


 
  



Trump’s border wall 
In its final weeks, the administration is rushing to complete more of its signature border barriers. 
How much got built? 
 
How long is the wall today? 

President Trump inherited 654 miles of border structure along America’s 1,900-mile 
border with Mexico. OVer four years, he’s constructed 415 miles, although of that total, only 
about 25 miles cover areas that had no previous barriers. The rest replaced or reinforced existing 
structures. In the most heavily fortified places, the barrier consists of two walls of concrete and 
steel bollards up to 30 feet high separated by a paved road. In recent months, the pace of work 
has surged. Right now, 11 private contractors under the auspices of the Army Corps of Engineers 
are working around the clock to add at least 50 miles of wall in California, Texas, New Mexico, 
and Arizona before Trump leaves office. To maintain the pace, the administration has waived 
dozens of regulations regarding endangered species and Native American burial sites. Portions of 
the once protected saguaro cactus forests have been cleared, and communities’ access to the Rio 
Grande and canals has been cut off. In Arizona’s Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, crews 
were blasting in a mountainous area known as the final resting place of Apache warriors who 
died in battle. “The heartbreaking things is we’re watching them detonate these areas that will 
never be finished,” says Laiken Jordahl of the nonprofit Center of Biological Diversity in 
Arizona. He calls it “a true desecration of indigenous land.” 
 
Why is Trump so focused on adding to the wall? 

Trump started his 2015 campaign with a promise to build “a big, beautiful wall” on the 
2,000-mile-long border with Mexico and make Mexico foot the bill. The idea ascended to 
Mythical status among his supporters, becoming a total for nearly everything that he stood for: 
“America First,” reduced immigration, closed borders. When Trump leaves office, he believes, 
the wall he did succeed in building will stand as a monument to his presidency -- a kind of 
anti-Statue of Liberty. 
 
What will Biden do? 

President-elect Joe Biden has said “there will not be another foot of wall constructed in 
my administration,” although he’s indicated that he has no plans to tear down what’s been built 
already. Biden has said he prefers “smart” border security systems achieved by installing 
surveillance systems, sensors, and lighting, rather than barriers. Nonetheless, the Trump 
administration continues to clear land for wall that may never be built. Some of the most 
invasive construction is  now being conducted in New Mexico’s remote Guadalupe Canyon, 30 
miles from the nearest town of Douglas, as blasting crews carve a path through the rock. The 
area, according to a World Wildlife Fund report, includes some of the “most endangered and 
critical habitats in North America.” Diana Hadley, whose family farm encompasses much of the 



canyon, called the construction “heartbreaking,” and also “totally pointless” because so few 
migrants cross in the area. 
 
Does the wall work? 

Trump says the wall is “virtually impenetrable.” But The Washington Post has 
documented that drug smugglers and migrants have been sawing though the bollards in minutes 
with $100 household reciprocating saw. Some migrants have used ladders or simply shimmy up 
over the top of the wall. Massive drug trafficking continues , with much of it coming across the 
border hidden in trucks carrying commercial cargo. Mark Morgan, the acting commissioner of 
Customs and Border Protection, said, however, that the wall has succeeded in squeezing illegal 
immigration into more easily patrolled bottlenecks. Halting construction, he said, would have a 
“dramatic negative impact.” Border arrests have recently spiked to nearly 100,000 a month -- far 
higher than at any point during the Obama administration. Local officials in Douglas say the wall 
has made towns safer. “We’d reached the saturation point of finding illegal aliens in our back 
alleys,” said Donald Huish, Douglas’ Republican mayor. “Now that situations has changed.” 
 
How much did the new wall cost? 

The administration  has spent more than $8 billion of the $15  billion allocated so far, 
making the wall one of the largest infrastructure projects in American history. Only $4.5 billion 
was actually authorized by Congress, with the rest seized from Pentagon construction and 
counternarcotics funding and the Treasury Forfeiture Fund. This has sparked lawsuits arguing 
that Trump trampled upon Congress’ power of the purse; the Supreme Court has allowed 
construction to continue until it hears arguments in the case. The administration has also filed 
144 lawsuits against landowners whose property is crucial to building the wall. So far, the 
government has seized 285 acres using eminent domain, paying between $1,440 and $870,261 
per acre. Richard Drawe ceded part of his Progreso, Texas, homestead to the government rather 
than face the Justice Department in court. Now the steel bollards stretch along his property in an 
area that once offered stunning views of sunsets and a lake that’s home to cranes and roseate 
spoonbills. “I’m used to living out in the open,” he said, “no fences, doing what I want to do. I 
don’t want to see a damn wall when I step out the door.” 
  



Biden’s Cabinet 
Built for comfort and diversity 

 
"Much like Jake Blues," said Jim Geraghty in NationalReview.com, Joe Biden is "getting 

the band back together." The president-elect has been filling out his Cabinet and Cabinet-level 
positions—and heavily recycling familiar names from the Obama administration. Former Obama 
chief of staff Denis McDonough will return to run Veterans Affairs, though he's not a veteran 
and has no experience in health-care administration, while former national security adviser Susan 
Rice—whose specialty is foreign affairs—will oversee the domestic policy council. Tom Vilsack 
will return as agriculture secretary, a position he held for eight years under President Obama. 
Biden also named California Attorney General Xavier Becerra to become the first Latino czar of 
the Department of Health and Human Services, though he has little experience in health policy, 
and Rep. Marcia Fudge (D-Ohio) as the secretary of housing development—a position she had 
publicly complained usually went to African-Americans such as herself. Biden's Cabinet is "built 
for comfort," said David Ignatius in The Washington Post. Perhaps his most controversial pick 
has been retired Gen. Lloyd Austin to head the Pentagon—a critical position that by law is 
headed by a civilian, unless Congress grants a waiver. Why Austin? Biden got to know and 
respect him as his deceased son Beau's former commanding officer in Iraq. These "sane men and 
women" will no doubt restore order and competence after four years of President Trump's chaos, 
but the danger is that in a rapidly changing world filled with major challenges, they will lack the 
necessary creativity and vision to "shake things up."  
 

Biden is obviously caught between "conflicting imperatives," said Eric Levitz in 
NYMag.com. He wants to "surround himself with old friends" but also fulfill his pledge to make 
his Cabinet the most diverse in history. So it looks as if he's "writing the names of Cabinet 
positions on tiny slips of paper; tossing them into a hat; and then inviting ex–Obama White 
House officials, and a select group of nonwhite Democrats, to reach in and draw their new jobs." 
This week he checked off the LGBTQ box by announcing he'd nominate former South Bend, 
Ind., Mayor Pete Buttigieg as transportation secretary, although Mayor Pete has no experience in 
that field. This "identity-based hiring" doesn't bode well for Biden's future decisions, said 
Zachary Faria in Washington Examinercom. "The Democratic Party's idea of leadership has 
devolved" into a checklist based on skin color, ethnicity, and sexual orientation.  

 
Austin would be the first African-American to head the Pentagon, but he's actually 

Biden's most troubling choice, said The New York Times in an editorial. Austin had a 
distinguished, 41-year career in the Army and presided over the difficult withdrawal of 150,000 
U.S. soldiers from Iraq, but there is a reason the law requires civilian leadership of the Pentagon. 
Military leaders are "trained to follow orders and win battles," while civilians have to ask "why 
those battles are being fought in the first place." Biden should have picked a China expert to run 
the Pentagon, said Oriana Skylar Mastro in The Washington Post. China now represents the 



greatest long-term risk to America's security, but Austin spent the best years of his "illustrious 
career" overseeing America's wars in the Middle East. Experience fighting ISIS will hardly 
prepare him to lead America into the next "great-power competition." Here's why Austin is "the 
right man for the job," said Mark Herding in CNN.com. When I served under him in Iraq, he 
proved he was an empathetic, pragmatic problem solver with extraordinary organizational and 
political chops. He's introverted but deeply thoughtful, and "he has the personal courage to speak 
truth to power and provide valuable insight to his president." Becerra is another excellent choice, 
as the next health secretary, said Dan Morain in The Washington Post. Republicans would love 
to reject him, but his résumé leaves them with "little room to maneuver." Yes, he's a California 
liberal who has fought for abortion rights, gun safety, the Affordable Care Act, and immigrant 
rights as a Los Angeles congressman and state attorney general. But he has an "utterly 
American" backstory as the son of a Mexi-can immigrant, with a history of "sheer 
determination." Becerra is "a fine pick," but progressives are otherwise very disappointed in 
Biden's nominees, said Alex Pareene in NewRepublic .com. He seems to have deliberately 
ignored possible nominees "foi whom liberal, civil rights, and interest groups" were lobbying in 
favor of center-left insiders acceptable to the Democratic establishment. Denying the party's left 
wing a voice in this administration will lead to infighting and bitterness. But we should have 
expected as much from a campaign that "relied in large part on nostalgia 



 



Vaccination to begin, but the wait will be long 
Pfizer's coronavirus vaccine was poised for federal emergency approval this week, 

signaling that the beginning of the end of the pandemic is at hand even as the nation reeled under 
record infections, hospitalizations, and deaths. The first Americans could receive vaccinations 
within days, and with Moderna's vaccine up for approval next week, Operation Warp Speed 
officials said, doses for up to 20 million people would ship by year's end. The Food and Drug 
Administration reported Tuesday that Pfizer's vaccine is safe and provides strong protection for 
people of all ages and races, starting with the first dose. "This is a grand slam," said Mayo Clinic 
researcher Gregory Poland. But a long and hard road looms, with many months ahead before 
most Americans are likely to get vaccinated, and no end in sight to a massive surge that's hitting 
every state and killing more than 2,200 Americans daily. Federal officials promised every 
American would have access to a vaccine by June, but experts raised concerns about supply 
shortages. The Trump administration was on the defensive after it was revealed it had spurned an 
opportunity to buy an additional 100 million Pfizer doses, which are now under contract to other 
countries.  

 
Covid-19 surpassed heart disease as the nation's leading cause of death, as new infections 

topped 200,000 a day for the first time and record numbers of patients—over 100,000 
nationally—flooded hospitals. Many states broke records for new daily cases, and new 
restrictions were issued from North Carolina, where the governor imposed a curfew, to 
California, where much of the state was put on lockdown after daily case counts tripled in a 
month. Overwhelmed doctors pleaded with officials to issue stronger safer) measures. "We're 
drowning," said Micah Luderer, a Missouri doctor who. petitioned the governor for a mask 
mandate. 

  
President-elect Joe Biden named key members of his health team, tapping California 

Attorney General Xavier Becerra as Health and Human Services secretary and Rochelle 
Walensky, chief of infectious diseases at Massachusetts General Hospital, to head the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention. He laid out a plan for tackling the pandemic in his first 100 
days, saying he'd accelerate testing, ask all Americans to wear masks and mandate them in 
federal buildings, and get "at least 100 million Covid vaccine shots into the arms of the 
American people." Globe. Facing "conspiracy theories, deep-seated distrust of government, and 
scientifically unfounded fear of immunizations," the federal government "must go to 
extraordinary lengths" to reassure Americans. After all, "conspiracy theories can crystallize 
around a mote of dust."  

 
"There is a light in the darkness," said the Virginian-Pilot & Daily Press. But overcoming 
skepticism, fear, and ignorance about vaccines “will take civic and faith leaders, academics and 
journalists, business leaders and entertainers" acting as role models  
  



Biden’s win official but Trump’s still in denial 
Joe Biden  was officially declared winner of the presidential election this week, capping 

six weeks of fruitless efforts by President Trump to overturn his loss with baseless claims of 
voter fraud—an unprecedented challenge to democracy backed by many Republican lawmakers. 
After electors in all 50 states and the District of Columbia cast ballots Monday, Biden's win of 
306 electoral votes to Trump's 232 was certified, effec-tively ending Trump's campaign to 
reverse the outcome of an election he lost by 7 million votes-51.4 percent to 46.9 percent. Last 
week, 126 House Republicans signed on to a Texas lawsuit asking the Supreme Court to throw 
out millions of votes in other states and install Trump as president. But after the Electoral 
College vote, many Republicans surrendered. "At some point, you have to face the music," said 
Sen. John Thune of South Dakota, and Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell broke weeks of 
silence on the matter to congratulate "President-elect Joe Biden" and urge Republicans to accept 
the result. Biden denounced the at-tacks   on the election and praised election officials for not 
buckling to pressure and threats. "In this battle for the soul of America, democracy prevailed," he 
said.  
 

The Electoral College vote followed the Supreme Court's summary dismissal of the 
Texas lawsuit, which sought to nullify the results in four battleground states. The rejection of the 
unusual suit, which was backed by 18 state attorneys general, marked the end of the road for a 
campaign of legal challenges to the election that faced withering rejections by dozens of judges, 
leaving Trump's legal team with a win-loss record of 1-59. Still, Trump refused to concede, with 
his campaign announcing he would hold an alternative inauguration on Jan. 20 at the "winter 
White House," Mar-a-Lago. "We won every one of them," Trump said of the contested states.  
  



Congress races to strike Covid relief deal 
Efforts by a bipartisan group of senators to finalize a $908 billion coronavirus relief bill 

ran into a new obstacle this week after the White House unveiled its own stimulus package that 
would send most Americans a one-time $600 check—but scrap a $300-a-week boost to 
unemployment benefits favored by Senate negotiators. With federal assistance for an estimated 
12 million jobless Americans due to expire Dec. 26, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and Senate 
Minority Leader Chuck Schumer endorsed the $908 billion proposal, which includes some $300 
billion in aid for small businesses, $82 billion for schools, and funding for vaccine distribution 
efforts and would extend a federal eviction moratorium. Specifics on liability protections that 
would shield businesses from coronavirus lawsuits, a priority for Senate Majority Leader Mitch 
McConnell, and aid for struggling state and local govern-ments, a priority for Democrats, still 
had to be hammered out. Pelosi and Schumer rejected the White House's proposal to cut 
unemployment benefits as "unacceptable." A new employment report found that the economic 
recovery was tailing off, with only 245,000 new jobs being added last month—down from 
610,000 in October. There are now 9.8 million fewer jobs than before the pandemic. About 16 
percent of households with children report that they don't have enough food, and by January, an 
estimated 12 million Americans will owe an average of $5,850 in back rent and utilities. "I will 
get evicted soon," said Nikki Cornwell, a 36-year-old mother of two from Nashville, who is 
$4,000 behind on rent and recently had her water shut off. "I've had bad moments, but never 
anything like this."  

 
Jill Biden: Should she call herself ‘Dr.’? 

Jill Biden has every right to go by the honorific "Dr.," said Mary McNamara in the Los 
Angeles Times. Last week, the cranky old white men who run The Wall Street Journal opinion 
page published a blatantly sexist column by 83-year-old essayist Joseph Epstein, who attempted 
to "publicly shame" the soon-to-be first lady for going by "Dr. Biden." Because she's not a 
medical doctor, Epstein said, the title "sounds and feels fraudulent, not to mention a touch 
comic." He even addressed the 69-year-old professor as "kiddo" and "Jill," and mocked the fact 
that she received a doctorate in education from the University of Delaware in 2007, not from an 
Ivy League institution back when doctorates meant something. Not surprisingly, women were 
outraged. Jill Biden, who plans to continue to work full-time teaching at a community college, 
has explained in the past she uses "Dr. Biden" because she grew tired of being referred to as 
"Mrs. Biden" and wants to be seen as more than her "marital status."  
Epstein's piece was admittedly "acerbic," said editorial page editor Paul Gigot in The Wall Street 
Journal, but "America's most prominent doctorate holder" is not off-limits from criti- 
cism. The avalanche of faux outrage this column incited was no doubt organized by Biden's team 
to "use the big gun of identity politics to send a message to critics as it prepares to take power." 
This issue has nothing to do with gender, said Jeff Jacoby in BostonGlobe.com. It would be fine 
if Biden asked students to call her "Dr.," but in public settings it's a bit pretentious for anyone to 



use that title unless they are in the field of medicine. Seeking status that way is a sign of 
"insecurity."  

Why is it anyone's business if Jill Biden wants "to flaunt" a title she earned? asked 
Graeme Wood in TheAtlantic.com. White males may find it hard to understand, but "Dr." holds 
special value for women, who are often assumed to be house-wives or assistants, and black 
professors, often mistaken for "janitors." Epstein's parting insult was telling, said Monica Hesse 
in Washington Post.com. He advised Jill Biden to give up "the small thrill of being Dr. Jill" for 
the larger thrill of being "first lady Jill Biden." In other words, surrender your pride in your own 
trivial accomplishments for the title conferred by your husband's. No wonder this "grumpy" 
column sent me and so many women "over the edge."  
 




