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NATION

Tentative deal 
reached to 

avert shutdown
Washington: Congressional 

leaders reached a tentative 
budget deal with the White 
House on Tuesday that would 
avert a politically risky govern-
ment shutdown right before 
the election.

The six-month stopgap 
measure would keep the 
government running at current 
levels through March — dash-
ing, for now, the hopes of 
conservative Republicans who 
want to make steeper cuts, 
including eliminating money 
for President Barack Obama’s 
health care law.

Although the deal would 
end the threat of a stalemate 
that could be politically 
damaging for both parties, it 
does not address the looming 
“fiscal cliff” of tax hikes and 
mandatory spending cuts that 
are scheduled to take effect 
after Jan. 1.

Votes on the tentative deal 
are set for September, before 
the new fiscal year begins on 
Oct. 1, clearing the post-elec-
tion lame-duck session for the 
tax-and-spending debate.

“This is very good, because 
we can resolve these critical 
issues that directly affect the 
country as soon as the elec-
tion’s over and move on to do 
good things,” said Senate Major-
ity Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev.

White House press secre-
tary Jay Carney called Tues-
day’s breakthrough a “welcome 
development.”

The swift agreement with 
House Speaker John A. Boeh-
ner, R-Ohio, is a turnaround 
from the shutdown threats that 
have dominated this Congress. 
The GOP’s House majority was 
elected on pledges to slash 
government spending. Repub-
lican leaders calculated it was 
better to reach a short-term 
agreement to pay for the rou-
tine functions of government 
so lawmakers could campaign 
on broader issues.

WORLD

French law 
criminalizes 

sexual harassment 
Paris: France’s parlia-

ment on Tuesday approved 
legislation that makes sexual 
harassment a crime, address-
ing problems many say have 
existed for decades in the 
country.

The new law sets three 
levels of harassment, with the 
most serious — in cases where 
the harasser has authority 
over the victim, the victim is 
younger than 15 years old, or 
multiple people carry out the 
harassment — punishable by 
up to three years in prison.

The National Assembly 
passed the law after the Sen-
ate voted earlier in the day. Its 
passage comes more than two 
months after a court struck 
down the previous statute, say-
ing it was too vague and failed 
to protect women.

The legislation covers 
offenses in universities, the 
housing market and job inter-
views. Single acts of sexual 
blackmail will be considered 
sexual harassment, whereas 
previously only repeated acts 
were.

In the United States, sexual 
harassment is a civil offense 
usually punishable by fines.

Shortages grow 
 in Syrian city
Beirut: Food and cooking 

gas were in short supply and 
power cuts plunged homes into 
darkness as soldiers and reb-
els battled Tuesday to tip the 
scales in the fight for Aleppo, 
Syria’s largest city and the cur-
rent focus of its civil war.

Life for Aleppo’s 3 million 
residents was becoming 
increasingly unbearable as a 
military siege entered its 11th 
day. While rebels seized two 
police stations, Syrian ground 
forces pummeled the opposi-
tion strongholds of Salahed-
dine and Seif al-Dawla in the 
city’s southwest, activists said. 

Government helicopters 
also pounded those neighbor-
hoods.

“The regime couldn’t enter 
the neighborhoods so they 
were shelling from a distance 
with helicopters and artillery,” 
said Mohammed Nabehan, 
who fled Aleppo for the Kilis 
refugee camp just across the 
Turkish border some 30 miles 
away.

Nabehan and others said it 
was a struggle to find food.

“The humanitarian situation 
here is very bad,” Mohammed 
Saeed, an activist living in the 
city, told The Associated Press.
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WASHINGTON — Republi-
cans accused President Barack 
Obama of trying to keep mid-
dle-class Americans in the dark 
about whether they’ll lose their 
jobs from impending defense 
cuts as a Labor Department 
memo cautioning contractors 
about layoff notices set off po-
litical recriminations.

“The president doesn’t 
want people reading about 
pink slips in the weeks be-
fore his election, so the White 
House is telling people to 
keep the effects of these cuts 
a secret until after the elec-
tion,” Senate Minority Leader 
Mitch McConnell, R-Ky., said 
Tuesday in a speech on the 
Senate floor.

The memo advised federal 
contractors — major defense 
firms among them — that they 

do not have to warn their em-
ployees about potential layoffs 
from the automatic, across-
the-board budget cuts that 
kick in Jan. 2. A law, known 
as the WARN Act, says those 
notices would have to go out 
60 days in advance, arriving in 
mailboxes four days before the 
Nov. 6 election.

The guidance letter said 
it would be “inappropriate” 
for employers to send such 
warnings because it is still 
speculative if and where the 
$110 billion in automatic cuts 
might occur. About half the 
cuts would be in defense.

The White House did 
make clear Tuesday that 
Obama would exercise his au-
thority under last year’s bud-
get law and exempt military 
personnel from any automatic 
defense cuts.

Memo over layoffs 
draws GOP criticism

By Donna Cassata
Associated Press

Mitt Romney and his wife, Ann, followed Warsaw Mayor Hanna 
Gronkiewicz-Waltz after visiting a World War II memorial Tuesday.

ALIK KEPLICZ | ASSOCIATED PRESS

WASHINGTON — Wrap-
ping up a stumble-marred 
overseas trip, Mitt Romney piv-
oted quickly into a three-month 
stretch to the election on Tues-
day with a new feel-good televi-
sion ad. Aides simultaneously 
stoked speculation about his 
vice presidential pick.

The economy was Rom-
ney’s primary text abroad as 
well as at home. “We could 
probably learn something from 
what’s happening right here,” 
the former Massachusetts 
governor said of Polish poli-
cies shortly before boarding 
his chartered jet for the flight 
back to the U.S. He arrived in 
Boston early Tuesday evening.

Advisers accompanying him 
said he would resume direct 
criticism of President Barack 
Obama’s record soon enough, 
after observing a mini-morato-
rium while on foreign soil. Yet 
a new television commercial 
suggested another immediate 
priority was to close a likabil-
ity gap in the polls.

Shorn of any criticism of 
Obama, the ad appears de-
signed to introduce Romney 
to voters in battleground 
states who know little or 
nothing about his personal 
background except what 
they’ve seen and heard in un-
flattering commercials aired 
by Democrats.

In the ad, Romney speaks 
of his years in private busi-
ness, in government and as the 
head of the Olympic Games in 
Salt Lake City a decade ago 
and says, “I want to use those 
experiences to help Americans 
have a better future.”

The Obama campaign also 
unveiled a new commercial 
during the day. The spot fo-
cused on taxes and the defi-
cit, arguing that Romney’s ap-
proach would provide a “new 
$250,000 tax cut for million-
aires” along with increased 
military spending that would 
add “trillions to the deficit.” 
In the ad, airing in six closely 
contested battleground states, 
Obama touts a deficit reduc-
tion plan in which “million-
aires pay a little more.”

In the final hours of Rom-
ney’s trip abroad, he extolled 
the Polish economy as a model 
for the rest of the world in an 
era of slow growth or worse, 
and he simultaneously sought 
to limit the political fallout 
caused by comments he made 
earlier on a stop in Israel.

While in Warsaw, Romney 
laid a wreath at the Tomb of 
the Unknown Soldier and 
paid tribute to the hundreds 
of thousands of Poles who 
died in a World War II upris-
ing against the Nazis. Both 
are traditional gestures for 

dignitaries visiting Poland.
With just under 100 days 

until the election, the presi-
dential race remains a tight 
one, likely to be decided by 
a relative sliver of undecided 
voters who live in eight or so 
states that remain competi-
tive. Romney heads to one of 
them on Thursday, when he 
resumes traditional campaign-
ing with an appearance in the 
Denver area.

His time to pick a running 
mate is dwindling, with the Re-
publican National Convention 
set to open on Aug. 27 in Tam-
pa, Fla. His campaign unveiled 
an app for smartphones that of-
ficials said would “serve as the 
campaign’s first official distri-
bution channel” for the news of 
his choice. Separately, officials 
noted an announcement could 
come any day.

As for one of the contro-
versies on his trip, Romney 
said in the interview with Fox 
before leaving Europe that he 
hadn’t been speaking about 
“the Palestinian culture or the 
decisions made in their econ-
omy” in his remarks earlier in 
the week that prompted one 
Palestinian official to question 
whether his views were racist.

There were other uneven 
moments on what Romney 
and his aides had planned as 
an illustration of his ability 
to handle the world stage. In 
London, he drew a tart re-
sponse from Prime Minister 
David Cameron after wonder-
ing aloud whether the British 
had adequately prepared for 
the Olympic Games now un-
der way.

Romney returns 
to campaign 

after uneven trip
By Kasie Hunt and David Espo

Associated Press

Twelve years after a too-
close -to -call presidential 
contest imploded in a hail of 
Florida punch card ballots and 
a bitter 5-4 Supreme Court 
ruling for George W. Bush, 
the country’s voting systems 
remain as deeply flawed as 
ever with any prospect of fix-
ing them mired in increasing 
levels of partisanship.

The most recent high-
profile fights have been about 
voter identification require-
ments and whether they are 
aimed at stopping fraud or 
keeping minority group mem-
bers and the poor from voting. 
But there are worse problems 
with voter registration, ballot 
design, absentee voting and 
electoral administration.

In Ohio, the recommenda-
tions of a bipartisan commis-
sion on ways to reduce the 
large number of provisional 
ballots and long lines at poll-
ing stations in 2008 have 
come to naught after a Repub-
lican takeover of both houses 
of the legislature in 2010. In 
New York, a redesign of bal-
lots that had been widely 
considered hard to read and 
understand was passed by the 
state Assembly this year. But 
a partisan dispute in the Sen-
ate on other related steps led 
to paralysis.

And states have consistent-
ly failed to fix a wide range of 
electoral flaws identified by 
a bipartisan commission led 
by former President Jimmy 
Carter and former Secretary 
of State James A. Baker III 
in 2005. In Florida, for ex-
ample, the commission found 
140,000 voters who had also 
registered in four other states 
— some 46,000 of them in 
New York City alone. When 
1,700 of them registered for 
absentee ballots in the other 
state, no one investigated. 
Some 60,000 voters were also 
simultaneously registered in 
North and South Carolina.

The panel suggested chang-
es including impartial election 
administration, better voter list 
maintenance, uniform photo ID 
requirements and paper trails 
for electronic voting machines. 
But Republicans in some states 
liked the ideas that fit their 
notion of what was wrong 
— potential for fraud. And 
Democrats preferred others — 
increasing voter participation. 
Little was done.

“This has all become in-
credibly politicized in recent 
years,” noted Daniel Tokaji, 
an election law professor at 
Ohio State University. “If you 
go back in our history, you 
can find voter registration 
rules used to exclude blacks 
or immigrants from voting. 
But since 2000 it seems to 
have gotten worse. Both par-
ties have realized that elec-
tion administration rules can 
make the difference between 
victory and defeat in a close 
election. And unlike virtually 
every other country in the 
world, our systems are admin-
istered by partisan officials 
elected as candidates of their 
parties.”

Robert A. Pastor, co-direc-
tor of the Center for Democ-
racy and Election Manage-
ment at American University, 
who was executive director of 
the Carter-Baker commission, 
said the voter identification 
fights of recent months pale 
when compared with some of 
these other issues, especially 
voter registration. Only half 
of eligible voters in the coun-
try are registered and few of 
them lack photo IDs, he said.

But the registration issue 
is acute. Nearly every other 
advanced country maintains 
a national voter roll. In this 
country, which eschews a na-
tional identity card, there are 
13,000 separate rolls main-
tained by counties, towns and 
municipalities. David Becker, 
director of election initiatives 
at Pew Charitable Trusts, said 
his group’s research shows 
that 2.2 million votes were 
lost in 2008 as a result of vot-
er registration difficulties.

By Ethan Bronner
The New York Times

Efforts to 
fix voting 
flaws fall 

victim  
to politics
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