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1.  Obama's surge in Afghanistan ends By David Jackson, USA TODAY Sep 21, 2012
Very quietly, the surge of troops into Afghanistan that President Obama announced to such fanfare in late 2009 is now over.

Defense Secretary Leon Panetta said today that 33,000 troops have been withdrawn, calling the Afghan surge "a very important milestone" in a war the Obama administration is winding down; there are sill 68,000 U.S. troops in Afghanistan.

The "surge did accomplish its objectives of reversing the Taliban momentum on the battlefield and dramatically increase the size and capability of the Afghan national security forces," Panetta said.

The U.S. and its allies plan to turn over all security responsibilities to the Afghans in 2014.

Panetta made his announcement while on a trip to New Zealand.

President Obama has not yet commented specifically on the end of the surge but told a fundraiser last night: "I said we would begin winding down our commitments in Afghanistan and make sure that Afghans are taking responsibility for their own security, and that process has begun."

From the Associated Press:

"The withdrawal, which leaves 68,000 American forces in the war zone, comes as the security transition to Afghan forces is in trouble, threatened by a spike in so-called insider attacks in which Afghan Army and police troops, or insurgents dressed in their uniforms, have been attacking and killing U.S. and NATO forces.

And it's called into question the core strategy that relies on NATO troops working shoulder to shoulder with Afghans, training them to take over the security of their own country so the U.S. and its allies can leave at the end of 2014 as planned.

The number of U.S. forces there peaked at about 101,000 last year, and they have been coming out slowly over the past several months.

The surge was aimed at beating back the Taliban to give the Afghan government and its security forces the time and space to take hold. The key goal was to ensure that the Taliban did not regain a foothold in the country that could allow it once again to become a safe haven for terror groups. And there was hope that Taliban members would be willing to come to the peace table."

http://content.usatoday.com/communities/theoval/post/2012/09/21/obamas-surge-in-afghanistan-ends/70000832/1#.UHQoZK7F2So
2. Obama Democratic Convention Speech: Recovery Path Hard, Challenge 'Can Be Met'  by  DAVID ESPO AND ROBERT FURLOW, ASSOCIATED PRESS Updated: 09/07/2012
CHARLOTTE, N.C. — His re-election in doubt, President Barack Obama conceded only halting progress Thursday night toward fixing the nation's stubborn economic woes, but vowed in a Democratic National Convention finale, "Our problems can be solved, our challenges can be met."
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"Yes, our path is harder – but it leads to a better place," he declared in a prime-time speech to convention delegates and the nation that blended resolve about the challenges ahead with stinging criticism of Republican rival Mitt Romney's proposals to repair the economy.

He acknowledged "my own failings" as he asked for a second term, four years after taking office as the nation's first black president.

"Four more years," delegates chanted over and over as the 51-year-old Obama stepped to the podium, noticeably grayer than four years ago when he was a history-making candidate for the White House.

The president's speech was the final act of a pair of highly scripted national political conventions in as many weeks, and the opening salvo of a two-month drive toward Election Day that pits Obama against Republican rival Romney. The contest is ever tighter for the White House in a dreary season of economic struggle for millions.

Vice President Joe Biden preceded Obama at the convention podium and proclaimed, "America has turned the corner" after experiencing the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression.

Obama didn't go that far in his own remarks, but he said firmly, "We are not going back, we are moving forward, America."

With unemployment at 8.3 percent, the president said the task of recovering from the economic disaster of 2008 is exceeded in American history only by the challenge Franklin Delano Roosevelt faced when he took office in 1933.

"It will require common effort, shared responsibility and the kind of bold persistent experimentation" that FDR employed, Obama said.

In an appeal to independent voters who might be considering a vote for Romney, he added that those who carry on Roosevelt's legacy "should remember that not every problem can be remedied with another government program or dictate from Washington.

He said, "The truth is, it will take more than a few years for us to solve challenges that have built up over the decades."

In the run-up to Obama's speech, delegates erupted in tumultuous cheers when former Arizona Rep. Gabrielle Giffords, grievously wounded in a 2011 assassination attempt, walked onstage to lead the Pledge of Allegiance. The hall grew louder when she blew kisses to the crowd.

And louder still when huge video screens inside the hall showed the face of Osama bin Laden, the terrorist mastermind killed in a daring raid on his Pakistani hideout by U.S. special operations forces â(EURO)" on a mission approved by the current commander in chief.

The hall was filled to capacity long before Obama stepped to the podium, and officials shut off the entrances because of a fear of overcrowding for a speech that the campaign had originally slated for the 74,000-seat football stadium nearby. Aides said weather concerns prompted the move to the convention arena, capacity 15,000 or so.
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Obama's campaign said the president would ask the country to rally around a "real achievable plan that will create jobs, expand opportunity and ensure an economy built to last."

He added, "The truth is it will take more than a few years for us to solve challenges that have built up over a decade."

In convention parlance, both Obama and Biden were delivering acceptance speeches before delegates who nominated them for new terms in office.

But the political significance went far beyond that - the moment when the general election campaign begins in earnest even though Obama and Romney have been pointing toward a Nov. 6 showdown for months.

To the cheers of delegates, Obama retraced his steps to halt the economic slide, including the auto bailout that Romney opposed.

"After a decade of decline, this country created over a half million manufacturing jobs in the last two and a half years," he said.

Turning to national security, he said he had promised to end the war in Iraq, and had done so.

"We've blunted the Taliban's momentum in Afghanistan, and in 2014 our longest war will be over," he said.

"A new tower rises above the New York skyline, al-Qaida is on the path to defeat and Osama bin Laden is dead," he declared, one of the night's repeated references to the special operations forces raid that resulted in the terrorist mastermind's demise more than a year ago.

He lampooned Romney's own economic proposals.

"Have a surplus? Try a tax cut. Deficit too high? Try another. Feel a cold coming on? Take two tax cuts, roll back some regulations and call us in the morning," he said.

Mocking Romney for his overseas trip earlier this summer, Obama said, "You might not be ready for diplomacy with Beijing if you can't visit the Olympics without insulting our closest ally." That was a reference to a verbal gaffe the former Massachusetts governor committed while visiting London.

The hall was filled to capacity long before Obama stepped to the podium, and officials shut off the entrances because of a fear of overcrowding for a speech that the campaign had originally slated for the 74,000-seat football stadium nearby. Aides said weather concerns prompted the move to the convention arena, capacity 15,000 or so.

Obama's campaign said the president would ask the country to rally around a "real achievable plan that will create jobs, expand opportunity and ensure an economy built to last."

Biden told the convention in his own speech that he had watched as Obama "made one gutsy decision after another" to stop an economic free-fall after they took office in 2009.
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Now, he said, "we're on a mission to move this nation forward â(EURO)" from doubt and downturn to promise and prosperity. ... America has turned the corner."

Delegates who packed into their convention hall were serenaded by singer James Taylor and rocked by R&B blues artist Mary J. Blige as they awaited Obama's speech.

There was no end to the jabs aimed at Romney and the Republicans.

"Ask Osama bin Laden if he's better off than four years ago," said Massachusetts Sen. John Kerry, who lost the 2004 election in a close contest with President George W. Bush. It was a mocking answer to the Republicans' repeated question of whether Americans are better off than when Obama took office.

The campaign focus was shifting quickly â(EURO)" to politically sensitive monthly unemployment figures due out Friday morning and the first presidential debate on Oct. 3 in Denver. Wall Street hit a four-year high a few hours before Obama's speech after the European Central Bank laid out a concrete plan to support the region's struggling countries.

The economy is by far the dominant issue in the campaign, and the differences between Obama and his challenger could hardly be more pronounced.

Romney wants to extend all tax cuts that are due to expire on Dec. 31 with an additional 20 percent reduction in rates across the board, arguing that job growth would result. He also favors deep cuts in domestic programs ranging from education to parks, repeal of the health care legislation that Obama pushed through Congress and landmark changes in Medicare, the program that provides health care to seniors.

Obama wants to renew the tax cuts except on incomes higher than $250,000, saying that millionaires should contribute to an overall attack on federal deficits. He also criticizes the spending cuts Romney advocates, saying they would fall unfairly on the poor, lower-income college students and others. He argues that Republicans would "end Medicare as we know it" and saddle seniors with ever-rising costs.

After two weeks of back-to-back conventions, the impact on the race remained to be determined.

You're not going to see big bounces in this election," said David Plouffe, a senior White House adviser. "For the next 61 days, it's going to remain tight as a tick."

Romney wrapped up several days of debate rehearsals with close aides in Vermont and is expected to resume full-time campaigning in the next day or two.

In a brief stop to talk with veterans on Thursday, he defended his decision to omit mention of the war in Afghanistan when he delivered his acceptance speech last week at the Republican National Convention. He noted he had spoken to the American Legion only one day before.

Romney's campaign released its first new television ad since the convention season began.

It shows Clinton sharply questioning Obama's credibility on the Iraq War in 2008, saying "Give me a break, this whole thing is the biggest fairy tale I've ever seen." Obama was running against Hillary Rodham Clinton at the time for the Democratic nomination.
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It will likely be a week or more before the two campaigns can fully digest post-convention polls and adjust their strategies for the fall.

Based on the volume of campaign appearances to date and the hundreds of millions of dollars spent already on television advertising, the election appears likely to be decided in a small number of battleground states. The list includes New Hampshire, Virginia, Ohio, Colorado, Nevada and Iowa, as well as Florida and North Carolina, the states where first Republicans and then Democrats held their conventions. Those states hold 100 electoral votes among them, out of 270 needed to win the White House.

Money has become an ever-present concern for the Democrats, an irony given the overwhelming advantage Obama held over John McCain in the 2008 campaign.

This time, Romney is outpacing him, and independent groups seeking the Republican's election are pouring tens of millions of dollars into television advertising, far exceeding what Obama's supporters can afford.

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/09/06/obama-democratic-convention-speech_n_1849102.html
3.  President Obama Meets with the Cabinet to Discuss Economy, Iraq, BP Oil Spill and Energy and Climate Legislation  by Katelyn Sabochik June 23, 2010 

Yesterday, President Obama held a Cabinet meeting at the White House to discuss a variety of topics with the Cabinet ranging from economic growth, national security and the war in Iraq, the BP Oil Spill, and the need for comprehensive energy and climate legislation. 

Following the meeting the President gave brief remarks in the Roosevelt Room.  The President began his remarks by mentioning the Cabinet’s discussion of economic growth.   Over the past five months we have seen job and economic growth, but the President emphasized that there is still more work to be done to help the “millions of Americans out there who are looking for work, or looking for more hours, or are behind on their payments because they experienced unemployment very recently.”

Vice President Biden also gave a briefing on Iraq:

We also got a full briefing from our national security team as well as Vice President Biden on Iraq.  It hasn’t received a lot of attention lately, but we are on pace to meet every target that we set at the beginning of this administration, to have our combat troops out and to transfer security responsibilities to the Iraqis.  And we had a discussion about the progress that's been made in terms of government formation there.

We also discussed the importance of the transition from a Defense-weighted U.S. approach to a more State Department-weighted approach, and the need to make sure that we are adequately funding and supporting all the diplomatic measures that are going to be necessary so that we can partner effectively with a new Iraqi government over the long haul.

The Cabinet also discussed the BP Oil Spill and measures that have been taken over the past few weeks to stop the leak, clean up the oil and compensate those whose livelihoods have been disrupted by the oil spill. 
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We had a discussion about the oil spill in the Gulf and the important measures that are being taken both in capping the well, in making sure that we are dealing with the consequences on the shorelines and estuaries and bays across the Gulf, and also making sure that ordinary Americans who are being devastated economically are compensated properly.

Ken Feinberg has already traveled to the Gulf, and he is meeting with governors and local officials with the $20 billion fund that has been set up.  We want to make sure that that money is moving out as quickly as possible, as fairly as possible, and that some of the people who I’ve had a chance to talk to down in the Gulf who are just desperate for relief are getting help as quickly as possible.

Finally the Cabinet discussed the importance of passing comprehensive energy and climate legislation:

And finally, we talked about energy.  In the context of the oil spill, as I said last week during my Oval Office address, this has to be a wakeup call to the country that we are prepared and ready to move forward on a new energy strategy that the American people desperately want but for which there’s been insufficient political will.  It is time for us to move to a clean energy future.  I think the American people understand that it is a jobs creator, that it is a national security enhancer, that it is what is needed environmentally.

And we have the opportunity to build on actions that have already been taken in the House of Representatives.  The Senate has an opportunity before the August recess and the elections to stand up and move forward on something that could have enormous, positive consequences for generations to come.  And the entire Cabinet here recognizes, with all the other stuff that they’re doing, that if we get energy right, that an awful lot of things can happen as a consequence.

The President will meet with a bi-partisan group of Senators to discuss energy and climate legislation next week.  The live chat with Heather Zichal, Deputy Assistant to the President for Energy and Climate Change, on energy and climate legislation originally scheduled for this afternoon will be rescheduled for next week as well so she can discuss the outcome of the meeting. 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2010/06/23/president-obama-meets-with-cabinet-discuss-economy-iraq-bp-oil-spill-and-energy-and-
4. Obama to mark 50th anniversary of Vietnam War By David Jackson, USA TODAY May 27, 2012

In addition to the traditional wreath laying at Arlington National Cemetery, President Obama's Memorial Day activities Monday will mark the start of a 13-year project to honor the 50-year anniversary of the Vietnam War.

"It's another chance to honor those we lost at places like Hue, Khe Sanh, Danang and Hamburger Hill," Obama said in a weekend radio address. "And we'll be calling on you -- the American people -- to join us in thanking our Vietnam veterans in your communities."

The president will speak on that divisive conflict Monday at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall.

The Vietnam remarks will come just a few hours after Obama speaks at the Arlington cemetery, where he will lay a wreath at the Tomb of the Unknowns.
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In a proclamation, Obama said the commemoration of Vietnam will run until Veterans Day of 2025, which will be the 50th year since the last U.S. troops left what was then called Saigon.

"Beginning on Memorial Day 2012, the Federal Government will partner with local governments, private organizations, and communities across America to participate in the Commemoration of the 50th Anniversary of the Vietnam War." Obama wrote.

It is "a 13-year program to honor and give thanks to a generation of proud Americans who saw our country through one of the most challenging missions we have ever faced," said the proclamation.

The full proclamation:

As we observe the 50th anniversary of the Vietnam War, we reflect with solemn reverence upon the valor of a generation that served with honor. We pay tribute to the more than 3 million servicemen and women who left their families to serve bravely, a world away from everything they knew and everyone they loved.

From Ia Drang to Khe Sanh, from Hue to Saigon and countless villages in between, they pushed through jungles and rice paddies, heat and monsoon, fighting heroically to protect the ideals we hold dear as Americans. Through more than a decade of combat, over air, land, and sea, these proud Americans upheld the highest traditions of our Armed Forces.

As a grateful Nation, we honor more than 58,000 patriots -- their names etched in black granite -- who sacrificed all they had and all they would ever know.

We draw inspiration from the heroes who suffered unspeakably as prisoners of war, yet who returned home with their heads held high. We pledge to keep faith with those who were wounded and still carry the scars of war, seen and unseen.

With more than 1,600 of our service members still among the missing, we pledge as a Nation to do everything in our power to bring these patriots home. In the reflection of The Wall, we see the military family members and veterans who carry a pain that may never fade.

May they find peace in knowing their loved ones endure, not only in medals and memories, but in the hearts of all Americans, who are forever grateful for their service, valor, and sacrifice.

In recognition of a chapter in our Nation's history that must never be forgotten, let us renew our sacred commitment to those who answered our country's call in Vietnam and those who awaited their safe return.

Beginning on Memorial Day 2012, the Federal Government will partner with local governments, private organizations, and communities across America to participate in the Commemoration of the 50th Anniversary of the Vietnam War -- a 13-year program to honor and give thanks to a generation of proud Americans who saw our country through one of the most challenging missions we have ever faced.

While no words will ever be fully worthy of their service, nor any honor truly befitting their sacrifice, let us remember that it is never too late to pay tribute to the men and women who answered the call of duty with courage and valor. Let us renew our commitment to the fullest possible accounting for those who have not returned.
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Throughout this Commemoration, let us strive to live up to their example by showing our Vietnam veterans, their families, and all who have served the fullest respect and support of a grateful Nation.

NOW, THEREFORE, I, BARACK OBAMA, President of the United States of America, by virtue of the authority vested in me by the Constitution and the laws of the United States, do hereby proclaim May 28, 2012, through November 11, 2025, as the Commemoration of the 50th Anniversary of the Vietnam War.

I call upon Federal, State, and local officials to honor our Vietnam veterans, our fallen, our wounded, those unaccounted for, our former prisoners of war, their families, and all who served with appropriate programs, ceremonies, and activities.

http://content.usatoday.com/communities/theoval/post/2012/05/obama-to-mark-50th-anniversary-of-vietnam-war/1#.UHQtma7F2So
5.  Obama Meets China Vice President Xi Jinping  By Margaret Talev and Dune Lawrence - Feb 14, 2012 Bloomberg News
President Barack Obama told Chinese Vice President Xi Jinping that China’s growing influence brings with it responsibility to work toward “balanced” trade and to recognize the aspirations of all people for greater rights. 

Obama met today with the man who is in line to become China’s top leader next year as both nations seek to ease tension over trade imbalances and China’s currency valuation. The U.S. also is prodding China toward greater cooperation on confronting the regime in Syria as well as thwarting Iran’s pursuit of a nuclear weapon. 

Increased Responsibility 

“With expanding power and prosperity also comes increased responsibility,” Obama said, citing need for a “balanced trade flow” and “recognizing the aspirations and rights of all people.” 

Xi said he wants to “deepen mutual understanding” and cooperation with the U.S. 

His arrival in Washington follows Obama’s moves to reassert U.S. power and influence in the Asia-Pacific region and as China has emerged as one of the foreign policy issues in the U.S. presidential election campaign. 

Republican presidential hopefuls have ramped up criticism of China on currency manipulation, intellectual property protection and for the hurdles the state sets up for U.S. businesses. They accuse Obama of not standing up enough to China’s rising economic and military power. 

Bipartisan Commission 

The chairmen of the bipartisan Congressional-Executive Commission on China today released a statement asking Xi to end a crackdown on dissidents that began a year ago, release all political prisoners and protect freedom of expression, religion and assembly. The co-chairmen, Representative Chris Smith, a New Jersey Republican, and Senator Sherrod Brown, an Ohio Democrat, also called on China to end currency manipulation and unfair trade practices. 

At today’s luncheon at the State Department, Biden told Xi that China’s rise “did not occur in a vacuum” and was cultivated by an international system that is “grounded in rules” that all countries must follow. 
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During his meeting with Xi at the White House, Obama repeated the U.S. stance that China’s currency remains undervalued and that more progress must be made to let it rise, according to an administration official who wasn’t authorized to discuss the talks on the record. 

China’s yuan hit 6.2884 per dollar on Feb. 10, the strongest level since the country unified the official and market exchange rates at the end of 1993. The yuan dropped 0.04 percent to close at 6.2996 per dollar in Shanghai, according to the China Foreign Exchange Trade System, amid concern that Europe’s slowing economies will cut purchases from China. 

Trade Deficit 

The U.S.-China trade deficit was $295 billion last year, $23 billion wider than a year earlier, and the imbalance is a main source of friction between the two countries. 

Obama yesterday asked Congress in his next budget for $26 million and at least 50 people for a new panel to investigate unfair trade practices by China and other countries. 

Biden said he and Obama brought Syria up with Xi in their meetings today. He also said the U.S. is concerned about worsening human rights conditions in China. “We see our advocacy for human rights as a fundamental aspect of our foreign policy,” Biden said. 

Xi said China has made “tremendous” strides on human rights and that the government takes seriously people’s demands. 

Lunch Guests 

Guests at the lunch included Henry Kissinger, the former secretary of state and national security adviser to President Richard Nixon when the U.S. opened relations with China in the 1970s; Lloyd C. Blankfein, chairman and chief executive officer of Goldman Sachs Group Inc. (GS); John Watson, chief executive officer of Chevron Corp. (CVX); Robert Iger, chief executive officer of Walt Disney Co. (DIS); Jeffrey Katzenberg, chief executive officer of Dreamworks Animation (DWA); and Muhtar Kent, chief executive officer of Coca-Cola Co. (KO) 

Xi’s agenda also includes meetings at the U.S. Chamber of Commerce in Washington and in Iowa and California later this week. Tomorrow he’ll meet with congressional leaders. 

His trip may be most important for developing relationships between Xi and Washington’s military and political leaders that could shape U.S.-China relations for the next decade, said Obama administration officials and foreign policy specialists. 

“In Asia, generally, but in China certainly, relationships matter, and high-level relationships particularly matter,” said Daniel Russel, senior director for Asian affairs on the White House National Security Council. “Building a relationship with the official in China who seems likely destined to be a central figure in the Chinese political system for years to come obviously is important.” 
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Strategic Concerns 

While the economic relationship is most prominently featured in the domestic U.S. political debate, Obama’s other concerns include China’s role in putting pressure on regimes in Iran, North Korea and Syria. 

As Xi visited the White House, Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman Liu Weimin said at a briefing in Beijing today that China believes the most pressing task concerning the dispute over Iran’s nuclear program is to resume talks as soon as possible. Iran is willing to resume talks, Liu said, speaking after Assistant Foreign Minister Ma Zhaoxu visited Iran. 

Obama used an Asia-Pacific trip last November to send signals that the U.S. was beefing up its military and diplomatic posture in China’s backyard and helping other Asian nations band together to make demands of China. 

Russel and other White House aides said they didn’t expect major breakthroughs on this trip, in part because Xi isn’t yet China’s top official. 

http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2012-02-14/obama-meeting-with-xi-may-set-tone-for-ties.html
6.  Obama signs veterans' aid bill By David Jackson, USA TODAY Aug 06, 2012

President Obama signed a bill today designed to improve veterans' health care, help homeless veterans and prevent political protests near military funerals.

"I think all Americans feel we have a moral, sacred duty towards our men and women in uniform," Obama said during a brief Oval Office ceremony. "They protect our freedom, and it's our obligation to do right by them. This bill takes another important step in fulfilling that commitment."

Obama also noted that the new law ends "a decade-long struggle" at Camp Lejeune in North Carolina.

"Some of the veterans and their families who were based in Camp Lejeune in the years when the water was contaminated will now have access to extended medical care," Obama said. "And, sadly, this act alone will not bring back those we've lost, including Jane Ensminger, but it will honor their memory by making a real difference for those who are still suffering."

Also said Obama:

The second part of this bill that I want to highlight -- prohibit protesting within 300 feet of military funerals during the two hours before and two hours after a service.

I supported this step as a senator. I am very pleased to be signing this bill into law. The graves of our veterans are hallowed ground.

And obviously we all defend our Constitution and the First Amendment and free speech, but we also believe that when men and women die in the service of their country and are laid to rest, it should be done with the utmost honor and respect.
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So I'm glad that Congress passed this bill and I hope that we can continue to do some more good bipartisan work in protecting our veterans.

I've been advocating, for example, for a veterans job corps that could help provide additional opportunities for the men and women who are coming home as we're winding down our operations in Afghanistan and having ended the war in Iraq. And so this is a good sign of a bipartisan spirit that I'm sure is going to carry through all the way to Election Day and beyond.

http://content.usatoday.com/communities/theoval/post/2012/08/obama-signs-veterans-aid-bill/1#.UHRrAK7F2So
