu 
regime has enforced its declared siege of, 
in its genocidal words, “no food, no water, 
no electricity, no fuel, no medicine.” 

The relentless bombing has destroyed 
apartment buildings, marketplaces, refugee 
camps, hospitals, clinics, ambulances, bak-
eries, schools, mosques, churches, roads, 
electricity networks, critical water mains – 
just about everything. 

The US-equipped Israeli war machine 
has even uprooted agricultural fields, in-
cluding thousands of olive trees on one 
farm, bulldozed many cemeteries and 
bombed civilians fleeing on Israeli orders, 
while obstructing the few trucks carrying 
humanitarian aid from Egypt. 

With virtually no healthcare left, no 
medications, and infectious diseases spread-
ing especially among infants, children, the 
infirm and the elderly, can anybody believe 
that the fatalities have just gone over 
30,000? With five thousand babies born 
every month into the rubble, their mothers 
wounded and without food, healthcare, 
medicine and clean water for any of their 
children, severe skepticism about the 
Hamas Health Ministry’s official count is 
warranted. 

Netanyahu and Hamas, which he 
helped over the years, have a common in-
terest in lowballing the death/injury toll. 
But for different reasons. Hamas keeps the 
figures low to reduce being accused by its 
own people of not protecting them, and not 
building shelters. Hamas grossly underesti-
mated the savage war crimes by the venge-
ful, occupying Israeli military superpower 
fully and unconditionally backed by the 

U.S. military superpower. 
The Health Ministry is intentionally 

conservative, citing that its death toll came 
from reports only of named deceased by 
hospitals and morgues. But as the weeks 
turned into months, blasted, disabled hos-
pitals and morgues cannot keep up with the 
bodies, or cannot count those slain laying 
on roadsides in allies and beneath building 
debris. Yet, the Health Ministry remains 
conservative, and the “official,” rising civil-
ian fatality and injury count continues to be 
uncritically reported by both friend and foe 
of this devastating Israeli state terrorism. 

It was especially astonishing to see the 
most progressive groups and writers rou-
tinely use the same Hamas Health Ministry 
figures as did the governments and outside 
groups backing the one-sided war on Gaza. 
All this despite predictions of a human ca-
tastrophe in the Gaza Strip almost every 
day since Oct. 7, 2023, by arms of the 
United Nations, other besieged international 
relief agencies on the ground, eyewitness 
accounts by medical personnel, and many 
Israeli human rights groups and brave local 
journalists in that Strip, the geographic size 
of Philadelphia. (Unguided Western and Is-
raeli reporters and journalists are not al-
lowed to enter Gaza by the Israeli 
government.) (See the open letter titled, 
“Stop the Humanitarian Catastrophe” to 
President Biden on Dec. 13, 2023, by 16 
Israeli human rights groups that also ap-
peared as a paid notice in the New York 
Times.) 

Then came the December 29, 2023, 
opinion piece in The Guardian by the Chair 
of Global Public Health at the University of 
Edinburgh, Devi Sridhar. She predicted half 
a million deaths in 2024 if conditions con-
tinue unabated. 

In recent days, the situation has be-
come more dire. In the March 2 Washing-
ton Post, reporter Ishaan Tharoor writes: 
“The bulk of Gaza’s more than 2 million 
people face the prospect of famine — a state 
of affairs that constitutes the fastest decline 

Let’s Declare 
War on  
Economic  
Insecurity 
 

Wages high enough to cover basic 
expenses are only the beginning 
of the Left’s struggle to eliminate 

economic insecurity. 
We must also fight for workers’ rights 

on the job, as well as a robust and sturdy so-
cial safety net to protect people when they 
find themselves out of work. Americans suf-
fer the worst worker benefits of major de-
veloped countries; we are tied with 
Botswana, Iran, Mexico and Pakistan. Our 
safety net also comes in dead last. 

For as long as anyone can remember, 
the balance of power between labor and 
management has been radically tilted in 
favor of capital. While nine out of 10 work-
ers are not organized, employers not only 
form cartels to set prices for labor, they 
enjoy outsize influence in Washington and 
state capitals through campaign contribu-
tions to politicians.  

Globalization has exacerbated this im-
balance; an apparel company like Nike may 
manufacture goods in low-wage, anti-union 
countries like Vietnam or Indonesia and ship 
them to high-income/high-price markets like 
Europe or the United States on container 
ships whose expenses are subsidized by tax-
payers of the latter. As much as an ambi-
tious worker might be willing to abandon 
their family and native culture to move to a 
higher-wage place like Norway or Qatar, it 

is nearly impossible to obtain the necessary 
working permits, much less citizenship. Cap-
ital is fluid; labor is stationary. 

The Left seeks to level the playing field 
between labor and management. 

US labor laws are “at will,” meaning 
you can be fired for any reason other than 
discrimination because of your race, sex, 
sexual orientation or other legally protected 
class. At-will is a license for companies to 
overhire during booms and impose mass 
layoffs when the economy cools down, as 
we saw tech companies do after the 
COVID-19 pandemic. It enables bosses to 
vote themselves a raise at the same time 
they lay off workers, many of whom dis-
rupted their lives to take those jobs, lost 
other opportunities and have no responsi-
bility for poor management decisions.  

At-will must go. An employer who 
wants to get rid of an employee should have 
to prove to the Department of Labor either 
that the move is required due to the com-
pany’s finances — and then only after upper 
management have absorbed pay cuts and 
stockholders lose their dividends — or that 
the employee did something wrong, in 
which case they should be entitled to a hear-
ing before an impartial court system estab-
lished to litigate labor-management disputes 
before a jury. 

Workers’ power relies chiefly on the 
right and ability to withhold labor after con-
tract negotiations break down. Therefore, 
every American worker in an enterprise 
with 10 or more employees ought to be 
legally guaranteed the right to join a union 
— even if they are the only member of their 
company’s workforce who wants to sign a 
union card. Existing laws prohibiting em-
ployer retaliation against union organizers 
and members, which are weak and rarely 
enforced, must be strengthened so that it is 
nearly impossible to fire someone for stand-
ing up for higher wages and working condi-
tions. Needless to say, state “right to work” 

IN THE PUBLIC INTEREST/Ralph Nader 

TED RALL

in a population’s nutrition status ever 
recorded, according to aid workers. Chil-
dren are starving at the fastest rate the 
world has ever known. Aid groups have 
been pointing to Israel restricting the flow of 
assistance into the territory as a major 
driver of the crisis. Some prominent Israeli 
officials openly champion stymying these 
transfers of aid.” 

Tharoor quotes Jan Egeland, chief of 
the Norwegian Refugee Council: “We must 
be clear: civilians in Gaza are falling sick 
from hunger and thirst because of Israel’s 
entry restrictions.” “Life-saving supplies are 
being intentionally blocked, and women 
and children are paying the price.” 

Martin Griffiths, the United Nations 
lead humanitarian officer, said “Life is 
draining out of Gaza at terrifying speed.” 

UN Secretary-General António Guter-
res, according to the Post, warned of an 
“‘unknown number of people’ – believed to 
be in the tens of thousands – lying under 
the rubble of buildings brought down by Is-
raeli strikes.” 

Volker Turk, the UN high commis-
sioner for human rights, said “All people in 
Gaza are at imminent risk of famine. Al-
most all are drinking salty and contami-
nated water. Health care across the territory 
is barely functioning.” “Just imagine what 
this means for the wounded, and people 
suffering infectious-disease outbreaks. 
…many are already believed to be starv-
ing.” UNICEF, the International Rescue 
Committee, the Palestinian Red Crescent, 
and Doctors Without Borders are all relat-
ing that the same catastrophic conditions 
are getting worse fast. 

Yet, and get this, in this article, the Post 
still stuck with the “more than 30,000 peo-
ple in Gaza have been killed since the on-
going war began.” 

Just like the entire mass media, many 
governments, even the independent media 
and critics of the war would have us accept 
that between 98% and 99% of Gaza’s en-
tire population has survived – albeit the 
sick, injured and more Palestinians about to 
die. This is lethally improbable! 

From accounts of people on the 
ground, videos and photographs of deadly 
episode after episode, plus the resultant 
mortalities from blocking or smashing the 
crucial necessities of life, a more likely esti-
mate, in my appraisal, is that at least 

200,000 Palestinians must have perished 
by now and the toll is accelerating by the 
hour. 

Imagine Americans, if this powerful 
U.S.-made weaponry was fired on the be-
sieged, homeless, trapped people of 
Philadelphia, do you think that only 
30,000 of that city’s 1.5 million people 
would have been killed? 

Daily circumstantial evidence of the 
deliberate Israeli targeting of civilians and 
civilian infrastructures requires more reli-
able epidemiological estimates of casualties. 

It matters greatly whether the aggre-
gate toll so far, and counting, is three, four, 
five, six times more than the Health Min-
istry’s undercount. It matters for elevating 
the urgency for a permanent ceasefire, and 
direct and massive humanitarian aid by the 
US and other countries, bypassing the sadis-
tic cruelty against innocent families of the 
Israeli siege. It matters for the columnists 
and editorial writers who have been self-
censoring themselves, with some, like the 
Post’s Charles Lane fictionally claiming that 
Israel’s military doesn’t “intentionally target 
civilians.” It matters for accountability under 
international law. 

Above all, it lets weak Secretary of 
State Antony Blinken and duplicitous Pres-
ident Biden be less servile when Netanyahu 
dismisses the low death toll by taunting 
them: what about Dresden, Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki? 

As a percentage of the total population 
being killed, Gaza can expose the Israeli rul-
ing racist extremists to a stronger rebuttal 
for ending US co-belligerent complicity in 
this never-to-be-forgotten slaughter of 
mostly children and women. (The terrify-
ing PTSD on civilians, especially children 
will continue for years.) 

Respecting the more accurate casualty 
toll of Palestinian children, mothers and fa-
thers presses harder for permanent cease-
fires and the process of recovery and 
reparations for the survivors of their Holo-
caust. 
 
Ralph Nader is a consumer advocate, lawyer 
and author. His books include “The Rebellious 
CEO, which was published in November 
2023. For more information see: 
www.nader.org. Contact Nader c/o PO Box 
19312, Washington, DC 20036.  

laws allowing workers in union shops to 
withhold union dues while receiving nego-
tiated benefits should be eliminated. 

Laws like the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947, 
which ban solidarity strikes and strikes by 
the military and other public-sector workers 
and have been expanded by courts and 
presidential executive orders to include “es-
sential” workers like coal miners and rail 
workers, go far beyond regulations in other 
developed nations and must be abolished. 
If firefighters and postal workers, for exam-
ple, are truly essential to the functioning of 
the nation, they should be remunerated ac-
cordingly. In the case of exceptional cate-
gories of workers deemed essential in 
matters of life and death, which should be 
highly limited, the loss of the right to strike 
should be compensated by guaranteed 
raises pegged to the inflation rate. 

US workers are divided into arbitrary 
classifications designed to allow corporations 
to treat them like dirt. I work at least 40 
hours a week as a cartoonist and columnist 
yet my syndicate misclassifies me as an “in-
dependent contractor.” Same for Uber and 
Lyft drivers, though there’s nothing inde-
pendent about a job which specifies every-
thing about your tasks down to the model of 
car you must drive, though you pay for it 
yourself. 

The system is random and arbitrary. 
When I lost my W-2 job as a syndicate ex-
ecutive, I qualified for unemployment even 
though I had only worked half-weeks. If my 
syndicate cans me as a cartoonist and writer, 
I do not. 

For the Left, all work is work, all work 
has value and all workers must be pro-
tected. The “independent contractor” loop-
hole should be closed. A 20-hour-a-week 
job should come with at least half medical 
benefits. A third of US citizens are self-em-
ployed; they should qualify for unemploy-
ment benefits when work dries up, just like 
people who work for other people. 

And work will dry up. Because boom-
and-bust cycles are intrinsic to capitalism, 
until the Revolution comes the Left should 
agitate for a safety net that reflects this real-
ity. Jobless benefits should be far more gen-
erous than they are now. They should expire 
when you find a new job, not after the six-
month limit set by most state legislatures. By 
way of comparison, countries like Denmark, 
France, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Por-
tugal and Spain provide up to 24 months of 
unemployment payments. Iceland gives 30. 

As we’ve seen with robotics and are 
seeing with artificial intelligence, disruptive 
technologies destroy entire lines of business 
at once, rendering hard-earned education 
and experience worthless overnight. The 
heartland has plunged into despair and drug 
addiction after decades of deindustrializa-
tion fueled by pro-globalization policies. 
Surely we could use the lost productivity of 
these millions of fellow citizens who have 
filed for federal disability checks because 
they have no hope of ever being gainfully 
employed! Those willing to take classes to 
be retrained for positions that will be needed 
in the near future must currently bear all or 
most of the cost themselves. Retraining pro-
grams should be gratis, and the government 
should pay a living stipend so people can 
focus on their studies. 

The ultimate manifestation of economic 
insecurity, the abject poverty that leads to 
homelessness, hunger and death, ought to 
be impossible in the wealthiest country in 
history. Even if they “want” to do so, the Left 
should not allow people to sleep outside, for 
the freedom to die in the cold is no freedom 
whatsoever. 
 
Ted Rall, political cartoonist, columnist and 
graphic novelist, co-hosts the left-vs-right DMZ 
America podcast with fellow cartoonist Scott 
Stantis. Write him c/o his website (rall.com), 
Twitter @tedrall 

Count the Real Gaza Death Toll
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Glen Canyon Dam Has 
Created a World of Mud 
 
By DAVE MARSTON 
 

When the San Juan River flows out 
of the San Juan Mountains in 
Southwestern Colorado, it con-

tributes 15% of Lake Powell’s water.  
But there’s a problem: The river carries 

a hefty 55% of the sediment entering the 
reservoir, and that mud is piling up.  

The sediment-heavy river flows south 
into New Mexico before jogging into Utah, 
then it joins the Colorado River close to the 
Arizona border. The confluence is sub-
merged under Lake Powell. 

After decades of drought, the reservoir 
created by Glen Canyon Dam has dwindled 
to just a third full. Now, as the San Juan 
River flows toward Lake Powell, it rambles 
over a huge pancake of mud that’s 49 miles 
long, a mile wide in some places, and as 
much as 120 feet deep in the final reaches 
of the San Juan River.  

Unique hydrology has contributed to 
this plug, A relatively wide canyon and mul-
tiple waterfalls slow down the river, allowing 
sediment to drop out. Though the San Juan 
is the muddiest tributary, all the Colorado’s 

tributaries drop a good deal of mud 100 
miles or more upstream of Glen Canyon 
Dam. 

It’s a Western phenomenon caused by 
damming swift rivers, said Jeff Geslin, a ge-
ologist at Fort Lewis College in Durango, 
Colorado. The result is that reservoirs in the 
West have become “temporary sediment 
storage facilities.”  

If that mud could move through the 
Grand Canyon, like it did before the dam, 
biologists say that would help restore the 
canyon’s ecosystem, which depends on sed-
iment-laden flushes in spring to scour river-
banks. Then, as the river slows, beaches 
form and vegetation returns. 

Gary Gianniny, professor of Geo-
sciences at Fort Lewis College in Durango, 
Colorado, has been studying the San Juan 
River, along with river researchers who call 
their team, “The Returning Rapids Project.” 

The group’s big worry is that without 
drastic action—draining Lake Powell to let 
the Colorado River run free—time may be 
running out for the languorous San Juan 
River.  

Mike DeHoff, principal investigator of 
the Returning Rapids Project said the sedi-
ment layer on the San Juan has created new 
channels and new waterfalls. DeHoff added 
that no one knows whether the river’s sed-
iment plug would dissipate even if Glen 
Canyon Dam were breached. 

Researchers boating the San Juan River 
where it approaches Lake Powell say they’re 
forced to navigate an ever-moving pile of 
sediment that also involves portaging 
around rock waterfalls. When they finally 
arrive at Lake Powell, there’s dangerous liq-
uefied clay and sand to navigate.  

“I’ve seen people sink to their chests in 
the mud, saved only by their flotation de-
vices and nearby boaters,” said DeHoff of 
Moab, Utah.  

“We’ll need a drone to study that area,” 
added Gianniny.  

Researchers with the Returning Rapids 
Project talk a lot about what to call these 
giant slabs of calving sediment. DeHoff sug-
gests “mud bergs.”   

Semi-solid mud walls along the river 
have already been dubbed “the Dominy 
Formation,” named after the avid federal 
dam-builder Floyd Dominy.  

“Technically, Gianniny said, the giant 
mud plug is a “mass of uncompacted mud 
and sand that causes alluvial fanning.” And 
falling slabs of sediment, those “mud bergs,” 
act as semi-permanent river features. 

BLM River Ranger Chad Niehaus uses 
a packraft to regularly visit what researchers 
are calling the Lowest San Juan. He floats 
over 30-plus miles of the muddy river, fin-
ishing with a four-mile backpack out to a 
four-wheel drive vehicle 48 miles from 
Page, Arizona as the crow flies. 

Niehaus marvels at the deserted region. 
“Sediment is moving around, and you must 
be vigilant in a different way than you do 
on a ‘normal’ river.” 

Drought, climate change, “whatever 
you call it, the Lowest San Juan has re-
emerged,” Niehaus said about wildlife in the 
once-submerged canyon. “I’ve seen river ot-
ters, mountain lions, coyotes—even peli-
cans—but the most astounding aspect is how 
quickly nature is coming back.” In places, 
cottonwood trees are 20 feet high, he said. 

“When I was a teenager there were 
places on maps that were considered for-
ever gone,” he said, pointing to sections on 
the map entitled, “Glen Canyon National 
Recreation Area.”  

Now, he said, “some forever-gone 
places are revealed.” He mentions Cathedral 
in the Desert, a wondrous site on the nearby 
Escalante River. Enough water has receded 
to make it visible, though some of this sa-
cred place for Indigenous people is buried 
under 30-plus feet of sediment. 

Meanwhile, the muddy end of the San 
Juan River is wild again: “I rarely see a foot-
print.” 
 
Dave Marston is the publisher of the inde-
pendent nonprofit, Writers on the Range, writ-
ersontherange.org, dedicated to spurring lively 
conversation about the West. He lives in Du-
rango, Colorado.

‘The Crown’ Was  
a Crowning  
TV Achievement 
 
By ROB PATTERSON 
 

During the sixth and final season the 
Netflix series about the life of Queen 
Elizabeth II, “The Crown,” there’s 

been much hubbub in the media about the 
creative liberties it takes and the show’s 
imaginings about private moments within 
the royal family. Yes, historical accuracy 
matters … in the historical record. But we 
should keep this in mind: it’s a TV show. 

“The Crown” has been the most regal 
soap opera ever on TV, evening division. It 
follows the broad strokes of the story 
around Britain’s longest reigning monarch. 
But it also makes the usual dramatic ad-
justments the medium can call for to suc-
ceed as entertainment. And it is cracking 
good television done excellently. 

If I were English, I might have a more 
wry view of the UK monarchy. An even 
greater critical view would be apt for my 

Scots-Irish paternal lineage. But being an 
American who believes that monarchies are 
among the many governmental, cultural, so-
cial and further aspects of the human order 
today that mankind should evolve beyond 
to foster a better and fairer world, I 
nonetheless confess to some fondness for 
the late monarch. 

At the core of that is a family connec-
tion. And at its heart, “The Crown” is a fam-
ily story. My beloved late mother, who died 
in early 2021, was also named Elizabeth, 
and was the same age as the Queen. 

Even without that commonality, it’s 
hard not to come away from “The Crown” 
with an affection and admiration for Eliza-
beth of the House of Windsor as portrayed 
in the series, as a TV show like this must 
for its central character. She ascended to her 
throne at 24 years old, and for all the cyn-
icism, pot shots and even cheap shots one 
might take at someone of not just massive 
inherited privilege and wealth but also a 
certain power, both in the monarchial and 
political senses, I do feel that in her seven 
decades on the throne she seems to have 
largely lived her life and duties with a cer-
tain aplomb, common sense, dedication and 
dignity – and in doing so, did win the hearts 

of a large swath of her subjects. 
On the other hand, I get an eternal jolt 

of frisson every time I hear the anti-royal 
rant of “God Save The Queen” by The Sex 
Pistols. 

“The Queen” succeeds as a rather ma-
jestic work of entertainment, one that woos 
you into its rarified realm, is that. It feels real 
for reasons that have only something to do 
with Elizabeth II and her legacy. 

First, contextually, the show must have 
spent a small king’s ransom on its sets and 
settings. It’s shot beautifully, wonderfully 
written, and every character feels full-
blooded. The acting by both the stars and 
lesser knowns is uniformly superb, and it 
pulls off changing  those playing its major 
roles from season to season to season rather 
smoothly. It gives sympathy to most all of 
the main characters, especially Charles and 
Diana within what became the mess of their 
marriage and divorce. 

It should not be mistaken for what was; 
maybe better thought of in a good-hearted 
manner as what we – or at least some of us 
– might have imagined an maybe even 
wish the story and the royal family to be. If 
one can set aside concerns about how the 
show and reality might differ plus feelings 

about  monarchy and Elizabeth II and her 
family and simply assess it on dramatic and 
entertainment terms, it’s a masterful series. 
If you haven’t yet seen it, it’s ready to be 
binged and enjoyed. 
 
Populist Picks 
 
TV SERIES: “Reacher” – This show based 
on the Lee Child book series won me over 
in its first season about a good-hearted but 
tough-as-nails Army vet who’s a wandering 
loner. Season two reunites him with his elite 
Army unit’s members in an even more win-
ning adventure. 
 
TV DOCUMENTARY: “Gatsby in Con-
necticut: The Untold Story” – Although F. 
Scott Fitzgerald’s classic novel was set on 
Long Island, its origins and character were 
likely across the sound, where the author 
lived with a millionaire’s mansion next door, 
as this film persuasively makes a case for.  
 
Rob Patterson is a music and entertainment 
writer in Austin, Texas.  
Email orca@prismnet.com.

The Creep of Christian Nationalism 
 
By ELWOOD WATSON 
 

Historically viewed as a fringe belief system, Chris-
tian nationalism has become a considerable force 
in American politics, particularly as it relates to the 

current Republican Party. 
A new survey from Public Religion Research Institute 

and the Brookings Institution revealed more than 50% of 
Republicans believe the country should aspire to become 
a devoutly Christian nation by ascribing to the fundamen-
tals of Christian nationalism, or, at a minimum, identifying 
with such beliefs. 

Christian nationalism is the assumption the United 
States is a Christian nation, and that the nation’s laws should 
be deeply rooted in Christian values. Such a mindset has 
long been prevalent in White evangelical spheres, but has 
rapidly gained considerable traction within the mainstream 
Republican party. 

Committed Christian nationalists represent only 10% 
of the population, according to a 2023 PRRI/Brookings 
Christian Nationalism Survey. Despite such a distinct mi-
nority, Christian nationalists have been successful in gar-
nering additional influence by aggressively integrating 
themselves into a more sizable Christian electorate and de-
claring themselves as ordinary men and women. 

Not surprisingly, support for Christian nationalism is 
heavily correlated to political ideology. Americans who re-
side in culturally conservative red states are much more 
likely to espouse Christian nationalist beliefs or be more in-
clined to harbor Christian nationalistic sympathies. More 
than half of Republicans also hold Christian nationalist be-
liefs, compared with a quarter of independents and just 
16% of Democrats. 

In 2022, a collection of right-wing writers and leaders 

published a document titled “Conservatism: A Statement 
of Principles.” The section on God and public religion 
stated, “Where a Christian majority exists, public life should 
be rooted in Christianity and its moral vision, which should 
be honored by the state and other institutions both public 
and private.” 

That is an alarming and troubling statement, implying 
non-Christians should have second-class status in our coun-
try. That Muslims, Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, atheists, agnos-
tics, and others should be deprived of equality under the 
law. Such rhetoric is the antithesis of freedom to worship en-
shrined in the Constitution. 

Christian nationalism is not an ideology where an in-
dividual’s belief system defines their political values. Human 
beings can certainly hold divergent opinions as they relate 
to immigration, reproductive rights, or any other political 
issue. Like everyone else, Christians routinely spar among 
one another on such issues. Debate and a diversity of view-
points are often beneficial to both the debaters as well as 
the larger society. 

What distinguishes Christian nationalism is not reli-
gious participation in politics but the myopic perception that 
Christian primacy and theology must be deeply saturated 
in virtually every aspect of our society. It is tied to a vis-
ceral sense that the well-being and survival of the church 
is closely tied to the outcome of any given political race. 
Christian nationalism’s supporters have little, if any, com-
punction about attempting to impose their personal value 
system upon others. Such beliefs often manifest themselves 
through linear ideology, a specific identity, and unbridled 
passion. 

If Christian nationalism were successful in becoming 
the norm, it would abolish our current Constitution and fur-
ther fragment our democracy. 

Incidentally, it was the thrice-married serial adulterer 
and wayward (at least by traditional religious standards) 
former President Donald Trump, who courted right-wing 

Christians. According to one analysis, Trump’s judicial ap-
pointees were almost universally Christian, and a majority 
had some kind of affiliation with a religious group, such as 
a church or other religious foundation. 

Trump also appointed three of the six U.S. Supreme 
Court justices who voted to overturn Roe v. Wade in 2022. 
Unable to garner the support of the majority of Americans 
for dictating American culture, Christian nationalists have 
mounted a legal-political crusade against all who refuse to 
embrace their religious worldview. The Supreme Court’s 
new conservative majority has steadily eroded the separa-
tion of church and state embedded in the Constitution. 

Since the overturning of Roe v. Wade, these theocrats 
have successfully put their disdain and disregard for the life 
of the pregnant into law in one right-wing Republican-dom-
inated state after another. But this is just the warm-up act. 

Speaker of the House Mike Johnson and his fellow cru-
saders would like to inject their religious doctrine into the 
veins of every political aspect of federal law and public pol-
icy in an effort to establish religious hegemony. Conserva-
tive governors and legislators have arrogantly, brazenly, 
and shamelessly invoked God and religion as the legisla-
tive purpose behind such draconian measures. 

If we value the freedom to worship in our own way, 
such arrogant and disingenuous proselytizing has to be 
combated. 
 
Elwood Watson is a professor of history, Black studies, and 
gender and sexuality studies at East Tennessee State University. 
HIs columns are distributed by Cagle Cartoons newspaper syn-
dicate. He is also an author and public speaker.  
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Several hundred members of the sports 
world signed up for the new organiza-
tion Athletes for Ceasefire. Some are 

well-known, like retired NFL receiver Kenny 
Stills (who is an organizer of the project), 
1968 Olympian John Carlos, WNBA stal-
wart Layshia Clarendon, and retired NBA 
player Etan Thomas. Others are Olympic-
level runners, cricketeers, and soccer play-
ers: people whom the typical American 
sports fan may not know. What unites them 
is the belief that the total war on the civilian 
population of Gaza must end and that ath-
letes can play a role in amplifying this mes-
sage. Their statement reads in part: 

“In the wake of an unfolding genocide in 
Gaza, as described by countless legal schol-
ars, human rights experts and international 
organizations across the world. We, as ath-
letes, recognize our moral responsibility to 
utilize our platform for a higher purpose: to 
save human lives and to raise awareness 
about this ongoing tragedy. We acknowledge 
the right of the Palestinian people to live in 
peace and security. As professional athletes, 
we underscore our shared humanity, and ad-
vocate for a path that respects all human life, 
regardless of religion or ethnic background. 
In signing this letter, we continue a long 
legacy of athletes speaking up for the human 
rights of all people, such as Olympians John 
Carlos and Tommie Smith who raised their 
fists at the 1968 games in part to demand 
that apartheid South Africa and Rhodesia be 
held to account. We stand in the proud tra-
dition of ‘The Greatest’ Muhammad Ali who 
stood for Palestinian freedom throughout his 
life both in word and deed. WE STAND ON 
THE SHOULDERS OF THESE GIANTS 
IN OUR EFFORTS TO KEEP THIS TRA-

DITION OF ATHLETE OF CONSCIENCE 
ALIVE.” 

As impressive as the Athletes for Cease-
fire statement is, there is a question about 
why the number of signatures is in the hun-
dreds, and not in the thousands or tens of 
thousands. What it comes down to, to para-
phrase Daniel Denvir, host of the podcast 
The Dig, is that while criticism of Israel has 
never been higher, the punishment for 
speaking out has also never been greater. In 
other words, according to someone who has 
been privy to the internal organizing and 
launch of this organization, the deterrent is 
fear. 

An NBA All-Star said that he wanted to 
sign, but he received such intense behind-
the-scenes pressure that he felt to do so 
would risk his standing with his team and 
that his story would overwhelm the message 
of AFC. Another NBA All-Star said he be-
lieves in the cause but feared being labeled 
an “antisemite.” A coach with a sterling rep-
utation said grudgingly that he wanted to but 
the level of “distraction” that his signing on 
would create was simply not worth it. One 
football player with whom I spoke is near the 
end of his career and thought that joining 
AFC would push him out of the league 
sooner rather than later. None of these ath-
letes would go on the record with me other 
than to allow their reasons to be known. 

We can draw three conclusions from 
this. The first is that there is far more oxygen 
outside the United States to speak out against 
the atrocities in Gaza. The United States has 
a bipartisan commitment to fund these hor-
rors, which means there is no political cover 
for standing against an increasingly authori-
tarian political agenda. The second is that 

credit must be given to those who have 
courageously stepped forward and put their 
names out there as standing against what 
they are calling—and it is getting impossible 
to avoid this word—a genocide. The sports 
unions have not even hinted, unlike other 
unions, that they would draft their own 
cease-fire resolutions, which would provide 
some much-needed political cover. 

The third reason is the most critical: In 
the last four years, the politics of the sports 
world have shifted dramatically. In 2020, 
after the police killing of George Floyd, peo-
ple like NFL and NBA commissioners Roger 
Goodell and Adam Silver publicly praised 
players for being outspoken on the issues of 
racial inequity and police violence. They said 
that they wanted athletes in their leagues to 
be seen as three-dimensional people with the 
capacity to raise attention to social ills and 
not merely entertain: to do more than just 
“shut up and dribble.” Those sentiments now 
look dated and opportunistic. The only ves-
tiges in the professional sports leagues from 
those days—just four years ago!—are empty 
gestures like the NFL’s putting the words 
“End Racism” behind end zones—some 
which also contain racist logos of Native 
American mascots. 

The backlash we have seen in the 

broader US society on a host of issues and 
the McCarthyite attacks on people standing 
up for a cease-fire are now baked into the 
politics of sports. The period from about 
2012 to 2020 when athletes talked about 
issues as in no era since the 1970s is over. In 
2024, athletes need to be courageous to 
speak out, because they could be punished. 
The moment recalls a quote often attributed 
to Polish revolutionary Rosa Luxemburg: 
“Those who do not move, do not notice their 
chains.” Only the athletes who want to speak 
truths beyond what their corporate and in-
stitutional minders want them to say will feel 
the strain of their chains. 

Few people in any field have the 
courage to be the first wave and credit is due 
everyone involved in Athletes for Ceasefire, 
particularly organizer Kenny Stills. The only 
way to do this painstaking work of organiz-
ing is to do it one athlete at a time. The 
greater the numbers, the more people will 
be unafraid to speak. 
 
Dave Zirin is the sports editor at The Nation. 
He is the author of 11 books on the politics of 
sports. He is also the coproducer and writer of 
the new documentary “Behind the Shield: The 
Power and Politics of the NFL.”  
Email edgeofsports@gmail.com.  
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Pan African Film  
Festival Offered 
New Media for  
Black History Month 
 

The 32nd Pan African Film & Arts Festival, America’s 
largest Black-themed filmfest, took place Feb. 7 – 
Feb. 19 in Los Angeles. During Black History Month 

PAFF annually screens movies ranging from Hollywood 
studio productions and Hallmark Channel TV-movies to in-
dies, foreign films, documentaries, low-budget productions, 
shorts, animation, etc. Films span the spectrum from Oscar 
nominees to hard-to-find gems from Africa, the Caribbean, 
America and beyond that L.A. viewers are unlikely to be 
able to see at any other venue. Here are reviews of short 
films that audiences had an opportunity to see at PAFF as 
part of the “New Media” screening: 
 
‘Moments’: A Group Hug for Group 
Therapy for African Americans 
 

The L.A. premiere of writer/director Malachi Rivers’ 
“Moments” shatters stereotypes regarding African 
Americans in his 9-episode digital series of shorts 

that are under 13 minutes-long each. According to Dr. Mon-
nica T. Williams in Psychology Today: “African Americans 
shy away from psychotherapy as a potential solution to 
challenges such as depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress 
disorder, marriage problems, and parenting issues. As a 
black psychologist, it is troublesome that so many African 
Americans are reluctant to make use of psychology’s solu-
tions to emotional hurdles.”  

The well-written, well-directed “Moments” thoughtfully 
tackles this taboo head on. In Rivers’ riveting series, the 
real-life Dr. Jeff Gardere—a Black mental health practitioner 
who has a private practice in Manhattan, is an author and 
TV personality known as “America’s psychologist”—por-
trays the therapist Dr. Winston, who presides over group 

therapy sessions with Black participants. In the episode en-
titled “Nobody Knows,” Rivers plays Guy Adams, a clos-
eted gay man who is troubled by having to publicly deny 
his sexual identity out of fear of being stigmatized. He con-
fides to the healing group that this inner conflict recently 
came to a head when his partner died, and mourners of-
fered him their condolences for the loss of his “friend.” This 
roils Guy because the deceased actually meant much more 
to him than that—he was in fact Guy’s husband, albeit un-
acknowledged in public. How can Guy resolve this clash? 

“Stretch Marks” takes on a double taboo. In addition to 
the above “no no” against African Americans seeking coun-
seling, the episode’s protagonist is an aspiring artist whose 
dream of becoming a dancer is thwarted by society’s mun-
dane expectations and realities. The archetype of this is the 
French artiste Paul Gauguin, who forsakes his family and 
career as a stockbroker to pursue becoming a painter at 
Tahiti, as depicted in movies such as 1942’s “The Moon 
and Sixpence” starring George Sanders, based on a Som-
erset Maugham novel. But “Stretch Marks” flips the script, 
by centering on an African American female struggling 
artiste. 

As she relates to her healing group with flashbacks, 
Elaine Clemmons (portrayed by Sufe Bradshaw, who drolly 
played the in-charge secretary in HBO’s “Veep” series) is a 
new mother (hence, I suppose, the title Stretch Marks?) who 
lives in a comfortable, upper middle class home and seems 
well-provided for by a husband who cares about her. While 
many would be content with the role of motherhood and 
material comfort, 30-something Elaine’s current position 
rankles her because it means deferring her lifelong dream 
of becoming a dancer. 

Of course, unlike painters, writers, or some others in 
the arts, the shelf life for dancers, who must rely upon the 
youthful vitality of their bodies in order to perform at their 
peak, is short. Elaine is painfully aware that by the time her 
newborn babe is grown, she’ll likely be too old to become 
a professional dancer—and thus, unable to fulfill her life’s 
ambition. Hence Elaine’s anger and frustration, which is 
generally reserved for White male wannabe artists in screen, 
stage and literary depictions. The episode is excellently 
acted by Bradshaw, and leaves viewers wanting more. 

By extolling mental health treatment for African Amer-
icans, “Moments” reminds us that the next time somebody 
makes opposes or belittle counseling, therapy, psycho-
analysis, etc., for Blacks, just remind them that one of the 
world’s greatest, most famous psychiatrists was the Afro 
Caribbean Frantz Fanon, the Martinique genius who wrote 

“Black Skin, White Masks and The Wretched of the Earth.” 
 
The Maharlinka Warrior: Filipina  
Superhero Crimefighter Extraordinaire 
 

In addition to “Moments,” PAFF’s New Media program 
included the world premiere of Hilarion Banks’ “The 
Maharlika Warrior,” which is set in urban USA with a 

multi-culti cast. The title character (played by Lindsay 
Castillo) refers to a Filipina myth regarding a female with 
super powers. To make a long story short, this exciting 
crime drama about sex trafficking and more puts a feminist 
and ethnic twist on conventional superhero sagas (although 
of course, this has been evolving in and out of the Marvel 
Universe). Those who enjoy movies, graphic novels and 
comics about crimefighters endowed with extraordinary 
powers far beyond those of mortal men (and women) are 
likely to enjoy this action-packed 54-minute film with some 
special FX. The Southeast Asian roots of “The Maharlika 
Warrior” from Philippines folklore makes this production 
unique for American viewers. 
 
Revenge of the Black Best Friend: 
Spoofing Stereotypes 
 

Like the Oscar-nommed American Fiction, co-direc-
tors Thyrone Tommy and Jerome Kruin’s witty “Re-
venge of the Black Best Friend” satirically challenges 

and debunks big and little screen stereotypes of Blacks. Ol-
unike Adeliyi plays Dr. Toni Shakur, who has a message 
for the movie and TV industry against racial tropes and 
one-dimensional Black characters that is delivered in highly 
amusing ways. The L.A. premiere of this 22-minute short 
was also part of PAFF’s New Media selection of shorts. 
 
The above PAFF screenings took place at Cinemark Baldwin 
Hills in Los Angeles, California. Starting Feb. 20, PAFF has a 
Virtual Cinema Pass through March 31 to see some of the Fes-
tival’s films. For more info see: https://paff2024.eventive.org/ 
films. For more info about PAFF see: https://paff2024.eventive. 
org/welcome.  
 
Ed Rampell is a film historian and critic based in Los Ange-
les. Rampell is the author of “Progressive Hollywood, A People’s 
Film History of the United States” and he co-authored “The 
Hawaii Movie and Television Book,” now in its third edition. 
This originally appeared in HollywoodProgressive.com. 
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The First Athletes to Speak 
Out Are the Bravest
To encourage others, we must protect and celebrate the first 
wave of signatories to the Athletes for Ceasefire statement.
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AMY GOODMAN

While the US has been 
airdropping food in 
Gaza, it also has been 
delivering bombs to  
Israel to be dropped in 
Gaza as well. 

Dropping 
Bombs and 
Bread on Gaza 
 

Dramatic images of US airdrops of 
food into the Gaza Strip made head-
lines in recent days. The US Air 

Force and the Royal Jordanian Air Force 
dropped over 70,000 meals in total along 
the Gaza coastline and in northern Gaza, 
amounting to a fraction of what is needed 
on an ongoing basis there. While the US 
has been airdropping food, it has also been 
delivering bombs to Israel to be dropped 
on Gaza as well. The Washington Post re-
vealed in March that the Biden administra-
tion has conducted more than 100 separate 
weapons transfers to Israel over the last five 
months, with thousands of so-called preci-
sion guided munitions, bombs and more–
while skirting legally-required reports to 

Congress. 
“It is absurd and hypocritical to publicly 

profess horror at Netanyahu’s inhumane 
war,” Vermont Independent Senator Bernie 
Sanders said on the Senate floor on March 
6, referring to Israeli Prime Minister Ben-
jamin Netanyahu, “While … we ship tens of 
thousands of bombs to his army. It is absurd 
to criticize Netanyahu’s war in one breath 
and provide him another $10 billion to con-
tinue that war in the next.” Sanders report-
edly met privately with President Biden this 
week. 

Individual senators have significant 
power to delay legislation, including foreign 
military aid, but only if a senator actually 
learns about a proposed arms sale in ad-
vance. As the Washington Post reported, “in 
the case of the 100 other transactions, 
known in government-speak as Foreign Mil-
itary Sales or FMS, the weapons transfers 
were processed without any public debate 
because each fell under a specific dollar 
amount that requires the executive branch 
to individually notify Congress.” 

Josh Paul knows a lot about US arms 
sales to Israel. He worked for over 11 years 
at the State Department, most recently as 
director in the Bureau of Political-Military 
Affairs, overseeing international arms deals. 
He resigned in October, citing the US’s 
“blind support” for Israel during its assault 
on Gaza. 

“The President continues to facilitate 
the flow of arms to Israel, despite a change 
in tone,” Josh Paul said on the Democracy 
Now! news hour. “We have certainly heard 
the administration call for more humanitar-

ian assistance or at least a temporary cease-
fire. But at the same time, it continues to 
provide the arms that enable Israel to con-
tinue its operations.” 

On Feb. 8, Biden issued a “National 
Security Memorandum,” NSM-20, re-
minding government agencies of their legal 
requirements regarding these official arms 
transfers. A new report from Refugees In-
ternational, titled, “Siege and Starvation: 
How Israel Obstructs Aid to Gaza,” in-
cludes the recommendation, 

“Given the widespread indications of 
systematic Israeli violations of International 
Humanitarian Law [IHL] (which even the 
President has characterized as ‘indiscrimi-
nate’ and ‘over the top’), the Biden adminis-
tration should pause further offensive 
security assistance to Israel pending a thor-
ough review of the credibility of Israel’s ad-
herence to IHL, as mandated by NSM-20.” 

Refugees International President Jeremy 
Konyndyk is a former top USAID official, 
where he ran the Obama administration’s Of-
fice of US Foreign Disaster Assistance and 
coordinated the Biden Administration’s in-
ternational COVID response. He said on so-
cial media, “Biden admin has had the reports 
predicting looming famine for two and a half 
months. Where was the urgency? What did 
they do to pressure (not plead with) Bibi to 
drastically ramp up humanitarian access? 
Why the change in tone only now? And 
why, still, no use of US leverage?” 

Not only is Israel clearly in violation of 
international humanitarian law, which alone 
should be enough to stop the flow of arms 
and ammunition from the US; Israel has 

been found to be plausibly responsible for 
genocide in Gaza, in a preliminary ruling 
from the International Court of Justice in 
The Hague. South Africa, which brought the 
case to the World Court, has asked the court 
to take additional emergency measures, stat-
ing, “The threat of all-out famine has now 
materialized. The court needs to act now to 
stop the imminent tragedy.” 

Josh Paul is in touch with State Depart-
ment staffers who still work on arms trans-
fers to Israel. “I’m still hearing from 
people… ‘I feel sick to my stomach of being 
involved in this,’ and ‘I’m trying to make 
changes, and it’s just not working.’ I think 
the internal pressure, the internal disgust, 
frankly, is still there.” 

Josh Paul is now working with Democ-
racy for the Arab World Now, or DAWN. 
In a statement, he said, “No number of air-
dropped pallets can come close to the relief 
that Gaza needs most: an end to Israel’s 
bombardment … conducted with American 
weapons paid for by American dollars. 
[T]he U.S. has immense leverage to push Is-
rael to agree to a cease-fire and open wide 
the gates of Gaza so humanitarian assistance 
can flow in.” 
 
Denis Moynihan cowrote this column. Amy 
Goodman is the host of Democracy Now!, a 
daily international TV/radio news hour air-
ing on more than 1,400 radio and TV sta-
tions. Her sixth book, co-authored with 
Moynihan and David Goodman, is “Democ-
racy Now!: Twenty Years Covering the Move-
ments Changing America.” 

ary, with zero awareness of the organization’s 
purpose, that the RNC would spend “every 
single penny” on Trump, that it was the “num-
ber one and only” job of the committee to 
elect Trump, and that it was the committee’s 
job to pay for her father-in-law’s legal bills. 
However, a senior Trump campaign adviser 
insisted to ABC News “absolutely none” of the 
RNC’s funds will be used to pay Trump’s legal 
bills. “So who will you believe—Lara Trump, 
speaking the will of grifter-in-chief Donald 
Trump, or some lower-level apparatchik at-
tempting damage control after Lara had just 
severely sabotaged the RNC’s already-hurting 
fundraising operation? Donald will make the 
ultimate decisions on where that RNC money 
is going, and it’s going nowhere but in his own 
pockets,” Kos concluded. 
 
TRUMP’S AFFECTION FOR DICTATORS IS AT 
HEART OF HIS PLANS FOR AMERICA –– AND 
UKRAINE. Donald Trump invited Hungarian au-
thoritarian Viktor Orbán to visit Mar-a-Lago 
(3/8). Trump’s campaign put out images of the 
event, saying that Orbán and Trump talked 
about “a wide range of issues,” including border 
security, Mark Sumner noted at Daily Kos (3/11). 

However, it appears the security of most 
importance to both Trump and Orbán con-
cerns the border that belongs to Russian dic-
tator Vladimir Putin. As the BBC reported on 
Monday, Orbán explained Trump’s plan to 

end Russia’s illegal and unprovoked invasion 
of Ukraine. 

“He will not give a penny in the Ukraine-
Russia war,” said Orbán. “That is why the war 
will end.” In other words, Orbán and Trump 
are promising to starve Ukraine of any ability 
to defend itself, ensuring that a democratic na-
tion of nearly 37 million (as of 2023) people 
falls to an authoritarian dictatorship.  

“It is obvious that Ukraine cannot stand 
on its own feet,” Orbán said on Hungary’s M1 
TV. “If the Americans don’t give money and 
weapons, along with the Europeans, then the 
war is over. And if the Americans don’t give 
money, the Europeans alone are unable to fi-
nance this war. And then the war is over.” For 
Orbán, Putin, and Trump, this is a good thing. 

Trump has long bragged that he could 
end the Russian invasion within 24 hours. 
Trump said as much to CNN’s Kaitlan Collins 
last May, then repeated the promise when 
speaking at a town hall last June. 

Details of that plan have always been 
sketchy, but there has long been a suspicion 
that what Trump meant by “end the war” was 
forcing Ukraine to surrender. Now this has 
been confirmed by Orbán.  

As the Washington Post reported, Trump 
bragged that Orbán is a “non-controversial” 
leader. Not because he has the respect and 
support of all parts of the Hungarian popula-
tion, but because he has aggressively shattered 
Hungary’s democratic system and replaced it 
with one where he’s the unchallenged ruler. 

“He’s a non-controversial figure because 
he says, ‘This is the way it’s going to be,’ and 

that’s the end of it,” said Trump. 
 
TO REGAIN YOUTH SUPPORT, GROUPS SAY 
BIDEN MUST EMBRACE ‘FINISH THE JOB’ 
YOUTH AGENDA. A quartet of U.S. advocacy 
groups unveiled the “Finish the Job” Youth 
Agenda, inspired by the reelection campaign of 
Democratic President Joe Biden—who is ex-
pected to again face former Republican Pres-
ident Donald Trump, Jessica Corbett reported 
at Common Dreams (3/7). 

“In 2020, young people sent Biden to the 
White House. In 2024, how many young peo-
ple turn out for Biden will determine if we stave 
off a second Trump presidency,” said Sunrise 
Movement political director Michele Weindling 
in a statement. “Right now, young people are 
shouting for what we need from Biden to mo-
bilize our generation this November.” 

“President Biden must do everything in 
his power to fight the climate crisis, to end gun 
violence, to not cater to the right at the cost of 
immigrants’ lives, and he must call for an im-
mediate and permanent cease-fire in Gaza,” 
she asserted. 

In addition to the climate-focused Sun-
rise Movement, the coalition is made up of 
Gen-Z for Change, which works on a variety 
of issues; March for Our Lives, a gun violence 
prevention group; and United We Dream Ac-
tion, a national immigrant network. 

Their “bold, progressive” agenda features 
demands on climate change, criminal justice 
reform, democracy, economic justice, educa-
tion, gender and LGBTQ+ equality, gun vio-
lence prevention, housing, immigration, and 

reproductive justice. 
“Our Finish the Job Youth Agenda is a 

clear reiteration of the issues that matter most 
to young constituents and a roadmap for Pres-
ident Biden and his administration to follow if 
they want to earn our support,” said Michelle 
Ming, political director of United We Dream 
Action. “With the Youth Agenda, we’re giving 
Biden our winning playbook.” 

Members of the organizations an-
nounced the agenda at a press conference on 
Capitol Hill, where they were joined by Sen. 
Bernie Sanders (I-Vt.) and Democratic Reps. 
Jamaal Bowman (N.Y.), Greg Casar (Texas), Ro 
Khanna (Calif.), and Summer Lee (Pa.). 
 
TRUMP ENDORSES GAZA GENOCIDE: ‘FINISH 
THE PROBLEM.’ Shortly before winning nearly 
every GOP primary on Super Tuesday (3/5) 
and all but locking up the 2024 Republican 
nomination, former President Donald Trump 
said in a Fox News interview that he wants Is-
rael to “finish the problem” in Gaza—a clear 
endorsement of a military campaign that has 
killed more than 30,000 people in less than 
five months and sparked one of the worst hu-
manitarian catastrophes in recent history, Jake 
Johnson noted at Common Dreams (3/6). 

Fox host Brian Kilmeade told Trump that 
voters who have marked “uncommitted” on 
their primary ballots to register their opposi-
tion to President Biden’s support for Israel’s 
war are “not gonna like you either because 
you are firmly in Israel’s camp.” 

“Yeah,” Trump responded. 
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This Election  
Season, Let’s 
Choose Productive 
Public Discourse 
 
By BONNIE JEAN FELDKAMP 
 

It’s time. Super Tuesday is over, and 
America is deep into an election season 
faced with two very familiar candidates. 

It’s time to take stock of our collective val-
ues and decide how we plan to support 
those beliefs in our actions. I’m not just talk-
ing about how you plan to vote;I’m talking 
about how you plan to live every day as a 
member of this community.  

Our children are watching.  
Are we going to show them how we 

stand up for the issues that matter to us by 
understanding what’s at stake speaking for 

our community’s most vulnerable popula-
tions? Or are we going to reduce this elec-
tion to sarcastic memes, cheap shots and 
name-calling that would land any middle 
schooler in detention? 

You can choose to fight with knowl-
edge in a way that fosters productive pub-
lic discourse with purpose and in search of 
solutions, or you can fight with contempt 
that merely reduces any argument to parti-
san camp trenches where we mudsling and 
launch zingers that do nothing but fuel our 
self-righteousness.  

Meanwhile, those who need us to 
speak up continue to suffer.  

Your string of expletives will not rein-
state SNAP benefits or summer lunch pro-
grams for the hungry children in your 
community. 

Finger-wagging and name-calling will 
not house the disabled veterans who are liv-
ing on the streets in our cities. 

That meme mocking Donald Trump or 
Joe Biden will not cushion the blow of in-

flation. 
Does all of this mean-spirited humor 

help us cope? Maybe, for a minute. But then 
what? 

We have to make the decision to do 
better. Don’t share social media posts that 
mock candidates for their appearance, their 
age, their stumbles or their manner of 
speaking. Instead, elevate the reasons their 
policies are ineffective and then elevate 
what you believe the solution should be.  

Don’t engage in the comments section 
when someone is hateful. Genuine ques-
tions warrant answers. Trolls do not. De-
prive bullies of their oxygen, in person and 
online. You do not have to match anyone’s 
unkindness. In fact, we need more humans 
in this world who will be the antidote.  

Remember when we watched Donald 
Trump mock a disabled reporter, regularly 
reduce women to 1-10 rankings and dis-
parage marginalized people? Many were 
horrified by this behavior. But then some of 
these same people turned right around and 

mocked Donald Trump. You can’t have it 
both ways. 

I get to choose who I want to be in this 
world and how I want to behave. If I react 
to meanness by giving it back to them, then 
I’ve just allowed someone to dictate who I 
get to be. I am kind because it’s what I 
value, not because it’s what I think you de-
serve as a reward for your behavior. Please, 
let’s learn from the past. Let’s be smarter 
and more intentional about our conversa-
tions in this election. We can do better, and 
we must do better. 
 
Bonnie Jean Feldkamp is a wife, mother and 
opinion editor at the Louisville Courier-Jour-
nal. She is the media director of the National 
Society of Newspaper Columnists. Find her on 
social media @WriterBonnie, or email her at 
Bonnie@WriterBonnie.com. Check out her 
weekly YouTube videos at www.youtube.com/ 
bonniejeanfeldkamp.
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Mike Johnson Asked 
for ‘Decorum.’ House 
GOP Ignored Him 
 
By DANA MILBANK 
 

The day before President Biden deliv-
ered his State of the Union address, 
House Speaker Mike Johnson, in a 

closed-door meeting with his Republican 
caucus, urged his colleagues to observe 
“decorum” and not to act like hooligans dur-
ing the speech. 

He might as well have asked them not 
to breathe. 

Just minutes into the president’s ad-
dress, as Biden was talking about the Trump 
administration’s failures during the COVID 
pandemic, Rep. Derrick Van Orden (R-Wis.) 
bellowed from the back of the chamber: 
“Lies!” 

When Biden spoke about forcing the 
wealthiest Americans to “pay your fair share 
in taxes,” Rep. Marjorie Taylor Greene (R-
Ga.), wearing a red Make America Great 
Again baseball cap autographed on the bill 
by Donald Trump, shouted out: “Tell 
Hunter to pay his taxes!” 

And when Biden spoke about the bi-
partisan border security legislation that Re-
publicans killed at Trump’s behest, the 
Republican side erupted in boos, jeers and 
screaming at the commander in chief. 

The GOP lawmakers’ invited guests in 
the gallery joined in the general abuse of 
the president. Biden mentioned crime — 

and a man started screaming about the 
withdrawal from Afghanistan. Biden spoke 
about the more than 30,000 Palestinians 
reported killed in Gaza — and another heck-
ler shouted: “Says who?” 

Adding to the Republicans’ tawdry 
treatment of this once solemn ritual of 
democracy, George Santos, the New York 
congressman expelled in December, could 
be seen cavorting on the floor (where he 
still has privileges, despite his ouster), wear-
ing a glittery shirt and shoes, receiving well 
wishes from his former GOP colleagues. 
And Rep. Troy Nehls (R-Tex.) served as a 
human billboard throughout the speech, 
standing in the chamber wearing a T-shirt 
that showed Trump’s mug shot with the 
message “Never Surrender.” 

Many others in the House majority 
took Johnson’s call for “decorum” to the 
other extreme. They were so determined 
not to react to Biden that they refused to 
applaud even the most anodyne, patriotic 
sentiments. 

“Let’s remember who we are. We are 
the United States of America!” Biden cried. 

On the Republican side: crickets. 
He called for federal funds to go only 

for “American products ... built by Ameri-
can workers, creating good-paying Ameri-
can jobs.” 

Again, Republicans sat on their hands. 
“We all come from somewhere, but 

we’re all Americans,” Biden offered. 
Even this produced almost no applause 

from Republican lawmakers. 
Johnson, in his seat behind Biden, did-

n’t heed his own instructions. The Louisiana 
Republican rolled his eyes at Biden, shak-
ing his head, contorting his face into pained 
expressions and shrinking into his chair. 

Many of his rank-and-file Republicans 
skipped the address entirely or left in the mid-
dle: There were 21 empty seats on the Re-
publican side at the start, and 37 at the end, 
even though several Democrats took over the 
empty seats on the GOP side. Biden’s oppo-
nents exaggerated their boredom, slouching, 
scrolling their phones and showing their 
screens to each other. Ralph Norman (R-S.C.) 
yawned. Majority Whip Tom Emmer (R-
Minn.) yawned. Victoria Spartz (R-Ind.) 
yawned. Marc Molinaro (R-N.Y.) yawned. 

If Biden’s opponents were hoping that 
the address would show him to be tired and 
feeble, the result was nearly the opposite. 
Biden was feisty and energetic, often shout-
ing as he took the fight to Trump and the 
Republicans. He plunged right into his 
speech without waiting for the customary 
introduction from Johnson. By contrast, his 
critics — some somnolent, the others cranky 
— looked as though they needed a nap. 

Biden had his usual stumbles over words, 
but those expecting the senile old man of Re-
publican fantasies instead saw a guy who 
couldn’t wait to mix it up with his foes. He 
made a surprised, delighted look when he 
spied Greene waiting for him on the center 
aisle as he walked in, and he kept the pin she 
gave him with the name of a young woman 
allegedly killed by an illegal immigrant. 

He scolded Republicans for rejecting 
“the toughest set of border security reforms 
we’ve ever seen,” and though his opponents 
jeered Biden’s claims about the bill, the man 
who negotiated the reforms, Sen. James 
Lankford (R-Okla.) could be seen in the au-
dience saying “That’s true.” 

That’s when Greene began shouting at 
Biden to say the name of Laken Riley, the 
woman who had been killed — and Biden 

did, angering progressives when he said she 
had been killed by “an illegal.” 

“To her parents, I say, my heart goes 
out to you,” he said, holding up Greene’s 
button. “Having lost children myself, I un-
derstand.” 

Biden went after his “predecessor” no 
fewer than 13 times, starting with a brutal 
contrast between Ronald Reagan telling 
Mikhail Gorbachev to “tear down this wall” 
and Trump’s recent suggestion that he 
would tell Vladimir Putin’s regime to “do 
whatever the hell they want” to NATO 
members who don’t contribute sufficiently 
to the alliance. 

The president attacked Trump, con-
gressional Republicans or both, for seeking 
“to bury the truth about Jan. 6,” 2021, for 
pursuing an abortion ban, for demonizing 
immigrants as “poison in the blood of our 
country.” He ridiculed those who opposed 
the infrastructure bill, saying, “If any of you 
don’t want that money in your district, just 
let me know.” 

It was a ferocious, and partisan, address. 
The combative Biden lifted the spirits of De-
mocrats in the chamber, who repeatedly 
erupted in cheers of “Four more years!” And 
for Republicans who had apparently be-
lieved their own nonsense about Biden’s 
“dementia,” it caught them off guard. 

Biden lingered in the chamber for half 
an hour after the speech, basking in the 
adoration of Democratic lawmakers until 
after 11 p.m. His critics had cleared out long 
ago. It was past their bedtimes. 
 
Dana Milbank is a political columnist for the 
Washington Post, where this appeared.  
Follow him on Twitter @Milbank.  
Email dana.milbank@washpost.com 

Asked whether he is “on board with the 
way the [Israel Defense Forces] is taking the 
fight to Gaza,” Trump said, “You’ve gotta fin-
ish the problem.”  

“You had a horrible invasion. It took 
place. It would have never happened if I was 
president, by the way,” said Trump, who went 
on to claim that Hamas militants attacked Is-
rael because they “have no respect for Biden” 
and because Israel “got soft.” 

Trump dodged when asked whether he 
would support a cease-fire in Gaza.  

Until “Super Tuesday,” Trump had largely 
been quiet about Israel’s large-scale attack on 
the Gaza Strip, but as president he was a 
staunch supporter of the Israeli government. 

Trump’s administration recognized Jerus-
alem as Israel’s capital, moved the American 
embassy to Jerusalem, and reversed longstand-
ing US policy that deemed Israeli settlements 
in occupied Palestinian territory “inconsistent 
with international law” — a shift the Biden ad-
ministration rolled back in February. 

Following Trump’s Fox interview, the for-
mer president’s national press secretary Karoline 
Leavitt told NBC News Trump “did more for Is-
rael than any American president in history.” 

As Democratic voters have used state 
party primaries in recent weeks to voice their 
objections to Biden’s unconditional support 
for Israel, the New York Times reported (3/1) 

how the Trump campaign and its allies “plan 
to exploit that division to their advantage” dur-
ing the general election. 

“One idea under discussion among 
Trump allies as a way to drive the Palestinian 
wedge deeper into the Democratic Party,” the 
Times reported, “is to run advertisements in 
heavily Muslim areas of Michigan that would 
thank Mr. Biden for ‘standing with Israel.’” 

In a column (3/4), The Intercept’s James 
Risen argued that Trump and “his MAGA Re-
publicans” would “be even worse” on Israel 
than the Biden administration, which has sup-
ported Israel’s Gaza assault militarily and 
diplomatically while also issuing mild calls for 
the protection of civilians, delivery of human-
itarian aid, and a temporary cease-fire. 

“Trump is a big fan of war crimes, espe-
cially against Muslims,” wrote Risen, The In-
tercept’s senior national security correspondent. 
“During his first term, he intervened on behalf 
of Special Operations Chief Eddie Gallagher, a 
Navy SEAL platoon leader convicted of pos-
ing for a photo with the body of a dead Iraqi; 
another SEAL team member told investigators 
that Gallagher was ‘freaking evil,’ but Trump 
said at a political rally that he was one of ‘our 
great fighters.’ Trump also pardoned Blackwa-
ter contractors convicted of killing Iraqi civil-
ians in a wild shooting spree in Baghdad’s 
Nisour Square. There is no chance that he 
would try to stop Israel from indiscriminately 
killing Palestinians.” 

“Although the Biden administration has 
bent over backward to support Israel, the 

president has said repeatedly in recent weeks 
that an independent Palestinian state is still 
possible. What’s more, political unrest within 
the Democratic Party is starting to have an 
impact on Biden, forcing changes in the White 
House’s approach to Israel,” Risen continued. 
“Trump would never face such pro-Palestinian 
pressure from within the Republican Party. He 
and his MAGA cult of Christian nationalists 
would never force Israel to accept a cease-
fire—or a Palestinian state.” 
 
ECONOMY CREATES 275,000 JOBS IN FEBRU-
ARY. UNEMPLOYMENT EDGES UP TO 3.9%. The 
economy continued to create jobs at a rapid 
pace in February, with employment up by 
275,000. However, any concerns about an ex-
cessive pace of job growth are alleviated by the 
fact that the prior two months’ total was revised 
down by 167,000. This puts the three-month 
average at 265,000, Dean Baker noted at the 
Center for Economic and Policy Research (3/8). 

The household survey showed a less en-
couraging picture. The unemployment rate 
rose 0.2 percentage points to 3.9% as em-
ployment actually fell by 184,000 in the 
household survey, but the rate remained 
under 4% for the 27th month to keep the 
longest string of this low unemployment since 
the late 1960s. The gap between job growth 
in the establishment survey and employment 
growth in the household survey over the last 
year now stands at 1,149,000. 

As noted before, other labor market data, 
such as weekly unemployment claims and the 

ADP job numbers, seem far more consistent 
with the establishment survey. Also, if the 
household survey proves to be closer to the 
mark, then productivity is growing far more 
rapidly than the data now indicate. 
 
SENATE DEMS CALL ON SCHUMER TO REOPEN 
WWII-ERA COMMISSION ON ‘WAR PROFI-
TEERING.’ Six senators this week sent a letter 
to Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer 
calling for him to “reconstitute the World War 
II-era Truman Committee to investigate war 
profiteering and price gouging in the Ameri-
can military industrial complex.” 

The senators include Sens. Bernie Sanders 
(I-VT), Ron Wyden (D-OR), Elizabeth Warren 
(D-MA), Ed Markey (D-MA), Jeff Merkley (D-
OR), and Peter Welch (D-VT). The letter states 
that the US will spend nearly $1 trillion on the 
military this year, including a small portion of 
which will go to funding the defense of Ukraine, 
and the money that goes to military contractors 
must be used efficiently and cost-effectively. 

“Almost half that money will go to a 
handful of hugely profitable defense contrac-
tors. [The Department of Defense] accounts 
for about two-thirds of all federal contracting 
activity, obligating more money than all U.S. 
civilian agencies put together,” the letter reads. 
“As the Government Accountability Office has 
repeatedly shown, this vast contracting often 
takes place without adequate safeguards 
against waste, fraud, and abuse.” 
 
See more Dispatches at populist.com. 
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McConnell Stepping Down  
from Senate Leadership to 
Spend More Time Eroding  
the Rights of His Family 
 
By ALEXANDRA PETRI 
| 

Mitch McConnell will step down from 
his longtime post as Senate Repub-
lican leader in November, he an-

nounced on Feb. 28, to spend more time 
eroding the rights of his family. 

“I got into public service hoping to make 
a difference,” McConnell said in a floor 
speech. “And I did: a negative difference. 
Things are objectively worse now, thanks to 
me. Knowing that, I can retire from this role.” 

Looking back on a tenure that saw him 
chip away at the nation’s political institutions, 

obstruct President Barack Obama at every 
turn, reshape the Supreme Court to strip re-
productive rights from women, and fail to 
convict President Donald Trump after he in-
cited an insurrection that flooded onto the 
floor of the Senate, McConnell said he was 
eager to spend more time fraying the fabric 
of his own home and family circle. 

At time of writing, he had already 
moved his armchair to a very inconvenient 
location. 

“For two decades,” McConnell said, “ob-
struction has been my passion. Just because 
I will no longer be Senate minority leader 
does not mean that I won’t get to keep doing 
what I love.” 

McConnell gestured broadly at the 
country and said he was eager to turn his 
destructive gaze from public institutions to 
private ones — family dinner, board game 
nights, sitting quietly on the couch reading a 
book. “These seem sturdy,” he noted, “but 
so did the Senate when I got there, and now 

look at it. As I look at it, you can’t spell Mo-
nopoly without N-O.” 

In retirement, McConnell eagerly antic-
ipates standing in the middle of pickleball 
courts with his arms folded while people try 
to play around him, digging up his neigh-
bors’ gardens and unplugging the pottery 
wheels of people trying to learn ceramics. 

“It won’t be the same without the heady 
rush of power to devastate millions of 
human lives,” McConnell sighed, “but it will 
be nice to be able to keep a hand in, all the 
same.” 

McConnell noted that he had already 
been offered a number of positions in the 
private sector for once he finishes his regu-
lar term in January 2027: as a disembod-
ied, evil eye presiding over a blighted land; 
sitting in a lifeguard chair peacefully while 
people struggle and call for help; or just 
parked on an expressway at rush hour in the 
path of emergency vehicles. 

But the leader said he would be happy 

simply going on neighborhood walks with 
his loved ones, throwing passing children’s 
ice creams on to the ground and turning 
over turtles “the wrong way.” 

Despite McConnell’s years of dedicated 
service catering to Republicans’ worst im-
pulses and making it possible for them to do 
the bad things they had been trying to do, 
many in the party responded to news of the 
departure by spitting in the outgoing leader’s 
eye and saying “Good riddance.” 

McConnell shrugged. “This is all they 
know how to do anymore. You’re welcome!” 

To those concerned about his departure, 
McConnell said not to worry: “The best part 
of my legacy? The guarantee that my suc-
cessors will almost certainly be even worse!” 
 
Alexandra Petri is a Washington Post colum-
nist offering a lighter take on the news and 
opinions of the day. She is the author of “AP’s 
US History: Important American Documents (I 
Made Up).”
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