Trump's go-it-alone immigration strategy ends in chaos

By Kevin Liptak
CNN, June 24, 2018
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Washington (CNN) — On Wednesday morning, White House cooks were flipping
steaks and unboxing popcorn machines ahead of the yearly congressional picnic.
Within the hour, the picnic was scrubbed, the steaks on ice, and the popcorn

machines trucked away.

A day earlier, President Donald Trump enthusiastically told House Republicans in
the Capitol basement he was behind them "1,000%" in their attempts to pass an
immigration bill. On Friday he dismissed the effort as a waste of time.

Speaking to reporters as the humanitarian crisis worsened, Trump brushed away a
question about his options: "You can't do it through an executive order," he said on
the North Lawn. Five days later, he sat at his desk in the Oval Office attempting to

do just that.

"You're going to have a lot of happy people," he said optimistically as he applied his
sawtooth signature.
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Related Article: Why he caved: Inside Trump's rare reversal

Jumping from position to position as migrant parents remained separated from their
children, the President this week put his go-it-alone strategy of governing to the test.
Images and audio of despondent children led to outraged calls for action, which
prompted outsized reaction from Trump. People close to him say the President has
rebuffed advice anew from aides and lawmakers as he works on his own to solve a
crisis of his own making.

His gut-driven response has led to confusion and confrontation within the federal
government. Officials have convened ongoing meetings at the White House over
how to interpret the executive order, including on Thursday night and Friday.
Different agencies, including Customs and Border Protection and the Justice
Department, haggled with the White House over how the order and Trump's "zero-
tolerance" policy align in terms of which migrants are referred for prosecution.

Meanwhile, the majority of the 2,300 children who have been separated from their
parents remain so, with little indication of how they might be reunited.

The continued fallout over family separations at the US border amounted to a high-
stakes experiment for how Trump can operate outside the normal guardrails of the
presidency. Wary of anyone else's counsel, he repeatedly discarded advice from his
chief of staff on how to proceed. He ignored legal warnings from his top lawyer. And
he acted as his own White House communications director, a position that's now
been vacant for months.



The result was pandemonium.

In defense of his policy, Trump felt emboldened to repeat mistruths and outright lies,
day after day, during extended and mostly improvised television appearances. For
migrant parents still separated from their children, the President's actions were
largely ineffective. Even Trump's political allies feel jolted and uncertain.

Inside the administration

Related Article: Protesters shout 'shame' at Kirstjen Nielsen as she dines at Mexican restaurant

Inside the West Wing, beleaguered staffers watched the events of the past week
unfold with unenthusiastic anticipation of what's to come. Many are still eying the
exits -- including chief of staff John Kelly and White House counsel Don McGahn --
but with few qualified staffers ready to replace them some feel obliged to remain on.
Departures still come regularly, including this week the operations chief Joe Hagin.

The aide most identified with Trump's hardline stance, Stephen Miller, has drawn
barbs from colleagues who accuse him of overseeing what amounted to a chaotic
mess. Some have harkened back to his role in executing the travel ban on residents
of certain Muslim majority countries, another bumpy rollout mired in legal
complications. But there's little to indicate his standing with the President was
diminished; as Trump was signing the executive order on Wednesday, staffers saw
Miller laughing on a bench in the Rose Garden. He later accompanied Trump aboard
Air Force One to Duluth.

The crisis did present an opening for Homeland Security Secretary Kirstjien Nielsen
to improve her standing with the President, who had dressed her down during




meetings for not being tough enough on border security. He watched with pleasure
her contentious briefing with reporters on Monday, which was delayed for hours as
she prepared in the West Wing. But her elevation has come with costs: she
was loudly heckled at a Mexican restaurant on Wednesday and protesters
assembled at her townhouse in Virginia on Friday.

Attorney General Jeff Sessions hasn't been granted a similar reprieve. Already
detested by Trump for his recusal from the Russia investigation, Trump told people
this week his attorney general had contributed to the political disaster that he was
left to clean up. When Trump saw a clip of Sessions on cable news discussing the
"zero-tolerance" policy that led to the separations, he sighed dramatically and
cursed, a person who saw the episode said.

Political prism

Related Article: Trump's family separation policy has Republicans starting to panic about 2018

As midterm elections approach, Trump is seen by those inside the White House as
more likely to act out in ways he believes can galvanize his conservative base. His
upcoming schedule is stacked with campaign events, and he's expressed little
enthusiasm for other types of travel, aides say. Even as he worked to explain his
immigration decisions this week, Trump repeatedly returned to the November vote.

"The worse everything looks, they think the better they're going to do with respect to
the blue wave, which is turning out, frankly, to be a red wave, if you look at the polls,"
Trump said during a Cabinet meeting Thursday. "I think we're going to have a red
wave, not a blue wave."



In private meetings this week, Trump cast the immigration issue as a political one,
according to people who heard his comments, likening it to a culture wars matter
akin to kneeling NFL players or Confederate statues. He insisted he was doing right
by his supporters and offered little indication he would cave to outside pressure.

Even in public, he offered few signs he would let up. He told a crowd of small
business owners on Tuesday that his policy could act as a deterrent -- "they have to
know they can't getin" -- a remark that reflected a determination he'd made in private
with advisers.

Entreaties from his daughter and adviser lvanka and first lady Melania Trump were
initially met with resistance. Trump was unenthusiastic when presented with a
proposal for his wife to travel to the border to visit a detention facility, according to a
person familiar with the situation, but later endorsed the plan.

Through it all, the President told people he risked appearing weak if he or his
administration reversed position. He verbalized the internal struggle on Wednesday
morning.

"If you're weak, which some people would like you to be, if you're really, really,
pathetically weak, the country's going to be overrun with millions of people," he said,
gesticulating to illustrate the dueling options. "And if you're strong, then you don't
have any heart. That's a tough dilemma. Perhaps I'd rather be strong, but that's a
tough dilemma."

Change of course
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Trump: Will sign executive order to end separations 01:28
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Few inside the White House expected him to act alone, particularly given the
adamant claims from top officials that any solution required Congress. So when
Trump did abruptly change course midweek, a frenzy ensued. The executive order
he demanded was so hastily written that Kelly and McGahn urged against signing it.
Once it was inked, federal agencies scrambled to decipher its meaning.

But it only took one day and countless headlines declaring he'd caved for Trump to
return to the sharp-edged rhetoric.

"They're the worst immigration laws in the history of the world. The whole world is
laughing at the United States, and they have been for years," he said, before
lambasting Democrats: "Their policies stink. They're no good. They have no ideas -
- they have no nothing."

At the southern border, Trump's wife was working to soften the administration's
image in a trip her office said she devised herself. Touring a facility for separated
children that resembled an elementary school, Melania Trump told officials she
wanted to find out how she could "help to be sure these children reunite with their
families as quickly as possible."

All that was soon obscured by the revelation her jacket was emblazoned with the
words "I REALLY DON'T CARE, DO U?" -- a seemingly unfortunate misstep on
which the White House, in keeping with the week's them, managed to adopt a
multitude of positions.




"There was no hidden message," the first lady's communications director said. After
a quick huddle in the Oval Office upon Melania's return, she was overruled by the
President.

"Refers to the Fake News Media," he said. "Melania has learned how dishonest they
are, and she truly no longer cares!"



