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Judge rejects Trump’s latest
demand in hush money case
AP n  NEW YORK

Donald Trump has lost his lat-
est bid for a new judge in his

New York hush money criminal
case as it heads toward a key rul-
ing and potential sentencing
next month.
In a decision posted Wednesday,
Judge Juan M Merchan declined
to step aside and said Trump’s
demand was a rehash “rife with
inaccuracies and unsubstantiat-
ed claims” about the political ties
of Merchan’s daughter and his
ability to judge the historic case
fairly and impartially.
It is the third that the judge has
rejected such a request from
lawyers for the former president
and current Republican nomi-
nee. All three times, they argued
that Merchan, a state court judge
in Manhattan, has a conflict of
interest because of his daughter’s
work as a political consultant for
prominent Democrats and cam-
paigns. Among them was Vice
President Kamala Harris when
she sought the 2020 nomination
for president. She is now her
party’s 2024 White House nom-
inee.
A state court ethics panel said

last year that Merchan could
continue on the case, writing that
a relative’s independent political
activities are not “a reasonable
basis to question the judge’s
impartiality”.
Merchan has repeatedly said he
is certain he will continue to base
his rulings “on the evidence and
the law, without fear or favour,
casting aside undue influence”.
“With these fundamental prin-
ciples in mind, this Court now
reiterates for the third time, that
which should already be clear —
innuendo and mischaracterisa-
tions do not a conflict create,”
Merchan wrote in his three-
page ruling. “Recusal is therefore
not necessary, much less
required.”
But with Harris now Trump’s
Democratic opponent in this
year’s White House election,
Trump lawyer Todd Blanche
wrote in a letter to the judge last
month that the defence’s con-
cerns have become “even more
concrete”.
Prosecutors called the claims “a
vexatious and frivolous attempt
to relitigate” the issue.
Messages seeking comment on
the ruling were left with Blanche.

The Manhattan district attorney’s
office, which prosecuted the
case, declined to comment.
Trump was convicted in May of
falsifying his business’ records to
conceal a 2016 deal to pay off
porn actor Stormy Daniels to
stay quiet about her alleged 2006
sexual encounter with him.
Prosecutors cast the payout as
part of a Trump-driven effort to
keep voters from hearing sala-
cious stories about him during
his first campaign.
Trump says all the stories were
false, the business records were
not and the case was a political
maneuver meant to damage his
current campaign. The prosecu-
tor who brought the charges,
Manhattan District Attorney
Alvin Bragg, is a Democrat.
Trump has pledged to appeal.
Legally, that cannot happen
before a defendant is sentenced.
In the meantime, his lawyers
took other steps to try to derail
the case. Besides the recusal
request, they have asked
Merchan to overturn the verdict
and dismiss the case altogether
because of the US Supreme
Court’s July ruling on presiden-
tial immunity.

That decision reins in prosecu-
tions of ex-presidents for official
acts and restricts prosecutors in
pointing to official acts as evi-
dence that a president’s unoffi-
cial actions were illegal. Trump’s
lawyers argue that in light of the
ruling, jurors in the hush money
case should not have heard such
evidence as former White House
staffers describing how the then-
president reacted to news cover-
age of the Daniels deal.
Earlier this month, Merchan set
a Sept 16 date to rule on the
immunity claim, and Sept 18 for
“the imposition of sentence or
other proceedings as appropri-
ate”.
The hush money case is one of
four criminal prosecutions
brought against Trump last year.
One federal case, accusing
Trump of illegally hoarding clas-
sified documents at his Mar-a-
Lago estate in Florida, was dis-
missed last month. The Justice
Department is appealing. The
others — federal and Georgia
state cases concerning Trump’s
efforts to overturn his 2020 elec-
tion loss — are not positioned to
go to trial before the November
election.

NZ food bank distributes candy made from
potentially lethal Methamphetamine
AP n  WELLINGTON

Acharity working with home-
less people in Auckland,

New Zealand unknowingly dis-
tributed candies filled with a
potentially lethal dose of
methamphetamine in its food
parcels after the sweets were
donated by a member of the pub-
lic. 
Auckland City Mission told
reporters on Wednesday that
staff had started to contact up to
400 people to track down parcels
that could contain the sweets —

which were solid blocks of
methamphetamine enclosed in
candy wrappers. New Zealand’s
police have opened a criminal
investigation. 
The amount of methampheta-
mine in each candy was up to
300 times the level someone
would usually take and could be
lethal, according to the New
Zealand Drug Foundation — a
drug checking and policy
organisation, which first tested
the candies. 
Ben Birks Ang, a Foundation
spokesperson, said disguising

drugs as innocuous goods was
a common cross-border smug-
gling technique and more of the
candies might have been dis-
tributed throughout New
Zealand. 
The sweets had a high street
value of NZ$ 1,000 ($608) per
candy, which suggested the
donation by an unknown mem-
ber of the public was acciden-
tal rather than a deliberate
attack, Birks Ang said. 
The City Missioner, Helen
Robinson, said eight families,
including at least one child, had

reported consuming the cont-
aminated candies since Tuesday.
No one was hospitalized and
Robinson said the “revolting”
taste meant most had immedi-
ately spat them out. 
The charity’s food bank only
accepts donations of commer-
cially produced food in sealed
packaging, Robinson said. The
pineapple candies, stamped
with the label of Malaysian
brand Rinda, “appeared as such
when they were donated”, arriv-
ing in a retail-sized bag, she
added.

‘Americans give Harris an advantage
over Trump on honesty, discipline’
AP n  WASHINGTON

Vice President Kamala Harris has a perceived advantage over
former President Donald Trump on several leadership qual-

ities such as honesty, a new poll from The Associated Press-NORC
Center for Public Affairs Research finds, although Americans are
slightly more likely to trust Trump on the economy and immi-
gration.
Nearly half of Americans say that “committed to democracy” and
“disciplined” are attributes that better describe Harris. About 3
in 10 say these qualities better describe Trump. 
About 4 in 10 say Harris is someone who “cares about people like
you” while about 3 in 10 say that about Trump. About 4 in 10
say “honest” better describes Harris and 24% say that quality bet-
ter describes Trump.
Both parties are racing to define Harris as she prepares to accept
the Democratic nomination at the party’s convention next week.
The poll suggests she carries some of the same baggage that
weighed down President Joe Biden before he ended his reelec-
tion bid but has advantages over Trump when they’re compared
to each other. And Democrats continue to be much happier about
her candidacy than they were about Biden’s.
Trump has spent the campaign championing himself as a strong
leader who is capable of handling tough crises facing the coun-
try and suggesting that foreign leaders wouldn’t respect Harris
in the White House. But he doesn’t have an advantage with
Americans on that characteristic, according to the survey. Four
in 10 US adults see Trump as a strong leader, and roughly the
same share say that about Harris. About 4 in 10 say Trump is capa-
ble of handling a crisis, and a similar share say Harris is better
positioned to do so.
Americans are about evenly divided between who they think is
more capable of winning in November — Trump or Harris. In
July, before Biden dropped out of the race, only about 2 in 10
Americans thought he was more capable of winning, while about
twice as many thought that about Trump.
“Trump had a better chance when Joe Biden was running,” said
Lisa Miller, a 42-year-old student in Elko, Nevada, and a
Republican. “I think a lot of people who were insecure about Joe
Biden are more secure with Kamala Harris’ age and cognitive abil-
ities.”
Trump has advantages on the economy and immigration:

Americans are more likely to trust Trump over Harris
when it comes to handling the economy or immigration,
but the difference is slight — 45% say Trump is better posi-
tioned to handle the economy, while 38% say that about
Harris. The difference is similar in handling immigration.
Independents are about twice as likely to trust Trump over
Harris on economic issues, and they give him the advan-
tage on immigration as well.
Howard Barnes, a 36-year-old artist in San Francisco, is
a Republican who says he trusts Trump over Harris on
the border.
“She doesn’t really seem to be proactive about it or even
interested in it,” Barnes said.
Harris has more of an advantage over Trump when it
comes to handling issues related to race and racial inequal-
ity, abortion policy, and health care. Roughly half of US
adults say Harris would do a better job than Trump han-
dling each of those issues, compared with about 3 in 10
for Trump. Harris is especially strong among Democrats,
independents and women on the issue of abortion poli-
cy. Democrats and independents give her the edge on
health care, as well as on issues of race and racial inequal-
ity. About two-thirds of Black adults say Harris is the can-
didate they trust more on that issue, as well as about half
of Hispanic adults and white adults.
Harris’ strengths also accentuate two areas where
Republicans give Trump relatively low marks: abortion
policy and issues related to race and racial inequality. Only
about 6 in 10 Republicans trust Trump over Harris on
these issues.
There are possible signs of trouble for Harris in the poll,
though. Only about 6 in 10 Democrats trust her over
Trump to do a better job handling the war in Gaza, her
lowest rating within her party on the issues asked about.
About one-quarter of Democrats say they trust neither
Trump nor Harris on this topic.

Calmer winds, reinforcements help battle
scattered fires in Athens suburbs 
AP n  ATHENS

Firefighters in Greece battled
scattered fires in hopes of

containing the remains of a
major wildfire that burned into
the northern suburbs of
Athens, triggering multiple
evacuations and leaving at least
one person dead.
With strong winds that had
fanned the flames on Sunday
and Monday dying down
overnight, the fire department
on Tuesday said the fire no
longer had any active, advanc-
ing fronts and firefighters
focused on extinguishing hun-
dreds of slow-burning areas.
Reinforcements of water-drop-
ping aircraft and firefighters
were arriving from abroad after
Greece requested assistance
from Europe’s joint disaster
response mechanism.
Dozens of homes and business-
es were reported to have
burned, although authorities
did not yet have an exact num-
ber. Winds strengthened again
Tuesday afternoon, but no new
major flare-ups were reported. 
The European Union’s
Copernicus Emergency
Management Service, which

provides mapping services for
natural disasters using satellite
images, said that by Monday
the blaze had burned 8,500
hectares (21,000 acres, 85
square kilometres). 
Helicopters, planes and hun-
dreds of firefighters and vehi-
cles were arriving from France,
Italy, the Czech Republic,
Turkey, Serbia and Romania.
Turkey’s Agriculture and
Forestry Minister Ibrahim
Yumakli said two firefighting
planes and one helicopter had
taken off Tuesday morning
headed to Greece. “I wish all
the best to our colleagues who
work with the motto Forests are
the world’s common heritage,’”
Yumakli posted on the social
media platform X.
Relations between neighbours
Greece and Turkey are fre-
quently tense over territorial
disputes, but they tend to put
differences aside and send each
other help when faced with nat-
ural disasters such as earth-
quakes and forest fires.
Several other Balkan countries
also struggled with wildfires.
Water-dropping planes and
helicopters from Cyprus,
Germany and Slovenia were

helping North Macedonia tack-
le blazes that have been burn-
ing for weeks, while Bosnian
firefighters and local authori-
ties appealed for international
help to tackle fires raging in a
national park in the east of the
country. The Athens blaze
began Sunday afternoon near
Lake Marathon, about 35 kilo-
metres (22 miles) northeast of
the city, and coursed across
Mount Pendeli, descending
into the city’s suburbs. 
Firefighters found the burned
body of a woman in an indus-
trial building in the suburb of
Vrilissia just after midnight.
The woman, an employee of
the business, was believed to
have become trapped inside the
building. 
More than a dozen people
were treated by paramedics,
mostly for smoke inhalation,
while five firefighters suffered
light burns and breathing prob-
lems, the fire department said.
Three hospitals, including a
children’s hospital, two monas-
teries and a children’s home
were evacuated on Monday,
while about 30 push alerts
were sent to cell phones warn-
ing people in several Athens

suburbs and outlying settle-
ments to flee.
Authorities said some people
who refused to leave their
homes later became trapped
and required rescuing, endan-
gering the lives of firefighters.
The affected areas — at the
closest, some 15 kilometres
(nine miles) from the heart of
Athens — typically have thou-
sands of residents. However, it
was unclear how many were
away on vacation at the height
of the summer season, and how
many had obeyed the evacua-
tion orders or stayed to fight
the blaze. Ten water-dropping
planes and 10 helicopters were
fighting the remaining flames
Tuesday, backing up hundreds
of firefighters on the ground,
the fire department said. 
Earlier in the week, the fire
reached heights of about 25
metres (80 feet). It raced
through pine forests left tinder-
dry by repeated heat waves this
summer. June and July were the
hottest months ever recorded
in Greece, which also record-
ed its warmest winter ever. An
early start of the fire season this
year has strained Greece’s fire-
fighting force.


