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PART I



A PRESIDENT LIKE NO OTHER


The Trump Factor

A single factor defines Donald Trump’s presidency, making it unlike the forty-four administrations before. Be they great, middling, or corrupt, the presidents past all shared a trait missing in the Trump presidency.

In 1789, when America began its experiment in the then radical idea of self-government, George Washington set a tone that he hoped would endure among all those who in the future would be temporarily imbued with the powers of the presidency, avoiding any hint of the debauchery and high-handedness of European monarchs whose claim of a God-given right to reign was challenged by the new nation. When Washington desired a piece of land the nascent federal government owned, he did what everyone else who wanted that real estate did. Washington submitted a bid, the winning one, as it turned out.

Thomas Jefferson, who in the Declaration of Independence gave us the lofty ideal that all men are created equal even as he owned slaves to the end of his life, pointed the nation west toward its manifest destiny with the Louisiana Purchase and applied the principles of scientific thought as he strived for the best policies to benefit the nation and its people.

Abraham Lincoln freed the slaves, whom the Confederacy leaders declared that the Christian God commanded them to own, before the shock of his assassination bequeathed us three amendments expanding our Constitutional rights to all.

Theodore Roosevelt, in a time of concentrated wealth the world had never seen amid desperate want, railed against the rich not for having money, but for abusing their fortunate status. He used government to rein in the worst impulses of the “malefactors of wealth.”

Franklin D. Roosevelt overcame the handicap of a patrician upbringing to recognize the need to recover from the nation’s worst economic crisis with lasting economic reforms before preparing the people to prosecute a war against the murderous Nazi racists and their allies.

Dwight Eisenhower saw a nation pregnant with economic opportunity and gave it stretch marks in the 55,000 miles of Interstate highways while sending in the 101st Airborne Division to protect the first African American children going to Little Rock’s Central High School.

John F. Kennedy implored us to “ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country” and set us on a trajectory toward the moon.

Lyndon Johnson overcame the racist environment of his youth to marshal votes for the Civil Rights Act, the Voting Rights Act, as well as Medicare so that the disabled and elderly would not suffer needlessly and die early, even as he lost his way in Vietnam.

Richard Nixon signed the Clean Air and Clean Water Acts, created the Environmental Protection Agency, and came out for national health care even as his many crimes enveloped him, until at long last he showed his patriotic respect for our Constitution by resigning.

Ronald Reagan, certain that the New Deal was holding back a richer future, persuaded the nation for better or worse to move in a new direction that, while Reagan could not have anticipated this, set us on the path to the Trump presidency.

Even the worst of the presidents shared one common trait vital to democracy that is missing from the Trump administration.

Chester Arthur came from New York political corruption, but when the assassination of James Garfield elevated Arthur to president, he told his cronies never to darken the White House door. Unwilling to sully the office he unexpectedly occupied, Arthur began professionalizing the federal workforce, reducing patronage by persuading Congress to enact the Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act.

Warren G. Harding is remembered for the Teapot Dome scandal that benefited his crooked friends in business, but he also promoted nascent enterprises that would increase national wealth and opportunity, including aviation, cars and paved roads for them to drive on, and radio broadcasting.

John Adams came closest to Trump (and Nixon) with the four Alien and Sedition Acts that restricted immigration and gave him a path to prosecute political enemies—as Trump says he wants to do. One of those four laws remained on the books long enough to give legal cover to the internment of Japanese Americans in 1942. Still, the Adams administration was free of scandal, managed government finances prudently, and launched the modern Navy.

What distinguishes these American presidents from Trump? Some did great deeds and inspired great ambitions among the people, while others got lost in the small stuff. Some were reformers, others determined guardians of the status quo. Some spoke eloquently, lending grace to civic debate, while others were coarse, even verbal clods. Some, like Barack Obama, were personally scrupulous, their administrations free of scandal, while others, like Bill Clinton, couldn’t control their impulses.

What they had in common was that their administrations were about America and its people. Some presidents made America great, while others tried and missed the mark. Some took great political risks to move the country forward, as when Lyndon Johnson could not abide the oppression of fellow citizens a century after the Civil War just because of the color of their skin. Johnson knew his actions would cost Democrats the South for generations, but did what he thought was in the nation’s best interests even if it would harm his party.

We can look back at these presidents and applaud or be appalled by their conduct. But we must always take care to judge them by the standards of their day, not by conditions today. Viewed properly in the context of their times, the last forty-four presidents all pursued policies that they believed would make for a better America tomorrow.

The Trump presidency is about Trump. Period. Full stop.

He says so himself all the time, but because he mixes it in with lines about how he loves everyone and what a terrific job he will do, millions of Americans believe he is at one with them even though he is not even at one with himself. But listen skeptically and carefully and it becomes clear that Trump boasts that his term in office is all about him, about how great he is, about how large the crowds are, about his negotiating skills, about his authority to start a nuclear war, as he pledged on the campaign trail that he would. Trump is desperate for others to fill the void inside himself. He has a sad need for attention and, preferably, public adoration.

There is so much work to do as president that lack of sleep and quick aging have become hallmarks of the presidency. Trump is not one to stay up past midnight reading policy memos and calling on the vast array of government experts to ask their help in understanding difficult issues of economics, geopolitics, science, trade, or anything else. Instead the White House staff has confirmed that he spends hours each day in front of a television, the remote control flicking from one channel to another so Trump can see the latest news about himself. When he doesn’t like what he sees, he sends out nastygram tweets, often in the wee hours before dawn.

Tony Schwartz, the writer of Trump’s bestselling book The Art of the Deal, understands these motivations. Schwartz told the documentary filmmaker Libby Handros that the simple fact is that “Donald Trump would be a very unhappy man if no one paid attention to him.”

Trump has also lived a life of thumbing his nose at conventions and law enforcement, learning lessons as a boy from his father, Fred, whose business partner was an associate of the Gambino and Genovese crime families. He has long been in deep with mobsters, domestic and foreign, along with corrupt union bosses and assorted swindlers. Trump even spent years deeply entangled with a major international drug trafficker who, like many of the others, enjoyed their mutually lucrative arrangements.

This life experience helps explain why he and his staff often talk as if the position of president is dictatorial, a profoundly anti-American notion. Instead of a president of specific duties and constitutionally limited authority, Trump and his aides talk as if he is an absolute ruler, or should be, to whom all must bend the knee. Indeed, one of his longest and closest aides said exactly that. Omarosa Manigault, who met Trump as a contestant on his show The Apprentice and became a repeat guest over the years, was the Trump campaign’s director of African American outreach.

“Every critic, every detractor, will have to bow down to President Trump,” Manigault told the documentary television program Frontline. “It’s everyone who’s ever doubted Donald, whoever disagreed, whoever challenged him. It is the ultimate revenge to become the most powerful man in the universe,” she said. Instead of rebuking Omarosa, Trump made her director of the White House Office of Public Liaison, a post that means she deals with special interest groups.

He also brought to the White House his philosophy of life, a philosophy totally at odds with political compromise, of appreciating that others in office have different interests and needs in their home districts. Over many years and in many forums Trump has laid out his life philosophy in some detail. And his behavior is consistent with his stated views on life.

Trump himself has reduced his life philosophy to a single word—revenge.

“I love getting even,” Trump advised in one of his books, adding “go for the jugular, attack them in spades!” Repeatedly he has said in talks and in his books that destroying the lives of people he considers disloyal gives him pleasure. That Trump does not recognize ethical limits on conduct, the propriety George Washington modeled, derives from his fundamental character, narcissism. But unlike the mythic figure who came to a tragic end drowning in the pool that mirrored his visage, Trump’s narcissism has so far helped him get to where he has for decades said he belonged—in the White House.

Over many years in paid public appearances and in books bearing his name on the cover, Trump rejected the idea of turning the other cheek, saying that those who do are “fools” and “idiots.” This philosophy was ignored by the many pastors who endorsed Trump and accepted his statement that he is a Christian. That is worth pondering because revenge is explicitly rejected by Jesus and runs counter to the whole theme of the New Testament. The Golden Rule has no place in the life of Donald Trump. Revenge is the philosophy of dictators and mob bosses everywhere and always, used to keep others in line with threats of economic ruin, violence, or worse. That Trump by his silence gave tacit approval to what Omarosa said about Americans bowing down and that he then put her on the government payroll reinforces the facts showing that the Trump presidency is unlike anything that came before, a presidency built on open public contempt for Constitutional principles. As president, he brought into the White House a host of people with fringe ideas, some of them Islamophobes, some white nationalists, some xenophobes, and many of them sharing Trump’s ignorance of science. As we shall explore ahead, many of them had no qualifications whatsoever for the posts he appointed them to; he just called them “terrific.” For those posts that required Senate confirmation, he got the advice and consent of a majority of senators despite testimony revealing some of them as modern know-nothings and one of them being determined to destroy the agency he now runs.

From ambassadorships to agency heads, Trump has left the vast majority of the nearly four thousand positions under his control vacant. But the long-term concern involves the many appointees, known as the politicals, who seldom make the news. Many of these jobs were filled at the behest of people around Trump, as happens in all administrations. But this time is different.

The Trump administration deposited political termites throughout the structure of our government. Their task, in the words of Trump’s first White House strategic adviser, Steve Bannon, is the “deconstruction of the administrative state.” By that, Bannon has explained, he means to undo the tax, trade, regulatory, and other means by which the federal government carries out its duties. The endgame is not just a smaller government, which Republicans always say they want, but a weak government, a government that looks first after the best-off in the land, not those most in need of a helping hand in the form of a sound education, clean water, and the other basics of a healthy society in the twenty-first century. These termites operate out of sight, in some cases in extraordinary secrecy, to bully or scare scientists into leaving, remove from public access important public records, and for all anyone knows destroy many of them. Such records are often necessary to enforce environmental, worker safety, and other laws.

The administration, however, has wrought one significant change to expand equality in America. Thanks to Trump the mentally ill now have virtually the same gun rights as the sane.

*  *  *

This book is my attempt to examine the Trump administration’s policies in a cohesive narrative, the opposite of Trump’s incoherent statements, which in polite company are called word salad. Much of what follows has been reported glancingly in the news, some of it not reported at all.

This is an administration that actively looks for the least qualified and the most aggressive termites to eat away at the structure of government.

To overhaul the federal Department of Education, Trump choose an heiress with no background in education theory or administration, but an intense desire to promote schooling that is corporate run and free to be religious. To run Housing and Urban Development, he picked a retired surgeon with no administrative experience, no housing expertise, and who has said that the Egyptian pyramids were not tombs for dead pharaohs but granaries. At Treasury, Trump chose for secretary a Wall Street banker who made much of his fortune aggressively foreclosing on homeowners. To run the Environmental Protection Agency, he chose a lawyer who had vowed to destroy it.

After firing an FBI director who would not pledge personal loyalty to him and close part of the Russia investigation, Trump appointed as FBI director a lawyer who earned more than $17 million the previous year defending corrupt banks involved in money laundering and other white-collar crimes the FBI is known to investigate.

For surgeon general, a job where a principal duty is to persuade Americans to not take up smoking, Trump named a physician who owned tobacco company stocks.

So many facts from the Trump administration are unknown or little known. That is because while Trump rails against honest reporting that he calls “fake news,” he benefits from organizations that traffic in made-up stories, twisted facts, or simple silence on matters they cannot explain away.

A glimpse of this showed up in August when pollster Peter D. Hart put a dozen people of varying political views in a room in Pittsburgh. All said they were embarrassed by Trump, but those who voted for him stood by him, at least for the moment. Most interesting was what Hart discovered when he asked the focus group about Robert Mueller, the special prosecutor heading the Russia investigation that Trump has been so eager to stop. Four people, all Trump voters, had no idea who he was. Few things benefit Trump more than ignorance.

The Hart focus group reminded us of what every con artist knows: people see what they want to see, hear what they want to hear, believe what they want to believe, and let their hopes and wishes vanquish their skepticism. Unless and until some fact they cannot reconcile slaps them hard in the face, the con’s marks will keep seeing the world through the credulous and distorted lens they fashioned for themselves.

His entire life Trump has been a con artist. In The Art of the Deal he brags about deceptions that enriched him. He has boasted about not paying banks that loaned him billions of dollars. He conned thousands of people desperate to learn what Trump said were the secrets of his success into paying up to $35,000 to attend Trump University. In a promotional video, Trump said his university would provide a better education than the finest business schools with a faculty he personally picked. Lawsuits forced Trump’s testimony and documents that showed that there were no secrets he shared with the “students.” The faculty never met Trump. These professors turned out to be fast-food managers and others with no experience in real estate, the focus of the “university.” Because of the lawsuits, Trump paid back $25 million to the people he conned so the scam would not follow him into the White House.

To con a wider audience, Trump relies on faux news organizations. People who get their news from these sources believe, reasonably, that he is under siege for doing the right thing.

Many millions of Americans, including about half of Republicans according to many polls, believe that Trump is their champion and is being railroaded by Democrats who collude with the journalists whom Trump calls the “enemies of the people.” The more extreme among them say that the Democrats want to destroy America by imposing Sharia law. That crazy beliefs have currency in the Trump era provides great fodder for television comedians. The jokes, however accurate in fact and skewering in tone, amuse those who have not bought into Trump, but only strengthen the resolve of those who project onto Trump their hopes and dreams. To those unaware of the factual basis for the humor, it comes across as mean, dishonest, and despicable.

In this context consider the plight of congressional Republicans, some of whom say in private Trump is unsuited for the presidency, as ignorant as he is unstable. To go against Trump when half of their constituents believe he is a demigod or at least their last best hope for a better future is to risk political suicide. And they know that if they do publicly disagree with Trump they can expect a primary challenge that may well end their careers. Trump knows that to remain in power he must cow the Republicans so they dare not say the word impeachment.

Many of those who believe in Trump come from the 90 percent whose economic fortunes dwindled over the last half century, turning up only starting in 2013, while the richest of the rich have built fortunes that even John D. Rockefeller, Andrew Carnegie, and J. P. Morgan Jr. could not have imagined. The vast majority suffer real economic pain, which I documented in a series of books that revealed government policies few knew about that stealthily take money from them and transfer it to the already very rich. Their very real grievances include the fact that policies embraced by both political parties ignored their plight or made it worse. In 2012 the average income that the bottom 90 percent reported on tax returns was slightly less, after inflation, than what the same demographic reported in 1967.

A major source of Trump’s influence comes from people who distrust respected news organizations and instead rely on those that have been shown to have little regard for fact, especially when it comes to Trump. To discourage the faithful from consulting the work of journalists that Trump cannot dispute, he simply damns them all with the term “fake news” so his supporters will not even bother.

The biggest influence is Rupert Murdoch’s Fox News, its faux daytime newscasts and evening entertainment shows propaganda for Trump. What is reported is often one-sided, inaccurate, or just made up. Until not long before he was fired for sexual harassment, Fox president Roger Ailes talked daily with Trump.

There is also the fast-growing website Breitbart, which promotes racially charged stories and whose chairman served as Trump’s strategic director in the White House. Trump has told tales that can be found at racist websites like the neo-Nazi Daily Stormer. Trump has at times spread made-up news from Sputnik, a Russian propaganda operation, without citing his source. But troubling as it is that any American leader would spread disinformation from a hostile foreign power, that is not the most disturbing example of how Trump consumes fake news. Trump has cited as reliable, and has appeared as a guest on, an Internet show called InfoWars. There host Alex Jones rants at length about such vital issues of the day as his discovery that “interdimensional beings” secretly control the American elites. Jones says not to worry, that because of his courageous reporting the hidden truth about these creatures is, finally, starting to come out. We will examine the role all this plays in the Trump era.

What has happened to American democracy has perplexed and stunned people in many countries who looked upon America, flaws and all, as a beacon of hope and a society interested in justice. Even former president George W. Bush has complained about the crudeness of public discourse today. Trump’s victory also gave cause for a party in the Kremlin—and when word of this secret Kremlin victory party got out, the government-controlled television news ran video of one of two senior Russian officials being seized in meetings, bags thrown over their heads, their whereabouts unknown ever since.

In June 2016 Hillary Clinton, in an address on foreign policy, said, “Moscow and Beijing are deeply envious of our alliances around the world, because they have nothing to match them. They’d love for us to elect a President who would jeopardize that source of strength. If Donald gets his way, they’ll be celebrating in the Kremlin. We cannot let that happen.” The Chinese have seized upon Trump’s erratic behavior and his cancellation of the Trans-Pacific Partnership to promote their own trade deal, orienting fifteen Pacific Rim economies and India away from Washington and toward Beijing.

*  *  *

There is much more, so let’s get to it.


Kleptocracy Rising

As President Donald Trump’s inaugural motorcade left the Capitol for the White House, it passed more military and police guards than civilians. Here and there knots of people gathered behind the barricades, many booing as the presidential limousine, known as The Beast, passed them by.

On one side of the street protesters waved homemade placards decrying racism, sexism, and corruption; demanding Trump release his tax returns; and making lurid fun of an imagined bromance between the new American president and Russian leader Vladimir Putin. One man held a little effigy of Trump, devil’s horns growing out of its yellow hair. Across the street, the ranks of Trump supporters were thinner and subdued, especially compared to the boisterous enthusiasm eight years earlier when nary a protester turned out for Barack Obama’s first inauguration.

About five blocks short of the White House, Trump ordered The Beast stopped. A few people chanted “USA! USA!”

A Secret Service agent opened the door. Trump stepped out, wearing a dark blue overcoat, his signature red tie hanging unfashionably below his belt. From the other side his wife, Melania, emerged in her stunning, form-fitting ice blue dress by Ralph Lauren with matching suede pumps and long cuffed gloves, revealing her highly sophisticated sense of fashion and bottomless budget for clothes. The rest of the family stepped out, too.

This was not some random point along the route, but one carefully chosen to send a message. The Trumps’ stroll occurred outside the Old Post Office and Clock Tower, which Trump had just converted into the Trump International Hotel Washington.

On the night before the inauguration, Team Trump dined at the hotel. Sean Spicer, who was about to become White House press secretary, endorsed the hotel. “It’s an absolutely stunning hotel. I encourage you to go there if you haven’t been by,” he exclaimed.

This was an official signal that no boundaries would be drawn between presidential duties and personal profits. The family’s two-minute turn on the Pennsylvania Avenue asphalt outside the president’s newest hotel sent a clear signal to those seeking to curry favor with him and his family that they should first pay tribute. The message radiated quickly, enveloping this acquisitive administration at home and abroad.

The Al-Sabah family seemingly had already gotten the message. The Al-Sabahs own enough oil-rich real estate in the Middle East that their family does business as a country called Kuwait. Each year the Kuwaiti government hosts a lavish party to mark its national day, an event held in Washington as well to express its thanks to America for Operation Desert Storm. This first Gulf War easily ousted Saddam Hussein’s invading army, recovering much of what they stole, including the gold bathroom sink faucets that American soldiers reinstalled in the emir’s bathroom before he returned to his palace.

For years, the Kuwaitis hosted their annual soirée at the Four Seasons hotel, one of Washington’s swankiest. But after the 2016 elections the Kuwaitis decided they would get much more value for the money by moving the affair to Trump’s hotel.

President Trump stopped by the hotel for dinner a few times, reinforcing the message of seamlessness between his official duties and his private business. In official appearances, the president often talked about how terrific his properties are, using the White House and the presidential seal as props to promote his profiteering.

Trump’s strategy has made the hotel a phenomenal success.

*  *  *

Trump had leased the property from the federal government for sixty years. Reports the Trump Organization filed before the opening projected losses of $2.1 million in the first four months of 2017. Instead it generated a profit of almost $2 million, documents obtained by The Washington Post showed.

Trump’s hotel charges the highest room rates in Washington even though nothing distinguishes it from other high-end lodging establishments, other than the name over the entrance.

Average room rates at Trump hotels fell during much of 2016, but right after the election rates soared 20 percent. Similar hotels increased rates by about one percent compared to the prior year. After Trump took office luxury hotel prices in America were flat, except for Trump hotels, where rates soared by as much as 40 percent, The Economist magazine concluded after analyzing published rates.

Documents filed with the government’s property management arm, the General Services Administration, revealed that at Trump’s Washington hotel the average revenue per guest night was $653. That was triple the average of all District of Columbia hotels and well above what other high-end hotels charged.

At night, the Trump bar and restaurant hummed. Steaks cost $60. Trump’s cash registers rang up more than $68,000 per day selling food and beverages, a total in the first 120 days of $8.2 million. The tabs were run up by lobbyists, executives, foreign diplomats, and other favor seekers with deep expense accounts who found it the best place to meet Trump cabinet members and other appointees with their own deep pockets.

The hotel business Trump promoted by stopping The Beast showed how kleptocracies begin in plain sight. But while the keen-eyed swamp dwellers in Washington understood, many people watching the live television broadcast missed the message because the video pool camera in a truck ahead of The Beast stayed focused on the family, not the surrounding buildings. The reason for the stop got little serious discussion.

Interestingly, the massive granite-walled building that became a Trump hotel connected the president to a crooked nineteenth-century industrial titan turned politician whose avaricious behavior bore striking similarities to Trump’s. The site for the Old Post Office had been chosen by Senator Leland Stanford of California, who became one of the capital’s swamp dwellers after making a fortune cheating American taxpayers. Stanford and his cronies tripled their fee per mile for much of the Central Pacific Railroad track by sending Washington maps showing that the flatlands outside Sacramento were High Sierra mountains. Trump himself had previously faked accounting records, filed at least two fraudulent income tax returns, and made false claims to escape property tax bills.

When completed in 1899, the Romanesque Revival structure was the first in America’s capital built using steel frame technology. Trump Tower and the Trump Plaza apartments in Manhattan were among the first high-rises there made of concrete, all of it Mafia-supplied cement.

Stanford used immigrant labor from China for dangerous work with dynamite and other tasks, and many of them died, according to congressional testimony, their wages unpaid. Trump used illegal immigrants with sledgehammers (but no hard hats or other safety gear) to demolish a twelve-story Manhattan department store so he could build Trump Tower. A federal judge, after a trial, held that Trump engaged in a conspiracy to cheat those men out of their full $4 an hour pay.

Stanford personally completed the transcontinental railroad by driving the Golden Spike into the last rail section in 1869. Trump puts his name on his buildings in faux gold capital letters.

Stanford started what became one of the world’s great universities, named for his dead son. Trump started a faux university named for himself that taught nothing of value and collapsed in scandal.

In many ways the new administration, like Trump himself, would prove to be crass. But when it came to enriching himself and his family through his official position, Trump applied subtle techniques, like frequently visiting Mar-a-Lago and his golf courses, where the Secret Service paid full price for everything, including the golf carts to follow the president around his links. Though as a candidate he vowed never to leave the White House and never play golf or visit his golf courses because there was so much work to do, he spent seven of the first nine weekends as president at his properties, setting a pattern that has continued.

During the transition, Trump doubled the fee to become a Mar-a-Lago member to $200,000, showing the power of the presidency for someone determined to maximize such a profitable opportunity. Candidate Trump castigated Bill and Hillary Clinton for making money because of their positions, calling what they did criminal. They raked in money from speeches, but at least they waited until they were out of office to cash in.

During the transition, Trump pledged that he would not expand his businesses, would not be opening new hotels and the like. “No new deals will be done during my term(s) in office,” he tweeted.

Trump had long been known to never let a penny slip past his fingers. He once deposited a check for 13 cents, a fake refund sent him by the satirical magazine Spy to test the avariciousness of the rich and famous. Of the fifty-eight well-heeled Americans to whom Spy sent increasingly smaller checks, only Trump and his pal Adnan Khashoggi, the Middle East arms merchant, cashed theirs.

Events would soon show that all that had changed was the size of the stakes. Ivanka Trump’s clothing line would get an official endorsement from White House adviser Kellyanne Conway, who later had to apologize. Frequent visits to Trump properties would remind those seeking favors of where to spend their money. And the deal making did not stop; it was just nominally done by Trump’s oldest sons.

No opportunity to profit from the Trump candidacy was too crass. When son Eric showed up at a Trump-branded golf course in Scotland, the staff were issued “Make Turnberry Great Again” hats, playing off the president’s campaign slogan.

*  *  *

White House promotion of the Trump Washington hotel got to be too much for Diane Gross and her husband, Khalid Pitts. They owned one of the hottest bistros in Washington. It was hopping until Trump became president.

Cork Wine Bar gets rave reviews, offers more than fifty wines by the glass, and often has diplomats, lobbyists, and officials waiting for tables. But business slowed once Trump took office, the couple said in a lawsuit filed in District of Columbia Superior Court.

“A significant portion of Cork’s business involves serving meals and alcoholic beverages, and hosting events, often for large groups of individuals and organizations, including many from outside the United States, who have business of one kind or another with—including seeking to influence the policies of—United States Government and its elected officials,” they said in court papers.

Trump’s hotel would simply have been another competitor had Hillary Clinton won the Electoral College as well as the popular vote. But because Trump became president, Gross and Pitts complained, “many organizations and individuals, including citizens of nations other than the United States, substantially increased the use of” the Trump hotel to the detriment of Cork Wine Bar.

“The perception of many of the customers and prospective customers of the hotel, substantially aided by the marketing efforts of officers and employees of the hotel,” as well as the president, his family, and his associates, was “that it would be to their advantage in their dealings with President Donald J. Trump and other agencies of the United States Government” to patronize his hotel and not Cork Wine Bar.

“Rather than take any significant steps to avoid exploiting public office for private gain,” their lawsuit continued, Trump, his family, and White House staff and advisers “continued to promote the hotel to maximize its exposure and income-producing potential.”

Their complaint cited examples of Trump bringing up the hotel in official White House meetings where television cameras were present, reinforcing the impression among favor seekers that doing business there would be smart.

One lobbyist, evidently a frequent but unnamed Cork Wine Bar customer, was quoted in the lawsuit. “Reading between the lines isn’t that tough here,” he told Gross and Pitts. “The senior [White House] staff hang out in the lobby bar at the hotel. They are seeing who spends time and money there and who books large parties there and large blocks of rooms for delegations.

“Point is,” the lobbyist was quoted as saying, “someone is paying attention to the person who orders the $1,000 bottle of wine.”

The couple also complained that Trump was in violation of the sixty-year lease of the Old Post Office, which was owned by the federal government. Section 37.19 of the lease “specifically forbids” any federal employee from receiving any gain or benefit from the lease.

“No member or delegate to Congress, or elected official of the government of the United States,” the lease states, “shall be admitted to any share or part of this lease, or to any benefit that may arise therefrom.”

There was an exception for shareholders in publicly traded corporations. Trump owns his businesses, making that clause irrelevant.

Trump signed many Old Post Office documents without reading them, he acknowledged in a separate lawsuit. And while he put his more than five hundred business entities into a supposedly blind trust, that trust consists largely of Trump-named businesses managed by his two oldest sons. Previous presidents owned stocks and bonds, which were put into blind trusts, sometimes with orders to sell and buy mutual funds instead. But Trump’s properties were not shielded the same way.

The blind trust was also modified shortly after Trump took office. The changes allow him to withdraw as much cash as he wants at any time. Trump told Forbes that his sons fill him on how much money his businesses are making. Given those facts, what Trump created was an eyes-wide-open blind trust.

The language in the contract making Trump ineligible because he was president seemed cut and dried. That is exactly what a contracting officer for the federal Government Services Administration, the GSA, which leased the Old Post Office to Trump, wrote in a letter that the agency made public. Still, Kevin M. Terry found Trump in “full compliance” with the lease terms because Trump had put his interest into that revocable trust.

Gross and Pitts saw a conflict of interest problem for the GSA. Its top official served at the pleasure of the president. And they had no doubt that a GSA interpretation forcing the president to sell his lease interest to his hotel would not please him.

The couple suggested three remedies. One would be shutting down the hotel, including its bar and restaurant, until Trump left office, the cleanest, if most costly, solution. Another solution would be for Trump and his family to “promptly and fully” sell their interests. Or they said, Trump could resolve the issue by “resigning as president of the United States.”

Even a sale of the leasehold posed ethical problems. Who would determine if it was a sweetheart deal or a proper arm’s length negotiation? And how would anyone know unless every detail of any transfer was made public?

Trump’s lawyers moved to dismiss the lawsuit, making contradictory arguments that he was in a position of privilege, immune to such a civil action as president, and yet at the same time that he was not enjoying any special benefit as president.

His lawyers argued that the Constitution’s supremacy clause barred the lawsuit. A local court “may not declare conduct unlawful because it is performed by the President, for that is a transparent attempt to directly regulate the Presidency,” they wrote, invoking a long-established doctrine about the limited immunity the president, like other officials, enjoys for official actions.

“The premise of this lawsuit is that D.C. common law prohibits the President of the United States from owning an interest in a hotel, precisely because he is President of the United States,” Trump’s lawyers wrote. However, the core of the Cork Wine Bar complaint was that the president was using his office for unfair competition and was in violation of the lease.

Simultaneously, Trump’s lawyers argued that Cork Wine Bar had no case because Trump’s hotel was just another business competitor, one located more than a mile from their establishment, which had nothing to do with his being president.

Taken together Trump’s lawyers crafted a legal argument for eating your cake and having it too. They were saying Trump’s office made him immune, but he had no advantages compared to any other citizen.

Scott Rome, the lawyer representing Cork Wine Bar, said his clients believe the lease’s clause barring any elected official “is strong evidence that the government itself, in drafting the Lease, understood that such ownership by an elected official would be problematic and would result in unfair competition.

“Trump should choose to be President or choose to continue to own or operate businesses,” Rome said. “If he chooses to keep his businesses while President, he should not be permitted to claim presidential immunity when he gets sued for their operation.”

Rome also recalled a controversy when another business owner became president. “Jimmy Carter gave up his peanut farm.”

To quell doubts about the integrity of his decisions as president, Carter in 1977 put his peanut business into a blind trust. He even gave the trustee authority to sell the business. Nonetheless a special prosecutor, Paul J. Curran, spent six months investigating Carter’s business, discovering that Carter’s brother Billy had been helping himself to more money than he was supposed to get and also found some routine small business accounting issues. “No indictment can or should be brought against anyone,” Curran’s 180-page report concluded.

If Carter had to sell, or divest, in legalese, his small business in Georgia, why should Trump get special privileges? Trump’s vastly larger businesses, operating on five continents, and the Washington hotel lease raise much bigger questions, Rome said. Many others noted that these businesses created huge opportunities for corruption.

Cork Wine Bar’s case, still pending at this writing, was not the only lawsuit challenging the connections between official business and the president profiting off his personal businesses. Others raised issues about anticorruption clauses in the Constitution. One of them involved a mere $150 payment and the opinion of a former Justice Department lawyer who later was a Supreme Court justice, as the next chapter explains.


Emoluments

Ensuring the integrity of the United States government was one of the major concerns of the Framers, who put three anticorruption clauses in the Constitution.

When the first American Republic began in 1781 under the Articles of Confederation, the founders of the modern world’s first democratic society fretted about how to ensure against official corruption. They wrote and spoke about their worry that hidden or open payments to officials could interfere with the moral judgment of even the best of men. That was why they took such care with the corrupting effect of money. They wanted to limit payments, apart from government salaries, that could influence how the public’s business would be conducted. The Articles contained two emoluments clauses as anticorruption measures.

When the Constitution was drafted in 1787, establishing the second American Republic in which we still live, this concern was even greater. The Constitution contains three emoluments clauses, relating to concerns foreign and domestic. The domestic clause applies to only one person—the sitting president.

In drafting the foreign emoluments clause, the Framers knew full well the history of corrupting payments between foreign monarchs and others in Europe. Concerns about this type of influence were so great that in the early 1800s the states nearly ratified a Constitutional amendment that would have stripped the citizenship of any American who accepted payments from foreign governments and their agents without the explicit consent of Congress.

Fast forward to 1986. During the Reagan era, the issue of foreign emoluments so troubled the National Aeronautics and Space Administration that it sought a formal ruling by the Justice Department. The issue? Could a NASA scientist accept a $150 payment from an Australian university for reviewing, on his own time, a doctoral thesis on aerosol sprays. The task of evaluating whether this tiny sum violated the Constitution fell to a Justice Department lawyer named Samuel Alito, who two decades later would become a Supreme Court justice. Alito may have to rule on emoluments clause issues raised by Trump’s presidency.

Alito pointed out that the Australian university was not a foreign government, though it was funded by one, and the scientist would be reviewing the dissertation on his own time in a field in which he was a renowned authority. Alito also observed that the NASA scientist was sought because of his expertise, not his government position.

Because of these limiting circumstances, Alito wrote, “we do not believe that it presents the opportunity for ‘corruption and foreign influence’ that concerned the Framers and that we must presume it exists whenever a gift or emolument comes directly from a foreign government or one of its instrumentalities.”

*  *  *

Questions of corruption and foreign influence are on the front burner today because of the extensive business holdings of Donald Trump and his actions encouraging foreign powers, lobbyists, and other favor seekers to spend money at his Washington hotel and other properties.

The domestic emoluments clause that applies only to the president states that beyond his government salary the president may not receive “any other Emolument from the United States, or any of them.” Those last six words bar payments from the federal government or any of the fifty states to the president.

Without doubt Trump has been profiting from spending at his properties by foreign governments, like the party the Kuwaiti government held at his hotel in the Old Post Office described in the previous chapter. Also Trump has been profiting from federal, state, and local governments spending money at his properties as part of presidential security details. When Trump stays at Mar-a-Lago, his country clubs, or Trump Tower, these governments rent rooms, buy meals, and use golf carts for which they pay full retail prices.

Trump controls the amount of money he collects this way. He could not leave the White House except to travel to the presidential retreat at Camp David. He could forgo golf while in office, as he repeatedly promised at campaign rallies. That would reduce his domestic emoluments in dollar terms. Instead, during his first 202 days in office, Trump spent sixty-five days at Mar-a-Lago, his New Jersey golf course, or Trump Tower. That’s almost one day in three.

Lawsuits accusing Trump of violating the Constitution’s emoluments clauses have been filed by attorneys general from sixteen states and by 196 senators and representatives, Democrats all; a bipartisan ethics watchdog organization called Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington, or CREW; and a growing list of business owners who compete with Trump hotels and restaurants.

Their lawsuits and public statements describe calculated, willfully blind violations of the anticorruption emoluments clauses. Trump’s lawyers, both his private counsel and Justice Department lawyers representing him as president, all contend there is nothing going on, and even if there was, the Constitution provides no pathway for these aggrieved parties to press their case in any court. Trump’s lawyers say the plaintiffs lack standing, meaning they have no right under the law to bring a case enforcing the Constitution. Trump’s position is that the plaintiffs cannot show they have suffered any personal or direct harm.

The very different ways these sides see the same set of facts are a crucial issue of democratic self-governance. The emoluments issues may seem abstract—a word the president’s lawyers invoke—but they go to the very nature of the United States of America and whether we are a nation of laws or of people, whether elected office is for public service or it permits profiteering.

Trump is the first president to pose numerous questions about whether he is receiving income from foreign governments, which the Framers felt was inherently corrupting. He is also the first to present the issue of profiting from spending by federal, state, and local governments with payments that the Framers denied to the president. How these cases are resolved will likely have an enormous influence on whether the American Republic endures not just in the current era but in the future when other rich men—and women—known more for their presumed wealth than any record of public service may get enough votes to occupy the White House.

*  *  *

In modern America emolument is a hoary word few people have ever used in conversation. Trump’s private and Justice Department lawyers narrowly define emolument. In court papers, the Justice Department argues that the foreign emoluments clause does “not prohibit any company in which the president has any financial interest from doing business with any foreign, federal, or state instrumentality.” In other words, anything short of a flat-out bribe is legal, just so long as the transaction is run through one of the more than five hundred companies owned by the president. That is the official line at the United States Justice Department.

During the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia, that’s not how the word was understood. Back then emolument was in common use. Dictionaries from the era when the Constitution was written show that emolument had a broad meaning, including profit, gain, benefit, and advantage.

Sir William Blackstone’s Commentaries was well known to the Framers and remains in print today. John Mikhail, a Georgetown University law professor who has extensively researched the emoluments clause, found that “the majority of Blackstone’s usages of ‘emolument’ involve benefits other than government salaries or perquisites,” including profits from business and rents from land.

Blackstone’s broad view is also favored by the chief ethics officers in the George W. Bush and Barack Obama administrations, Richard W. Painter and Norm Eisen. As leaders of Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington, they describe Trump’s conduct as a “flagrant abuse” of the Constitution for personal profit. CREW argued that not only was Trump prohibited from any connection to his Washington hotel under the lease, his whole business empire offends the Constitution’s emoluments clauses. One clause concerns money from foreign powers and their agents, which would include corporations, while the other concerns his pay. The president receives a fixed salary during his term and “shall not receive within that Period any other Emolument from the United States, or any of them.”

Trump’s businesses have made lots of money from the federal government and the states when they pay for staff and security during his stays on his properties. CREW’s lawsuit says the extensive business holdings create “countless conflicts of interest, as well as unprecedented influence by foreign governments,” which it said violate the Constitution. Its lawsuit addresses both the foreign and domestic emoluments clauses.

“As the Framers were aware, private financial interests can subtly sway even the most virtuous leaders, and entanglements between American officials and foreign powers could pose a creeping, insidious threat to the Republic,” CREW’s lawsuit argues. “The Foreign Emoluments Clause was forged of the Framers’ hard-won wisdom. It is no relic of a bygone era, but rather an expression of insight into the nature of the human condition and the essential preconditions of self-governance. And applied to Defendant’s diverse dealings, the text and purpose of the Foreign Emoluments Clause speak as one: this cannot be allowed.”

Painter, the Bush ethics chief, who now teaches law at the University of Minnesota, is almost apoplectic at Trump’s conduct and the failure of his fellow Republicans to speak up.

“I’m not anti-corporation, but I recognize that corporations in this economy are global. They are not going to be loyal to America or anyone else, they are going to be loyal to their bottom line,” Painter said. “Enormous concentrations of wealth and corporate wealth will follow the money, there is no concern about patriotism. That doesn’t mean corporations are bad, but if we have corporations choosing our elected officials we will be in deep trouble.”

Painter is also vexed by how corporations and foreign powers can influence the larger Trump family and, though them, official actions. “We have this Chilean billionaire who wants to open a mine in Minnesota,” Painter said, referring to Andrónico Luksic, whose family is likely the richest in Chile. “So, what does he do? He buys up a house that Jared Kushner and his wife, Ivanka Trump, want and rents it to them,” Painter said, referring to Trump’s son-in-law and first daughter, both White House employees. The Obama administration blocked the Luksic family from opening what would be a huge mine to extract copper and nickel. Trump could overturn that by fiat. Luksic said no connection exists between the mine and the house rental.

To Painter this is an example of the kind of foreign influence that requires vigilance by the citizenry or the United States government will be up for sale.

Trump’s advocates at the Morgan Lewis law firm propose a narrow interpretation of the Constitution under which any president could benefit from favor seekers becoming customers just so long as these are arm’s length arrangements. This view fails to consider several important points. One is that the volume of business alone can be crucial, especially in times of financial stress. Another is the assumption that the arm’s length standard can be enforced in a world where different customers pay different prices and forensic auditors are relatively few and expensive. A third is that the public and the government have no inherent right to audit Trump’s books as a private business to see if deals really are arm’s length. Also, the Morgan Lewis argument ignores the history of the emoluments clauses, which were designed to be preventatives, not tools for exposing corruption after it occurs.

That Trump uses his properties to enrich the family was obvious the evening he launched a missile strike in Syria while dining on the taxpayers’ dime at Mar-a-Lago with President Xi Jinping of China. That very day the Beijing government granted Ivanka Trump three trademarks for her jewelry, handbags, and spa brands. In the first six months of the Trump presidency, China granted, provisionally or in full, at least twenty-four trademarks to her company Ivanka Trump Marks LLC. More than forty other intellectual property grants were pending in summer 2017, government records showed. In all the Trump family owned more than a hundred Chinese trademarks and Trump was seeking even more, including in Macau, a special administrative region of China that has surpassed Las Vegas as the planet’s top gambling city.

Matthew Dresden, an intellectual property lawyer in Seattle, found the speedy Chinese approvals unusual. “The speed with which these appeals were decided is mind-blowing,” he told the Associated Press. “I have never seen any decisions made that quickly.” A Chinese intellectual property lawyer in Shanghai, You Yunting, said, “Considering the political element, the authorities are definitely not going to admit special treatment, but the possibility cannot be excluded.”

Trump’s tone on China changed markedly between April 2016, when he was a candidate, and the next April, when he hosted Xi at Mar-a-Lago. Candidate Trump castigated China for an “economic assault” on America and promised voters he would face down Chinese leaders, making them stop what he said was their currency-manipulating, steel-dumping, North Korea–coddling ways. A year later, President Trump, the owner of more than a hundred Chinese trademarks, spoke glowingly in a television interview about how he and Xi shared “the most beautiful piece of chocolate cake that you’ve ever seen” at Mar-a-Lago. And he pledged cooperation between the two nations, even calling Xi for a history lesson about the thousands of years of differences between China and Korea.

A month before the Xi dinner, an observation by Ivanka in Vancouver, British Columbia, at the opening of a Trump-branded hotel owned by Malaysian investors, gave some unintended insight into her father’s about-face. “You can’t have a great partnership if you are not on the same page,” she said.

In negotiating trade deals, Trump was inherently conflicted by this shower of trademarks in his duty to the United States and what he has often said is his duty to his business interests.

Trump has even drawn the Justice Department into acting as a de facto agent for his properties. Hotelier Eric Goode filed a lawsuit asserting unfair competition because since Trump took office, Goode’s Bowery Hotel in New York City was losing business to Trump’s hotel across from Central Park. The claim was a stretch because the two hotels are three miles apart. The Justice Department responded with an observation more marketing than legal. Trump’s hotel gets five diamonds from the American Automobile Association, the government lawyers wrote, while Goode’s rates only four.

Trump’s defenses in these matters include that he has put his properties into a trust run by his grown sons and that he will give away profits earned from foreign governments. The disgorgement policy is laid out in a glossy eight-page brochure filled with promotional photos. The text is skimpy, forty sentences at best, that narrowly define when an attempt would even be made to identify foreign government business. For example, if a foreign government used direct billing, its payments would be considered for disgorging profits. However, if paid with a credit card, they would not.

Representative Elijah Cummings, a Maryland Democrat who took the lead in pressing the emoluments issue on Capitol Hill, said, “Complying with the United States Constitution is not an optional exercise, but a requirement for serving as our nation’s President.” Under the emoluments clause gifts can be accepted when Congress grants permission. Cummings offered a simple way out for Trump—ask Congress to grant its consent to accept money at his hotels and golf courses from foreign governments and their agents.

The Maryland attorney general’s office said that in addition to the corrupting influence of owning the hotels and golf courses, Trump has pitted the interests of states with Trump properties against those without. “No state should be in competition with another state,” when it comes to the president’s business, said Raquel Coombs, a spokeswoman for Attorney General Brian Frosh.

An American-educated law professor who teaches in Ireland and is sympathetic to Trump’s position offered an interesting historical point about the Old Post Office lease deal, one that illustrates the difference between Trump’s conduct and the scrupulousness of George Washington. Seth Barrett Tillman of Maynooth University Department of Law noted that George Washington wanted to buy a piece of land the nascent federal government owned when he was president. Washington submitted a bid at public auction, just like everyone else seeking the parcel.

Washington won the auction, but he did so fair and square—and while taking care to not use his position as president for personal advantage. In contrast, Trump uses his privileged position to acquire additional revenue while continuing his lifelong practice of trying to avoid paying what he owes to governments and to other businesses for goods and services.


Refusals to Pay

Once they take office, most presidents try to behave with propriety. Even Chester Arthur, as noted earlier, told his corrupt cronies in 1881 to get lost. Harry Truman left office with less money than the little he had going in. As we have seen, Jimmy Carter was so scrupulous that he sold his peanut business lest anyone think he was taking advantage of his position as president. For two years Bill Clinton and his wife paid more than twice as much federal tax as the law required out of an excess of caution about reputation.

Not so Donald Trump. As president, he did not change his long history of refusing to pay contractors, fighting tax bills, and using two sets of wildly different estimates of the value of his properties. But as president he had to assign those values and certify to their accuracy, an ethical and legal obligation he tried to evade.

Like all high-level federal employees, Trump files an annual disclosure form with the Office of Government Ethics listing his income, assets, and debts. Its purpose is to “assist employees and their agencies in avoiding conflicts between official duties and private financial interests or affiliations.” The front page of the form, in a bold box, twice warns about the consequences of lying, denying, or concealing. The form says:

Falsification of information or failure to file or report information required to be reported may subject you to disciplinary action by your employing agency or other authority. Knowing and willful falsification of information required to be reported may also subject you to criminal prosecution.

The signature box reads:

I certify that the statements I have made on this form and all attached statements are true, complete, and correct to the best of my knowledge.

Trump wanted to submit his financial disclosure without his signature. Sheri Dillon, his lead lawyer at the Morgan Lewis law firm, wrote to the Office of Government Ethics saying that since Trump was filing voluntarily a year before the next report was due, she saw no reason why a signature was required. Marilyn Glynn, a retired veteran of the Office of Government Ethics, was astonished that Trump and his lawyer would even think they could file an unsigned ethics form. “It would be as unusual as not signing your taxes,” Glynn said.

The form showed that Trump was worth nowhere near what he claimed in the campaign when within days he said $8 billion, $7 billion, $10 billion, more than $10 billion, and once $11 billion. The form showed $1.4 billion.

When the report, properly signed, was filed, it showed that profits at Mar-a-Lago had shot up by 23 percent from $30 million to $37 million. That occurred after President-elect Trump doubled the fee for joining the club to $200,000 and after the Secret Service, cabinet members, and other federal employees paid for rooms, meals, golf carts, and drinks, and the taxpayers picked up the tab for guests like the president of China and his retinue.

The disclosure form set very high values on many Trump properties. For example, he valued the golf course he plays while staying at Mar-a-Lago at more than $50 million. The Palm Beach County property assessor valued that Jupiter, Florida, property at $18.4 million in 2016. Concerned about how much tax he would have to pay, Trump said that figure was too high and appealed. He said its value was no more than $5 million. Trump had first sued over the value of the property in 2014, saying the $25 million valuation by the county assessor vastly overstated the golf course’s worth. Trump’s property tax appeal papers say he paid $5 million for the golf course when he acquired it in financial trouble in 2012.

So, which is it—more than $50 million or less than $5 million? What’s a mere 90 percent difference?

Trump sued the county again in 2017, when he was president, claiming the property was worth far less than what he put down on his Office of Government Ethics disclosure form. This time he didn’t put a value on the property, reporter Jeff Ostrowski of The Palm Beach Post noted when he broke the story.

If the Jupiter course is worth $50 million, his property tax bill would be a tad more than $1 million. The assessor’s valuation set the property tax at $383,171. Trump said he should pay no more than $104,000.

Trump valued his Westchester golf course, a short drive north of Manhattan, at more than $50 million on his presidential ethics form. But Trump also protested his property taxes, saying the local tax officials in Briarcliff Manor had grossly overvalued the property. Trump said it was worth only $1.35 million. That’s roughly the value of two homes in the surrounding neighborhood. The golf course covers 140 acres, includes a 100-foot waterfall and a clubhouse that Trump claims has 1.7 acres of floor space.

There is no way to justify the claim that the golf course is worth less than $1.4 million. Yet that claim stood until David McKay Wilson reported it in the Journal News, the Westchester County Gannett newspaper, and Brian Ross of ABC and I gave it national attention. Trump then revised his tax protest, saying he was willing to agree to a value of $9 million, still at least an 82 percent discount from his ethics filings.

In California, Trump has said that he invested $264 million in his Palos Verdes Peninsula golf course, a sum out of proportion to the $14 million a year Trump says it collects in revenue. The Los Angeles County assessor set the value of the Palos Verdes property at $21.8 million. Trump argued that $10 million was appropriate. The assessor finally cut the value to $10.7 million, but only after the number of rounds of golf played on the course fell so severely that Trump had to cut prices. So, it seems, contrary to his claims, not every business Trump owns is a money machine.

We know the Palos Verdes value claims at both ends are absurdities, more evidence of how Trump just makes stuff up.

On the high end, anyone who actually put $264 million into a golf course property worth just $10 million would win from Trump his favorite sobriquet—loser. On the other end, a handful of residential lots he carved out of the property were sold in 2017 with an average price of about $1.5 million. If a lot for a single house is worth $1.5 million or more, then clearly more than 250 acres of golf links, the driving range, the parking areas and the nearly 40,000-square-foot clubhouse with its ocean view dining room are worth more than $10 million.

Then there is the story of the Doral, his Miami area golf course. The Doral brought in $115.9 million of revenue in 2016 plus $7.4 million in food and beverage sales for a total of almost $123.3 million. In addition to the “Blue Monster” golf course, the property includes 693 hotel rooms, unlike most of his golfing properties.

Trump bought the Doral with $104.8 million he borrowed from Deutsche Bank, the German money house infamous for laundering money for Russian oligarchs. The loan was for $106 million, slightly more than the purchase price, so Trump had only borrowed money in the deal, but none of his own.

He made extensive renovations that he said cost $250 million. More likely the costs were closer to the $19 million he borrowed during the renovation process. His purchase and improvement loans are on exceptional terms that most businesspeople would never get. The adjustable interest rate is about 3.5 percent, low for commercial property loans, with balloon payments due in 2023.

When Trump took office, the Doral was under a foreclosure order. Trump, as he often does, refused to pay contractors in full. Months after he became president he still owed millions to contractors on the Old Post Office conversion into the Trump Washington hotel. Most contractors just walk away when Trump refuses to pay. That’s because Trump will spend far more to litigate than the amount in dispute to discourage contractors and small business owners he cheats from suing for what they are due.

One Doral contractor decided he was not going to be cheated. Trump had agreed to pay $135,000 to the Paint Spot, a Benjamin Moore dealer. After all the paint was delivered Trump owed $32,535.87.

After Trump repeatedly refused to pay, the Paint Spot owner filed a lien against the Doral, a common action by contractors to protect their interests. Trump lawyer Bruce Rogow argued that the Paint Spot lien was invalid. Rogow said the lien named the wrong Trump general contractor.

Court papers show that Juan Carlos Enriquez, the Paint Spot owner, was so diligent in making sure his rights were protected that he personally had gone to the Doral offices. He asked for the name of the business to put on his papers just in case there was a problem later with payment.

The lien he later filed did indeed name the wrong business entity—because Enriquez was given inaccurate information.

A Florida state judge ruled that Trump’s firm knew that it owed the money. When Trump continued refusing to pay, the judge ordered a hearing to inquire as to why. Trump’s designated witness told the judge the Paint Spot was not getting the money owed because Trump feels he “already paid enough.” The judge ruled for Paint Spot.

Contract law does not work Trump’s way. Imagine if it did. A boss might tell workers that their paychecks were short because they had been paid enough. Looked at from the buyer’s point of view, you could have remorse about that new car you bought and tell the dealer you decided that your deposit was enough and you were not making any more payments. But this tactic of refusing to pay in full, and sometimes refusing to pay at all, has been a constant throughout Trump’s life, involving him in hundreds of lawsuits accusing him of nonpayment. If everyone he stiffed sued, the number of cases would be much greater.

Trump appealed the order to pay the Paint Spot. An appeals court ruled against the president in April 2017. At long last President Trump’s company, Trump Endeavor LLC, paid Enriquez with interest. Trump also paid Daniel Vega, the lawyer representing the Paint Spot, the amount the judge set as a reasonable cost of enforcing the contract—$280,000.

Vega said his client got paid only because he “had the fortitude to endure the massive pressure of potentially having to pay” Trump’s legal fees if he lost the lawsuit.

Trump had previously lost another Florida lawsuit, this one over the Jupiter club. That lawsuit, which he continued to litigate as president, raises serious questions about his integrity.

When Trump bought the Jupiter course from the Ritz-Carlton hotel chain in 2012, many members resigned, as their membership allowed them to do. They asked for refunds of their membership deposits. Those were between $40,000 and $200,000 depending on the level of their membership. The membership contracts entitled members to get their money back. However, that could take years. Refunds are paid only on every fifth new membership sold. The membership contracts allowed people who resigned to continue playing golf and using the clubhouse, so long as they paid their dues, until they got their refunds.

Trump ordered them out immediately.

“As the owner of the club, I do not want them to utilize the club nor do I want their dues. In other words, if you choose to remain on the resignation list, you’re out,” he wrote in a letter after learning that many members applied for their refunds.

The issue before Kenneth A. Marra, a federal district court judge, was whether Trump now had an immediate duty to pay refunds because he barred the members from the property and refused their dues.

Judge Marra ruled in February 2017, just after Trump took office, that the contracts were crystal clear. He ordered Trump to pay the refunds with interest. “By categorically denying Class Members all rights to Club access [Trump] revoked or cancelled their memberships, thus recalling their memberships.” That meant refunds should have been paid within thirty days.

Six months later Trump appealed. Trump argued that people seeking refunds should have continued paying their dues even though he had barred them from the property. That is, as a lawyer for the members who sued said, a “contorted” position. It is also classic Donald Trump. Had people paid for no play it would have cost them much or all of the refunds they had coming to them. And by appealing, Trump knew he would get to hold on to their money longer. He may even manage to delay the case long enough that the members settle for less than they are owed just so they get something back.

In New York’s Westchester County there were other fights with Trump over his golf course. His Westchester National Golf Club kept the water level in golf course ponds at six feet above the approved level and did not properly maintain drains. The ponds overflowed during a 2011 rainstorm, sending a river of muddy water from the golf course cascading into the quaint downtown. The town sent Trump a $238,000 bill for cleaning up the mess. He refused to pay.

Gloria Fried, the receiver of taxes for Trump’s golf course in Westchester, said it is disheartening for other taxpayers to cover the costs of Trump’s efforts to get out of his obligations. “It is very difficult when you see someone who has all these assets at his disposal who would rather pay lawyers to avoid his civic duty of paying taxes,” she said.

Residents of Briarcliff Manor, where the golf course is located, decided to try a new tactic. Their goal was to persuade Trump to quit seeking a discount of 82 percent or more on his property taxes. Residents of the affluent suburb held a protest march on the president’s seventy-first birthday hoping it would shame him into changing his behavior.

There was not much of chance of that, as indicated by what happened when Trump took the oath of office. That was when he interrupted his inaugural ride in the presidential limousine in front of his Washington hotel to send a signal that he intended to use his office to enrich himself at the expense of not just taxpayers, but also competitors in business.


Appointees

Filling the four thousand positions a new president is authorized to fill is a daunting task even for the best prepared candidates. Donald Trump said he did not expect to win and thus it was no surprise that he did not have an operation under way to identify the best talent along with places for those loyalists who had helped him become president.

But even a year after the election, the Trump administration has left many jobs vacant. Trump has the slowest rate of appointments of any modern president. And as time passes he is not catching up with those who came before him, but falling further behind.

By the time Congress took its regular August recess, Trump had not even nominated people for 368 of 591 key positions requiring Senate confirmation. Paul C. Light, a New York University professor who studies the federal workforce, said that “Trump is running at a subglacial speed.” He had just 124 nominees confirmed, less than half the number for Presidents Bill Clinton (252), George W. Bush (294), and Barack Obama (310). The Partnership for Public Service, which tracks presidential appointments, noted that there was not a single case in which the White House had announced an appointment but not yet formally filed the nomination, so the appointments pipeline was empty, too.

Particularly troubling was Trump’s dawdling on ambassadorships after he created a problem by firing every current ambassador the moment he took his oath. While he had the power to do so, traditionally incoming presidents leave sitting ambassadors, especially career diplomats, in place until the Senate confirms their replacements. That ensures a steady flow of information and assures foreign leaders about continuity between administrations.

After more than seven months in office Trump had nominated only 36 of 188 ambassadors.

This meant that in foreign capitals when multibillion-dollar investment decisions were being discussed, political intrigues were unfolding, and informal changes in policy were under way, the United States often had no one with authority at the dinner tables, cocktail parties, or official government proceedings where they could pick up intelligence. Just knowing who sat where, or who was absent, at functions often provides valuable insights into foreign affairs. Not having ambassador-rank representatives on the scene posed serious economic and national security risks to the United States and was not consistent with Trump’s claims that he would always put America first.

The failure to promptly fill these positions, and many others, raised more than the issue of Trump’s lackadaisical approach to governing and ignoring basic duties while he spent hours watching television to learn what was being said about him.

His neglect also brought into question whether he was violating his oath to “faithfully execute” the duties of his office as Article II, Section 2 of the American Constitution clearly states.

The Constitution does not employ the discretionary verb may or the merely authorizing word can, but a verb that imposes a duty to act. And it uses that mandating verb twice: “he shall nominate, and by and with the Advice and Consent of the Senate, shall appoint Ambassadors, other public Ministers and Consuls, Judges of the supreme Court, and all other Officers of the United States, whose Appointments are not herein otherwise provided for, and which shall be established by Law.”

Another big reason for the slowness in filling important posts is Trump’s mercurial nature and how it creates unnecessary problems. Instead of thoughtful, even calculated, official actions, Trump’s volatile emotions often drive his decisions. So does whatever he heard from the last person he spoke to. So one of the first things General John Kelly did as White House chief of staff was to control who sees the president and what papers they put in front of him.

At first Chris Christie, the New Jersey governor, led the team developing names for the four thousand positions a president controls, ranging from cabinet members to ceremonial posts. Then Trump dumped Christie, who was tarnished by scandals including one over political retribution that sent two of his closest aides to prison.

Trump assigned the task to Indiana governor Mike Pence, the vice president–elect, who started the process anew with less than ten weeks to go before they took office. There is evidence that Pence was not especially engaged in this crucial task or, if he was, that he was less than truthful about his role. Pence has said he was not aware of doubts about the loyalty and integrity of General Michael Flynn, Trump’s choice for national security adviser, even though the transition team received written memos about him and Obama warned Trump about Flynn.

Trump took no responsibility for the delays. He blamed the Democrats, tweeting “Dems are taking forever to approve my people, including Ambassadors. They are nothing but OBSTRUCTIONISTS! Want approvals.”

There were three factual problems with that tweet. One was that the Senate can only confirm people who are nominated and Trump was not putting forth names promptly or even at a steady pace. Second, Republicans controlled the Senate and were approving some nominees even before their ethics and other paperwork was completed. Third, every person Trump nominated was approved by the Senate.

Most presidents name about two career diplomats for each political appointee. The politicals are usually super-rich campaign donors who get plum posts like European capitals or island paradises. For countries with contentious economic, military, or other issues with America, presidents tend to assign career diplomats with skills suited to a specific country.

Of the positions Trump filled in his first seven months, politicals dominated, getting twenty-one of the thirty-six coveted positions. He chose one of his bankruptcy lawyers, David Friedman, to be ambassador to Israel. The Tennessee campaign finance director, businessman William Francis Hagerty IV, got Japan. Scott Brown, the former Cosmo magazine centerfold who was defeated in the 2013 Massachusetts Senate race by Elizabeth Warren and went on to become a major Trump campaign cheerleader, went south to New Zealand. And a billionaire real estate developer, Doug Manchester, got the Bahamas, a lovely group of islands beloved by South American drug lords.

Friedman, Hagerty, Brown, and Manchester had no diplomatic experience.

Another ambassadorship was a savvy political choice. Trump named Nikki Haley, the governor of South Carolina, to the United Nations. That allowed Henry McMaster to move up from lieutenant governor. McMaster had given a speech nominating Trump at the GOP convention in Cleveland and was the first Palmetto State leader to endorse him.

At the State Department, Rex Tillerson, the CEO of ExxonMobil before he became secretary of state, was pushing people out the door fast. He started trimming the payroll almost immediately. Trump clearly approved. When Vladimir Putin told America to send more than 150 diplomats packing, which also ended the jobs of about 600 Russian locals, Trump said he was delighted.

“I want to thank him because we’re trying to cut down on payroll, and as far as I’m concerned, I’m very thankful that he let go of a large number of people, because now we have a smaller payroll,” Trump said. “There’s no real reason for them to go back. So I greatly appreciate the fact that we’ve been able to cut our payroll of the United States. We’ll save a lot of money.”

The White House later said Trump was joking. Maybe so, but his remarks were consistent with Tillerson’s purge at State as well as Trump’s approval of almost everything that Putin does.

Slashing diplomats, especially senior people with deep knowledge built up at taxpayer expense about the foibles and strengths of players in countries big and small, comes at a price. Getting into the Foreign Service requires serious skills and brainpower. Less than 5 percent of those who apply ultimately get hired, Office of Personnel Management records show.

Mieke Eoyang, a lawyer and former House intelligence committee staffer who has worked in these areas for two decades, warned that “institutional memory is fading. We are losing many of the senior people who make the building work.”

She said many young people were also trying to decide if they should leave. “The fast risers see that they will not be getting promoted,” Eoyang said.

Administrations come and go, but the diplomatic interests of the United States endure. Diplomatic missions can leave important marks that last for decades and they can also roil relations with countries, creating lasting enmity.

Jeff Hauser, executive director of the Revolving Door Project, which tracks people who come from industry to government and then return, said the Trump administration was adept at getting around Senate confirmation hearings.

“They are appointing a lot of what are called special government employees,” Hauser said. “They can put someone on the payroll for not more than 130 days. That way they don’t have to go through a Senate confirmation process, which the person might not survive. It’s a way of getting around oversight by the Congress and journalists because who pays attention to a short-term employee?”

Hauser pointed to the example of Keith Noreika. He was made Acting Comptroller of the Currency. When his temporary assignment ran out, the Trump administration left him in place.

Before his special government employee position as the nation’s top banking regulator, Noreika was a lawyer defending JPMorgan Chase, Wells Fargo, and eighty other banking clients. The temporary appointment, Hauser said, enables Noreika to scoop up valuable information for when he returns to the private sector. Political appointees have always done that, or always have been able to do that. What makes Noreika different is that he and many others got no scrutiny from the Senate.

Compounding this, Hauser and others said, are much weaker ethics rules under Trump. Walter Shaub quit as director of the Office of Government Ethics after a series of clashes with the administration, which wanted to keep financial matters of its appointees hush-hush, waivers granted so people who owned stocks in companies they would be regulating could keep their shares, and other policies that Shaub considered offensive to honest and open government. They were also, he said, unlike those of any presidents in the previous four decades at least.

Shaub called Trump’s eyes-wide-open blind trust, in which his sons would run his businesses and tell their dad about profits, “wholly inadequate” because “that’s not how a blind trust works. There’s not supposed to be any information at all.”

After resigning in disgust in July, Shaub told the British newspaper The Guardian, “The fact that we’re having to ask questions about whether he’s intentionally using the presidency for profit is bad enough because the appearance itself undermines confidence in government.”

Trump’s conduct “risks people starting to refer to us as a kleptocracy. That’s a term people throw around fairly freely when they’re talking about Russia, fairly or unfairly, and we run the risk of getting branded the same way. America really should stand for more than that.”


PART II



JOBS


Hiding in the Budget

In his inaugural address, Donald Trump pledged that his every decision would put American workers first. But his very first budget directly contradicts that promise. It’s a document few people even in Washington read, an official policy declaration that rarely makes the news.

The story of this hidden betrayal illustrates the importance of journalists paying attention to government. It is not enough just to cover politics and controversies. Often the most important news goes unannounced, lying right out in the open in the government documents most journalists are loath to uncover and read.

Only by examining the official record can voters know if politicians use their power to fulfill their promises or break them. For example, we can see with absolute clarity that the Trump budget request for the U.S. Trade and Development Agency directly contradicts his campaign promises to American workers as well as investors in the businesses that employ them.

Each year a justification for each federal agency must be laid out in the budget requests the administration sends to Congress. The Trump administration’s first report on the Trade and Development Agency says its “mandate is to support job creation at home and promote economic development abroad.” The trade agency does this “by leveraging U.S. industry expertise to build mutually beneficial, trade- and investment-based partnerships with emerging markets” overseas.

Some 18,000 American workers owe their jobs to exports fostered by the agency, according to the Trump administration.

Efforts by the agency’s fifty-eight employees generated a $3 billion increase in American exports to poor countries in 2016, according to the Trump administration. That brought total exports the agency fostered to $53.4 billion, a healthy 5.7 percent increase over the previous year, again according to the Trump administration.

Agency operations cost taxpayers $75 million. That means American exporters sold $752 worth of goods and services overseas for each dollar invested by taxpayers. However, the Trump budget report credited the agency with only $85 of exports per taxpayer dollar spent, with no explanation for the lower figure.

Given the high rate of return on the taxpayer dollar, even by the smaller ratio cited in the budget report, one might expect the Trump administration to request more money for this agency so it could help grow American exports even more and help create more jobs. Instead, the Trump administration asked Congress to shut it down. It asked Congress to appropriate only $12.1 million, money needed to pay severance and terminate leases.

Why?

“The Administration believes that the Agency’s mission is more appropriately served by the private sector,” its budget report said.

“While the administration wants U.S. businesses to invest in emerging markets to grow their businesses and create American jobs, these businesses have incentive to invest and should rely on private sector financing. In general, the United States should not provide taxpayer subsidies,” it explained, adding that the agency was doing nothing more than putting “the Government in the business of picking winners and losers, potentially distorting the free market.”

Government interventions that distort markets occur continually, as explained in Free Lunch and The Fine Print, my books exposing how the political donor class uses the federal, state, and local governments to gain unfair advantages against competitors, restrict competition, and jack up prices. Those books champion competitive markets, which are essential for generating the benefits of capitalism, and expose the troubling trend in America toward corporate socialism with gains going to owners and executives while losses are sloughed off onto taxpayers.

There is no such thing as a “free market,” much as that term of art in economics is loosely bandied about all the time by politicians and journalists. And no free market exists in world trade—not anywhere, not ever.

“Free market” is an abstract ideal, not a reality, a useful tool in the algebra of economics. This ideal helps in analyzing how government rules and practices shape human behavior and investment decisions. All markets operate subject to rules and those rules guide market decisions.

What matters in commerce is a level playing field. Market capitalism suffers when rules tilt the field of competition in favor of this company or that industry. Among the many ways that businesses seek to angle the playing field in their favor are campaign donations, jobs for the friends and family of office holders, and handing out favors like travel on corporate jets to those who make or influence the rules.

In world trade the idea of a “free market” is absurd. Small countries with fragile markets create all manner of formal and, often more importantly, informal rules that distort markets. Those rules may be beneficial or extremely harmful, but in international trade they must be obeyed or navigated around because each nation is sovereign. American exporters to these countries often must contend with kleptocratic government leaders demanding payoffs, which if met would put them in criminal violation of the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act. Then there are the petty and practical problems of customshouse inspectors who want their palms greased before goods can go from ship to shore and many other real-world interferences in markets. And, of course, in export deals there’s the need for basic intelligence—whom to work with and whom to avoid in the developing country? Does a country have the foreign reserves to pay for American goods, for example?

Because each country has its own culture, its own rules, and its own internal logic, it is far more efficient for the American government to employ experts in trade, international law, and diplomacy to help American companies navigate their way to successful sales in emerging market countries. Otherwise a business lacking the scale to develop in-house the disparate skills required to make deals would have to forgo opportunities to make those sales. Likewise, American firms may not engage with countries whose size as a market makes the costs of working in unfamiliar commercial terrain prohibitive. The trade agency smooths those paths while advancing the national interest of building a robust economy that exports high-value American-made products and services. Eliminate this agency and American workers (and investors) lose. So do taxpayers, because if exports fall, so do the taxes collected from export companies and their workers.

The Trump administration officials know this, assuming they know a whit about the harsh realities of global commerce. And yet, in large part Trump paved his road to the White House with promises of new trade practices that he said would favor the United States, which he claimed had been taken advantage of by so many other countries, to create more American jobs.

Aside from the larger questions about trade, shutting down a federal agency that helps sustain 18,000 American jobs directly contradicts the Trumpian promise to always act in support of American workers.

In response to the North Korean nuclear weapons program, Trump tweeted in September 2017 that “The United States is considering, in addition to other options, stopping all trade with any country doing business with North Korea.” To fulfill such a threat, the U.S. would have to suspend trade with China, India, Russia, and a host of other countries including Brazil, Chile, France, Mexico, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia.

China buys 8 percent of America’s exports, totaling nearly $170 billion in 2016. China is the third largest buyer of American exports.

Perhaps Trump’s tweets can be set aside as passing thoughts, if not utter nonsense. But the Trump budget proposal to close the Trade and Development Agency is formulated policy, and it clearly undercuts his “America First” claims. So why did the Trump administration adopt this policy? A hint of the reasons the Trump administration would sabotage American workers appears in the trade agency’s reports on its successes in promoting American exports to poor countries. The trade agency does more than encourage exports of high-value American goods like telecommunications and transportation systems. It also promotes certain kinds of energy projects.

The trade agency “supports efforts to expand energy generation by helping its partner countries develop renewable energy resources, invest in cleaner forms of traditional energy and modernize electric grids.” During the 2015 budget year the trade agency “committed over half of its energy investments to renewable power. These project preparation activities have the potential to unlock over $4.3 billion in financing and produce over 2,400 megawatts of new renewable energy.”

That focus could mean lots of jobs for American green energy companies—wind, solar, and biomass. It would help encourage more investment to make renewable energy cheaper. It also would help reduce emissions of carbon dioxide and toxic by-products from burning coal, petroleum coke (petcoke), and even natural gas.

That does not sit well with Trump and the political termites his administration has put to work inside our government, eating away at its structure. Trump has attacked renewable energy again and again. A major stated goal of his term in office will be much greater extraction and use of fossil fuels. And more than any other form of carbon, Trump loves coal. He boasts that he has wrought a revival of American coal mining, a tenuous claim, but in his mind a certainty. And Trump is undaunted by the mounting evidence of climate change and global warming. He insists that climate change is imaginary and certainly not caused by burning fossil fuels. And those beliefs, it seems, outweigh the value of jobs for Americans that enable green energy in poor countries.

Immediately after taking the oath of office, Trump declared that “from this moment on, it’s going to be America First. Every decision on trade, on taxes, on immigration, on foreign affairs, will be made to benefit American workers and American families. We must protect our borders from the ravages of other countries making our products, stealing our companies, and destroying our jobs. Protection will lead to great prosperity and strength.”

It appears that Trump’s inaugural address promise that every decision would favor American workers came with a hidden caveat not included in the speech everyone heard or in the official White House text but buried in an obscure budget document that no one was expected to notice. Only because of a Freedom of Information request did this justification document become public.

Other actions Trump took that contradicted his inaugural address and his campaign promises were done openly, the first of them on the very day he became president.


A Mighty Job Creator

Donald Trump campaigned on a promise of jobs, jobs, and more jobs. He said businesses would create jobs galore during his presidency, especially manufacturing jobs. All he had to do was apply his negotiating skills while quickly dispatching 75 percent of “job-killing” federal regulations. With these rules dead, Trump said companies would rapidly and happily bring back all the jobs they had shipped overseas and create even more back home in America. Companies that persisted in manufacturing beyond America’s borders would get hit with stiff levies when their goods reached American ports, he said. And for good measure he made clear that any company whose executives and directors were so foolish as to defy him would get tongue-lashings that would make their brand names mud.

The promise of a manufacturing revival resonated in the Rust Belt states, especially Michigan and Wisconsin. Along with Pennsylvania, the Wolverine and Badger states gave Trump his Electoral College victory despite his losing the popular vote nationwide by 2 percentage points and 2.9 million ballots.

Factory workers in these states had suffered through slowly worsening times as companies moved good-paying jobs making cars, cheese, and cleansers to the American South, often lured not just by cheap labor but fat subsidies that helped pay for whole new factories. Many jobs left the Midwest heartland for Mexico and China, where workers could be had for mere pennies on the dollar previously paid to Americans. The loss of these jobs radiated through the economies of places like Flint, Lansing, and Saginaw, where homes became like the cars once made there—depreciating assets whose value declined with time. The real value of homes in these once prosperous manufacturing communities was lower in 2016 than it had been four or five decades earlier. These economic hardships were the product of changes in the government rule book instituted by both political parties and taken advantage of by many employers, including the hotel and other businesses of Donald J. Trump, that last a fact he never brought up.

Six weeks before Election Day Trump gave a major address on jobs. “We’re going to have job growth like you’ve never seen,” he told the Polish American Congress meeting in Chicago. “I’m very good for jobs. In fact, I will be the greatest president for jobs that God ever created. That I can tell you.”

As president, Trump promised “a bold plan to create 25 million new American jobs in the next decade.”

Just four days after Trump took office he signed five executive orders that the White House said would create “massive” numbers of new jobs, especially by speeding completion of two controversial oil pipelines across the Upper Midwest. The Keystone Pipeline to move Canadian tar sands oil to Gulf Coast refineries would create “a lot of jobs, 28,000 jobs, great construction jobs,” Trump said as he signed one executive order.

Covering all sides of the story, journalists quickly found official data, reports, and sources that knocked down the massive job creation Trump boasted would flow from his pen. Government reports showed that on average the construction jobs would last less than five months. Counting them as full-time equivalents, a standard measure used by business and government, the most generous estimates from Keystone’s own reports put the figure at the equivalent of 3,900 full-time jobs lasting no more than two years. In addition, the State Department estimated 12,000 new long-term jobs related to the expanded extraction of tar sands oils in Canada, transporting the heavy oil and using it after refining in the American South, much of it to make a solid dry fuel for electric power plants, known as petroleum coke or petcoke, which pollutes the air much more than coal. Altogether those job count measures came to not much more than half of what Trump said in the Oval Office.

Further reducing Trump’s 28,000 jobs figure was that much of the work making steel pipe, compressors, and other pipeline equipment had already been done. And a fair amount of that work employed people not in America, but in Canada, India, and Italy. Glenn Kessler, the Washington Post “Fact Checker” columnist, awarded Trump’s Keystone jobs announcement three Pinocchios, rating Trump’s words mostly false.

Interpreted generously, this was yet another example of Trump’s explanation in The Art of the Deal for making stuff up, as when he said over and over that Trump Tower was sixty-eight stories even though it was only fifty-eight. Whether applied to how many apartments he sold at what prices, how much gamblers lost in his casinos, or his claims that his cheaply built concrete structures were the very best, Trump reveled in what he called “truthful hyperbole.” While a real estate promoter may find commercial gain in such lies, when presidents speak, their words get scrutinized.

Trump disliked being held as president to a higher standard of accuracy than when he was in business boasting about how great his golf courses were, how fine his neckties were, and how everything with his name on it was the most beautiful, the best, the most desired. Trump and his surrogates complained that he was being held to a different standard than other politicians, being scrutinized more and more thoroughly just because he was Trump, and journalists who didn’t like him were picking on him.

The fact-checking by many news organizations of his Keystone Pipeline jobs claims did not just wash over Trump. Instead it boiled inside until his first presidential press conference four weeks after he entered the Oval Office.

Straightaway Trump made clear what was on his mind. He was not being hailed as the greatest problem solver ever in the White House, the greatest jobs creator of all time. Only by going directly to the public, he said, would the American people ever know the truth about his mighty achievements. “We have made incredible progress,” he said. “I don’t think there’s ever been a president elected who in this short period of time has done what we’ve done.” The problem, Trump said, was that journalists refused to report these great achievements. “The dishonest press,” he said in a hectoring tone. “The press honestly is out of control. The level of dishonesty is out of control.”

Among his unheralded achievements was fundamentally changing the way business leaders thought about hiring, or so Trump insisted. The important story that no one knew, he complained, was that “there has been a tremendous surge of optimism in the business world, which to me means something much different than it used to. It used to mean, ‘Oh, that’s good.’ Now it means, ‘That’s good for jobs.’ Very different. Plants and factories are already starting to move back into the United States, and big league—Ford, General Motors, so many of them. I’m making this presentation directly to the American people, with the media present . . . because many of our nation’s reporters and folks will not tell you the truth.”

There were of course many front-page and network news stories at the time citing improved business confidence and how the stock market surged in expectation of a Trump tax cut and at least some regulations being shredded. But Trump was blind to these facts.

Continuing to let out the emotional steam inside, he said, “I’m here again, to take my message straight to the people. As you know, our administration inherited many problems across government and across the economy. To be honest, I inherited a mess. It’s a mess—at home and abroad, a mess. Jobs are pouring out of the country; you see what’s going on with all of the companies leaving our country, going to Mexico and other places, low pay, low wages.” He then moved on to talk about the Middle East and other issues.

Reminders of his extraordinary prowess, his unappreciated greatness, in job creation became a recurring theme of Trump talks. The very next week, in his address to a joint session of Congress that new presidents give instead of a State of the Union address, Trump expanded on his self-proclaimed achievements in job creation.

“Since my election,” Trump declared, “Ford, Fiat Chrysler, General Motors, Sprint, SoftBank, Lockheed, Intel, Walmart, and many others have announced that they will invest billions and billions of dollars in the United States and create tens of thousands of new American jobs.”

In other settings, he took credit for tens of thousands of new jobs and many tens of billions of dollars of investment by such firms as cable television provider Charter Communications and oil giant ExxonMobil. He was still on this theme six months later, when job growth was slowing markedly, telling a Phoenix rally for the far distant 2020 campaign about even more jobs that came from Trump’s leadership skills. “Struggling American workers are now beginning to see the light because plants are coming pouring back into our country and, by the way, we are doing a lot of good work on that front. A lot of good people are coming in. We have Foxconn, they make the iPhones for Apple, and so many companies are building now in our country, including the auto companies that are coming back.”

There were problems with all of these statements. None of the claims of credit for bringing jobs back was true, according to the companies and others involved. None of the new investments were because of Trump, according to the carefully worded statements of the companies and the observations of stock market and industry analysts who followed the companies. Some of the deals had been negotiated as far back as 2011.

Five times, for example, Trump tweeted about ExxonMobil investing $20 billion and creating 45,000 Texas jobs over ten years along the Gulf of Mexico. The sum was not especially large given the company’s annual revenues and the fact that it budgets over a ten-year period around $200 billion for capital expenditures worldwide. Trump claimed that the investment was “to a large extent because of our policies and the policies of this new administration.” The company said the investments began in 2013 and were needed to process oil and gas made available by fracking technology, especially in Texas.

Then there was Intel, the leading maker of computer microchips. Trump announced that Intel “will move ahead with a new plant in Arizona that it was probably never going to move ahead with, and that will result in at least 10,000 American jobs.” Intel had announced the deal in 2011, but soon after putting up the factory walls Intel decided to hold off on buying the very expensive gear for making computer chips because of soft demand from buyers.

Trump’s tweet two days before crowed that Lockheed Martin would hire 1,800 people in Texas, saying the defense contractor “came back because of me!” Federal laws and regulations require most work on defense equipment to be done by Americans in American factories. In addition, the company gently noted, its hiring reflected a ramping up of F-35 fighter jet production from 36 warplanes in 2014 to an expected 150 or more by 2019.

One of the most interesting Trump claims, one that showed what thin reeds of fact he rested his job claims on, involved Foxconn. That is the brand name of the Taiwanese company Hon Hai Precision Industry Company, Ltd. Foxconn has a long history of promising to build plants in America and then not following through. Its supposed $10 billion Wisconsin deal turned out to be nothing more than a single sheet of paper obtained by reporter Jason Stein of the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel.

The handwritten record of the negotiations, if they can be called that, showed Governor Scott Walker giving Foxconn an initial large taxpayer subsidy that kept getting bigger and bigger as negotiations continued so the company would announce plans for a new factory in America’s Dairyland. That was itself strange because Walker holds himself out as a staunch fiscal conservative, as much a guardian of taxpayer money as Trump says he is the champion job creator. Yet Walker agreed to ever larger subsidies for Foxconn until the taxpayer gifts reached $3 billion. Beyond that, there was no solid evidence that Foxconn was serious this time about building, especially building a sophisticated electronics operation in a state not known as a high-tech center.

What Foxconn is well known for is pushing its Chinese employees to work such long hours under tight supervision while living in company-owned dorms that many workers have committed suicide. Numerous reports documented how the Apple contractor rigidly enforces a “forced labor” system, including workers who under Chinese law are children. To characterize the brutal conditions at Foxconn’s China factories where Apple iPhones and other Apple consumer products are assembled, critics invoke the Mandarin word guolaosi. It means “worked to death.”

Trump never mentioned these fatal working conditions, even though as far back as 2010 a newspaper he loves to see his name in, The New York Times, was reporting that Foxconn workers were taking their own lives. But if Foxconn ever does build a Wisconsin factory, one thing is clear—under Trump the number of American job safety inspectors will be much smaller than the already shrunken staff he inherited, because of Trump’s budget cuts. When Trump took office, the Labor Department already had fewer inspectors than in 1940, when America’s workforce was less than a third the size it is in 2017. And the requirements Foxconn will have to meet for keeping records of worker injuries and deaths will be much looser, part of that reduction in regulations that Trump said would mean so many more American jobs.

*  *  *

Many times Trump made claims that, because of him, before long many more Americans would have jobs making Ford cars and trucks, Lincolns, and other vehicles. These claims were gently shot down by company spokesmen, though they trod very carefully lest Trump’s ire and presidential powers be aimed at the financially strongest of the American carmakers. Mark Fields, the Ford Motor chief executive, said Ford did indeed plan to build a new plant in Flat Rock, a half hour from its world headquarters outside Detroit, but purely for business reasons. The new plant would manufacture electric-powered cars and trucks the company was developing.

Ford also planned to experiment in Flat Rock with new manufacturing techniques to cut costs. The Michigan site was expected to help in developing Ford’s first self-driving cars, technology that would require intense and expensive inputs from engineers, computer scientists, and materials experts. One auto analyst noted that “keeping a new technology near the engineers is an important thing, at least in the first generation” of vehicles. Another auto industry watcher pointed out that Mexico, where Ford said it would continue to make its inexpensive gasoline-powered Focus models, offered a “just good enough” workforce while Michigan had an abundance of much more skilled manufacturing workers. Ford later said Focus assembly was moving to China.

Curiously, Trump said very little critical of General Motors, which was laying off workers in Michigan and Ohio in 2016 while expanding production in China, including a plant to build sport utility vehicles for sale in the United States. Trump, like his father, Fred, is a lifelong Cadillac fan, having been driven in the family limousine on his morning newspaper route in Queens when it rained or snowed and going off to college in the maroon Cadillac his parents gave him as a gift. When he was in the gambling business in 1988, Trump licensed the sale of Trump-branded Cadillac limousines, each with two telephones, a videocassette player, a fax machine, rosewood cabinets, and Trumpian stemware to go with the alcohol dispensers. The two men Trump licensed to fabricate the Trump Executive and Golden series limousines were a convicted extortionist and a wealthy dealer of Japanese-built cars who also happened to be a convicted thief and was identified in law enforcement reports as associated with the Colombo crime family.

But while Trump made all these fantastical claims about his skill at creating jobs, other events were under way that challenged his whole claim to be the greatest job creator of all time. Job growth in America began slowing down after he took office. Companies were not honoring Trump’s demands that they buy American. Some industries were eager to get apprentices to learn job skills, something voters no doubt thought Trump knew something about given his former job hosting two reality television shows in which contestants vied to be his apprentice. And the one small-bore effort Trump had made to save some jobs, garnering enormous favorable news coverage, was turning out to be smoke and mirrors.


Forgetting the Forgotten Man

In 2010, the United States Department of Labor created a website to honor workers who died on the job. “More than 4,500 workers lose their lives on the job every year. Below are the names of just a few who have died in recent months. OSHA’s mission is to prevent workplace injuries, illnesses and deaths.”

That Occupational Safety and Health Administration webpage was intended to highlight and humanize workplace deaths, to insure awareness of tragedies, especially those that could have been avoided, according to Jordan Barab, an assistant secretary of labor during the Obama administration.

“Without information like this, fatality statistics are just raw, sterile numbers,” Barab explained. “The purpose of adding names and circumstances was to impress people with the tragedy that workers and their families face every day.”

In August 2017 Trump’s Labor Department quietly removed the preamble and the names when it killed the webpage. It also took down, without public announcement, the Fatality Inspection Data for all years prior to 2017.

Those were just two of many other Trump administration actions inimical to worker safety. Others included no longer posting press releases about deaths resulting from unsafe working conditions, delaying rules to reduce sickness and death from inhaling silica and beryllium at work, delaying rules to lower the risk of railroad engineers and truck drivers falling asleep at the switch or wheel because of untreated sleep apnea, and the appointment to the Supreme Court of a judge who held that a company had the right to fire a worker who chose not to freeze to death on the job.

A reasonable person listening to Donald Trump’s inaugural address would never have expected these and other actions, assuming he believed what Trump said.

“The forgotten men and women of our country will be forgotten no longer,” Trump declared. “You came by the tens of millions to become part of a historic movement the likes of which the world has never seen before. At the center of this movement is a crucial conviction—that a nation exists to serve its citizens.”

Those men and women were forgotten again the following week. And it was not just workers whose interests were forgotten, not to mention who were put in danger. By deciding not to implement a rule to reduce the chances of truck drivers and train operators falling asleep at the wheel, Trump put at risk the lives of families driving along the highway, people riding on passenger trains, and many others.

The White House called it “President Trump’s War on Regulation.” In his weekly radio address in early May, he declared that “We have removed one job-killing regulation after another—they’re not pretty and they’re going. And believe me, we are just getting started on regulations. They’re gone.”

Removal of data on workplace deaths, which average thirteen per day, infuriated Jordan Barab, who was Obama’s No. 2 at the Occupational Safety and Health Administration. As a private citizen Barab created a webpage to keep track of the names of the dead and the reasons they were killed on the job. He called it “OSHA Won’t Tell You Who Died In the Workplace. We Will.”

After the election, Barab’s concerns that the Trump administration would be bad for workers increased when he asked where the Trump beachhead team was and learned that none was coming. Each incoming administrator sends people to scope out federal agencies, learn who does what, and get a feel for the place in advance. Then the incoming administration sends its landing team, the people who will initially implement its policies at each agency.

When no beachhead team came, Barab figured it meant worker safety simply was not a priority for Trump. He hoped that was the worst of it, nothing more than apathy about worker safety. But when the landing team arrived, Barab realized trouble was coming for American workers, and it was not official apathy but the start of assaults on workers’ rights and safety. “Most of them had no idea they were going to Labor and had no interest in worker issues, either,” Barab said.

What they did have was a mandate to delay, repeal, or weaken regulations that protected workers as part of Trump’s plan to eliminate “any regulation that is outdated, unnecessary, bad for workers, or contrary to the national interest.”

*  *  *

The first sign came when Trump nominated Judge Neil Gorsuch to the Supreme Court. Gorsuch was an acolyte of Antonin Scalia, whose seat he would be taking. Like Scalia, he said statutes should be read literally and if that made no sense, well, that was a problem for Congress. Also like Scalia, he had a habit of consulting dictionaries, often following Scalia’s practice of relying on the third, fourth, fifth, or even lesser definition of a word when it supported his jurisprudence.

Trump’s nomination alarmed unions. Jody Calemine, a Communications Workers of America lawyer, told Gorsuch’s Senate confirmation hearing that Gorsuch “is a threat to working people’s health and safety.” Calemine cited Gorsuch’s dissent in a 2016 case to make his point. “That dissent reveals an anti-worker bias and features a judicial activism that will ultimately put workers’ lives at risk.”

Those are unusually strong words about a Supreme Court nominee, but a review of the case shows Gorsuch has little regard for human life, at least when it comes to employers’ power over their workers. He considers a rigid interpretation of the law more important.

The case was about a law Congress passed giving workers the right to refuse dangerous tasks.

Truck driver Alphonse Maddin was nearly out of fuel one January night in 2009. Temperatures had plunged to 14 degrees below zero. Maddin pulled over on an Illinois roadway to figure out where to get fuel. Ten minutes later he tried to drive off, but the rig wouldn’t budge. The trailer’s brakes had frozen. A dispatcher told Maddin to sit tight until a repair truck arrived. Maddin fell asleep in the unheated truck for two hours, awakened by a cousin’s cell phone call. Maddin’s torso was numb, his speech slurred, cousin Gregory Nelson testified, describing classic signs of hypothermia. Maddin radioed his dispatcher, who told him “Hang in there” until help arrived.

A half hour later, certain he was on the verge of freezing to death, Maddin disconnected the trailer and drove to warmth.

TransAm Trucking fired him for not following orders. The Olathe, Kansas, company calls itself “the premier carrier in the temperature-controlled freight industry by providing its customers with superior service that exceeds their expectations.”

Congress subsequently passed a law that protects a worker by making it unlawful for an employer to discharge an employee who “refused to operate a vehicle because . . . the employee has a reasonable apprehension of serious injury to the employee or the public because of the vehicle’s hazardous safety or security condition.”

The worker bears the burden of showing that a reasonable individual in such circumstances “would conclude that the hazardous safety or security condition establishes a real danger of accident, injury, or serious impairment to health.”

Maddin filed a complaint with the Labor Department. An administrative law judge and a review board both found the firing violated federal law protecting workers who refuse unsafe work orders. TransAm, ordered to reinstate Maddin with back pay, took the case to the Tenth Circuit Court of Appeals. It argued that the law protected only workers who refused to operate unsafe equipment, while Maddin drove the truck after being instructed to “stay put.”

Two of the three judges hearing the case concluded that the Labor Department had reasonably interpreted the word “operate,” and upheld the reinstatement with back pay.

The third judge, Neil Gorsuch, didn’t see it that way.

The law “only forbids employers from firing employees who ‘refuse to operate a vehicle’ out of safety concerns,” he wrote in dissent, adding that “nothing like that happened here. The trucker in this case wasn’t fired for refusing to operate his vehicle. Indeed, his employer gave him the very option the statute says it must: once he voiced safety concerns, TransAm expressly . . . permitted him to sit and remain where he was and wait for help. The trucker was fired only after he declined the statutorily protected option (refuse to operate) and chose instead to operate his vehicle in a manner he thought wise but his employer did not. And there’s simply no law anyone has pointed us to giving employees the right to operate their vehicles in ways their employers forbid . . . The law before us protects only employees who refuse to operate vehicles, period.”

Gorsuch said Maddin had two choices if he wanted to keep his job. He could drag the truck with the frozen brakes locking its wheels, which Gorsuch said would be illegal. Or, Gorsuch wrote, “he could sit and wait for help to arrive (a legal if unpleasant option).”

“Unpleasant” is an interesting word for choosing to die, as Maddin was certain he would have within minutes had he decided to “sit and wait for help to arrive.”

At Gorsuch’s confirmation hearing, Senator Dick Durbin, an Illinois Democrat, said that 14 degrees below zero was very “cold, but not as cold as your dissent, Judge Gorsuch.”

People who voted for Trump believing he was their economic savior and political champion could hardly have expected that his first Supreme Court nominee would have a man choose between his life and his job.

Calemine, the lawyer for the Communications Workers union, told the Senate Judiciary Committee hearing that he expects Gorsuch to take “a sledgehammer to workers’ explicit statutory rights. . . . More workers will die on the job. . . . Our health and safety worker safety laws are written in the blood of working people, please do not allow Judge Gorsuch to repeal these laws” with “his brand of judicial activism.”

Trump’s nominee had a history of “judicial activism,” a phrase most often used by conservative witnesses before Congress to criticize centrist and liberal judges.

*  *  *

Gorsuch was sworn in as the Trump administration took numerous actions inimical to worker safety, including veterans and defense industry workers.

A rule went into effect in Obama’s last days to protect 62,000 workers from beryllium dust. Beryllium, a metal lighter than aluminum and more rigid than steel, is used in military and other applications, including making nuclear bombs. Obama updated a rule from the 1940s that was much weaker.

Under Trump’s executive order to freeze regulations, the Labor Department also put off a rule to protect workers from silica dust. That silica dust can cause fatal lung disease was known since the Romans, who recognized the lethal effects, though not the cause. The rule that the Obama administration put into place was meant to protect about two million workers, in construction, dental labs, and other places where silica is used. The rule was expected to generate benefits of $7.7 billion greater than costs while preventing nine hundred new cases of silicosis annually and avoiding six hundred agonizingly slow deaths from the lung disease.

Trump’s Labor Department also moved to revoke a rule requiring most employers with more than ten employees to keep a record of serious work-related injuries and illnesses. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the top business lobby in Washington, had called the rule onerous.

Most ominous for workers is the Chamber’s support for the Trump plan to reduce records of injuries and protections against retaliation when workers report injuries. The Chamber also supports the Trump agenda of not making such data readily available to the public. “Posting safety records online” should be prohibited, Neil Bradley, the Chamber’s chief policy officer wrote, because that “will provide unions and trial attorneys with information that can be taken out of context and used in organizing campaigns, or form the basis of lawsuits.”

Meike Patten, a corporate safety officer in Minnesota, wrote that experience has shown her—sadly—“that unless ‘OSHA says so,’ it is often very difficult and time consuming to improve” workplace safety. “Production is usually more important than safety and despite the fact that catch phrases are being thrown out like ‘Safety is number one’ or ‘Safety is a priority,’ management quite often puts the employee’s health and safety on the back burner. That’s why we need OSHA so badly.”

Patten also mused about “which other rules and achievements will be repealed over the next years and throw us back? We need someone in Washington who works FOR the people.”

Barab summed up these and other Trump actions this way: “This is not a pro-worker administration, and workers will pay the price for rolling back these hard-earned protections—in injury, illness, and death.”

*  *  *

Workers are not the only ones affected by workplace safety regulations. Rules affecting bus, truck, and train operators also affect passengers and motorists. Deaths and injuries from transportation accidents have been on the rise in recent years, a trend influenced by transportation safety rules.

Driver fatigue factors into nearly a third of truck crashes, noted Joan Claybrook. Claybrook has spent half her life trying to improve transportation safety as director of the National Highway Safety Administration under Jimmy Carter and later as president of Public Citizen, the liberal consumer advocacy organization in Washington.

She noted that the Federal Aviation Administration has rules that ground pilots with sleep apnea unless they are treated. Those rules save lives and prevent plane crashes.

“In 2015 truck crashes killed 4,067 people and injured 116,000 more, a 45 percent increase since 2009,” Claybrook said. “For trains, several recent horrific crashes in New York and Missouri resulted in four deaths, over 60 injuries and millions in property damage because crew members fell asleep or were highly fatigued from obstructive sleep apnea. The facts demand a federal public safety rule.”

The Obama administration did just that in March 2016, after a series of high-profile train and truck crashes where the operators suffered from sleep apnea, which can cause people to momentarily fall asleep with no warning. The rule required testing of bus, truck, and train operators and treatment for those found to suffer from the condition.

The Trump administration announced in August 2017 that it was withdrawing the rule.

A notice in the Federal Register said the administration described the rule as neither effective nor worth the cost of testing. Instead, the administration said it would “continue to recommend that drivers and their employers use the North American Fatigue Management Program . . . a voluntary, fully interactive web-based educational and training program developed to provide both truck and bus commercial vehicle drivers and carriers and others in the supply chain with an awareness of the factors contributing to fatigue.”

Killing the sleep apnea testing rule infuriated Claybrook. She saw it as the opposite of Trump’s forgotten man promise and the embodiment of wealthy privilege.

“President Trump’s only focus is whether he or his family could be harmed, the public be damned,” Claybrook said. The president “travels by private jet and police protected and Secret Service–driven vehicles. He doesn’t care a whit about thousands of families each year losing loved ones to rolling time bombs—large trucks and trains barreling along at high speed driven by workers suffering from deadly serious sleep apnea.”

*  *  *

The justification for delaying, withdrawing, or killing these and many other rules is fostering faster economic growth. In that regard, Trump’s move to reduce significantly the number of workers eligible for overtime pay would have a dampening effect on economic growth. Many other Trump administration actions put downward pressure on wages.

Business ledgers record expenses and sales, profits and losses, but ignore costs that are shifted onto society at large. Every exhausted truck driver who falls asleep at the wheel, every worker whose lungs deteriorate because of silica dust or the much more dangerous beryllium dust, creates costs, but they are not recorded on corporate financial statements. The more that government rules allow companies to shift costs off their books and onto society, the more the corporations may profit, but the less well the nation will do economically and socially.

In the end, though, every cost must be accounted for on the universal ledger. There is no free lunch. The death of a worker may make a company money depending on its insurance coverage, but no record is made of the orphan crying for her daddy.

Rules that mean more death, more injury, more pollution favor those who shirk their responsibilities and force others to bear the costs. But do these Trump policies promote faster economic growth? Can they? Will they?

“There is no reason to believe that anyone is now expecting faster economic growth than before the election,” observed Dean Baker, a liberal economist and press critic with the Center for Economic and Policy Research.

Rather than speeding economic growth, Trump’s actions and inactions were slowing it. That was not Baker’s assessment, but that of the International Monetary Fund in its World Economic Outlook. It said global growth in 2017 and 2018 would run about 3.5 percent, but that the outlook for U.S. growth was less rosy because of “difficult-to-predict U.S. regulatory and fiscal policies” and geopolitical risks.

So how to explain rising stock prices since the November presidential election? In theory stock prices represent current estimates of future corporate profits.

Baker noted two of many ways that Trumpian policies could boost corporate profits and thus raise stock prices while damaging the overall economy.

One would be “facilitating rip-offs of consumers,” Baker said. Financial crimes make banks more profitable so long as they are not stopped by regulators. William K. Black discovered this when he was the key regulator exposing the savings and loan scandals of a quarter century earlier. After getting more than three thousand cases brought, and sending almost nine hundred high-level bankers to jail, Black earned a doctorate in criminology by developing a new theory of white-collar crime. When executives run a bank for their own benefit, looting it through bad loans, fat fees, and manipulating the stock price, Black calls that “control fraud.” That’s because the executives in control run the fraud.

Control frauds not only hurt shareholders, borrowers, employees, and taxpayers, they also impose costs on honest banks because they cannot compete in the short run with crooks who manipulate prices and values that cannot be sustained for more than a few years.

Black also showed how regulations can identify and stop control fraud without interfering in legitimate banking, not that anyone in the Trump (or Obama) administrations wants to listen to him.

Baker pointed to the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, created at the urging of Elizabeth Warren before she became a senator from Massachusetts, as an example of good regulation. “It was set up in large part to prevent predatory practices by the financial industry. For example, it has sought to make it more difficult for financial firms to slip conditions into contracts that no one would ever agree to if they understood them.”

Since its launching in 2011, the consumer bureau has recovered almost $12 billion for people, more than four times its budget. The Trump administration wants to abolish the agency and, failing that, hobble it.

Another technique Baker cited to boost corporate profits was for a president to stop enforcing environmental laws. “Corporate profits can be increased by letting them destroy the environment at zero cost,” Baker noted. The point of the Clean Water Act and related laws is to make companies that cause pollution clean up after themselves instead of dumping their toxic wastes on everyone else. Regulations requiring firms to clean up these wastes create jobs, encourage innovation, and improve lives.

To Baker a prime example of bad regulation is the Trump administration reversal of an Obama administration executive order that required mining companies to restore hilltops after they removed them. “By allowing these companies to mine areas without repairing the damage, the Trump administration is saving them money. The people in the communities will suffer the consequences in the form of polluted streams and ruined forests, but this is still good news for corporate profits,” Baker observed.

Ignoring or repealing environmental laws would not be good news for life insurers who would have to pay out earlier for deaths caused by pollution, nor would it be good news for families whose breadwinners become sick from pollutants or whose children develop asthma and other conditions that limit their economic futures. And, of course, it would not be good news for those who get sick or die. Most of those people are, as Trump put it in his inaugural address, the forgotten men and women.

Apprenticeship programs could help many of the forgotten. Next up, the strange way President Trump embraced them.


Washington Apprentice

Donald Trump made his way to the White House not by putting up gaudy buildings, which got him noticed, often unfavorably, in New York City. Nor was it his casinos, which got him attention mostly along the East Coast. It wasn’t golf or hotels that made him a household name, either. It was by association with would-be apprentices of an entertaining kind on his NBC television shows The Apprentice and The Celebrity Apprentice, where his signature line was “You’re fired.”

As a candidate and president, Trump made good use of the word apprentice, invoking it often to promote himself as the greatest job-creating president ever.

Apprenticeship programs can be excellent investments, paying back as much as $27 for each dollar spent on practical on-the-job training under experienced hands, according to one Canadian study. Based on Trump’s statements, that estimate may be very conservative. In America, unions have run pay-as-you-learn apprenticeship programs going back many decades that economic studies showed were sound investments in job training. But those apprenticeship programs have suffered as more construction companies cut costs by hiring nonunion labor, softening demand for people who learned in apprentice programs how to become expert carpenters, electricians, glaziers, heavy equipment operators, masons, and plumbers.

The need for more apprenticeships was brought up by various labor economists and industrial expansion interests. The big accounting firm Deloitte, which audits the books of many manufacturers, estimated that America should expect to create 3.4 million additional manufacturing jobs over ten years, but was on a path to produce only about 1.4 million qualified applicants. And it noted that from 2003 to 2013, apprenticeship programs that combine on-the-job learning with mentorships and classroom education fell 40 percent even though manufacturing jobs paid 20 percent more wages than other industries on average. Give that demand for skilled workers and the high pay, apprenticeships ought to be growing, not shrinking.

During the campaign, and later as president, Trump said he wanted many more apprenticeships. In the White House a spur-of-the-moment suggestion became a proposal to create five million apprenticeships, ten times the existing number in 2017.

The idea arose during a March meeting Trump hosted for German chancellor Angela Merkel and business leaders from their two countries. Marc Benioff, the CEO of Salesforce, which helps clients manage their interactions with customers, said his firm expected to help create two million jobs using software that he said was 90 percent American-written computer code. More apprentices would be good, Benioff said, adding “We would encourage you to take a moonshot goal to create five million apprenticeships in the next five years.”

Trump responded with his usual vague flattery—no specifics, but “nice” and “incredible” and “amazing.” Then Trump said, “Let’s do that. Let’s go for that five million. OK? [Laughter.] Very good.”

Soon Trump was talking apprenticeships everywhere he went. That made sense because as a candidate he vowed that his presidency would be all about jobs and that voters should choose him because he was such a successful businessman that he could make good deals that the existing political leadership could not even imagine. In his inaugural address, Trump promised that “every decision . . . will be made to benefit American workers and American families. . . . I will fight for you with every breath in my body—and I will never, ever let you down. America will start winning again, winning like never before. We will bring back our jobs.”

In June he flew to Wisconsin with his daughter Ivanka and Labor Secretary Alexander Acosta to talk apprenticeships. He proposed apprenticeship programs at every American high school, saying, “I love the name apprentice.” And just in case no one knew what being an apprentice means, Trump told his audience at Wisconsin’s Waukesha County Technical College, “It’s called earn while you learn.”

He also made an astonishing claim. While in college—Trump enrolled at Fordham in New York City for two years and the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia for two more—he observed college classmates who “didn’t have a great ability or frankly didn’t have a great liking for what they were doing or what they were studying. But they could take apart an engine blindfolded.” There was no way to tell if this observation had substance or was just another of his made-up stories.

Two days later Trump surrounded himself with apprentices in the Cabinet Room of the White House. They were props for the signing of an executive order on apprenticeships, part of Trump’s effort to show that he really was the mightiest job creator of all time.

“Each of the apprentices here today has their own story and their own dreams—that’s what they are—dreams. Apprenticeships teach striving Americans the skills they need to operate incredible machines. And some of these machines are so intricate, so powerful, and, really—the word is—they are incredible,” Trump said.

He singled out Charles Robel, a combat veteran from Wisconsin. Upon completing an apprenticeship program, Robel would earn a starting wage of $60,000 “and going up much higher than that.”

If five million apprentices each started out making the same wages as Robel, their combined first-year pay would be an eye-popping $300 billion. That is so much money that based on 2015 wage data it would mean a 4 percent increase in all the wages earned in America, a huge boost to economic growth. That also would be a big step toward realizing Trump’s dream of doubling economic growth from about 2 percent annually to 4 percent or more.

So how much would a tenfold increase in federally supported apprenticeships cost? The federal government, in Obama’s last budget, put $90 million of taxpayer money into apprenticeships. That clearly covered just a portion of the costs, but Benioff had called not for a program entirely funded by taxpayers, but for partnerships between business, government, and others.

“The key,” Benioff said, would be “all these great companies doing workforce development. But if we all came together, if we all unified and created a great program with your leadership, I think we could create five million extra jobs in the U.S. And you know, our companies are some of the greatest universities in the world. We shape these employees, we train them, we educate them, we bring them in, and I think we can do this.”

Anyone with a head for business could quickly calculate that if the current programs worked, then building up the capacity from five hundred thousand to five million people at the same cost per apprentice would mean spending another $810 million of taxpayer money. Based on Trump’s example of Charles Robel making $60,000 his first year, that would produce an immediate return of $333 in increased wages for each dollar spent on apprenticeship programs for all five million people. Just the taxes on all those wages would pay for the program many times over.

Even at ten times the cost per apprentice in the last Obama budget, this would still be a very good deal. And because it’s a one-time investment, the results when measured by lifetimes of work would be enormous, stupendous, mind-bogglingly large. The taxes that would roll in might even make it possible for Trump to show that the economists and government policy wonks were all wrong and that he really could sharply lower tax rates without adding to the federal debt.

Apprenticeships are a one-time cost, while the benefits of higher wages go on and on. Let’s assume all five million apprentices made the amount Trump cited in his example, $60,000, and never got those big pay raises Trump characterized as virtually certain. Over thirty-five years, the standard the Social Security Administration uses in calculating retirement benefits, the total wages earned by those apprentices would come to $10.5 trillion. And how much is that? It equals all the money that all 161 million Americans with any paid work earned in 2015 plus everything they made in the first five months of 2016. It’s a bonanza.

So what did Trump do?

Trump told the television camera “in just a few moments, I’ll be signing an executive order to expand apprenticeships and vocational training to help all Americans find a rewarding career, earn a great living, and support themselves and their families, and love going to work in the morning. We will be removing federal restrictions that have prevented many different industries from creating apprenticeship programs. We have regulations on top of regulations. And in history, nobody has gotten rid of so many regulations as the Trump administration. And that’s one of the reasons that you see the jobs and the companies all kicking in so strongly. I think some very good numbers are going to be announced, by the way, in the very near future as to GDP,” referring to Gross Domestic Product, the country’s entire economic output.

Asked what regulations the administration had gotten rid of, government spokespeople had a hard time coming up with answers. That doesn’t mean there aren’t any such terminated regulations, only that Trump spoke without staff work to back him up or, possibly, staff work to find if there were any such apprenticeship-blocking regulations.

The executive order declared, “It shall be the policy of the Federal Government to provide more affordable pathways to secure, high paying jobs by promoting apprenticeships and effective workforce development programs.” Trump also directed government to review and streamline some forty-three workforce programs at thirteen agencies to find ways to spend less and do more, but without identifying any of them.

Trump’s order also instructed Labor Secretary Acosta that he “shall use available funding to promote apprenticeships.”

This was not an exercise in investing in the future of America and in better jobs, but in robbing Peter to pay Paul. Just where the money would come from Trump did not specify. Government officials told reporters they had no idea—and asked not to be quoted by name about that.

Perhaps the Labor Department could further reduce the number of job safety inspectors. Maybe there could be fewer investigations of labor racketeering, something Trump benefited from when he was constructing his New York apartments and Atlantic City casinos, as federal and state law enforcement records and testimony in a federal racketeering trial showed. Maybe less money could be spent protecting pensions and retirement savings from the small minority of dishonest employers.

Cutting job safety inspections would almost certainly come at a cost of more lives lost at work. The Labor Department inspector general’s latest report in 2017 found that oversight of emergency plans for underground mines, for example, was woefully inadequate. When employers were cited for hazardous work conditions, one in six cases received no follow-up to see if the hazardous conditions were remedied. Trump inherited that mess, but his budget aimed not to fix it, but to make it worse.

The inspector general also scrutinized the Labor Department office charged with making sure workers receive their health benefits. That office “did not have the ability to protect the estimated 79 million plan participants in self-insured health plans from improper denials of health claims, due to a lack of knowledge of claim denials.” Again, this was a problem Trump inherited. But both his campaign rhetoric and inaugural address committed him to solving such problems, not worsening them.

Senator Tammy Baldwin, a Wisconsin Democrat, called Trump out during his visit to her state for talking big on apprenticeships while putting deep cuts in his federal budget plan. The “rhetoric doesn’t match the reality,” she said, pointing to a $900 million cut in job training.

Trump ignored criticism from Baldwin and many others. Instead, the president smiled at the television cameras, surrounded by Robel and the other apprentices, and said, “We want to keep jobs in America, and we want to train people and hire American workers to fill those jobs. And that’s exactly what we’re doing.”

Creating jobs was far from the only subject in which Trump claimed to be an expert, but which in fact, showed otherwise. Another is taxes.


PART III



TAXES


The Tax Expert

“I think nobody knows more about taxes than I do, maybe in the history of the world. Nobody knows more about taxes.”

Donald Trump, May 13, 2016

Trump’s short attention span, combined with his lack of knowledge about world history and events, clouds his actions in Washington. The intelligence officials who deliver the world’s most expensive news report, the President’s Daily Brief, have learned to keep it very short, to include Trump’s name frequently to keep him interested, and to eschew nuance. When Trump talks publicly about issues, he uses what some scholars say is a sixth-grade grammar rich with words like “beautiful” and “terrific,” but not much substance. Nothing he has ever said publicly demonstrates any substantial knowledge of taxes.

The public record shows something about Trump and taxes that is deeply troubling. Public records reveal that he is an income tax cheat. Trump’s 1984 income tax returns were examined in two administrative trials held by New York state and city officials. No journalist reported on the proceedings until I found the decisions against him in 2016.

Trump’s 1984 tax returns included what is known as a Schedule C. That is a tax form filed annually by about 27 million sole proprietors of unincorporated businesses like myself. To simplify coordination between federal and state income tax returns, New York State adheres strictly to the concepts and data required on the federal tax return.

Trump listed himself as a business consultant. He put down $626,264 in tax-deductible business expenses and zero income on his state return. His city tax return also showed no income, but slightly less in business expenses for his consulting services.

Both state and city tax auditors examined the return. They asked for receipts and other business records establishing that the deductions were reasonable and necessary costs of doing business. When Trump did not produce any, the deductions were disallowed and Trump was sent notices to pay more tax as well as penalties and interest. He appealed.

The only witness at the tax trials was Jack Mitnick, the lawyer and accountant who had prepared Trump’s tax returns for more than two decades and his father, Fred Trump’s, returns before that. Mitnick testified that he was “thoroughly familiar” not only with Trump’s tax returns, but all aspects of Trump’s finances. At one trial Mitnick was shown a photocopy of Trump’s tax return, the only version anyone could produce. The photocopy, evidently, was mailed to the tax authorities instead of the original.

Mitnick, under oath, examined the document. He confirmed that it bore his photocopied signature. But then Mitnick declared that “we did not” prepare the tax return, referring to both himself and his firm. That was strong evidence of income tax fraud, which can be a civil issue or a criminal offense. Had the federal, state, or city government investigated the tax return Mitnick testified about, Trump would have been at serious risk of indictment—and of losing his lucrative casino licenses.

H. Gregory Tillman, the administrative law judge who heard the city case in 1992, noted the strange circumstance of no original tax return being on file with the city, only the photocopy. In his written decision, Judge Tillman noted that Trump complained of double taxation, but he found that claim baseless. Taking the unusual step in a judicial opinion of using boldface to emphasize his point, Judge Tillman wrote, “The problem at issue is not one of double taxation, but of no taxation.”

Tillman ruled against Trump, but did not impose penalties because the original tax return was never found.

State tax auditors also denied Trump’s unexplained deductions. Judge Frank W. Barrie imposed the maximum civil penalties and included a note in his opinion indicating that Trump paid zero taxes on his entire income.

Mitnick, semiretired and living in Florida, told me he did not recall either tax trial. What he did recall in two interviews with me was that Trump played no role in designing and executing tax strategies. “I did that—all of that,” Mitnick said. “Donald just signed.”

During the campaign, no journalist even attempted to pin down Trump on his claims of world-class mastery of the tax code. Few even noted that he usually speaks of taxes in slogans and vagaries, not the wonky and detail-laced argot of tax specialists. With a few questions, any well-prepared journalist could have exposed Trump’s claims of expertise as nonsense. Nothing Trump said indicated an awareness of the hellish complexity of the American tax code, which runs to nearly 6,500 pages and includes a 1998 tax simplification provision that ironically appears in the tax code as Section 7803(c)(2)(B)(ii)(IX).

Early in the campaign there was a clear indication that Trump was not comfortable with tax policy, not even when reading from a script. Trump’s announcement of his tax plan, such as it was, in September 2015 contrasted with the launch of his campaign three months earlier in the same place, the lobby of Trump Tower.

In announcing his latest presidential run, Trump arranged for live national television coverage. He denounced China for not acting as he wished, accused the Mexican government of sending rapists and murderers across the border illegally, and promised to make Mexico pay for a wall on America’s southern border. He mangled many facts, most bizarrely when he declared that in the first three months of 2015, America’s Gross Domestic Product—the value of all economic activity—“was below zero. Whoever heard of this? It’s never below zero.” No one had heard of such a thing because it has never happened. Instead of all economic activity stopping, the American economy grew, albeit at the very slow rate of a fifth of one percent. What made Trump’s statement astonishing was that he earned a bachelor’s degree in economics from the University of Pennsylvania. Trump often claims he was a top student there, though no record of any academic honors being conferred on Trump has ever been found.

Wild claims, nonsense facts and all, were less significant than the image Trump projected when he announced his campaign for the presidency in June 2015. His speech and body language showed how years as host of a reality television show and performing promotional work for himself and his businesses made for a polished performance. His words flowed with easy cadence, the movements of his hands and body coordinated to project the image of a formidable power.

To the national television audience, it also seemed that Trump’s racist, anti-immigrant speech had found an adoring audience right in the liberal heart of America’s biggest city. Vigorous applause interrupted his remarks forty-three times, but not once was Trump knocked off his rhythm. The ovations, it came out the next day, did not come from ardent fans, however. Midtown Manhattan had not suddenly become a mecca for racists, white supremacists, and xenophobes. A help-wanted ad revealed that the seemingly adoring audience was salted with actors paid fifty bucks each to clap on cue.

Three months later when Trump announced his first tax plan, in the familiar Trump Tower lobby, the delivery was quite different, the polish and his customary bravado absent.

Trump read uneasily from a statement, looking down at the text on a lectern and then lifting his head as he haltingly repeated brief snippets of the words he had just seen. His cadence suggested that many of the words, as well as the concepts behind them, were unfamiliar. Only when he was slinging slogans was the delivery closer to the forceful and animated Trump that audiences were getting to know.

“I think you will see we have an amazing code,” Trump said, implying that, as with George W. Bush in the year 2000, he already had a fully developed tax plan even if, like Bush, he would not show it to anyone until after Election Day. Trump even let slip with his choice of verb tense that he didn’t yet have a tax plan written down. “It would be simple,” he said using a conditional verb and then quickly adding, “it will be easy, it will be fair.”

Speaking somewhat bumpily and dropping words, Trump continued. “It’s graduated as you get up in income, you pay a little more. Some of the very unfair deductions that certain people have been given who make a lot of money will not [be] available any longer, but I believe they’ll do better because I think the economy will grow. It will grow rapidly and [we] will have something very special. . . .

“I did the [tax] plan with some of the leading scholars and economists and tax experts that there are in this country,” Trump boasted. “They love it. They say, why hasn’t this been done before? And this is my wheelhouse, that’s what I do well. The economy is what I do well.”

There was no panel of experts standing behind or beside him, however. There were no economists and tax specialists waiting off camera to brief reporters and answer questions. There were no names made available to reporters so they could follow up with these experts.

Trump also promised huge tax cuts for big business, saying this would spur investment. He didn’t mention that Bush’s 2001 tax cuts failed to do that, nor did he point out that he would be a major beneficiary of such tax cuts.

Trump then ticked off numbers on tax rates. Partners in accounting, law, medical, and other firms and freelancers would pay a 15 percent rate on their profits, not up to 44.4 percent with the surtax for Obamacare. The 35 percent corporate tax rate also would be cut to 15 percent. Cutting tax rates is not tax reform, which in American politics has long meant eliminating loopholes and favors like letting real estate professionals live tax-free and other provisions that distort economic decisions.

Next, Trump said he would repeal the estate tax, which applied each year to fewer than five thousand very large fortunes. Out of every thousand Americans who die, just two owe any estate tax, and the average tax paid comes to 17 percent of the fortune, IRS data show. If Trump really had the fortune he claimed, a net worth of more than $10 billion, he stood to gain by eventually passing the full amount to his heirs instead of paying around $4 billion in estate tax, which would mean leaving his unfortunate heirs a paltry $6 billion or less. Only after the election would he reveal that his net worth was less than $2 billion and even that figure was likely significantly inflated.

The most tantalizing element, the one designed to win lots of votes, was Trump’s promise to eliminate income taxes for half of those currently filing tax returns. Trump said he would exempt the first $50,000 for a married couple, half that for singles. Instead of filing a tax return these households would sign a “one page form to send the IRS saying, ‘I win.’ ”

To millions of Americans that sounded wonderful, fantastically wonderful. For 90 percent of taxpayers, average income had been flat from 1967 through 2012. During the first eight years of the twenty-first century, the population grew five times faster than jobs. These two factors combined into a powerful incentive for many to vote Trump. The trick was to convince people he knew what he was talking about, that he really was a tax law expert. And, of course, he would need to persuade Congress to make his plan into law. He stoked the idea that he was such a skillful negotiator that Congress would do just as he asked—and pronto.

Trump’s words provoked a very different response among the relatively small group of serious students of tax. They knew that those numbers could not possibly add up to anything but buckets of red ink spilling across federal ledgers, the federal debt rapidly expanding. Maya MacGuineas, president of the Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget, a bipartisan Washington nonprofit organization that wants to scale back federal spending, especially spending that benefits the middle class, said that at first glance “this looks like a tax cut of a magnitude of about $5 trillion” in the first ten years.

To get an idea of how much $5 trillion is, consider this: it’s more than all the individual income taxes the federal government expects to collect from everyone in the next three years. MacGuineas called such a large reduction in federal revenues “simply unimaginable.” She suggested this was a cynical ploy to win votes by selling voters a bill of goods. “Who doesn’t love a tax cut, especially if no one has to pay for it? This is a free-lunch mentality.”

The conservative and antitax Tax Foundation ran the numbers. It estimated that Trump’s proposal was far costlier than MacGuineas imagined. Trump’s plan would add at least $10 trillion to the federal debt over ten years, the Tax Foundation estimated. This undercut Trump’s claims that as president he would reduce the federal government debt that he called dangerously high at $19 trillion.

The nonpartisan Tax Policy Center analyzed the Trump plan using its computer model, which for years had generated predictions that later events proved to have been remarkably accurate. It calculated Trump would add $12 trillion to the federal debt in just ten years. Both organizations cautioned that because of missing details, their estimates could significantly understate how much extra debt the Trump plan would require.

As the 2016 election drew near, Hillary Clinton challenged the believability of Trump’s tax promises, saying they were so much pie in the sky. She proposed lowering taxes on the 99 percent, especially families with children, while paying for the cuts by raising taxes on the top one percent. Trump ignored what she said and insisted that Clinton wanted to “double” income taxes. Clinton’s message did not inspire people feeling economic desperation after fifteen years of flat wages the way Trump’s did. And hers got little attention, in part because much as Trump stumbled in announcing his tax plan, she came across to many as offering so many specifics and qualifiers that to many voters it was just blah-blah-blah, her tax cut promise lost in a haystack of details.

Despite this, Clinton’s comments and the calculations by experts in tax and economics had an impact on Trump. His promise of no income taxes on the first $50,000 for married couples was quietly reduced 40 percent to $30,000. Singles would get half that.

Trump also delivered an unwelcome surprise to widowed, divorced, and never married mothers and fathers with dependent children. Congress calls them heads of households and gives them them tax breaks halfway between being single and married. Trump wanted to tax them as singles. That message appealed to religious and social conservatives opposed to unwed parenthood and divorce. (These supporters generally ignore the plight of single mothers who were widowed.) Getting rid of head of household status would mean higher taxes for families raising about 20 million of the nation’s 73 million minor children, my analysis of Census Bureau and IRS data found.

Trump’s changes in his tax cut promises got little attention. They were seen as technical by the politics reporters who cover the horse race, not policy. Few reported that the reduced promise of tax-free earnings at $30,000 for married couples and half that for singles was not much of a change from existing law. Married couples already earned their first $20,800 income tax-free, singles half that. Trump successfully baited voters with a big promise, then switched to a much smaller one that few noticed.

Reforming the tax system is not simple. Taxes at all levels are the single largest part of the American economy, more than a quarter of all economic activity. The thousands of favors Congress has bestowed, by its grace, on the political donor class add complexity. They also create concentrated economic interests vested in preserving their tax favors. Groups who are helped, or hurt, by changes end up in contention. That’s good for politicians raising donations for their next campaign, but not for sound tax policy.

Changing the American tax system is somewhat like playing a game of pick-up sticks. The object is to remove one colorful stick at a time without any of the other sticks moving. Successfully removing a stick may win the game, but is just as likely to shift the dynamics of the whole pile with unpredictable results. Changing any one section of the tax code has similar interactions that may not be at all obvious, especially when made in haste. A poorly thought through plan to change the tax code could sink the economy. It could also open vast new opportunities for some of the richest Americans to escape income taxes, even if that was not the intention.

Taxes don’t have to be as complicated as health care, the second largest part of the American economy. But until there is thoughtful and serious reform, that’s the way it is. (My next book will propose a completely new tax system using existing law, following ancient principles and eliminating income tax returns.)

Trump counted on millions of voters not thinking about whether he actually had a tax plan or was blowing hot air. He counted on them only dreaming of a few more after-tax dollars in their paychecks. Then came the election results. Eight months after his inauguration, Trump had yet to deliver on his pledge to immediately introduce a comprehensive tax reform bill and get it signed into law within one hundred days.

A few obstacles stood in the way of fulfilling that pledge. Trump didn’t have a bill. He did not even have a detailed memo that congressional aides could translate into legal language. His comments on tax policy were as fluid and changeable as those science fiction shape-shifters who assume whatever form advances their interests at the moment. Even Trump’s closest allies did not know just what he wanted. Based on his limited knowledge of tax law and economics, Trump himself may not have known what he wanted except to become a hero by arranging for others to pay less.

Trump lacked estimates on how changes to tax law would affect government revenue. Indeed, he had no reliable estimates, just claims conjured from the ethers. Without such projections, practical and political problems stood in the way of tax legislation. Before taking up a bill, the tax writers on Capitol Hill should insist on analyses known as distribution tables showing how the tax savings pie would be divided among different income groups. Not knowing who would pay more and who would pay less made it hard for representatives and senators to decide where they stood. Any bill that increased revenue would be rejected out of hand by the anti-taxers among congressional Republicans. So would a bill that required more government debt, though the political red line there was much more flexible than on increasing government revenues as a share of the economy. Moderates in both parties would be troubled by a bill that gave little or nothing to the poor and middle class, as well as the prosperous upper-middle-class professionals whose labors earned them $100,000 to $400,000 a year. Liberals would fret over how big a slice of the tax-savings pie would go to the rich.

Alongside this was the tricky issue of how interactions among the various provisions of the tax code would, or could, create unexpected winners and losers. Without details, no one could create rules to mitigate unintended consequences, an issue the Reagan team carefully studied in writing the 1986 Tax Reform Act, the last real overhaul of the federal tax system.

Candidate Trump had simply evaded these serious issues by using slogans and grand claims and then deleting his tax plan from the campaign website. As they say of frauds posing as ranchers in Texas, Trump was all hat and no cattle. Like every con artist who sold people the earth, moon, and stars, when the time came to deliver the goods, he didn’t have them. Unlike con artists who can skip town with money fleeced from fools, or tell unhappy victims to sue him as Trump routinely did in his businesses, Trump has nowhere to hide in the glare of the White House. He also has nothing to show in terms of tax legislation.

Trump had been in office more than five weeks when he spoke to a joint session of Congress. His remarks were delivered so smoothly and without the angry and negative bombast of his dreadful inauguration address that even some critics called the speech his finest hour and said that for the first time he seemed presidential. Like his campaign talks, though, Trump was long on promises and short on substance.

That night Trump made no attempt to sell the tax cuts that had been central to attracting voters. There was no soliloquy on the benefits of his tax plan, no marshaling of even a few powerful facts to build a case for lowering tax rates. No claims that lower taxes would mean more jobs and better pay. There was not even a reminder of the campaign declarations that combining universal tax cuts with simplification and fairness would double the rate of economic growth. Instead Trump said only this: “We will provide massive tax relief to the middle class.”

Trump had not forgotten his campaign promises. Earlier that day on Fox News he was asked about lower tax rates generating less revenue. Trump, in full con artist mode, waved the problem away. “I think the money is going to come from a revved-up economy,” he said. “I mean, you look at the kind of numbers we’re doing—we were probably G.D.P. of a little more than 1 percent, and if I can get that up to 3 or maybe more, we have a whole different ballgame.”

While he had no legislation, the number of tax policy specialists finding fault with his proposals continued growing. The idea that tax cuts produce faster economic growth was ridiculed so widely that it was even challenged on Fox News.

Then there was the fairness problem Trump created by promising explicitly and repeatedly that simplification and fairness went hand in hand. Trump promised to slash the top marginal income tax rate by as much as 62 percent, while the middle-class tax rate cuts would at best be slight trims. Today, some Americans earn annual incomes of a billion dollars or more and hundreds of thousands make a million dollars or more. But the top tax rate Trump proposed was expected to retain existing law, meaning it applied at less than a half million dollars of annual income. That meant a married couple who both worked all year to make $500,000 would be taxed on most of their income at 25 percent and on their last dollars at 35 percent, while those harvesting thousands of times that much income would pay just 15 percent on income from capital rather than labor. Since 15 percent is less than half of 35 percent, the difference between labor and capital income tax rates would create lucrative incentives for accountants and lawyers to devise ways to escape the higher tax rate. In the past this has been achieved by converting salaries taxed at higher rates into what would appear to IRS auditors to be capital gains taxed at much lower rates.

Some critics noted that the Trump-Pence campaign website materials on taxes, read literally, proposed raising the income tax rate of the working poor and marginal small businesses by half, from a 10 percent tax rate to 15 percent. That surely was not Trump’s intent, but it showed that on tax policy, as well as facts and logic, Trump was anything but the world’s greatest expert. (The campaign tax promise was deleted from the website after the election.)

On April 26, his ninety-sixth day in office, Trump had yet to introduce tax legislation. It was more than a week after the historic Tax Day when income tax returns came due. But that day America finally saw a Trump administration tax plan. Well, sort of. Treasury Secretary Steve Mnuchin and Gary Cohn, the White House economic policy director, delivered a one-page statement to reporters. The “plan” totaled one hundred words. Those words read more like a hastily compiled tax cut shopping list for clients of Goldman Sachs, where both Mnuchin and Cohn had worked for years, than what the 90 percent were promised.

Cohn, who had been No. 2 at Goldman Sachs, complained about questions reporters asked for which he had no answers. “We’re holding a bunch of listening groups right now,” Cohn said, indicating that rather than coming into office with a plan, Trump was trying to find support for some sort of plan.

“We are working very diligently with the House and the Senate on coming up with final details of the bill. You’re going into very micro-details,” he said. “We’re holding a bunch of listening groups right now. We have outlines; we have a broad-brush view of where they’re going to be. We’re running an enormous amount of data on the proposals right now. We will be back to you with very firm details. We’re very confident to where they’re going to be, we just wanted to get out and give you a broad-brush overview where we are.”

The hundred-word plan would change the amount of income people could earn before income taxes began. The threshold was set at $24,000, half that for singles. This was less than half the $50,000 Trump had initially promised married couples. This was hardly the big savings Trump used as bait to lure voters by promising to remove half of them from the income tax rolls.

That Trump had tricked voters about their individual taxes became clear as soon as the Tax Policy Center ran the proposal, such as it was, through its time-tested computer model.

Among those making $20,000 to $30,000 in 2018 when the plan would take effect, only one in six households would get any tax savings. Those who did would save on average $40. Half of households making $40,000 to $55,000 would get a tax cut. The lucky half would save $34. These minor tax savings are as different from the tax wizardry Trump promised as the mythical Emerald City of Oz is from dusty Kansas.

The one percent, with annual incomes starting at about $600,000 in 2018, could expect to collect about a fifth of all the income in America and pay about two fifths of the income taxes, the Tax Policy Center estimated. They would get much bigger tax savings, however, enjoying two thirds of all the reduced income taxes.

The story was even better for the thin slice of Americans who, like Trump, make more than a million dollars a year. Tax cuts would go to the vast majority of these very high-income households. Six of seven would pay $62,000 less annually, with benefits concentrated far up the income ladder among people making many millions and more. While the million-dollar-and-up club is a tiny slice of all households, about one in 365, Trump would give them 24 percent of all the tax savings, the Tax Policy Center estimated.

Later the administration offered a nine-page plan, if you counted the cover sheet, that was more white space than text. Analysis by the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy showed that the first-year tax cut would total $191 billion. The best-off one percent, those making more than $616,000, would get two thirds of all the tax savings. The middle class, those making $41,000 to $66,000 in 2018, would get just 6.5 percent of all the tax savings. They would save on average $410, but one in seven among them would pay slightly more in income taxes. The next group, the fifth of Americans with incomes of $66,000 to $111,000, would save $530 per taxpayer. The poor, those making less than $24,000, would get a tax break, too—two bucks a week on average.

The numbers showed a tax plan not for the vast majority of the American people, the left-behinds who embraced Trump as their savior, but for the political donor class, a gift from Trump to his fellow plutocrats.

There were more Trump goodies for the already rich in the one-hundred-word plan. It called for eliminating the estate tax, which Trump had pledged to do in his campaign.

*  *  *

The most generous and highly concentrated Trump cuts were reserved for business—not all businesses, but big businesses. Again, Trump was with Wall Street, not Main Street, the exact opposite of his campaign theme.

Mnuchin emphasized that late April afternoon that the 35 percent corporate tax rate would be slashed to 15 percent. He also said it would apply only to domestic profits, exactly as Trump had promised in 2015. Profits earned outside the country would be subject to foreign taxes only. Depending on the rules, that could be a boon to American companies but it could also open to door to massive tax avoidance, worsening the federal debt Trump rails against.

The key question Mnuchin failed to address concerned profits earned in the United States and then siphoned out of the country as tax-deductible expenses. Through accounting tricks and a single line added to the tax code in 1986, multinational American companies could convert the burden of taxes into a profit center. Enron, the energy trading firm that collapsed in 2001, was a pioneer in these techniques with more than six hundred offshore entities created to put its profits beyond the reach of the tax collector.

One way companies do this is by paying fees to themselves. Many companies place their corporate logos, formulas for making drugs, and other valuable intellectual property in offshore subsidiaries. When they sell a pair of shoes or sell a pill, they pay the offshore subsidiary a royalty for the use of their own logo or formula. This converts what would otherwise be a dollar of American profit into a tax-deductible expense paid to a foreign corporation, even though the money stays inside the parent corporation. It is as if Congress gave you a tax deduction each time you took a dollar bill in your right pocket and moved it to your left pocket. It’s also a deal that benefits only multinationals. Purely domestic American companies, which includes most family-owned businesses, are not eligible. Once the profits are transformed into expenses and moved offshore, the money can be invested. Over the years, thanks to the magic of compounding, the deferred taxes will earn so much interest that the company can pay the tax and still have more money than if there was no corporate income tax. It’s eating your cake and having it, too, often with an extra slice.

Another aspect of the Trump tax plan would, read literally, raise the tax rate on profits of many small businesses by half. The White House announcement proposed a flat tax rate of 15 percent on business profits even though many family-owned enterprises make such a modest profit that they pay only 10 percent. Were Congress to move on Trump’s plan, lawmakers would, no doubt, make sure that small businesses paying the 10 percent rate continued to do so. But the focus by the Trump administration on the top rate showed how little thought it gave to the millions of mom-and-pop businesses. Middle-income Americans would get scraps while the rich enjoyed tax savings each year larger than what middle-class families earned.

Owners of small businesses typically seek to report little or no profit, taking money out instead as salary for relatives, contributions to retirement plans, and expenses they can charge to the enterprise, which is known as “the benefits of ownership.” Of the nearly six million American corporations operating in 2013, close to four million had assets of less than $500,000. Their average profit was $1,825. The average federal income tax was $357, or less than a dollar a day. Another 374,400 corporations were slightly larger, with assets of a half million dollars to a million dollars. Their average profit was less than $11,000 and their average tax was less than $2,800. In neither case were taxes a major constraint on success.

Another way to evaluate small businesses is to calculate how much revenue these businesses take in from customers that ends up paid as federal corporate income taxes. It was less than a dollar on each thousand dollars of revenue, hardly a crushing burden.

At the top, fewer than 3,300 corporations owned 81 percent of all corporate assets. They paid an average tax rate of 21 percent, far below the 35 percent rate set by Congress, many because of those rules favoring tax avoidance by multinationals. Cut their tax rate to 15 percent and these big businesses would enjoy a massive windfall worth several hundred billion dollars a year. As with people, the Trump plan aimed to help the biggest businesses, not the most.

In tax policy, especially with a rich man in the White House, a reasonable question to ask is how would Trump benefit. We’ll examine that next.


Trump’s Tax Return

Standing on a strip of white sand beach along the Intracoastal Waterway on March 13, 2017, I held my iPhone with outstretched arms to record a panoramic view of Mar-a-Lago and neighboring Florida mansions. Halfway through the panning, my phone vibrated. Amy, one of my five grown daughters, told me that among the day’s mail delivered to my home in western New York State was a letter whose contents she had scanned and emailed.

“LOOK AT—tax document” the subject line read. When the attachment opened, I momentarily stopped breathing. On the tiny cell phone screen I could just make out two pages of Donald Trump’s 2005 federal income tax return. Never before had the public seen a single page from a Trump federal tax return. And while as a candidate Trump pledged to make his tax returns public, once he became president he said no one would ever see them.

Two thoughts hit me.

Is this real?

Does anyone else have this?

Turning to my host, the storied criminal defense lawyer Glenn Zeitz, who had been showing me around Palm Beach, I said I had to drop everything to work on authenticating and analyzing the document. Zeitz had been regaling me with the story of how he had bested Trump in a lawsuit, saving the home of Vera Coking, an elderly Atlantic City woman who refused to sell Trump her home. (The casino mogul got government officials to try to seize her house for his benefit. Zeitz saved the day by winning a court ruling that Trump abused his position, preserving Coking’s home.)

The next evening, after the White House authenticated the document, I broke the tax return story at DCReport.org, the website my friends and I created to cover what Trump and future presidents do, as opposed to what he tweets. That night Rachel Maddow and Lawrence O’Donnell had me on their MSNBC shows, as did ABC’s Good Morning America, CNN, Democracy Now!, and other shows the next day.

The Form 1040 was just a keyhole view into Trump’s taxes. Luckily, I knew that a great deal could be distilled from these two pages because I have spent decades reporting on our tax system and was deep into drafting a proposed new federal tax code for the twenty-first-century economy.

The most important revelation came from Line 44. It showed that on the $152.7 million that flowed into Trump’s pockets that year, his regular federal income tax was just $5.3 million. But for a stopgap in federal tax law, that was all he would have paid.

That meant Trump’s regular income tax rate was less than 3.5 percent on this enormous income. That rate was less than the poorest half of American taxpayers paid that year. They paid a tad more than 3.5 percent on their average incomes of just $16,000, IRS data showed. In 2005, it took Trump less than fifty-five minutes to earn $16,000.

The second biggest issue his tax return raised was about how he would benefit from the big tax reform package that he promised but had yet to propose.

Before this document, all that the public knew about Trump’s taxes came from two limited disclosures. His income and taxes for five years in the 1970s had been revealed when Trump obtained his Atlantic City casino license more than three decades earlier. It showed that in the last two years, 1978 and 1979, he paid no income taxes because he had paper losses on real estate he managed. Under special rules put into place by Congress that protect the political donor class, his taxable income was less than zero even as he lived a lavish lifestyle. In 1979, he reported an income of minus $3.4 million for tax purposes—resulting not only in a tax-free single year, but the ability to roll unused tax savings into future years.

The second insight came a few weeks before the election. The front pages of Trump’s 1995 state tax returns filed in Connecticut, New Jersey, and New York had been sent anonymously to The New York Times and the New York Daily News. Susanne Craig of the Times said the plain brown envelope she found in her mail slot at work showed “Trump Tower” as the return address. Her reporting partner, David Barstow, sought my help on the story they wrote without telling me what they had.

The state tax documents revealed that at the end of 1995 Trump had $918 million of tax losses—negative income—that he could use to offset future income, a tax benefit that proved to be important to understanding the 2005 federal tax return.

How Trump obtained the $918 million is the story of a tax shelter so odious that when Republicans in Congress learned of it, it took them only a few weeks to pass a new law to demolish the tax shelter. However, as it usually does, Congress let those who had already bought this sham keep their ill-got savings.

The sheltering technique involves a lot of technical details. For tax wonks the short version is this: Trump’s shelter combined tax benefits under section 1231 of the Internal Revenue Code with the exception provisions in section 108, a concoction that is now illegal.

The device involved Trump reporting a tax loss of a billion dollars. He did this by claiming as his personal business loss nearly a billion dollars he had borrowed from the banks but never paid back. The banks had already deducted the loss on their corporate tax returns. What Trump did was to take that deduction again for himself.

Normally when people borrow money from banks and don’t pay it back, they owe tax. Congress treats unpaid loans as income, which they are. Millions of Americans learned this the hard way when the housing market melted down in 2008 and banks lowered the balances on some mortgages so people would not abandon their homes. These homeowners then got IRS notices telling them they owed taxes on the amounts their mortgage lenders forgave.

The only way out of being taxed on loans not paid back is to get the debt discharged in federal Bankruptcy Court.

Trump had not filed personal bankruptcy when he got his relief in 1990 from roughly a billion of the more than $3 billion he had borrowed. Instead his lawyers negotiated a deal with the banks. Then they persuaded New Jersey casino regulators to take his side in the negotiations with bankers. For New Jersey politicians with pliable ethics, this was not an especially hard choice. Except for two small lenders, the bank headquarters were in New York and more distant jurisdictions. Trump was a major employer with thousands of people working at his three Atlantic City casinos.

Once the casino regulators pointed out to the banks that if they foreclosed on Trump, they would be the owners of seaside hotels without gambling licenses—meaning vastly less resale value than licensed casinos—the banks surrendered. This was not how the casino law was supposed to work. A trustee was supposed to keep the casinos open if the owner was unable to pay his debts as they came due. But Trump’s political influence won out over integrity in New Jersey government.

Because this was a private deal done outside of bankruptcy court, Trump faced a tax bill of about a third of a billion dollars. That’s where the tax shelter came into play.

In step one, Trump essentially gave up his right to future real estate paper losses on his casinos. Instead he used the remaining value of the buildings to offset immediately the income he got from not paying his loans back in full. In step two, five years later he put the casino hotels, their value as real estate tax shelters now eliminated, into a publicly traded Trump casino hotel company. It never made a penny of profit, losing more than $1.3 billion before shutting down after thirteen years, the investors wiped out. Meanwhile, Trump paid himself $82 million in cash for heading the company. Step three was buying the tax shelter Congress later shut down. The shelter was based on the faulty economic premise that the losses the banks took were really Trump’s because of the change in the value of his assets.

The 2005 federal income tax summary pages showed what was left of the shelter.

Adding up the wages, rents, profits, and other income on the 2005 federal tax return revealed that Trump enjoyed $152.7 million of income flowing into his pockets. But the last line on the front page of the return showed that his adjusted gross income was only $49.6 million.

The huge difference came from $103.2 million of negative income.

That indicated that Trump had by 2005 used up $815 million of negative income from the tax shelter and in 2005 took the last $103.2 million to lower his taxable income. In turn, that revealed that Trump’s annual income for the previous ten years averaged at least $81.5 million. If Trump found new ways to generate negative income, he may have enjoyed even more money without sharing in the burden of supporting the federal government that weighed on everyone else.

So long as he had unused value in the tax shelter, Trump would be able to offset dollars he earned with dollars from the tax shelter, paying little or no tax. “Little” is a qualifier because of complex interactions among the tax rules governing deductions; some taxes may have come due despite his big-bucks tax shelter, but vastly less than his income would normally warrant.

During the September 2016 presidential debates, Hillary Clinton said Trump “doesn’t want the American people, all of you watching tonight, to know that he’s paid nothing in federal taxes” in at least some years.

Trump did not argue the point. Instead, he interrupted Clinton. “That makes me smart,” he said.

There was another important element to his 2005 income tax return. In addition to the relatively tiny regular federal income tax, Trump had to pay $31.6 million of Alternative Minimum Tax or AMT. That brought his total tax bill to almost $36.6 million.

The White House issued a statement saying that despite “substantial income figure and tax paid . . . the dishonest media can continue to make this part of their agenda, while the President will focus on his, which includes tax reform that will benefit all Americans.”

The official White House announcement falsely stated that Trump paid $38.4 million of income tax, improperly counting the payroll taxes Trump paid as a self-employed individual. Most news organizations went with press secretary Sean Spicer’s inflated number instead of checking his words against the document that they had while preparing their own stories on my scoop, a reminder of how much American journalists rely on official statements regardless of their accuracy rather than documented facts.

The next day Trump went on Tucker Carlson’s Fox show and inflated the numbers far more than Spicer had. “The income was actually $250 million for the year and if you notice there was about $100 million in tax deductions and depreciation and various other charges so actually the income was at the 250 level,” Trump said.

Watching the show, I burst out laughing. What Trump told Carlson indicated that the self-proclaimed greatest expert in the world on taxes did not understand his own tax return or he had inflated his reported income by two thirds.

“Fake news!” I shouted at my television, startling my wife.

What hardly anyone, except financial columnist Allan Sloan, reported was that Trump could recoup the Alternative Minimum Tax paid in 2005 in future years. That’s because of a special rule for real estate investors that lets them get AMT refunds for years when the rules limit their ability to use their tax favors.

That rule does not apply to the vast majority of Americans who are forced to pay the AMT ever since Ronald Reagan signed it into law for the 1987 tax year. Most of the AMT is paid by married couples with more than two children who own their homes and live in high-tax states, which also happen to be the states that tend to have the most good-paying jobs. Under the AMT people cannot take personal exemptions for themselves and their children; they lose the standard deduction; they cannot deduct state income and local property taxes; cannot deduct miscellaneous items such as union dues or cleaning official uniforms; and they get to deduct fewer catastrophic medical bills. A family can be hit with the AMT just because they have seven or more children. Running up big medical bills saving the life of a child with cancer can result in a higher tax bill because of the AMT, and no family in this situation can do anything but pay. Congress, however, by its grace lets Trump and other real estate investors recoup in subsequent years most or all the AMT they pay in one year.

Whether Trump scrupulously followed the law in his tax returns cannot be determined without seeing his other returns, including all the schedules and attachments. What we do know is that Trump has publicly warned Robert Mueller, the special counsel looking into Russian efforts to help Trump win the election, to stay away from his tax returns and business deals. The documents Mueller subpoenaed and witnesses he called before a grand jury make clear, however, that Mueller was not deterred by Trump’s threats. This raises the question, what does Trump have to hide?

Mueller’s inquiry is focused on Russian interference in the presidential campaign, including a June 2016 email to Donald Trump Jr. that suggests the Trumps knew the Kremlin was already working behind the scenes to elect Trump. The email states that as “part of Russia and its government’s support for Mr. Trump” the crown prosecutor (Russia’s attorney general) wanted to deliver damaging documents about Hillary Clinton. President Trump and his namesake son, who got the email and said he “loved” the offer of sub rosa assistance, have told at least six different stories about the email and subsequent events, all proved to be false.

But even if Mueller’s team finds tax fraud, the federal tax system is so riven with favors and court rulings on behalf of aggressive tax avoidance by the rich that Trump might be able in civil or criminal court to defend them.

While the integrity of Trump’s tax returns is unknown, other public documents show that he has cheated on his income taxes and that he has officially acknowledged sales tax fraud.

Without a thorough audit of Trump’s tax returns back to 1990 there is no way to know if he cheated on his taxes in the last thirty-six years. And there is no way to know if any cheating was civil, which means the punishment would be financial penalties and interest charges, or criminal. We also cannot get a sound idea of whether his tax returns were meticulously prepared to survive the most rigorous IRS audit with no change or even the government refunding money to him, as it does in about a sixth of audits.

His tax returns, even with all the attached schedules that for Trump no doubt run to more than a thousand pages a year because he owns more than five hundred businesses, are only the starting point. It is the books and records that Congress requires businesses to keep that matter. And for wisenheimers who think that the absence of records will protect them, the law sets a simple standard: no documentation, no deductions for business and other expenses.

What we do know is that Trump has in fact manipulated financial records to cheat on his obligations to government. New York City auditors proved that after being forced into a long fight just to get access to Trump’s books and records for the Grand Hyatt Hotel, his first big project.

Trump and some of his enterprises have been the subject of multiple criminal investigations into financial transactions, some with American and Russian crime figures, that make no obvious economic sense. In the mid-1980s he retained Joseph Weichselbaum, a mob associate with two felony convictions, to supply helicopters for high rollers and to manage his personal helicopter under unusual financial arrangements. After federal agents arrested Weichselbaum as a major international drug trafficker in 1985, he confessed.

Trump continued to retain Weichselbaum and even risked his casino license by writing a letter—a letter he initially denied existed—pleading for a light sentence, calling Weichselbaum “a credit to the community.” Weichselbaum asked that his case be moved to Florida or Manhattan, but instead it was mysteriously moved to the New Jersey court of Judge Maryanne Trump Barry, Donald’s older sister. She later recused herself, but her brother’s pleas for mercy worked. While the mules who drove cocaine and marijuana from Miami to Ohio got up to twenty years, Weichselbaum served just eighteen months. To qualify for parole, he said he had a job as Trump’s helicopter consultant. While he paid only $600 of his $30,000 in fines, saying he was a pauper, Weichselbaum moved into a multi-million-dollar Trump Tower apartment bought by his girlfriend. Trump has declined to answer my questions about this relationship, including the obvious one: Did he finance Weichselbaum’s drug business?

Hiding the records and manipulating financial figures for his benefit and to the detriment of his legal obligations was bad enough when Trump was merely a businessman short on integrity. But after he became president, Trump continued these vile practices, as shown in the earlier chapter on his continuing refusals to pay. Trump made another promise to voters, that he would build a wall and make Mexico pay for it. But would Mexicans pay for it? Or Americans?


Trump’s Wall

When Donald Trump launched his campaign in 2015, he asked people to trust him on many things, none more than his plan to wall off America from the south and stick Mexico with the bill.

“I would build a great wall, and nobody builds walls better than me, believe me,” Trump said in kicking off his campaign at Trump Tower. “And I’ll build them very inexpensively. I will build a great, great wall on our southern border and I will have Mexico pay for that wall, mark my words.”

Two weeks later, in the wake of intense criticism of his initial remarks, he tweeted a stance both softer and more aggressive. “I love the Mexican people, but Mexico is not our friend. They’re killing us at the border and they’re killing us on jobs and trade. FIGHT!”

Soon a standard feature of Trump rallies was his calling out to the crowd with the question “Who is going to pay for the wall?” The crowd would shout back “Mexico!”

Trump would not reveal his financing plan, just as he would not reveal what he said were his plans to replace Obamacare with something better and cheaper, or to lower taxes without increasing the federal debt, or extinguish “radical Islamic terrorism,” or destroy the Islamic State in Syria and the Levant (ISIL, or as he called it, ISIS), or many other policies. When pressed for answers, his mantras were “trust me” and “believe me” and “I’m not going to give away my negotiating strategy.”

He told supporters and skeptics alike to remember that he was a great negotiator, so not to worry because he would make it happen.

At the end of August 2016, with questions mounting about how he would get Mexico to pay for the wall, Trump made an unscheduled trip to Mexico City in his personal Boeing 757 jet. Mexican President Enrique Peña Nieto agreed to receive him. The trip’s purpose, the campaign said, was to deal with financing the wall.

Going to the Mexican president would be seen, in most sophisticated negotiations, as a sign of weakness on Trump’s part. Besides, he held no office, so why would Mexico negotiate with him? And Trump evidently paid no heed to the Logan Act, a law Congress passed in 1799 that makes it a felony to negotiate in any dispute between a foreign power on behalf of the United States without authorization, which Trump obviously did not have. Then again, no one has ever been prosecuted under the Logan Act, though it has caused some lawmakers serious political problems.

What happened in that meeting would become the first of many diplomatic matters involving Trump that would tarnish the reputation of the United States both before he took office and after.

Trump’s version when asked at a press conference afterward who would pay for the wall: “Who pays for the wall? We didn’t discuss. We did discuss the wall. We didn’t discuss payment of the wall. That’ll be for a later date.”

He also said, “Mexico will work with us and especially after meeting with their wonderful, wonderful president today they want to solve this problem along with us and I am sure they will.”

It turned out that Trump, the self-proclaimed master negotiator, had not worked out an agreement with the Mexican president or even a joint statement on their talks. He also had not told President Peña Nieto in advance what he would be saying, an amateur mistake in high-level diplomatic talks that anyone worthy of calling himself the world’s greatest negotiator would never make.

Just hours after Trump spoke, the Mexican president used his Twitter account to give his version of events. Translated from Spanish, he tweeted, “At the start of the conversation with Donald Trump, I made it clear that Mexico will not pay for the wall.”

Team Trump scrambled to respond. The campaign issued a statement suggesting that they also had become aware of the Logan Act. The statement said that the Mexico City meeting was merely “the first part of the discussion and a relationship builder. . . . It was not a negotiation, and that would have been inappropriate. It is unsurprising that they hold two different views on this issue, and we look forward to continuing the conversation.”

Peña Nieto did not stop with his tweet.

“I let him know that the people of Mexico felt wronged,” he told a television interviewer. Trump’s positions constituted “a threat to Mexico,” he said, adding, “I am not prepared to keep my arms crossed and do nothing.”

Peña Nieto also lectured Trump on negotiating style. He made no mention of the lack of advance preparation for the trip, or the lack of an agreed-upon statement at the end. Instead, appearing on a Spanish-language television program associated with CNN, Peña Nieto said, “That threat must be confronted. I told him that is not the way to build a mutually beneficial relationship for both nations.”

What happened when Trump returned from Mexico would become an early indicator of how Trump would behave as president, disregarding facts he did not like and relying heavily on the “best” advisers, those experts he has said reside in his own head.

Speaking to a rally in Phoenix the night of his meeting in Mexico City, Trump upped his rhetoric about the wall, knowing he had annoyed and perhaps angered the Mexican president.

“On day one we will begin working on an impenetrable, physical, tall, powerful, beautiful southern border wall,” Trump announced. “We will use the best technology including above- and below-ground sensors—that’s the tunnels. Remember that, above and below.” The crowd went wild.

Trump said that in addition the wall would have towers, which implied federal agents with guns who could look into Mexico as well as America. He also promised aerial surveillance and more federal agents, all to “supplement the wall, find and dislocate tunnels and keep out criminal cartels and Mexico—you know that—will work with us. Mexico will work with us, I absolutely believe it,” repeating that phrase.

Based on what Peña Nieto had said, however, Trump had no factual basis to support what he himself said.

Throughout the campaign, bankers, diplomats, government finance authorities, journalists, and many others all scratched their heads trying to figure out how a sovereign nation could be forced by another sovereign nation to pay for a wall that would offend its own citizens. Peña Nieto had made it clear the wall offended Mexicans, as did many of Trump’s other remarks, especially launching his campaign with a declaration that the government Peña Nieto headed was sending rapists and murders, mixed in perhaps with a few good people, north to the United States.

After winning the election, Trump had to come up with some plausible plan to fulfill his absolute and never qualified promise that Mexico would pay for the wall. His first response was to attack journalists as dishonest.

Then he said that the United States would front the money for the wall and get it back later from Mexico, still without saying how the reimbursement would be done. That tectonic shift from “Mexico pays” to “America pays first” received extensive news coverage. Trump evidently didn’t see any of it. Two weeks before taking office he tweeted, “The dishonest media does not report that any money spent on building the Great Wall (for sake of speed), will be paid back by Mexico later.”

Journalists reporting what he tweeted noted that in seeking votes Trump never said Americans would pay and Mexico would pay back, which in commerce would be considered a bait-and-switch scam.

Finally, six days after Trump assumed office, the White House spoke of Trump’s plan to make Mexico pay for the wall. It was not in a document thick with policy points or an economic analysis. There were no written statements. No flock of friendly experts stood at the ready to answer questions. Instead, Sean Spicer, the White House press secretary, casually informed reporters on Air Force One. They were flying back following a Trump talk at a closed Republican congressional retreat in Philadelphia.

The president was considering a comprehensive tax plan that could include imposing a 20 percent tariff on Mexican imports, Spicer said.

Spicer’s exact words sowed some confusion about just how a tariff works. But he eventually made clear that the tariff, which he called a tax, would be 20 percent. A tax on “$50 billion at 20 percent of imports . . . that way we can do $10 billion a year and easily pay for the wall just through that mechanism alone.”

Spicer’s remarks made clear that the tariff would apply to everything coming from Mexico. Fresh winter tomatoes, automobiles and car parts, oil, and beer would all be levied until the cost of the wall was covered.

Another remark by Spicer showed how ill-prepared the White House staff was. Spicer, who faithfully expressed Trump’s wishes from his first appearance when he insisted the inaugural crowds were the biggest ever, said, “Right now our country’s policy is to tax exports.”

Taxes on exports are prohibited by the Constitution. Article I, Section 9, states: “No Tax or Duty shall be laid on Articles exported from any State.”

What Spicer could have said, had he known or been briefed by someone with knowledge, is that the corporate income tax is baked into the price of American-made exports. That tax cost could be eliminated by replacing the corporate income tax with a value-added tax or VAT, which can be applied to domestic buyers only. But Trump was not calling for repeal of the corporate income tax, only lower tax rates. There is no indication Trump was planning as part of the Mexico wall scheme to make such a substantial change in tax policy, leaving White House ignorance about the Constitution as the only logical explanation for Spicer’s comment.

There was a big problem with the plan to slap a tariff on Mexican goods, a surprising problem given Trump’s assertions about his world-class expertise in economics and taxes.

A tariff on Mexican imports meant that Americans, not Mexicans, would be paying for the wall.

A tariff is a form of tax, and it would increase prices on goods subject to the tariff, though not with the transparency of a sales tax paid at the cash register. Instead the tariff would be built into the price ultimately paid by consumers, hiding it from those not familiar with how tariffs work or who don’t ask why a car made in Mexico suddenly costs more than a comparable one made in Canada or Brazil or Kentucky.

A 20 percent tariff on imports from Mexico would mean that tomatoes from south of the border that cost $1 at the supermarket would rise to $1.20 to cover the tariff. An automobile made in Mexico and sold in Iowa that had cost $10,000 would now cost the buyer $12,000 because of the tariff.

Sales of Mexican tomatoes and cars built in Mexico might dip a bit because the tariff would make them too costly for some consumers. For Mexicans that would mean less income. Viewed that way, the tariff could be seen as a plan to punish Mexico. Certainly Mexicans would see it that way. Still, the tariff would not make Mexico pay for the wall except in the sense of economic punishment.

To avoid losing customers, some American business owners might cover the tariff’s cost by trimming their payroll, perhaps holding down wages or shedding some workers. Or they could take part of the hit themselves. Greengrocers and car dealers might decide to absorb part of the tariff. Those tomatoes might then sell for $1.16 and that car for $11,200 with the four cents per tomato or $800 per car reducing profits.

The tariff might also cause some tomato growing to move back to the United States, but that, too, would come at a cost. Because of the tariff, the costs would still be paid by American consumers because the tariff would put upward pressure on the prices of all tomatoes.

In the early days of the American Republic, as the country transformed from an eighteenth-century agricultural nation into the world’s leading manufacturer in the late 1800s, tariffs on imported goods financed the government. Those tariffs also helped domestic manufacturers grow by enabling them to charge higher prices than in a theoretically free market. But those higher prices came at a cost: they generated extra-large profits, but the higher prices paid by consumers left them worse off because they could buy fewer goods.

No matter how the cost of the wall was paid, Americans would pay the price in dollars. Clearly, a tariff would not be the America First policy that Trump promised workers and businesses.

The tariff trial balloon was informative for another reason. Trump said he knew more about taxes than anyone else in the world, yet his plan showed no awareness whatsoever of the history of American tariffs. Popular dislike for tariffs was a major reason the individual income tax was adopted a century ago. The burden of tariffs fell heavily on the poor and emerging middle class at the start of the twentieth century century, while the super-rich enjoyed their profits and salaries free of a levy on their enormous—for the time—incomes.

The Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act enacted in 1930 at the start of the Great Depression made that economic downturn worse. The act provoked retaliatory protectionist measures by other countries. American exports and imports fell by about half during the Depression, much of which mainstream economists blame on the trade conflict the Smoot-Hawley Tariff initiated.

The vulnerability of American exporters to a protective tariff like Smoot-Hawley also escaped Trump and his staff. After years of importing oil from Mexico, in late 2015 the U.S. became a net exporter of petroleum to Mexico, selling that country about 211,000 barrels of oil per day, worth about $4 billion per year. The Trump tariff plan might, however, prompt Mexico to rely on its own oil or perhaps buy from Venezuela or some other country hostile to the United States. That would cost America in lost export revenue and run counter to Trump’s plan for America to acquire global “energy dominance.”

That Trump obviously did not know that with a tariff Americans, not Mexicans, would pay for the wall tells us two things. One is that Trump is no expert on taxes.

The other goes to his frequent statements that “I’m really, really smart” and “I’m like a smart person.” However smart he is or is not, the tariff plan and many other actions show that he did not pay attention when he was a student or forgot what he was taught at Penn, an Ivy League school, about economics.

That Trump doesn’t know the economics of finance became clear in lawsuit testimony from a decade earlier. He said he did not understand accounting. That Trump doesn’t know the economics of finance became clear in lawsuit testimony from a decade earlier. He said he did not understand accounting:

The concept of net present value to me would be the value of the land currently after debt. Well, to me, the word “net” is an interesting word. It’s really—the word “value” is the important word. If you have an asset that you can do other things with but you don’t choose to do them—I haven’t chosen to do that.

Like his plan to make Mexico pay for his wall, that’s gibberish. Net present value is simply the cost of acquiring and supporting an investment over the years measured against the expected money it will bring in and then reduced to the equivalent of a financial exchange made today.

The tariff balloon popped quickly, but Trump continued with his fantastical comments about the wall. At a February 17 press conference the president said,

We’ve undertaken the most substantial border security measures in a generation to keep our nation and our tax dollars safe. And are now in the process of beginning to build a promised wall on the southern border, met with general—now Secretary—Kelly yesterday and we’re starting that process. And the wall is going to be a great wall and it’s going to be a wall negotiated by me. The price is going to come down just like it has on everything else I’ve negotiated for the government. And we are going to have a wall that works, not gonna have a wall like they have now which is either non-existent or a joke.

He threw in a gratuitous slap at Mexico and other countries south of the border, too, saying a new office would deal with “the many forgotten victims of illegal immigrant violence.”

Trump called the Mexican president on his eighth day in office to talk about his wall. Again, he was told Mexico had no interest in any wall.

“Mr. President, this is not a personal difference. It has nothing to do with you personally, Mr. President,” Peña Nieto said, his tone cordial throughout. However, he added, “I cannot ignore this because we find this completely unacceptable for Mexicans to pay for the wall that you are thinking of building.”

He expressed sympathy for Trump, too. “I understand, Mr. President, the small political margin that you have now in terms of everything you said that you established throughout your campaign. But I would also like to make you understand, President Trump, the lack of margin I have as President of Mexico to accept this situation.”

Trying to find a mutual way out of the issue, Peña Nieto said the wall was “the critical point that has not allowed us to move forward in the building of the relationship between our two countries. I propose, Mr. President, for you to allow us to look for ways” to resolve the differences because “for both our governments, this could constitute a win-win situation.”

Trump’s responses were all about his situation. “I was voted on the basis that we are losing so much money to Mexico in terms of jobs, factories, and plants moving to Mexico. We cannot do this anymore and I have to tell you it is not sustainable,” he said, adding, “I won with a large percentage of Hispanic voters.” (Trump got a third of those voters.)

Again, Peña Nieto sought a different approach, suggesting they “find a route towards the dialogue to find a balance in our trade . . . the best virtual wall that I think we can build between our two countries is to make sure that both countries have economic development. And it is exactly on this issue that we have been talking about a more fair trade relationship between our two countries, so we can build this type of framework for that relationship. I leave this for your consideration, Mr. President. The will of my government is not to have points of difference with you, but rather points of agreement.”

Trump then turned to pleading. “We are both in a little bit of a political bind because I have to have Mexico pay for the wall—I have to. I have been talking about it for a two-year period, and the reason I say they are going to pay for the wall is because Mexico has made a fortune out of the stupidity of U.S. trade representatives.”

Trump’s mind may have drifted as he spoke his next words, because in addressing his counterpart, he used the third person. “They are beating us at trade and they are beating us at the border, and they are killing us with drugs.”

Peña Nieto then suggested, “Let us stop talking about the wall.” He said all governments have a right to protect their borders, adding, “My position has been and will continue to be very firm saying that Mexico cannot pay for that wall.”

Trump’s tone shifted. Instead of talking trade deficits, he spoke of himself. Addressing Peña Nieto as if he were a subordinate, or even a servant, Trump issued an order: “You cannot say that to the press. The press is going to go with that, and I cannot live with that.”

Later in the call Trump said, “If you’re not going to say that Mexico is going to pay for the wall, then I do not want to meet with you guys anymore because I cannot live with that.”

Trump’s final negotiating position was exactly what I warned voters about during the campaign. Trump had spent his whole life in business deals that often benefited him and hurt others, ending their relationship on an acrimonious note. But as president, Trump would have to deal with people in positions of power he could neither fire like his faux apprentices nor ignore. The dictator in North Korea, the Senate majority leader, the judges hearing cases brought against his executive orders, and the president of Mexico were not going to go away, and as president, Trump would not be able to ignore them.

Trump’s style as president continued his lifelong pattern of ignoring facts, ignoring realities he wished did not exist. Three months after the conversation with the Mexican president—a conversation the contents of which would not become known for another three months—Trump gave an interview to CBS. Appearing on Face the Nation, a Sunday morning politics show, Trump told host John Dickerson that Mexico would pay all the costs. And then he added a Trumpian fact-free flourish: “They’re going to be happy with it. They’ll be very happy to pay.”

Attorney General Jeff Sessions, appearing on ABC News about the same time, seemed a little more convinced that money would be found. He told George Stephanopoulos, “I don’t expect the Mexican government to appropriate money for it. But there are ways that we can deal with our trade situation to create the revenue for it. No doubt about it.”

Sessions said, “We’re going to get paid for it one way or the other. I know there’s $4 billion a year in excess payments” to people illegally in the United States—“tax credits that they shouldn’t get.”

There was some basis for his comment, but it was also Trumpian exaggeration. The $4 billion referred to child tax credits paid to undocumented immigrants for their children sixteen and younger. Over ten years, the total came to $7.6 billion. That number, far below what Sessions said, came from the nonpartisan staff of the congressional Joint Committee on Taxation.

Trump’s wall will cost $21.6 billion, according to an internal report by Homeland Security, so taking away the tax credits Sessions cited would pay for only roughly one third of the wall.

But Sessions’s comment also had the economics wrong. Again, this would not be Mexico paying for the wall, but Americans. Stopping child tax credits to people inside the United States who do not qualify because they entered the country without permission would save taxpayers and follow the law. It would stop errors and, mostly, tax fraud, but it still would not result in Mexico paying for the wall.

But Trump continued to insist that he would make Mexico pay for the wall. Not even the disclosure of his exchange with the president of Mexico, who flatly rejected paying for the wall, seemed to have any effect on Trump’s grasp of the situation.

At a White House press briefing in August with the president of Finland, Trump was asked if Mexico would pay for the wall.

“Yes, it will,” Trump said. “One way or another Mexico is going to pay for the wall. It may be through reimbursement. But one way or the other Mexico will pay for the wall. We’re right now negotiating NAFTA. In my opinion Mexico’s been very difficult. Why wouldn’t they be. They had a sweetheart deal for many years. It’s one of the great deals of all time for them, one of the worst trade deals ever signed” by the United States.

Trump may have stumbled on a truth. Despite all his hard-line talk, and America becoming a net supplier of oil to Mexico, the deficit in goods traded with Mexico soared after Trump took office. The net balance of trade increased in Mexico’s favor by more than a third in the first half of 2017 compared to a year earlier, Census Bureau data showed.


PART IV



FOSSIL FUELS AND CLIMATE AND SCIENCE DENIAL


Polluters’ Paradise

During the administrations of George W. Bush and Barack Obama, Betsy Southerland grew accustomed to speaking directly with the dozen administrators and acting administrators they had appointed to run the Environmental Protection Agency. As director of the Office of Science and Technology working on the Clean Water Act that Richard Nixon had signed into law, it was routine for Southerland to have Christine Todd Whitman, Lisa Jackson, Gina McCarthy, and other administrators pop into her office or ask her to come over to chat.

To address the complex and subtle issues of how to fulfill the Clean Water Act requirement to “restore and maintain the chemical, physical, and biological integrity of the Nation’s waters,” Southerland often assembled teams to assess the science needed to implement the act.

“With Gina McCarthy and Christine Todd Whitman and Lisa Jackson and all the others, they would normally take notes. They would debate with us. They would say what they had been hearing from industry and the critiques they had heard” of EPA policies and practices. “They let us know what was on their minds,” said Southerland. And they were open to persuasion and paid attention to the findings of scientists inside and outside EPA, she added.

That all ended when Donald Trump named Scott Pruitt the administrator of the EPA, an agency Trump had promised he would smash into “tidbits.” Pruitt seemed just the politician to do that. As Oklahoma attorney general, he sued the EPA fourteen times, taking up the cause of energy companies whose suggestions his office sometimes cut-and-pasted into official documents. In his LinkedIn profile, he described himself as “a leading advocate against the EPA’s activist agenda.” Pruitt never stopped by Southerland’s office or summoned her over for a chat. Others who were called in said they usually had to wait because doors to the administrator’s section were locked. Some said they were required to surrender their smartphones, which could record conversations. Sometimes they were told to not take any notes.

This was not the first time the EPA operated under a president who favored industry over the environment. Ronald Reagan had been a vigorous advocate for reining in the EPA through his administrator, Anne Burford, mother of the conservative, if not reactionary, lawyer and judge whom Trump would name to the Supreme Court, Neil Gorsuch.

But Reagan was not antagonistic to science, just friendly to industry. Trump was dismissive of science. He called climate change a “Chinese hoax.”

Pruitt introduced himself to EPA staff by video over the agency’s computer network. He said he wanted to “dig down deep with respect to how we’re going to do business in the future, and get to know you personally and how I can be a resource to you as you do your work.” But he went on to declare that “regulators exist to give certainty to those that they regulate. Those that we regulate ought to know what’s expected of them so they can plan and allocate resources to comply; that’s really the job of a regulator. And—in the process that we engage in, in adopting regulations, is very, very important because it sends a message . . . on how it’s going to impact those in the marketplace.”

EPA would be “open and transparent and objective in how we do rulemaking and make sure that we follow the letter of the law as we do so because that will send, I think, a great message to those that are regulated, but more importantly, they will know what’s expected of them and they can act accordingly.”

Pruitt’s framing of the issues revealed his one-sided approach to EPA’s mandate. His only stated concerns were those of industries EPA regulates.

Pruitt did not talk about why environmental regulations exist: to protect human health and safety, to make sure children are not drinking water laced with lead as happened in Flint, Michigan; to minimize the damage from industrial processes, such as ensuring that fumes from electric power plant smokestacks are not so toxic that they turn the rain falling on northeastern forests acid, killing trees and trout; to make sure that a century of the Cuyahoga River in Cleveland catching fire because of chemical dumping remains history; to ensure that fish caught in the Great Lakes and the Hudson River and the coastal seas are not laced with man-made chemicals that cause cancer in humans who eat those fish; to protect the wildlife and plant life that create enormous amounts of economic value for mankind all on their own.

*  *  *

Trump called global warming “a con” in 2010. Two years later he tweeted “the concept of global warming was created by and for the Chinese in order to make U.S. manufacturing non-competitive.” Since then in tweets and speeches he has repeated the charge many times and has cited cold weather and snowfall as evidence that climate change and global warming are hoaxes.

In these remarks, Trump demonstrated that he does not understand simple terminology, much less atmospheric science. Weather refers to temporary atmospheric conditions like hail, rain, or partial cloud cover; climate refers to long-term weather conditions such as the permanent cold air over Greenland, the dry Sahara winds, or the daily rain high up the mountain on the Hawaiian island of Kauai.

Three months after launching the campaign, Trump told Hugh Hewitt, a smart right-wing radio talk show host, “I’m not a believer in man-made global warming. It could be warming, and it’s going to start to cool at some point. And you know, in the early, in the 1920s, people talked about global cooling. . . .They thought the Earth was cooling. Now, it’s global warming. . . . But the problem we have, and if you look at our energy costs, and all of the things that we’re doing to solve a problem that I don’t think in any major fashion exists.”

Trump is entitled to his own opinion, but not, as Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan used to say, to his own facts. Among scientists whose work appears in top journals, the opinion is near unanimous that climate change is under way and that human activity, primarily burning carbon, is driving that change or at least accelerating it.

We know how much it costs to clean discharges into the air from automobile and truck fumes, smokestacks, and other human activity. We also know how much cleaning up saves. That’s because Congress has required the EPA to periodically justify the costs of the 1990 amendments it made to the Clean Air Act. Viewed the way a businessman would a potential investment—and Trump boasts that he is a super-successful businessman—the returns are astounding.

For the three decades from 1990 to 2020, the EPA calculated, the direct costs of the 1990 Clean Air Act amendments will come to $380 billion. The benefits, depending on assumptions, range between $1 trillion and $35 trillion. The central estimate was $12 trillion.

Those figures are in 2006 dollars.

That is a return of $35 of benefits for each dollar spent on compliance, using the middle estimate. Who wouldn’t buy an investment with those kinds of returns? The answer would be Trump and Pruitt. Viewed from the narrow perspective of a corporate financial statement, any cost reduces profits as measured by generally accepted accounting principles.

Those financial accounting principles don’t count asthma, lung cancer, heart disease, and premature death caused by pollution. All costs, however, must be accounted for on the universal ledger. Someone pays, because all costs, as well as benefits, must be accounted for somewhere, somehow. There is no free lunch, especially not for a society that lets polluters have their way with our air and water.

What research shows is that costs go up a little and benefits go up a lot more when polluters must clean up after themselves as best as current technology allows.

Many EPA career officials would have been happy to explain this and much more to Pruitt and his team of politicals, but that was not how they operated. Pruitt did not come by to introduce himself to Betsy Southerland and her staff. Pruitt worked through the political appointees he brought along, whose numbers the career staff believed were larger than in previous administrations, not that anyone in the headquarters suite was sharing such information with them.

Career employees soon realized that on the rare occasions when the political appointees working under Pruitt wanted to speak with them, the sessions had a fixed formula. The appointees always came in pairs or larger groups; they did not take notes; they asked questions only to clarify the meaning of technical terms in engineering and biosciences. They never said what was motivating the meetings and especially not what the industries regulated by EPA were discussing with Pruitt and his staff.

Southerland was in the same room with Pruitt only twice, on July 14 and 21 of 2017. She had a half-dozen staff people with her and Pruitt had almost as many politicals.

For weeks Southerland’s staff of environmental engineers and scientists had prepared exhaustive reports requested by Pruitt’s team detailing the damage done by toxic waste from coal-fired power plants and how EPA could address remediation.

For more than a century, electric utilities had used a simple and low-cost technique to dispose of the ash left behind after burning coal, a toxic mix laced with arsenic, lead, mercury, selenium, and other metals and chemicals that no one wants in their drinking water. They soaked the ash until it became a liquid and let the slurry flow downhill to ponds, many of them built on or near riverbanks. Continual flows of new slurry resulted in pools of toxic liquid that, should a dike or pipe break, could flow into streams and rivers, as happened with Duke Energy.

A Duke Energy slurry pond failed in 2014, sending thirty thousand tons of toxic sludge down the Dan River that separates North Carolina and Virginia, killing fish and other wildlife and rendering the river water unsafe to drink even after treatment. Duke had thirty-two other coal ash ponds, every one of which would cause the same problems if its dikes failed. And Duke was just one company in a vast industry of coal-burning power plants across the nation that did not clean up its toxic waste, billing electricity customers for the cost of cleaning up but instead storing the waste.

Duke paid a fine of $6 million, but penalties never come close to covering the costs of spills, including any lives shortened of people who develop cancer or other illnesses as a result. Paying the fines is a lot cheaper than covering the costs of drying out the toxic waste, which would eliminate most of the risk of damage to human health and the environment from coal ash sludge getting into drinking water, groundwater, and surface water.

Six years earlier, a similar toxic spill occurred at a federal government–owned Tennessee Valley Authority coal ash pond near the Emory River at Kingston, Tennessee. The six years of cleanup cost almost $1.2 billion.

Southerland and her team set out to protect people from similar incidents, which research showed would be likely since the ponds were aging. “These ponds were a technology available in the early 1900s,” Southerland said. “We now live in the 21st century and we told the utilities you can definitely afford to treat those wastes.”

And, after all, the way utility regulation works, the companies would just ask state utility rate boards to let them add those costs to the monthly bills sent customers, either by including them in the total cost of supplying power or adding a surcharge specifying the cost. The shareholders would pay nothing. Indeed, for utilities whose rates are set based on a financial return on the amount of money they have invested, cleaning up polluted ponds adds to profits.

To prevent more slurry pond disasters a rule was formally put in place in the fall of 2016 directing the cleanup of these toxic wastes over eight years. But shortly after taking office Trump said he would end the rule, and in fall 2017 the EPA was in the formal process of repealing it.

*  *  *

In her farewell address to about 120 EPA clean water staff, Southerland expressed her frustration at Pruitt’s actions to undo various regulations, including the slurry pond rules, and her fear of what they will mean for public health and safety and the environment. She was especially troubled that Pruitt showed no balance, always taking the side of polluters.

Southerland worried that the costs of cleaning up toxic messes would continue to be shifted from those who make them to everyone else, creating not just environmental pollution, but economic pollution as well. That concern grew out of Pruitt’s efforts to get rid of the rule that puts the legal duty on polluters to pay for the damage they cause.

“Abandonment of the polluter-pays principle that underlies all environmental statutes and regulations,” she said, will mean polluters must contend not with the federal government, but also “the states, tribes and local government.” They are much more likely to fall sway to corporate influence than Washington, at least before Trump.

“The best case for our children and grandchildren is that they will pay the polluters’ bills through increased state taxes, new user fees, and higher water and sewer bills,” Southerland warned. “The worst case is that they will have to live with increased public health and safety risks and a degraded environment.”

She pointed out how cost cutting on the margin often leads to much greater costs later. She cited New Orleans’s concrete water barrier walls that were not sunk deeply enough into the Louisiana mud to withstand the pressure of rising water. When they tilted in 2005, the waters from Hurricane Katrina flooded the lower parts of the city.

“Today the environmental field is suffering from the temporary triumph of myth over truth,” Southerland said. She added that there is no war on coal, no economic crisis caused by environmental regulations, and no doubt that human activities were causing climate change.

Southerland ended her farewell on an optimistic note. She said in years to come she fully expected that Congress and the courts would “eventually restore all the environmental protections repealed by this administration because the majority of the American people recognize that this protection of public health and safety is right and it is just.”

For that to happen, however, voters would need to elect lawmakers and presidents who share her concerns and are not, like Pruitt, determined to act solely in the interests of the energy industries and other polluters.


Go FOIA Yourself

The EPA, like other administrative agencies reporting to the Trump White House, has shut off informal and much formal communications with journalists who are the primary means by which most people learn information. Even scientists are alerted to new and significant developments from news reports more than from technical journals—or were, until the Trump administration began stopping the flow of information.

Dan Ross, a racehorse jockey before he took up the much less dangerous trade of reporting on the environment and worker safety, noticed a change soon after Trump took office. Like other journalists, Ross had found the Obama era agencies cautious in dealing with journalists. But as a Los Angeles–based writer for the website FairWarning, which tracks safety issues, Ross said he managed to arrange background interviews when needed.

“Before Trump, the EPA people were kind of helpful and they would respond to emails and I could reach out to have a tentative relationship—because they wanted accurate information in news articles they would reach out directly and be helpful,” Ross told me. “Since Trump has come to power sometimes the press office won’t even respond when asked for comments. Sometimes they come up with a stock answer. . . . If I reach out to any officials in the agency I get sent straight back to a media spokesperson. It just feels like there are a lot of frightened rabbits in there.”

That concern grew when Ross started asking the EPA about tons of rubbish riddled with PCBs burning in Tennessee. There are more than a hundred types of PCBs, short for chemicals known as polychlorinated biphenyls.

PCBs were once widely used as insulators by electric utilities. PCBs cause skin eruptions called chloracne, but they can also cause liver and nervous system damage, lesions in the eyes, damage to sex organs, and when ingested by pregnant women can result in babies with reduced intelligence and health problems that may not be immediately obvious. PCBs are also carcinogens, chemicals believed to cause cancers. They have strong similarities to dioxins, a group of toxic compounds used in the Vietnam War era as jungle defoliants and commonly called Agent Orange.

Ross had two simple questions for the EPA. Did its Region 4 have responsibility for the rubbish and its PCB-laced smoke? And what was being done? Not only did Ross learn nothing, but he said the EPA “spokesperson seemed terrified. He won’t even say if there is a case ongoing or not. That’s absolutely ludicrous.”

Ludicrous it is, but it is also the norm for many journalists trying to get answers out of federal agency spokespeople in the Trump era. Some agencies are more cooperative than others, with EPA among those that hold the tightest grip on information. Canned emailed responses that avoid the core question, or anodyne answers that say nothing instead of giving details and policy positions, have become the new EPA standard under Administrator Scott Pruitt.

There has been another benefit to polluters since Trump took office. New criminal investigations of polluters have dropped sharply. The Obama administration initiated on average 254 criminal cases per year in its last five years. That rate dropped to 170 new investigations in Obama’s last year because he bought into an industry plan that was supposed to persuade polluters to self-report the way airlines and pilots do. Under Trump, the rate at which new cases were opened indicates that just 80 cases will be initiated in Fiscal 2017, less than a third of Obama’s five-year average.

Fewer new cases mean that in the years ahead, convictions will fall sharply. And that in turns means a likely increase in flagrant violation of clean air, water, and other antipollution laws because of the principle on which most federal law enforcement is based. Local police declare that they intend to catch every bandit, drug dealer, killer, and rapist they can. This is known as specific deterrence. Their aim is to catch the perpetrators and lock them up. Uncle Sam follows a different approach, known as general deterrence. The idea is that pursuing and punishing a few high-profile cases scares many people who might otherwise break the law into behaving. The theory is of no value when it comes to crimes of passion, but general deterrence can be effective in calculated crimes, especially pollution cases, where the underlying offense is based on polluting for profit.

An essential element of general deterrence is prison time. Those corporate executives willing to flout the law will do so if the only penalty is monetary since their employers generally cough up the cash. But the prospect of ten years in prison, even at a minimum security prison with dormitory-like accommodations, introduces a different calculus.

For general deterrence to work, though, there must be enough criminal investigators, enough cases initiated, enough indictments returned, and enough convictions resulting in lengthy prison sentences to create a culture of compliance. General deterrence is based on fear, and that requires an expectation that if you do the crime you will do the time.

By summer 2017, EPA was down to only 147 criminal investigators, far below the 200 positions Congress required in the 1990 Pollution Prosecution Act. Buyouts were being offered to experienced agents, whose practical knowledge of the law, policy, and standards of proof required to win convictions generally makes them the most effective in developing cases for prosecutors.

To Jeff Ruch, a former prosecutor and whistle-blower attorney who runs Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility, the concern was not so much with today as with the long run. “This evaporation of criminal enforcement is snowballing in that fewer agents generate fewer cases leading to ever-fewer convictions down the road. The spigot sustaining complex corporate anti-pollution prosecutions—which take years from genesis to fruition—is being turned off at the source.”

While Ruch saw general deterrence failing and Ross got nowhere in his reporting, a host on Fox did somewhat better. Pruitt avoided reporters, especially those known to ask hard questions. But in April 2017 he agreed to appear on Trump-friendly Fox News. Host Chris Wallace got right down to it, noting that Trump had just signed an executive order aimed at undoing the Clean Power Plan put in place in the last year of the Obama administration. Because of the Clean Power Plan, Wallace noted, by the year 2030, Americans could expect 90,000 fewer asthma attacks a year, 300,000 fewer missed work or school days, and 3,600 fewer premature deaths each year.

“Without the Clean Power Plan, how are you going to prevent those terrible things?” Wallace asked.

Not expecting a hardball question on Fox, Pruitt tried to evade it. “The president’s keeping his promise to deal with that overreach,” he said. “It doesn’t mean that clean air and clear water is not going to be the focus in the future. We’re just going to do it right within the consistency of the framework that Congress has passed.”

Wallace was not having it. “But sir, you’re giving me a regulatory answer, a political answer. You’re not giving me health answer,” he said, dragging Pruitt back to the health issue.

Wallace kept at Pruitt throughout the live television interview. What about the 166 million Americans, half the population, who breathe unclean air? The thousands of children who develop asthma? The many who die prematurely because of pollutants such as micro dust particles from coal-burning electric power plants?

Pruitt stuck to his rhetorical safe zone of alleged “regulatory overreach,” noting that American emissions of carbon dioxide were back at pre-1994 levels. Pruitt did not mention that the major reason for this was Obama era regulations that he had just characterized as “regulatory overreach.” Nor did Pruitt mention that as Oklahoma’s attorney general he filed lawsuits to block those regulations.

Pruitt defended Trump’s withdrawal from the Paris climate accord, which set voluntary standards for reducing greenhouse gases, with an argument based on geopolitical boundaries, something Mother Earth pays no attention to as her breezy outer layer warms. “Paris represents a bad deal for this country,” Pruitt said. “We frontloaded our costs. China and India backloaded theirs. That caused a contraction in our economy.”

That last point is a Trumpian alternative fact, in Trump adviser Kellyanne Conway’s memorable phrase. The U.S. economy last contracted in June 2009. At the time Pruitt spoke, the economy had been expanding for almost eight years, the stock market had more than tripled, and millions of jobs had been added, many in energy industries.

Pruitt’s responses show how Trump and the energy industries seek to frame the debate about the environment and regulating polluters to minimize the damage from industrial processes. Pruitt talked in abstract terms. He employed fifty-cent words and ideas that policy wonks debate among themselves, not the nickel words and ideas that resonate with most people. “Regulatory overreach” and “frontloaded costs” and “contraction in our economy” cloud the issues in abstract obfuscation.

Framing questions as Wallace did clears the rhetorical air.

Avoiding the word health at the Environmental Protection Agency has been a hallmark of the Trump administration. When it comes to the EPA, the administration also treads lightly with the words benefits and economics. There are sound reasons in propaganda and rhetoric to avoid these words and focus on alleged “regulatory overreach.”

Legal scholars have noted that in trials, the advocates who define the terms and take the lead in educating the jury or the judge usually win because they focus the arguments in a way favorable to their interests. The same holds true in civic debate.

If pollution is discussed in terms of sickening and killing people for profit, public opinion will sway in the direction of requiring companies to clean up after their operations rather than dumping toxins into the air and water. But if the discussion is framed in terms of bureaucracies handicapping enterprise, especially with claims that the jobs of honest hardworking people like coal miners are being needlessly destroyed, it becomes much easier to give aid and comfort to the polluters because people do not recognize them as an enemy of their well-being and that of their children, grandchildren, and other loved ones.

Similarly, the Trump White House referred to the effects of carbon dioxide from burning coal, the dirtiest of all fossil fuels, as “social costs.”

Framing environmental issues in terms of people’s health changes the debate. Make the debate about children sickened for life by water in the schoolyard fountain, adults gasping for air, and people dying sooner than they otherwise would, and regulation becomes an issue of the quality of life and of premature death. Framing regulation of energy companies in terms of corporations taking responsibility for cleaning up the messes they make resonates with most people. Then throwing in the economics, especially when environmental regulations show huge benefits that far outweigh the costs, adds sensible logic.

Pruitt’s reluctance to go anywhere near health issues is not surprising. He has awards aplenty from groups like the Oklahoma Well Strippers Association. On the taxpayer dime he flew back and forth from the nation’s capital to his Oklahoma home, throwing in the cost of a side trip to attend a Colorado gathering of the Heritage Foundation, long a foe of fossil fuel industry regulations. Pruitt’s predecessor, Gina McCarthy, also flew to her home in Massachusetts. But unlike Pruitt, McCarthy paid her own way.

At his Senate confirmation hearing, Pruitt could not recall ever receiving an award from an environmental or public health group. Senator Sheldon Whitehouse, a Rhode Island Democrat, said Pruitt may also be the only prosecutor in America who does not keep a record of successful cases, his official website as Oklahoma attorney general showing not a single case brought against a polluter. Pruitt said he hadn’t checked his official website so he couldn’t say.

Asked about his contacts with energy industry sources, Pruitt was evasive at his confirmation hearing. He said as Oklahoma attorney general he taught government officials how to comply with requests for records. Whitehouse repeatedly tried to get Pruitt to explain why his office had not responded after two years to requests for the emails and other public documents.

“I actually have a general counsel and an administrator in my office that are dedicated to performing or providing responses to Open Records requests,” Pruitt said.

Whitehouse was not buying that, saying snidely, “Not very dedicated, if it takes 740 days.” Pruitt then changed his tack, absolving himself of responsibility because “I’m not involved in that process. That is handled independently by the administrator and that general counsel in responding. So I can’t speak to the timeline and why it is taking that length of time.” He said he couldn’t provide the documents to the senators, either.

It would come out later that Pruitt had exchanged more than three thousand emails with oil companies, industry groups, affiliates of the Koch brothers, and others from the fossil fuel industries. The Center for Media and Democracy, a liberal nonprofit media watchdog, and lawyers from the American Civil Liberties Union fought for more than two years to get these emails, which were not available until after Pruitt got his expedited Senate confirmation hearing. No emails meant no hard questions about Pruitt’s conduct as Oklahoma’s top law enforcement official.

Those emails, released after Pruitt was sworn in, show that he worked hand in glove with fossil fuel companies as Oklahoma attorney general. Nothing in the emails suggested any regard for public health, the focus being on maximizing fossil fuel industry profits by allowing the industry to shift the costs of pollution onto the society at large instead of taking responsibility to clean up.


Interior Purging

The attacks on science that advanced the interests of fossil fuel industries were not limited to the Environmental Protection Agency. Donald Trump’s political appointees also went after scientists who worked at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration at the Commerce Department run by Secretary Wilbur Ross, at the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, and at the Interior Department. Managers and policy experts whose work touched on climate issues were purged. People whose job was to manage federal properties and wildlife in an era of rising temperatures, severe storms, and raging fires were also singled out in a drive to get them to quit.

The purge at Interior began on Thursday evening June 15. At about 8 p.m. some fifty managers and senior executives received emails giving them new job assignments.

Federal executives and managers get reassigned as the government’s needs change, but this was not like any previous redeployment. People whose skills the federal government had spent years or decades developing were not being moved into positions of greater or parallel responsibility. Instead they were reassigned to jobs well below their skill levels, often to jobs not connected with their education or work experience.

Joel Clement was a senior federal executive, director of Interior’s Office of Policy Analysis. His work included advising the Interior Department about management of its assets. One of his areas involved rising sea levels in the American Arctic, where a half dozen small coastal villages were being battered by winter waves, their land in danger of being permanently underwater. Relocating the Native American residents to other federal lands was part of Clement’s portfolio.

Knowledge gleaned from these North Bering Sea communities could be used to develop strategies to deal with rising ocean levels predicted for highly populated areas of America including Florida, the Gulf Coast, and the barrier islands on the eastern seaboard.

Another part of his duties included working closely with the Denali Commission, created by Congress in 1998. In some years it spent as much as $150 million building health clinics, roads, oil and other fuel storage facilities, community electric power plants, and houses for teachers in some of the most remote areas of Alaska where extreme weather is the norm. Its budget when Trump took office was just $15 million. Trump’s first budget, the so-called skinny budget, cut that to zero.

The White House also ended a long-term goal of Native Americans in Alaska to have representation on the Denali Commission board, which they finally were about to get when Trump became president. But with no commission there would be no seats at the government table, no opportunity for Native peoples to have a larger say in their relations with the federal government.

In one of his executive orders, Trump included a clause rescinding an Obama executive order from December 2016 dealing with climate change in the North Bering Sea.

*  *  *

“We don’t work on greenhouse gas stuff, we work on stuff already baked into the system,” Clement explained to my reporter Jill Ambroz. “We have equities and assets to manage—wildlife assets, American Indians and Alaska natives, and how they are being affected by climate change.”

Clement’s reassignment email came from James Cason, a Trump political appointee with the title of associate deputy secretary at Interior. Cason had also been a political during the George W. Bush administration.

Clement was moved to the Office of Natural Resources Revenue, which is responsible for collecting, disbursing, and monitoring oil and gas royalty checks on federal and tribal lands. “It’s not my skill set and they’ve had to completely retrain me, reprogram me,” Clement said.

Because his new post has nothing to do with his areas of knowledge, Clement figures he was expected to quit. The signal he got was clear: “The new administration wants to cut loose anyone doing stuff they don’t want to do.”

Instead, he took a hundred hours of training in accounting at taxpayer expense. To his delight, others in his new office “are bending over backwards to help me in my new position. They had a stack of fan mail waiting for me!”

He has also taken the new work seriously so as not to give any excuse for firing him while a whistle-blower complaint that he filed is reviewed as he tries to get his old job back. “I’m not just phoning it in. I have to be a Boy Scout because I have a pending complaint,” he said.

While Clement was pondering what to do, his telephone began to ring. Fifty other Interior executives and managers were reaching out to one another trying to figure out why they were being reassigned to positions for which they were unsuited.

To Clement it was clear that the incoming interior secretary, Ryan Zinke, who had not yet been confirmed by the Senate, “was going to use reassignments to trim personnel. I spoke to some others that night who had been reassigned. Dozens were. It’s never been done before and it could be unlawful. They did this to clear out people.”

Zinke had been a one-term congressman, the only one representing Montana, after a career as a Navy SEAL followed by becoming a developer and serving on the board of an oil pipeline company.

What struck Clement and others was that neither he nor his colleagues were climate scientists. They were administrators for the most part whose jobs included managing federal government assets. “We didn’t understand why they were targeting work that was essential to our mission,” he said.

One of Clement’s duties was to be Interior’s representative to the U.S. Global Change Research Program. There were representatives from thirteen federal agencies as well as state, county, and city officials. Congress mandated that the program produce a National Climate Assessment every four years.

The final report was under review at the Trump White House. Clement and the many others who had some role in writing or reviewing it heard nothing back. “The concern is that it’s in review and it contradicts everything the White House is saying about climate change,” he said.

The White House could have buried that report, but a copy had been provided to a nonprofit Internet library, and in August it was found by reporters at The New York Times, which published the 673-page document.

The draft report noted that 2014 was the hottest year since records began being kept. It was succeeded by record warmth in 2015 and then again in 2016. Of the prior seventeen years, sixteen were the warmest on record for the planet. The report said that in recent decades temperatures rose more than at any time in the previous 1,700 years. It also said that human activity, notably burning carbon fuels that increase carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, explained the rising temperatures. Much of the report detailed how rising temperatures were adversely affecting the United States and what could be expected as the trend continued.

*  *  *

During the transition, it became clear that a purge of those who worked on climate change and fossil fuels issues was being contemplated. The Energy Department received a list of seventy-four questions that included a demand for the names of every federal civil servant or contractor who had attended meetings on ways to reduce burning of carbon fuels and any who worked on the Obama administration’s climate change action plan. The Obama administration rejected the request.

The questionnaire evoked a much stronger response from Senator Edward Markey, a Massachusetts Democrat who has long been critical of fossil fuel industry practices.

“Any politically motivated inquisition against federal civil servants who, under the direction of a previous administration, carried out policies that you now oppose, would call into question your commitment to the rule of law and the peaceful transition of power,” Markey wrote. “Civil servants should never be punished for having executed policies with which a new administration disagrees.”

Markey also warned that if any information gleaned from the questionnaire “is used to demote, sideline, terminate, or otherwise discriminate against federal civil servants whose only ‘crime’ was to execute the lawful policy directors of their supervisors, then your administration would violate U.S. law that protects employees against such wrongful acts of retaliation. Politically motivated employment decisions will erode the foundation of apolitical civil service and run counter to federal law.”

It was civil service and whistle-blower laws that Clement and others cited in seeking to get back their executive, managerial, and professional positions at Interior and other agencies after the Trump administration began its purges.

Clement says he and others misunderstood what Trump meant when he spoke of draining the swamp in Washington. “When they were talking about draining the swamp, we thought they were talking about lobbyists, but they meant civil servants . . . the civil servants were the swamp.

“When your entire workforce is described as the swamp, morale is done,” he said. “People are walking around feeling devalued, targeted, like a group of people with Stockholm Syndrome. Trump’s cabinet and high-level office nominations demonstrate the desire to tear down the executive branch. They are making it impossible to implement the laws of Congress. They’ll be swimming in litigation. They won’t get much else done. They have tossed every guideline from ethics to personnel management.

“When,” Clement asked, “will they be held accountable?”


Stripping Science

Scientists across the country and around the world were aghast at what they saw in Donald Trump’s first federal budget. It cut billions of dollars of spending, especially basic research and biomedicine, where huge advances in the last two decades have created vibrant economic growth. These cuts came as China, India, and other countries have been increasing their investments in scientific research and luring some American scientists to leave the United States by giving them well-funded laboratories and a free hand to hire their research staffs.

John Holdren, a plasma physicist and 1981 MacArthur Genius Award winner who was President Obama’s science adviser, said there was much more at stake than the work of this or that scientist whose project would not be funded because of the proposed budget cuts. “The partial budget blueprint released by the White House will put U.S. leadership in science and technology at serious risk if Congress goes along,” Holdren warned.

For America to lose its more than century-long leadership in science and technology would be a stunning blow to the economy and America’s influence and reputation. And yet Holdren was just one of many leading science policy experts who saw long-term disaster for the country in the Trump science and technology budget.

Cutting spending on scientific research runs directly counter to Trump’s claim that he will create a robust economy with growth rates unseen in decades. The opening of one coal mine or even a hundred cannot come close to matching the economic benefits that can flow from a single research project. For example, federal spending to sequence the human genome has returned at least $140 for every dollar spent. That figure is conservative, Holdren said, and in any event will continue to grow as genomics produces more lifesaving medical advances, more techniques to improve the quality of life, and new insights that no one could imagine before the sequencing project.

How, Holdren asked, does anyone look at the return on the genomics project and not propose greater spending or at least continued spending at existing levels? Beyond the economic growth benefits, what of the benefits of improved well-being and relief of suffering?

Science gets little attention in the Trump administration, other than the ferreting out of scientists whose work offends Trump’s love of coal and steam, combined with his frequently expressed hostility to all things digital. Anything digital, he says, requires the brain of an Einstein, a curious remark for a man who has claimed to be one of the smartest human beings, to be “like a smart person,” and to possess the world’s greatest memory. Of course, that may explain his disdain for science. A man who has asserted that he is the world’s leading authority on more than a score of topics from taxes to ISIS and negotiating to nuclear missiles would not have much need for others to advise on science. And, on top of that, during a telephone call with the the prime minister of Australia, Trump described himself as “the world’s greatest person.”

Whatever his expertise in science, Trump has little interest in spreading scientific knowledge. In its first eight months, the Trump administration did not release a single report or study by the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy. It also did not post any science news or announcements at the policy office webpage. The Obama White House, which embraced science, issued 125 reports and studies in eight years, nine of them in the first year, on a wide array of urgent scientific and technological issues.

There was not much interest in hiring scientists to top policy posts, either. Of forty-six science positions requiring Senate confirmation, only sixteen were filled by summer’s end. Seven of those involved the military or nuclear energy. There were no nominees in environmental areas such as atmospheric, oceanic, and food safety science.

Basic research has no obvious commercial applications, which is why government funds the work. But the reason America is rich is due in very large part to basic scientific research. Despite this and despite the rapid pace of expanding knowledge in other countries, basic science received a lower priority in the Trump administration budget than developing deadlier military weapons, devising new techniques for national security, and helping companies develop profitable products and services.

The American Association for the Advancement of Science gives an annual Golden Goose Award to encourage public understanding of basic research and how it can have big economic benefits. The 2016 award honored scientists who spent years studying the sexual activity of the screwworm fly. Now, there’s an easy area of science for know-nothing politicians and pundits to mock, and many did. The research results got a lot less attention. The scientists learned how to eradicate the pests, which can otherwise kill an otherwise healthy cow in two weeks. Today the price of beef is about 5 percent lower than if the little parasites were still infesting cattle herds.

Discoveries made through fundamental research in biology, chemistry, genetics, mathematics, and physics have opened vast new areas of knowledge that enabled entrepreneurs to develop valuable commercial goods and services. More than a century of taxpayer-funded basic research made possible everything from jet engines that run for years without an overhaul to lithium batteries that power automobiles, from algorithms streaming movies on smartphones to the smartphones themselves. Advances in genomics and other biological sciences are beginning to deliver individually tailored cancer treatments. Take away those investments by taxpayers and most of the conveniences, tools, and lifesaving technologies of the twenty-first century would exist only in the pages of science fiction magazines.

Trump’s first budget proposed lopping a fifth off the National Institutes of Health’s budget, a $6 billion reduction. Holdren said the budget should go up, not down. “In recent time a lot of economic growth has been driven by investments in a lot of the big advances in science, in biotech, genomics, and so on,” Holdren said.

Many medical researchers complain that tight budgets hold back scientific advances because only safe projects get funded, not the moonshot gambles that when they work change the world. The National Institutes of Health in recent years has funded only about 16 percent of the projects that review panels of experts said are top-notch. With only one project in six getting any funding from the NIH, the incentive for researchers is to have their labs work on incremental advances of existing knowledge, not the foundations of medical knowledge.

Trump’s insistence that he can learn any subject in minutes and that the best advisers reside in his head stands in contrast to Obama’s approach. Obama often told Holdren that the memos he received about science issues should be longer and include more details. “Obama had a solid understanding of science and he asked questions that reflected his deep knowledge.”

The Trump administration asserts that science budgets are rife with what it calls “duplication and inefficiencies” that supposedly would not exist in corporate labs. Mick Mulvaney, Trump’s budget director, ordered federal agencies to identify research and development “programs that could progress more efficiently through private sector R&D, and consider their modification or elimination where Federal involvement is no longer needed or appropriate.”

Generations of politicians have relied on the budgetary unicorns of duplication, waste, and inefficiency. The Trump administration is notable for its zeal in promising more results from much less money so long as the tax dollars are spent by business, not government, or not spent at all. There is evidence aplenty that business is often as inefficient as or more inefficient than government.

In proposing sharp reductions in spending on science, Trump is trying yet again to get a free lunch. Indirect costs are things like administration, building space, utilities, and insurance in case the building catches fire or floods. In other words, they are part of the cost of scientific research. How much universities charge for overhead is a legitimate issue, but it is closer to a paper cut on a finger than the sort of budget-devouring waste that Trump imagines.

Nuclear physicist Rush Holt sees both contradiction and irony in the Trump approach to science, especially climate change and global warming. Holt holds a 1979 patent for an efficient solar heat system using salty water. He was a professor at Swarthmore before serving sixteen years in Congress as a representative from New Jersey and then, in 2015, becoming president of the American Association for the Advancement of Science. The association has been America’s leading organization promoting scientific research and defending freedom of scientific inquiry since 1848.

The Trump administration budget, combined with all the vacant science positions in government and the dismissal of expertise, vexes Holt.

“It appears that much of the federal agency work on climate change is being slowed down or stopped, even as you have Scott Pruitt from EPA and others saying, ‘climate science is so uncertain we don’t know enough to take economic actions,’ ” Holt said.

The logical response to such uncertainty would be more scientific research. Much of the research in climate science is done through two federal scientific agencies, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and the National Aeronautics and Space Administration. “And yet they are cutting the very research programs that might tell us even more,” Holt said in an interview.

“The silence from the Trump administration on science is ominous. It’s not just that he has not gotten around to appointing people to many science posts,” Holt added, but that Trump “doesn’t seem to have any sense that people from science can help him with what he is trying to do.”

Doubling the economic growth rate from around 2 percent to 4 percent or more was a key promise that candidate Trump made to voters. More than 80 percent of American economic growth in the four decades ending in 1949 came from technological innovation, economist Robert Solow of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology showed in 1956, work that won him a Nobel Prize three decades later. Other research shows that at least half of American economic growth since World War II stems from advances in science and technology.

Knowledge-based industries refers to the eighty-one American industries that generate the most patents and trademarks. They accounted for 45.5 million American jobs in 2014, roughly 30 percent of all jobs. Those jobs paid on average almost half again more than all other jobs. That margin of extra pay has been growing, from an extra 22 percent pay in 1990 to an extra 46 percent 2014, according to the Commerce Department.

The share of national economic output, the Gross Domestic Product, by these knowledge-based industries is growing. They accounted for 38.2 percent of the economy in 2014, up from 34.8 percent in 2010. Most significantly for Trump’s plan to expand American exports, these knowledge-based industries accounted for 61 percent of American goods exported in 2014.

There is one piece of knowledge we can deduce from the Trump budget cuts. Spending less on scientific research is not a policy to make or keep America great and it certainly is not a policy to put American workers first. Neither is raising the price of electricity, the most ubiquitous product of the modern age, yet that is what Trump set out to do immediately upon taking office.


Stocking the Swamp

Donald Trump handed out an important promotion on his first working day as president. It appeared to be a routine appointment, curious only because the official being promoted was a Democrat, a holdover from the Obama administration. The promotion didn’t garner a single line in The New York Times, The Washington Post, or The Wall Street Journal.

Understood in context, however, this promotion was a key to understanding how Trump would address his pledge to “drain the swamp” in Washington, block the revolving door between industry and government boards, as well as fulfill the core promise of his inaugural address, to act on behalf of forgotten Americans struggling to get by.

“We are transferring power from Washington, D.C., and giving it back to you, the American People,” Trump said moments after swearing to faithfully execute his duties.

For too long, a small group in our nation’s capital has reaped the rewards of government while the people have borne the cost. Washington flourished—but the people did not share in its wealth . . . the establishment protected itself, but not the citizens of our country. Their victories have not been your victories; their triumphs have not been your triumphs; and while they celebrated in our nation’s capital, there was little to celebrate for struggling families all across our land. That all changes—starting right here, and right now, because this moment is your moment: it belongs to you. . . . January 20th, 2017, will be remembered as the day the people became the rulers of this nation again. The forgotten men and women of our country will be forgotten no longer.

It took Trump three days to forget the American people and their struggles. The promotion letter he signed was among the first of many actions showing that rather than draining the swamp, Trump was turning America’s capital into a lucrative paradise for the greediest predators on Wall Street and their clients. And rather than blocking the revolving door, this promotion and subsequent actions greased its pivot.

The promotion went to Cheryl LaFleur, who was elevated from member to chair of the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, known as FERC. While it is a tiny agency with fewer than two thousand employees, FERC wields enormous power. How much you pay each month for electricity, part of the cost of the natural gas you use to boil water, and part of what you pay to fuel your car is determined by this agency. FERC licenses hydroelectric dams and determines the level of water behind them. It decides who can build oil and natural gas pipelines as well as high-voltage electric transmission lines. It sets the prices customers pay these monopolies and the profits the owners earn. And it oversees a growing and complex system of wholesale electricity markets that operate in more than half the states, a system Wall Street easily manipulates to jack power prices and generate colossal profits.

FERC’s financing is unusual. It is a federal agency, yet taxpayers do not cover its budget. The money comes from fees paid by the electric utilities, fossil fuel pipelines, and other energy interests it is supposed to regulate in the public interest. This financing arrangement is one reason the agency is often cited as the prime example of a regulatory agency that acts more like a handmaiden servicing the companies it regulates than a guardian of the interests of customers, or what economists call regulatory capture.

By law the commissioners are supposed to make sure that both the prices paid by consumers and the profits earned by utility owners are fair. The legal standard for this is called just and reasonable. Often, though, FERC puts its thumb on the scales. For example, FERC allows oil pipelines to charge 54 percent more than their net profits to cover the federal corporate income tax. That would be entirely appropriate except for one crucial fact: Congress exempted most pipelines from this levy in 1986. Similarly, when interest rates fell in the twenty-first century, the commission maintained monopoly profit margins that ignored the cheaper cost of borrowed capital, another policy favoring the industry that finances the commission. And the commission approved electricity auctions under rules that by their very design tend to raise prices and are built on the assumption that electric-generating companies would follow textbook economics rather than find ways to further manipulate these markets to earn unjust and unreasonable profits.

A president who wanted Washington to act in the interests of forgotten Americans could find no better agency than FERC to reform as a demonstration of resolve to drain the swamp. For starters, just appointing one commissioner with a résumé as a consumer advocate would help. LaFleur, like all the other commissioners, came from an industry FERC regulates. She had been CEO of National Grid USA, an electricity monopoly in the Northeast owned by British investors. Her votes and written opinions had long established her as a guardian of industry. When presented with complaints, backed up by strong evidence, that Wall Street traders had manipulated the New England electricity auctions, LaFleur proved to be a sightless sheriff, blind to the evidence of price manipulations that cost consumers dearly.

In promoting LaFleur, Trump also forced the resignation of Norman C. Bay, who was the chairman. Bay was the only commissioner with a bent toward enforcement of the just and reasonable rules, as might be expected of the former chief federal prosecutor for New Mexico.

With Bay out, the commission had only two members, not the three required for a quorum. It was the first time in the four decades since Congress created FERC, or in the decades-long history of its predecessor agency, the Federal Power Commission, that it lacked the quorum necessary to make decisions.

The lack of a quorum blocked the planned Nexus Pipeline, a $2 billion project to build a 256-mile high-pressure natural gas pipeline in Ohio and Michigan, including a compressor station with a whopping 130,000-horsepower engine to squeeze natural gas into the pipeline. For comparison, each engine on a Boeing 777 generates only 110,000 horsepower.

Also stopped were eight proposed liquefied natural gas terminals to export the relatively clean fossil fuel found in abundance using modern fracking technology. Seven of the projects are on the Gulf Coast, the other at Jacksonville on Florida’s Atlantic coast. Delays in approving those projects hurt American construction workers, but benefited Australia, Qatar, and other countries that were signing long-term contracts to export boatloads of liquefied natural gas.

These delays in energy projects did not square with Trump’s America First strategy, his promise to focus on creating jobs, or his declared support for fossil fuel industries. The damage could have been stopped by simply naming new commissioners and getting them swiftly confirmed by the Senate. Instead, the Trump administration dawdled. Soon $50 billion worth of energy projects stalled because of Trump’s laxity.

More than a hundred days after he took office, Trump finally got around to making two nominations. His appointees were classic revolving door.

The first was Rob Powelson, a member of the Pennsylvania board that regulated utilities in the Keystone State. He was considered a nasty foe by consumer and environmental groups. Powelson openly expressed contempt for farmers, environmentalists, and just average Joes and Joans who complained that virtually unregulated fracking for oil and natural gas in Pennsylvania fouled water supplies, stank up the air, and pulverized paving, burdening taxpayers with the costs of mitigating damage to water supplies and replacing roadways. Powelson, speaking at a pipeline industry conference, brought up protesters at FERC who had accused it of bias in favor of pipeline owners. Said Powelson: “The jihad has begun.”

The other appointee was Neil Chatterjee, the top energy adviser to Mitch McConnell of Kentucky, the Senate majority leader. Having worked for the energy industry, Chatterjee was just the kind of revolving door veteran Trump promised to drain from the swamp. Chatterjee was also a cheerleader for the burn-drill-frack school of fossil fuel management that loves Kentucky coal and detests environmental regulations, the attitude that has diminished the quality of life in parts of Pennsylvania and other states where fracking abounds.

While the Powelson and Chatterjee nominations were pending before the Senate, Trump nominated a new FERC chairman, with LaFleur expected to stay on as a member until her term expires. This time Trump chose Kevin McIntyre, an energy industry lawyer known for pursuing the interests of energy producers against consumers. McIntyre was co-chief of the worldwide energy law practice at the law firm Jones Day. His clients, the White House said, come from every area FERC regulates—electric power, hydropower, natural gas, and oil.

The choice of McIntyre disturbed Daniel Sponseller, a Pittsburgh regulatory lawyer whose clients are consumer organizations and unions that assert that the electricity auctions are rigged to favor power plant owners. Sponseller was litigating electricity price manipulation claims that FERC refused to investigate, a refusal that surely would continue under McIntyre. “You can’t find a law firm more oriented to the energy industry and to electricity-generating companies than Jones Day,” Sponseller said, with its “massive District of Columbia and nationwide energy practice representing the big corporations and always litigating against consumers and energy-purchasers. Drain the swamp, indeed.”

With these nominations, there was no chance that the Trump administration would relieve struggling Americans of the rule that forces them to pay for a corporate profits tax on pipelines that the pipelines are exempt from. This fake tax, by the way, results from a rule adopted by the commission after close and secret coordination with the pipeline industry. After I exposed this fake tax charge and estimated the cost to consumers at about $3 billion per year, Congress ordered a study. The official estimate for Congress put the cost at nearly $2 billion. Either way, customers are being forced to pay a tax that the pipelines do not owe. The extra money inflates their profits, already at bounteous levels FERC sets, by 54 percent. To paraphrase Mel Brooks, it’s nice to be a pipeline owner.

Any president worried about struggling Americans could end this unjust and unreasonable expense and at the same time make a powerful point about draining the swamp. All it would take is naming FERC commissioners who insist that monopoly utilities charge customers only their actual costs plus a reasonable profit without any charge for fake taxes. Another approach would be to send a bill to Congress requiring pipelines to refund, with interest, all the taxes collected but not turned over to the Treasury.

*  *  *

Likewise, a president concerned with forgotten Americans struggling to pay their bills would have a keen interest in holding down electricity prices, which are crucial to the profit margins and investment decisions of many businesses that use juice in vast quantities. Consider the New England electricity market after four energy traders from Goldman Sachs and one from Deutsche Bank got together as Energy Capital Partners. The partners bought a fleet of seventeen electric power plants. Just five weeks later they announced plans to shutter their biggest electric power plant, Brayton Point in Massachusetts. Buying an expensive facility just to close it would not make sense in industries like manufacturing, but under the electricity market rules approved by LaFleur and other FERC commissioners, it was an exceptionally lucrative move.

The market in which utilities buy electricity to distribute to their customers operates under the aegis of FERC. These auctions, in periods from a few minutes up to a year, are what economists call single price or clearing price auctions. All the power plants in a market, hundreds of them, file bids to sell electricity. Assume the average cost of generating power is $10 per unit and the average bid is $12, which would make for a handsome profit for winning bidders. But there’s a wrinkle in the auction rules. The bids are arrayed from lowest to highest. Every bid is accepted in order of rising price until all the needed electricity is supplied. Those whose bids are too high get nothing. The wrinkle is in what happens to the successful bidders: every power plant gets the highest price, the price set by the last successful bidder. So imagine that the average cost of producing power is $10, the average bid is a very profitable $12, while the last winning bid is $2,000. Under the single price or clearing price auction every successful bidder gets $2,000.

There are also capacity auctions, which operate under the same rules. Owners of electric power plants promise to make their electric-generating stations available in the event they are needed to supply an extra or unexpected customer demand for juice. These capacity auctions are like paying car dealers to keep a pink car of every model on their lots just in case someday a customer wants one without delay.

In theory, such super-high prices encourage investors to build new power plants. The idea is that investors will look at the prospect of getting two hundred times the cost of generating electricity, even if it is for a short period of time, and decide to build new power plants. That the prospect of super-large profits will attract new investment is textbook economics. But there is a fundamental problem with this theory. It assumes Wall Street traders and power plant owners behave like the elegant mathematical models of Chicago School economics professors, not like greedy individuals out to make every buck they can. In practice, these single price auctions create a powerful incentive to restrict the supply of electricity. If each investor was limited to one power plant, the concept might work. But when investors own fleets of power plants, the incentives change. If they close one power plant, or schedule it for maintenance so it is not available when demand for electricity is greatest, the clearance price can be pushed higher. The incentive is to withhold, not expand, the supply of electricity.

FERC has rules to prevent such manipulations. Without enforcement, though, rules are meaningless.

Sponseller, the Pittsburgh utility lawyer, filed a lawsuit challenging three years of New England auctions as illegal because they violated the fairness rule, the just and reasonable standard. The evidence showed that New England electricity customers paid an extra $3.8 billion because a single power plant was not in the capacity auction bidding. Those former Goldman Sachs and Deutsche Bank traders, the very kind of people Trump promised to drain from the swamp, made an extra $225 million in profits, federal court papers state.

LaFleur’s response? Nothing to see, folks, so move along.

Her position is that once FERC declares that a market exists, any price the market auction sets is the market price. That circular argument ignores an underlying problem. If the rules themselves are flawed, if the rules enable price gouging, the results cannot be just and reasonable. And as with the fake pipeline tax, ripping millions of people off for a few extra dollars each month concentrates billions of dollars in the hands of the very few who own power plants. And that upward redistribution of money occurs thanks to the federal government adopting unfair rules, rules that few people know about. Stopping electricity price gouging would seem to be exactly what Trump was talking about in his inaugural address when he said Washington made the few prosper while “the people did not share in its wealth.”

Trump’s first federal budget also included a proposal to sell various federal electricity assets, including the Bonneville Power Administration’s electricity transmission network in the Pacific Northwest. Robert McCullough, a utility economist known for exposing regulatory games and artificially inflated electricity prices, told me he was struck by the proposed sale terms. Private ownership would require profits and within a few years would almost certainly mean high costs for consumers, not at all what Trump had promised voters. But it was the proposed selling price that startled McCullough. Trump offered the grid at 75 cents on the dollar taxpayers had invested. “This is a new way to sell a car,” McCullough said, “start the bidding significantly below the sticker price.”

Congress created FERC and its predecessor agency the Federal Power Commission to protect families, small-business owners, and industry from monopolists and pricing schemes that jack up prices while at the same time ensuring an abundant supply of electricity. Unregulated, electricity prices can cause economic and political turmoil. Enron, the energy trading firm that collapsed in 2001, took power plants offline and used other manipulations to make West Coast electricity prices soar, devouring the profits of electric-intensive businesses from ice-skating rinks and grocers with freezer cabinets to metal-bending factories. That issue prompted California voters to recall Governor Gray Davis and replace him with Arnold Schwarzenegger—like Trump, a novice politician who was a household name only because he was an entertainer.

Trump’s letter promoting LaFleur and forcing out Bay, along with the three long-delayed appointments of new commissioners, was also an early indicator of the quality of the Trump White House team. Historically the people fortunate enough to have the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to work in the White House exercise extreme diligence to get every detail right, from how names of appointees are rendered to references to historical events. Trump’s letter to LaFleur was late arriving. The address on the envelope was wrong, the letter mailed to a location that FERC had moved out of more than a decade before.


PART V



GLOBAL AFFAIRS


Diplomacy

Four months after taking office, Donald Trump flew to Saudi Arabia, where he lavished praise on a family-run country that makes sure its people learn only the official version of events, not unlike the regimes in Russia and North Korea.

The extended family that has run Saudi Arabia for nearly a century was not satisfied with controlling what its own people know. They were determined to make sure that people throughout the Middle East lacked access to independent news because it was a threat to their absolute rule.

Trump’s visit helped that cause mightily while offending the government of Qatar, the Middle Eastern country that is home to the most important United States military base in that part of the world. Qatar runs Al Jazeera, a television news service that the Saudis and other dictatorial and monarchical regimes in the Middle East cannot block because it uses satellites to beam its reports directly to television sets.

The Saudis and their allies, after the Arab Spring uprisings in Algeria, Egypt, and Bahrain, wanted desperately to shutter Al Jazeera to ensure their iron grip would not be challenged. They saw an ally in Trump, who complains that news he does not agree with is fake news that should not be allowed.

It quickly became apparent that the Trump administration had no idea about the authoritarian nature of the Saudi regime, nor the competing interests and religious divisions in the Arab world. This was especially true when it came to the official form of Islam in Saudi Arabia, an extreme form of Sunni Islam called Wahhabism that had inspired many attacks on America, including those on 9/11.

Mieke Eoyang, a longtime Capitol Hill adviser on diplomatic, intelligence, and military matters, said Trump brought “bluff and bluster” to the Gulf Cooperation Council meeting in Riyadh. “He goes to Saudi Arabia, gives a speech he thinks makes him popular with the host country, but masks a much more complicated situation as he steps into this fight between the monarchist-based Wahhabist-friendly Gulf States and those who say the Saudis shouldn’t have a lock on religion within the Sunni branch of Islam.”

Eoyang said Trump’s speech and actions in Riyadh showed that “he really doesn’t get what the issues are and he won’t pay attention to those who try to explain it to him. He speaks without thinking about other people, other interests. Below-the-radar people are turning away from the U.S. in ways Trump does not see.”

Trump acted against America’s traditional role as a beacon of liberty and a promoter of freedom. And he did so while swaddled in what by his own account was a major conflict of interest that raised questions about what motivated his actions. (More on that later.) Those actions were inconsistent with those of any previous administration. His moves made no obvious sense in the three-dimensional game of global geopolitical chess, especially his attack on America’s militarily important ally Qatar.

The clearest example of Trump administration know-nothingism in world affairs emerged on the final day of the visit to Riyadh. Wilbur Ross, the richest member of the Trump cabinet, appeared on the CNBC business channel, where he unintentionally revealed his ignorance about how rare the freedoms Americans enjoy are and why petition and protest are constitutional rights. Ross had made his money as a vulture capitalist, buying cheaply the distressed bonds of companies headed toward bankruptcy. He reorganized their finances to make himself a pot of money. The companies, infused with cash from new loans, became corporate zombies stumbling toward collapse again in the future. That was how he met Trump more than a quarter century earlier when Trump’s companies could not pay their debts.

CNBC wanted Ross to tell its audience of investors about how newly announced arms sales to the Saudi regime would affect the stock of American weapons makers like United Technologies and Lockheed Martin. The White House announced that it had made deals worth $110 billion in immediate sales of weaponry. In time, it said, the total value was expected to reach $350 billion.

That was not true. Not a single deal was signed during Trump’s May 20 to 22 visit to Saudi Arabia. Instead the official-looking documents in large portfolios that Trump and Saudi officials signed with flourishes before cameras in a great hall were nothing more than preliminary memoranda about deals that might be made. The $110 billion of arms sales that Trump claimed credit for turned out to include $26 billion of deals made by the Obama administration.

Ross repeated the official version of events. Then he volunteered that beyond the speed with which deals were made he had something else to share with the CNBC audience.

“The other thing that was fascinating to me,” Ross said, “was there was not a single hint of a protester anywhere there during the whole time that we were there. Not one guy with a bad placard.”

As Ross marveled at the lack of public dissent in Saudi Arabia, the CNBC host, Becky Quick, broke in. She pointed out that Saudi Arabia does not allow demonstrations. “They control people and do not let them express their feelings,” she explained.

This prompted a Trumpian response by Ross, who neither acknowledged facts he was not aware of nor recognized his misunderstanding. “In theory, that could be true,” Ross replied. “But, boy, there was certainly no sign of it. There was not a single effort at any incursion. There wasn’t anything. The mood was a genuinely good mood.”

Had Ross read the State Department’s latest annual report on human rights during his long flight on Air Force One, he would have known that the Saudi “government strictly monitored politically related activities and took punitive actions, including arrest and detention, against persons engaged in certain political activities, such as direct public criticism of senior members of the royal family by name, forming a political party, or organizing a demonstration.” The report cited examples of arbitrary arrests lasting years without trial and long prison sentences for dissent, which explained the lack of protesters that had so impressed Ross.

Ross further demonstrated his naïveté by noting that as he departed, his Saudi security guards wanted to pose with him for photographs and then presented two gigantic bushels of dates, which he called not a diplomatic courtesy but “a genuine from the heart gesture that really touched me.”

Ross also said he was impressed at how Saudi Arabia was liberalizing. The seventy-nine-year-old billionaire pointed out that a woman runs the Saudi stock exchange, gratuitously observing that she was young and beautiful.

Ross said nothing of laws that banned women from driving or even being in a car with a man unless he is a relative. He said nothing of the religious police using violence to enforce requirements that women wear abayas, an outer robe, lest men lose control of their lustful impulses. There are other such examples too numerous to mention. Then there were the Saudi beheadings, public executions that human rights groups say often are carried out based on dubious evidence.

During the presidential campaign, Trump stirred up crowds with lurid descriptions of ISIL’s beheadings. ISIL sought to inflame Americans and Europeans with its atrocious acts. But they served another purpose as well—frightening people in areas ISIL controlled so they would submit to its authority lest their heads come off.

Trump said nothing about Saudi Arabia beheading people, which government executioners did on average three times per week in 2015 and 2016. Nor did he protest executions via public stonings, another Saudi government technique to frighten its 28 million people into submission to the monarchy’s absolute rule. Burying people in the ground up to their necks so rocks could be thrown at their heads was both a brutal way to kill and a terrifying reminder of the regime’s barbaric views on official violence.

Sometimes beheaded bodies are crucified in Saudi Arabia, all this done in public as crowds watch what journalist John R. Bradley describes as the “only form of public entertainment” in Saudi Arabia, aside from soccer matches.

Qatar, the country the Saudis wanted to bring to heel, does not stage beheadings. The last Qatari execution occurred in 2003 when a firing squad ended the life of a convicted murderer. But it was Qatar that Trump denounced while he was in the Saudi kingdom, shocking its emir and many American diplomatic and military leaders because Qatar is crucial to American interests in that part of the world.

More than 11,000 American military personnel work out of the twenty-square-mile Al Udeid Air Base south of Doha, the capital of Qatar. From there the Air Force directs American bombers and jet fighter attacks on ISIL, the Taliban in Afghanistan, and Houthi rebels the Saudis want suppressed in Yemen. Americans at the airbase in Qatar also controlled drones used for surveillance of suspected Al Qaeda, Taliban, and other terrorist leaders, directing missile strikes at them and their entourages.

Trump’s Riyadh speech praising the Saudis and their Middle Eastern allies while condemning Qatar drew firm lines in the sand. “With God’s help, this summit will mark the beginning of the end for those who practice terror and spread its vile creed,” Trump said, adding, “there can be no coexistence with this violence. There can be no tolerating it, no accepting it, no excusing it, and no ignoring it.”

Those remarks indicate Trump was unaware, or did not care, that the Saudis are the world’s largest sponsor of terrorism, far exceeding the Iranian government that Trump frequently denounces for its support for terrorism. The State Department lists sixty-one terrorist organizations, all but two of which are aligned with Sunnis and the extreme Wahhabi sect that is officially endorsed in Saudi Arabia. The Saudis fund fifty-seven of those terrorist groups. Qatar, the country that Trump joined the Saudis and their allies in denouncing, was also involved in funding terrorist groups, though they committed their acts of political violence mostly in the Middle East.

All American presidents before Trump had, in varying degrees, modulated their remarks to avoid exacerbating the centuries-old rivalries within Islamic countries. Their carefully scripted and nuanced public statements and official actions reflected the intelligence assessment that taxpayers paid for so our officials would understand the Middle East. Previous presidents took care not to excite a viper’s nest of poisonous religious and political conflicts in that part of the world and to balance American interests among these contending factions.

Abandoning that history of thoughtful diplomacy, Trump went all in with the Saudis and their allies. He said he applauded the “Gulf Cooperation Council for blocking funders from using their countries as a financial base for terror, and designating Hezbollah as a terrorist organization last year. Saudi Arabia also joined us this week in placing sanctions on one of the most senior leaders of Hezbollah.” While the designation did occur, it was likely window dressing to please Trump, not an actual severing of the relationship between rich Saudis who depend on the Saud family government for their fortunes and Hezbollah.

The official White House version of the speech, including capital letters, declared:

A better future is only possible if your nations drive out the terrorists and extremists. Drive. Them. Out. DRIVE THEM OUT of your places of worship. DRIVE THEM OUT of your communities. DRIVE THEM OUT of your holy land, and DRIVE THEM OUT OF THIS EARTH. For our part, America is committed to adjusting our strategies to meet evolving threats and new facts. We will discard those strategies that have not worked—and will apply new approaches informed by experience and judgment. We are adopting a Principled Realism, rooted in common values and shared interests.

How attacking Qatar could be principled or realistic is something people deeply versed in the Middle East could not understand. It did, however, align with Trump’s desire to make American news organizations come to heel and present only news that in his opinion accurately reflects his actions.

We cannot know what Trump was thinking as he read his speech. He showed no sign then or later of realizing the irony of delivering these remarks to a room filled with religious authoritarians whose governments and citizens finance terrorists, including the 9/11 hijackers. Nothing he said suggested that he understood the disputes among the various countries controlled by Sunni potentates and dictators.

Trump’s remarks also made no sense to those who know that Saudis fund the Taliban, the Afghan forces that harbored Osama bin Laden at the time of the 9/11 attack.

The Saudis surely have an interest in going after some terrorists. Their interest is in stopping terrorism by Shia Muslims, the branch of Islam dominant in Iran.

Trump had interests, too. At a 2015 rally in Mobile, Alabama, Trump said Saudis “buy apartments from me. They spend $40 million, $50 million. Am I supposed to dislike them? I like them very much.” Trump created more than a half dozen companies in Saudi Arabia. All were inactive, but he suggested that he had plans to build a golf course, hotel, or other property there.

A month after the inauguration, his sons opened the Trump International Golf Club in Dubai. A few weeks before taking office, Trump said that his partner in that venture, Hussain Sajwani, offered him a $2 billion deal. Trump said he rejected the offer out of concern that people would think he would “take advantage” of the presidency to make money.

Trump said he would have a conflict of interest regarding Turkey if he became president. “I have a little conflict of interest ’cause I have a major, major building in Istanbul,” he told Breitbart in 2015. “It’s a tremendously successful job. It’s called Trump Towers—two towers, instead of one, not the usual one, it’s two.” Ivanka Trump tweeted thanks to Turkish leader Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in 2012 for attending the launch of the Trump twin towers.

There was also a possible explanation for his attack on Qatar. Trump has a long history of being incredibly petty, his tweets showing his thin skin. Qatar Airways rented space in Trump Tower in 2008, but moved out in 2014, a slight Trump would likely not forget.

In Las Vegas, during the final presidential election debate, Trump had taken a very different tone about Saudi Arabia. Referring to gifts to the Clinton Global Initiative, a charity that helps poor people, Trump demanded that Hillary Clinton and her husband “give back the money you’ve taken from certain countries that treat certain groups of people so terrible.”

Trump specified “Saudi Arabia giving $25 million, Qatar, all of these countries. You talk about women and women’s rights? So these are people that push gays off . . . buildings. These are people that kill women and treat women horribly. And yet you take their money.”

Trump’s flip-flop on the Saudis after the election showed how little he understands the Middle East by comparison with Hillary Clinton. As secretary of state, Clinton had a nuanced and deep understanding of the complexities of the Middle East and how all the governments there in some way support terrorists. In an email from February 14 that was revealed by WikiLeaks, she wrote that “we need to use our diplomatic and more traditional intelligence assets to bring pressure on the governments of Qatar and Saudi Arabia, which are providing clandestine financial and logistic support to ISIL and other radical Sunni groups in the region.”

*  *  *

Donald Trump proposed to cut more than $14 billion from the $50 billion State Department budget, a 29 percent reduction. Only the Environmental Protection Agency was to be cut more. The Trump budget would essentially end foreign aid, most of which benefits American companies by buying goods and services from them and giving them to poor countries. While Congress is unlikely to approve such cuts, their significance lies in showing where Trump would put federal money. He asked for $54 billion more for the military.

Trump’s first budget proposed cutting by more than half the $3.1 billion the United States contributes to United Nations Peacekeeping operations. It eliminated all funding for the Africa Peacekeeping Rapid Response Partnership. The rise of Muslim extremism in Africa had been a concern of the Obama administration. It persuaded Congress to spend nearly $900 million between 2009 and 2014 to train and equip more than a quarter million African peacekeeping troops and police officers and some support personnel, including engineers. The program also provided medical care, aircraft maintenance training, and communications gear.

In 2014, the United States started providing $110 million annually to help Senegal, Ghana, Ethiopia, Rwanda, Tanzania, and Uganda maintain and quickly deploy peacekeepers in “response to emerging conflict, a concept that holds powerful life-saving potential.”

This strategy helped locals counter African affiliates of Al Qaeda and Hezbollah, and to intercede in mass crimes like the 2014 kidnapping of 276 Nigerian schoolgirls by Boko Haram, which Trump called a “radical Islamic terrorist” organization.

A major benefit of this strategy was that it did not require the involvement of American or other Western troops, taking a propaganda tool away from radicals who preach hatred of America. Just five days after Trump took office, the State Department’s Bureau of Political-Military Affairs issued a fact sheet detailing the benefits of helping poor African countries to develop trained forces to quell violence and equip them with transportation, without direct American involvement.

The Trump budget statement asserted that it was eliminating duplicative and wasteful diplomatic efforts. “Reform is needed to create not only more efficient and accountable peacekeeping operations but also ensure that each mission’s mandate reflects realities on the ground and is supported by the necessary political will and structures to achieve its objectives.”

An African rapid response team for peacekeeping, which would reduce the chance that American troops would have to become engaged at enormous cost, came to about a nickel a month per American.

The Trump administration’s budget plan also proposed cutting support overall for United Nations Peacekeeping, which ran even bigger risks of increased American military involvement unless Washington withdrew from its role as the global police department. The administration said the budget “sets the expectation that the UN will rein in costs by reevaluating the design and implementation of peacekeeping missions and sharing the funding burden more fairly among members.”

*  *  *

But what may matter most from Trump’s first foreign trip was how his conduct helped Saudi efforts to suppress news that was not strictly controlled by its government and those of its allies.

Qatar is ruled by the Al-Thani family, put in full charge in 1972 when the British gave up their protectorate. The emir installed by the British, Khalifa bin Hamad, created a television channel, something of a breakthrough at the time that showed his bent toward the West. In 1995, his son deposed him. The new emir, Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani, launched Al Jazeera, Arabic for “the Peninsula.”

Using satellite technology, the cost of which was falling fast, it began beaming unofficial news into homes throughout the Middle East. It would develop into a sophisticated and remarkably professional worldwide news operation, including Al Jazeera America, for which I wrote a weekly column for two years until it was shut down in early 2016.

While Al Jazeera had plenty of critics, none was more vociferous than the Saud family. They blamed Al Jazeera for stirring up people through the Middle East and fostering the Arab Spring uprisings. For the Saud family, with 28 million people they must control or placate, the Arab Spring was a serious threat to their reign. One option would have been to embrace change and allow more freedom and steps toward an open society. Instead the Saud family organized the other Gulf Cooperation Council members to boycott Qatar. That Trump would be inclined to help these Gulf States in their demand that Al Jazeera’s Arabic-language channel be shuttered was obvious. Trump admires Vladimir Putin’s popularity in Russia, which is due in large part to his control of state media. He also admires Turkey’s Erdoğan, who has moved to control news in that country.

*  *  *

Trump’s remarks attacking Qatar and aligning himself with the Saudis touched off angry diplomatic complaints from a variety of countries. Rex Tillerson, the former ExxonMobil chief executive who had become secretary of state, and James Mattis, the general and military scholar who became defense secretary, had to get on the phone to calm anger over Trump’s visit by other Middle East countries, especially Qatar.

The blundering in Riyadh came a month after Trump telephoned Erdoğan in Turkey to offer praise on his winning a referendum that vastly enhanced his powers. Trump was the only leader of a democratic nation who called Erdoğan with praise. The referendum passed by a slim margin, almost certainly because of fraud, according to international election monitors. The referendum gives Erdoğan powers to crack down on political opponents and close news organizations that do not genuflect to his rule.

Denunciations of Trump’s call to Erdoğan were also widespread, especially since Erdoğan was moving to replace almost a century of secular democratic government in Ankara with an authoritarian Islamic regime.

Evan McMullin, a former CIA operations officer who ran against Trump as an independent, winning almost half as many votes in Utah as Trump, succinctly captured the criticisms in a tweet: “An American president should never support a foreign dictator’s power grab. A simple gesture like this can weaken liberty here and abroad.”

Gestures concerning trade have enormous impact, too.


Trade

One day before the G20 meeting of leaders of the world’s largest economies began in Germany in July 2017, Donald Trump stopped briefly in Warsaw. He delivered a speech to an enthusiastic crowd organized by Poland’s ruling Law and Justice Party, a populist, nationalist, and rightist movement not unlike the one that had provided his margin of victory in America. The crowd was unified in its support of Trump. That was not because all Poles loved Trump, but because police kept protesters far away to foster the impression of solidarity between the new American president and people of Poland.

Poland was in fact torn by conflict because the Law and Justice Party was moving toward authoritarian rule. Jarosław Kaczyński, the party chief and the de facto leader of the government, made Trumpian calls to prosecute political opposition leaders, though with more subtlety than the “lock her up” chants at Trump rallies. Kaczyński also spread wild conspiracy theories and attacked Muslims, saying they spread parasites and disease.

What television viewers saw was reality political television, not fair and balanced news.

Trump’s speech served another purpose. It diverted the attention of American news organizations from something much more important, something of enduring economic significance, that was taking place the same day. Had that event been the focus of the news, it would have highlighted the growing disconnect between Trump’s inaugural promise to always to act on behalf of the forgotten men and women who work and his conduct on trade.

Trump spoke of how beautiful Poland was, how beautiful his wife was, how beautiful Krasiński Square was. His speech even put the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising and beautiful in the same sentence. All this was prelude for a sudden turn into his dark view of the future, an extension of his inaugural remarks less than six months earlier about “carnage” in America and his promise to restore law and order and always to champion working people.

“The fundamental question of our time is whether the West has the will to survive,” Trump declared.

That line came out of the blue with no context. It also dominated the news that day. It was not preceded as most grand pronouncements are by a buildup to prepare people for a jarring or monumental observation. Nor did it turn out to be the first step in a campaign to save Western Civilization from imminent or even possible extinction. That’s because its purpose was something quite different, something that distracted from much more important business taking place that day eight hundred miles to the west in Brussels.

Trump ticked off a long and eclectic list of challenges. It began with a theme of aggression without reconciliation, a theme in many Trump speeches when it came to racial, ethnic, and religious matters: “We are fighting hard against radical Islamic terrorism, and we will prevail. We cannot accept those who reject our values.”

To many people around the world the idea that Western Civilization faces extinction seemed not just surprising, but paranoid. But this speech was not aimed at people with a rational and fact-based view of the world. This speech was intended for the audience Trump counts on to maintain his power, an audience represented in the White House by his very close advisers the speechwriter Stephen Miller and, at the time, his chief adviser, Steve Bannon.

Trump’s repeated references to “our civilization” and his ten references to “the West” were not about the West in any geographic or even cultural sense. They were subtext about religion and ethnicity.

He was assuring those who did not want to accept refugees from the Middle East, who did not want to have to look at a mosque or believers entering it, that he was one with them. He was speaking to those who feel aggrieved because they want to live only among neighbors who are white-skinned and at least nominally Christian with, perhaps, a tolerance for Jews.

But while Trump was doing his best in Poland to appeal to those who feel aggrieved and imagine acts of violence will make them feel good, the latest of his many appeals to the worst in people, he was not involved in a civilized event of lasting economic importance to American workers.

A new trade deal was being signed that day in Brussels. It lowered tariffs and other barriers to trade between the European Union and Japan. The twenty-eight European countries had a larger economy than America, and if this deal worked as planned the mutual exchanges between Europe and Japan stood to make both economies measurably larger.

Shinzo Abe, the Japanese prime minister, called what was created that day “the world’s largest free, advanced, industrialized economic zone.”

Japan anticipated a nearly 30 percent increase in exports to the European Union, principally Japanese-made cars. The EU, in turn, expected to sell far more food to Japan, a boon to Europe’s farmers and ranchers, growing its total sales to Japan by a third. There also would be plenty of high-tech industrial and consumer equipment going both ways.

Jean-Claude Juncker, the president of the European Commission, the EU parliament, said the Euro-Japanese agreement “shows that closing ourselves off from the world is not good for business, nor for the global economy, nor for workers. As far as we are concerned, there is no protection in protectionism.”

The president of a closely related organization, the European Council, Donald Tusk, could not resist getting in a dig at Trump. Just as Trump delivered his Warsaw message to those in the know, bewildering others, Tusk’s statement assumed his audience would get the point without being jabbed. “Although some are saying that the time of isolationism and disintegration is coming again,” Tusk said, “we are demonstrating that this is not the case. The world really doesn’t need to go a hundred years back in time. Quite the opposite.”

This was not the only major new trade deal in the works. Another was taking shape that would enhance the influence of China, the world’s largest economy and a country that Trump told voters was responsible more than anything else for America’s economic problems.

Days after taking office, Trump had killed the proposed Trans-Pacific Partnership, or TPP, which would have created a trading alliance among a dozen Pacific Rim countries but not China.

The Chinese, knowing on Election Day that Trump was likely to fulfill his promise to dump the TPP rather than present the treaty for Senate vote, got busy promoting their own trade deal. Their sixteen-nation Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership left the United States out, but brought in India.

Chinese diplomats calmly and steadily worked to persuade Eastern Pacific governments that theirs was the country of the future, guided by serious people steeped in economics and history, and with a deep appreciation for science, unlike the erratic poseur that the Americans had made the head of their country. Stop operating in the shadow of Washington, China told the other fifteen governments. Turn toward the country of the future, not one whose leader keeps talking of restoring a mythical past.

With Trump giving speeches like the one in Warsaw, among other actions that the leaders of many countries found bizarre, the Chinese emissaries did not have a hard time selling the regional plan.

Trump’s protectionist instincts, growing out of his dark vision of an America run by what he called stupid leaders, included at least two other actions that helped the Chinese in promoting their plan to dominate trade on the eastern rim of the Pacific Ocean.

Two months after the Warsaw speech, he tweeted that he might end the American–South Korean trade agreement that took full effect in 2012. He said its terms tilted toward Seoul. The pact indeed favors Seoul, as I reported after I went there to investigate in 2012. The deal was especially unfair regarding cars and helped explain how Hyundai and Kia were able to capture almost a tenth of the new car market in the United States while American car sales in South Korea could be counted in the hundreds per month.

But the damage done by that agreement occurred before Trump became president. Gutting the South Korea trade agreement in 2017 would only embolden the North Korean dictator, whose taunts got under Trump’s skin and whose hills looking down on Seoul held an estimated 15,000 heavy cannons capable of quickly leveling that city of ten million.

Trump also said that said any new trade deals would be bilateral because he felt better deals were made between two countries than among a group of them.

One possible exception to this bilateral-deals-only policy was floated by Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross. He said that the Trump administration might be open to the proposed Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership with Europe.

That would, of course, be an agreement with countries whose residents were mostly, like Trump and his fan base, white. The countries China was wooing to its trade pact hardly needed be reminded of this Trumpian tilt.

On trade matters, Trump was not entirely out of step or wrong in his concerns.

The canceled Trans-Pacific Partnership was deeply flawed. I was one of its most vigorous critics, partly because it was negotiated in such secrecy that even members of Congress could not see it unless they left their cell phone, pen or pencil, and paper outside when they entered a secure room. More significantly, the agreement granted even more power to corporations to raise prices, thwart competition, and use litigation rather than marketing skill to make money.

But the TPP, if modified through further negotiation, could have become an important tool to advance American influence in the Pacific Rim and blunt the transformative ambitions of Beijing. Seen in strategic geopolitical terms, even with its flaws the TPP was better than the void Trump created.

And while China was not included among the twelve nations in the TPP, it was America that was not included in China’s Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership. The net result of Trump’s killing the TPP and not coming up with a new plan to counter China’s was bad news, especially for American workers in exporting industries.

By abruptly withdrawing from the TPP with no plan for a better trade deal, Trump did more to help the Chinese fulfill their ambitions of becoming the twenty-first-century superpower than anyone else. Further, his attacks on Mexico for supposedly sending murders and rapists north created ill will not just in that country, but also in Chile and Peru, which were also part of the TPP.

The Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership that China pushed would mean much more trade among economies on the rise. By the time Trump took office, China was the world’s largest economy, according to the CIA’s annual World Factbook. The European Union second, America third, and India fourth.

Japan was fifth, its economy stagnant for three decades because of a low birth rate, an aversion to immigrants even greater than Trump’s, and a population aging faster than America’s. But unlike America, Japan had in Shinzo Abe a leader who knew how to make trade deals. The one he signed with the European Union would mean growth for that nation in part at the expense of American workers, who would not share in the Euro-Japanese exchange.

Japan enjoyed some significant advantages over America. A big one was that 60 percent of working-age Japanese had a tertiary or college education, compared to only 48 percent of Americans. The share of the population with a four-year college degree or equivalent, a narrower measure of educational credentials, was more than a third higher in Japan, though Japan trailed America badly in people with doctoral degrees.

In a world of rapidly expanding knowledge, with science and technology the main drivers of economic growth, Trump was proposing major cuts to higher education, as detailed in another chapter.

An America that cuts its investment in its most valuable asset, young minds, combined with a president who pulls back from trade is an America that will have fewer jobs and especially fewer very good paying jobs in the future. That is even more true when comparing America to countries led by people with a forward-looking view and a desire to make the future better than the present, like Japan’s Abe and China’s Xi Jinping. They were busy making successful trade deals while Trump diverted attention with ominous talk of the pending doom of Western Civilization.

Unlike Trump, China acted not with an eye on tomorrow’s television news, but with enduring improvements that would be of great economic value years, decades, and even centuries into the future.

China, roughly the same geographic size as the United States, was lacing its cities together with high-speed railroads while America’s trains ran late and rough on tracks beaten down by freight trains. The Chinese built magnificent new airports with spacious terminals and plenty of wide runways for jumbo jets while America’s airports were often overcrowded and sometimes crumbling.

China laid deeper beds for its expanding highways than the German Autobahn and especially America’s Interstates, battered by heavy trucks above and supported by too little ballast below.

Not seeing global warming as a hoax, as Trump does, China built the Three Gorges Dam project, which made it possible for cargo ships to go hundreds of miles upriver. Should Shanghai disappear one day beneath the liquid remains of ancient polar ice, the Chinese government was prepared to move millions of people inland while America was not even building adequate catch basins for torrential rainfalls in low-lying areas like Houston.

Donald Trump promised a massive American infrastructure renewal. But after eight months no one had seen a plan or how to pay for fixing the nation’s multi-trillion-dollar deficits in roads, bridges, dams, and other infrastructure. And that was just for what was falling apart, not new needs for a growing population.

When hurricanes Harvey and Irma flooded Houston and Florida, Trump flew there, but he stayed so far from the flooding that his wife’s white canvas shoes were still spotless when they flew home. Trump boasted about the size of the crowd that turned out to see him. And on another trip, he offered not a massive rebuilding program that would create jobs and reduce future flooding, only a smile and an admonition to those at one shelter to “have a good time.”

*  *  *

When Trump got to Hamburg for the G20 meeting the day after his Warsaw speech, he was, other world leaders said later, standoffish.

He arrived having behaved like an oaf a month earlier at a meeting of North Atlantic Treaty Organization presidents and prime ministers. When the heads of government gathered for the obligatory photo, Trump pushed aside Prime Minister Duško Marković of Montenegro so he could be front and center for the cameras. With that shove, Trump made himself in the eyes of many Europeans a new version of the Ugly American.

The bad impression from Trump’s barging was reinforced at the G20 when he left his chair during a meeting in which the world leaders sit at a table, their subordinates seated behind them. Ivanka took her father’s chair. At the time, she was not even on the White House payroll. To the democratically elected leaders at the table, this was at best amateurish and at worst monarchist.

That and other breaches of protocol, along with Trump’s solitary position on climate change, effectively turned the annual gathering into the G19 plus one.

The nineteen negotiated what became the G20 Climate and Energy Action Plan for Growth. The plan declared the Paris climate accord, which Trump had withdrawn America from, to be irreversible. The plan also called for something that would be anathema to the political termites Trump had placed into the structure of America’s environmental, interior, energy, and other agencies to promote the interests of fossil fuel industries.

The plan statement urged “all G20 members that have not yet done so to initiate a peer review of inefficient fossil fuel subsidies that encourage wasteful consumption as soon as feasible.”

Trump also talked often of imposing tariffs not just to pay for the wall with Mexico but also to discourage imports. In some speeches, he suggested tariffs as high as 45 percent. Tariffs, especially at such high rates, would surely touch off a trade war that would be bad for the world economy and that of every country, including the United States, with goods and services to trade.

Trump got some support for limited use of tariffs from the liberal economist Dean Baker, who writes about the follies of politicians and reporters who get textbook economics wrong. Used strategically, tariffs could be good for American workers and investors, Baker said. President Obama did just this with China several times to subtly coerce China into abandoning unfair trade practices.

“China almost certainly is violating trade rules in many areas, most obviously by subsidizing exports,” Baker said. “Tariffs can be a way to force China to change the policy.”

If Trump imposed tariffs on imported steel, that would force Americans to pay more for steel whether imported or made in America. That’s because domestic makers would raise their prices to the amount of the tariff, or a bit less, to enhance their profits without losing sales. Using tariffs strategically for short periods could help steelmakers get through downturns in the economy or other turbulence beyond their control much the way the Obama stimulus package rescued the American auto industry, allowing it to revive and prosper.

The smart use of steel tariffs in the past, Baker said, “bought the American steel industry some breathing space at a time when most of the old-line producers were facing bankruptcy. As a result, the companies were able to reorganize and are now profitable. This has likely preserved tens of thousands of jobs in steel in Pennsylvania, Ohio, and other Rust Belt states.”

Trump, by the way, had some experience with importing steel when tariffs were not an issue. For his high-rise hotel in Chicago and his hotel without a casino in Las Vegas, Trump imported cheap steel from China, costing American workers their jobs. He went to great lengths to hide where the steel came from.

The Chinese sourcing for the steel was “hidden within a chain of various corporate entities, including holding companies registered in the British Virgin Islands,” investigative reporter Kurt Eichenwald wrote in Newsweek. Eichenwald detailed how Trump used “obscure off-shore entities that exist only on legal documents, limiting the potential liability of real businesses while obscuring their true owners” to make it hard for anyone to suss out where the steel was made.

America has run an overall trade deficit of 2 percent to 3 percent for years. Had it been whittled down to one percent, the country would have enjoyed near full employment some time ago instead of only in the last year of the Obama administration.

There’s a better tool than tariffs for reducing America’s chronic trade defecits. It’s making the dollar worth less against the euro, China’s renminbi, Canada’s dollar, Mexico’s peso and other currencies. Trump claimed China was artificially reducing the value of the renminbi against the dollar, but he never suggested the U.S. do the same to spur American exports and discourage imports.

“The normal mechanism for reducing a trade deficit is an adjustment in currency values,” Dean Baker said. A so-called strong dollar makes American exports expensive and imports cheap so Americans sell fewer Chevys abroad and buy more BMWs. But a so-called weak dollar would have the reverse effect: Americans would not import as much and other countries would buy more American products and services. The policy goal is to get a long-term balance between exports and imports.

“During the campaign, Trump pledged to declare China a currency manipulator,” Baker observed. But after becoming president “Trump quickly abandoned doing anything on currency with China,” a switch that occurred after he and his daughter got a basketful of trademarks on Trump-branded products that the family could sell in China.

Trump had one more not-ready-for-prime-time idea about trade policy. In September, after one of North Korea’s missile launches, Trump tweeted, “The United States is considering, in addition to other options, stopping all trade with any country doing business with North Korea.”

That would mean, of course, ending all trade with China, which imports from America as well as exports to it on a grand scale. And it would mean American companies would no longer be able to buy or sell goods and services to India, Pakistan, the Philippines, Russia, Thailand, and even Burkina Faso, because they also trade with Pyongyang.

David Frum, a conservative Republican who was a George W. Bush speechwriter before becoming a senior editor at The Atlantic magazine, had the smart response to Trump’s less than half-baked tweet: “If you proudly publish unworkable options, you advertise your lack of better ones.”


Digital Delusions

On his forty-second day in office, Trump stepped off the Marine One helicopter and onto the deck of the most expensive ship ever built, the Gerald R. Ford, the first in a new class of American aircraft carriers. The giant ship, eleven hundred feet long and twenty-five stories from keel to the top of its superstructure, served as a prop for Trump to promote his plan to add $54 billion in the coming year to what was already by far the world’s largest military budget. Trump also asserted, yet again, that his prowess as a negotiator would drive down the costs of military equipment, which he promised soon would be bought with abundance.

The shipboard imagery was smart television. Even though it rehashed the dramatic landing fourteen years earlier of President George W. Bush on the deck of the aircraft carrier Abraham Lincoln, it helped Trump create the impression of a capable commander in chief.

The most important shipboard news from Trump’s visit that second day of March would not emerge for more than two months. Trump broke that news in statements showing how he reacts instinctively, often without advice or knowing basic facts, and revealing how his ignorance of science and the technology of modern warfare blocks his ability to understand issues when they are explained to him.

Aboard the Gerald R. Ford, Trump began his remarks, as he often does, with self-centered comments. “They just gave me this beautiful jacket,” he said, grinning, about a Navy flight jacket like the one that Bush wore in 2003 as a banner behind him declared, very prematurely as it turned out, “mission accomplished” in Iraq.

Trump, wearing his jacket, continued. “They said, here, Mr. President, please take this home. I said, let me wear it. [The sailors laughed.] And then they gave me the beautiful hat, and I said, you know, maybe I’ll do that. We have a great Make America Great Again hat, but I said, this is a special day, we’re wearing this. Right? [The sailors applauded as he put on the ship’s baseball cap.] I have no idea how it looks, but I think it looks good. It’s a great-looking hat—just like this is a great-looking ship. . . . What a place. It really feels like a place.”

Trump told the sailors under his command that “we will give our military the tools you need to prevent war and if required, to fight war and only do one thing, you know what that is?”

“Win!” the sailors shouted as one.

“Win, Win. We’re going to start winning again,” Trump said, reiterating one of his themes.

As with Trump campaign rallies, this was an exercise with no substance, its purpose to work up the crowd and create images for television, a variation on the faux reality show that made Trump a household name. Then Trump turned to military spending, which he asserted must rise sharply to support warfighting capability.

“We are going to have very soon the finest equipment in the world,” Trump declared. That did not square with numerous statements by Navy brass that the United States already had the best Navy with by far the best equipment.

Trump said the Gerald R. Ford “provides essential capabilities to keep us safe from terrorism and take the fight to the enemy for many years in the future.” Aircraft carriers have little to do with combating terrorism, and some military strategists have argued that they are weapons from a bygone era. They are useful in positioning jet fighters and helicopters with limited range close to military targets, but acts of terrorism are often committed in places where dropping bombs or strafing the ground with cannon fire would kill and wound more civilians than combatants. Carriers are useless against many kinds of terrorist attacks such as those using backpack bombs or driving trucks and cars into crowds. Ships like the Gerald R. Ford are primarily weapons of conventional mechanized warfare, useless against small-bore attacks committed by small teams of suicidal ideologues and lone wolves.

Trump vowed to grow the Navy from ten aircraft carriers to twelve. That was, at best, misleading. Congress in 2006 required a minimum of eleven aircraft carriers, though the Navy had only ten in service at the time because the Gerald R. Ford had not yet been commissioned. Navy brass had long planned for twelve floating airports. Once again, Trump was taking credit where he deserved none.

Aircraft carriers may be outmoded in the modern world because of advances in torpedoes, missiles, and smart bombs, one of which could cripple and perhaps sink an aircraft carrier. Consider the firepower of relatively small South Korean attack ships, the Sejong the Great–class of guided missile destroyers. They displace about 11,000 tons of water, not much more than America’s Arleigh Burke–class destroyers. The South Korean warships come with 128 missile silos (the Burke-class have 96), more than enough to rain down hell on an aircraft carrier and the small armada of support ships surrounding it for protection. That a million-dollar or less missile could disable or even sink the Ford is among the reasons that Chinese plan for only three aircraft carriers and the British, French, and Russians each own one. Keeping friends around the world who will allow land-based airports for fighter jets, bombers, refueling tankers, and other aircraft is an option.

Trump also implied that he was fighting for military spending increases in the face of shrinking Pentagon budgets. That’s not true. The Pentagon calculated that Congress increased the basic military budget by 14.3 percent or $41 billion in 2002, by another 11.3 percent or $37 billion in 2003, and by 10.9 percent or $47 billion in 2008. Spending in 2015 and 2016 declined because the level of warfare in the Middle East declined. The Pentagon is just part of the national security budget. There is also the cost of the Central Intelligence Agency (human intelligence), the National Security Agency (telecommunications surveillance), and other security operations that add mightily to the total cost.

The $54 billion spending increase Trump proposed is, by itself, a meaningless figure to most people. One way to put it in perspective is to examine the cost per American worker at the median wage, the midpoint where half of the workers make more, half make less. Divvied up this way the annual cost of the proposed increase in spending equals more than half of a week’s gross pay for the median wage worker.

America spent $611.2 billion on its military in 2016, the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute calculated, while the Trump White House cited a figure of $585 billion. The peace institute calculated that the United States spent 36 percent of all global military budgets. The American figure came to more than the spending of the next eight countries combined: China, Russia, Saudi Arabia, India, France, Britain, Japan, and Germany. Indeed, the proposed increase alone was equal to what Russia spends each year on its military from January to mid-September.

Those figures are not simple comparisons based on currency exchange rates. Rather they are what economists call purchasing power parity comparisons that consider such facts as the low cost of Chinese labor, and therefore Chinese soldiers and sailors, compared to the cost of military labor in America and Western Europe.

“Our Navy is now the smallest it’s been since, believe it or not, World War I,” Trump said. “Don’t worry, it’s going to soon be the largest it’s been. Don’t worry. [Applause.] Think of that. Think of that.”

Indeed, the 2017 fleet of 274 ships was not much larger than the 245 at the end of World War I almost a century earlier. By 1930 the Navy floated just 130 ships, while to prosecute World War II America launched 6,768 fighting ships. Fulfilling Trump’s promise of the largest fleet ever would require a 24-fold increase in the number of ships. No need for such a fleet exists. Even if a third mechanized global war, like the first two world wars, were to erupt, the weaponry needed to fight would be much different from that in the first half of the twentieth century. Advances in engineering, science, and technology reduce the need for both ships and sailors, just as tanks and armored personnel carriers mean the Army buys few of the horses and bayonets it relied on in the nineteenth century.

The costs of adding more than six thousand ships to create a naval force larger than in 1944 would cost many times the $54 billion of extra Pentagon spending Trump was pushing. The Ford alone cost $13 billion, with the next two aircraft carriers projected at about the same figure. And that huge sum does not count the ninety warplanes for each carrier or the battle carrier group—the surface ships plus submarines that must escort the carrier lest it be taken out with a missile or three that cost less than a million dollars each or even a modern torpedo costing much less than that.

John Richardson, the Navy’s top admiral, had long promoted improved training and a change in the way of thinking about war rather than just throwing money at the Pentagon. “We will not be able to ‘buy’ our way out of the challenges that we face,” he wrote in a 2016 plan for maintaining U.S. naval superiority. The admiral favored a larger Navy, but with 355 ships, not nearly 6,800.

The Gerald R. Ford, powered by two nuclear reactors, was designed to require seven hundred fewer sailors than the Nimitz-class aircraft carriers that will be replaced in the decades ahead. Among its increased efficiencies, the Ford uses two aircraft elevators instead of three to lift planes to the flight deck and return them to the interior hangars. The elevators are powered by electricity instead of steam, allowing them to move three times faster than on the older Nimitz-class carriers. Redesign of the superstructure and the flight decks allows the Ford to launch 270 flights a day, far more than its predecessors.

But the ship was also a financial disaster. The George W. Bush administration got Congress to order the keel laid before the ship was fully designed. Costs ballooned to $13 billion, roughly the cost of three of the Nimitz class of carriers. The Ford price tag alone equaled a quarter of the increase in military spending Trump wants. Construction began in late 2009. The ship was launched in November 2013, but not commissioned by the Navy until almost three months after Trump’s visit. It is not expected to be operational until 2020.

Ray Mabus, the Obama administration’s Navy secretary, called the Gerald R. Ford “a poster child for how you don’t build a ship.” Mabus said, “They were designing the Ford while they were building it—not a good way to—to build a ship. This is just a dumb way to build—to build any type of ship, but particularly something as big and as complicated as a carrier.” Senator John McCain, a Navy fighter pilot denigrated by candidate Trump because he was captured when his plane was shot down over Vietnam, has also criticized the Ford costs and design during construction as an unnecessary fiasco.

But even with design before construction, the cost of ships as well as jet fighters has risen because of modern electronics, much more powerful engines, and advanced weaponry. These complex systems require highly trained personnel, who can command higher pay if they leave the military for civilian jobs. But even with increased skill requirements for sailors and others, the economics of war are shifting. What was for centuries a labor-intensive enterprise that relied on soldiers, who are relatively cheap meat machines, modern warfare is capital-intensive, requiring god-awful expensive ships and planes that use digital-era weaponry, nuclear power, and other sophisticated equipment and systems.

Two months later, in an interview with Time magazine, Trump broke the most significant news from his March 2 visit to the Ford. Keep in mind that Trump says that he does not use a computer, does not trust them, and has important messages hand-delivered—as he did when he fired James Comey, his bodyguard Keith Schiller delivering the note to FBI headquarters five blocks from the White House. Trump does not embrace new technology but tends to look backward.

What Trump told Time shows that he did not understand what he was told.

“You know the catapult is quite important,” Trump said, bringing up the future of aircraft carriers and the systems used to fling military planes into the sky from short floating runways.

“So, I said ‘what is this?’ ” Trump recounted to Time.

“ ‘Sir, this is our digital catapult system,’ ” he quoted a sailor as responding. “He said, ‘well, we’re going to this because we wanted to keep up with modern [technology].’

“I said ‘you don’t use steam anymore for catapult?’

“ ‘No sir.’

“I said, ‘Ah, how is it working?’

“ ‘Sir, not good. Not good. Doesn’t have the power. You know the steam is just brutal. You see that sucker going and steam’s going all over the place, there’s planes thrown in the air.’

“It sounded bad to me,” Trump said. “Digital. They have digital. What is digital? And it’s very complicated, you have to be Albert Einstein to figure it out. And I said, ‘and now they want to buy more aircraft carriers.’ I said ‘what system are you going to be—’

“ ‘Sir, we’re staying with digital.’

“I said, ‘no you’re not. You [sic] going to goddamned steam, the digital costs hundreds of millions of dollars more money and it’s no good.’ ”

First off, the system is not digital, but electromechanical. It uses the same concept as the roller coasters that for nearly a century clicked and clanked as cars full of thrill seekers were pulled to the top of the first rise. Modern roller coasters use series of magnets that, when turned on in rapid sequence, accelerate the cars much faster.

Second, it’s unlikely that any Navy officer or enlisted personnel described the system the way Trump did. Rather, lacking knowledge of the principles of science and engineering, Trump converted what was said into something that made sense to him, including the word digital, which to Trump is a red flag for technology to be avoided at all costs. His remarks show that he did not listen, he just reacted, a trait described by many of his former top employees, casino regulators, and others who have dealt with him since he was a young man.

Third, while the Electromagnetic Aircraft Launch System, or EMALS, was born in trouble, delaying the formal acceptance of the ship by three years, it was reworked and refined until the technical problems were resolved. That’s how progress works, by tinkering with new systems until the practical problems are overcome.

Fourth, the electromagnetic system enables launching much heavier planes and getting them into the air much faster. Not having to maintain high-pressure steam lines saves taxpayers several billion dollars in personnel costs over the life of each vessel.

In issuing his demand to return to steam, which will not happen because the ship is already built, Trump again demonstrated his backward-looking perspective on the world and his rejection of ideas, science, and technologies that move our species forward. Just as he promotes coal and rejects electricity made from wind, solar, and other renewable sources, Trump’s vision is not about the future but about a mythical past, at best a romantic nostalgia.

Trump’s limited capacity to understand complex issues prompted some of his advisers to find unusual ways to arouse his interest in policies they wanted, Washington Post reporters Philip Rucker and Robert Costa learned. Trump’s hawkish national security adviser, three-star general H. R. McMaster, and other military leaders found it difficult to persuade Trump to renege on his campaign promises and his 2013 “Let’s get out!” of Afghanistan tweet. Then McMaster and others told Trump that sending Americans into combat could revive an era when Afghanistan had been amenable to Western culture. What persuaded Trump to flip-flop, ordering more soldiers into combat seven months into his term? McMaster showed Trump a 1972 black-and-white photo of Afghan women in Kabul. They wore miniskirts.

*  *  *

In the Time interview, Trump also demonstrated, yet again, his ignorance of economics. Trump said that when Shinzo Abe arrived in Washington soon after the inauguration, the first thing the Japanese prime minister said was “Thank you, thank you.”

“I said, ‘For what?’ ” Trump said, again quoting himself.

“F-35,” Abe supposedly replied. “You saved us one hundred million dollars” on the cost of the planes Japan was buying.

The lower cost means that the prime manufacturer, Lockheed Martin, collects less money from Japan. That’s good for Japanese taxpayers, not so much for Lockheed Martin, its subcontractors, or the American economy. And it’s certainly not “putting America first.”

Blithely unaware of how his own words undercut his America First promises, Trump continued boasting. “I saved Japan a hundred million bucks!” he proclaimed, conflating issues and reiterating his claim that as president-elect his negotiating skill had lowered the cost of F-35 Joint Strike Fighter, the most expensive airplane weapons system ever.

“Took me probably an hour if I added up all the time. But I will be saving, when we put that out over two, the two thousand five hundred planes, billions of dollars. Nobody ever wrote a story about that,” Trump said.

In fact, many news reports had examined the issues. “I was able to get $600 million approximately off those planes,” Trump said on January 30, in remarks uncritically quoted in many news reports. Trump said that as president-elect he resolved long-stalled price negotiations to get costs down.

The claim was pure Trumpian fantasy.

Lockheed Martin would indeed get less money for the next batch of F-35s it delivered to the Air Force, Marines, and Navy. White House press secretary Sean Spicer said on February 3 that Trump’s negotiating would save taxpayers $455 million or about $5 million per plane, significantly less than Trump’s claim of about $6.7 million per plane.

But the cost reduction was not news. The price per plane had been falling for years. “The price tag of the F-35A, the version flown by the U.S. Air Force and most allies, has fallen with each order. For example, F-35As in the seventh order cost 5 percent less than those in the sixth order, and so on,” the Jordanian-owned news service Defence Monitor Worldwide reported right after Trump’s January claims.

Lockheed had resisted cutting the price of Lot 10 by as much as the Pentagon wanted. Negotiations dragged on for fourteen months. Then, six days before the November election, the Pentagon invoked a take-it-or-leave-it clause in the F-35 contract mandating a lower price. Trade publications that track Pentagon contracting noted that Christopher Bogdan, the lieutenant general in charge of the F-35 program, had told reporters months earlier that he expected the cost per plane for Lot 10 to be 6 percent to 7 percent lower than Lot 9. Trump’s initial claim about the Lot 10 aircraft worked out to 6.5 percent less per plane, meaning Trump contributed nothing to the lower price, he just claimed credit for what others had already done.

Lockheed, which counts on the federal government for about 71 percent of its revenue—and a third of that government money is for the F-35. That explains why Lockheed trod cautiously in a public statement responding to what Trump said. Even though it had informed shareholders in writing that Trump had nothing to do with the lowered price for Lot 10 planes, it took care to avoid disputing Trump. The weapons company said tepidly that it appreciated Trump recognizing “the positive progress we’ve made on the F-35 program.”

To sell the public on a $54 billion boost in military spending, Trump proposed to cut spending elsewhere. His 2018 budget year plan includes cuts of more than a third in spending on diplomacy and aid to poor countries. And he wants to address the future of warfare in a most unusual way. The focus of global conflict is shifting from traditional battlefields to cyberspace, where theft by hacking and inflicting damage by planting computer viruses abound. Russia is a leader in both, including the help it gave Trump in the 2016 elections. But Trump’s idea is to partner with the Russians.

Soon after Trump’s unintentionally revealing comments to Time, he left on his first foreign trip, flying to Saudi Arabia where, as we have seen, what he did not know created new problems.


PART VI



EDUCATION


Promises and Performances

On the campaign trail Donald Trump repeatedly argued that he was the one true champion of African Americans, especially when he talked about education. He described African Americans as homogeneous—uniformly impoverished, poorly educated, living in communities of dilapidated housing, overrun by drugs and violent crime—ignoring the many black entrepreneurs, industrialists, physicians, scholars, and scientists. Again and again he would say to African Americans, as well as to Latinos, that the Democrats were their real enemy.

“What the hell do you have to lose?” by voting for him, Trump would ask. Trump declared that he would do more for black Americans than anyone ever had. He said that Hillary Clinton had done more harm to them than any other living politician, a bizarre claim he failed to support with any facts.

Only about 4 percent of African American voters said they planned to cast their ballots for Trump, although about 8 percent actually did. This broad rejection was not surprising given Trump’s long and documented history of discriminating against blacks in renting apartments and in employment at his casinos. At campaign rallies, he repeatedly singled out African Americans, ordering police to eject people of color or urging the crowd to rough them up.

Just days before the election, Trump held a public rally in Kinston, North Carolina, where two thirds of the populace are African American. His audience was nearly all white. One black man who had arrived early to get a good spot stood near the podium. Trump assumed he was a protester. “Were you paid $1,500 to be a thug?” Trump shouted, ordering security to remove him. As it turned out, the man, C. J. Cary, is a former Marine who had come to show his support for Trump. He stood up front because he hoped to hand Trump a note suggesting he would get more votes if he showed more respect to four groups of people: blacks, women, the disabled, and college students.

In posturing as the true champion of African Americans, the Republican standard-bearer earlier that day in Charlotte, had compared himself to Abraham Lincoln. Trump evidently thought his audience was ignorant of the Civil War president’s political affiliation, saying twice that “a lot of people don’t know” Lincoln was a Republican, a point he continued making after the election.

The well-known fact that Trump offered about Lincoln as if it were a revelation came during a scripted address in a private meeting. “I’m asking today for the honor of your vote and the privilege to represent,” he said.

In an uncharacteristically subdued voice Trump then proposed his “New Deal for Black America.”

Anyone watching the official video reasonably would have thought his audience consisted of black North Carolinians. After being introduced by a black pastor, Leon Threatt of Christian Faith Assembly in Charlotte, Trump said he wanted to make an important announcement to “a small group of very, very powerful people in the African American community.”

The video camera operator did not show the audience, unlike news cameras that typically pull back to show the audience at Trump rallies and other events. Had the camera panned the room, it would have shown that the seven hundred guests were not “very, very powerful people in the African American community.” Trump’s invited audience was nearly all white.

Trump said he had a three-prong plan to expand the African American middle class through education, jobs, and investment. It was typical Trump, slogans and claims without substantive policy proposals. Trump did make one clear and specific pledge. It concerned the future of America’s 107 historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs). “My plan will also ensure funding for historic black colleges and universities,” he promised.

In February, the White House invited leaders of the HBCUs to two days of meetings. Among those present was Betsy DeVos, the billionaire from western Michigan whom Trump had named education secretary even though she had no experience as a teacher, education professor, or administrator.

The sessions were billed as listening sessions so Trump and his appointees could hear the concerns of HBCU presidents. The meetings did not proceed as promised. “There was very little listening to HBCU presidents,” Walter M. Kimbrough, president of Dillard University in New Orleans, said afterward. “We were only given about two minutes each, and that was cut to one minute,” he said. Few of the college presidents got to speak at all.

Had Kimbrough gotten a chance to be heard, he would have said that a half century ago “a philosophy emerged suggesting education was no longer a public good, but a private one. Since then we’ve seen federal and state divestment in education, making the idea of education as the path to the American dream more of a hallucination for the poor and disenfranchised. There is no doubt who is left to hallucinate. In the past decade, the wealth gap between whites and blacks has gone from seven- to thirteen-fold. The median net worth of a single-parent white family is twice that of the two-parent black family. Black students graduate with 31 percent more college debt than their white peers.” To shrink the wealth gap, Kimbrough wanted to say, Trump should expand Pell Grants to poor students. Pell Grants support 70 percent of students at historically black colleges, compared to a bit more than a third of American college students overall. And Pell Grants needed to be increased, many education leaders had argued elsewhere, because in 2017 their value measured as a share of typical public college tuition was at its lowest level in four decades.

Kimbrough also wanted to propose a simple reform that would end a structural bias against poor students. He wanted Pell Grants made available to part-time students because poor students generally must work while attending college, making it difficult to do the study required with a full course load.

The next day a score of other black college presidents were abruptly ushered into the Oval Office by Omarosa Manigault. She was the repeat guest on Trump’s television shows who late in the campaign said that every Trump critic would be forced to “bow down” to the new American president. The college presidents and Michael Lomax, president of the United Negro College Fund, which has raised $3.6 billion to educate more than 400,000 African American young people since World War II, assembled around Trump’s desk.

With White House cameras rolling, Trump skillfully created the impression that he was very familiar with these educators, grabbing one and pulling him forward. To the casual viewer, Trump seemed to heartily embrace the idea of investing more federal tax dollars in improving young African American minds. Trump promised to “do more” for students at these colleges than any previous president. “We will make HBCUs a priority in the White House, an absolute priority,” said Trump, looking into the camera. He pledged to “bring education and opportunity to all of our people.”

With a flourish and awkward attempts to inject some laughter into the televised ceremony, Trump read from a statement announcing that he was signing an executive order establishing the President’s Board of Advisors on Historically Black Colleges and Universities. Its twenty-five members would advise him “on all matters pertaining to strengthening the educational capacity of HBCUs” so that they would “remain fiscally secure institutions.” This board was nothing new. It had existed for more than a third of a century. Its genesis was an order issued by President Jimmy Carter to strengthen the HBCUs and address historic discrimination in education funding. President Reagan created the board and every president who followed renewed it. Its annual budget was minuscule at less than $100,000. Any hope that this White House event showed that Trump would follow through on his campaign promises and expand federal financial support for HBCUs evaporated a few weeks later when the so-called skinny budget came out.

Called “skinny” because it lacked details, the skeleton plan included stripping about $10 billion from federal education spending in the 2018 budget year, a 13.5 percent reduction. Taking into account inflation and population growth, the budget cuts would be relatively larger. Proposing severe budget cuts when Trump had run promising to do more for education set off alarms at the American Council on Education, the largest association of colleges and universities. Terry W. Hartle, a council vice president, called it a “historic assault on college affordability” that “would undermine opportunity for millions of low-income and working-class students who see higher education as the gateway to a better life.”

Trump would damage “nearly every program that helps students afford college,” Hartle said. Student loans would cost more and they would be harder to get. The Federal Work-Study program was to be cut almost in half, with spending plummeting from $990 million to $500 million. The remaining funds would go mostly to undergraduate students.

Judith Scott-Clayton, a Brookings Institution education economist who believes the work-study program is ripe for reforms, said that even though she found the existing program wanting, “it’s not possible to cut the program in half without sharply reducing access for those students that appear to benefit most: low-income students at public institutions.” Halving the program would have a second negative consequence. Many poor students have no familial or practical experience working in a white-collar environment. Instead of operating cash registers or washing dishes to support themselves in college, the work-study program provided many poor students with an introduction to the white-collar work environment by doing chores in labs, gathering data alongside field researchers, or just handling administrative chores in offices like getting students identification cards and solving financial aid problems. Without such soft experiences, many students may earn a degree yet never fulfill their potential because they arrive at their first career position ill-prepared for a sudden transition from how they grew up to what is expected in workplaces for jobs requiring a college degree. While the budget was skinny, it was also revealing about where Trump wanted to redirect federal money. Short version: poor kids dreaming of college should forget their dreams of future prosperity because instead Trump wanted to increase military spending by more than a billion dollars a week and bolster the budgets for Homeland Security and rounding up undocumented immigrants even if they led exemplary lives. The planned cuts made it clear that the HBCUs and their students were not at all important to the new president.

Lomax was aghast at the flip-flop from Trump’s unequivocal campaign and Oval Office promises of more government money and support for HBCUs and their students to severe federal budget cuts. The United Negro College Fund’s motto, “A mind is a terrible thing to waste,” had been updated a few years earlier by adding “but a good thing to invest in.” Like the HBCU college presidents, he had every expectation that Trump meant what he said about investing in HBCUs and their students.

“President Trump pledged to do more for HBCUs than any other president has done before,” Lomax said. “However, this budget is not reflective of that sentiment.”

The Trump plan to savage education was not aimed directly at black students and the HBCUs, at least not blatantly. It was aimed at all students whose parents were not prosperous enough to pay for two years of community college or for the seven or more years required for college and professional and advanced degrees after high school. But the way the Trump administration designed the cuts, HBCUs and their students would suffer much more than the average college. This is how institutional racism works, seemingly evenhanded on the surface, the barriers hidden in the structure of funding mechanisms.

Right after the meeting at which the college presidents who came to speak were kept mostly quiet, Education Secretary DeVos issued a statement. It is significant because unlike off-the-cuff remarks that can be gaffes, this one was written, reviewed, and edited. Here are DeVos’s written words, in which she seized on the opportunity to promote her Johnny one-note education policy:

HBCUs started from the fact that there were too many students in America who did not have equal access to education. They saw that the system wasn’t working, that there was an absence of opportunity, so they took it upon themselves to provide the solution. HBCUs are real pioneers when it comes to school choice. They are living proof that when more options are provided to students, they are afforded greater access and greater quality. Their success has shown that more options help students flourish.

DeVos’s statement, to be polite, is nonsense. It is an example of the Trump kakistocracy in which the worst among us, especially the utterly unqualified and ignorant, hold high positions in the federal government.

While the first of these colleges was founded in 1864, as the Civil War raged, most HBCUs were formed during the Jim Crow era. By law and practice, even the smartest and most capable black students were barred by law or custom from almost every college, public and private, especially in the South. The existence of these schools reflects not choice but the racist politics of exclusion. African Americans had no choice but to create a separate, and poorly funded, parallel system of higher education because of the absurd belief that skin color determines character and intelligence.

Trump’s casual cruelty was evident in the plan to eliminate a program for the poorest of poor students, known as Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grants. Each year more than a million and a half college students get an average of about $500 from the program. That is pocket change to Trump or DeVos, but to many students such small sums are the difference between getting an education and dropping out of school, between eating healthy meals and going hungry.

A few months later a presidential signing statement, attached to a spending bill, suggested that providing any federal funds for the historically black colleges and universities constituted official racial discrimination and thus was illegal.

This was part of a Trump meme that would grow over time, the assertion that the real victims of racial discrimination in America are whites, a message aimed at working-class whites in what for decades were factory and mill towns until the owners moved the jobs to Mexico or China or automated and made the jobs obsolete.

Cutting much needed help for poor students, especially poor black students, was not the end of the new policies that would ensure long-term harm to these strivers while helping the very people and institutions that candidate Trump accused of taking care of themselves in Washington at the expense of others. The Trump administration came out foursquare for bankers who loan money to students and their parents, taking Wall Street’s side against any people who run into difficulty repaying these debts, a subject I will examine later.

Overall the budget messages were clear: campaign promises to build bridges to a better life, especially for African American young people, were not just the usual hot air from a politician who fails to deliver, but were in fact calculated lies that exploited dreams of a better future when the real plan was to create a nightmare for young strivers no matter how hard they studied in school. Trump’s plan was not to make things better for them, but to make them much worse.

*  *  *

Taking an axe to education spending contradicted both Trump’s America First policy and Make America Great Again slogan. A reduced commitment to education makes America less than great now and especially in the future. As noted, half of America’s economic growth since World War II arose from taxpayer investments in scientific knowledge, which requires advanced education. Other countries, especially those in Asia with advancing economies, were pouring more money into education. China had begun experimenting with giving some freedom in the classroom for debate and even challenging professors to encourage entrepreneurs and scientists, rather than producing graduates reared on unquestioned fealty to their instructors and future bosses. Trump’s cuts could make America second or third or worse, creating a future that would be less prosperous and leave America in the back of the class compared to other modern countries as an increasingly complex world requires much more rigorous intellectual development to prosper.

It got worse when the full 2018 budget came out weeks later. Over ten years, the cuts to education spending would come to $142 billion. Poor students of modest means would be hit hardest by the Trump budget.

DeVos defended these cuts. She had made a name for herself in asserting that public schools were not doing a good enough job, though many of her remarks suggested her deeper agenda was moving away from secular schools toward religious-based education. Her family has poured vast sums into electing politicians who support her vision of public schools, which she largely succeeded doing in Detroit.

After two decades, the Detroit charter schools she championed have not improved the miserable state of Motor City education and in some ways made it worse and less accountable, the Detroit Free Press found. Public schools in Detroit did far better than charter schools, the newspaper reported. Among all Michigan schools, 23 percent of Detroit public school students performed in the bottom quarter. But 38 percent of Detroit charter school students were in the bottom quarter. That was one of the milder problems the newspaper uncovered in a year-long investigation published in 2014 and updated in 2017.

The newspaper’s editorial page, which advocates for school choice and charter schools as one way to reform education, ran a scathing editorial about DeVos’s lack of qualifications to become education secretary. Stephen Henderson, the Free Press editorial page editor who has followed DeVos for years, described her as “willfully impervious” to facts. Two decades of DeVos family money pushing charter schools, the editorial said, have made the Detroit school system “a laughingstock in national education circles, and a pariah among reputable charter school operators.”

All DeVos accomplished, Henderson wrote, was donating so much money to politicians that she managed “to bend the conversation to her ideological convictions despite the dearth of evidence supporting them.” Worst of all, the paper found no indications that DeVos “is even interested” in issues of accountability, performance, and quality in education, unswayed that few Detroit charter schools are high performers. “DeVos and her family have not been daunted by these outcomes. It’s as if the reams of data showing just incremental progress or abysmal failure don’t matter. Their belief in charter schools is unshakable, their resistance to systematic reforms that would improve both public and charter schools unyielding,” Henderson summed up.

That background grows in significance when evaluating what DeVos said about Trump’s budget for education. She said it demonstrated “a series of tough choices we have had to make when assessing the best use of taxpayer money.” Those choices were to cut education in favor of militarism and policing. Think of it as jettisoning brains for bullets.

Next on the Trump chopping block were subsidized federal loans, called Stafford Loans. These loans are free of interest so long as a student remains in college, in contrast to other student loans, on which interest accrues as soon as loan proceeds are disbursed.

In a direct contradiction to his promise to limit student loan repayments to fifteen years and no more than 12.5 percent of income, Trump sought to eliminate all repayment-based-on-income subsidies for students from large or poor families or those who go into low-paid fields after graduation.

Also to be ended was loan forgiveness for students who perform several years of public service by working for government, Native American tribal organizations, or charities and faithfully make their monthly payments for ten years. Trump even proposed ending Perkins Loans, in which colleges share in the cost, a sign of their commitment to students.

These Trump cuts could reasonably be interpreted as a war on the poor, especially the nonwhite poor, which critics said all along was what should be expected from a Trump presidency despite all his campaign claims to the contrary. Brains are not distributed according to the wealth of parents. Many rich kids grow up to be intellectual, moral, or performance duds. History is rich with examples of artists, inventors, politicians, scientists, and generals who grew up in poverty that they escaped through education, leaving an important mark on the world.

Cutting avenues to success for poor, working-class, and even middle-class young people is a Make America Worse policy. The most valuable assets possessed by America—or any modern country—are the brains of its young people. The world of today and tomorrow requires rigorous development of intellectual skills of all kinds. In the twenty-first-century economy, reading, writing, and arithmetic are not even a sufficient base. In the knowledge-driven society in which we now live, the arts, law, music, philosophy, and poetry take on new meaning to deepen one’s understanding. Critical-thinking skills to perceive and analyze problems not yet imagined are the building blocks of a great nation. And given the many belief systems, desires, and interests of people not just in America but around the world, developing a sophisticated understanding of other cultures is also crucial to peace and progress.

There are more dimensions to this Trump assault on the brains of the young and poor. Trump the candidate ran against Wall Street and abuses by financial interests, and said he would also champion veterans. Instead, in a move rich with irony, Trump and DeVos took up the side of the bankers against the borrowers, as we shall see in the next chapter.


Bankers Before Brains

On the campaign trail, Donald Trump spoke passionately about a crisis in student loan debt. He sought to position himself as friendlier to young strivers than Barack Obama, who was forty-two years old when he paid off the last of his student loans in January 2004.

“Students should not be asked to pay more on debt than they can afford,” Trump said less than a month before the election. “Debt should not be an albatross around their necks for the rest of their lives.”

The burdens of student loan debt matter not just to those who take out loans or forgo higher education because they are unwilling to go into debt. These burdens, as we shall see, impose huge costs on society. They retard economic growth in ways as powerful as they are subtle. And they distort the demographics of generations to come with the potential for profound consequences about the future of life in America.

Trump proposed that students who faithfully pay on their loans every month for fifteen years be excused from the remaining balance. Obama had proposed twenty years, George W. Bush twenty-five years. However, Trump also wanted students to turn over up to 12.5 percent of their income, not the 10 percent Obama proposed.

The net effect of the Trump shorter term but higher payment would be a 6 percent discount compared to the Obama plan, not that people attending his rallies were likely to take out a calculator or pen and paper to run the numbers. But Trump’s proposal also came with one serious flaw—the 12.5 percent maximum increased the chances of defaulting on the loans, which would wipe out the forgiveness benefit.

Trump also said he would make colleges and universities reduce tuition by getting rid of administrative “bloat.” He never cited any legal authority for this. Nor did he offer any data indicating how much administrative expenses could be reduced or whether there was enough waste in higher education administration to enable meaningful tuition reductions.

He also threatened to take away the charitable deduction for donors to colleges unless colleges spend more from their endowments on student aid. Trump could never do that. Only Congress makes laws. And that idea had about as much chance of becoming law as Congress had of banning college football.

Within days after the election, Trump the incoming president began parting ways with Trump the candidate. The rhetoric that made Trump appear to be a champion of indebted students stopped. Trump made appointments that showed he would take the side of the for-profit schools that charged high fees for schooling of little value and the lenders who made those schools so lucrative by selling debt to students. Trump the champion of students, the modern knight who promised to slay the financial dragon of student debt, decided to feed the dragon more of the cash students hoped would be theirs because they stayed in school to get their degrees.

Casting aside the concerns of student borrowers, and the parents and grandparents who guaranteed their loans, the Trump administration brought in people right out of the commercial colleges, which depend on student loans for nearly all of their revenue. And these appointees came armed for battle against the borrowers.

By picking Betsy DeVos to be education secretary, Trump signaled that he was never serious about what he said during the campaign. At her confirmation hearing, DeVos was unable to articulate issues that any former education secretary could have expounded on with facts and insights aplenty. Two Republican senators could not bring themselves to vote for DeVos and so she was confirmed only because Vice President Mike Pence, as presiding officer in the Senate, cast the tie-breaking vote.

Two aides brought in by DeVos fit perfectly Trump’s description of the Washington swamp dwellers he had promised to flush down the drain, not elevate to positions of power and influence. Both came from jobs where their salaries depended on their skill at vanquishing student loan borrowers.

DeVos named as one of her special assistants a lawyer, Robert S. Eitel, with a solid résumé in commercial education.

Eitel took a leave of absence from his job as vice president in charge of regulatory matters for Bridgepoint Education, Inc., a California company operating for-profit colleges with 45,000 students. Student loans provided Bridgeport with more than 80 percent of its revenue and, the company disclosed in a footnote to a regulatory filing, perhaps more than 90 percent.

The company warned shareholders that it faced significant difficulties because of federal regulations adopted by the Obama administration. These regulations were designed to protect students and taxpayers from unscrupulous and worthless schools. The regulations required such schools to show that a substantial number of their students found work in the fields in which they paid to learn. Getting rid of that rule and another one limiting student loans to less than 90 percent of school revenues were top priorities for Bridgepoint and its for-profit peers.

Bridgepoint was not thriving as a business. From 2013 through 2016 its annual revenue steadily shrank with a net loss over those years of $44 million.

Potentially much more serious problems than losing money, and filling nine pages near the end of its annual disclosure report to shareholders, were some footnotes on “commitments and contingencies.” These footnotes told of audits and subpoenas in actions brought by the Justice Department, the Education Department’s inspector general, the attorneys general of California, Massachusetts, New York, and North Carolina, as well as several lawsuits. The litigation had been brought by investors claiming Bridgepoint executives were lining their own pockets at the expense of shareholders and other alleged dishonest behavior.

Despite the financial losses and unsettling allegations, Bridgepoint stock shot up after Election Day, from $6.35 just before voting to $15.19 in June 2017, a phenomenal 139 percent gain. This remarkable growth came despite only a sliver of increased revenue in the first half of 2017. The stock price rise suggested that speculators were betting not on a boom in profitable business, but on the Trump administration improving the business climate for the company.

DeVos assigned Eitel, during his leave of absence from Bridgepoint, to guide the rollback of federal regulations. This posed obvious conflict-of-interest issues. The top lawyer for an anticorruption nonprofit organization, Scott Amey of the Project on Government Oversight, said Eitel’s position “raises considerable red flags, especially due to the fact that this company was under investigation.”

Senator Elizabeth Warren, the Massachusetts Democrat who made a name for herself exposing abusive financial practices and designing the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, asked DeVos about this. In a letter, she noted that Consumer Financial Protection Bureau had reached a $23.5 million settlement with Bridgepoint over its practices in advising students about loan repayment.

Bridgepoint had agreed to a consent order stating that Bridgepoint sales agents, called financial advisers, “made oral statements to Students about the potential costs of the loans, including that Students normally paid off Institutional Loans . . . with $25 monthly payments.” Monthly payments would, of course, have had to be much larger than $25 just to cover interest.

Numerous studies have shown that most Americans woefully underestimate interest costs on loans. Many cannot calculate simple interest and even fewer understand compound interest. The for-profit colleges aimed their marketing at poor and ill-educated young people, many of whom would not be proficient at math.

Lending to students is “a largely unregulated financial market and opaque industry [that] cries out for transparency and consumer-focused regulation,” Bruce H. Adams, the Connecticut Department of Banking general counsel, wrote in urging federal and state banking regulators to cooperate in ensuring that “robust enforcement authority” is exercised on behalf of students.

“Our vulnerable student borrowers . . . will do anything to chase the American Dream,” Adams wrote, making them easy prey for predatory student loan firms.

Senator Warren’s letter to DeVos also questioned the legality of employing Eitel and a second man, Taylor Hansen, as her special assistants. Warren, a former Harvard Law School professor, raised the specter of criminal violations of federal integrity laws. Congress prohibits government officials from any involvement on issues in which they have a financial interest. Warren noted that rather than sever his ties to Bridgepoint, Eitel was only on unpaid leave.

Eitel immediately resigned from Bridgepoint. For weeks he had worked on undoing a host of Education Department regulations under an executive order Trump issued in March. As regulatory reform officer he issued a fifty-three-page report in late May outlining a plan for sweeping reforms. The task force operated in what a variety of education interest groups, education journalists, and congressional staffers all described as extreme secrecy.

The other special assistant DeVos hired, Taylor Hansen, had been on the payroll of the largest association of for-profit schools, Career Education Colleges and Universities. As its lobbyist, Hansen sought to roll back rules, especially a “gainful employment” rule that vexed for-profit schools. This Obama regulation was intended to weed out schools that were outright scams or trained students for careers in areas where there were no jobs. Getting rid of it was a top priority for the lobbying arm of the commercial schools.

*  *  *

News reports documenting in vivid detail the mistreatment of student loan borrowers by the lenders and their collection agents had been widely reported in print and broadcast for several years before the 2016 presidential campaign. These articles included images of canceled checks and other documentation showing that student borrowers had made their monthly payments on time, or obtained forbearances, and in some cases entirely paid off the debts. Yet they were being hounded because the lenders insisted that money was still owed.

To rein in these abuses, the Obama administration instituted a formal rulemaking. In most regulatory proceedings only the affected industry and executives from individual companies, along with state-level regulators, file comments. But in this case more than ten thousand Americans wrote to express their anger and frustration. These comments overwhelmingly favored regulating the lenders, especially giving relief to borrowers when the lenders either refused to acknowledge payments that had been made or to abide by the terms of loan modification agreements.

Obtaining forbearance from bankers had been a Trump specialty for a quarter century. No one knew better than he that banks will rework the terms of the loan to help borrowers burdened with more debt than they can handle or who are the unfortunate victims of events beyond their control like the Great Recession that cost nearly nine million Americans their jobs.

At campaign rallies, Trump said a big problem he would address as president was that after taking out loans and earning their degrees many students discovered “there are no good jobs.” Six weeks after becoming president, though, the Trump administration delayed implementing the Obama era rule requiring for-profit schools to show that a significant number of their students found “gainful employment.”

The Education Department granted the for-profit colleges and loan servicers this favor the day that Senator Warren’s letter arrived. The favor was especially valuable to the biggest student loan servicer, which in its financial statements disclosed that it stood to gain perhaps $15 million per year if the Obama era rule was reversed. That servicer just happened to have been run until the start of 2017 by Bill Hansen, father of DeVos special assistant Taylor Hansen.

DeVos, two months into the Trump administration, issued a letter saying, in effect, that the federal Education Department would not protect student loan borrowers when lenders refused to honor their signed agreements modifying loan payments. The Education Department simply “will not require compliance with the interpretations” of the Obama administration that such agreements be honored, the letter said.

Under laws passed by Congress, regulations are not casual words, like tweets, that can be ignored. Regulations are indeed interpretations of how laws will be enforced, and they carry the force of law if they have been properly, in legal parlance, promulgated. The Obama era rule had been promulgated; the Trump era policy had not.

Senator Warren, the former Harvard law professor, in a stinging letter told DeVos that she had no legal authority to ignore any regulation. If the Trump administration wanted to change the regulation, it had to follow the Administrative Procedure Act procedures. That law required formal notice, time for public comment, and an opportunity for all interested parties to be heard. These requirements are rooted in the First Amendment’s guarantee of the right to petition the government for a redress of grievances.

DeVos’s letter also drew a sharp rebuke from 130 members of Congress, all Democrats. They pointed out that her letter benefits lenders who had abused veterans, whom Trump said he would always look out for and help. It also noted that at her confirmation hearing, DeVos said the Education Department “should to do everything possible to ensure that our students are getting excellent servicing of their student loans.” They said her letter contradicted her testimony and “signals an unwillingness to support and safeguard the best interests of borrowers.”

“Your decision to rescind these memos—including the guidance making servicers’ past performance and record of compliance with the law the most important non-cost factor in the evaluation—will put millions of borrowers and taxpayers at risk. Without accounting for past performance, federal contracts will be open to bidders that have previously violated state or federal consumer protection laws, mistreated members of our military, and consistently ignored the needs of their borrowers,” the senators and representatives wrote.

DeVos never acknowledged the letter, a practice widespread in the Trump administration.

Maura Healey, the Massachusetts attorney general, interpreted the nonresponsiveness of DeVos as both high-handed and a sign that the Trump administration has little to no regard for the law. Healey filed a lawsuit to block what she called the “unlawful rescission” of the rule protecting diligent borrowers from financial abuse. Healy persuaded the attorneys general from seventeen other states and the District of Columbia to join her.

Federal law “does not permit the [Education] Department to delay” implementing a properly adopted “regulation in order to work on a replacement,” the attorneys general argued. They said the rationale DeVos put forth for delaying the rule was “mere pretext,” an excuse to evade following the existing rule until the department went through the legally mandated steps to adopt a new regulation.

They also argued that DeVos was delivering a hugely lucrative favor to loan servicers and the related commercial schools that charged a lot and delivered little. The attorneys general, all Democrats, said the “borrower rule” was “designed to hold abusive post-secondary institutions accountable for their misconduct and to relieve their students from federal loan indebtedness incurred as a result of that misconduct.”

Their lawsuit noted that for-profit schools are very expensive. For each dollar community colleges charged, the lawsuit said, for-profit schools typically charged $4.50.

“For-profit schools have directed their marketing toward low-income and minority students, particularly low-income women of color,” the attorneys general said. They noted that just a tenth of college students attend commercial schools, but they take out a quarter of all student loans.

The DeVos letter was suspect for another reason. DeVos was an investor in companies that seek to profit from education. Among them was LMF WF Portfolio. It finances a firm that collects student loans. The bigger the debts owed, a figure that would increase significantly if the Obama era regulation was ignored, the greater the value of her investment. DeVos had more than $1 million invested with that firm, although that was only a small part of her overall portfolio.

DeVos had to divest, but people close to her did not. And she had to divest only her financial holding, not any allegiance to people like herself who had enjoyed profits from practices that exploited poor people trying to better their lives.

DeVos’s haughty dismissal of a properly adopted regulation, and the complete turnabout from what candidate Trump promised to what President Trump did would have surprised no one who had read Trump’s campaign book.

In Great Again: How to Fix Our Crippled America, Trump wrote that “we can’t forgive these [student] loans.” It was a clear signal that he had no interest in allowing overburdened students to repudiate their debts as he had done when he got his bankers to permit him an allowance of $450,000 a month of personal spending money in 1990 when he accumulated massive debts.

Trump’s book did say, “We should take steps to help students.” The way to do that, the book said, was to make sure the federal government did not profit from these loans. As for abuses by loan servicers and mendacious sales pitches to get students to take out loans, there was not a word in the book.

By favoring bankers over borrowers, the Trump administration is punishing not only current students but also the working adults who have been struggling to settle their student loan debts and build their lives after getting their education. Behind them is a generation of workers-to-be who may never be able to sit in a college classroom if funding is cut to every program that might allow them to attend. The long-term cost to the American economy could be devastating if many thousands of our brightest minds are shunted into low-wage, low-skilled jobs.


PART VII



LAW AND ORDER, VETERANS, RACE AND GUNS, IMMIGRATION


Above the Law

In late August of 2017, Donald Trump flew to Phoenix to hold a rally for the 2020 election. To those who heard his entire speech and understood the context, his remarks raised troubling, even frightening new concerns about the future of America as a democracy under law.

Phoenix signaled an important change in Trumpian rhetoric that revealed just how far his contempt for the rule of law could go. He replaced his many wink-wink and dog-whistle comments—subtext intended to be understood by his fellow racists, but not most people—with a rhetorical bullhorn. He aimed the message at two audiences. One consisted of his die-hard supporters, some of whom told television journalists that any effort to remove Trump via impeachment would be met with violence, perhaps even a civil war.

The other audience consisted of Republicans in Congress who might be thinking that Trump was a danger to the nation or the Republican Party—and needed to go. Journalists and anyone who might challenge Trump also came in for a not at all subtle threat that he could pursue them using the powers of the presidency, if only to harass them.

Given the rapidly advancing Russia investigation by special prosecutor Robert Mueller, Trump’s need to signal Capitol Hill Republicans that they had better stay quiet or face the wrath of Trump voters in 2018 was pressing. That Trump’s popular support was down to about a third of all voters mattered far less than the vast majority of Republicans who still stood firmly with him. They represented plenty of votes to sway Republican primary elections to those who vowed fealty to Trump and away from anyone who challenged his fitness to hold office.

While not using these words in Phoenix, Trump articulated clearly that his administration stood for two standards of justice, separate and unequal. One standard was for those in positions of power who shared his views and took actions he liked, even if they were unlawful. The other standard was for everyone else. Those who were with him would be protected, if necessary with pardons or clemency. They would not be held accountable for lawless behavior, no matter how egregious, provided it was in Trump’s personal or political interests to shield them. His support for former sheriff Joe Arpaio, whose pardon Trump had hinted at for days, exemplified Trump’s protection of those he liked or whose allegiance he needed to shield himself from the Mueller probe.

The other standard of justice was for those who opposed Trump and found themselves in trouble in any way. That group was sent a simple message: expect no quarter from the Trump administration, which intended to use every tool at its disposal to vanquish those he perceived as unworthy or, worse, as enemies.

In Phoenix, Trump quickly riled up the crowd on behalf of Arpaio by attacking the legitimacy of the law enforcement people who had brought him to justice through years of diligent work, culminating in a three-week trial for criminal contempt of court for brazenly violating a federal judge’s order again and again. Criminal convictions for contempt of court are rare both because such conduct is extraordinary and because there are so many ways to create the appearance of lawful compliance without actually doing so. Trump, though, made it seem as if Arpaio was railroaded.

“So, was Sheriff Joe convicted for doing his job?” Trump asked. The crowd responded with shouts of “yes!”

The responses grew louder when Trump went on to declare his intent to pardon Arpaio. Playing coy with the audience, Trump said, “I won’t do it tonight because I don’t want to cause any controversy.” He waited for the applause to die down before adding, “I’ll make a prediction: I think he’s going to be just fine.”

By pardoning Arpaio, Trump signaled those who might turn against him to avoid long prison terms for their own crimes that so long as they are with Trump, so long as he trusts in their loyalty to him, he wants them to think they are safe.

The president then launched into an angry and unscripted denunciation of journalists. Less than a month after taking office, he had declared that journalists are “the enemy of the people. SICK!” As a candidate, he said that no one should be allowed to publish stories about him that he did not agree with, a position at complete odds with the First Amendment to the Constitution, with its prohibition against government blocking the press.

“It’s time to expose the crooked media deceptions. They’re very dishonest people,” Trump continued. “The only people giving a platform to these hate groups is the media itself and the fake news.”

Following up his wink-wink promise to pardon Arpaio in the future with an attack on journalists made perfect sense from Trump’s perspective, though it was not at all obvious to casual observers. What would discredit an Arpaio pardon would be widespread knowledge of what Arpaio had done, which would happen only if national journalists reported the facts about his decades of lawless behavior.

Arpaio was criminally convicted for not doing his job. Instead of enforcing the law under the Constitution’s rules, Arpaio ran roughshod over the rights of people based on their appearance or accent. But it was thumbing his nose at a federal judge who had ruled that he must stop his illegal roundups, his public boasting that he would never obey, that made him a convicted criminal. And that was not what Trump wanted his audience, or anyone else, to know.

Trump then tried to call into question the legitimacy of the trial in which Arpaio was convicted of criminal contempt of court. “He should have had a jury,” Trump said.

It was Arpaio’s choice to be tried by Judge Susan R. Bolton rather than a jury, but to those not familiar with how the criminal justice system works, Trump left the impression that Arpaio had been railroaded.

Arpaio tried to purge Phoenix of Latinos, not just people who entered the United States without permission. “They hate me, the Hispanic community, because they’re afraid they’re going to be arrested. And they’re all leaving town, so I think we’re doing something good, if they’re leaving,” Arpaio said in a 2009 television appearance.

In 2008, he referred to one of his jails as “my concentration camp.” Just as Trump denies saying things despite videos recording his words, Arpaio later denied at a press conference that he said that despite videotape of his remarks. In a Trumpian move, Arpaio turned the tables on the reporter who brought this up, fabricating a story that “concentration camp” was part of an accusation others concocted to harm him.

In a 2001 interview with the network news program 60 Minutes, Arpaio proudly confirmed that his office spent $1.15 per day on food for each jail dog, but only 90 or 95 cents for inmate food. He said he was protecting taxpayers.

That was far from the worst of it. From 1995 through 2015, sheriff’s records examined by the Phoenix New Times showed that 157 prisoners died in custody. That was a death rate far out of line with other large jails. A fourth of the dead were reported as suicides. The sheriff’s office listed 34 people as simply found dead in jail, 37 dying in the county hospital with no explanation why, and 39 as suicides by hanging.

Not on the official list of deaths was Deborah Braillard, a diabetic who pleaded for insulin. Jailers waived off her requests, saying she was just a heroin addict kicking a habit. When Braillard grew visibly sick, fellow inmates pleaded on her behalf to no avail as over the hours her condition deteriorated from vomiting to convulsions to coma to death.

Braillard’s death from denial of medical care was no isolated case. Arpaio’s jail staff often denied medical treatment or delayed it for hours. Women in childbirth were shackled to beds, even those being held before trial on suspicion for nonviolent crimes. At least one woman’s child was stillborn because deputies refused medical care. Women prisoners, more than a thousand of whom over the years were pregnant, got their water from a well contaminated with mouse feces, which can carry the Toxoplasma gondii parasite and thus put their fetuses at risk of blindness and lifelong ill health.

Sometimes Arpaio’s department fabricated reasons to investigate and, in some cases, obtain criminal charges against those who questioned his conduct. One Arpaio critic, Israel Correa, said he was arrested when he could not produce his driver’s license fast enough to please a deputy who had stopped him. His said his declarations that he was born in Arizona were derisively dismissed as he was handcuffed and hauled off to jail. When he got his wallet back he said $2,000 was missing. It was not the only complaint by Hispanics that Arpaio’s deputies robbed them.

In a chilling indication of conduct that Trump regards as legitimate, Arpaio’s deputies arrested or obtained criminal charges against Mary Rose Wilcox, a former county supervisor; Gary Donahoe, a superior court judge; and Dan Saban, a candidate for Arpaio’s job. There were also middle-of-the-night raids to roust from their homes Mike Lacey and Jim Larkin. Together, they owned the Phoenix New Times, the weekly newspaper that had fearlessly documented Arpaio’s misconduct for years. Taxpayers eventually paid $3.75 million to settle the wrongful arrest case brought by Lacey and Larkin. Don Stapley, a former county supervisor, received $3 million in an unrelated case over false charges.

Two weeks after Arpaio was found guilty, Trump started focusing the thoughts of those who would attend his Phoenix rally the next week. It began with an off-air interview with a television pundit working for Fox News, the reliably Trump-supporting cable channel.

“Is there anyone in local law enforcement who has done more to crack down on illegal immigration than Sheriff Joe?” Trump asked Fox’s Gregg Jarrett. “He has protected people from crimes and saved lives. He doesn’t deserve to be treated this way.” Jarrett said Trump also told him, “I am seriously considering a pardon for Sheriff Arpaio. He has done a lot in the fight against illegal immigration. He’s a great American patriot and I hate to see what has happened to him.”

Not a skeptical word from Jarrett, a lawyer, who on Fox’s Sean Hannity show told only part of the story. Jarrett called the case a “political prosecution that began in the Obama administration,” speaking more like Arpaio’s lawyer than a news analyst.

The case began during the George W. Bush administration and the decision to prosecute for criminal contempt came during the Obama era. It was during the Trump administration that Arpaio was tried for criminal contempt of court and convicted.

That Trump is thinking about using pardons to compromise the Mueller investigation was beyond doubt after the Phoenix rally. While the pardon power appears to have no limits, other than using it to prevent impeachment, Trump’s willingness to use it is fraught with peril for himself and the Republic. Using pardons strategically could seriously hamper the Russia and other investigations.

Pardons are for “offenses against the United States.” By accepting a pardon, a person admits guilt for committing the crime. Anyone is free to accept or reject a pardon, as a principled person might who believes that he or she was innocent and had been wrongly convicted. There are plenty of examples of people who refused to say they committed a murder, rape, or other crime just to get out of prison, even if it meant staying behind bars until they died.

Anyone who accepts a Trump pardon, including Arpaio, is admitting he committed offenses against the federal government. But there is a way around this. The Constitution also gives the president the power to grant reprieves, such as letting a prisoner get out of jail early, without settling the issue of guilt or innocence. Such clemency is not optional. If the president orders someone freed from prison or otherwise relieved of criminal punishment, that person cannot say no.

Pardons can be issued preemptively, before any criminal charges are brought, as President Gerald Ford did when he relieved Richard Nixon and the country of the prospect of Nixon being tried for a host of felonies, including conspiracy and income tax evasion (for which Nixon’s lawyer did go to prison).

That explains why strategically issuing pardons and reprieves would likely occur late, not early, in the Mueller probe and those by House and Senate committees. The problem issuing pardons poses for Trump is that anyone who accepts a pardon loses his or her Fifth Amendment right against self-incrimination. If you have been pardoned, you cannot be tried and therefore must testify in criminal proceedings and before Congress. Lying in such proceedings, including falsely claiming you cannot recall something, subjects you to prosecution for that criminal conduct.

Nothing in the Constitution would prevent Trump from issuing serial pardons, either. Thus, he could pardon someone who had evidence that Trump would not want used against him, and if the person was indicted for refusing to testify, he could, as with Arpaio, pardon them again even before they were found guilty of contempt of court.

Presidential pardons apply only to “offenses against the United States.” This means that state prosecutors are free to bring charges for crimes within their jurisdiction, which helps explain why Mueller’s team is working with Eric Schneiderman, the New York State attorney general. Should Trump pardon, for example, his sons or his son-in-law, or Paul Manafort, his former campaign manager, or others, Schneiderman would be free to bring state-level charges. To appreciate the importance of the shift Trump made during his Phoenix rally for the 2020 campaign from wink-wink to open dismissal of the rule of law, we need to go back and review what Trump said a month earlier to police on Long Island, remarks he harked back to in Phoenix. He made a speech full of gore, urging official lawlessness, with anecdotes that have no basis in fact and may well have been delusional.

Trump focused his Long Island talk on La Mara Salvatrucha, a Latino gang sometimes called MS-13.

“We’re going to restore safety to our streets and peace to our communities, and we’re going to destroy the vile criminal cartel MS-13 and many other gangs,” he said. Trump linked the gang to all illegal immigrants from south of the border even though many MS-13 gang members are American citizens or lawful residents. In doing so he blurred distinctions, suggesting—even if unintentionally—that all Latinos in America are at least suspect.

“MS-13 is particularly violent,” Trump continued. “They don’t like shooting people because it’s too quick, it’s too fast. I was reading—one of these animals was caught—in explaining, they like to knife them and cut them, and let them die slowly because that way it’s more painful, and they enjoy watching that much more. These are animals.”

Seven times Trump called the gang members animals. Vicious as any criminal may be, one of our great historical advances has been treating all people as human beings and applying the rule of law even to those who commit despicable acts. Under the Constitution that Trump swore to faithfully uphold, every individual human being is innocent, even after being arrested and charged, until proved guilty beyond a reasonable doubt. Animals, on the other hand, have no such rights. A vicious dog can be shot on the spot.

Trump’s bloody description of murder by torture for pleasure was not one of his frequent fabricated or delusional comments. There was indeed an MS-13 case that fit his description. But it was a crime of passion. A teenage love triangle in Virginia ended with a furious stabbing, followed by arrests. It was, in other words, not the kind of crime that should frighten people not involved with the gang. And it was not the kind of crime that any degree of law enforcement can prevent.

The rest of the speech strayed farther from the truth. “We have your backs—believe me—we have your backs 100 percent. Not like the old days. Not like the old days.” This was another of his many remarks suggesting that Democrats in general and especially Barack Obama were antipolice and supported criminals, a charge that surveys show has gained some currency with the public despite the lack of any factual basis.

MS-13 operated, Trump continued, “because of weak political leadership, weak leadership, weak policing, and in many cases because the police weren’t allowed to do their job. I’ve met police that are great police that aren’t allowed to do their job because they have a pathetic mayor or a mayor [who] doesn’t know what’s going on. . . . But hopefully—certainly in the country, those days are over. You may have a little bit longer to wait. But from now on, we’re going to enforce our laws, protect our borders, and support our police like our police have never been supported before. We’re going to support you like you’ve never been supported before.”

Again, there is no evidence that any mayor has held police back from investigating crimes by MS-13 or that police were “weak” in performing their duties. But Trump has a long and well-documented history of making stuff up and, when called on it, asserting that someone told him or he saw it on the Internet or he never said it.

Trump went on to promise military-grade weapons for police. Resuming his gory theme, he said MS-13 members “slash them with machetes, and they stab them with knives. They have transformed peaceful parks and beautiful, quiet neighborhoods into bloodstained killing fields. They’re animals.” The references to machetes had an interesting antecedent.

In Phoenix, a middle-aged black man sat right behind Trump so the cameras captured him, as they did at many Trump events. “TRUMP & Republicans Are Not Racist” was stenciled on his T-shirt.

He goes by the name Michael the Black Man, but when he was known as Maurice Woodside, he was part of the Temple of Love, a Miami cult whose leader had drifters grabbed at random and killed, their ears taken as trophies. Perceived enemies of the cult were tortured to death. Sometimes they were slowly beheaded with dull machetes. The cult leader and most of his top aides were convicted of a host of crimes, but the jury acquitted Woodside after he took the stand, sang a childish song about being a sheep, and offered nonsense statements. One of the prosecutors called it acquittal by mercy. Interviewed after the Phoenix rally by Jon Hotchkiss of factbox.tv, Woodside delivered one of his many strange monologues, saying among other bizarre statements that Hillary Clinton keeps slaves.

That Trump denounces MS-13 and calls its members animals yet repeatedly has Woodside seated squarely behind him at rallies, shows how Trump manipulates the public into thinking he enjoys broad support among African Americans and that he has a firm line on dealing with those who have engaged in violence.

“I spoke to parents, incredible parents,” Trump told the Long Island police. “I got to know so many parents of children that were so horribly killed—burned to death, beaten to death, just the worst kind of death you can ever—stuffed in barrels.” There is not a single reported case in Long Island or the rest of the United States of children being burned to death or beaten to death and stuffed into barrels by gang members, nor of Trump ever having spoken to parents of victims of such crimes. This paralleled his claims that many of the people who died when the Twin Towers collapsed in 2001 were his friends. Trump did not attend a single funeral, as would be expected if Trump considered anyone who died that day a friend.

Long Island was then described by Trump, who grew up in Queens at the urban western portion of the island, as a war zone, a description that no one among the nearly eight million people who live on Long Island would recognize.

“One by one, we’re liberating our American towns,” the president said. “Can you believe that I’m saying that? I’m talking about liberating our towns. This is like I’d see in a movie: They’re liberating the town, like in the old Wild West, right? We’re liberating our towns. I never thought I’d be standing up here talking about liberating the towns on Long Island where I grew up, but that’s what you’re doing.”

No one laughed at the ridiculousness of what he said. None of the uniformed officers standing behind Trump even rolled their eyes or looked at their shoes. Many news accounts gave it passing mention or none, so accustomed had politics reporters become to Trump’s fashioning stories out of whole cloth.

In case anyone missed the message that because of these crimes—real or imaginary—police should ignore the Constitution, Trump offered up his preferred way of handling gang members after an arrest. “When you see these thugs being thrown into the back of a paddy wagon—you just see them thrown in, rough—I said, please don’t be too nice. Like when you guys put somebody in the car and you’re protecting their head, you know, the way you put their hand over? Like, don’t hit their head and they’ve just killed somebody—don’t hit their head. I said, you can take the hand away, okay?”

The “don’t be too nice” remark drew hearty laughter from the assembled police officers. But combined with the last remark it was too much for the police brass in Suffolk County, where Trump spoke. “As a department, we do not and will not tolerate roughing up of prisoners,” the Suffolk County police headquarters soon tweeted. They may have reacted in part because the department had had its independence taken away, forcing it to operate under the aegis of the U.S. Justice Department, because of a history of discriminating against Latinos, including failure to investigate hate crimes.

From New York to New Orleans to Los Angeles, police chiefs denounced Trump’s remarks on mistreating prisoners, some saying that even if intended in jest, they were utterly inappropriate. Many expressed disgust at the applause from uniformed officers standing behind the president. The International Association of Chiefs of Police criticized Trump without naming him. It said treating everyone, including criminal suspects, with “dignity and respect” is “the bedrock principle behind the concepts of procedural justice and police legitimacy.”

A stronger message came from the Police Foundation, which encourages research to develop more effective law enforcement strategies to deal with crime. Its president invoked a powerful word to suggest that Trump was profoundly immoral and malevolent. “We cannot support any commentary—in sincerity or jest—that undermines the trust that our communities place in us to protect and serve,” said Jim Bueermann, a retired California police chief. “That is what separates us from evil as we follow the rule of law.”

Chuck Rosenberg, a career prosecutor who was acting head of the Drug Enforcement Administration, sent an email to its more than ten thousand employees telling them, “The President, in remarks delivered yesterday in New York, condoned police misconduct regarding the treatment of individuals placed under arrest by law enforcement. . . . I write because we have an obligation to speak out when something is wrong. . . .We must earn and keep the public trust and continue to hold ourselves to the very highest standards. Ours is an honorable profession and, so, we will always act honorably.”

Two months later Rosenberg resigned, telling associates that he feared Trump lacked respect for the rule of law.

Not abusing prisoners also helps solve crimes, although Trump has never shown any understanding of how police do their jobs. It is citizens who help police solve crimes by coming forward with information and physical evidence that detectives then assemble, connecting dots to present a case to prosecutors. Without community trust and cooperation, criminals can and do get away with their deeds. Further, police who rough up suspects risk suspension, firing, and even indictment, while the taxpayers can be hit with lawsuits requiring costly litigation or settlements.

The logical implication of Trump’s remarks is that he would repeal the laws, procedural rules, and moral standards that protect the rights of everyone, including suspects. That is how it is done in Russia, whose autocratic leader Trump praises at every opportunity as a great leader. He has similarly praised the autocratic rulers of the Philippines, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey, three other nations whose leaders keep their people in line.

*  *  *

Trump’s clear statements characterizing members of MS-13 and other criminal gangs as bloodthirsty savages unworthy of respect for their Constitutional rights fit perfectly with the Arizona address that left no doubt Trump hopes to create an America with two standards of justice, one for his supporters and one for everyone else. His first federal budget proposal supported this interpretation.

Trump wants the federal government to become a much more militaristic and paramilitary policing organization while making drastic cuts in the civilian workforce, a story no mainstream news organization covered until I broke the news at DCReport.org. The budget memo referred to increasing spending only on militarism and enforcing immigration laws as part of “broader efforts to streamline government by ensuring that the federal government spends precious taxpayer dollars only on worthwhile policies, and in the most efficient, effective manner.” Civilian agencies were instructed not even to ask for more money. Instead, they were ordered to identify programs for reduction or elimination so money could be shifted to the military and policing.

Trump never told those at the rally that he had tried to stop the Arpaio prosecution. He telephoned Attorney General Jeff Sessions to intercede, just as he had asked James Comey to drop the FBI investigation of retired General Michael Flynn, who was Trump’s first national security adviser. Sessions, like Comey, declined. Sessions even told Trump that his request would be improper, three people with knowledge of the call told The Washington Post.

While Sessions has never been a friend to minorities or criminal suspects, he knew that the Justice Department is supposed to be independent of the president for many reasons. Furthermore, stopping a criminal prosecution, calling off an FBI investigation, or initiating one for political or personal reasons could be an impeachable offense and, after removal from office, prosecutable as a felony.

Under long-standing protocols, White House staff generally cannot even talk directly to Justice Department lawyers about potential or pending cases, except in some matters of national security. In 2007, when George W. Bush was president, the Justice Department issued precise rules limiting contact on matters civil and criminal as well as pardons. Most inquiries must go through high-level Justice Department officials and the White House counsel. The guidelines state that the purpose is to ensure the “president’s ability to perform his constitutional obligation to ‘take care that the laws be faithfully executed’ while ensuring that there is public confidence that the laws of the United States are administered and enforced in an impartial manner.” The guidelines also require those seeking pardons to have served much of their sentence and to express remorse. Arpaio had yet to be sentenced. He might have gotten off with probation. Given Arpaio’s age—he was eighty-five—and the fact that he was out of office, it was unlikely he would have gotten the maximum of six months behind bars. But Trump didn’t wait to see what punishment would be imposed, because relief for Sheriff Joe was not the point of the pardon; sending signals was.

The Constitution does not require that presidents follow or even give a nod to the Justice Department guidelines. But presidents who have bent or ignored the guidelines have touched off firestorms of criticism, including from Jeff Sessions. As a Republican senator from Alabama with a long pedigree of hard-line law-and-order positions, Sessions expressed outrage in 2014 not over a pardon, but a new policy outlining who could ask for clemency to reduce a prison term.

President Obama had decided that nonviolent drug offenders could apply for clemency because he thought many such sentences were excessive, especially sentences for crack cocaine. Congress had enacted long mandatory sentences for amounts of the illegal drug that in powdered form would have seen offenders released in a jiffy. Crack was much more widely ingested by black Americans; whites preferred powder.

“An alarming abuse of the pardon power,” Sessions declared. “If this latest unilateral action becomes the norm, then what kind of Pandora’s box has the president opened? Can a president pardon all people convicted of financial fraud, or identity theft, or unlawful re-entry into the country, or any category of crime when Congress does not act as the executive wishes?”

Sessions also said that “to unilaterally determine that a sentence was unjustified simply because the president disagrees with the underlying criminal justice policy is a thumb in the eye of the law enforcement officers, prosecutors, defense attorneys, judges, court and prison personnel who put time and resources into these cases.”

Given the standard Sessions set for changing the rules on merely asking for mercy, the Arpaio pardon should have ignited the attorney general’s fury. He said nothing.


Wounding the Veterans

Visit the White House webpage titled “Making Our Military Strong Again” and you will read that “the Trump Administration will rebuild our military and do everything it can to make sure our veterans get the care they deserve.”

Then come these firm promises:

Let us never forget that our military is comprised of heroic people. We must also ensure that we have the best medical care, education and support for our military service members and their families—both when they serve, and when they return to civilian life.

We will get our veterans the care they need wherever and whenever they need it. There should be no more long drives. No more wait lists or scheduling backlogs. No more excessive red tape. Just the care and support our veterans have earned through sacrifice and service to our country. The Trump Administration will transform the Department of Veterans Affairs to meet the needs of 21st century service members and of our female veterans. Our reforms will begin with firing the corrupt and incompetent VA executives who let our veterans down, modernizing the bureaucracy, and empowering the doctors and nurses to ensure our veterans receive the best care available in a timely manner.

Under the Trump Administration, America will meet its commitments to our veterans.

That breathtaking commitment delighted millions of veterans and their relatives who voted for Trump. The webpage is consistent with the many specific and repeated promises the candidate made to veterans, especially about long wait times to get medical care at the 150 Veterans Administration hospitals and more than eight hundred VA clinics. The Department of Veterans Affairs, the fifth largest federal agency, is authorized by Congress to spend $180 billion during the 2017 budget year, a sum almost equal to the budget of Turkey, a country with 80 million people. But even that sum was not nearly enough to promptly and fully serve the nation’s more than 23 million military veterans.

More than 2.3 million veterans were receiving disability benefits in 2000. Then came 9/11. Less than a month later, troops invaded Afghanistan, followed in 2003 by the invasion of Iraq. By 2015 almost 4.2 million veterans received disability benefits, in large part because modern medicine saved many causalities from wounds that would have been fatal in wars past. In World War II for every airman, sailor, and soldier killed in combat, 2.3 wounded survived. This ratio grew to nearly nine survivors for each combat death in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Anyone who paid attention after those undeclared wars as well as the 1991 Gulf War knew that Congress was not giving the VA enough money to fulfill the promises Congress and various presidents had made. Trump’s message was like a wonderful song to those frustrated by the slowness in getting health care, fighting for disability benefits, and getting lost in the VA bureaucracy.

These problems persisted even though the VA’s total budget, adjusted for inflation, nearly tripled between the 2000 and 2017 budgets. Congress not only failed to fully adjust spending to keep pace with the higher survival ratios from combat wounds, it also did not consider the soaring costs of technology-based medical care and the longer lives disabled veterans were likely to have provided they got proper medical care and monthly disability checks sufficient to make their lives passably pleasant. Among these were the costs of mental and emotional trauma, known as post-traumatic stress disorder, PTSD, a condition heightened by the nature of twenty-first-century conflicts with women and children suicide bombers, sudden attacks on American troops by ostensibly friendly local forces, and the lack of clear front lines and combat zones.

Candidate Trump repeatedly promised voters he would make sure veterans got all the help they had earned and without long delays to be seen by doctors even if that meant paying for private physicians instead of VA staff.

Trump had no military experience, though he sometimes told audiences about attending a New York military academy. His father sent him there the summer he turned thirteen because he was constantly getting into trouble. Fred Trump believed his son needed discipline, his son later said. When the Vietnam War loomed, some men of wealthy families who could have pulled strings to escape service volunteered, notably future Democratic Party presidential candidates Al Gore and John Kerry. Trump got deferments as a college student. When those ran out he got a medical deferment. His doctor said Trump was unfit for service because of a bone spur in one foot. During the presidential campaign, Trump said he could not recall which foot.

But Trump did not just avoid military service, he repeatedly denigrated those who went to war. During one of his many guest spots on the radio show of Howard Stern, the “shock jock” who specializes in crude commentary on women’s bodies, Trump compared not contracting a venereal disease from his sexual conquests to serving in combat. “If you have any guilt about not having gone to Vietnam, we have our own Vietnam. It’s called the dating game. Dating is like being in Vietnam. You’re the equivalent of a soldier going over to Vietnam.”

Four years later, in 1997, Stern again asked him about sexually transmitted diseases. This time Trump compared himself even more favorably to soldiers in combat. “It’s amazing, I can’t even believe it. I’ve been so lucky in terms of that whole world, it is a dangerous world out there. It’s like Vietnam, sort of. It is my personal Vietnam. I feel like a great and very brave solider.”

In the early 1980s Trump agreed to be co-chair of the New York Vietnam Veterans Memorial Commission, but after the press announcement he attended only two meetings, one of them when he was accompanied by a reporter writing a magazine profile of him. Asked about this by writer Lois Romano in 1984, Trump said he would resign from the board. “They’re very small thinkers,” he said of the other trustees. “They’re stockbrokers that were in Vietnam and they don’t have ‘it.’ ”

An early sign that Trump’s lack of military experience, combined with his lack of interest in reading anything not about him, would limit his knowledge of veterans’ issues emerged when he made a campaign stop at the Retired American Warriors Political Action Committee in Herndon, Virginia. A congenial moderator asked about services for veterans, especially those who suffer with post-traumatic stress.

“When you talk about the mental health problems when people come back from war and combat, and they see things that maybe a lot of the folks in this room have seen many times over, and you’re strong and you can handle it, but a lot of people can’t handle it,” Trump said. The implication of his remark—that those suffering from post-traumatic stress are weak—prompted many veterans’ group leaders and individuals to call Trump insensitive, ill-informed, or ignorant. But they did not abandon him.

What kept many veterans’ groups behind Trump were the promises he made moments after the ill-considered comment on the psychological effects of modern war, promises he repeated in the months that followed. Near the top of his White House to-do list, Trump said, would be mental health services for vets. “When you hear the 22 suicides a day that should never be. That should never be,” Trump said. “So, we’re going to be addressing that very strongly and the whole mental health issue is going to be a very important issue when I take over and the V.A. is going to be fixed in so many ways but that’s going to be one of the ways we’re going to help. And that’s in many respects going to be the number one thing we have to do.”

Two months earlier he had pledged to another veterans’ organization that he would personally solve problems veterans had with the VA.

“I will create a private White House hotline,” Trump announced. Then he shifted verbal gears to lighten the moment, saying, “This could keep me very busy at night, folks. This will take the place of Twitter.” That drew mild laughter.

Resuming his pitch, Trump promised that the White House hotline would be “answered by a real person 24 hours a day to make sure that no valid complaint about the VA ever falls through the cracks. I will instruct my staff that if a valid complaint is not acted upon” it then must be “brought directly to me—and I want to have it—will bring it directly to me, and I will pick up the phone personally and get it completed and get it taken care of.”

The promise of immediate and personal action turned out to be just another Trump con. More than six months after taking office, no hotline had been set up inside the White House or at any other government facility. The White House said it did not know when a hotline might be activated. The VA public affairs office said nothing. Worse, Trump’s budget proposed not more money to care for veterans, but cuts.

Trump’s administration did act on some VA promises. In June Trump signed into law the Veterans Affairs Accountability and Whistleblower Protection Act, one of his very few legislative accomplishments. The law made it much easier for the man whose signature television line was “You’re fired” to discharge VA employees. The new law drew a mixed response, hailed because it made removal of corrupt as well as poor performers easy, but denounced by those who feared it would be used to slash VA staff in future Trump budget cuts. Some feared it was just the first step in removing the civil service rules that for more than a century had encouraged dedicated professionals to work for our government by insulating them from patronage politics.

While Trump promised that veterans would get all the care they had earned with their military service, his first budget showed otherwise. He proposed spending on mental health care and assistance for homeless veterans at the same level as Obama’s last budget, which means a slight cut due to inflation.

The biggest cut Trump proposed was ending a benefit for disabled veterans once they reach the minimum age for Social Security benefits. These veterans would see their income plunge from almost $35,000 annually to less than $13,000 if the Trump plan becomes law.

Many veterans rated less than 100 percent disabled cannot get anyone to hire them because their injuries from combat or accidents severely limit their capacity to work. Under our government’s Individual Unemployability program, veterans at least 60 percent disabled can get the same disability benefits as those rated 100 percent disabled. Being unable to work also means they cannot qualify for pensions or save from their earnings for retirement. The Trump budget calls for ending veterans’ unemployability benefits as soon as a veteran becomes eligible for Social Security, asserting that receiving both amounts to a double dip at the expense of taxpayers. The change would save $3.2 billion in the 2018 budget year and much more in future years. But annual income could fall by as much as $22,200 per veteran with an average cut of more than $14,000, not exactly the song candidate Trump sang in his numerous appearances before veterans groups.

Congressman Mark Takano, a California Democrat, raised the issue of how much fear the budget cuts had put into the hearts of disabled veterans when Trump’s secretary for Veterans Affairs, David Shulkin, appeared before the House Veterans’ Affairs committee. “If you end the payments to veterans like this, don’t you risk plunging them into poverty?” Takano asked at a May hearing.

In seeking to reduce federal spending, Shulkin said the Trump administration was “looking at where we can make the program more responsible.” It was a not well considered response given that, as Takano noted, the 225,000 veterans who would have their benefits cut in the first year could not work, could not save for retirement, and had put their lives in the hands of our government. Takano also got Shulkin to acknowledge that seven thousand of these veterans were age eighty or older.

Shulkin’s response aroused the ire of veterans’ organizations. Joe Chenelly, executive director of AMVETS, said the prospect of these cuts terrified many vets and would spread misery if enacted because many would become homeless and some would surely commit suicide. “These scared veterans need real assurance now that this proposal is a non-starter. We cannot subject these veterans to a long, stressful summer.” The Trump administration later backed off this plan, but not its proposed cuts to veterans.

The Trump budget also called for reducing housing vouchers for veterans. The number of homeless veterans had been shrinking since 2010, a trend likely to be reversed if fewer subsidies would be available for housing veterans who are unemployed or can find work only episodically, as Trump’s budget proposed. And the budget called for eliminating the $3.5 million for an interagency council that coordinates efforts by nineteen federal agencies to reduce duplication of government services while working to reduce homelessness among veterans.

Then there was the issue of jobs for veterans. As we’ve seen, Trump the candidate promised to be laser-focused on job creation.

Upon taking office, Trump issued an executive order freezing the federal workforce. That hurts veterans. Federal civil service laws give veterans significant preferences in getting hired. As people retire or move on to other work, the federal government hires replacements, close to 100,000 people per year. More than 70,000 of them are veterans, including nearly 32,000 partially disabled vets. Studies done for Congress have shown that past hiring freezes, like the one President Ronald Reagan ordered in 1981, do not save money but add to the burdens on citizens and businesses as they deal with overwhelmed federal staffers and wait for both approvals and services. The federal workforce was not bloated, either. The executive branch employed a bit more than two million people when Trump took office, about the same as during the Carter, Reagan, and George H. W. Bush administrations, when the population was much smaller.

Closing off federal employment for disabled veterans would only increase requests for the unemployability benefit that Trump proposed eliminating. In addition, the hiring freeze would have a second detrimental impact on veterans. The freeze would prevent the VA from hiring 300 more people to process veterans’ claims and provide health care and other services. Between 2012 and 2015, the Obama administration had hired more claims examiners as it cut the backlog of veterans’ requests for services from 536,400 to about 71,000. Reducing that to zero as Trump promised and then improving other services, however, was scuttled by the Trump budget plan.

No opportunity to reduce veterans’ benefits was too small to escape the Trump budget team. The administration proposed to nickel-and-dime disabled veterans—literally.

In the 1990s, Congress ordered the VA to round down to the nearest dollar when calculating benefit checks to veterans. That saved about $6 annually per veteran. That policy ended in 2013 under Obama. Trump’s budget called for restoring downward rounding. The annual savings would total about $20 million in 2018. Out of each dollar the VA spends, rounding down would save about a hundredth of a penny.

While Trump was focusing on pennies, a violent political storm was brewing over much bigger issues of race, a storm he would do nothing to calm.


The Road to Charlottesville

“I am the least racist person that you’ve ever encountered,” Donald Trump said in 2015, not long after he launched his campaign by calling Mexicans rapists and murders.

One of the great victories of the civil rights movement is that, in America, it has become unacceptable to espouse racist views publicly, though many people harbor them, sharing their biases only with those they trust. Many whites do not care to sit next to Latinos in a restaurant, fly with an Asian pilot, or report to a black woman boss.

Not many people go so far as to support the Ku Klux Klan, as Trump’s father, Fred, was doing in 1927 when New York City police arrested him during a violent demonstration. But thanks to the ease of Internet communications, and laws in most states permitting people to walk around carrying assault rifles and other weapons of war, the current crop of neo-Nazis, skinheads, and various hard-core hatemongers can easily recruit their niche audiences while putting fear into the hearts of other Americans.

The FBI and other law enforcement agencies have files on thousands of people associated with such groups. During the George W. Bush administration, Homeland Security and other federal officials warned that far-right hate groups posed a serious threat. The FBI and Homeland Security have a database of extremist attacks, which shows that from the day after 9/11 through the end of 2016, far-right extremists killed 106 people in America in 62 attacks, while violent self-professed Muslims killed 119 people in 23 separate attacks. The Southern Poverty Law Center tracks more than 900 such groups it regards as proselytizers of hate.

A vastly larger group of white Americans is uncomfortable with the changes wrought by the civil rights movement and the subsequent liberating movements of women, gays, and other people they imagine are not like themselves. This truth reveals itself in the vile emails frequently made public in lawsuits over alleged discrimination and in subtle societal assumptions, such as when news reports specify the race of suspects who are other than Caucasian. All this falls under the broad rubric of white privilege, a social disease that is highly persistent and rarely discussed. Many white people are blinded by the presumed normality of their skin and the harm their inability to see others as equals causes everyone, including themselves, as revealed by the defensive statement, “I’m not a racist.”

Millions of Americans watched live as the violence unfolded in Charlottesville as young men marched shouting Nazi slogans while anti-facists (or antifa)I counterdemonstrators stood their ground. They saw cell phone videos of the terrorist attack by a man driving a Dodge Charger that killed Heather Heyer, one of hundreds of mostly white counterprotesters who came to oppose the racists. Some may even have found amusing the images of a legion of young white men in khakis and polo shirts bearing backyard tiki torches burning scented mosquito repellent oil as they shouted Hitlerian slogans including “blood and soil” and “Jews will not replace us.”

The liberal columnist Eric Alterman accurately ridiculed them in The Nation as “Third Reich fantasy re-enactors.” Trump has a fondness for some of the racist marchers, the ones he repeatedly said were “fine people.”

What Americans did not see on live television, however, were two equally ominous scenes. One was of a white man, a Ku Klux Klan leader from Baltimore, firing a shot at some of the people who came to oppose hatemongering. No one was hit by his bullet and he was later arrested.

The other images were of a band of thirty-two men who had come down from New York State ready for war. They wore camouflage fatigues and military-grade combat boots. Slung over their shoulders were loaded military assault rifles with ninety backup rounds of ammunition. They strapped semiautomatic handguns to their hips. Their chests were protected with Level 3 body armor designed to stop the most widely used military assault rifle bullets and thrusts from bayonets. To protect their heads, they wore bullet-resistant Kevlar helmets with battlefield shooting glasses shielding their eyes. They carried water, two-way radios, and first-aid kits.

“You saw the militia walking down the street, you would have thought they were an army,” Virginia governor Terry McAuliffe said, adding the militias “had better equipment than our State Police had.”

On the first night in Charlottesville, hundreds of mostly young men, some wearing swastikas, marched past Congregation Beth Israel. Torches lit the way as they shouted the Nazi salute “Sieg Heil,” the Nazi slogan “blood and soil,” and other anti-Semitic chants, loudly pointing out the synagogue.

The next day, during services, three men showed up in full combat gear. They paced back and forth on the sidewalk across the street. “Had they tried to enter, I don’t know what I could have done to stop them, but I couldn’t take my eyes off them, either,” the rabbi told congregation members later. Rabbi Zimmerman had hired a security guard and stationed him out front. “Perhaps the presence of our armed guard deterred them. Perhaps their presence was just a coincidence, and I’m paranoid. I don’t know.”

In Virginia, it is perfectly legal to go about alone or in a pack dressed and equipped for warfare. Every American state allows some form of “open carry” for rifles and shotguns, a major shift from the gun control laws of the twentieth century, which in some states required rifles to be carried in the locked trunks of cars or that bullets be kept in a separate compartment from firearms.

Among the states that ban open carry of handguns, the laws are shot through with almost as many holes as firing range targets. In Washington State, a court ruling forced changes to a Kitsap County ordinance; in county parks, people are free to carry firearms among the picnickers and sunbathers, but they may not use a BB gun or a slingshot. Only the nation’s capital has a strict law against open carry. While that is a local ordinance, it is another example, perhaps, of Trump’s argument that the powerful in Washington take care of themselves first.

Open carry laws and the ability to buy weapons of war over the counter were enacted before Trump took office. These policies come not from any popular will. Surveys show overwhelming support for strict gun controls, especially on handguns and weapons of mass killing, and banning the seriously mentally ill from access to guns, an issue we will return to.

These laws are weakened because of the sustained and concentrated pressure brought by the National Rifle Association and the campaign donors aligned with it. While founded as an association of sportsmen, the NRA has become the slavish handmaiden of gun manufacturers.

Its success has created a nation that in 2009 counted 315 million guns in private hands, more than one per person. That estimate by congressional researchers came out one month before the 2012 massacre of twenty first graders and six adults at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Connecticut. Since then many states have weakened their gun laws.

Throughout his campaign, Trump embraced guns and spoke against gun controls, often in the context of urging violence.

In February 2016, Trump the candidate told a crowd in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, that when encountering Trump protesters, they “should knock the crap out of them—seriously. Just knock the hell—I promise you, I will pay for the legal fees. I promise, I promise.”

At a Las Vegas rally that same month, as a protester was being escorted from a rally, Trump lamented that “we’re not allowed to punch back anymore,” saying, “I’d like to punch him in the face, I’ll tell you that.” The billionaire said he missed the “good old days,” adding, “You know what they used to do to a guy like that in a place like this. They’d be carried out on a stretcher, folks.”

Trump even planted the idea of killing people who oppose him during a December 2015 rally in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Standing before a huge American flag, Trump referred to protesters, saying, “By the way, I hate some of these people, but I’d never kill ’em. I hate ’em. . . . these people, I’ll be honest—I’ll be honest, I would never kill them [laughter] I would never do that, ah, well . . .”

As president, he used his power to ensure that about 75,000 people so mentally ill that they are not allowed control over their finances could easily buy guns. With no cameras, none of the fanfare of other actions, he signed into law a joint congressional resolution ending the background checks Congress required, at Obama’s urging, after the Sandy Hook massacre. Senator Chris Murphy, a Connecticut Democrat, argued against the resolution. “Someone who can’t literally deposit their own paycheck probably can’t, or likely can’t responsibly, own and protect a gun,” he said.

“The polls say I have the most loyal people,” Trump told an Iowa audience in January of 2016. “I could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody and I wouldn’t lose any voters, OK? It’s, like, incredible.” The next day Trump responded to criticism, telling another Iowa campaign rally he didn’t have time to be nice while campaigning, but that as president, “the demeanor would be a little bit different but, don’t worry, it would be the same attitude.”

In June, after Omar Mateen slaughtered forty-nine people in a lone-wolf terrorist attack on a Florida nightclub, candidate Trump told a rally it would have been “beautiful” if the partiers had been armed.

“If we had people, where the bullets were going in the opposite direction, right smack between the eyes of this maniac,” Trump said, his hand simulating a gun held between his eyes. “And this son of a bitch comes out and starts shooting and one of the people in that room happened to have [a gun] and goes boom. You know what, that would have been a beautiful, beautiful sight, folks.”

His Woodlawn, Texas, audience went wild at the idea of a shootout between drunken nightclub patrons and a terrorist. But the remarks drew rebukes from many sides, including the National Rifle Association, which noted that guns have no place in bars. As he often does, Trump sort of, but not really, tried to walk back his remarks.

Then, two months before the election, he also said Hillary Clinton could literally get away with murder. Clinton is “being so protected. She could walk into this arena right now and shoot somebody with 20,000 people watching, right smack in the middle of the heart, and she wouldn’t be prosecuted.” Then, mimicking a gun with his hand, he said, “Right smack in the middle of the heart and she wouldn’t be prosecuted, OK?”

These incidents illustrate Trump’s casual use of violent imagery and how many words come out of his mouth without any filter, a situation that did not change after he became president. But they also go to a deeper problem in America, one that costs many lives and seems highly likely to cost many more as Trump spreads his violent rhetoric with the presidential seal as a prop.

Trump is not the cause of the forces making gun violence and perhaps urban warfare more likely, but he is not calming things, either. The NRA and other absolutists say any restrictions on guns violate the Constitution. But no constitutional right is without limits. The Second Amendment makes no mention of guns, only that “A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed.” Following the logic of Second Amendment absolutists, each of us should be able to carry a howitzer or even a personal nuclear weapon. After all, they meet the definition of arms.

The issues of gun violence are just as real as examples of Second Amendment overreach are absurd.

Conflicts exist between the various guarantees in the Bill of Rights. For example, does a self-styled militia, like the New York State contingent in Charlottesville, interfere with the First Amendment freedom-of-religion rights of those attending Beth Israel for prayer? Would it matter if the armed men on patrol are shouting anti-Semitic slogans, like the marchers with the torches, but not brandishing their weapons? Does it matter that the militia is not recognized by any government? If it was recognized by a government, would the incidents at the synagogue interfere with the worshippers’ First Amendment rights of religion and assembly? Does it matter that states, which under a Constitutional law concept known as incorporation are subject to the full Constitution, have elevated the opportunity for people with weapons to intimidate those exercising their First Amendment right to assemble peaceably or worship?

If and when a confrontation like Charlottesville turns into a bloody shootout, will it prompt any demand to amend gun laws? Will it provoke a serious debate about how the Framers of the Constitution, who lived in an era of single-shot long rifles owned by a mostly rural population, could not have contemplated city streets where packs of men flaunt military-style AR-15 rifles designed only for rapid killing?

Trump surely will never support limiting the types of guns sold or their open display. We know this because he said so three months after assuming office, when he became the first president since Ronald Reagan to address the NRA leadership. “As your president, I will never, ever infringe on the right of the people to keep and bear arms,” Trump promised. “Never, ever. Freedom is not a gift from government; freedom is a gift from God.”

The deaths at Sandy Hook and in Orlando and Charlottesville weigh unequally on the consciences of American policymakers. They apparently trouble Trump little or not at all. He did not attend Heyer’s funeral, which could have made a powerful statement against those who promote hate and strengthen a national sense of conscience about hate crimes.

Just hours after Heyer was killed, Trump spoke from his New Jersey golf course clubhouse. His original intent for “this small press conference” was to sign a veterans health care bill, but after a few moments Trump switched to denouncing the “egregious display of hatred, bigotry and violence” in Charlottesville.

Had he stopped there, his words would have been viewed as the kind of healing comment Americans have come to expect of presidents after such awful events. But Trump went off script, adding an impromptu line that negated those words while giving aid and comfort to the racists he had just seemed to be condemning.

“We condemn in the strongest possible terms this egregious display of hatred, bigotry and violence—on many sides,” he said, pausing for a moment and then using his hand for emphasis as he repeated “on many sides.”

Trump made no mention of neo-Nazis, skinheads, and racists. This failure to identify, much less blame, was in sharp contrast to his long history of instantly blaming Muslims after various terrorist attacks in Europe, Kansas, California, and Florida.

The Nazis and racists quickly declared the president’s words to be exactly what they had hoped to hear. They kept up that position as Trump flip-flopped through clarifying comments over the next few days.

He read one statement in which he looked like a hostage making a video when the captive reads words but his body language, tone, and attitude show that his actions are being forced. The next time he spoke he went on the attack against journalists, defending his remarks and insisting he had done the right thing in his first remarks, which would include his turning his back on the reporters he had summoned to a press conference, walking off when they asked questions to clarify his original position.

To the hatemongers this first statement and what followed were taken as more wink-wink reassurances from Trump that with him in the White House their movement was in official favor. They told their members that Trump had to throw some rhetorical bones to the race-mixing crowd, but that his remarks made it clear that their movement was ascendant because they had an ally in the Oval Office. And they warned that the day was drawing closer when blacks, Asians, Jews, Mexicans, homosexuals, and many young women should fear being rounded up, or worse.

Moments after Trump first spoke, the Daily Stormer, an American Nazi website that promotes making America a whites-only Christian nation, thanked Trump for blaming “many sides” for the violence rather than its readers:

Trump comments were good. He didn’t attack us. He just said the nation should come together. Nothing specific against us. He said that we need to study why people are so angry, and implied that there was hate . . . on both sides! He implied the antifa are haters. There was virtually no counter-signaling of us at all. He said he loves us all. Also, refused to answer a question about White Nationalists supporting him.

No condemnation at all. When asked to condemn, he just walked out of the room. Really, really good. God bless him.

The next day the Daily Stormer “Summer of Hate edition” described the murder victim as a “fat, childless, 32-year-old slut.” Heather Heyer should have been killed, the article argued: “Most people are glad she is dead, as she is the definition of uselessness. A 32-year-old woman without children is a burden on society and has no value.”

Trump’s treating anyone who marched with the Nazis and their ilk as moral equals of those who oppose hatred was more than many leading Republicans could bear. Senators John McCain, Lindsey Graham, and Mitch McConnell spoke out. They recognized the lasting damage these remarks could do to the Republican Party, which has worked ever since Nixon to persuade people that GOP policies that hurt nonwhite Americans aren’t racist but instead are grounded in Constitutional principles and pro-growth economics.

From Kennebunkport, former presidents George H. W. Bush and George W. Bush released a clear statement that gave no quarter to the racists, highlighting the difference between Trump and them:

America must always reject racial bigotry, anti-Semitism, and hatred in all forms. As we pray for Charlottesville, we are reminded of the fundamental truths recorded by that city’s most prominent citizen in the Declaration of Independence: we are all created equal and endowed by our Creator with unalienable rights. We know these truths to be everlasting because we have seen the decency and greatness of our country.

The Democrats were less restrained. Representative Ruben Gallego, an Arizona Democrat, said “the president is not actually condemning this white nationalism, this terrorism.” Trump’s rhetoric encouraged the hatemongers, Gallego said, a view supported by what their websites were telling followers that day. “He should treat the alt-right movement and the neo-Nazi movement the way he treats any occasion where there is a Muslim terrorist attack.”

In Germany, Chancellor Angela Merkel denounced the neo-Nazis and racists in Charlottesville with a moral clarity and force lacking in Trump. Merkel spokesman Steffen Seibert called the white supremacists “evil” and “disgusting,” and said those who took part in “the right-wing extremist march were absolutely repulsive—naked racism, anti-Semitism and hate in their most evil form were on display.”

*  *  *

Trump’s dog-whistle support for racists and neo-Nazis has a long history.

When Trump was divorcing his first wife, Ivana, he planted news stories—some ran as covers of Rupert Murdoch’s New York Post tabloid—that publicly humiliated the mother of his children. Ivanka, Don Jr., and Eric became estranged from their father, as they wrote and talked about for years, until as adults they went on Daddy’s payroll and became his loyal aides.

Ivana’s friends circulated a story she told them about a Trump Organization employee, John Walter. Each time he came into Trump’s office Walter would click his heels and say, “Heil Hitler!”

Ivana also put into the public record in 1990 that Trump read now and then from a book of Hitler’s speeches, which he kept in a cabinet next to their bed. Anyone seeking power and wanting to know how to manipulate people, especially in crowds, would do well to study Hitler’s public addresses.

Marie Brenner asked Trump about the book of Hitler speeches while writing a 1990 Vanity Fair profile of Trump. Trump said the book was Mein Kampf, a gift from businessman Martin Davis, who Trump said was a Jew. Davis confirmed the story, but with two significant changes. Davis was not Jewish and the book was My New Order, Hitler’s collected speeches, just as Ivana had told the story.

When Brenner went back to Trump he told her, “If I had these speeches, and I am not saying that I do, I would never read them.”

The Nazi leader said in 1939 that he was aware that “I have no equal in the art of swaying the masses.” Hitler also said, “Everything I have accomplished I owe to persuasion” and that the key to his success was constant repetition, a principle understood by anyone who has seen television commercials repeated so often they can quote them from memory.

That Trump lumps together many groups and labels them “enemy” fits with a 1925 Munich speech in which Hitler discussed the inability of the masses to focus when presented with multiple enemies. “It is part of the genius of a great leader to make adversaries of different fields appear is always belonging to one category.”

Trump bundles together Mexicans, Muslims, journalists, climate change scientists, “elites,” and the counterdemonstrators in Charlottesville as the enemy of what in his inaugural address he called “a historic movement the likes of which the world has never seen before.”

During his campaign, Trump retweeted racist tweets, including from believers in “white genocide.” That white Americans are the target of genocide is a delusional notion that American Nazis promote as an article of racist faith. Daily Stormer publisher Andrew Anglin in August 2017 sent a message to racists and American Nazis about how Trump is with them on white genocide:

Our Glorious Leader and ULTIMATE SAVIOR has gone full-wink-wink-wink to his most aggressive supporters after having been attacked for retweeting a White Genocide account a few days ago, Trump went on to retweet two more White Genocide accounts, back to back. . . . Whereas the odd White genocide tweet could be a random occurrence, it isn’t statistically possible that two of them back to back could be a random occurrence. . . . Today in America the air is cold and it tastes like victory.

Rocky Suhayda, chairman of the American Nazi Party, endorsed Trump a few months before the election. Suhayda called blacks savages, saying, “If Trump does win, okay, it’s going to be a real opportunity for people like white nationalists, acting intelligently to build upon that” if they just shift their rhetoric from negative to positive. “It has to be pro-white . . . we have to keep our eyes on the prize.” Trump declined to reject the endorsements of various racists and Nazis. He even claimed he was unaware of David Duke, the former KKK leader and Senate candidate from Louisiana. Trump said on CNN four times within a matter of seconds that he didn’t know who David Duke was:

Well, just so you understand, I don’t know anything about David Duke, okay? I don’t know anything about what you’re even talking about with white supremacy or white supremacists. So, I don’t know. I don’t know, did he endorse me or what’s going on, because, you know, I know nothing about David Duke. I know nothing about white supremacists. And so you’re asking me a question that I’m supposed to be talking about, people that I know nothing about. I don’t know any—honestly, I don’t know David Duke. I don’t believe I have ever met him. I’m pretty sure I didn’t meet him. And I just don’t know anything about him.

And yet Trump, who claimed during the campaign that he possesses “the world’s greatest memory,” had told the New York Daily News in 2000 that he was quitting the fringe Reform Party because it “would require associating with David Duke.”

Trump’s sympathy for the Charlottesville racists was more than Kenneth C. Frazier, CEO of the drug company Merck, could take. He resigned from Trump’s American Manufacturing Council, a ceremonial group, to protest Trump’s Charlottesville statements. The Nazi news site then called Frazier a “black bastard” and “dumb black guy” unqualified for his job.

Trump tweeted, “Now that Ken Frazier of Merck Pharma has resigned from President’s Manufacturing Council, he will have more time to LOWER RIPOFF DRUG PRICES!”

Disney CEO Bob Iger and Tesla founder Elon Musk and others also quit the council. All of them are white. None was subjected to a Trumpian attack tweet.



I. Antifa is shorthand for antifacists and used by the neo-Nazis to describe the counterdemonstrators in Charlottesville.


Immigration

Protecting American jobs by preventing foreigners from taking them was a major theme throughout the Trump campaign. Soon after Trump won the Republican nomination, questions began to emerge about whether Melania Trump was among those people who had worked illegally in the United States. If she had, and her husband’s proposed policies had been in effect, she would have been a high-priority target for arrest and deportation to Slovenia.

How Trump handled this potential crisis proved how clever he is at distorting an argument to avoid an issue. And it would show how what Trump told voters on immigration and jobs was mostly talk, not the promised action to make sure foreigners did not, legally or illegally, take American jobs.

Questions about whether Melania Knauss (sometimes spelled Knavs) worked illegally arose after Trump’s favorite tabloid, the New York Post, ran nude photos of her on its cover and inside for two days, using stars to cover strategic spots. The photos included lesbian poses. That Trump or someone acting with his approval supplied the photos became clear when the freshly nominated Republican candidate’s campaign was asked about them.

Instead of denouncing the newspaper, a spokesman called the photos art, though the setting—a mattress with a sheet, the bed pressed against a bare wall and harsh lighting—was not up to the standards of either Playboy or the late art photographer Robert Mapplethorpe.

As for his wife’s immigrant status, Trump spoke up in August 2016 using his universal “they” to cover anyone in journalism.

“They said, ‘Melania Trump may have come into our country illegally’ and ‘how would that be for Donald Trump?’ Here’s the only problem, she came in totally legally,” he said, indicating they had spoken privately about whether to respond. “I said to her: ‘No no, let it simmer for a little while. Let them go wild, let it simmer, and then let’s have a little news conference.’ ”

Speaking in North Carolina, Trump said his wife entered the United States legally. “Let me tell you one thing. She has got it so documented, so she’s going to have a little news conference over the next couple of weeks. That’s good. I love it. I love it.”

There was never such a news conference. No documents were provided, either.

That allowed Trump to get away with diverting the issue to one not raised. The issue was whether Melania had worked in the United States illegally. But just as with his tax returns, Trump promised but failed to deliver.

Months later, diligent reporters from the Associated Press uncovered business records from Metropolitan International Management, which had Melania’s contract. It had later folded. The records showed that Melania Knauss had indeed worked illegally in the United States in 1995. She took at least ten modeling jobs that in all paid more than $20,000. She was an independent contractor, but the modeling agency gave her a pager, putting her at management’s beck and call, and loaned her money, the business records showed.

Knauss turned twenty-five that year, making her old to be a fashion or swimsuit model. That may explain why she got so little work at modest pay and did nude photos with another woman.

Fashion shows and magazines prefer teenage girls. Until New York State passed a law in 2014 making models seventeen and younger subject to rules governing child actors the majority of fashion models were legally children, many only fourteen years old, according to the Council of Fashion Designers of America, which urged the legislation.

As a candidate, Trump promised to round up every one of the estimated 11 million people living in the United States without the government’s permission, people some call undocumenteds and others call illegals. He was especially vocal about deporting those with jobs. Any noncitizen without a Green Card, shorthand for federal government permission to work, steals a job from an Americans and should be deported, Trump said over and over.

But while Trump railed against illegal work, his actions as a business owner were quite different, demonstrating a basic Trumpian philosophy—there are two standards. One is for the Trumps and anyone they like. It is soft and easy. The other is harsh. It’s for everyone not aligned with the Trumps, especially those the president dislikes, most especially Mexicans and Muslims.

On the campaign trail, Donald Trump often railed against work visa programs allowing foreigners to enter the country and work for periods from ninety days up to ten years.

Candidate Trump said in a written statement that he was “totally committed to eliminating rampant, widespread H-1B abuse and ending outrageous practices such as those that occurred at Disney in Florida when Americans were forced to train their foreign replacements. I will end forever the use of the H-1B as a cheap labor program, and institute an absolute requirement to hire American workers first for every visa and immigration program. No exceptions.”

H-1B is one of several programs that allowed American companies to use foreign workers. All of them had rules that made the workers temporary guests. To critics, especially software code writers, it was a program to push down wages.

Half of the foreign workers were hired by computer industry companies, many in Silicon Valley. And half of those workers earned $88,000 or less. Whether these guest workers were paid less than Americans, and thus depressed the wages of Americans, is hotly debated in Silicon Valley. The issue is further complicated by the fact that software coding could be done in a remote location, say India, where a large share of the work-visa hires come from. End the visa program and instead of hiring more American programmers, Silicon Valley might just outsource much of the work from Cupertino and Redwood City to Bangalore and Hyderabad.

The justification for high-tech guest workers is that there are not enough Americans with the skills to do the work. If that is so, then slowly, steadily shrinking the number of visas should result in rising wages, which would attract more Americans and prompt them to invest in skills worthy of higher pay. Continuing the program at roughly the same level only perpetuates any shortage of native workers and puts downward pressure on American wages.

In April 2017 Trump told an audience in Kenosha, Wisconsin, that he was about to take bold action on foreign guest workers. He promised to end the “theft of American prosperity.” Foreign worker visas “should never, ever be used to replace American workers,” he said.

But the executive order he signed was not bold, as Trump said, but tepid. It simply directed four cabinet agencies to “suggest reforms” with no deadline for submitting their ideas.

There are also work visas for low-skilled workers like the staff at Mar-a-Lago, which had for years relied on the very workers Trump wanted kept out—foreigners. Trump said during one of the Republican primary debates that Mar-a-Lago, like other local seasonal resort properties, had no choice but to import workers. “People don’t want a short-term job,” he said. “So, we will bring people in, and we will send the people out. All done legally.”

Senator Marco Rubio of Florida broke in. “That’s not accurate,” he said, because at least three hundred Americans who sought work at Mar-a-Lago were not hired. That, Rubio said, helped Trump push down wages, the very issue Trump complained was caused by too many foreign workers in America.

“When you bring someone in on one of these visas they can’t go work for anybody else,” Rubio noted. “They either work for you or they have to go back home. You basically have them captive, so you don’t have to worry about competing for higher wages with another hotel down the street. And, that’s why you bring workers from abroad.”

Trump kept interrupting Rubio, making it difficult for those watching to understand the debate unless they read the transcript later.

The public record showed that hundreds of local residents did want jobs but were not hired.

In July 2017 the Trump administration decided to let in more foreign workers, not exactly what Trump promised on inauguration day when he said every decision would be made to promote American jobs and buy American.

American “businesses in danger of suffering irreparable harm due to a lack of available temporary nonagricultural workers” would be able to hire an additional 15,000 foreigners in temporary low-skill, low-paid jobs. That would increase supply by more than 40 percent for the second half of the year.

This was a prime example of Trump not walking his campaign talk in office, but also of driving down wages, just as Rubio had said was Trump’s goal.

In Palm Beach, for example, hundreds of people were willing to work at the wages offered by Mar-a-Lago, roughly $10 to $13 an hour, for the 2016–17 season.

Locally four people wanted work for every low-skill resort job offered. That means there was no shortage of local labor for the seasonal positions. With so many workers available, hiring locals might not even put upward pressure on wages. When there is so much more demand for work than employers could supply, employers can offer less pay and still recruit people.

But workers who come from overseas on visas are subject to more control. Their employer can arrange pay that depends on their staying until the last day of the season and hold back part of their pay through “bemusing” arrangements. That means anyone who gets out of line, anyone who gets fired, gets shorted on his or her pay and sent home early.

President Trump declared July 24 the start of Made in America Week. Trump said he would be “recognizing the vital contributions of American workers and job creators to our Nation’s prosperity.”

The same week a tiny classified ad ran twice in the back pages of The Palm Beach Post. It offered work for “3 mos recent & verifiable exp in fine dining/country club.” The jobs paid wages only—“No tips.”

The ads did not identify the employer, but the fax was a Mar-a-Lago number.

A week earlier, Mar-a-Lago had applied to the Labor Department—run by a Trump appointee—for visas to import thirty-five people to wait on tables, twenty cooks, and fifteen chambermaids. All it needed to do was show that it offered work and not enough people showed up to take the jobs. That was easily accomplished. Run a tiny ad with few details. Tell locals to apply via fax, a technology few people seeking such low-paid seasonal work were likely to own. People could mail a letter but letters can get lost or take time being delivered.

Those two ads, and the predictably weak response, met the legal requirement necessary to import foreign workers under the H-2B visa program from October 2017 until June 2018.

There was, perhaps, one positive in these foreign workers being hired at Mar-a-Lago to wait on Trump’s paying guests. Unlike Melania Knauss Trump, they wouldn’t be violating American law.

*  *  *

Trump often states as fact that illegal immigrants are a drag on the economy. He complains of “Americans losing their jobs to foreign workers.”

To stop that he supported the RAISE Act, for Reforming American Immigration for Strong Employment. It would fundamentally change the rules on legal immigration, something Congress did in 1924 and again in 1965. Ostensibly the bill’s purpose is to “establish a skills-based immigration points system, to focus family-sponsored immigration on spouses and minor children, to eliminate the Diversity Visa Program, to set a limit on the number of refugees admitted annually to the United States.”

That would mean that more people with job skills could enter the country, which in general will tend to depress wages for people with similar skills, but which may also help grow the economy. The focus on spouses and minor children means that grandparents, grandchildren, and cousins are out and the age of minors would be lowered from twenty-one to eighteen.

The bill was analyzed at the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania, the school Trump claims he attended when he went only to its undergraduate program in real-estate economics.

The analysis found that the bill would make wages grow briefly in the short term but that as the years rolled by the new policy would destroy American jobs, resulting in slower economic growth. That certainly is not what Trump claimed he would do with his slogans about America First and Make America Great Again.

The most interesting finding from the Penn Wharton budget model computer program was that simply doubling the number of immigrants from about 800,000 per year to 1.6 million would do the most to increase economic growth per person. The education level of the immigrants did not matter.

This larger influx would result in significantly more Gross Domestic Product per capita, which would reach $83,700 in 2050. Leaving the number of immigrants at 800,000, but requiring that 55 percent arrive with high job skills, would mean no more than $76,100 per capita of economic output. Thus, more immigrants regardless of job skills is better for Americans overall by 10 percent.

The most troubling finding of this study was that the RAISE Act favored by Trump “could shave two percentage points off GDP growth and cause a loss of more than four million jobs” by the year 2040.

Kent Smetters, the Wharton business professor who worked on the computer model, noted that immigrants of all kinds are a “net positive” because they “tend to work pretty hard, they tend to have a very high attachment rate to the labor force, they are less likely to be on unemployment insurance” because they come to America in the hopes of improving their and their family’s economics.

In addition, Smetters said, “as younger members of the workforce, immigrants also help pay for Social Security and Medicare for the elderly. That is a crucial benefit as the U.S.,” like many other countries with modern economies, faces an aging population with a shrinking ratio of workers to retirees.

The Wharton model is available without charge, allowing people to experiment with policy options at www.budgetmodel.wharton.upenn.edu/immigration/.

Jim Acosta, a network television correspondent whose parents fled Castro’s Cuba, asked at a White House press briefing about the RAISE Act, which favors English-speaking immigrants. His question drew a sharp, condescending response from the designated White House spokesman, Stephen Miller, a Steve Bannon associate who often sounds like a white nationalist.

Acosta brought up the poem in the Statue of Liberty’s pedestal and its famous last lines:

Give me your tired, your poor,

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!

Acosta said the proposed immigration policy seemed to run counter to those ideals. Miller shot back that the poem was added to its pedestal later, while the statute is “a symbol of American liberty lighting the world.”

What Miller didn’t say, or didn’t know, or perhaps knew but didn’t want others to know, is that Lazarus’s 1883 poem was critical to the efforts to raise money for the pedestal on which the statue stands. The statue was not completed until three years later, making her words integral.

This might seem an odd subject for the White House spokesman of the day to raise, but it stems from an active discussion among the people that Bannon calls the alt-right and critics call racists and white supremacists to develop a narrative that most immigrants are unworthy of America.

A leading racist, Richard Spencer, who says he was Miller’s mentor, which Miller does not dispute, had denounced the Emma Lazarus poem three days before Trump became president.

“It’s offensive that such a beautiful, inspiring statue was ever associated with ugliness, weakness, and deformity,” Spencer tweeted. This theme was picked up a few days later by Rush Limbaugh, the right-wing radio talk show host. He told his audience that “the Statue of Liberty had absolutely nothing to do with immigration” and mused, “Why do people think that it does? Well, there was a socialist poet.”

David Duke, the former KKK leader, attacked the poem and Lazarus in “The Jewish Led Alien Invasion,” a chapter in one of his books filled with diatribes against Jews and others he hates.

In the fluid zone between white nationalists in the Trump White House and violent racists in Charlottesville, the Statute of Liberty has become a symbol of efforts to make America white again, although, of course, it never was all white.

An immigrant from Ireland, John Carney, took up the Acosta-Miller exchange. Carney is the economics editor at Breitbart, Bannon’s gathering place for the like-minded.

Carney tweeted that what Breitbart and Trump call the “opposition” news media were engaged in “the Weaponization of the Statue of Liberty.” He also pointed to political cartoons that used the statue and caricatures of Trump to argue visually that the president wants immigration restricted to white, English-speaking Christians.

Then Carney focused his attention on the September 2017 cover of Vogue. The fashion magazine featured an Annie Leibovitz photograph of actress Jennifer Lawrence in a low-cut, tight-fitting red satin dress. Lawrence was leaning against a metal railing as if on the prow of a ship, the statue behind her, surrounded by water and clouds in luscious shades of blue.

Breitbart’s Carney saw this as an attack on Trump’s Make America Great Again theme, connecting it to the Acosta-Miller exchange. “We’re going to have to create a full #MAGA shadow cultural industry because the Opposition Media can’t even do fashion without attacking us.”

But there was a problem with Carney insinuating that the Vogue cover was part of a journalistic cabal. Zara Rahim, the Vogue spokeswoman, informed Carney that the photo could not have anything to do with that August exchange in the White House press briefing room because “we shot this in June, buddy.”

*  *  *

Trump regards Brietbart as a reliable source of information, just as he has made statements that trace back to the Russian propaganda website Sputnik, the neo-Nazi Daily Stormer, and InfoWars, where host Alex Jones carries on about the “interdimensional beings” secretly controlling American elites. Trump has been an InfoWars guest.

None of these information sources that Trump relies on considers refugees to be a crisis worthy of American help. None writes favorably or evenhandedly about people of color, especially regarding immigration. None pays heed to humanitarian crises caused by wars, famine, and other disruptions, even though 66 million people, nearly one percent of earth’s population, were forced to live away from their homes in 2016.

That estimate by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees counted a third of these people as refugees. More than a third came from two predominantly Muslim countries, Afghanistan and Syria, where American military actions played a major role in forcing people to flee. But the sources of information Trump relies on share with him a bias against Muslims and Islam.

Nearly 85,000 people entered America in 2016 as refugees, about one tenth of legal immigrants. Other countries, many of them desperately poor, like Chad, allowed in far more refugees. Sweden, with 10 million people, has about half as many refugees as America with its more than 320 million people. To Miller, Limbaugh, Bannon, Carney, Jones, and the others, those 85,000 refugees are about 84,999 too many.

These “information” sources also keep up a steady alarmist tone about the border with Mexico even though illegal crossings into the United States fell sharply with the Great Recession and have been flat since, according to federal government data and reports by private organizations. Of the estimated 9 to 11 million people living in the United States without authorization, two thirds came more than a decade earlier, the Pew Research Center found.

Those crossing the border in 2017 were more likely to come from Central America and Asia than Mexico, whose economy has improved since NAFTA, the North American Free Trade Agreement, was signed in 1993. But to the sources of information Trump relies on, all immigrants look alike and all are to be feared and kept out unless they look and talk like people on the alt-right. And to Trump, foreign workers are bad, unless they serve his Mar-a-Lago customers, earning cheap wages with no tips.


PART VIII



CONCLUSION


The Con Unravels

As these pages show, based on his own words and deeds, Donald Trump is manifestly unfit to hold any public office. That Donald Trump legitimately holds office under our Constitution is beyond question. That he is a clear and present danger to the whole world should be obvious by now.

Trump lacks the emotional stability, knowledge, critical-thinking skills, and judgment to be commander in chief. Emotionally he remains the thirteen-year-old troublemaker his father sent off to a military academy, where by his own account brutality was common. Being stuck in the awkward year between childhood and maturity for nearly six decades is a terrible fate, one that has twisted Trump’s personality and explains much of his narcissism, immature attitudes about women, disregard for others, and his imagined intellectual gifts shown by his frequent declaration that “I’m like a smart person.”

Even by the standards of the incurious George W. Bush, Trump is appallingly ignorant. Not knowing a Shia Muslim from a Sunni Muslim or why this division within Islam matters deeply to American foreign policy decisions, Trump spews bigotry against all Muslims. George W. Bush constantly reminded the world that our response to 9/11 was not a war on Islam, that the faith was not the issue, but rather the abuse of it by zealots. Bush participated in Muslim religious events to emphasize that point.

Trump not only inflames hatred of all Muslims, he also allows himself to be used by the Saudis. They support the most violent faction of the Islamic religion and finance terrorists while Trump praises Riyadh for fighting against terrorism, unaware of how out of touch his words are.

More surprising than Trump’s lack of knowledge of geopolitics is his ignorance of economics, the field in which he was given a bachelor’s degree by the University of Pennsylvania. Anyone who did the work to earn such a degree would know that imposing a tariff on imports from Mexico to pay for his wall means that American consumers would bear the cost, not Mexicans.

Worse is Trump’s faux patriotism.

That Trump’s loyalties are divided, that he owes something to Moscow, is obvious from his many words of praise for Vladimir Putin, his years of lucrative financial transactions, and his hiring of Paul Manafort to run his campaign. Whether Trump is merely a fool or a knowing Kremlin agent is unresolved at this writing. What we know for sure is that the Trump campaign eagerly solicited the Kremlin’s help to defeat Hillary Clinton, wanted to use Russian diplomatic links to secretly communicate with Moscow, and that Trump directly participated in lying and covering up that secret collaboration with a hostile foreign power.

That Trump has no regard for decency in politics is shown by his leading chants of “Lock her up” and asking people at rallies to pledge loyalty to him just as James Comey, the FBI director he fired, said he was asked to do in private. These are words and actions befitting a dictator, not an American president. But they also fit with Trump’s philosophy. Those who turn the other cheek as Jesus Christ taught in the Sermon on the Mount are fools, idiots, and losers, Trump has said many times. His philosophy is revenge and violence against others, decidedly anti-Christian attitudes that have not dissuaded many prominent television preachers from their enthusiastic endorsements of him as a “fine Christian family man.”

Trump maintains strong support among roughly a third of Americans. Many of them are old enough to have lived through all or part of the Cold War and yet some of them tell journalists, focus group leaders, and pollsters that, like Trump, they trust Putin’s regime more than American intelligence agencies. During the Cold War, for sure, Republican politicians loudly denounced anyone who espoused such views as useful idiots, fellow travelers, and traitors.

This core of support, almost entirely among Republicans, means that sitting members of the House and Senate cannot go up against Trump unless they are confident they can win the next primary election. John Danforth, the former Republican senator from Missouri, said he was speaking out against Trump specifically because congressional Republicans cannot. Their inaction may be profiles in cowardice, but it also shows how the system of checks and balances built into our Constitution is not working as intended.

Trump may be part of a larger global social force, a political tsunami of fear and rejection of the modern world and a nostalgic desire to go back to an imagined past of peace and simplicity. We see this force in the rise of fundamentalist Christians, Hindus, Jews, and Muslims as well as a new age of dictators from Putin to Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and Egypt’s Abdel Fattah el-Sisi to nationalists like India’s Narendra Modi.

Great social waves, like tsunamis, cannot be stopped by holding up signs in protest. They must instead continue until their destructive energy dissipates. Our hope must be that the future will produce better leaders, not worse.

*  *  *

And then there are Trump’s many delusions.

Trump claims to know more about the jihadis who created the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant, or ISIL, than America’s generals. He claims to know how to deal with North Korea, an impoverished cult state, and yet until the president of China gave him a long history lesson by telephone, Trump admits he had no knowledge of the history of conflict between the Chinese and Korean peoples. He claims to be the world’s foremost expert on taxes. All that is nonsense, a con job that should have had people laughing at him, not voting for him.

For almost three decades I have been pointing out that Trump creates his own reality, a point on which his other leading biographers agree. What astonishes me is how many people blind themselves to his nonsense. Then again, denial is a powerful human emotion and this mass reaction is understandable among those beaten down by nearly four decades of government policies that stealthily take from the many to enrich the few.

Trump brilliantly tapped into the economic malaise that has afflicted much of the country after more than three decades of economic stagnation. It began to lift only in 2013. When the cries of people for help go unheeded, they will turn to anyone, even a demagogue, for relief.

Many of the economic changes in America and the world are beyond the control of a president or Congress. As we move from the industrial era into the still emerging digital era and, soon, the biological age, the world will be vastly richer, but many people may be worse off. For millions of Americans the harsh truth is that inefficiency created industrial jobs. As techniques to manufacture more and better products with less and less labor advance, those boring but good-paying factory jobs are only memories. Trump can claim he will change that, but he cannot. No president can.

The path to a better future is through investing in education, and especially science, as well as improving infrastructure. Trump’s budget shows he is hostile to all of these, particularly science. Other politicians also have cut investments in the future. College, once free or cheap in many parts of the country, has become costly even for community college students. Not funding basic research today means America will be less prosperous than it could be in the future.

For more than two decades I have warned that the frustrations caused by Washington and state capitals adopting stealth government policies favoring the rich would one day explode in ways that would be harmful, not beneficial, to our democracy. In bestselling books, hundreds of articles, columns, and speeches I have documented how policies hardly anyone knew about take from the many in subtle ways and concentrate money in the pockets of the 32,000 or so Americans at the apex of the economic pyramid.

Trump is among those beneficiaries of modern America’s silent plutocratic system of redistribution upward, a process that in Orwellian terms makes sure the pigs get the apples and milk because they claim they need them to help those animals who only get slop. That I explained these devices at great length in my books Perfectly Legal, Free Lunch, and The Fine Print shows that irony is not dead. Trump masterfully grasped the anxiety and fear among the economically oppressed who had been largely abandoned by the Democrats. His slogans showed his mastery of the art of persuasion.

*  *  *

To understand Trump’s unfitness for office, step back for a moment and wipe from your mind the image Trump spent decades polishing through his faux reality television show, the books others wrote for him, and his manipulation of the conventions of journalism.

Imagine a man you never heard of sits down next to you at the start of a cross-country plane flight or a long bus ride. This older man, his yellowish hair long and combed over, wearing a nice suit with a long necktie, incessantly talks about himself.

You would get an earful of bluster about his wealth. Next would be his imagined smarts—“I have a very good brain”—a tale told in sixth-grade sentences, half-finished thoughts, and other verbal ingredients of what is politely called “word salad.”

Imagine he started talking, as he did to black leaders in February, about Frederick Douglass in the present tense, more than a century after his death. This man tells you that Douglass is “an example of somebody who’s done an amazing job and is getting recognized more and more, I notice.”

Listen as he describes climate change as a “Chinese hoax” and says America should mine and burn more coal instead of developing renewable energy sources like the rest of the world. Imagine him urging steam power rather than “digital” catapults to launch jet fighters from aircraft carriers because “no one understands digital.”

Imagine him telling you that he gets pleasure from destroying the lives of anyone who slights him. And imagine he tells you that the Mexican government is sending hordes of murderers and rapists across the border and that all blacks live in ghettos, uneducated and often unable to find work.

Now imagine you are a black businessman, the owner of profitable factories like my former next-door neighbor in Rochester. Or a federal judge born in America whose parents came from Mexico. Or one of the millions of Americans who owe their jobs to “the digital.”

You would, I imagine, fear you were, to use a Trumpian term, stuck next to a nut job until your trip ended.

How can it be that millions of people do not see Trump for what he is—a narcissistic, ill-informed, thieving old blowhard? As the adage goes, poor people are crazy; rich people are eccentric.

Before the election, I predicted that, as president, Trump’s behavior would become increasingly erratic, and it has. That is because of his own shortcomings, especially his desperate need for adoration, his self-centered thinking, and his ignorance of basic issues of diplomacy, economics, and geopolitics.

A month after the inauguration, thirty-five psychiatrists wrote a letter to the editor of The New York Times that made exactly this point:

Mr. Trump’s speech and actions demonstrate an inability to tolerate views different from his own, leading to rage reactions. His words and behavior suggest a profound inability to empathize. Individuals with these traits distort reality to suit their psychological state, attacking facts and those who convey them (journalists, scientists).

In a powerful leader, these attacks are likely to increase, as his personal myth of greatness appears to be confirmed. We believe that the grave emotional instability indicated by Mr. Trump’s speech and actions makes him incapable of serving safely as president.

A few months later, psychiatrist Prudence L. Gourguechon, a former president of the American Psychoanalytic Association, proposed judging Trump’s fitness for office using the United States Army Field Manual on developing leaders. She distilled from its 188 pages five crucial qualities needed to lead:

- Trust

- Discipline and self-control

- Judgment and critical thinking

- Self-awareness

- Empathy

Not one of these is part of Trump’s nature.

Trust. For years, he has said in talks and the books that bear his name that no one is to be trusted, especially those closest to you.

Discipline and Self-control. The Army manual says leaders maintain their composure under pressure and do not react “viscerally or angrily when receiving bad news or conflicting information,” and do not allow “personal emotions to drive decisions or guide responses to emotionally charged situations.” That’s the opposite of Trump.

Judgment. That Trump asserts that the best advisers reside in his head and thus he does not need experts does not suggest sound judgment.

Critical Thinking. The Army manual notes that a leader adapts to new facts and “seeks to obtain the most thorough and accurate understanding possible” while also anticipating “first, second and third consequences of multiple courses of action.” A trademark Trump characteristic runs counter to this. “We have no choice,” he says about everything from banning Muslims from entering America to building his wall on the Mexican border to repealing Obamacare.

Self-awareness. Trump lies compulsively, telling so many made-up stories, imagined events, and absurd fabrications that he often stumbles over his own statements. That Trump contradicts himself without embarrassment, remorse, or even acknowledgment goes to the heart of his lack of self-awareness. Showing video clips of Trump denying he said something followed by earlier clips of him saying that which he denied have become staples of political comedy shows like Saturday Night Live and late night television.

On his first full day in office, the public got a full dose of how Trump just makes stuff up and insists it is reality. The first official statement read by Sean Spicer, the White House press secretary, insisted that Trump’s was “the largest audience to witness an inauguration, period. Both in person and around the globe.”

Never mind that photographs and transit ridership data show that Obama’s second inaugural drew a bigger crowd than Trump’s. Never mind that transit ridership at the 2009 inauguration was more than double that in 2017. Never mind that George W. Bush in 2001 and Bill Clinton in 1993 drew crowds that by such indicators as transit ridership and photographs were larger or at least equal. Never mind that as Spicer spoke, the largest mass demonstrations in American history, by far, were under way as about six million women and some men marched in Washington and more than 100 other cities to protest Trump’s presidency.

Spicer’s statement, obviously ordered by Trump as a test of his press secretary’s loyalty—and which Spicer said after resigning that he regretted—used a litany of what could be called alternative facts to justify the crowd size claim. Labeling anything that does not comport with Trump’s version of reality “fake news” is part of a strategy to muddy clear waters, sow confusion, and pose as the only honest person in a craven world of dissemblers.

Similarly, after denigrating American intelligence agencies, Trump insisted his dismissive remarks were made up by journalists, whom he calls “dishonest” and “among the most dishonest human beings on earth” and “totally dishonest.” With those words he is really speaking of himself.

Empathy. As for empathy, Trump flew twice to Texas after Hurricane Harvey. The first time he boasted about the size of the crowd he drew in Corpus Christi, his wife’s white athletic shoes not smudged by a speck of mud. On his second visit, he advised people at a feeding station to “have a good time.” During the presidential campaign he denigrated John McCain’s five years as a prisoner of war and later mocked Khizr and Ghazala Khan, whose Army officer son was killed in Afghanistan.

Later Trump denounced the people of Puerto Rico after hurricane Maria flattened the island, mocking how the island name is pronounced by locals, saying pwear-toe-rico. And on his brief visit he tossed rolls of paper towels to those in the small audience, a Trumpian twist on Marie Antoinette. He criticized the mayor of San Juan for pointing out that, contrary to Trump’s claims of a great job of relief, people were dying for lack of water, food, medicine, and electricity and federal officials were slow to respond. Trump blamed the Puerto Ricans for refusing to help themselves. Lin-Manuel Miranda, creator of the musical Hamilton, noted the contrast between Trump’s remarks on the American island hurricane and those that ravaged Florida and Texas. “I’ve never seen a sitting president attack the victims of a natural disaster before,” Miranda said.

By every measure in the manual, had Trump become an Army officer instead of dodging the draft with his doctor’s note about a bone spur in his foot, he would not have risen through the ranks.

*  *  *

Throughout his campaign, Trump predicted his presidency would be one win after another. “We’re going to win so much you may even get tired of winning. And you’ll say please, please, it’s too much winning, we can’t take it anymore.”

That’s not what happened. Still, many of his supporters refuse to accept that they got conned. It must be the fault of Democrats or news reporters, or anyone except Trump. Such is the power of adoration of the celebrity, not that much different from when the ancient Greeks invented tales of intimacy with the gods, producing demigods. Right after they invented demigods, hubris appeared. And we know how that turned out . . .

Trump arrived with no idea of how Washington works. The self-proclaimed great negotiator then started off on the wrong foot and kept on going.

The smart first move would have been to introduce an infrastructure bill to undo decades of malign neglect. Rebuilding failing highways and bridges, replacing unsafe dams, building modern airport terminals, and improving water and sewer systems would have created jobs for construction crews, engineers, and factory workers nationwide. It would have made life more pleasant and signaled a better future. And Democrats would have had to go along with such a bill.

Instead Trump put that on the back burner and demanded an immediate replacement of Obama’s signature achievement, the Affordable Care Act.

A month after taking office, Trump met with governors to discuss the problems of repealing Obamacare. He came out of the closed-door session confessing his ignorance of what was common knowledge. “I have to tell you, it’s an unbelievably complex subject. Nobody knew that health care could be so complicated.”

That should have opened more eyes to Trump’s con artistry since everyone else in America knew health care was extremely complicated.

His most extreme supporters, the neo-Nazis, call him “savior” in their online publications. Trump claims that mantle, tweeting as a candidate “I alone can solve” the problem of “radical Islamic terrorism.” In accepting the Republican nomination for president, Trump declared “I alone can fix it.” Instead of disgust at such an authoritarian claim, or mocking laughter, his words were greeted with enthusiastic applause by leaders of the party that says it stands for personal responsibility and maximum individual liberty (including openly carrying loaded military-grade weapons).

Trump’s success in reaching the White House and his continued die-hard support among a third of the adult population reveals a much more serious problem than a crazy man being president.

Donald Trump is not the political disease afflicting America, he is a symptom.

That millions of people voted for a narcissistic, know-nothing con artist who has spent his entire life swindling others while repeatedly urging followers to commit criminal acts of violence against his critics reveals more about America than about Trump.

During the Constitutional Convention, Benjamin Franklin was supposedly asked, “What have we got, a republic or a monarchy?” to which he replied, “A republic—if you can keep it.”

Franklin’s point was that self-governance requires people to accept the burdens as well as the benefits of freedom. It means they are responsible for their fate and cannot just blame a crazy king or an uncaring despot or anyone else. They must, to be free, take personal responsibility and be actively engaged in shaping the policies that will affect not only their lives, but those of generations to come.

If the United States of America is to endure, it must be with a recognition that compromise, cooperation, and caring about the interests of those you dislike are the basic ingredients of success.

What we have seen since Watergate, unfortunately, is a widening chasm between the incentives of office seekers and the interests of the American people, a political divide that Trump recognized and brilliantly exploited. And now he uses his office to profiteer and to denigrate those who disagree with him, just as dictators and would-be dictators have always done.

Under our Constitution we determine our political fate. If we wish to turn in our citizenship responsibilities and outsource the work to power mongers, we can do so.

Democracies do not die dramatically. They slowly fade away.

In a democracy, we deal with many contending interests through cooperation and compromise. But ever since the anti-tax zealot Grover Norquist popularized the quip by Dick Armey, the former Texas congressman, that “bipartisanship is political date rape,” we have seen a growing sense of my way or the highway.

We live in a time when many people denigrate those who have worked to make the most of the opportunities of living in this country, not in terms of monetary rewards but of developing their character, intellect, and judgment. We should oppose these crass tendencies. Our Constitution was born of the Enlightenment, of the idea that reason and intellect and vigorous public debate could produce better societies than those ruled by dogma and monarchs who claimed authority as their divine right.

“Our Constitution is not written to handle someone like Trump,” the political scientist Jason Johnson told me. “That is the greatest danger and greatest harm he is to our country.”

Johnson notes that the Federalist Papers, the structured debate over whether America should adopt the Constitution, shows that the Framers “envisioned presidents who might be dishonest, who might not have consistent ethical values, but they never envisioned a self-involved dictatorial capitalist, so we don’t have a government designed to restrain someone who doesn’t care about any of the norms. The British would just get rid of such a person” by calling elections.

In America, though, “everything is dependent on the moral will of existing political parties and Congress, and we are all suffering for that whether we recognize it or not.” Johnson believes the failure of Congress to rein in Trump’s profiteering, his dealings with the Kremlin, and his bellicosity will afflict America long after he leaves office. “For the next thirty-five years or so, the standard for what you can get away with as long as you are in power and stay in power has been lowered to a level I don’t think any of us can fully appreciate today,” he said.

*  *  *

America has yet to become the society that Martin Luther King dreamed of in 1963, in which we judge one another not by the color of our skin but the content of our character. Trump represents a diversion on the road to that much better society. He is emblematic of the tendency, magnified since the 1980s, to judge people by the content of their wallet, as if money had anything to do with character.

Our Constitution is meant to free the human spirit so we and our posterity may become something better than we were, better than we are today. Freedom is about choosing, but it is also about having to live with the consequences of the choices we make. If we choose to empower the dishonest, the ill prepared, the mean-spirited, and the emotionally immature, we will pay dearly.

Trump often speaks of a unified nation, revealing yet another aspect of his appalling ignorance about our nation. We were not founded to be united. We are not the Taliban, nor the Saudis, nor any other society built on the premise that every member will behave as those in power demand. No president should ever express his admiration for dictators and those who rule not because of popular support but with the iron fist and the gulag. Yet Trump has done exactly that with regard to power seekers in Russia, the Philippines, and Turkey, and even the fratricidal dictator in North Korea, whose power depends on maintaining his entire country as a prison.

*  *  *

Trump’s presidency poses a challenge for America. What future will we choose? Do we want to slide toward autocracy in this and future administrations? Or do we want a future that frees the human spirit even more?
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