The latest News Around Us in Aug_06
‘Why did my friend get blown up? For what?’: Afghanistan war veterans horrified
by Taliban gains
Andrew Jeong & Jennifer Hassan - Washington post
After enlisting in the U.S. military against his family’s wishes, Chicago native Tom
Amenta said he found himself in “middle of nowhere,” Afghanistan, in 2002 as an
Army ranger in a remote area some 15 minutes from the border with Pakistan. He
was fighting the initial battles of a war that few knew would stretch on for 20 years.
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Now 40 and retired from the military, he felt anger foam inside as he watched the
evening news on Thursday while on a work trip to Pennsylvania.
Headline after headline broadcast the latest gains by Taliban fighters, who have
seized control of more than a dozen of the country’s provincial capitals as the Afghan
government inches closer to collapse in the final days of the U.S. withdrawal.
He was riveted in horror by news of fighters committing suspected war crimes against
civilians or Afghan troops.
Friends who had been killed there came to mind, including NFL star Pat Tillman.
Fond memories of former Afghan colleagues, such as interpreters, who remained in
the country and whose fates he didn’t know, also resurfaced.
“It makes me angry, really angry,” Amenta said of the U.S. withdrawal, lamenting the
billions upon billions of dollars spent on the war effort. Not to mention the emotional,
financial and human toll suffered by thousands of Americans who served or had sent
their loved ones to fight in Afghanistan.

Afghanistan “has never had a clean solution. But now that it’s gotten hard, we’re just
going to bounce? It doesn’t make it right,” he said in a phone interview.
Amenta is one of many veterans across the world voicing frustration over the
Taliban’s faster-than-expected comeback, reflecting how deeply the conflict resonates
throughout the world. Around four dozen countries have sent troops in support of the
United States, which with 2,300 killed while serving, has spilled the most amount of
blood in the war excluding Afghanistan itself.
Amenta recounted memories of Jay A. Blessing of Tacoma, Wash., a goofy friend and
fellow Army ranger who used to put hot sauce on everything: “I mean, literally
everything. He put hot sauce on ice cream.” Blessing was killed by an improvised
bomb in 2003 in Asadabad, Afghanistan.
“I mean, why did my friend get blown up? For what?” said Amenta, who has recently
spoken to nearly six dozen veterans from the post-9/11 wars to write a book that’s to
be released next month.
In the United Kingdom, where at least 455 British lives were lost over the course of
the war, Foreign Affairs Select Committee Chair Tom Tugendhat, who served in
Afghanistan, tweeted: “If you think I’m taking the news from Afghanistan badly and
personally, you’re right.”
Tugendhat said the withdrawal was “wasteful and unnecessary.” He said, “I’ve seen
what it costs and what sacrifices are being thrown away.”
Tugendhat, in a BBC interview, said that withdrawing coalition support in the
country had left its government exposed and weak. “We’ve pulled the rug from under
them,” he said. “We’ve taken away their air support, we’ve taken away their logistics
and we’ve said, ‘Go on then, let’s see how you do.’ ”
Speaking from his home in Tucson, Army veteran John Whalen sighed as reports
came in that Kandahar, the second-largest Afghan city, had fallen to the Taliban.
“It’s just frustrating,” Whalen said over the phone. “We knew that this would happen.
Now, all the people who went and served, are like, ‘Why did my friend die?’ ”
“I ask that question, too,” Whalen said.
Whalen had two friends killed, just a dozen miles from Kandahar in 2010: Andrew
Meari of Plainfield, Ill., and Jonathan Curtis of Belmont, Mass.
The two were guarding an entry point at Combat Outpost Sanjaray. When they
stopped a suspicious individual from entering the base, the individual detonated the
explosives he had wired on himself, according to a report from the Associated Press.
“I like where I am right now. I’m doing good,” Whalen, now 34 and working as
a cybersecurity consultant, told The Washington Post. “But they’re dead,” he said of
his friends.

“He was just a kid,” Whalen said of Pfc. Meari, who was 21 when he died. “He was
so motivated. He was just so excited to go out and live his life. But he got killed. And
he didn’t get to live his life.” Curtis had an infant daughter at the time, Tessa-Marie.
“I’ve felt that there was this idea behind America. That America would make the
world a better place,” he said. “But there are kids in Afghanistan that have only seen
war during their lives,” said Whalen, who has a 7-year-old son, Oliver. It doesn’t feel
right, he added.
Former Army medic Frank Scott Novak, 44, said he has repeatedly heard a lingering
sense of sadness from military friends who served in Afghanistan as developments
continued to unfold. Novak served two tours in Iraq from 2004 to 2006.
“No one’s saying, ‘Hey, you know, at least we did something.’ There’s just nothing to
really show for it,” he said. “And so, everyone’s kind of angry and wondering, why?
Why were we even there?”
Michelle Partington, the first woman to serve as a front-line Royal Air Force
paramedic, told Britain’s Channel 4 that she finds it unbearable to watch the
country’s fall.
Partington suffers from post-traumatic stress disorder following three deployments to
Afghanistan, which she described as “a nightmare,” citing bomb blasts, injuries and
widespread destruction. She told the broadcaster that upon return from the country
she frequently considered taking her own life.
“My war is still ongoing,” she said, adding that she was unable to think about the
present situation in Afghanistan “because it’ll take me back to my illness.”
Jeong Jangsoo, a retired South Korean army colonel, expressed a cocktail of
emotions — none of them good — after learning that the Taliban was nearing Kabul
on his way home during a Friday night in Seoul.
In Taliban militants’ biggest victories in their week-long surge, local officials told
The Post on Friday, Afghan troops retreated from Kandahar, Herat and Lashkar Gah.
Fighters are closing in on the national capital, heightening concern that the Afghan
government will largely collapse and leave Kabul the last island under its control.
Jeong commanded an approximate 300-person South Korean contingent in
Afghanistan in 2007, when the Taliban had kidnapped a South Korean Christian
group, ultimately killing two of them.
“I felt disappointment … a sense that all had been in vain, and thought, ‘So this is
how it ends, huh?’ ” he said in a phone interview.

Canada, U.K. Join U.S. in Deploying Troops to Afghanistan to Evacuate Citizens
Julia Marnin - Newsweek

Canada and the U.K. are joining the U.S. in deploying troops to Afghanistan to
evacuate citizens after the Taliban overran three more provincial capitals Friday and
controls more than two-thirds of the country, the Associated Press reported.
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Special forces from Canada will be deployed to help Canadians staffed at Kabul's
embassy evacuate, an official who spoke on condition of anonymity told AP. It was
not specified how many special forces will be sent over.
The U.K. will send roughly 600 troops temporarily to help people leave Afghanistan,
Britain's ministry of defense said Thursday.
The U.S. is sending 3,000 troops to Kabul's airport, weeks before U.S. involvement is
set to end in Afghanistan, to support security and help process some American
embassy personnel as they leave the country. Millions of Afghans reside in Kabul,
Afghanistan's capital.
"Our first responsibility has always been protecting the safety and the security of our
citizens serving in Afghanistan, and around the world," U.S. State Department
spokesman Ned Price said at a briefing, calling the the speed of the Taliban advance
and resulting instability "of grave concern."
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The partial evacuation of the U.S. Embassy highlights the stunning speed of a Taliban
takeover in much of the country, including their capture of Kandahar, the
second-largest city and the birthplace of the Taliban movement.
The State Department said the embassy will continue functioning, but Thursday's
dramatic decision to bring in thousands of additional U.S. troops is a sign of waning
confidence in the Afghan government's ability to hold off the Taliban surge.
"This is not abandonment. This is not an evacuation. This is not a wholesale
withdrawal," U.S. State Department spokesman Ned Price said. "What this is is a
reduction in the size of our civilian footprint."
The announcement came just hours after the Taliban captured the western city of
Herat as well as Ghazni, a strategic provincial capital south of Kabul. On Friday, one
of the three provincial capitals seized by the Taliban was in Helmand, the scene of
some of the heaviest fighting in the past two decades.
That makes more than a dozen provincial capitals in recent days. The Taliban ruled
from 1996 until U.S. forces invaded after the 9/11 attacks. Those advances, and the
partial U.S. Embassy evacuation, increasingly isolate the nation's capital.
Price rejected the idea that Thursday's moves sent encouraging signals to an already
emboldened Taliban, or demoralizing ones to frightened Afghan civilians.
"The message we are sending to the people of Afghanistan is one of enduring
partnership," Price insisted.
President Joe Biden, who has remained adamant about ending the 19-year U.S.
mission in Afghanistan at the end of this month despite the Taliban sweep, conferred

with senior national security officials overnight, then gave the order for the additional
temporary troops Thursday morning.
Secretary of State Antony Blinken and Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin spoke with
Afghan President Ashraf Ghani on Thursday. The U.S. also warned Taliban officials
directly that the U.S. would respond if the Taliban attacked Americans during the
temporary U.S. military deployments.
The Pentagon's chief spokesman, John Kirby, said that in addition to sending three
infantry battalions—two from the Marine Corps and one from the Army—to the
airport, the Pentagon will dispatch 3,500 to 4,000 troops from a combat brigade of
the 82nd Airborne Division to Kuwait to act as a reserve force. He said they will be
on standby "in case we need even more" than the 3,000 going to Kabul.
Also, about 1,000 Army and Air Force troops, including military police and medical
personnel, will be sent to Qatar in coming days to support a State Department effort
to accelerate its processing of Special Immigrant Visa applications from Afghans who
once worked for the U.S. government and feel threated by the Taliban, Kirby said.
The 3,000 troops who are to arrive at the Kabul airport in the next day or two, Kirby
said, are not to get involved in the Afghan government's war with the Taliban. Biden
decided in April to end U.S. military involvement in the war, and the withdrawal is
scheduled to be complete by August 31.
The U.S. had already withdrawn most of its troops, but had kept about 650 troops in
Afghanistan to support U.S. diplomatic security, including at the airport.
Kirby said the influx of fresh troops does not mean the U.S. is reentering combat with
the Taliban.
"This is a temporary mission with a narrow focus," he told reporters at the Pentagon.
The viability of the U.S.-trained Afghan army, however, is looking increasingly dim.
A new military assessment says Kabul could come under Taliban pressure as soon as
September and, if current trends hold, the country could fall to the Taliban within a
few months.
Price, the State Department spokesman, said diplomatic work will continue at the
Kabul embassy.
Shortly before Price's announcement, the embassy in Kabul urged U.S. citizens to
leave immediately—reiterating a warning it first issued Saturday.
The latest drawdown will further limit the ability of the embassy to conduct business,
although Price maintained it would still be able to function. Nonessential personal
had already been withdrawn from the embassy in April after Biden's withdrawal
announcement and it was not immediately clear how many staffers would remain on
the heavily fortified compound.
As of Thursday, there were roughly 4,200 staffers at the embassy, but most of those
are Afghan nationals, according to the State Department.

Apart from a complete evacuation and shuttering of the embassy, Price said other
contingency plans were being weighed, including possibly relocating its operations to
the airport.
As the staff reductions take place over the course of the next several weeks, Price said
the U.S., led by the special envoy for Afghanistan, Zalmay Khalilzad, would continue
to push for a peace agreement between the Taliban and the Afghan government at
talks currently taking place in Doha, Qatar.

Even the U.K. Is Turning on Biden’s Hasty Afghan Pullout
Philippe Naughton - The daily Beast
U. S. President Joe Biden’s headlong drive to pull American forces out of
Afghanistan—and the Taliban’s stunning military advance it opened up—is being
criticized as a “heartbreaking” betrayal by key figures in U.K. Prime Minister Boris
Johnson’s Conservative Party.
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As major Afghan cities, including Kandahar, fall into the hands of Taliban fighters,
and reports emerge of surrendering soldiers being slaughtered en masse, military
veterans inside the U.K.’s ruling party have grown more outspoken in their criticism
of U.S. policy.
Among them is Defense Secretary Ben Wallace, who warned on Friday that the
withdrawal of forces would leave “a very big problem on the ground” and “probably”
lead to the return of al Qaeda. “I’m absolutely worried that failed states are breeding
grounds for those types of people,” he told Sky News.
As the Cabinet minister in charge of defense, Wallace has been careful to focus his
criticism more on the “rotten” withdrawal deal reached with the Taliban under the
Trump administration than to explicitly criticize Biden for the decision to press ahead
with, and even speed up, the pullout.

But other leading Conservatives have no such qualms, including MP Tom Tugendhat,
who served three tours in Afghanistan as a soldier and stayed on to work as a civil
administrator.
Tugendhat, who now chairs the Commons Foreign Affairs Committee, has expressed
fury at the way Afghan forces were deprived of air support and left to face the Taliban
alone after the abrupt abandonment of the Bagram air base in July.
Biden himself said this week that after 20 years and a trillion dollars worth of
training, Afghan forces have simply “got to fight for themselves.” But Tugendhat said
on Friday they simply couldn’t do so without air and logistical support. He compared
it to the British Olympic cycling team being trained up for years at great expense, on
the best bicycles, only to be given old tricycles when they arrived in Tokyo.
“We’ve just pulled the rug from under these guys. We’ve taken away their air support,
we’ve taken away their logistics, and we’ve said to them: ‘Go on then, let’s see how
you do.’”
Another Afghan vet on the Tory benches, former Armed Forces Minister Johnny
Mercer, said the Afghan armed forces had been let down by both the U.S. and U.K.
governments. “It’s heartbreaking to watch,” he told Sky News. “We will reap the
repercussions from this for many years to come.”
During their two-decade deployment in Afghanistan, British forces sustained 545
fatalities—far fewer than the 2,316 American lives lost during the main period of
fighting. Compared to the size of the force, however, U.K. troops sent to Afghanistan
were actually twice as likely to be killed, according to a study by Brown University.
The sheer speed of the Taliban advance has shaken military experts on both sides of
the Atlantic, prompting fears of a “fall of Saigon”-style humiliation for the Americans
when the Taliban reach the Afghan capital, Kabul, in the coming weeks or months.
The administration’s only leverage appears to be a threat to withhold future
development funding if the Taliban refuse to abide by the terms of the withdrawal
agreement and directly target the U.S. embassy in Kabul.
Critics of the U.S pullout, including Tugendhat and the former Conservative minister
Rory Stewart, point out that in recent years the financial cost of the American
deployment, focusing on air and logistical support for Afghan forces, had been
minimal compared to previous years and there have been no U.S. combat deaths since
February 2020.
“We now need to really step up,” said Stewart, who first came to public attention
when he walked across Afghanistan as a young adventurer in 2002 and then on
through Pakistan and Iran. “There are going to be millions of Afghans in horrifying
conditions. It’s going to be heartbreaking.
“There will be millions of refugees. Iran and Russia will get into the vacuum that’s
left behind... We’re going to have to radically step up our development spending and

Europe and the United States are going to have to expect to take a lot of refugees.
And we ought to, because this is our fault.”

Biden takes heat for Afghanistan withdrawal as Taliban gains ground
Dave Goldiner - Daily News
Republicans are slamming President Biden’s decision to withdraw U.S. troops from
Afghanistan as Taliban forces make rapid gains across the beleaguered nation.
Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-Ky.) called the pullout “reckless” and
urged Biden to send back more troops and air support to protect the capital of Kabul
from a possible Taliban attack.
“Al-Qaida and the Taliban may celebrate the 20th anniversary of the Sept. 11 attacks
by burning down our embassy in Kabul,” McConnell said in a Thursday statement.

MANDEL NGAN President Joe Biden
Rep. Liz Cheney (R-Wyo.), a prominent GOP hawk, has called the withdrawal
“catastrophic.”
“President Biden made the decision to withdraw all of our forces, and what we’re
seeing now is the consequence of that,” Cheney said. “And it really is devastating.”
Sen. Lindsey Graham (R-S.C.) attempted to link the Afghanistan withdrawal to the
situation on the southern border with Mexico, a popular GOP talking point.
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“One could argue that President Biden is the most incompetent national security
president in modern history,” Graham said. Democrats are mostly keeping quiet as
the situation on the ground in Afghanistan quickly deteriorates.
Earlier this year, the commander-in-chief ordered the withdrawal of troops after
nearly 20 years of combat, saying the U.S. has achieved its main objectives in
Afghanistan.
But Biden ordered 3,000 troops to Kabul for a partial evacuation of the U.S. embassy
there. The move came as the Taliban has made a stunning series of territorial
conquests in recent weeks.
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Despite the grim developments, not all Republicans are upset at the withdrawal.
Some hardline supporters of former President Donald Trump, who initiated the
withdrawal, are sticking by their long-held position that the U.S. needs to end its
involvement in foreign conflicts.
Rep. Matt Gaetz (r-Fla.) said he wants all U.S troops and diplomats out as soon as
possible, whatever the consequences. “Maintaining an embassy in this hellscape isn’t
worth it,” Gaetz tweeted.

HUMILIATION IN AFGHANISTAN.
Byron York's Daily Memo.
The government of Afghanistan is falling fast in the face of a new Taliban offensive.
The United States is urging Americans to "leave Afghanistan immediately." The Biden
administration has sent a small force of troops to speed the evacuation. In a
particularly telling development, the U.S. is asking the Taliban -- pretty please! -- not
to target the American embassy when they take over the capital of Kabul.
At the Pentagon Wednesday, a reporter asked spokesman John Kirby, a retired Navy
admiral, whether the Defense Department "could have done a better job...in

articulating what the goals were in Afghanistan and what things were supposed to
look like or what they're not expected to look like when we leave?"
Kirby's answer was painfully revealing. He began by saying he couldn't speak for the
entire 20-year history of the Afghan war. He conceded that "the goals did migrate
over time."
And then he said: "It would be wrong for us not to acknowledge that we did help
enable some progress in Afghanistan. More children in schools, including girls,
economic and political and social opportunities for women. A democratically elected
government -- not saying it's not flawless, but a government. And living conditions
that are much better, including life expectancy."
Kirby echoed a statement made nearly five years ago, in October 2016,
by then-Secretary of State John Kerry. Since the war began, Kerry said, "maternal
mortality in childbirth in Afghanistan has gone down by 75 percent. Average life
expectancy has risen from 42 years to 62 years. Access to basic health care has
skyrocketed from nine percent to 67 percent.
In 2001, there was only one television station, and it was owned by the government.
Now, there are 75 stations and all but two are privately owned. Back then, there were
virtually no cell phones, zero. Today, there are 18 million cell phones covering about
90 percent of residential areas connecting Afghans to the world."
Could there ever be a more vivid statement of how terribly wrong the U.S. mission in
Afghanistan had gone? We made Afghanistan a better place! The cell phones! TV
stations! Girls in schools! The U.S. effort in Afghanistan became perhaps the most
spectacular example ever of misguided nation building. And now it is ending in
spectacular failure because a nation building mission was bound to fail.
Osama bin Laden and his henchmen used Afghanistan as headquarters to plan the
9/11 attacks. After the attacks, which killed 3,000 people in New York, Washington,
and Pennsylvania, the U.S. government had a solemn obligation to track down and
kill every single terrorist who had any role in planning and executing the attacks.
The mission was not to make Afghanistan a better place. It was not to reduce
maternal mortality in childbirth. It was not to build health clinics. It was not to
distribute cell phones. It was to kill the terrorists who attacked the United States.
Then it was to maintain a minimal intelligence presence that would alert the U.S.
government to any future terrorist planning there, and stop that, too.
The failure was entirely bipartisan. But Republican President George W. Bush bears
the greatest blame for sending the Afghan war down the wrong path. While Bush did
do great damage to al Qaeda, he also began the nation building exercise. And in the
process, he failed to find and kill bin Laden, or top deputy Ayman al-Zawahiri, or
Mullah Omar, the Taliban leader who aided and abetted the attacks.
When, in 2003, U.S. forces captured Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, the top planner of
9/11, the Bush administration failed to deliver the swift justice he deserved. KSM, who

should have been executed by the United States many years ago, is alive today, held
at the American facility in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.
President Barack Obama, to his great credit, found and killed bin Laden. But U.S.
forces never got Zawahiri, and no one today seems to know whether he is alive or
dead. Mullah Omar also escaped U.S. retribution and reportedly died of tuberculosis
in 2013. On the other hand, cell phone usage in Afghanistan skyrocketed.
V. S. forces stayed in Afghanistan through the Bush years, the Obama years, the
Trump years, and now the earliest part of the Biden administration. Give President
Joe Biden credit for ending the misbegotten affair.
Of course, he knew Afghanistan would fall apart when the U.S. left. The fact that it
has crumbled so quickly is a pretty good indication that it was nowhere near ready to
stand on its own.
Meanwhile, what is being referred to as the "fall of Saigon" moment is approaching.
Some will blame Biden for abandoning Afghanistan. But this failure has been 20
years in the making. The current president just decided to put an end to it.

Cuba fallout threatens Biden's prospects in Florida
Abigail Goldberg-Zelizer - The Hill
Political strategists are warning that President Biden risks losing Florida again in
2024 if he doesn't step up his response to Cuba following this summer's historic
protests on the Communist island.
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Biden has met with Cuban American leaders, instituted harsher sanctions on the
Cuban government and is now exploring ways to possibly restore internet access in
Cuba, but experts say he still risks losing ground to Republicans on the issue.

Cuban Americans, many of whom turned out for former President Trump in
November, are entering their fifth week of protests in Florida to voice their opposition
to the government in Havana. If Biden wants to win them over three years from now,
strategists say, he will need to take a different approach toward Cuba.
"I think that the Biden administration is very sensitive and very responsive on the
substance of the policy; I wish that they were equally sensitive and responsive on the
politics," said Ana Navarro, a longtime Republican strategist based in Miami who
supported Biden in 2020, in an interview earlier this week.
"The moment is passing, but if and when they get ready to make significant policy
announcements related to the internet, either the president or the vice president or the
secretary of State, or somebody at that level, should be doing it in Miami."
The White House announced on Wednesday that Homeland Security Secretary
Alejandro Mayorkas will travel to Miami next week to speak about Biden's
commitment to the protesters in Cuba and his solidarity with Cuban Americans in
Florida.
Biden lost Florida by 3 percentage points in 2020, with 55 percent of Cuban
American voters in the state backing Trump.
In Miami-Dade County, where Cuban Americans make up 34 percent of the
population, Biden won by just 7 points after former Democratic presidential nominee
Hillary Clinton won the county by 30 points in 2016.
Biden's overall approval rating in Florida is only slightly above water, with 49
percent approving of his job performance and 46 percent disapproving, according to
the most recent St. Pete Polls survey.
On specific issues, a July survey from the University of South Florida found that 46.5
percent of Florida voters approve of Biden's handling of foreign policy, which would
include his response to the protests in Cuba.
In the months since the election, Democrats have sought to figure out how to win over
more voters in Florida.
"Obviously there was a huge step in the wrong direction from my party in 2020, and
so for me, I viewed the response to what's happening in Cuba as an opportunity," said
Steve Schale, a Democratic strategist who is based in Tallahassee and who ran
former President Obama's Florida operation in 2008. Obama won the state by 3
points that year.
The GOP has had success linking Democrats and Biden to socialism. A Trump
ad targeting Latinos in 2020 featured a clip of Biden saying he would be "one of the
most progressive presidents in American history," followed by clips of Cuba's Fidel
Castro and Venezuela's Nicolás Maduro describing the similarities between
progressive and socialist ideologies.
The ad concludes by saying "progresista=socialista."

"A lot of what hurt Democrats in 2020, frankly, was a lack of effective response to just
an immense amount of misinformation around the socialism stuff," Schale said.
The first test of whether Democrats have a better response will come next year.
Schale said that in order for Democrats to win back seats in the 2022 midterms,
"we're going to have to do better in Dade County. The math for Democrats winning
statewide gets pretty hard if you're winning Dade by the margins that we saw in
2020."
Brad Coker, a pollster at Mason-Dixon Polling and Strategy in Florida, said
Democrats "would need to up their votes among Hispanic voters probably 10 to 15
percent above what they got in 2020 to start to balance the scale back in their
direction.
The biggest wave of protests since the Cuban Revolution of 1959 comes as Democrats
and Republicans are gearing up for several high-profile races next year.
Sen. Marco Rubio (R-Fla.), whose parents immigrated to the U.S. from Cuba in 1956,
is likely to be up against Rep. Val Demings (D) in November 2022. For now, though,
he has been vocal with his dissatisfaction with Biden's response to the protests in
Cuba.
"Sen. Rubio has always been consistent on what U.S. policy should be in Cuba and
his position has been popular with Floridian voters in the past," said Alex Conant,
who served as the communications director for Rubio's 2016 presidential campaign.
"When we were running for president, one of his best moments was when he was
talking about Cuba at the debate in Florida. So to the extent that Cuba policy is an
issue in the midterms, that clearly plays to one of his strengths."
Rubio and Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis (R), who is also up for reelection next year,
last month went on a live broadcast of Sean Hannity's Fox News show, outside a
popular Cuban restaurant in the heart of Miami's Little Havana, during which
DeSantis said Biden has "basically just been sitting there doing nothing."
It's a message the GOP has repeated in the weeks following the protests.
"I think the Republican Party has become masters at capitalizing on Cuban-related
issues for domestic political purposes," said Michael Bustamante, a professor of
Cuban American studies at the University of Miami.
Strategists from both parties say some Republicans have been circulating the idea of
military intervention in Cuba as a way to rally the base, leaving Biden in a difficult
position.
"I think some Republicans are pushing the idea of intervention knowing that that's not
going to happen and knowing that Biden is not going to do that. So they're
irresponsibly building up the expectation for the Cuban American community with an
impossible goal.

There isn't going to be a military intervention," said Navarro, who served as U.S.
ambassador to the United Nations Human Rights Commission in 2001.
Since the protests started, Biden has ordered sanctions against three separate Cuban
government officials, along with the Cuban National Revolutionary Policy and the
"Black Beret," a special unit of government forces. But the actions have been seen as
being more symbolic than hindering.
The Democratic National Committee (DNC) on July 24 launched a digital ad
campaign in Florida, in Spanish and English, to highlight Biden's position.
"The DNC is committed to using our resources to speak directly to the Cuban
community in South Florida to make sure they know that President Biden and
Democrats have their back," DNC Chairman Jaime Harrison said in a statement
accompanying the ad campaign.
While some political experts say Biden is doing everything he can to support the
protesters in Cuba, they also say he needs to do a better job at showing Cuban
Americans that he empathizes with their pain. Biden's lone visit to Miami was in the
days after the Surfside Tower collapse.
"One of Joe Biden's greatest strengths is being able to console people and embrace
people in moments of grief," said Navarro. "Right now, the Cuban American
community is grief stricken by feeling impotent as protesters in Cuba are being beaten,
killed and jailed. Joe Biden has done some, but I wish he would do more to address
the heartbreak and put his arms, physically, literally, around the Cuban American
community."
"I think this is a make or break moment for the midterms," she added.
But if those elections were held today, some pollsters say Democrats would do even
worse with Hispanic voters in Florida than they did in November.
"I think that the Democrats' problem now is they are kind of doing the things that
Hispanic voters feared. You're seeing a lot of government spending, government
centralization, government control, whether it be the mask mandates or what are
probably going to be higher taxes," Coker said. "I think in 2022, DeSantis is probably
going to do as well among Hispanics as Trump did."
"For Democrats to win now, they have to come back even more than on Election
Day," he said.

The Army's first laser weapon is almost ready for a fight
Jared Keller - Task & Purpose
Slowly but surely, the Army is inching towards fielding its first true combat-capable,
high-powered laser weapon mounted on a Stryker infantry carrier vehicle.

Northrop Grumman. A Northrop Grumman photo illustration of the defense
contractor's Stryker-mounted laser weapon in action.
The service announced on Tuesday that it had successfully completed its first-ever
Directed Energy-Maneuver Short-Range Air Defense (DE M-SHORAD) "combat
shoot-off" between two unique laser systems at Fort Sill in Oklahoma earlier this
summer.
The shoot-off saw the two 50-kilowatt laser weapons — developed in a competition
between defense contractors Northrop Grumman and Raytheon — participate in "a
series of vignettes designed to emulate realistic threats and combat scenarios,"
according to the service.
Those "vignettes" included simulated UAS and rocket, artillery, and mortar (RAM)
targets for the systems to engage.
The laser-equipped Strykers "faced a number of realistic scenarios designed to
establish, for the first time in the Army, the desired characteristics for future DE
M-SHORAD systems," the service said in a statement.
While laser weapons, long a dream of military planners, have only recently become
feasible as a real-life combat system, it's unclear whether technological progress will
allow the Army to keep its ambitious timetable for deploying its laser Strykers
downrange.
But as far as Army officials are concerned, the service's laser Stryker prototypes are
all but ready for the next big war.

U.S. Army/Jim Kendell. The DE M-SHORAD Combat Shoot-Off took place in Fort
Sill, Okla. this summer.
“This is the first combat application of lasers for a maneuver element in the Army,”
said Army hypersonics and directed energy chief Ltg. L. Neil Thurgood in a statement.
“The technology we have today is ready. This is a gateway to the future.”
DE M-SHORAD program manager Col. G. Scott McLeod added this in a statement:
“We are building and delivering a brand new capability. This is not a modification or
an upgrade. It took just 24 months for the combined government and industry team to
design, integrate, and have it ready to perform in an operational environment.”
The DE M-SHORAD Combat Shoot-Off took place in Fort Sill, Okla. this summer.
The Pentagon once envisioned deploying laser-equipped Strykers downrange in Iraq
and Syria to counter the “flying IEDs” and explosive-laden drones of terror groups
like ISIS, but applications to the European theater became a major focus for military
planners after U.S. Army Europe identified a major short-range air defense
(SHORAD) gap in the aftermath of Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea.
While soldiers with the 2nd Cavalry Regiment have been rocking 5kw laser systems
aboard Stryker vehicles downrange in Europe for the last several years, the 50 kW
trial represents a major increase in both power (and, by association, lethality) over
previous iterations of the system, one that might finally prove capable of effectively
intercepting incoming drones and ordnance.
"Offering lethality against unmanned aircraft systems (UAS) and rockets, artillery
and mortars (RAM), laser weapons now increase Army air and missile defense
capability while reducing total system lifecycle cost through reduced logistical
demand," the Army said in a statement.
According to the service, the Army Rapid Capabilities and Critical Technologies
Office (RCCTO) plans on delivering a platoon of four laser-equipped Strykers to an
actual combat unit by some time in fiscal year 2022.

Army officials had previously announced plans to stand up its first battalion of
Stryker vehicles outfitted with high-powered laser weapons sometime this year with
the goal of eventually standing up four battalions by 2021.
The DE-MSHORAD system isn’t the only laser weapon the Army is working on at the
moment. As Task & Purpose previously reported, the service is also working to field a
300 kW Indirect Fires Protection Capability – High Energy Laser
(IFPC-HEL) truck-mounted laser by 2024.
While the 50 kW Stryker will deploy primarily to drones and incoming ordnance out
of the sky, the 300 kW version IFPC-HEL system could potentially channel enough
power to counter incoming cruise missiles.

South Korea Faces Tough Choices Amid U.S. Exercise Plans, Threats from North
Tom O'Connor - Newsweek
South Korean President Moon Jae-in is faced with tough choices as he sets out to
pursue peace with North Korea while maintaining his country's decades-old military
alliance with the United States amid yet another round of tensions on the peninsula.

Pyeongyang Press Corps/Pool/Getty Images North Korean Supreme Leader Kim
Jong Un and South Korean President Moon Jae-in review honor guards during a
welcoming ceremony at Pyongyang Sunan International Airport on September 18,
2018 in Pyongyang, North Korea. Kim and Moon met for their third and latest
Inter-Korean summit, the fifth ever since the 1945 division of the peninsula and the
war that followed, to discuss peace, but tensions would return in the three years since.
During a meeting of South Korea's National Security Council standing committee on
Thursday, National Security Office Director Suh Hoon urged North Korea not to
escalate frictions between the two countries as Pyongyang lashed out at Seoul for
preparing to hold military drills with Washington in the upcoming days.

On the third day of radio silence on cross-border communication lines with North
Korea, Suh said that he and other security officials have "closely analyzed North
Korea's move linked with the South Korea-U.S. combined training as well as
South-North Korea, North Korea-U.S. and North Korea-China relations," according
to the Hankyoreh newspaper.
"Reaffirming the importance of maintaining peace and stability on the Korean
Peninsula and refraining from actions that escalate tensions, they agreed to focus on
cooperation with relevant countries to resume dialogue as soon as possible," Suh
said.
The remarks came a day after back-to-back warnings delivered by senior North
Korean officials regarding the upcoming U.S.-South Korea maneuvers set to begin
Monday.
Kim Yong Chol, director of the ruling Korean Workers' Party Central Committee
United Front Department, issued a press statement carried by the official Korean
Central News Agency on Wednesday in which the elite general castigated South
Korea for beginning preliminary training with the U.S. a day earlier.
He said such a move, made just about two weeks after inter-Korean communications
were reestablished after a 14-month silence, constituted Seoul "defying the
opportunity of a turn hardly made amid unanimous expectation of all the compatriots
at home and abroad for peace and stability on the Korean peninsula."
Kim Yong Chol accused South Korea of disregarding its northern neighbor's advice
when it "opted for alliance with outsiders, not harmony with compatriots, escalation
of tension, not détente, and confrontation, not improved relations," and warned of
retaliation.
He asserted that North Korea would ensure Moon's administration "realize by the
minute what a dangerous choice they made and what a serious security crisis they
will face because of their wrong choice," and accused South Korea of "answering our
good faith with hostile acts."
"It is clear that there is no other option for us as South Korea and the U.S. opted for
confrontation with our state, without making any change," Kim Yong Chol said. "We
will keep going on with what we should do."
That same day, during an interview with the state-run Tass Russian News Agency,
North Korean ambassador to Russia Sin Hong Chol demanded that the U.S.
immediately withdraw its troops and military equipment from the Korean Peninsula,
accusing Washington of deliberately sabotaging reconciliation efforts between
Pyongyang and Seoul.
"The actions of the United States, who persistently forced through the aggressive
military exercises at such an extreme time when the international attention is
concentrating on Korean Peninsula developments, show that they are the instigators
who destroy peace and security of the region," Sin said, "while 'commitment to

diplomacy' and 'dialogue without preconditions' that the current U.S. administration
is ranting about are nothing but hypocrisy."
He said North Korea, officially known as the Democratic People's Republic of Korea
(DPRK), remained committed to the principle of "force for force" and "good for
good" in its dealing with the U.S.
The dual warnings came a day after Kim Yo Jong, vice department director of the
ruling Korean Workers' Party Central Committee and sister of Supreme Leader Kim
Jong Un, called the exercises "the most vivid expression of the U.S. hostile policy
towards the DPRK, designed to stifle our state by force, and an unwelcome act of
self-destruction for which a dear price should be paid as they threaten the safety of
our people and further imperil the situation on the Korean peninsula."
She added a warning.
"The dangerous war exercises pushed ahead by the U.S. and the South Korean side in
disregard of our repeated warnings will surely make them face more serious security
threat," she said in a statement published by the North Korean Ministry of Foreign
Affairs.
"Whatever the scale and mode," she added, "the joint military exercises are of
aggressive nature as they are a war rehearsal and preliminary nuclear war exercise
for further rounding off the preparations for putting into practice the operational plan
with the pre-emptive strike at us as the gist."
She also accused the U.S. of provoking unrest, and accused South Korea of
squandering an opportunity for peace that has eluded the two Koreas since their
1940s division by the Soviet Union and the U.S. after World War II and the deadly
three-year war between the two neighbors the following decade.
In what was once seen as a significant sign of hope, the two Koreas held a record
three inter-Korean summits in 2018, the same year that former President Donald
Trump met with Kim Jong Un for an unprecedented bilateral sit-down between the
two foes.
The process began to unravel the following year, however, as two follow-up meetings
between the U.S. and North Korean leaders failed to produce an agreement for lifting
sanctions and denuclearization, and Pyongyang ultimately pulled back from the
process and severed communications with Seoul.
Since President Joe Biden came to office in January, Moon has sought to encourage
him to pursue engagement with North Korea, something the White House has said it's
open to, while reserving the right to respond to any perceived escalations.
A spokesperson for the South Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs recounted the efforts
by the country, officially known as the Republic of Korea (ROK), to rekindle
inter-Korean talks and U.S.-North Korea talks beginning with Moon's meeting with
Biden for their first bilateral summit in May.

"The ROK government laid the groundwork for restoring a virtuous cycle between the
two Koreas and U.S.-DPRK relations at the ROK-U.S. Summit held on May 21," the
spokesperson told Newsweek. "The ROK and the U.S. are committed to continuing
close coordination to resume dialogue with the DPRK."
"During the Summit, the Leaders of the ROK and the U.S. reaffirmed their shared
commitment to complete denuclearization and establishment of permanent peace on
the Korean Peninsula through diplomacy and dialogue, based on previous
agreements such as the 2018 Panmunjom Declaration and Singapore Joint
Statement," the spokesperson said.
"They also agreed to continue facilitating the provision of humanitarian aid to the
neediest North Koreans and the reunion of separated families of the two Koreas.
President Biden expressed his support for inter-Korean dialogue, engagement, and
cooperation."
The spokesperson also reviewed recent discussions that have occurred on the issue.
These included telephone conversations between the two countries' top diplomats in
June and early August, vice foreign ministerial-level meetings in June and a strategic
dialogue in July, a consultation in June and a phone call in July between their chief
negotiators on the North Korea issue, and the discussion between the director
generals of the two allies last week.
During the most recent interaction last Thursday involving U.S. Secretary of
State Antony Blinken and South Korean Foreign Minister Chung Eui-young, the
spokesperson noted that "the two sides had in-depth discussions on ways to cooperate
with the DPRK in such areas as humanitarian cooperation and agreed to make
continued efforts to engage with the DPRK."
The State Department's readout of that call also made reference to potential
humanitarian routes for cooperation regarding North Korea.
"The Secretary and the Foreign Minister reaffirmed their commitment to complete
denuclearization and establishment of permanent peace on the Korean Peninsula, and
the Secretary confirmed U.S. support for inter-Korean dialogue and engagement," the
State Department said at the time.
"The Secretary and the Foreign Minister also discussed recent developments in the
DPRK and agreed to explore humanitarian initiatives on the Korean Peninsula."
South Korea has not ruled out providing vaccines to North Korea, which is not known
to have accepted outside offers of vaccine assistance, even from friendly neighbors
China and Russia. The infamously insular state has also not reported a single
COVID-19 case since the outbreak of the pandemic, but South Korea has been
skeptical of this claim.
An official with South Korea's Ministry of Unification told Newsweek last week that
"inter-Korean cooperation on COVID-19 response including vaccine sharing is a
matter that can be discussed once the government ensures access of South Korean
nationals to vaccination, and confirms North Korea's willingness to cooperate."
So far, no such plan has materialized.

"However, specific plans aimed at the provision of COVID-19 vaccines to North
Korea has not been reviewed by the government at this point," the official said.
The Foreign Ministry spokesperson later offered a similar assessment, saying that, so
far, "the ROK government has not reviewed plans on providing vaccines to the
DPRK."
The State Department also said vaccine-sharing plans have not yet been established.
"The DPRK has created significant barriers to the delivery of assistance by closing its
borders and rejecting offers of international aid, while also limiting the personnel
responsible for implementing and monitoring existing humanitarian projects," a State
Department spokesperson told Newsweek last week. "We do not currently have plans
to share vaccines with the DPRK."
Both the State Department spokesperson and a senior administration official also said
that "diplomacy and dialogue are essential to achieving complete denuclearization
and to establishing permanent peace on the Korean Peninsula" and welcomed the
recent resumption of communications between the two Koreas.
"We remain prepared to engage in diplomacy toward our objective of the complete
denuclearization of the Korean peninsula," the senior administration official added.
"As we've said, we have reached out to the DPRK in line with our policy of openness
to diplomacy. Our offer remains to meet anywhere, anytime without preconditions.
Ultimately, we hope DPRK will respond positively to our outreach."

Staff Sergeant Mya M. Crosby/Commander, Task Force 71/Destroyer Squadron
15/U.S. Air Force U.S. Air Force Colonel John Gallemore, 8th Fighter Wing
commander and F-16 Fighting Falcon pilot, and Republic of Korea Air Force
Colonel Do-Hyoung Kim, 38th Fighter Group commander and KF-16 pilot, fly
together in formation over the Yellow Sea, June 29. The U.S. and South Korea have
practiced joint maneuvers since their 1950s war against North Korea, which was
supported at the time by China and the Soviet Union.

But the messages from Pyongyang have so far only suggested otherwise.
In response to the latest North Korean warnings, State Department spokesperson Ned
Price declined to speak directly to what the message from Pyongyang might be, but
did reiterate the U.S. message.
"The joint military exercises, they are purely defensive in nature," Price said. "We
have long maintained the United States harbors no hostile intent towards the DPRK.
It is true we remain committed to the security of the Republic of Korea and our
combined defense posture in accordance with the ironclad alliance we have with the
ROK."
"We support intra-Korean dialogue, we support intra-Korean engagement, and will
continue to work with our ROK partners to that end," he added.
S. Army Colonel Lee Peters, a spokesperson for U.S. Forces Korea,
told Newsweek last week that joint exercises were not discussed with the media as a
matter of policy, but, "that being said, any discussions on combined training events
are a ROK-U.S. bilateral decision and reached with a mutual agreement."
Moon, meanwhile, continues to face a more imminent threat at home in the final
months of his second and final term, which will end after elections in March, as the
COVID-19 Delta variant takes hold in South Korea and infections continue to sweep
the nation, including individuals associated with the U.S. military presence there.
On Tuesday, just as the preliminary joint training began, U.S. Forces Korea
announced that eight more service members tested positive for the disease. As the U.S.
military raced to curb the coronavirus' spread among its own ranks, it also
emphasized that it remained prepared to defend the host country.
"USFK continues to maintain a robust combined defense posture to protect the
Republic of Korea against any threat or adversary, while maintaining prudent
preventive measures to protect the force," the U.S. command said in a statement
Wednesday.

Iranian intelligence plot reaches US soil — and should complicate negotiations
Toby Dershowitz and Dylan Gresik, (opinion contributor) - The Hill
In mid-July, the Department of Justice charged that the Islamic Republic of Iran
directed four intelligence operatives to kidnap Masih Alinejad, an Iranian-American
journalist, from her home in Brooklyn, N.Y. The alleged plot against the Voice of
America reporter is the most audacious on American soil since Iran sought
to assassinate Saudi Arabia's ambassador to the United States in 2011 at a restaurant
two miles from the White House.

Getty Images Iranian intelligence plot reaches US soil — and should complicate
negotiations
The Biden administration has downplayed the kidnapping plot, lest it disrupt nuclear
negotiations in Vienna. Rather than denouncing the alleged plot as an act of terror
directed at a U.S. citizen, administration officials have presented it as a regrettable
attempt to curtail free expression and silence journalists.
The administration risks signaling to Iran that it can act with impunity throughout the
world - including in the United States - if it fails to respond appropriately.
Indeed, the reported plot against Alinejad underscores how far the clerical regime in
Tehran is willing to go to advance its revolutionary mission. But operating an
intelligence cell on foreign soil is not the only way the Islamic Republic has sought to
conduct terrorist attacks abroad. Even Iran's diplomats plot and execute acts of terror
around the world.
Unchecked, both manifestations of the same terrorist threat only grow bolder. The
administration need not look further than Vienna, the very city where the nuclear
talks have been taking place, for proof.
The Austrian capital served as the European home base for Assadollah Assadi, a
counsellor at the Iranian embassy. In February, a Belgian court convicted Assadi of
attempted terrorism, sentencing him to 20 years in prison for plotting to bomb an
Iranian opposition conference outside Paris in 2018 where American VIPs were
present.
Assadi ostensibly worked for Iran's foreign ministry. He had used a diplomatic pouch
to brazenly transport explosives and other bomb-making materials on a commercial
flight from Tehran to Vienna for use in the attack. But in reality, Assadi served as an
operative in Iranian intelligence's Directorate for Internal Security, which the
European Union lists as a terrorist organization.
This was no rogue operation. Belgian intelligence confirmed that "the planned attack
was conceived in the name of Iran and at its instigation." No plot of this magnitude is
pursued without the approval of Iran's Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.

Indeed, the regime's history of targeting embassies, foreign diplomats, and perceived
enemies of the revolution dates back to the very inception of the Islamic Republic
when student thugs violently took over the U.S. embassy in Tehran on Nov. 4, 1979:
52 American hostages were held in captivity for 444 days.
Since the revolution, Iranian leaders have routinely directed more attacks when the
international response proved tepid.
In 1997, for example, a German court determined the highest levels of the Iranian
government - including then-Foreign Minister Ali Akbar Velayati, then-Intelligence
Minister Ali Fallahian, then-President Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, and the Supreme
Leader himself - approved the assassination of four Iranian exiles at the Mykonos
restaurant in a Berlin suburb.
The dissidents were on the regime's death list of 500 "enemies of Islam."
Germany issued an arrest warrant for Fallahian and expelled Iran's then-ambassador
and 14 other diplomats.
Three years earlier, diplomats posted at Iran's embassy in Argentina
allegedly facilitated the bombing of the AMIA Jewish community center in Buenos
Aires. Fallahian was among those indicted for the attack that killed 85 men, women,
and children. Interpol still has red notices for those implicated in the bombing.
The long reach of Tehran's terrorism has not faded over the last decade. In 2012
alone, authorities Thailand and Kenya foiled plots against American and Israeli
diplomatic targets.
Even during the presidency of so-called "moderate" Hassan Rouhani, regime
operatives plotted attacks and carried out assassinations. In November 2019,
Iranian intelligence agents posing as diplomats at the Istanbul consulate directed the
assassination of former defense ministry official-turned-dissident Masoud Molavi
Vardanjani.
In 2020, U.S. authorities notified Lana Marks, then-U.S. ambassador to South Africa,
about a threat to her life from Tehran. This year, Iranian sleeper cells plotted attacks
against the diplomatic missions of the United Arab Emirates in Ethiopia and Sudan,
according to the Defense Department.
In practice, the distinction between moderates and hardliners in Tehran ends at the
water's edge.
Still, the Biden administration argues that re-entering the outdated nuclear accord many of whose restrictions will soon sunset - would be followed by negotiations to
address Iran's other malign activities. Yet, Tehran has demanded the U.S. remove
terrorism sanctions and release billions of dollars to the regime as part of the
negotiations. Acquiescing will provide an injection of cash that no doubt will fuel
future terrorism around the world.

As U.S. officials return to Vienna for round seven of the nuclear talks, they should be
clear-eyed about the many faces of Iranian terrorism. That requires acknowledging
that Iran's negotiators are part of the same apparatus that for decades has used
diplomats as intelligence agents and embassies as launching pads for terrorist
attacks.
The most recent proof, should they need it, is the audaciousness of the plot against
Alinejad - seeking to abduct an American citizen from U.S. soil.
How this administration responds to Iran's recent conduct will test the veracity of
Secretary of State Antony Blinken's statement that President Biden "is committed to a
foreign policy ... centered on the defense of democracy and the protection of human
rights."
If the U.S. returns to the negotiating table and there are no consequences for the
attempt to kidnap Masih Alinejad, will the message that Supreme Leader Khamenei
receives be that there is no red line Tehran cannot cross? Surely that would not be in
America's national security interests.
(Toby Dershowitz is senior vice president for government relations and strategy at the
Foundation for Defense of Democracies, where Dylan Gresik is a government
relations analyst. Follow Toby and Dylan on Twitter @tobydersh and @DylanGresik.
FDD is a nonpartisan research institute focusing on foreign policy and national
security.)

Attacked by recall backers, Newsom defends record on crime and takes action on
retail theft
Phil Willon - Los Angeles Times
Facing criticism from recall supporters for California's rise in gun violence and retail
theft, Gov. Gavin Newsom on Wednesday called for more accountability and
enforcement but insisted the state is on right path on criminal justice.

Provided by The LA Times California Gov. Gavin Newsom announcing his
moratorium on the death penalty during a news conference in Sacramento in 2019.
(Getty Images)
Newsom vowed to continue California's comprehensive efforts to reduce crime,
focused in part on substantially increased funding for mental health care, drug
treatment and after-school programs. The governor said the state will not return to
the get-tough era of a few decades ago, a time when the state was building new
prisons and enacted a "three strikes" law that sent repeat offenders away for 25 years
to life.
"We've got to hold folks to account but we'll do it in a thoughtful and judicious way,"
Newsom said at a news conference in Long Beach. "We're not going back to the way
things were in the ’80s and ’90s, at least not while I'm here."
Hoping to hasten his departure, recall organizers and crime victims traveled across
California this week to highlight Newsom's record on criminal justice, including the
early release of thousands of prisoners due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the
governor's moratorium on the death penalty.
At a news conference outside the state Capitol on Tuesday, activist Marc Klaas ripped
Newsom for sparing the life of the man who killed his daughter Polly after kidnapping
her from their home in Petaluma in 1993.
"Gov. Newsom said at the press conference, when he declared the moratorium, that
we need to do more for the victims of crime. Well, it seems that the thing that he did
for the victims of crime after that was offer early release tens of thousands of
murderers, rapists and child molesters," Klaas said.
Anne Dunsmore, campaign manager for the pro-recall organization Rescue
California, said Newsom and the state's Democratic legislative leadership, though
their progressive policies on criminal justice, have "misled the public into believing
that their so-called reforms will make us safer."

On Wednesday, Newsom met with the mayors and police chiefs from California's
largest 13 cities, including Los Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti, to discuss crime trends
in California. Newsom noted that gun violence has increased nationwide, saying no
state has been spared, and that Americans have every right to expect their elected
leaders to address the issue.
A major portion of the news conference focused on the rash of shoplifting, publicized
nationwide by viral videos of thieves brazenly stealing merchandise from stores in
San Francisco. Just last week in Glassell Park, a Rite Aid employee, 36-year-old
Miguel Penaloza, was shot and killed when he confronted two people suspected of
shoplifting at the store.
In May, a representative from Walgreens told the San Francisco Board of Supervisors
that the company closed 17 stores in the city over the last five years in part because of
financial losses from shoplifting. Earlier this month, the hours at five Target stores in
San Francisco were reduced in an effort to curtail theft.
Newsom on Wednesday signed legislation to reestablish a law enforcement unit
coordinated by the California Highway Patrol that is focused on combatting
organized shoplifting rings in California, which police officials said are responsible
for a significant portion of the thefts. The unit was created in 2018 and will continue
to operate through 2026.
"It's a challenge, I'll be honest with you, but it's not insurmountable," San Francisco
Police Chief Bill Scott said at the governor's news conference.
Scott praised the continuation of the special law enforcement unit, saying he hopes it
counters the message that "anything goes" in San Francisco.
But Sacramento County Dist. Atty. Anne Marie Schubert, a candidate for state
attorney general, said she doubts the CHP unit will have any effect.
"The constant weakening of accountability is destroying our communities and
businesses," Schubert said in a Twitter post Wednesday. "Ask the real prosecutors.
The organized retail theft law utterly fails to address the realities of what’s happening
every day in California."
Gun deaths and homicides rose sharply in California's biggest counties in 2020,
though those rates still remain far below the level of violence the state saw in the
1980s and 1990s, according to an analysis of crime data by the nonpartisan Public
Policy Institute of California.
It's one reason that crime may be a political vulnerability for Newsom in the Sept. 14
recall election. A UC Berkeley Institute of Governmental Studies poll in May found
that 42% of those surveyed believed that Newsom was doing a poor job on addressing
crime in the state, up from 35% in September.
For years Newsom has been at the forefront of the movement to steer California's
criminal justice system away from the tough-on-crime policies of the past and toward

expanding educational opportunities and mental health care programs that reduce
recidivism and assist people in staying out of prison.
Newsom supported Proposition 47, which voters approved in 2014 when he was
lieutenant governor, to change certain drug and property crimes from felonies to
misdemeanors. He was also one of the main advocates for Proposition 64, approved
in 2016 to legalize the use of marijuana for Californians ages 21 and older.
Along with the moratorium on the death penalty, Newsom fulfilled his pledge to close
two of California's 35 state prisons as the state's inmate population continues to
decline.
After former state Atty. Gen. Xavier Becerra accepted a post in the Biden
administration, Newsom's nominee to replace him was then-Assemblyman Rob
Bonta, a vocal advocate for abolishing the death penalty and eliminating cash bail for
many offenses. Bonta took office after being confirmed by the Democrat-led
California Legislature.

