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It takes little these days for the darkened air of the Kremlin to have an impact on the politics
of other countries. Across continents, it has become a tenured dark eminence with President
Vladimir Putin on his irrepressible steed: Where will it strike next? His impact is often
alleged, it is almost never quantifiable, but the influence, after a time, is that of a person
who believes in witchdoctors.

The latest toxicology report about Russia’s influence in US diplomacy came in the form of
revelations about prior conduct of the now resigned national security advisor, General
Michael Flynn. The Washington Post had found Flynn to have been a touch naughty: chatting
to the Russian ambassador Sergei Kislyak about sanctions prior to Trump taking office.
(Suspicions were already alerted on January 12 by the CIA-friendly Washington Post
columnist David Ignatius.)

The chat, taking place in the wake of President Barack Obama’s December 29 order
expelling 35 Russians suspected of espionage, supposedly involved assurances to the
ambassador (the point “adversary” is repeatedly used in the accounts) on movement on the
sanctions regime. This was a situation made saucier by a false (alt-fact?) recounting of the
episode with colleagues, including the Vice President, Mike Pence. Pence, it would seem,
had been left high and dry on the record.

The chat could well have also taken place in relaxed circumstances. Flynn was vacationing
at in the Dominican Republic. His tongue, relaxed in the wake both sun, sand and victory,
seemed to wag. It was the sort of casual wagging that piqued the interest of some officials,
some of whom sported their fair share of loose tongues.

Prior to the Post’s publication, Acting Attorney-General Sally Yates, one of the first casualties
of the Trump silence-or-be-fired regime, claimed that Flynn had misled administration
officials on the subject of communicating with the Russian envoy. In doing so, he “was
potentially vulnerable to Russian blackmail.” That particular information was relayed to
White House counsel Donald McGahn, though what happened with that bit of gold is unclear.

A few hours prior to Flynn’'s resignation, Trump’s managing confidant Kellyanne Conway was
telling MSNBC's Steve Kornacki that the president had full confidence in the director. For
Trump, political realities are hardened business realities. Nothing else matters.

Such confidence was not sufficient to keep Flynn in his position. As full blown magician and
White House spokesman Sean Spicer explained, the President was satisfied that there was
no legal situation to speak of. “We got to a point not based on a legal issue but based on a
trust issue.”

Trust being the operative word, one which seems to have done a remarkable vanishing act
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since the election last November. Not even Obama'’s staff were particularly keen in shedding
light on Russia with the Trump transition team.

An unnamed (of course) administration official cited by the Washington Post noted how they
decided “not to share with them certain things about Russia. We just thought, who knew?
Would that information be safe?”[1] Even the announcement to impose another round of
sanctions on Russia for its purported electoral meddling was kept quiet for the most part
from the Trump team.

Trumpland is a wildly confusing place, with officials flying blind from the moment they
choose to check their briefs. “Three weeks into the Trump administration,” asserts the New
York Times, “council staff members get up in the morning, read President Trump’s Twitter
posts and struggle to make a policy to fit them. Most are kept in the dark about what Mr
Trump tells foreign leaders in his phone calls.”

Trump, the entertainer who inhabits the White House, is finding how his slant on the cult of
America First remains both inconsistent and distracting. Dealing with Russia remains a
dangerous business in a political sense, even if some politicians have avoided the charge of
illegality, notably on Flynn’s behaviour.

The Flynn incident will also make matters difficult for Trump’s attempts to revise
Washington’s firm stance towards Moscow. For one, his more sympathetic approach to
sanctions and Moscow will be fettered, if not boxed altogether. GOP representatives and
senators are hardly going to mellow.

This latest turn of events reveals how the administration is fast becoming a sieve of
delightful disclosures. As Glenn Greenwald has noted, the leaking of signals intelligence
tends to be one of the gravest felonies, with the perpetrator facing up to 10 years in prison
and a stiff fine.[2] On this occasion, the anti-whistleblowing brigades have been silent as the
tomb.

As for Trump’s own reading of this debacle, a tweet will do. “The real story here is why are
there so many illegal leaks coming out of Washington? Will these leaks be happening as |
deal on N. Korea etc.?”[3] Members of the Twattersphere will be waiting.
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Notes

[1]
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/flynns-swift-downfall-from-a-phone-call-in-t
he-dominican-republic-to-a-forced-resignation-at-the-white-house/2017/02/14/17b0d8e6-f2f2-11e6-
b9c9-e83fced2fb61 story.html?utm _term=.da7db040e864

[2]
https://theintercept.com/2017/02/14/the-leakers-who-exposed-gen-flynns-lie-committed-serious-and-
wholly-justified-felonies/

[3] https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/831510532318429184?ref src=twsrc%5Etfw
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