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Judge Rules D.A. Can Stay on Trump Georgia Case With Ex-Boyfriend Stepping Down



The highly anticipated ruling cut a middle path between removing Fani T. Willis for a conflict of interest and her full vindication.




A judge ruled that Fani T. Willis, the Fulton County district attorney, could continue leading the election interference case, but only if her former romantic partner, Nathan J. Wade, withdrew from the case.




By Richard Fausset and Danny Hakim


Mar 15, 2024


An Atlanta judge ruled on Friday that Fani T. Willis, the Fulton County district attorney, could continue leading the election interference prosecution of former President Donald J. Trump and his allies in Georgia, but only if her former romantic partner, Nathan J. Wade, withdrew from the case.



The highly anticipated ruling by Judge Scott McAfee of Fulton Superior Court cut a middle path between removing Ms. Willis for a conflict of interest, which defense lawyers had sought, and her full vindication. The judge sharply criticized Ms. Willis for 
dating Mr. Wade
, whom she hired as a special prosecutor on the case, calling it a "tremendous lapse in judgment."



Hours after the ruling, Ms. Willis said that Mr. Wade had offered his resignation, and that she had accepted it.



Judge McAfee had rejected a defense claim that the relationship had raised an actual conflict of interest by giving Ms. Willis a financial stake in the case. But he found that it had raised "a significant appearance of impropriety" that needed to be addressed.



Disqualifying Ms. Willis and her office from the case was not necessary, the judge said, when "a less drastic and sufficiently remedial option is available." But he concluded that "the prosecution of this case cannot proceed until the state selects one of two options." Either Ms. Willis could have stepped aside with her office, including with Mr. Wade, or he had to leave.




Judge Scott McAfee had rejected a defense claim that the relationship had raised an actual conflict of interest by giving Ms. Willis a financial stake in the case. 




Ms. Willis and her office did not respond directly to the ruling. But in announcing Mr. Wade's resignation in a letter, Ms. Willis complimented his professionalism, "as you have endured threats against you and your family, as well as unjustified attacks in the media and in court on your reputation as a lawyer."



With delays mounting, the case is now unlikely to come to trial before the 2024 presidential election and Mr. Trump's rematch with President Biden.



At the same time, the decision was a setback for Mr. Trump and his 14 co-defendants as it left in place the district attorney who has been pursuing the case for more than three years. But Ms. Willis has also emerged from weeks of embarrassing hearings with a 
bruised reputation
 that could color the views of a future jury, making convictions more difficult.



Caren Myers Morrison, an associate professor of law at Georgia State University, called the ruling "an extremely lucky break for the D.A.'s office," as it allowed the case "to get the show back on the road as soon as next week."



But, she added, the ruling was damaging to Ms. Willis because "it explicitly calls into question her judgment, her professionalism and her integrity."



The courtroom drama surrounding the prosecutors' relationship had in recent weeks eclipsed the underlying facts of the election case itself, which had been moving briskly toward a trial. And it turned the tables on the prosecutors, who were forced to take the witness stand and defend themselves from hostile questioning.



In his ruling, Judge McAfee said that Ms. Willis, 
who had a fiery turn on the stand last month
, behaved in an "unprofessional manner" -- a rebuke that was all the more notable given that the 34-year-old rookie judge once worked under Ms. Willis in the D.A.'s office.



The ruling was remarkable for its clarity and plain language. In explaining the essence of the problem that Ms. Willis had created by taking trips with a romantic partner who was working for her, Judge McAfee wrote that "an outsider could reasonably think that the district attorney is not exercising her independent professional judgment totally free of any compromising influence."




Mr. Wade offered his resignation from the case on Friday, saying he was leaving the prosecution "in the interest of democracy, in dedication to the American public, and to move this case forward as quickly as possible."




Throwing Ms. Willis and her office off the case would have created significant chaos and forced a state agency to find a new prosecutor, who would have had the power to alter or even dismiss the indictment.



In his resignation letter, Mr. Wade said he was leaving the prosecution "in the interest of democracy, in dedication to the American public, and to move this case forward as quickly as possible."



Mr. Trump and his co-defendants 
could appeal the ruling
, as could Ms. Willis, further delaying the proceedings and leaving the matter unresolved indefinitely.



Steven H. Sadow, Mr. Trump's main lawyer on the Georgia case, said the former president's legal team would "use all legal options available" to continue to fight the case, strongly suggesting that his lawyers would try to appeal the order.



Ashleigh Merchant, a lawyer for Michael Roman, one of Mr. Trump's co-defendants, claimed "vindication" on Friday for her efforts to have Ms. Willis tossed off the case. The allegations of a romance between the two prosecutors 
first emerged in a January filing
 by Ms. Merchant.



"The judge clearly agreed with the defense that the actions of Willis are a result of her poor judgment," Ms. Merchant said in a statement, "and that there is a risk to the future of this case if she doesn't quickly work to cure her conflict."



The Republican-led State Senate is 
also reviewing the conflict-of-interest accusations
, and lawmakers have empowered a new oversight commission to investigate and potentially remove prosecutors.



Judge McAfee's decision came two days after he 
quashed six charges
 in the case against Mr. Trump and his 14 remaining co-defendants, including one related to a call that Mr. Trump made to pressure Georgia's secretary of state in early January 2021. But he left intact the rest of the racketeering indictment, which initially included 41 counts.



The charges cover a range of accusations, including a plan to deploy fake Trump electors in Georgia, and steps some of the defendants took to access voting machines and data in a rural county. Four of the original 19 defendants have already pleaded guilty as part of cooperation agreements, while the rest have pleaded not guilty.



The Georgia criminal case is one of four that Mr. Trump currently faces around the country. All of them have been burdened with developments in recent weeks that have led to delays, disappointing critics of the former president who want him to stand trial before the November general election.



Defense lawyers had argued that the relationship between the two Georgia prosecutors created an untenable conflict of interest, because Mr. Wade was being paid through a lucrative public contract while he was also paying, at least in part, for vacations with his boss.




Ms. Willis and her office did not respond directly to the ruling. But in announcing Mr. Wade's resignation in a letter, Ms. Willis complimented his professionalism.




In her January filing, Ms. Merchant said that Mr. Wade and Ms. Willis had been "profiting personally from this prosecution" at taxpayers' expense. Ms. Merchant also said that Mr. Wade was underqualified, and argued that the entire indictment should be dismissed.



A torrent of court filings followed, as did a number of dramatic, televised public hearings that had little to do with the indictment charging Mr. Trump and some of his allies with conspiring to overturn his 2020 election loss in Georgia.



In February, Ms. Willis herself took the witness stand and fiercely accused Ms. Merchant of lying, and described the disqualification effort as an attempt to distract the American public from her case against Mr. Trump.



"You think I'm on trial," Ms. Willis said to Ms. Merchant. Looking toward the defense table, she added, "These people are on trial for trying to steal an election in 2020."



She acknowledged the existence of a romantic relationship but she said that it began in 2022, after Mr. Wade began working for the district attorney's office. She also said that the physical element of the relationship ended before the racketeering indictment was handed up in August.



And she insisted that she paid for roughly half of the vacations, but typically repaid Mr. Wade in cash.



During the hearings, Mr. Sadow assailed not only the romance and the trips, but also a speech that Ms. Willis, who is Black, gave at an Atlanta church suggesting that racism was motivating those who were scrutinizing her relationship with Mr. Wade, who is also Black.



Mr. Sadow argued that the speech created "a great likelihood of substantial prejudice towards the defendants in the eyes of the public in general, and prospective jurors in Fulton County in particular."



Over the course of three hearings, defense lawyers heard from Ms. Willis, Mr. Wade and his former law partner and divorce lawyer, Terrence Bradley. Mr. Bradley was billed by defense lawyers as someone who could establish that the romance began before Ms. Willis hired Mr. Wade in November 2021.



But the information he offered was muddled. A text message thread was entered into evidence, in which Mr. Bradley told Ms. Merchant that he "absolutely" believed the romance predated Mr. Wade's hiring. But on the stand, he said he had no information about the start of the relationship, and that he had been speculating when he texted Ms. Merchant. The judge said that neither side had offered definitive proof of when the romance began.



Even as Ms. Willis pushes ahead with the prosecution, the weeks of negative headlines about her relationship with Mr. Wade could influence the pool of jurors who will decide whether Mr. Trump and his co-defendants are guilty of violating Georgia's racketeering statute and other laws.



Jessica Levinson, a law professor at Loyola Law School at Loyola Marymount University, said it appeared that Judge McAfee was "very concerned about the integrity of the judicial process and keenly aware of the need for not just jurors, but the public to have faith in the integrity of the process."



Anna Betts
 contributed reporting.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/15/us/fani-willis-trump-georgia-ruling.html
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Powerful Realtor Group Agrees to Slash Commissions to Settle Lawsuits



The National Association of Realtors will pay $418 million in damages and will amend several rules that housing experts say will drive down housing costs.




The cost of selling a home in the United States could shrink as a result of a global settlement with the National Association of Realtors. 




By Debra Kamin


Mar 15, 2024


American homeowners could see a significant drop in the cost of selling their homes after a real estate trade group agreed to a landmark deal that will eliminate a bedrock of the industry, the standard 6 percent sales commission.



The National Association of Realtors, a powerful organization that has set the guidelines for home sales for decades, has agreed to settle a series of lawsuits by paying $418 million in damages and by eliminating its rules on commissions. Legal counsel for N.A.R. approved the agreement early Friday morning, and The New York Times obtained a copy of the signed document. 



The deal, which lawyers anticipate will be filed within weeks and still needs a federal court's approval, would end a multitude of legal claims from home sellers who argued that the rules forced them to pay excessive fees. 



In a statement released on Friday morning, Nykia Wright, the interim chief executive of N.A.R., said "It has always been our goal to preserve consumer choice and protect our members to the greatest extent possible. This settlement achieves both of those goals." 



Housing experts said the deal, and the expected savings for homeowners, could trigger one of the most significant jolts in the U.S. housing market in 100 years. "This will blow up the market and would force a new business model
," 
said Norm Miller, a professor emeritus of real estate at the University of San Diego.



Americans pay roughly $100 billion in real estate commissions annually, and real estate agents in the United States have some of the highest standard commissions in the world. In many other countries, commission rates hover between 1 and 3 percent. In the United States, most agents specify a commission of 5 or 6 percent, paid by the seller. If the buyer has an agent, the seller's agent agrees to share a portion of the commission with that agent when listing the home on the market. 



An American homeowner currently looking to sell a $1 million home should expect to spend up to $60,000 on real estate commissions alone, with $30,000 going to his agent and $30,000 going to the agent who brings a buyer. Even for a home that costs $400,000 -- close to the current median for homes across the United States -- sellers are still paying around $24,000 in commissions, a cost that is baked into the final sales price of the home. 



The lawsuits argued that N.A.R., and brokerages who required their agents to be members of N.A.R., had violated antitrust laws by mandating that the seller's agent make an offer of payment to the buyer's agent, and setting rules that led to an industrywide standard commission. Without that rate essentially guaranteed, agents will now most likely have to lower their commissions as they compete for business.



Economists estimate that commissions could now be reduced by 30 percent, driving down home prices across the board. The opening of a free market for Realtor compensation could mirror the shake-up that occurred in the travel industry with the emergence of online broker sites such as Expedia and Kayak. 



"The forces of competition will be let loose,"  said Benjamin Brown, co-chairman of the antitrust practice at Cohen Milstein and one of the lawyers who hammered out the settlement. "You'll see some new pricing models, and some new and creative ways to provide services to home buyers. It'll be a really exciting time for the industry."



The original lawsuit, filed in April 2019 by a group of Missouri home sellers, ended in a verdict of $1.8 billion in October. Because the suit included accusations of antitrust violations, plaintiffs could have been eligible for triple damages of up to $5.4 billion. In exchange for the reduction in damages, the association gave up its right to appeal. The verdict sent shock waves through the real estate industry and has since catalyzed into more than a dozen copycat suits across the country, including a nationwide class-action case that 
ensnares the country's largest brokerage
 and its owner, Warren E. Buffett. That brokerage, Berkshire Hathaway, has not settled, but others, including Keller Williams and Re/Max, have settled in separate cases. N.A.R. now joins them.



Under the settlement, tens of millions of home sellers will likely be eligible to receive a small piece of a consolidated class-action payout. 



The legal loss struck a blow to the power wielded by the organization, which has long been considered untouchable, insulated by its influence. Founded in 1908, N.A.R. has more than $1 billion in assets, 1.3 million members and a political action committee that pours millions into the coffers of candidates across the political spectrum.



The antitrust division of the Department of Justice is continuing its investigation of N.A.R.'s practices, including the organization's oversight of databases for home listings, called multiple listing sites or the M.L.S. The sites are owned and operated by N.A.R.'s local affiliates. For decades, the Justice Department has questioned whether these databases stifle competition and whether some N.A.R. rules foster price-fixing on commissions. 



Some experts said the shift on commission structure, and the billions of dollars that would flow into the housing market as a result, could spark a recovery in the housing market, going so far as to say that it could be as significant as the 1930s New Deal, a flurry of legislation and executive orders signed by President Franklin D. Roosevelt designed to stabilize and rebuild the nation's economic recovery following the Great Depression. This included the Better Housing Program, which was designed to make housing and mortgages more accessible and led to the creation of the Federal Housing Administration.



The financial crisis of 2008, when home values imploded, and earlier changes to the mortgage industry in the 1970s and 1980s, including the creation of Freddie Mac and the introduction of the adjustable rate mortgage, also set off permanent transformations. With Friday's settlement, the process of buying and selling a home is now in for another historical change.



"This will be a really fundamental shift in how Americans buy, search for, and purchase and sell their housing. It will absolutely transform the real estate industry," said Max Besbris, an associate professor of sociology at the University of Wisconsin-Madison and the author of "Upsold," a book exploring the link between housing prices and the real estate business. "It will prompt one of the biggest transformations to the housing market since New Deal-era regulations were put in place."




"N.A.R. is finally out of the business of forcing homeowners to pay inflated commissions," said Michael Ketchmark, the Kansas City lawyer behind the home sellers' legal triumph.




The October verdict landed at a time of 
swirling controversy for the organization
, and in the last five months, its internal turmoil reached a fever pitch. Its chief executive, Bob Goldberg, announced in a closed-door meeting that 
he would retire
, just days after the verdict. His exit followed that of N.A.R. president Kenny Parcell, who 
resigned in August
 two days after a 
Times investigation
 revealed widespread allegations of sexual harassment. 



In January, N.A.R.'s new president, Tracy Kasper, who had stepped into the role early with a pledge of reshaping the organization's culture and fighting the lawsuits at all costs, announced 
her own sudden exit
 after N.A.R. said Ms. Kasper was the target of blackmail. 



Despite N.A.R.'s turbulence over the last several months, however, there was one constant: their insistence that the lawsuits were flawed and they intended to appeal. With Friday's settlement agreement, N.A.R. gave up the fight.



The settlement includes many significant rule changes. It bans N.A.R. from establishing any sort of rules that would allow a seller's agent to set compensation for a buyer's agent, a practice that critics say has long led to "steering," in which buyers' agents direct their clients to pricier homes in a bid to collect a bigger commission check. 



And on the online databases used to buy and sell homes, the M.L.S., the settlement requires that any fields displaying broker compensation be eliminated entirely. It also places a blanket ban on the longtime requirement that agents subscribe to multiple listing services in the first place in order to offer or accept compensation for their work.



N.A.R. has repeatedly insisted that it does not own multiple listing sites, but the majority of them are owned and operated by the local Realtor associations that operate as N.A.R. subsidiaries. Now, with the settlement effectively severing the link between agent compensation and M.L.S. access, many agents are likely to rethink their membership in the association.



"The reset button on the sale of homes was hit today,"  said Michael Ketchmark, the Kansas City lawyer who represented the home sellers in the main lawsuit. "Anyone who owns a home or dreams of owning one will benefit tremendously from this settlement."










This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/15/realestate/national-association-realtors-commission-settlement.html
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Second Gaza Aid Convoy Ends in Violence, With at Least 20 Killed



The Gaza Health Ministry accused Israel of a "targeted" attack. Israel's military denied the accusation, blaming Palestinian gunmen for the violence.




Palestinians performing the first Friday noon prayer of Ramadan over the ruins of Al-Farouq Mosque in Rafah, Gaza, on Friday.




By Raja Abdulrahim and Anushka Patil


Mar 15, 2024


For the second time in just over two weeks, a convoy bringing aid to hunger-stricken northern Gaza ended in bloodshed late Thursday when Palestinians were killed and wounded in an attack surrounding the trucks, according to Gazan health officials and the Israeli military, which offered divergent accounts of what happened.



The Gaza Health Ministry said that at least 20 people had been killed and more than 150 injured, and it accused Israeli forces of carrying out a "targeted" attack against "a gathering of civilians waiting for humanitarian aid" near the Kuwait traffic circle in Gaza City.



The Israeli military denied the allegation in a statement on Friday, blaming Palestinian gunmen and saying that an "intensive preliminary review" had determined "that no tank fire, airstrike or gunfire was carried out toward the Gazan civilians at the aid convoy." It did not say whether Israeli forces had opened fire at all.



The descriptions of chaos and violence, and the conflicting accounts for what caused it, resembled those that emerged after bloodshed in late February, when 
more than 100 people were killed or injured amid Israeli fire
 around a convoy in Gaza City. The Israeli military has said that most of the people died in a stampede and that some were run over by the trucks. Israel, which has been under growing pressure to allow more aid into the territory, had 
organized
 that convoy to northern Gaza, where the United Nations has warned that hundreds of thousands of people are facing starvation.



It was not clear immediately on Friday who had sent the latest supplies, driven the trucks or provided security for them. The U.N. agency for Palestinian refugees, UNRWA, said it was not involved. The Israeli military said it had "facilitated the passage" of the 31 trucks but did not elaborate on that.



Three witnesses described shelling at the scene, and a doctor who treated victims at a hospital said their wounds appeared to be consistent with artillery shells, not bullets from rifles, suggesting the use of Israeli arms.




Men moving a body at Al-Shifa hospital in Gaza City on Friday.




One of the witnesses, Mohammad Hamoudeh, a photographer and journalist in Gaza City, said that he did not see any Israeli forces or the weapons that fired on the crowd. But he said that heavy Israeli fire from a distance appeared to be responsible for the casualties.



"The cannons and tank shells are what targeted the civilians," he said.



"I escaped by a miracle; we saw death with our eyes," he said. Referring to the earlier convoy disaster, he said: "It was almost the same scenario as the Nabulsi incident. There were many martyrs. The scene was horrifying."



Even after the bloodshed, people collected what aid they could, he said, including sacks of flour that had been bloodied.



Ali Al Ajouri, a 16-year-old from Jabaliah, also described shelling on the crowd. "There were some 30 people gathering in one spot, and a shell shot them directly," he said.



Dr. Eid Sabbah, the head of nursing at the Kamal Adwan Hospital, said: "It wasn't gunfire. It was ammunition from heavy weaponry that cause large openings; that's obvious from the entrance and exit wounds."



Dr. Sabbah said the patients who were treated at the hospital had mostly chest and head wounds. Doctors there could only stabilize them and keep them alive, he said, and were unable to perform surgery because of the lack of medicine and medical tools.



Ibrahim Al Najjar, 42, an unemployed taxi driver, said he was in the area around 8 p.m. when a large crowd had gathered. Soon, there was shelling and shooting, he said. He said that his cousin was killed and that he was injured in his right arm by shrapnel.



"I ran for my life with others, and then they hit a building next to us," he said. "We kept running until we reached some ambulances far away."



The Israeli military said it was not responsible for the attack. "Approximately one hour before the arrival of the convoy to the humanitarian corridor, armed Palestinians opened fire while Gazan civilians were awaiting the arrival of the aid convoy," the military said. "As aid trucks were entering, the Palestinian gunmen continued to shoot as the crowd of Gazans began looting the trucks. Additionally, a number of Gazan civilians were run over by the trucks."




Smoke rising after an Israeli airstrike in the central Gaza Strip on Friday.




The killing at the convoy came as Israel has been facing intense international pressure to allow more aid into Gaza, where aid workers have warned of calamitous hunger, spreading diseases and widespread lawlessness. People have become so desperate for food that some have 
resorted to eating
 leaves and animal feed. At least 27 people, including 23 children, have died of malnutrition, dehydration and lack of baby formula, according to the Gaza Health Ministry.



Aid groups have called on Israel to open more border crossings directly into northern Gaza, where food shortages are most extreme, and to ease restrictions on convoys.



Aid groups have said stopping the war is ultimately the only way to help ease the privation in Gaza. But Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu of Israel on Friday rejected the latest cease-fire and hostage-release deal proposed by Hamas, calling its demands "ludicrous," and said Israel would move forward with plans for a ground offensive in the southern city of Rafah, where more than half the enclave's population is sheltering.



The prospect of an invasion there has caused widespread alarm, including from the Biden administration, which has said it will oppose such an incursion without a credible plan to relocate civilians out of harm's way.



As Israel has tightened a restrictive blockade on Gaza, several countries, including the United States, have dropped food from military planes into the territory. On Friday, a ship carrying food arrived off Gaza for the first time since the Hamas-led attack on Israel on Oct. 7. The shipment was part of a fledgling effort to ferry more aid into the territory via a maritime route.




Rubble near Khan Younis in southern Gaza on Thursday.




The ship, which left Cyprus on Tuesday, was carrying more than 200 tons of food supplied by World Central Kitchen, a charity founded by the celebrity chef Jose Andres.



Linda Roth, a spokeswoman for World Central Kitchen, said that the ship, the Open Arms, had docked at a newly built jetty on the Gaza coast and that workers were beginning to offload the flour, lentils, canned tuna and other food from a barge.



It remained unclear how the food would be distributed to civilians, but officials hope the operation will show that more aid ships can follow. World Central Kitchen said a second ship with 300 tons of aid was being loaded in Cyprus on Thursday, but it was not clear when the ship would set sail.



Even if the operation is successful, aid groups say, delivering aid by sea is nowhere near as efficient as delivering it by land, describing trucks as the only way to send enough food into Gaza to alleviate the suffering there.



The U.N. Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
said on Friday
 that the Israeli military had a responsibility to facilitate the movement of humanitarian into Gaza "safely, regularly and at the scale required."



"There is no alternative to the large-scale delivery of aid by land," the office said.




Aid delivered by the Open Arms vessel arriving off the coast of Gaza.




Reporting was contributed by 
Abu Bakr Bashir
, 
Gaya Gupta
 and 
Michael Levenson
.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/15/world/middleeast/gaza-convoy-israel.html
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Kushner Developing Deals Overseas Even as His Father-in-Law Runs for President



Donald Trump's son-in-law, who was also a senior White House official, said he was close to finalizing real estate projects in Albania and Serbia.




Jared Kushner, former President Donald J. Trump's son-in-law, set up an investment company after leaving his White House job.




By Eric Lipton, Jonathan Swan and Maggie Haberman


Mar 15, 2024


Jared Kushner, the son-in-law of Donald J. Trump, confirmed on Friday that he was closing in on major real estate deals in Albania and Serbia, the latest example of the former president's family doing business abroad even as Mr. Trump seeks to return to the White House.



Mr. Kushner's plans in the Balkans appear to have come about in part through relationships built while Mr. Trump was in office. Mr. Kushner, who was a senior White House official, said he had been working on the deals with Richard Grenell, who served briefly as acting director of national intelligence under Mr. Trump and also as ambassador to Germany and special envoy to the Balkans.



One of the proposed projects would be the development of an island off the coast of Albania into a luxury tourist destination.



A second -- with a planned luxury hotel and 1,500 residential units and a museum -- is in Belgrade, the capital of Serbia, at the site of the long-vacant former headquarters of the Yugoslav Army destroyed in 1999 by the NATO bombings, according to a member of Parliament in Serbia and Mr. Kushner's company.



These first two projects both involve land now controlled by the governments, meaning a deal would have to be finalized with foreign governments.



A third project, also in Albania, would be built on the Zvernec peninsula, a 1,000-acre coastal area in the south of Albania that is part of the resort community known as Vlore, where several hotels and hundreds of villas would be built, according to the plan.



Mr. Kushner's participation would be through his investment firm, Affinity Partners, which has $2 billion in funding from Saudi Arabia's Public Investment Fund, among other foreign investors. In a statement, an official with Affinity Partners said it had not been determined whether the Saudi funds might be a part of any project Mr. Kushner is considering in the Balkans.



"We are very excited," Mr. Kushner said in an interview. "We have not finalized these deals, so they might not happen, but we have been working hard and are pretty close."



Mr. Kushner set up his investment company after he left his White House job as a senior adviser. He capitalized on relationships he had built in government negotiating in the Middle East, which included a close relationship with Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, the de facto ruler of Saudi Arabia.



Mr. Kushner ended up securing the 
$2 billion
 from the sovereign wealth fund of Saudi Arabia and hundreds of millions of dollars more 
from wealth funds in the United Arab Emirates and Qatar
. He has taken few public steps so far to actually invest large chunks of this money.



Mr. Grenell also made valuable connections while in government, including some that appear to have given the Kushner team an inside track for investments in the Balkans. During his time in the Trump administration, Mr. Grenell worked on resolving disputes between Serbia and Kosovo.




Richard Grenell built valuable relationships while in government, including some that appear to have given the Kushner team an inside track for investments in the Balkans.




These discussions indirectly involved Albania, as most citizens of Kosovo are ethnic Albanians and Albania plays a role in the regional discussions.



Mr. Grenell has remained close with Mr. Trump since the former president left office, defending him publicly and speaking to him regularly.



Mr. Grenell has said privately that he hopes to be secretary of state in a second Trump administration, according to a person who has discussed the matter with Mr. Grenell and who described the conversations on the condition of anonymity.



Mr. Grenell, in an interview, declined to address on the record any interest in potentially taking a post as secretary of state. He said only that he had not decided whether he would join any future Trump administration.



Robert Weissman, president of Public Citizen, which tracked business deals it considered conflicts of interest during the Trump administration, said these planned deals were unethical and would only raise new questions about the Trump family, particularly if Mr. Trump was re-elected.



"At this point in the election cycle Jared Kushner should freeze any new investment plans," Mr. Weissman said. "This particular investment plan seems to involve the worst of every corrupt tendency of the Trump administration and Trump family."



The Trump family's involvement in foreign business deals became a major focus during Mr. Trump's term, with critics ultimately suing and alleging that the family was 
illegally profiting
 from foreign payments -- referred to as emoluments in the Constitution -- while Mr. Trump was in office. These cases were 
dismissed as moot
 by the Supreme Court when Mr. Trump left office, but they could be reopened if he was back in the White House.



Since leaving office, Mr. Trump has become a partner in a 
development project in Oman
, a deal he was brought into by a Saudi real estate firm that has ties to the Saudi government.



Mr. Kushner rejected any suggestion that he was getting preferential treatment because of his time in the government, or that any of the work was connected to the former president.



"No one is 'giving' me deals," said Mr. Kushner, who insisted he was not planning to return to Washington should his father-in-law win the presidency again. "I operate fairly meticulously, and these investments will create a lot of value for the local communities, our partners and our investors."



Representatives for Mr. Trump did not respond to multiple emails seeking comment.



Mr. Kushner and his wife, Ivanka Trump, have largely stayed away from Mr. Trump's political activities since the Jan. 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol.



The New York Times first approached Mr. Kushner on Wednesday morning about his prospective projects in the Balkans. He initially declined to answer questions, responding only after he disclosed his plans to Bloomberg News on Friday.



Mr. Kushner and Ms. Trump visited Albania twice since Mr. Trump left office. They traveled the country with Mr. Grenell, and even 
met with Albania's prime minister
.



Mr. Kushner and Ms. Trump, along with Mr. Grenell, have been focused in part on Sazan, a Mediterranean island in the south of Albania that until the end of the Cold War had been used by the Soviet Union and the Communist-led government of Albania as a 
secretive military base
 for submarines. The plan is to build a luxury hotel and villas on the island.




Sazan has been mostly vacant since the fall of the Soviet Union, but it is close to another resort destination in Albania. 




The rugged two-square-mile island has hundreds of Cold War-era bunkers and tunnels designed to withstand nuclear attack and has been largely vacant since the end of the Soviet Union. But it is only a half-hour by speedboat from Vlore, a resort destination in southern Albania where the government of Saudi Arabia is already spending money to improve electricity service and other public utilities to help promote tourism in Albania.



Mr. Grenell, a former Fox News contributor and media consultant, has been working closely with Mr. Kushner and his investment firm.



Mr. Grenell has been vocal about his efforts to turn relationships he built in Albania and elsewhere in the Balkans into personal profits. He has returned to the region repeatedly and met with hotel industry executives, as well as Albania's prime minister, Edi Rama.



"We are looking for opportunities to invest through foreign investment in the Balkans, but more specifically in Albania, and the Albanian coast is wonderful," 
Mr. Grenell said
 in one of a series of television and newspaper interviews he has done in Albania in the last three years.



The day-to-day management of the projects would be handled by Asher Abehsera, a California-based real estate developer who has done projects in Brooklyn with Mr. Kushner, and who traveled to the Balkans with Mr. Grenell and Mr. Kushner to check out the development sites, Mr. Kushner said.



Mr. Grenell added in a nearly 
90-minute television interview in Albania last year
 that there was nothing wrong with his deal making because he was now out of government. "I'm working on projects, private equity projects, that I get to make money on," he said. "No one should ever apologize for wanting to make money."



Last July, Mr. Grenell, along with Ivanka Trump and Mr. Kushner, also met with Mr. Rama in Tirana, the capital of Albania, and they were all photographed together. 



Mr. Rama has been pushing for nearly a decade to open Sazan up to redevelopment as a tourist destination, as well as looking for other ways to attract foreign investors to Albania to expand its tourist economy.



Auron Tare, a former member of Parliament in Albania who has served as an adviser to Mr. Rama, took Ms. Trump and Mr. Kushner to Sazan Island in 2021 as part of a visit of Albania that included a cruise on a yacht and a helicopter trip across the coast.



Mr. Tare, in an interview, said he discussed with Mr. Kushner and Ms. Trump the desire to develop Sazan, but to do so in a way that would preserve its history and environment.




The rugged two-square-mile island Sazan has hundreds of Cold War-era bunkers and tunnels designed to withstand nuclear attack.




Mr. Kushner and Mr. Grenell have been working closely with a billionaire Albanian business executive named Shefqet Kastrati and his son, Musa Kastrati. Their investments include a concession to run the international airport in Tirana, a chain of gas stations in Albania and hotels and other businesses, according to business associates and Mr. Kushner.



"They have helped us understand the cost of construction and how to operate locally," Mr. Kushner said in an interview.



In October 2022, Shefqet Kastrati bought 
a $7.5 million house
 in Indian Creek, Fla., land records show, a property that is near where Ms. Trump and Mr. Kushner now live. The Kastrati family also last year 
purchased a hotel
 in the Brickell section of Miami for $55 million from the Qatari royal family.



Musa Kastrati, in an interview, said that the role his family company would play in Mr. Kushner's Albanian projects was still not clear, but that it would probably involve helping build some of the complexes. Mr. Kastrati also confirmed that he visited Mar-a-Lago, Mr. Trump's Florida resort and residence, in December 2022 with Mr. Grenell and that he also briefly met Mr. Trump when the former president arrived as they were having dinner. Mr. Kastrati said he did not discuss the potential deal with Mr. Trump.




Mr. Grenell has separately been working closely with an Albanian billionaire whose investments include the international airport in Tirana.




Mr. Grenell has repeatedly taken to Instagram and other social media accounts to promote tourism in Albania and to praise Mr. Rama, the prime minister.



"I support Rama's vision for the Balkans," 
Mr. Grenell said in a television interview in 2021
, after he met with another hotel industry executive in Albania named Irfan Hysenbelliu. "I love Albania and I invite U.S. investors in the country."



The government of Saudi Arabia recently announced that it was looking for ways to increase its investment in Albania, 
first by helping build
 water, electricity and sewer services next to beach areas in Vlore, which is the launching point to Sazan and where a new international 
airport is already being
 built. It has said it wants to invest up to 
$300 million in the nation
.



Earlier this month, Saudi officials traveled to Albania 
to announce the creation
 of what they are calling the Saudi-Albania Business Council "to forge a new economic partnership between the two countries," including in tourist projects. The Saudi chairman of the group, Abdulrahman Al-Mufarreh, did not respond to requests for comment.



Michael S. Schmidt
 contributed reporting.
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Sheriff Had Cause to Take Maine Gunman Into Custody Before Shootings



An interim report from a commission investigating the mass shooting in Lewiston, Maine, found that the gunman's weapons could and should have been removed.




The scene outside of Schemengees Bar & Grille Restaurant, where Robert Card killed several people in October 2023. An independent commission investigating the shooting released its interim report today.




By Jenna Russell


Mar 15, 2024


A commission investigating the mass shooting in Lewiston, Maine, concluded on Friday that local law enforcement officers should have taken the gunman, Robert R. Card II, into custody and seized his weapons before he killed 18 people on Oct. 25.



The decision to instead give Mr. Card's family responsibility for removing his weapons was "an abdication of law enforcement's responsibility," the commission wrote in its 30-page interim report, intended to provide early findings to legislators who are weighing several proposals for changes to the state's gun laws, spurred by the events.



The local sheriff's department had "sufficient probable cause" to take Mr. Card into custody and remove his weapons because of a "likelihood of serious harm," the commission said in 
its report
.



The seven-member commission 
has held seven public meetings since last November
, collecting testimony from Mr. Card's Army Reserve supervisors, local and state police officers, as well as survivors and family members of the victims. The panel has pressed witnesses for details of their actions in the months leading up to the shooting, when the gunman displayed increasingly erratic and paranoid behavior, convinced that people he did not know were calling him a pedophile.



Concerned Army Reserve colleagues and supervisors 
intervened during the summer before the shooting,
 sending Mr. Card for a mental health evaluation at a hospital in New York. But subsequent attempts to check on his mental health, and take away his weapons, were unsuccessful, raising questions about the adequacy of law-enforcement communications and follow-up, 
and of the state's "yellow flag" law
, which allows for the removal of weapons from people deemed to be a risk.



"Robert Card Jr. is solely responsible for his own conduct, and he may have committed a mass shooting even if the guns he possessed in September 2023 were removed from his house," the report found. "Nevertheless, there were several opportunities that, if taken, may have changed the course of events."



The commission stopped short of recommending specific changes to the "yellow flag" law, noting that the process it sets up can be "cumbersome" but also that the law had been used successfully in other cases it reviewed.



"An officer needs to have knowledge of the process, use all the resources the officer has to gather the necessary information, and have the dedication and persistence to follow through with the investigation and the process," commission members wrote.



The commission plans to hold additional hearings before issuing its final report. It has not yet heard testimony about 
trauma to Mr. Card's brain that was documented by scientists
 in a recent autopsy report, similar to that seen in the brains of veterans exposed to repeated weapons blasts. The evidence of brain damage has raised questions about whether Mr. Card's experience as a grenade instructor affected his mental health.



Mr. Card, who had been 
a grenade instructor
 in the Army Reserve and was exposed for years to thousands of skull-shaking blasts on the training range, showed signs of "moderately severe" damage to the white matter that forms the wiring deep in the brain, according to the report from Boston University's C.T.E. Center, a laboratory that has documented 
chronic traumatic encephalopathy
, or C.T.E., in athletes.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/15/us/maine-shooting-report.html
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New York City to Impose Stricter Limits on Migrant Adults in Shelters



A legal agreement scales back the longstanding requirement that the city provide shelter to homeless people who seek it. Families will not be affected.




For decades, New York City has been unique among big U.S. cities in guaranteeing a homeless shelter bed to anyone who asked for one.




By Luis Ferre-Sadurni


Mar 15, 2024


New York's longstanding legal obligation to provide shelter to homeless people will be scaled back significantly under a settlement agreement announced on Friday that was reached amid the city's continuing struggle to house thousands of migrants.



To ease the burden on the city's shelter system, adult migrants will be allowed to stay in shelters for only 30 days under the agreement, city officials said. Some would be allowed to stay longer if they met certain conditions, including having a medical disability or an "extenuating circumstance," officials said.



The changes to the so-called right-to-shelter requirement are a major shift in a policy that had set New York apart from all other big U.S. cities. In no other city must officials guarantee a bed to any homeless person who seeks one, something city officials have alternately
 taken pride in
 and 
fought against for decades
.



The agreement, stemming from a state court case being overseen by Justice Gerald Lebovits, resolved 
months of negotiations
 between city officials and the plaintiffs in the original consent decree that established the right-to-shelter requirement, who are being represented by the Legal Aid Society.



The new rules, which will take effect immediately, are meant to apply temporarily to how the city responds to the migrant crisis, which has led more than 180,000 migrants to pass through the city's shelter system since the spring of 2022.



Under the agreement, adult migrants ages 18 to 23 would have up to 60 days in the shelter system before having to move out. Migrant families with children would not be affected, and can still stay in shelters for up to 60 days, with the option of reapplying, city officials said.




The city has transformed hotels and tents into homeless shelters as it has tried to accommodate thousands of migrants arriving in the city since the spring of 2022.







Mayor Eric Adams, a Democrat who has spent almost a year trying to weaken the right-to-shelter requirement, hailed the settlement as a major victory.



His administration has increased the number of shelters, converted hotels to shelters and opened tent dormitories to house the 65,000 migrants still under the city's care, 22 percent of whom are single adults or adult families, according to city officials. The mayor has warned that the financial burden created by the migrants is straining the city's budget, will cost $10 billion over three years and threatens 
"to destroy" the city
.



Mr. Adams has said he does not want to end the right to shelter permanently, but to modify it significantly to relieve the city of having to house so many migrants. His main argument is that the 1981 consent decree that established the requirement never anticipated an influx of migrants arriving with nowhere to live.



On Friday, Judge Lebovits echoed that argument in describing the five months of negotiations that led to the settlement.



"Over the last year or so, the humanitarian crisis stemming from large numbers of migrants arriving in New York City stretched to the breaking point the city's ability to comply with existing requirements" of the consent decree, the judge said. "Our goal has always been to find a way for all parties to win. To think creatively to find a resolution that would advance each party's interests
."



The legal wrangling over the requirement began in May, when the mayor 
sought legal permission
 to alter the consent decree's term so that homeless adults and adult families could be denied shelter if the city lacked sufficient resources and space to provide it.



In October, as migrants continued to strain the shelter system, the administration went further,
 asking a judge
 to allow it to suspend its legal obligation to provide shelter to single adults. Officials argued that the city should be able to temporarily lift the requirement during an emergency or when faced with an influx of people seeking shelter.



"We have been clear, from day one, that the 'right to shelter' was never intended to apply to a population larger than most U.S. cities descending on the five boroughs in less than two years," Mr. Adams said in a statement on Friday.



"Today's stipulation acknowledges that reality and grants us additional flexibility during times of crisis, like the national humanitarian crisis we are currently experiencing," he added.



Lawyers for the Legal Aid Society emphasized that the underlying consent decree guaranteeing shelter to homeless people remained intact. They also noted that the city would have to extend shelter stays for migrant adults beyond the 30- and 60-day limits on a case-by-case basis if, for example, they showed they were trying diligently to find a place to stay outside the system.



"
The city will consider each of those requests individually based on the totality of that person's circumstances, and make a determination of how much time they might need," Joshua Goldfein, a staff attorney at Legal Aid, said in court. 
 



The right-to-shelter requirement arose from a class-action lawsuit filed in 1979 on behalf of men who were homeless in New York that argued the men had a constitutional right to shelter. 



The main plaintiff in the case, known as 
Callahan v. Carey
, was Robert Callahan, who was living on the Manhattan streets. It was brought by Robert Hayes, a lawyer who was a founder of the Coalition for the Homeless, which was appointed as the monitor of shelters for homeless adults under the decree.



To settle the case, the city entered into the consent decree, which obligated it to "provide shelter and board to each homeless man." Over time, the decree has been the subject of 
competing interpretations and complex litigation
; protections to cover homeless women and families were also extended through subsequent court decisions.



In an effort to work around the consent decree, Mr. Adams had already adopted a series of rules to manage the strain that migrants have placed on the shelter system.



Last May, he 
issued an executive order
 that lifted rules requiring families to be placed in private rooms with bathrooms and kitchens, rather than group settings. The city also suspended rules setting a nightly deadline for assigning newly arriving families to shelters.



The city had also imposed limits on how long migrants could stay in many shelters. Single adults, for instance, were allowed to stay up to 30 days, but could reapply for a bed again after leaving. In addition to a medical disability of some kind, adult migrants with a court hearing scheduled within 30 days and those moving into new housing soon may qualify for extended stays under the new rules. 



Under the settlement, the city must provide the plaintiffs with weekly reports on the number of migrants who are seeking and receiving extensions. 



Many single adults who have reapplied for beds have had to wait days to get one under the existing rules. Some have slept outside 
in the cold
 while waiting.



Camille Baker
 contributed reporting.
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Adlar Stelly is 42 years old, which means it is fair to say that he has been involved in farming crawfish in Louisiana for just shy of 42 years.



He grew up surrounded by the shallow ponds dotted with the netted crawfish traps set by his father. At 7, he was steering the boat while his older brother pulled in the traps. Before long, he graduated to emptying them himself. He and his brother now have some 3,000 acres of ponds of their own in southern Louisiana.



He has seen abundant seasons and others that were more sparse. But over all that time, he has never experienced a season as distressing as this one, where, week after frustrating week, the traps have been so consistently bare.



The haul at one pond on a recent day was enough to fill four sacks, each roughly the size of a large pillowcase. In a better year, that haul would have been 25, maybe even 30 sacks.



"Here we are, we're halfway through Lent," Mr. Stelly said, pointing out what is usually the peak time for boiling live crawfish in this heavily Catholic part of the world.



"You're running out of time," he added. "The stress is at an all-time high."



The persistent heat that roasted the Gulf Coast during a record-setting summer is still punishing Louisiana. Farmers and scientists say the summertime drought has delivered a blow directly to the state's soul in a way that hurricanes or other extreme weather never have: It has come perilously close to ruining crawfish season.




Adlar Stelly, left, receives sacks of crawfish from local farmers. He runs a dock where about 50 farmers in the area bring their catch.





Colby Stelly, Adlar Stelly's cousin, preparing crawfish to be boiled. 




Across the state, farmers have reported harvests as dire as Mr. Stelly's, if not worse, even as they have shouldered the enormous cost of pumping in water for their dry ponds.



Crawfish prices have skyrocketed, reaching earlier in the season close to double what they were last year. Boiled crawfish, practically a staple in Louisiana, has felt more like a luxury. Last month, Gov. Jeff Landry even issued a disaster declaration, saying the industry "needs all the support it can get right now."



The resulting turbulence and heartache reflect how crawfish figure into just about every facet of Louisiana: the economy, the culture, even blood pressure levels. (Veterans of crawfish consumption know to take off their rings as the sodium levels from the seasoning can swell their fingers.)



In Acadiana, the constellation of communities surrounding Lafayette that make up the heart of Cajun Louisiana, the smell of boils often wafts through neighborhoods. The odds are decent that any long line on a Friday night will end at a popular boiling spot. And depictions of the decapods -- bright red with claws, antennae and black-dot eyes -- are everywhere: crawfish curtains, crawfish tablecloths, crawfish paper towel holders, crawfish caps, crawfish T-shirts, crawfish earrings.



"It should be on the flag, you know what I'm saying?" Sean Suire, who owns the Cajun Table restaurant in Lafayette, said as he doused more seasoning on already seasoned crawfish, fresh from the boiler. 



"Without crawfish," he added, "there's no party."




"Without crawfish, there's no party," said Sean Suire, the owner of the Cajun Table restaurant in Lafayette.





Customers enjoying crawfish at the Cajun Table.




Crawfish are often farmed alongside rice in soupy fields that are drained over the summer for the rice harvest. The crawfish then retreat into the earth to lay their eggs and emerge in the late fall as the ponds are refilled.



Only this past year, many crawfish were killed off by the heat or were forced to burrow deeper to survive, farmers and experts said.



"We know that drought can affect crawfish, but we didn't know the extent of it," said Mark Shirley, a longtime crawfish specialist at the Louisiana State University AgCenter. Farmers "spent three or four times as much on fuel and time pumping water," he added. "The water was evaporating almost as fast as they were pumping it into the field."



The harvest, which usually continues until June, has picked up modestly in recent weeks, and prices have dropped. Boiled crawfish were selling for about $7 to $9 per pound around Lafayette, according to a recent scan of the Crawfish App that many use to track prices and find nearby boiling spots; they had been going for $12 or more around Mardi Gras in February. (An average person typically goes through about three pounds per sitting.)



Still, the damage has been done: There is no chance of making a profit this season, Mr. Stelly said. The best he can hope for is making enough to cover his expenses.



Mr. Stelly recently traveled to Washington, reluctantly urging congressional representatives and federal officials to provide some financial support for the industry.




Weighing crawfish at Stelly's Boiling Spot, a drive-through run by Mr. Stelly in Abbeville, La. (An average person typically goes through about three pounds per sitting.)





Prices of crawfish have skyrocketed, reaching more than double what they were last year. Boiled crawfish, practically a staple in Louisiana, has felt more like a luxury.




"I don't want help," he said. "I want to go to work, catch crawfish and make money."



These days, Mr. Stelly does not spend as much time on the ponds as he once did. He also runs a dock where about 50 farmers in the area bring their catch so it can be sorted and delivered live to Texas, Arkansas, Oklahoma and even Florida. 



His phone rings constantly. Buyers keep asking if the inventory is finally enough to make it worth the trip. Farmers relay their anxiety about what happens if they fail to recoup their costs. He tries to listen patiently to worries that sound a lot like his own.



The numbers have been alarming: In December, just 1,281 pounds of crawfish moved through the dock. That month the year before, it had been 78,000. In January, it took in roughly 4,340 pounds, compared with 158,000 the year before.



"Finally got you one full sack," Chris Frith, who has a small farm, told Mr. Stelly as he dropped it off. "I wish I had five or 10."



Mr. Frith had tried to outmaneuver the heat, using well water to moisten the burrows.



"It did not help," he said.



"I think it probably helped to boil them," Mr. Stelly said.



"It did," Mr. Frith replied. "It boiled them in the ground -- with no salt and no pepper."




One of the headline acts at the recent Crawfish and Country Music Boil at Okay Bar in New Orleans.





This past year, many crawfish were either killed off by the heat or were forced to burrow deeper to survive.




Crawfish farming is a fusion of science, art, faith, superstition and hard work. The formula varies from farmer to farmer. One says a successful day follows a storm, as the thunder rouses the crawfish out of the earth. Another credits his wife's prayer. Many adhere to practices that have been handed down over generations.



And even still, the crawfish can remain mystifying.



"It's a lot of luck," said Mr. Suire's father, Lucas, 60, who farms the same few hundred acres that his father and grandfather had. "I don't understand crawfish -- I've been doing this 39 years, and I still don't know crawfish."



The torturous summer was widely attributed to an El Nino weather pattern. And although some in the crawfish industry were reluctant to blame climate change, in a state that has been bombarded by powerful hurricanes, ice storms, wildfires and an ocean voraciously chewing away its coastline, here was yet another vivid display of nature's volatility.



"Mother Nature has everything to do with it," said Barry Toups, who has a crawfish farm in Vermilion Parish.



Unlike many other farmers, Mr. Toups, 63, came to crawfish later, after three decades working in maintenance for the local school board. Yet he moved like an experienced hand as he checked his traps one afternoon in his flat-bottomed boat, which had a hydraulic outboard motor designed for water that is roughly 18 inches deep.



His fluid motion -- pulling the mesh nets from the water, swapping the old bait for a fresh chunk of porgy -- was interrupted only by the occasional water snake on top of a trap or a turtle inside one. He dumped his catch on a metal grate on the boat with two chutes, one pointing to a sack and the other back to the pond.



"The small ones fall through," Mr. Toups said, "and the big ones end up at the crawfish boil."




Barry Toups collecting crawfish from his traps in Kaplan, La.





"Mother Nature has everything to do with it," Mr. Toups said of the tough season farmers have faced.




He has insulated himself somewhat from the whims of the market by opening a bed-and-breakfast and by taking tourists from as far away as France and Nova Scotia on what he calls "crawfish excursions," where, for $75 (or $50, if they spend the night), they have the opportunity to harvest crawfish.



"I figured out a way to get people to do my work," he said, "and they love it!"



Mr. Stelly has his own aspirations, like expanding the radius of where live crawfish can be delivered. He also thinks of his daughters. His oldest is studying agriculture business at McNeese State University in Lake Charles, with plans to plow what she learns back into the family business.



He wants to hand her a robust operation one day, but recent events have shaken his certainty.



"Right now, the future?" he said. "I really don't know."



One morning last week, he navigated his pickup on the narrow, muddy paths winding between his ponds. The view offered a panorama of reasons the operation was not thriving: the motor for a pump that cost $22,000 and another $32,000 to fuel. A raccoon, one of the bandits that were infuriatingly efficient at ransacking traps. A traditionally productive pond that was giving him very little.



Still, he noticed that while he was out there, his phone was not pressed to his ear. The migraine that had been scrambling his mind had eased. The warmth and the breeze had calibrated to the equilibrium of a gorgeous day.



That horizon of soggy terrain, he said, had given him more than an income. It provided purpose, and now, when he so desperately needed it, a measure of peace.



His phone lit up again.



A buyer from Arkansas was inquiring about his inventory and lamenting, like everyone else, about how tough the season had been.



"Hopefully, it will start changing around somewhat," Mr. Stelly told him, his optimism replenished, even if only slightly. "It's going to come."
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Permanent Lettuce: A Pageant of Hockey Hair



At Minnesota's state hockey tournament, outrageously coifed high school stars competed for the best "salad" and "flow." And then the games began.




At Minnesota's state hockey tournament, bleached blond hair was as much a part of the uniform as the sweaters and skates. The boys from Warroad High School did not disappoint.




By Scott Cacciola


Mar 14, 2024


Making the state tournament is a big deal for boys who play high school hockey in Minnesota, where the best of the best face off -- with championships on the line -- at the Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul.



And while the tournament is 
a four-day smorgasbord
 of slap shots, glove saves and power plays, it has evolved into a full-blown spectacle -- as the global hub for "hockey hair."



"As soon as our players make the state tournament, it's like, 'Guys, come on, we've got to play hockey now,'" Ryan Neuman, the coach at New Ulm High School, said in an interview. "And they're busy making hair appointments to get perms."



Hockey hair has ranked among the sport's more curious traditions for decades, stretching back to the days when N.H.L. greats like Guy Lafleur, Marty McSorley and Al Iafrate (for whom being bald up top was 
no great deterrent
) took the ice with 
epic mullets
.



With its tight sides and elongated caboose, 
the mullet
 is conducive to the hockey-specific concept of "flow," a heightened state of being that is achieved whenever a player's long hair pours out from under his helmet and billows behind him as he zips up and down the ice.




Steeped in the tradition of hockey hair, players in the state tournament often book salon appointments to make sure they look their best.




As a longstanding form of team bonding, many high school players in Minnesota -- where the demographics of both the sport and state are decidedly white -- get their mullets carefully coifed before making the trip to St. Paul. And because the state tournament games are broadcast by 
KSTP
, a local ABC affiliate, pregame introductions have morphed into a sort of pageant to determine who can out-mullet their peers.



"You get to show all the girls -- everybody, really -- what your hair looks like," said Robbie Stocker, the coach at St. Cloud Cathedral High School. "It might be one of those you-have-to-be-from-Minnesota type things. But it's something we care about and something we do, I guess."



The standout looks are immortalized by 
John King
, an advertising executive who compiles an annual "
All Hockey Hair Team
" for Pulltab Sports.




Finding ways to stand out in a field of players in which bleached blond mullets are the norm can be tricky.




Kaden Larson, a senior forward at New Ulm, cracked Mr. King's Top 10 list at No. 2, thanks to a majestic, bleach-blond mane that his teammates said made him look like 
Mufasa
 from "The Lion King." In his video, Mr. King describes Mr. Larson as "Hoppenheimer, because that is some nuclear salad."



("Salad" is hockey talk for hair. So is "lettuce." As in: 
That's a great head of lettuce.
)



"I was a little surprised," Mr. Larson said, "but I also knew my hair was pretty solid."



At this year's tournament, which ended on Saturday with St. Cloud Cathedral and Edina High School winning state titles, about half of the 16 teams showed up with bleached mullets.



"We thought we were going to stand out," Ford Skytta, a sophomore forward for Hermantown High School, said, "and we blended in even more."



But when most zigged, a few zagged. Among the contrarians was Graff Mellin, a junior forward for Hermantown, who wanted to spice up his self-described "long, ginger hair." His older brother Britton showed him a photo of 
the former N.B.A. star Dennis Rodman
 with a leopard print hairdo.



Mr. Mellin expressed reservations -- spring break and prom were coming up, plus senior photos this summer -- but his brother was persuasive. It was the state tournament, after all. He would be on television. Who knew if he would ever have this chance again?



So, for four hours, Mr. Mellin planted himself at 
Ihana Salon
, where his stylist, Jessica Knowles, experienced some anguish as she buzzed off his "
wonderful hockey hair
" and dyed what remained. Mr. Mellin acknowledged that the early feedback was mixed.



"My girlfriend definitely wasn't a fan," he said.



But the payoff soon became clear. At the tournament, Bauer Hockey 
captured Mr. Mellin's new look
 in a widely shared TikTok. Mr. King, who often refers to Hermantown as "Hairmantown" in his highlight videos, weighed in, too.




Hermantown High School's Graff Mellin was looking for something different, and a Dennis Rodman-inspired leopard print hairdo made that happen.




"A snow leopard escaped from Hairmantown," Mr. King says on the video as a snarling Mr. Mellin skates toward a camera. "If you see it, be careful. It needs a tetanus shot."



Bryer Lang, a senior forward at New Ulm, had a distinct advantage: His mother, Melissa McMullen, 
has a hair salon
. As a result, Mr. Lang was able to refine his look ahead of the state tournament, adding flourishes -- highlights on top, bleach to the sides -- to his permed mullet. He shared his mental calculus.



"Look good, feel good," he said.



Ms. McMullen said she was initially wary of perming her son's mullet.



"You're going against your better judgment," she said. "But you know deep down that this is what these boys want, and you really just want to make them feel good."



Mr. Lang also was among several players from New Ulm who grew -- or at least tried to grow -- mustaches. Mr. Lang augmented his with black hair dye, his mother said.



"Some of them actually think they look good," Mr. Neuman, the team's coach, said. "But you know what? They're high school kids. You've got to let them have a little fun."
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White House Calls on Republicans to End Biden Impeachment Inquiry



The president's counsel told Speaker Mike Johnson that it was "obviously time to move on," citing G.O.P. lawmakers' own doubts about the impeachment bid.




President Biden's advisers want to make clear to the public that House Republicans' impeachment drive has all but collapsed.




By Peter Baker


Mar 15, 2024


The White House insisted on Friday that House Republicans end their effort to impeach President Biden, declaring that "enough is enough" after their monthslong inquiry failed to turn up promised evidence of high crimes and misdemeanors.



"It is obviously time to move on, Mr. Speaker," Edward N. Siskel, the White House counsel, wrote in a four-page letter to Speaker Mike Johnson. "This impeachment is over. There is too much important work to be done for the American people to continue wasting time on this charade."



The letter comes as the Republican impeachment drive has 
all but collapsed
 after the 
indictment of a key witness
 on charges of making up allegations against Hunter Biden, the president's son. A number of Republicans have cast doubt on the venture, and even some champions of impeachment have now concluded that they could not muster a majority if they sent articles to the floor charging Mr. Biden.



The White House hopes to capitalize on Republicans' disarray, in effect calling their bluff and daring them to put up or shut up, although the hard-liners in the G.O.P. conference are unlikely to choose either option. Mr. Biden's team harbors little hope that Republicans will formally call off the inquiry, much less acknowledge that they have nothing much to show for it, but the president's advisers want to put a punctuation mark on the Republican setbacks and make clear to the public that impeachment is effectively dead.



It is part of a newly aggressive strategy by the president as he embarks on his re-election campaign in earnest, starting with his 
confrontational State of the Union address
 last week and his 
active schedule of travel
 in battleground states since. After a period in which allies feared Mr. Biden was being too passive, he hopes to get back on offense as he engages in a rematch with former President Donald J. Trump, whom he defeated in 2020.



House Republicans are not quite ready to give up. They argue that they are still investigating and have scheduled a hearing with Hunter Biden's former business associates next week. They are also demanding recordings from the investigation of the special counsel Robert K. Hur, who examined Mr. Biden's handling of classified documents, even though that was not among the topics of the impeachment inquiry and Mr. Hur decided no criminal charges were warranted.



But in a recognition that an impeachment vote is unlikely at this point, Republicans have been exploring an alternative strategy of 
issuing criminal referrals
 urging the Justice Department to investigate Mr. Biden or people around him. Such a move would carry no legal weight and would essentially be little more than a symbolic statement, unless Mr. Trump wins and uses the referrals to justify a prosecution of Mr. Biden after he leaves office.



Unsurprisingly, Mr. Johnson did not take the advice from the White House. "It is not surprising that the White House would prefer to close the ongoing House inquiry which has uncovered that the Biden family and their associates received over $20 million from foreign sources, and that President Biden has lied repeatedly," said Raj Shah, a spokesman for the speaker. "The White House does not get to decide how impeachment gets resolved, that is for Congress to decide."



While Republicans say that the Bidens and their circle made more than $20 million from foreign sources in China, Ukraine and elsewhere, fact checkers have concluded that much of the money went to their business associates, not the family itself, and what did go to the Bidens was payment to Hunter Biden and the president's brother James Biden, who had engaged in business deals.



Republicans have failed to show that Mr. Biden received any profit, and so far have only pointed to his son and brother paying him back for a few no-interest loans. Republicans also have produced no evidence that the business relationships were illegal or resulted in a quid pro quo by the president.



In his letter on Friday, Mr. Siskel needled the House G.O.P. majority over its problems with impeachment. He quoted Republicans themselves as saying that they "can't identify a particular crime" supposedly committed by the president and lamenting that they had made impeachment "a social media issue as opposed to a constitutional concept."



"The House majority ought to work with the president on our economy, national security and other important priorities on behalf of the American people, not continue to waste time on political stunts like this," Mr. Siskel wrote.



Rather than finding proof that the president committed impeachable offenses, he added, "the investigation has continually turned up evidence that, in fact, the president did nothing wrong." He listed 20 witnesses whose testimony, in his view, undercut the Republican theory that money paid to Hunter Biden by foreign firms amounted to bribery and noted that "the majority cannot identify any policy or governing decisions that were supposedly improperly influenced."



Mr. Siskel criticized Republicans for seeking to interview again witnesses who had already testified, "perhaps hoping the facts will be different the second time around," which he called "just the latest abusive tactic in this investigation." Republican efforts to seize on Mr. Hur's investigation, he added, amounted to searching for "a flotation device for the sinking impeachment effort."



The Republican investigation began shortly after the party took control of the House early last year and was 
authorized as an official impeachment inquiry
 in September by Kevin McCarthy, the House speaker at the time. The full House 
voted in December
 to formalize the inquiry on a strictly party-line vote.



The impeachment drive, however, took a major blow last month when Alexander Smirnov, a witness relied on by the Republicans, was charged with fabricating claims that Mr. Biden and his son had each sought $5 million bribes from a Ukrainian company. Mr. Smirnov 
told investigators
 that "officials associated with Russian intelligence were involved in passing a story" about Hunter Biden.



"None of the evidence has demonstrated that the president did anything wrong," Mr. Siskel wrote. "In fact, it has shown the opposite of what House Republicans have claimed."
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Man Who Shot Another on Subway Train Unlikely to Be Charged, D.A. Says



Evidence indicates that a 32-year-old man acted in self-defense when he shot a man with whom he had been fighting on a moving A train, Brooklyn's top prosecutor said.




The shooting on Thursday inside the Hoyt-Schermerhorn station happened a week after Gov. Kathy Hochul deployed hundreds of National Guard members and state troopers to the subway system.




By Hurubie Meko


Mar 15, 2024


A 32-year-old man who shot a second man in the head during an altercation 
on a moving A train
 Thursday evening appears to have acted in self-defense and will not be criminally charged for now, the Brooklyn district attorney said on Friday.



The shooting, which followed a frightening, chaotic confrontation on a crowded subway car during the evening rush, left the second man, 36, in critical but stable condition. The gun he was shot with was one he brought onto the train and brandished during the altercation, the police said.



Oren Yaniv, a spokesman for the district attorney, Eric Gonzalez, described the shooting as "shocking and deeply upsetting."



"The investigation into this tragic incident is ongoing," Mr. Yaniv said in a statement, "but, at this stage, evidence of self-defense precludes us from filing any criminal charges against the shooter."



The confrontation that preceded the shooting involved the 36-year-old man who wound up being shot and the 32-year-old, whom the older man was harassing as the northbound A train pulled into Hoyt-Schermerhorn station in Downtown Brooklyn around 4:45 p.m., the police said.



The two men did not know each other, the police said, and it was not clear how the altercation began. But cellphone video of the episode that captured the minutes leading up to the shooting shows the eventual victim screaming threats and racist remarks at the second man.



Officials had not released the name of either man as of Friday morning and were also searching for a woman who appeared to have stabbed the 36-year-old man before the shooting occurred.



In the video, the 36-year-old man stands over the 32-year-old, walking back and forth in front of him and repeatedly threatening him, saying "I will beat you up." Eventually, the 32-year-old man stands up, and the two square off.



The older man wrestles the younger man into a seat and stands over him, pummeling him. Just then, a woman rushes up and appears to stab the older man in the lower back. It is not clear whether the woman knew the younger man before the encounter.



The older man, blood seeping through his white T-shirt, pulls a gun from his coat and confronts both the younger man and the woman, who have moved to the far end of the subway car.



As other panicked riders rush to the other end of the car, the video shifts away from the fight. Gunshots and screaming can be heard.



At a news conference on Friday, Jeffrey Maddrey, the Police Department's chief of department, said that the 36-year-old had pulled out a gun during the dispute and that the younger man had taken it and shot the older man.



The police released a video at the news conference that showed the 36-year-old man entering a subway station without paying a fare; it was not clear which station. The police said on Thursday that the altercation had started after the 32-year-old man got on the A train at the Nostrand Avenue station.



"Evidence is still unfolding," Chief Maddrey said on Friday, adding, "Oftentimes, we see people enter into the subway station looking to cause harm, and they never pay the fare."



Hermann Walz, a former state prosecutor and adjunct professor at John Jay College of Criminal Justice, noted in an interview on Friday before Mr. Gonzalez announced his decision that it was ultimately up to the district attorney, based on the evidence, whether to file charges.



In June, 
a grand jury in Brooklyn voted not to indict
 a man who had fatally stabbed a passenger on a subway train. The man, Jordan Williams, 20, of Queens, stabbed Devictor Ouedraogo, 36, on a northbound J train, the police said.



Mr. Ouedraogo had gotten into a dispute with other passengers, including Mr. Williams's girlfriend, according to law enforcement officials. Witnesses said Mr. Ouedraogo threw the first punch, an official said.



In an interview with NY1 Friday morning, Janno Lieber, the chief executive of the Metropolitan Transportation Authority, the state agency that operates the subway, called the episode "harrowing."



"When you're in that situation, in a subway car and something that bad is going on and you're fleeing for your own safety, that's just the nightmare for all of us at the M.T.A.," he said. "That's a nightmare for New Yorkers."



The shooting inside the Hoyt-Schermerhorn station, which is served by the A, C and G trains, occurred a week after Gov. Kathy Hochul deployed hundreds of National Guard members and state troopers to check bags in the subway system. Ms. Hochul described the move as an effort to deter crime and ease riders' fears. The altercation also came amid growing complaints that the M.T.A. 
has not done enough to guarantee worker safety
.



A string of violent episodes in recent years has left some subway riders on edge.



In 2022, 
Michelle Alyssa Go
 was on a subway platform in Times Square when a 61-year-old man pushed her from behind, shoving her to her death in front of a southbound train. Months later, there was a 
mass shooting on the R train in Brooklyn
.



More recently, a 
45-year-old crossing guard
 was fatally shot on a train in Brooklyn in January after intervening in a fight, and 
a 35-year-old man was killed
 and five other people were wounded after an argument broke out among teenagers on a train in the Bronx last month.



In response, 
officials introduced several anti-crime initiatives
 in the subway, including adding more police officers and increasing overtime pay for them, and began 
removing severely mentally ill homeless people from the system
.



Surveys by the M.T.A. consistently show that some riders perceive the subway as dangerous, even when data does not necessarily confirm that view.



In 
a post on the social media site X late Thursday
, Jumaane Williams, New York City's public advocate, said he had seen videos of the "terrifying moments" for straphangers and he implored Ms. Hochul to do more to increase subway safety.



Officers at the Hoyt-Schermerhorn station, which has a police outpost, heard gunshots as the train arrived there on Thursday and responded immediately, said Michael Kemper, the Police Department's, chief of transit, at a news conference that day.



According to an internal police report, the first officer on the scene was engaged in a transit inspection when he heard four gunshots as the train pulled into the station. The officer took cover and saw a man run out of a subway car with blood on his face, at which point officers stopped him at gunpoint and placed him on his stomach, the report said.



The officers saw a man lying under the seats of a subway car, not moving and surrounded by blood, the report said. The officers also found a gun, a 38-caliber Ruger, a few feet away.



The older man had two stab wounds to his lower back and "penetrating" wounds to the right side of his neck, the left side of his chest, his right temple and just below his right eye, which was ruptured, the report said.



Another 
video posted on X
 shows the younger man splayed on his stomach on platform steps. As he is led away in handcuffs, the 36-year-old man can be seen lying on his back through the subway car windows. He appears to move his head very slightly as officers begin tending to him.



Moments later, the man can be seen lying on his side and facing the window, a red stain visible on his back, as officers in white gloves examine him.



Chief Maddrey said the public response had been "incredible," with videos recorded by people on the train giving "us additional evidence that we needed to piece together questions that we had."



Chelsia Rose Marcius
 contributed reporting.
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Supreme Court Narrowly Interprets Landmark Reduced Sentencing Law



The justices sided with the government in a case focused on who is eligible for shorter prison sentences under the bipartisan First Step Act passed in 2018.




The Supreme Court's decision in a prison sentencing case did not split along ideological lines.




By Abbie VanSickle


Mar 15, 2024


The Supreme Court sided with the government on Friday, narrowly interpreting a provision of a landmark criminal justice law in a decision likely to limit the number of federal prisoners who are eligible for reduced sentences for nonviolent drug crimes.



The 
decision
, by a vote of 6 to 3, did not split along ideological lines. The majority opinion, written by Justice Elena Kagan, concluded that a criminal defendant must meet a series of criminal history conditions to qualify for relief. A failure to meet any of the criteria, she wrote, would render a prisoner ineligible.



The case focused on who is eligible for shorter prison sentences under the First Step Act, bipartisan legislation passed in 2018 to address the human and financial costs of the country's booming prison population.



Under a provision known as the "safety valve," judges can disregard federal mandatory minimum sentences for people with limited criminal history convicted of certain nonviolent drug offenses.



The law lists three types of criminal history among its criteria for eligibility. The justices were asked to decide whether just one type of criminal history disqualifies a person from a lighter sentence, or whether all three must be present for a disqualification.



Like the arguments, which were focused on grammar -- basically, what does "and" mean in a list -- Justice Kagan's opinion adopted the tone of an English teacher. The opinion, joined by Chief Justice John G. Roberts Jr. and Justices Clarence Thomas, Samuel A. Alito Jr., Brett M. Kavanaugh and Amy Coney Barrett, was peppered with examples of sentence structure, pulling from childhood classics.



"Consider this perhaps half-remembered line from childhood: 'On Saturday he ate through one piece of chocolate cake, one ice cream cone, one pickle, one slice of Swiss cheese, one slice of salami, one lollipop, one piece of cherry pie, one sausage, one cupcake and one slice of watermelon,'" Justice Kagan wrote, citing the book "The Very Hungry Caterpillar."



The use of the word "and" meant that the caterpillar ate each one of the foods, she wrote.



In dissent, Justice Neil M. Gorsuch, who was joined by Justices Sonia Sotomayor and Ketanji Brown Jackson, emphasized the purpose of the First Step Act. The legislation, he wrote, promised to give "more individuals the chance to avoid one-size-fits-all mandatory minimums and receive instead sentences that account for their particular circumstances and crimes."



The case, 
Pulsifer v. United States
, No. 22-340, involved Mark E. Pulsifer, who had been accused of twice selling methamphetamine to a confidential informant in southwest Iowa.



After a federal grand jury indicted him, he pleaded guilty to a single count of distributing at least 50 grams of methamphetamine. He had a prior drug conviction from 2013 in the state for possessing a controlled substance with intent to distribute.



Mr. Pulsifer's lawyer had argued that his client was eligible for relief under the First Step Act unless he met all three criteria laid out in the law. The government argued that he was ineligible because he met one of the criteria.



In siding with the government, Justice Kagan gave example after example of uses of the word "and" to explain the court's reasoning.



"Suppose a person says after visiting a bookstore, 'I bought a novel, a memoir and a travel guide,'" Justice Kagan wrote.



"Ordinary people still understand the verb to carry over to all the books in the sentence," she continued, adding that it was "just a more efficient way of saying 'I bought a novel, bought a memoir and bought a travel guide.'"



She shared an example of a doctor dispensing medical advice: "A hospital tells you that it can perform a medical procedure only if you 'don't eat, drink and smoke for the preceding 12 hours.'"



Even Mr. Pulsifer's lawyer agreed that "he would not feel free to have a steak and martini so long as he abstained from tobacco," the justice wrote.



Although Mr. Pulsifer had argued that "Congress could have expressed its intent more clearly," she added that "we do not demand (or in truth expect) that Congress draft in the most translucent way possible."



She found that Mr. Pulsifer's interpretation strained credibility and would lead to a reading of the law that made no sense.



"Pulsifer's reading would negate one of three -- indeed, the first of three -- provisions in the very paragraph he is trying to interpret," Justice Kagan wrote.



The majority dismissed the argument by Mr. Pulsifer that the court should broadly interpret the law because it was aimed at reducing prison sentences and lowering the number of people behind bars.



That was "a misguided argument about legislative purpose" that did "not assist in interpreting the statutory text before us," Justice Kagan wrote.



In the dissent, Justice Gorsuch explained that in the 1980s and 1990s, Congress adopted a series of mandatory minimum prison sentences that led, in part, to a skyrocketing increase in the federal prison population in less than a decade. The First Step Act, he wrote, was Congress's effort "to recalibrate its approach."



"The dispute before us matters profoundly," Justice Gorsuch added. "Our decision today thus promises to affect the lives and liberty of thousands of individuals."



The dissent had none of the playful grammatical examples of the majority.



Justice Gorsuch wrote that the interpretation of "and" in the law meant the difference between incarceration and freedom for thousands.



"If this difference seems a small one, it is anything but," Justice Gorsuch wrote. "Adopting the government's preferred interpretation guarantees that thousands more people in the federal criminal justice system will be denied a chance -- just a chance -- at an individualized sentence."
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The Saturday Profile



An American Who Has Helped Clear 815,000 Bombs From Vietnam



Chuck Searcy has spent decades of his life redressing a deadly legacy of America's war in Vietnam: unexploded ordnance.




Chuck Searcy, 79, co-founder of a group that works to deactivate unexploded bombs in Vietnam, a legacy of the war. He stood next to deactivated ordnance in Dong Ha City, Quang Tri Province, last month.




By Seth Mydans


Mar 15, 2024


On a visit to the former battlefield of Khe Sanh, scene of one of the bloodiest standoffs of the Vietnam War, the only people Chuck Searcy encountered on the broad, barren field were two young boys who led him to an unexploded rocket lying by a ditch.



One of the youngsters reached out to give the bomb a kick until Mr. Searcy cried out, "No, Stop!"



"It was my first encounter with unexploded ordnance," Mr. Searcy said of that moment in 1992. "I had no idea that I would be dedicating my life to removing them."



It was not Mr. Searcy's first encounter with Vietnam. He served there as a soldier in 1968, the same year as the battle of Khe Sanh, and came away disillusioned.



As a U.S. Army intelligence analyst, he had had access to a full range of raw information, from the enemy's body counts to exaggerated claims of American progress.



"We got to see almost everything," he said in a recent interview. "And I saw that our friends back home were being given information that was not just misleading but deliberate lies."



"That shocked us as innocent young men," he added, "and we began to feel that the system was broken.



By the time his one-year tour of duty ended, Mr. Searcy found himself doubting not only the war but his own character.



"I've really sometimes wondered if my timidity or refusal to step up and say this was wrong, whether this was a moral failure on my part," he said. "It was a worry that made me feel that I was failing in a duty that I had as an American."



That sense of duty has propelled him to commit his life to redressing one of the most deadly legacies of the war: the millions of unexploded bombs and land mines that continue to kill and injure people every year.




Truong Son National Military Cemetery in Gio Linh District, Quang Tri Province.




Now 79 and living in Hanoi, Mr. Searcy is perhaps the most widely known American veteran among Vietnamese, often giving local interviews and making statements that stress his antiwar views, and helping bend American policies toward engagement with Vietnam.



"Chuck was one of the pioneers among the veterans in normalizing relations between the two countries," said Hoang Nam, a senior government official in Quang Tri Province who met Mr. Searcy just out of college.



Together, the two men founded Project Renew, based in Quang Tri, which since 2001 has been deploying teams of de-miners, teaching schoolchildren how to stay safe, and providing prosthetics and job training to victims.




Students from a local school visiting the Mine Action Visitor Center in Dong Ha City.




Mr. Searcy said he was often asked what motivates his commitment to the welfare of postwar Vietnam.



It is not guilt, he said. Rather, it's a sense of responsibility to try to remedy the damage his country has caused.



The phrase he particularly embraces is a Marine Corps directive that involves clearing away spent metal shell casings on a firing range: Policing up your brass.



Mr. Searcy is, both figuratively and literally, policing up the deadly ordnance that the Americans left behind throughout Vietnam.



Quang Tri Province, the site of Khe Sanh and on the border with the Ho Chi Minh Trail, is just below the line that divided South and North Vietnam. It was the most heavily bombed region in Vietnam, Mr. Searcy said.



"It was kind of pointless," he said. "They just bombed and bombed and bombed until there were no targets left. That made no sense."



Altogether, Mr. Searcy said, almost eight million tons of ordnance was dropped on Vietnam from 1965 to 1975. Bombs that failed to detonate became de facto land mines, which the Vietnamese government estimates have caused 100,000 deaths and injuries since the war's end.




Deactivated unexploded ordnance on display at the visitor center. 




Since Project Renew began its work, in partnership with Norwegian People's Aid -- an organization that operates land mine-clearing operations in more than a dozen countries -- the toll in Quang Tri has declined from over 70 incidents a year to zero in 2019. Together with the Norwegians, Project Renew employs 180 deminers.



The goal, said Mr. Nam, the co-director of Renew, is to bring the problem under control so that people can go about their lives without fear. But every day, Mr. Searcy said, his deminers receive two or three or four reports of newly discovered ordnance.



In the last three years, two people have died in Quang Tri: a man digging a new floor in his kitchen and a boy who picked up and threw a cluster bomb.



In addition, annual flooding causes the ground to shift, making it impossible to declare an area definitively cleared of ordnance.




Mr. Searcy with Trinh Thi Hong Tham, 30, team leader of a demining team, at the visitor center.




"It's impossible for a province or a country to be absolutely free of bombs," Mr. Nam said.



One victim, Ho Van Lai, 34, now works with Renew, teaching schoolchildren to identify and avoid unexploded bombs.



He was a child 24 years ago when he came across a cluster bomb, known here as a bombie, by the side of the road. "We thought they were toys to play with," he said. "I was curious. I began banging on it with a stone. I didn't hear the explosion but I heard my friends screaming, and I felt hot inside."



He lost both legs below the knee, one arm above the elbow and the sight in one eye.




Ho Van Lai, 34, leading a tour for students from a local school at the visitor center. Mr. Lai is a victim of a cluster bomb that exploded when he was 10.




After his year as an Army intelligence analyst in Vietnam, Mr. Searcy finished his military stint in Germany. Returning home to Athens, Ga., in 1970, he said, "I was angry and confused."



He enrolled at the University of Georgia, where he earned a B.A. in political science, joined the antiwar group Vietnam Veterans Against the War and began to speak out publicly about his views.



His father, who had fought the Germans and been imprisoned during World War II, was furious.



"We don't know who you are any more," his parents told him. "What happened to you? Did they turn you into a Communist?"



But as happened to many Americans in those years, his parents' doubts about the war gradually increased and their views changed.




Mr. Searcy and Nguyen Thanh Phu, an official with Project Renew, at the Khe Sanh Combat Base in Khe Sanh, Quang Tri Province.




"Your mother and I have been talking," his father told him one day months later, "and we came to the conclusion that the war is a bad thing, that you were right and we were wrong."



He and a colleague founded a weekly paper, The Athens Observer, and ran it for more than a decade. Mr. Searcy then became involved with politics, joining political campaigns and working as a U.S. Senate staff member.



In 1992, together with an Army friend, he returned to Vietnam "to see what the country looked like in peacetime."



They spent a month on the road and found a country still suffering, cut off from international aid by an American embargo and struggling in poverty under doctrinaire Communist economic strictures.




Mr. Searcy reading names on a wall at Truong Son National Military Cemetery in Gio Linh District, Quang Tri Province.




"We were amazed at the warm welcome from the Vietnamese people, who seemed to have forgiven us for the terrible pain and suffering we caused in the war," Mr. Searcy wrote in a reminiscence published in The Vietnam Times in 2022. "I realized then I wanted to come back and find some way to help the Vietnamese people recover from the tragic war the United States had caused."



His first chance to help came in 1995 when the Vietnam Veterans of America Foundation asked him to set up a humanitarian project to help disabled children, amputees and others who had been crippled by polio, cerebral palsy and other diseases.



When Mr. Searcy heard how many people were still being killed by unexploded bombs, he said, "my jaw dropped."



This became his mission. He and the Norwegian group founded Renew with half a million dollars in seed money from private donors.




Prosthetic legs for amputees at the visitor center. 




Mr. Searcy has become a fixture of Hanoi's expatriate community, a tall, lanky figure who speaks the language and seems to know almost everybody.



"He is incorrigibly social," wrote George Black, who tells his story in "
The Long Reckoning
: A Story of War, Peace and Redemption in Vietnam."



In 2003, Mr. Searcy was awarded Vietnam's National Friendship Medal, the highest award to a foreigner who has contributed to the country's welfare.



In Project Renew's two decades of operation, 815,000 bombs of all types have been detonated or taken out of action, Mr. Searcy said: aerial-dropped bombs, cluster bombs, artillery shells, booby traps, grenades and mortar rounds.



"Imagine that! 815,000, " he said, "My god!"




Tanks at Khe Sanh Combat Base. It was at the site of the Battle of Khe Sanh where Mr. Searcy first encountered unexploded ordnance, a day that would change the rest of his life.
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Shabab Gunmen Penetrate Heavy Security to Besiege Hotel in Somalia



The attack in the capital, which left three dead and 27 injured, points to Al Shabab's ability to continue terrorizing the country, despite a Somali government offensive and American airstrikes.




The damaged SYL Hotel on Friday, after the attack in Somalia's capital, Mogadishu, by militants with Al Shabab, which is linked to the group Al Qaeda.




By Abdi Latif Dahir


Mar 15, 2024


Five assailants with the terrorist group Al Shabab stormed a hotel in a highly fortified area close to Somalia's presidential palace on Thursday night, engaging security forces for about 12 hours in sustained fighting that left three people dead and injured 27 -- including members of parliament -- before the militants were finally killed, according to Somali officials.



The attack underscored Al Shabab's enduring capacity to stage attacks on a high-profile target in the capital, despite an aggressive counteroffensive by the Somali government, 
backed by the U.S. military
.



President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud
 promised to eliminate the group by fighting 
it militarily,
 ideologically and financially, when he came to power in mid-2022.



The militants with Al Shabab, a Qaeda-linked group, stormed the SYL Hotel in central Mogadishu after 9:30 p.m. local time, a police spokesman, Kasim Ahmed Roble, said Friday. Video footage 
broadcast
 on local television showed mangled cars and widespread destruction near the hotel's entrance, while debris and blood covered the hotel's floors inside.



"It is a disappointment for the Somali people that an explosion happened in the safest place in Somalia, which is so close to the presidential palace," Osman Mohamed, a 25-year-old shopkeeper in Mogadishu, said on Friday. "This is a tough reality, and we are hoping President Hassan Sheikh will fix it."



The Shabab have been staging attacks in Somalia for more than 15 years, fighting to topple the Western-backed government and establish a state in line with their own interpretation of Islam. African Union peacekeeping forces, which helped to deter Al Shabab for years, are due to pull out by December.



Al Shabab has 
attacked
 the SYL Hotel 
multiple times
 over the years, killing dozens of people, according to officials.



The hotel, located in a highly guarded area, is frequented by lawmakers, businesspeople and clan elders. Officers at multiple security checkpoints regularly inspect documents and vehicles and even request identification cards from passers-by.



Mr. Roble did not immediately explain how the Shabab militants passed through those security barriers to reach the hotel.



"We are still investigating how things transpired," he said.



Three soldiers were killed in the attack, Mr. Roble said in a news conference. The 27 people injured included three lawmakers, nine police officers and 15 civilians, he said.




Security forces near the SYL Hotel on Friday.




Mr. Mohamud's administration has been able to score some gains against the group, kicking them out of villages and towns in central Somalia and targeting their economic networks, according to officials and experts.



The government also tightened security in the capital in recent months, limiting the group's ability to carry out massive attacks like the one in late 2022 that 
killed more than 100 people
, many of them students.



However, while the first phase of the offensive was successful, Somali and American officials say that rains, floods and other logistical challenges have 
delayed the second stage of the counteroffensive
.



In a sign of the group's resilience, the Shabab and Somali forces have engaged in fierce fighting in recent weeks in central Somalia, and the Somali police said this month that they 
conducted an operation that seized 140 mortars
 belonging to the group in the capital, Mogadishu. The group also 
seized
 a United Nations helicopter in January and took six passengers hostage, among them four Ukrainians, according to officials.



This week, the U.S. Department of Treasury imposed 
sanctions
 on 16 people and companies in Kenya, Somalia, Cyprus, Uganda and the United Arab Emirates, which it said helped to launder the group's $100 million 
annual revenue
.



Hussein Mohamed
 contributed reporting from Mogadishu, Somalia.
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Sam Bankman-Fried Should Get 40 to 50 Years in Prison, Prosecutors Say



Mr. Bankman-Fried, who was convicted of seven counts of fraud and conspiracy, faces a maximum penalty of 110 years.




Sam Bankman-Fried, founder of the crypto firm FTX, leaving federal court in Manhattan in February 2023. He is scheduled to be sentenced this month.




By Matthew Goldstein and David Yaffe-Bellany


Mar 15, 2024


Federal prosecutors said on Friday that 
Sam Bankman-Fried
, the disgraced cryptocurrency mogul, should receive a prison sentence of 40 to 50 years for his conviction on fraud charges.



The prosecutors outlined the sentencing recommendation in a filing in U.S. District Court in Manhattan. Mr. Bankman-Fried's sentencing hearing is scheduled for March 28, during which Judge Lewis A. Kaplan will decide his fate. He faces a maximum possible penalty of 110 years.



"Justice requires that he receive a prison sentence commensurate with the extraordinary dimensions of his crimes," the prosecutors said in a 116-page sentencing memo to the judge.






In 
a separate filing
 last month, lawyers for Mr. Bankman-Fried, 32, argued that he should receive a sentence of no more than six and a half years.



A spokesman for Mr. Bankman-Fried declined to comment.



Just 18 months ago, Mr. Bankman-Fried was a high-flying crypto mogul, presiding over the cryptocurrency exchange FTX, a $40 billion business empire. But then FTX collapsed practically overnight, putting him in the cross hairs of law enforcement.



In November, a federal jury in Manhattan 
convicted Mr. Bankman-Fried
 of stealing $8 billion from FTX's customers to finance political contributions, investments in other companies and lavish real-estate purchases.



FTX's implosion and Mr. Bankman-Fried's subsequent arrest and conviction were seen as a historic nadir for the loosely regulated crypto world.



"The crypto industry might be new," Damian Williams, the U.S. attorney for the Southern District of New York, said after the verdict, "but this kind of fraud, this kind of corruption, is as old as time."



Since then, the crypto industry appears to have put Mr. Bankman-Fried's crimes in the rearview mirror. As he prepares for his sentencing, the prices of most digital assets have soared, with 
Bitcoin reaching
 a record high this month.



Mr. Bankman-Fried could face what would amount to life in prison. According to court records, a probation officer recommended a 100-year sentence, just 10 years less than the maximum. In the filing last month, Mr. Bankman-Fried's lawyers called that recommendation "barbaric" and "grotesque."



Marc Mukasey, the lawyer Mr. Bankman-Fried hired to prepare for the sentencing, argued in his legal filing that a 100-year sentence would be reminiscent of the 150 years given to 
Bernard Madoff
, who pleaded guilty in 2009 to running one of the biggest Ponzi schemes in history. Any comparisons between the two men are inappropriate, Mr. Mukasey said, given "the duration and dollars" involved in Mr. Madoff's crimes -- a 20-year-long fraud that generated $64 billion in paper losses.



Mr. Mukasey also pointed out that it took a court-appointed trustee more than 15 years to return roughly $14 billion to Mr. Madoff's investors. By contrast, the bankruptcy lawyers overseeing FTX's unwinding have suggested that customers of Mr. Bankman-Fried's failed exchange are likely to get back all of their money on a relatively fast timeline.



Judges are not required to follow federal sentencing guidelines. And in imposing a sentence, Judge Kaplan can consider a range of factors, including Mr. Bankman-Fried's age, the fact that he is a first-time offender and the potential for him to be rehabilitated.



But one factor that may work against Mr. Bankman-Fried is that he chose to testify at his trial and 
seemed evasive at times
 during cross-examination. If Judge Kaplan concludes that Mr. Bankman-Fried testified falsely, he could take that into account in deciding the sentence.
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Down the Rabbit Hole in Search of a Few Frames of Irish American History



The silent film "The Callahans and the Murphys" was pulled after an uproar over stereotyping. What happened next tantalized one fan of old movies.




Carol Galbraith, a motion picture lab specialist for the Library of Congress, at work inspecting images for possible repair.




By Dan Barry


Mar 15, 2024


One moment I am sprawled on a couch in my New Jersey home, lost in another classic old movie. The next, I am falling through the floorboards and tumbling like Alice into the wondrous unknown, only to land in a bunkerlike government structure built into the side of a Virginia mountain.



Yes, I had gone down a rabbit hole, down into the black-hole past. As I plummeted, I learned about "lost" movies, an unlikely box office star, a secure facility where national memories are stored -- and a silent film whose comic Irish stereotypes once caused uproars in theaters.



Follow me down, why don't you?



My descent began as I watched "Dinner at Eight," a 1933 classic featuring several early MGM luminaries, including 
Marie Dressler
, a stout actor in her early 60s whose impeccable timing and weary resilience had made her the biggest star in Hollywood. Depression-era audiences adored her, sensing that she, too, knew hard times. And she did.



Wanting to know more about Dressler, I opened my laptop and down the hole I went. I learned that Dressler's success had come after decades of triumph and travail. By 1927 she was nearly broke and considering a housekeeping job when a dear friend, the celebrated screenwriter 
Frances Marion
, offered Dressler a lead role in her next picture: "The Callahans and the Murphys," a silent comedy so controversial, I read, that it was yanked from circulation and is now considered lost.



Wait. What?



I am a first-generation Irish American who is fairly steeped in the reflections of me and mine in popular culture -- from the simian Irish 
caricatures
 of Thomas Nast to Christopher's nightmare in "The Sopranos" that hell is an Irish 
bar
 called the Emerald Piper. But my ignorance of "The Callahans and the Murphys" sent me deeper into the well of curiosity.



The plot, I learned from news accounts and MGM records, centered on two tenement Irish families in a place called Goat Alley, where, a title card explained, "a courteous gentleman always takes off his hat before striking a lady." Mrs. Callahan (Dressler) and Mrs. Murphy (Polly Moran) are quarreling friends with large, commingling broods; the Callahans' daughter is dating Murphy's bootlegger son. There are fleas and chamber pots and thumbed noses and a St. Patrick's Day picnic that -- hold on to your shillelagh! -- devolves into a drunken brawl.



Released in June 1927, the comedy initially received encouraging reviews, with several critics singling out Dressler's performance. Her career now revived, she would go on to win the hearts of America -- and an Academy Award for best actress (for her role in the 1930 comedy-drama "Min and Bill") -- before dying at 65 in 1934.




Galbraith in the National Audio-Visual Conservation Center, where millions of film-related items are stored.




But several Irish American organizations lodged complaints about the depiction of Irish life as one long, intoxicated slugfest. MGM blithely defended the film as good-natured fun, only to realize that an intractable Hibernian grudge was taking hold, as this internal studio telegram  reflects:



Worried about its investment, MGM made several cuts and changes to stem the growing outrage among the country's Irish Catholics -- who, it should be noted, already felt under attack by a resurgent and powerful Ku Klux Klan that mocked their faith and questioned their patriotism.



References to Goat Alley and domestic-violence etiquette were cut. No more fleas, either, or comical renderings of the Catholic sign of the cross. And a lot less drinking.



In addition, a title card was added to share the malarkey that the Callahans and Murphys represented the "fast-fading old school families to whom the world is indebted for the richest and rarest of wholesome fun and humor."



In one desperate public-relations gambit, MGM all but announced that some of its best friends were Irish. Did you know that Marie Dressler had Irish blood on her mother's side, and had given to Irish causes and Catholic charities? And that her co-star Polly Moran was of fine Irish stock?



By now, Irish eyes weren't smiling; they were crossed.



Across the country, pressure from Irish newspapers, elected officials and Catholic clergy forced the film's cancellation. In New York City, moviegoers threw lightbulbs and stink bombs. In one case, a man stood up and shouted, "My mother never acted like that!"



The objections of Cardinal Dennis Joseph Dougherty, the no-nonsense archbishop of Philadelphia, finally forced MGM to surrender. In the fall of 1927, just a few months after the film's promising premiere, the studio issued an order by telegram to "withdraw 'Callahans and Murphys' from circulation immediately."



With that, "The Callahans and the Murphys" was shelved, destined to be remembered, if at all, as a foreshadowing of the movie industry's stringent Production Code of standards, later to be zealously enforced by an Irish Catholic, Joseph Breen. Intended to ensure morally acceptable moviemaking, the code's long list of prohibitions would include homosexuality, interracial relationships, adultery and overly passionate kisses.




In a digitized version of the Library of Congress clip, Polly Moran pours a cup of sugar in "The Callahans and the Murphys."




"The Callahans" is "legendary" among film scholars, said Farran Smith Nehme, a critic and historian (and Marie Dressler 
fangirl
). "There's really only been a handful of films that, instead of simply being edited, were pulled altogether because they were considered offensive."



My free fall continued. I learned that the negatives for "The Callahans" were probably destroyed, that no complete print is known to exist and that it is just one of many thousands of so-called lost films.



To find out more, I contacted David Pierce, a film historian and preservationist at the Library of Congress, who told me that of the nearly 11,000 features released in the United States before 1930, only about 25 percent have survived in any complete form. "And they're not necessarily the 25 percent you want to see," he said.



The reasons are many. The nitrocellulose -- or nitrate -- used at the time as a base for filmmaking was quick to decompose and highly flammable; fires were not uncommon. What little worth silent films had after their run vanished with the advent of sound in the late 1920s. Prints were often stripped of their silver content and junked.



Indifference also played a role. Studios tended to categorize movies as business widgets with finite shelf lives, rather than as cultural works deserving of posterity. "By 1935, nothing had less value than a silent movie," Pierce said.



But the Library of Congress is the keeper of American memory. Its immense collection contains more than 178 million books, manuscripts, recordings, maps, photographs and moving images -- including a two-minute trace of "The Callahans and the Murphys."



Would I like to see it?



So deeper I fell, until finally bottoming out in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains, on the outskirts of Culpeper, Va.



Here, in the late 1960s, the federal government built an underground facility into the side of Mount Pony, about 75 miles southwest of Washington, as a secure storehouse for billions of dollars in cash in the event of nuclear war. Responsibility for the structure was eventually transferred to the Library of Congress, expanded and repurposed as the 
National Audio-Visual Conservation Cente
r, with nearly 90 miles of shelving.



Stored in the side of this mountain are four million scripts, posters, photos and other ephemera; four million sound recordings; and two million moving-image items, including about 140,000 cans of nitrate films kept in specially designed vaults where the temperature is kept at precisely 39 degrees. The vaults are divided by studio and nonstudio films: in one section, Columbia Pictures (say, "It Happened One Night"); in another, Universal Pictures ("Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein").



"It is meant to be a comprehensive representation of American cinema," said Pierce, the center's assistant chief and walking film encyclopedia. "It is not our goal, and we don't have the space or the staff, to collect absolutely everything on film."



Wherever I looked, staffers were handling, preserving and curating film. A young woman shipping a print of the 1950 musical "Annie Get Your Gun" to a film festival. A laboratory specialist repairing the tears in a fragile negative of "Seed," a 1931 melodrama that featured a very young Bette Davis.




Courtney Holschuh, an audiovisual technician at the Library of Congress center, vacuumed decomposition dust off canisters holding highly flammable film.




And, in a darkened room, two technicians waiting to show me a scanned copy of about 135 seconds of "The Callahans and the Murphys." But where did it come from?



The catalog information indicates only that it was a single-item donation from an Anthony Tarsia of Fairfax, Va., on Dec. 4, 2001.



Tarsia, it turned out, was helping to declutter his mother's home in Rockland County, N.Y., when he found boxes of film reels that transported him back to his childhood, when his late father would project old movies onto a bedsheet curtain. Many came from a family friend who delivered movie reels to theaters and TV studios.



Rather than head to a landfill, Tarsia contacted the Library of Congress. Soon he was unloading his father's cache at the institution's door in Washington.



"And that's the last I ever heard of them," Tarsia said recently.



The one true find in the Tarsia donation was the 16-millimeter "Callahans" fragment that at some point had been copied from the 35-millimeter original. Many silent films survive only on inferior 16-millimeter prints made by distributors or buffs or companies that catered to schools, prisons and other nontheatrical clients.



The short treasure was cataloged, processed, placed in a new case and eventually shipped to the Culpeper bunker, where it sat, undisturbed for years, until I inquired. Then, recently, came another inquiry, this one from the 
Irish Film Institute
, in Dublin. An archivist there had discovered a 
different
 clip from "The Callahans and the Murphys" in its collection, one that long ago had misleadingly been renamed "An Irish Picnic."



"It had been sitting there, essentially, for 20 years, without anyone realizing what it was," said Kasandra O'Connell, who oversees the institute's film archive. "Huge excitement, as you can imagine."



This grainy 
clip
, nearly three minutes long, includes a few of the controversial scenes. Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Murphy go to a St. Patrick's Day picnic, drink huge mugs of beer and proceed to get pickled. ("This stuff makes me see double and feel single!" says Mrs. Murphy.) A raucous dance leads to a, well, a donnybrook.



The Library of Congress and the Irish Film Institute made plans to share their clips online for St. Patrick's Day, by which time I hoped to be back above ground. But first: my private screening of the Library of Congress fragment in this memory shelter embedded in a mountain.



A technician tapped on a keyboard, and an uncertain 2024 blurred into the distant 1927.



It seems that the Callahans have run out of sugar. A chubby son is dispatched across the alley to borrow from Mrs. Murphy, who gladly fills a cup to overflowing. But the boy eats most of the sugar on his way home. Handed the nearly empty cup, Mrs. Callahan accuses Mrs. Murphy of being stingy.



Arguments ensue. Misunderstandings abound. The way of the world.



As black-and-white ghosts cavorted across the screen, I could only wonder what my mother from Galway -- who never acted like that! -- might have said about this silent comedy, Irish stereotypes and a son lost again down another rabbit hole.
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Russia Strengthens Its Internet Controls in Critical Year for Putin



Facing an election this weekend and the fallout from Aleksei Navalny's death and the war in Ukraine, Russia has intensified online censorship using techniques pioneered by China.




St. Petersburg this month. Russia is taking a systemic approach to change the way its domestic internet functions, according to civil society groups, researchers and companies that have been affected.




By Adam Satariano, Paul Mozur and Aaron Krolik


Mar 15, 2024


Russia is ratcheting up its internet censorship ahead of elections this weekend that are all but assured to give 
President Vladimir V. Putin
 another six years in power, further shrinking one of the last remaining spaces for political activism, independent information and free speech.



The Russian authorities have intensified a crackdown against digital tools used to get around internet blocks, throttled access to WhatsApp and other communications apps in specific areas during protests, and expanded a program to cut off websites and online services, according to civil society groups, researchers and companies that have been affected.



Russia, they said, is turning to techniques that go beyond its established practices of hacking and digital surveillance, taking a more systemic approach to change the way its domestic internet functions. In doing so, the country is using methods pioneered by China and Iran, forming an authoritarian model for regulating the internet that contrasts with the more open approach of the United States.



Russia "has reached a new level of blocking in the last six months," said Mikhail Klimarev, a Russian telecommunications expert and executive director of the Internet Protection Society, a civil society group.



Internet censorship has grown in Russia for more than a decade, but the scale and effectiveness of the most recent blocks have surprised even technical experts. The techniques add to an infrastructure of repression built by Mr. Putin to keep protesters and opponents in check and serve the country 
a diet of state propaganda
.



The moves come at a critical time for Mr. Putin, who has been dealing with memorials for Aleksei A. Navalny, the Kremlin's fiercest critic, after he 
died last month
 in a Russian prison, as well as the effects of an ongoing war in Ukraine. On Friday, Russians also begin heading to the polls to vote in a presidential election that Mr. Putin is all but certain to win, with the strengthened internet controls showing the government does not plan to take any chances.



Roskomnadzor, Russia's main internet regulator, did not respond to a request for comment.



In ramping up its internet crackdown, Russia has taken cues from China, where the internet is heavily restricted and social media is closely monitored.



In 2016, Fang Binxing, the father of China's Great Firewall, the system used to censor the country's internet, met with Russian counterparts. The relationship has since developed, according to leaked documents of meeting notes reviewed by The New York Times. The documents show how internet officials from the two countries met in 2017 and 2019 to share information about combating encryption, blocking foreign sites and curtailing protests.



Lessons from the discussions have now been put into practice in Russia.



In January, as protests shook the country's industrial province of Bashkortostan, officials successfully limited local access to the messaging apps WhatsApp and Telegram. Similar shutdowns have recently occurred in the regions of Dagestan and Yakutia, said Mr. Klimarev, who tracks online censorship in Russia and operates a company called VPN Generator.



After Mr. Navalny died last month, other restrictions followed. During Mr. Navalny's funeral in Moscow, cellular networks in nearby areas were throttled to slower speeds, making it harder to post videos and images to social media, Mr. Klimarev said.




Lyudmila Navalnaya, left, the mother of the late Russian opposition leader Aleksei A. Navalny, visiting his grave in Moscow.




In recent weeks, Russian tech companies and online activists have also reported new government efforts to identify patterns of internet traffic that come 
from virtual private networks
, or VPNs, a software designed to get around blocks.



Roskomnadzor is identifying VPNs large and small and shutting down the connections, closing many of the last loopholes that allowed Russians to access global news sites or banned social media sites like Instagram. The approach, considered more sophisticated than earlier tactics and requiring specialized technologies, 
mimics what China does
 around sensitive political moments.



Some VPNs remain available in Russia, but they are becoming harder to find. A law that took effect on March 1 banned advertisements of such services.



"If we look back at the beginning of 2022, finding a VPN was not as difficult," said Stanislav Shakirov, the technical director of Roskomsvoboda, a civil society group that supports an open internet, adding that the change indicates how quickly Russia's capabilities have improved.



Russia is also shifting the way it censors websites and internet services. After relying mainly on telecom operators to block sites named on a published blacklist, the authorities now appear to be relying more on centralized 
technology
 to block and slow traffic more discreetly from Moscow, researchers said.



Officials appear to be balancing a desire for internet control against technical limitations and fears of angering the public by restricting popular online platforms, such as YouTube and Telegram, which are used for news, entertainment and communication. The government has also encountered engineering challenges, including earlier this year when many major websites went offline for about 90 minutes, in what experts attributed to a botched test of a new blocking system.




Protesters participated in a rally in 2018 in Moscow after a court ruled to block access to the online platform Telegram in Russia.




The authorities were most likely preparing for events that could mar this weekend's election, experts said. Mr. Navalny's supporters have called for people to go to the polls on Sunday at noon to vote against Mr. Putin, hoping that images of long lines will show the world the scale of discontent. The government could undercut the plan if it can prevent the images from spreading.



The techniques build on a China-influenced playbook that has grown more sophisticated each year. In high-level meetings between China and Russia in 2017, Russian officials sought advice on methods to block websites, restrict access to the global internet and build a government-controlled internet akin to the Great Firewall, according to the records and notes from the meetings that were made available online by DDoSecrets, a group that publishes leaked documents.



The discussions also homed in on how to combat the rise in encrypted data flows, how to target larger mainstream messaging apps and what to do about services like VPNs that can get around blocks. In the exchanges, China emphasized its use of real-name registration -- a system that requires the use of a government identification card to register for cell services and social media -- as a way to keep people in check.



China and Russia must "establish the necessary connections for jointly countering current threats in the cyber environment," Alexander Zharov, who was the head of Roskomnadzor, told visiting Chinese officials in 2017, according to a leaked copy of the speech.




Alexander Zharov, a former head of Roskomnadzor, Russia's main internet regulator.




In recent months, Russia's blockages of VPNs have gone further than ever before.



"The level of blocking we're seeing in Russia far surpasses what we're seeing in China," said Yegor Sak, a founder of Windscribe, a Canadian provider of a VPN, used in Russia to circumvent internet blocks. 



With WhatsApp and Telegram, Russia has taken a different approach than China. After largely leaving the services alone for years, the authorities have recently moved to cut access to the apps at key moments of political instability. In Bashkortostan, a manufacturing and mineral hub with a large Indigenous population, the authorities temporarily cut access to Telegram and WhatsApp in January in response to protests that started after the arrest of a local environmental activist.



Meta, which owns WhatsApp, declined to comment. Telegram did not respond to a request for comment.



The outages became such a problem that people left messages on the social media pages of local politicians to turn the services back on because they needed them for daily life, according to posts on VK, the main social media site in Russia.



"I can't reach the school and can't speak to the doctor and to my relatives," one user said. "Give us WhatsApp and Telegram back," another wrote.



The blocks were "very significant" because the messaging apps, used by millions of people, were seen as much harder to disrupt, according to Ksenia Ermoshina, an expert on Russian censorship and surveillance technology. Telecom companies most likely cooperated, following government orders, she said.



The experiment suggests growing capabilities that can be used in future moments of crisis, potentially limiting the rise of political movements.



"People protest when they see other people protesting," Ms. Ermoshina said. But with the ability to cut off entire regions, the Russian government can "control regionalist and separatist movements better" and prevent demonstrations or other anger from spreading.



Openings for unregulated internet traffic are slowly being plugged. At telecommunications points where transnational internet cables enter Russia, companies are being required by the government to install new surveillance equipment, analysts said.



"The Soviet Union is returning," said Mazay Banzaev, the operator of a Russian VPN called Amnezia. "With it, complete censorship is returning."



Anatoly Kurmanaev
 contributed reporting.
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Handling of Sex Abuse Inquiry Poses Test for World Bank's Ajay Banga



The bank is facing scrutiny as it debates how to compensate victims of abuse at Kenyan schools that it was financing.




Ajay Banga was selected by President Biden to bolster the World Bank's efforts to combat climate change and inject a new sense of urgency into the institution.




By Alan Rappeport


Mar 13, 2024


At the World Bank's 
annual meetings
 last year in Morocco, the organization's new president, Ajay Banga, outlined a sweeping vision for how he wanted to rid the world of poverty while keeping the planet habitable.



Four months later, Mr. Banga, who assumed the top job last June, is confronting his first big management test and some early signs of unrest that have little to do with his aspirations to modernize the bank and supercharge its ambitions to combat climate change.



The challenge is related to an investment that the World Bank made a decade ago in a chain of schools in Kenya. The educational project was partly funded through the International Finance Corporation, the bank's investment arm. It became a source of controversy when allegations emerged in 2020 about widespread sexual abuse at the schools, prompting an investigation by the bank's internal watchdog.



The executive board of the I.F.C. has been reviewing a revised "action plan" that could take effect as soon as this week.



In recent months the World Bank's leadership has been engaged in fraught deliberations over how much responsibility to accept and whether to compensate the victims. The debate has divided the countries that are invested in the bank and put a spotlight on Mr. Banga, who will be responsible for finalizing and carrying out the action plan.



The case has drawn the scrutiny of development experts and lawmakers, amid suggestions that the World Bank failed to police how its money was being used and even took steps to cover up wrongdoing.



While fielding questions at an event sponsored by the Center for Global Development in early February, Mr. Banga, a former finance executive, surprised some in the audience when he dismissed the possibility of a cover-up. In response to another question about employment disputes and the integrity of the bank, he expressed frustration about a job that just a year ago he traveled the world campaigning to secure.



"I'd be happy to be fired, by the way," 
Mr. Banga said
. "I can go back to my private-sector life. Much more interesting."



A spokesman for Mr. Banga emphasized that he was not expressing dissatisfaction with the job, that he joined the bank because he wants to lead it and that he believes strongly in the bank's mission and staff.



Mr. Banga was selected by President Biden
 to bolster the bank's efforts to 
combat climate change
 and inject a new sense of urgency into a lumbering institution that was founded in the aftermath of World War II.



His appointment came after the 
resignation of David Malpass
, who was appointed by President Donald J. Trump and who frustrated the Biden administration and many Democratic lawmakers when he equivocated about the causes of climate change.



In his first year on the job, Mr. Banga has encouraged wealthy countries to increase their contributions to the bank, and he recently took steps to restructure its loan guarantee program to increase private renewable energy investments.



World Bank presidents have often faced thorny management tests, and although the latest controversy surrounding the bank's investments in Bridge International Academies in Kenya predates Mr. Banga, it is now his problem.



"The honeymoon is over," said Paul M. Cadario, a former senior manager at the World Bank, who posed the question to Mr. Banga at the forum in February. He said he found Mr. Banga's response to be flippant.



The World Bank held a $13 million stake in Bridge International Academies from 2013 to 2022. It divested from the program following complaints of sexual abuse at the schools, which led to internal investigations about the episodes and a review of how the International Finance Corporation oversees such programs.



A draft of the report by the bank's ombudsman, which was reviewed by The New York Times, detailed more than a dozen cases of child sex abuse at schools operated by Bridge in Kenya. The report, which was 
disclosed last year by The Intercept
, also criticized the I.F.C. for its lack of oversight of the project and suggested that it had been looking the other way when complaints emerged. It recommended counseling and compensation for the victims.



The executive board of the I.F.C., which is overseen by the World Bank's members and Mr. Banga, has spent the last several months struggling to agree on a plan of action. Countries that are members of the bank have been divided over how much responsibility the I.F.C. should take for the abuse at the school and whether directly compensating the victims would create a precedent that could complicate other World Bank projects.



Civil society groups have called on the bank to do more to help the victims and have expressed alarm over an agreement between the I.F.C. and Bridge to keep some of the 
findings of its investigation confidential
. They have also criticized a plan proposed by the I.F.C. that would not directly compensate victims of abuse.



"I.F.C.'s proposed response to one of the most egregious cases of harm that has resulted from a due diligence failure on an ill-conceived investment is no remedy at all for the people who were actually harmed," said David Pred, the executive director and co-founder of Inclusive Development International, a human rights group.



Justin Sandefur, a senior fellow at the Center for Global Development, said that while the issue might be a small financial matter for the World Bank, it had broader implications for Mr. Banga as a leader who is trying to forge more partnerships with the private sector.



"I think symbolically now it's started to become a big deal in that is he willing to shoot straight and turn over a new page on this," Mr. Sandefur said.



The proceedings are also being watched closely by lawmakers, who are responsible for approving the money that the United States provides to the bank. In a letter to Mr. Banga in January, Senator Elizabeth Warren, Democrat of Massachusetts, and Senator Peter Welch, a Vermont Democrat, warned that the future funding for the World Bank could depend on his handling of the investigation into the Kenya school.



"We view the Bridge case as a litmus test for the conversation currently taking place around I.F.C.'s responsibility to remedy social and environmental harm caused by its projects," the senators wrote, "especially those where I.F.C. is not following its own policies, which we see as an important foundation for any proposal to increase the funds available to the World Bank Group."



Ms. Warren and Mr. Welch have also raised concerns with the Treasury Department, which steered the selection of Mr. Banga to the World Bank and helped him through the nomination process. In late December, a senior Treasury official told the lawmakers that the department was examining the claims of violence at the schools and was concerned about the allegations that the I.F.C. sought to conceal them.



"We share your profound concern and alarm at the prospect that children may have been sexually abused in the context of an I.F.C. project," wrote Corey Tellez, the acting assistant secretary of the Treasury's Office of Legislative Affairs. "Treasury vehemently condemns violence against children and any other violations of human rights."



A World Bank spokesman declined to make Mr. Banga available for an interview. The board, which failed to agree on an action plan in January, is planning to 
reconvene to consider a "survivor centric"
 response.



During the public discussion in February, Mr. Banga said that he did not believe a sex abuse scandal was covered up and noted that other foundations besides the I.F.C. were also invested in the Bridge schools.



"I think there's a series of things management could have done better, and that's the discussion we're going to have with the board shortly," Mr. Banga said.



The board meeting was supposed to take place in February but has yet to be scheduled. According to a person familiar with the process, the revised action plan will take effect on Thursday if the board does not convene a meeting to review it further.
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What China Is Saying About the TikTok Furor in Washington



A bill to force TikTok's sale in the United States has been criticized by Beijing but has not triggered a high-alert public response or retaliation.




China has criticized U.S. lawmakers over legislation that could force the sale of TikTok in the United States by its Chinese owners.




By Meaghan Tobin and Siyi Zhao


Mar 15, 2024


This is not the first time that China has seen a frenzy over TikTok consume Washington.



In 2020, former President Donald J. Trump issued an 
executive order
 that would have forced TikTok's Chinese owners to sell the popular app. But Beijing foiled a takeover bid by American buyers by slapping 
curbs on technology exports
. Last year, Montana lawmakers enacted a ban on TikTok in the state, but the law was 
blocked
 by a federal judge before it could take effect.



Now, U.S. lawmakers are again attempting to force ByteDance, TikTok's Chinese owner, to give up control of the app. On Wednesday, the House passed a bill, by a 352 to 65 vote, that would force ByteDance to either sell the app or see it banned in the United States.



But the fervor has not yet triggered a high-alert response from China's leaders or prompted retaliatory threats against American companies. Instead, officials in Beijing have blasted the bill but largely reiterated common criticisms of U.S. policy as unfair to China.



There are several reasons for their restraint, experts said. Despite the bill's bipartisan support in the House, it faces an uncertain fate in the Senate. Mr. Trump, the expected Republican presidential nominee, has said he opposes the bill despite his 2020 executive order against TikTok. And China has legal tools it could use to attempt to block any sale.



"China is not ready to pull the trigger outright for a full scale retaliation against what the United States is doing," said Scott Kennedy, a China specialist at the Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington.



TikTok wields wide influence in the United States, particularly among younger people. It has an estimated 170 million users in the United States, up from 100 million in 2020. It has an even bigger global footprint, with an estimated one billion users across 140 countries. ByteDance's Chinese version of TikTok, Douyin, had more than 600 million daily active users by mid-2020, the last time it reported those statistics.



In Washington, lawmakers say that Beijing could use TikTok to spread Chinese Communist Party messages or gain access to sensitive data about TikTok's American users.



President Biden has said he would sign the House bill if it came to his desk. But Mr. Trump's opposition to the legislation has signaled to Beijing that it can keep its powder dry.



"Trump's opposing view took the wind out of this bill's sails, so there is reason for Beijing and ByteDance to believe this issue will eventually wither away," said Kevin Xu, the U.S.-based founder of Interconnected Capital, a hedge fund that invests in artificial intelligence technologies.




Shou Zi Chew, TikTok's chief executive, on Capitol Hill on Wednesday.




TikTok says it has taken steps to protect American users' data and privacy. It has proposed an arrangement to store U.S. user data on domestic servers controlled by Oracle. But that effort to address lawmakers' security concerns has not come together, leaving "absolutely zero trust between TikTok and Washington at this point," said Mr. Xu.



Despite years of scrutiny, a Chinese company still owns TikTok. And even if lawmakers in Washington agree to force a sale, officials in Beijing have warned in the past that such a transaction would require their approval.



In 2020, when a sale of TikTok to American investors, including Oracle and Microsoft, appeared to be close, the Chinese government 
asserted its authority
 over exports it considered sensitive; experts believe 
those rules
 encompass technology like the algorithm that powers TikTok.
 
The move effectively scuttled attempts to put TikTok in the hands of American owners.



The export controls mean China could block the sale of the very thing that makes TikTok so addictive -- its 
powerful algorithm
 that divines users' interests to serve them video after video.



Inside China, the belief among academics and commentators is that Beijing would not allow ByteDance to sell this technology to a foreign company.



Any sale of TikTok without its core algorithm would leave a potential buyer with a much less appealing product, Jin Canrong, a professor of international relations at Renmin University in Beijing, said on the Chinese social media platform Weibo in a 
post
 on Thursday that drew 184,000 views.



China's state-controlled media circulated a 
statement
 on Thursday by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs that cited the treatment of TikTok as evidence of the United States' "double standards" in protecting freedom of speech. On China's social media platforms, which are censored, the push in Washington has stoked outrage over the treatment of Chinese companies.



On Weibo this week, "TikTok fights back" became a trending topic after 
the platform urged its users to mobilize
 against the House bill. Many commenters characterized the bill as theft and questioned Washington's commitment to free-market competition. They also worried the bill could be a template for Washington to use against other Chinese-owned technology companies.



"Can we really do business like this?" asked Shen Yi, a scholar of cyberspace governance at Fudan University in Shanghai. Washington wielded the concept of national security as a gun "to the head of any company from any country, saying: 'Sell it or find other companies to work with. It's for your own good,'" Mr. Shen said.



At a news briefing on Friday, Wang Wenbin, a spokesman for China's foreign ministry, demurred when asked about the latest developments in the TikTok furor in Washington. "We answered questions about TikTok yesterday," he said.



Olivia Wang
 contributed research from Hong Kong.
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Big Appeal, and Big Question Marks, in Possible TikTok Sale



Wall Street is abuzz about a potential deal, but the large price tag for the app is one of many factors that could limit the number of suitors.




Former Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin told CNBC that he was "trying to put together a group to buy TikTok, because they should be owned by U.S. businesses."




By Lauren Hirsch and David McCabe


Mar 14, 2024


TikTok is one of the most popular and largest social media apps around the globe -- with great brand recognition and loyal users.



It may also be one of the hardest to sell.



That's the conundrum facing TikTok as Washington lawmakers push a bill that would force the app's Chinese parent company, ByteDance, to sell it or face having it banned in the United States. The bill passed the House on Wednesday but could face an uphill climb in the Senate.



Rumors are already swirling on Wall Street about who could be interested in buying TikTok. The rumblings grew louder on Thursday after Steven Mnuchin, a former Treasury secretary, told CNBC that he was "trying to put together a group to buy TikTok, because they should be owned by U.S. businesses." Mr. Mnuchin said he had spoken to a "combination of U.S. investors" about such a deal.



But any potential buyer could confront several roadblocks. The Chinese government could block the sale. The U.S. president, according to the bill passed by the House, would have to affirm that a deal cut the app off from ByteDance.



And then there is the price tag -- almost certainly a large one. The research firm CB Insights recently estimated that ByteDance was worth $225 billion, though it is less clear how much the U.S. version of TikTok would cost on its own.



The price would limit the pool of potential buyers to a coalition of private equity firms; a corporate behemoth, like Microsoft; or a combination of the two. But it is unclear if antitrust regulators would allow a large company like Microsoft -- or Alphabet, which owns YouTube -- to buy the app.



A spokesman for the Federal Trade Commission declined to comment. The Justice Department declined to comment.



The last time TikTok was for sale, ByteDance spoke to Microsoft about a potential deal before selecting Oracle, the cloud computing company. Oracle brought in Walmart as a partner, but just as the two appeared poised to buy a stake in the app, the deal collapsed amid geopolitical pressure.



Oracle did not respond to a request for comment. Microsoft, which also considered buying the app in 2020, declined to comment.



TikTok has said the legislation is unnecessary because the app does not pose a risk to Americans' data and does not skew its feed at to the whims of the Chinese government. It has proposed a plan that would store U.S. user data on domestic servers controlled by Oracle.



Beijing could apply additional government scrutiny. This week, Wang Wenbin, a spokesman for China's foreign ministry, 
condemned
 U.S. lawmakers' push to force a sale or ban of 
TikTok
, though he stopped short of saying the country would outright prevent such a move.



Analysts are skeptical that the Chinese government would allow such a move to happen.



"You're telling me China's going to sell this amazing company to a U.S. company, just so they can take the profitability benefit and give up all of the geopolitical benefits of it being banned?" said Rich Greenfield, an analyst at LightShed Partners.



It is unclear how advanced Mr. Mnuchin's discussions with investors are, and whether the participants have taken the formal steps necessary to pursue a possible transaction, like hiring a financial adviser or making a formal approach to ByteDance. A spokesman for Mr. Mnuchin declined to comment.



Mr. Mnuchin has a long history with TikTok. As Treasury secretary from February 2017 to January 2021, he led the Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States, a group of federal agencies that vets international involvement in American companies. CFIUS was behind the government's push to get ByteDance to sell its TikTok business in 2020.



Mr. Mnuchin, a former Goldman Sachs partner, now runs a private equity firm, Liberty Strategic Capital. It is one of many private equity firms facing a downturn in deals, amid rising regulatory pressure and rising interest rates. The firm recently put up $450 million to 
buy
 the beleaguered New York Community Bank.



For TikTok's U.S. investors, which include the Susquehanna Investment Group and General Atlantic, a sale would almost certainly be preferable to a ban. These investors could opt to roll their stake in ByteDance over to any new owner. General Atlantic declined to comment, and a representative for Susquehanna did not respond to a request for comment.



"I have to think that most of the private investors in TikTok, who include a number of Americans, would want to see a divestment rather than a ban, because a ban is going to destroy a lot of value given the size and value of TikTok's U.S. user base," said Peter Harrell, a former national security official in the Biden administration.
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Boeing Directs Airlines to Check 787 Cockpit Seats After Latam Incident



The sudden plunge of a Latam Airlines 787 Dreamliner this week might have been caused by a flight attendant hitting a switch on a cockpit seat.




The Latam Airlines Boeing 787 Dreamliner plane that suddenly lost altitude mid-flight this week.




By Santul Nerkar and Sydney Ember


Mar 15, 2024


Boeing has told airlines to check the cockpit seats of its 787 Dreamliner plane, the company said on Friday, after a Latam Airlines plane 
suddenly plunged on a flight to Auckland, New Zealand
, on Monday, injuring passengers.



The drop in altitude appears to have been caused when a flight attendant hit a switch on a seat that sent a pilot into the plane's controls, The Wall Street Journal reported this week, citing unnamed U.S. industry officials. Aviation regulators are investigating the incident and have not released any findings.



In a statement, Boeing said it had reminded airlines of a safety memo from 2017 that instructed them on how to inspect and maintain switches on flight deck seats.



"The investigation of Flight LA800 is ongoing and we defer to the investigation authorities on any potential findings," the company said. "We are recommending operators perform an inspection at the next maintenance opportunity," it added.



The Latam plane's harrowing drop was documented in video footage captured by passengers. The plane fell abruptly and then quickly recovered, one passenger, Brian Jokat, said, likening it to "coming over the top of a roller coaster and heading down."



The drop left at least one passenger in critical condition; 11 other people were also transported to hospitals in Auckland after the plane landed there. All told, dozens of passengers suffered injuries, most of them minor.



Regulators, airlines and travelers have been intensely focused on the quality and safety of Boeing planes since a Jan. 5 incident in which a panel sheared off a Alaska Airlines 737 Max 9 plane, forcing pilots to make an emergency landing. In 2018 and 2019, two 737 Max 8 planes crashed in Indonesia and Ethiopia, killing nearly 350 people.



In a note to its 787 flight crews, American Airlines said it had "identified a potential hazard" with the horizontal power control switches on the top back of pilot seats.



The note, which was reviewed by The New York Times, said that the airline's technology operations team "will be ensuring that these switches are properly secured" and asked 787 captains "to brief all pilots, flight attendants and flightdeck jumpseat riders on your flight of the importance of not using the switch on the top back of the pilot seat when the seat is occupied."



In an image of the back of a seat that is included in the note, it appears that the switch has a cover.



The Federal Aviation Administration said in a statement on Friday that it would assemble a panel of experts to review Boeing's messages to airlines about the switch, including the 2017 memo, and provide feedback to the company. "The agency will continue to monitor the situation closely," it said.



The 787 Dreamliner, a two-aisle jet, is one of Boeing's most important planes. Its three models can carry 248 to 336 passengers, according to Boeing, and is used by airlines on international and transcontinental flights.



Latam's plane was flying from Sydney, Australia, to Auckland and was scheduled to carry on to Santiago in Chile, where the airline is based. The company said in a statement on Friday that it was working with investigators.



Mark Walker
 contributed reporting.
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Florida Man Sues G.M. and LexisNexis Over Sale of His Cadillac Data



Romeo Chicco's auto insurance rate doubled because of information about his speeding, braking and acceleration, according to his complaint.




A Cadillac XT6 at a car show. In a lawsuit, Romeo Chicco said data on his driving habits from his own XT6 was shared with insurers without his consent.




By Kashmir Hill


Mar 14, 2024


When Romeo Chicco tried to get auto insurance in December, seven different companies rejected him. When he eventually obtained insurance, it was nearly double the rate he was previously paying. According to a federal complaint filed this week seeking class-action status, it was because his 2021 Cadillac XT6 had been spying on him.



Modern cars have been called "
smartphones with wheels
," because they are connected to the internet and packed with sensors and cameras. According to the complaint, an agent at Liberty Mutual told Mr. Chicco that he had been rejected because of information in his "LexisNexis report." LexisNexis Risk Solutions, a data broker, has traditionally kept tabs for insurers on drivers' moving violations, prior insurance coverage and accidents.



When Mr. Chicco requested his LexisNexis file, it contained details about 258 trips he had taken in his Cadillac over the past six months. His file included the distance he had driven, when the trips started and ended, and an accounting of any speeding and hard braking or accelerating. The data had been provided by General Motors -- the manufacturer of his Cadillac.



In a complaint against General Motors and LexisNexis Risk Solutions filed in the U.S. District Court for the Southern District of Florida, Mr. Chicco accused the companies of violation of privacy and consumer protection laws. The lawsuit follows 
a report by The New York Times
 that, unknown to consumers, automakers have been sharing information on their driving behavior with the insurance industry, resulting in increased insurance rates for some drivers. LexisNexis Risk Solutions, and another data broker called Verisk, claim to have real-world driving behavior from millions of cars.



In his complaint, Mr. Chicco said he called G.M. and LexisNexis repeatedly to ask why his data had been collected without his consent. He was eventually told that his data had been sent via OnStar -- G.M.'s connected services company, which is also named in the suit -- and that he had enrolled in OnStar's Smart Driver program, a feature for getting driver feedback and digital badges for good driving.



Mr. Chicco said that he had not signed up for OnStar or Smart Driver, though he had downloaded MyCadillac, an app from General Motors, for his car.



"What no one can tell me is how I enrolled in it," Mr. Chicco told The Times in an interview this month. "You can tell me how many times I hard-accelerated on Jan. 30 between 6 a.m. and 8 a.m., but you can't tell me how I enrolled in this?"



A spokeswoman for G.M., Malorie Lucich, previously said that customers enrolled for SmartDriver in their connected car app or at the dealership, and that a clause in the OnStar 
privacy statement
 explained that their data could be shared with "third parties." Asked about the lawsuit, she said by email that the company was "reviewing the complaint," and had no comment, pointing instead to a statement the company previously gave about OnStar Smart Driver.



"G.M.'s OnStar Smart Driver service is optional to customers," the statement said. "Customer benefits include learning more about their safe driving behaviors or vehicle performance that, with their consent, may be used to obtain insurance quotes. Customers can also unenroll from Smart Driver at any time."



LexisNexis Risk Solutions, which previously said it analyzed the sort of driving data that Mr. Chicco found in his file to create a risk score that it then sold to insurers, declined to comment.



"I would never have given permission for this data to go out there," Mr. Chicco previously said. Reached after the lawsuit was filed, he said he had no comment.



David Vladeck, a Georgetown law professor who previously ran the bureau for consumer protection at the Federal Trade Commission, said that the driving data companies were collecting was considered very sensitive, meaning there should be "clear notice" to consumers and explicit consent for its collection and sale.



Mr. Vladeck said he would expect an investigation by the F.T.C., as well as lawsuits by consumers against the automakers and data brokers.



"Just wait for the avalanche," he said. "It's coming."
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Closing Costs for Buying a Home Have Risen Along With Rates



These mortgage fees increased 22 percent from 2021 to 2022. One likely factor is the greater use of discount points to nudge interest rates down.








By Ann Carrns


Mar 15, 2024


A pricey 
housing
 market and higher 
interest rates
 have made it harder to afford a house, but related expenses known as closing costs also add to the home-buying challenge.



Typical loan closing costs when completing a home purchase -- for items like loan origination fees, discount points, appraisal and credit report fees, and lender title insurance -- rose almost 22 percent from 2021 to 2022, according to 
a report
 that the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau highlighted in a blog post last week.



Borrowers typically paid about $6,000 for such costs in 2022, up from about $4,900 in 2021. That was on top of a down payment and other costs.



The average monthly payment for a 30-year fixed-rate mortgage rose 46 percent, to $2,045 at the end of 2022 from $1,400 a year earlier, the bureau found. The median price of a single-family home 
in January
 was $383,500, up 5 percent from a year earlier, the National Association of Realtors reported.



Often, lenders simply add loan closing costs to the mortgage amount, increasing the borrower's costs over time. Home buyers can pay closing costs out of pocket, but that may eat into their cash for a down payment and end up costing them more in other ways -- such as higher premiums for private mortgage insurance, which protects the lender if you fail to pay. (Typically, a 20 percent down payment is needed to avoid mortgage insurance.)



One likely factor in higher closing costs, the bureau's report said, was a rise in the use of discount points -- optional fees that home buyers pay upfront to reduce the interest rate charged over the life of the loan. This is known as "buying down" the rate.



In 2022, half of home buyers paid at least some discount points, up from roughly a third the year before, the bureau said. That was the largest proportion of buyers using discount points since the government began collecting data on them six years ago. The typical amount paid for discount points in 2022 was $2,370, up from $1,225 in 2021.



One discount point costs 1 percent of the mortgage, and generally reduces the interest rate by 0.25 points, although the amount can vary by lender. On a $300,000 mortgage, one discount point would cost $3,000. If the interest rate was 3.5 percent, paying for one point would lower the rate to 3.25 percent. The number of points that borrowers can buy also varies by lender.



The bureau said in the 
blog post
 that it was monitoring the rise in discount points as part of its campaign against what it calls "junk" fees. The way in which points are sold to borrowers, and whether they reduce costs as much as people think, "causes us some concern," said Diane Thompson, a senior adviser to the bureau's director, Rohit Chopra. "There is not a lot of transparency in the market about discount points," she said in an interview.



Ms. Thompson pointed to research from the mortgage financing giant Freddie Mac, which found that the difference in average rates between home buyers who pay discount points and those who don't is very small. That "seems to suggest that paying discount points may not be worth it from the consumers' point of view," Freddie Mac said in a 
recent report
.



Adam DeSanctis, a spokesman for the Mortgage Bankers Association, a trade group, said in an email that with loan rates and home prices high, it wasn't surprising that more buyers would purchase discount points. Few borrowers "felt the need to 'buy down'" their rate in 2021, when mortgage rates were around 3 percent, he said. The average rate on a 30-year fixed-rate mortgage fell to 
6.74 percent
 from a week earlier, FreddieMac reported Thursday. Despite the recent dip, mortgage rates remain high, the report said.



The association, in 
a statement
 objecting to the consumer bureau's labeling of closing costs as "junk" fees, deemed the post "politically motivated." Fees associated with mortgage closings pay for services that are "integral" to the home loan market, the statement said, and "are clearly disclosed to borrowers well before a home purchase" on forms developed by the bureau.



The bureau's post also highlighted the cost of lender title insurance. The coverage, which buyers are usually required to pay for, protects the lender in case of potential claims against the property, including from previous liens or back taxes. The cost is typically 0.5 to 1 percent of the home's purchase price.



Some housing experts say the cost of title insurance is often high in relation to the risk of a claim. Sharon Cornelissen, director of housing at the Consumer Federation of America, said claims under title insurance were "very uncommon." About 5 percent of title insurance premiums go toward payment of claims, compared with 70 percent or more for other types of insurance, an 
Urban Institute
 report noted.



Real estate agents and lenders typically suggest loan settlement providers and insurance agents they are familiar with, but borrowers don't have to go with their recommendations and can shop around, Ms. Cornelissen said.



Steve Gottheim, general counsel with the American Land Title Association, which represents the title insurance industry, said the cost of the insurance had fallen about 8 percent nationally over the past two decades. Most of the cost of title insurance pays for searches of county deed records, he said.



The consumer bureau's post also said higher fees for credit reports, for which mortgage lenders have recently reported steep fee increases, "warrant further scrutiny." Home buyers have no say over these fees, which credit bureaus charge to lenders.



Here are some questions and answers about loan closing costs:



What is the best way to hold down home-buying costs?



The most effective thing that home buyers can do is to shop for mortgage quotes from multiple lenders, Ms. Thompson of the consumer bureau said. "Most people don't," she said. But 
research
 shows that if they do, they can get lower rates, saving up to several thousand dollars over the life of their loan.



How can I tell if it's worth paying for discount points?



Calculate the "break even" point for your loan. On a $300,000
 
fixed-rate mortgage at
 
6.5
 
percent over 30 years, your monthly payment for principal and interest would be about $1,896. If you bought one discount point for $3,000 and lowered your rate to 6.25
 
percent, you would pay about $1,847, saving $49 a month. Dividing $3,000 by $49 means you would need to own the home roughly five years before selling or refinancing for the extra fee to pay off. (Financial sites like Nerdwallet offer 
calculators
.)



Are discount points tax-deductible?



Costs for 
discount points
 are generally deductible, according to TurboTax. You must itemize deductions on your return, however, rather than taking the standard deduction.
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Tesla Settles Discrimination Suit With Former Factory Worker



The carmaker and energy company settled with a Black man who had worked at its California factory and had won a $3 million judgment against the company.




Tesla will settle a lawsuit with Owen Diaz, a former employee at its factory in Fremont, Calif. He said supervisors there had subjected him to racist harassment.




By Jack Ewing


Mar 15, 2024


Tesla and a former employee have agreed to settle a closely watched lawsuit that cast a harsh light on the carmaker's treatment of Black workers.



Lawyers for Tesla and for Owen Diaz, who worked at the company's factory in Fremont, Calif., did not disclose the terms of the settlement in a legal filing on Friday. "The parties have reached an amicable resolution of their disputes," Lawrence A. Organ, a lawyer for Mr. Diaz, said in an email, adding that he could not comment further.



Last year, a jury in federal court in San Francisco awarded Mr. Diaz $3.2 million after he presented evidence that he had been subject to repeated harassment by supervisors at Tesla's factory, including being addressed with a racial slur more than 30 times. A supervisor drew a racist caricature near his work station, according to testimony in the case.



Tesla did little to discipline the supervisors or address pervasive racism at the factory, the jury found.



Mr. Diaz appealed, saying that $3.2 million was insufficient compensation for the psychological damage he suffered, including loss of sleep, depression and damaged relations with his wife and son. Mr. Diaz's lawyers also argued that the award was not sufficient to punish Tesla for failing to stop the harassment.



It was the second trial in the case. In the first, in 2021, jurors awarded Mr. Diaz $137 million, but a judge ruled that the amount was excessive. The second trial last year dealt solely with the amount Mr. Diaz should receive in damages.



In a decision last year, Judge William H. Orrick of U.S. District Court said, "Tesla's conduct was reprehensible and repeated, and it failed to take responsibility or change its ways during Diaz's time at the company." But he ruled that $3.2 million was adequate compensation. Mr. Diaz's appeal of that ruling was pending when he and Tesla agreed to settle.



In court filings, Tesla lawyers denied that the company had failed to respond to the harassment. "Tesla had clear official policies barring racially discriminatory harassment and did not condone, permit, allow or tolerate such conduct," Tesla lawyers wrote last year. They did not respond to a request for comment Friday.
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McDonald's Apologizes for 'Global Technology Outage' That Hit Japan, Australia and Elsewhere



Customers had problems ordering at restaurants in several countries on Friday. Restaurants in Japan closed, while some in Australia reportedly reverted to using pen and paper.




Australian news outlets reported that some restaurants had closed, while others had reverted to an analog approach to taking orders.




By Natasha Frost, John Yoon and Isabella Kwai


Mar 15, 2024


McDonald's customers in Australia, Japan and Hong Kong reported having trouble ordering at the fast-food restaurants on Friday, leading some restaurants to suspend online ordering and others to close entirely.



The cause of those problems was a "global technology outage," according to McDonald's. The company did not specify how widespread the issue was but said that several markets were affected.



The outage was "quickly identified and corrected," said Brian Rice, the company's chief information officer, 
in a statement
 on Friday that was also sent to global employees, and franchisees. He noted that it was not caused by a "cybersecurity event," but by "a third-party provider during a configuration change." 



Mr. Rice said that while many markets were back online, some were still "experiencing issues." 



"What happened today has been an exception to the norm, and we are working with absolute urgency to resolve it," he said, apologizing to customers and restaurant owners.



The outage appeared to hit restaurants in several countries. In a post on X, 
McDonald's Japan
 said its restaurants were having technical difficulties because of a system failure." Later, in a separate post, it said that "many" stores across the country had 
suspended
 operations because of the issue, without saying how many. Japan has about 2,900 McDonald's restaurants, the third-most in the world after the United States and China.



McDonald's Hong Kong
 said on Facebook that it was also experiencing a "computer system failure," stating that "the mobile ordering and self-ordering kiosks are not functioning" and asking customers to order directly at the restaurant counters. McDonald's Taiwan 
also said on its website
 that it had temporarily suspended online and telephone orders.



And customers in Britain said they had difficulties using the McDonald's app on Friday morning, 
according to Downdetector
, a site that monitors reports of outages.



In Australia, photos on social media captured signs on the doors of some McDonald's outlets apologizing to customers for causing inconvenience. Australian news outlets reported that some restaurants had closed, while others had reverted to an analog approach, with some workers taking orders with pens and paper.



Some restaurants in Australia appeared to have returned to full service on Friday evening.



At a restaurant in Richmond, Melbourne, customers ordered shakes and burgers, crowded around self-service ordering machines and lingered over shared French fries. Workers at the restaurant said the outage had lasted about two hours and that customers had paid in cash.



Jeremy Ruz, a customer in Newcastle, Australia, had been at the drive-through attempting to pick up dinner for his children when their plans were stymied by the systems failure, he said.



"People were coming out with a notepad and pen, saying they couldn't take cards," he said. "There was a queue a mile long."
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AMC Theaters, Looking for Movies, Turns to Blumhouse



The theater chain and the entertainment company are teaming up for a five-day festival of old horror films in 40 cities, compensating for a lack of new films.




"Horror has always attracted misfits, me included, and participating in events like this allows me to celebrate that," the producer Jason Blum said.




By Brooks Barnes


Mar 15, 2024


For five days starting on March 29, people who buy tickets to certain movies at certain AMC Theaters will see video messages starring ... Jason Blum?



It's a long way from Nicole Kidman, whose breathy "We come to this place for magic" 
branding spot
 has become legend. But Mr. Blum, a horror film producer, has been working to build his entertainment company, Blumhouse, into more of a consumer-facing brand. The goal is to create an association between its name and everything scary, sort of like Marvel and superheroes. That, in turn, could make Blumhouse more valuable as an acquisition target in the years ahead.



AMC and Blumhouse, which has made more than 200 horror movies and shows, are teaming up for what they are calling the Halfway to Halloween Film Festival. (It's more like 40 percent of the way.) Previously released Blumhouse horror movies, including "Split," "Ouija: Origin of Evil," "The Purge," "The Invisible Man" and "Insidious," which will have its 13th anniversary on April 1, will be on offer in 100 AMC theaters in 40 cities.



Mr. Blum, 55, will introduce each film with a tailored message, offering an anecdote about the production or a tidbit of trivia. James Wan, who directed "Insidious," will appear in a video, as will Mike Flanagan, who directed "Ouija: Origin of Evil." Ticket buyers will also see elaborate ads known as sizzle reels for Blumhouse, which will promote the event through its social media channels.



"Horror has always attracted misfits, me included, and participating in events like this allows me to celebrate that," Mr. Blum said, before referring to one of the company's signature films. "I like taking risks on stories that other people find too risky -- like 'Get Out' -- and having a brand allows me to do that."




Anya Taylor-Joy in "Split," which took in $278 million in 2017.




For AMC, the Blumhouse partnership is a way to make up for a supply shortage. Box office analysts expect the major Hollywood studios to release roughly 100 movies in 2024, down from 124 last year.



Some studios pushed back planned releases, citing delays caused by 
two union strikes
 that shut down Hollywood for months last year. "Disney's Snow White," "
Mickey 17
" and "A Quiet Place: Day One" moved off the March release calendar. Other studios have started to release fewer films to save money.



A24, another film company that pays keen attention to its brand, has taken similar advantage of the shortage, teaming up with AMC in February, for instance, for an event called 
A Lover's Series
 featuring some of its previous releases. On Wednesday, A24 announced a similar 
screening series with IMAX
, wherein the large-format cinema company will digitally remaster old A24 movies like "Hereditary" and "Uncut Gems."



Mr. Blum has long curated a reputation as a maverick. Most film producers keep a low profile; he sometimes promotes his films by attending premieres in costume, as in late 2022 when he 
dressed as M3gan,
 a murderous doll with artificial intelligence. In December, he posted a video on X of himself in his underwear. (He was 
taking a dip
 in an icy Connecticut stream. Don't ask.)



His penchant for promotion, self and otherwise, has helped turn Blumhouse into Hollywood's leading horror factory. It releases four or five films a year. Most are hits, including the recent "
Five Nights at Freddy's
." Some are not, including "The Exorcist: Believer." Blumhouse is working to significantly increase movie production as part of a 
merger with Atomic Monster
.



Mr. Blum and Abhijay Prakash, Blumhouse's president, are also building businesses dedicated to original video games, merchandise and live events.



"Our biggest plans have yet to play out," Mr. Blum said.
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Soho House Seeks to Knock Back Its Critics



The members club operator disclosed improving financial results as it faces criticism from a short seller and weighs going private again.



By Michael J. de la Merced


Mar 15, 2024



Soho House has refocused its business on operating members clubs, including a newly opened location in Portland, Ore.




Since going public nearly two years ago, the members club chain Soho House has endured a sharp decline in its stock price, economic turmoil and a short seller's declaring that its shares are worthless.



But the company's chief executive, Andrew Carnie, insists it is on the right track -- even as its main shareholders consider taking the business private again.



"There's no looking back," Mr. Carnie said in an interview. "We've been pretty consistent over the past 12 months in delivering results."



The company released its latest quarterly financial results on Friday, reporting that it lost $118 million last year, down from a loss of $220.6 million in 2022. Using the pro forma earnings measure known as adjusted EBITDA, which excludes some expenses, it doubled its profit to $128 million.



The results come amid a shift in strategy since 
the company's initial public offering
 in July 2021.



Back then, the company was still navigating pandemic-related restrictions and said it was focused on new offerings like digital memberships in countries without clubs, as well as its nascent co-working business.



Soho House now believes its core business of high-end private clubs in major cities is enough to deliver the robust growth demanded by the stock markets and maintain its cool reputation.



Soho House has continued to grow. Over the last year, it has opened locations in Mexico City; Portland, Ore.; and other cities. It operates 43 houses and has a membership waiting list of more than 100,000 people.



In its results on Friday, Soho House reported rises in revenues both from membership fees and from spending at its houses.



But the company's stock is down nearly 60 percent from its initial offering price. Developer partners have been hurt by the decline of commercial real estate and an increase in labor costs. And in November, the company blamed bad weather and the temporary closure of its location in Tel Aviv for disappointing quarterly results.



The earnings announcement on Friday will be closely scrutinized in light of a report last month by the 
short-seller Glasshouse Research
 that derided the company as having a "broken business model and terrible accounting" and compared it to WeWork. Short sellers profit from declines in a company's stock price.



"The report is pretty false and inaccurate," Mr. Carnie said. "The way it was written, it was designed to grab headlines." (Soho House's stock price dipped after the report was published, but it has largely recovered.)



A bigger question is what Soho House's biggest shareholders, including the billionaire Ron Burkle, have in mind for the company. In its rebuttal of the Glasshouse report, Soho House disclosed that a special committee of its board was 
weighing potential transactions
, including taking the company private.



Mr. Carnie declined to comment on those deliberations, but said he would be happy to keep running Soho House as a publicly traded company.



"There are no regrets," he said. "I'm really happy with our progress over the last 12 months."
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Guest Essay



There Is Something Putin Can't Control








By Joy Neumeyer


Mar 13, 2024


According to "The Master and Margarita," Mikhail Bulgakov's celebrated novel about the devil's visit to Stalinist Moscow, "manuscripts don't burn." This famous phrase became a shorthand for art's supposed ability to triumph over repression. Today, Bulgakov's formula is being put to the test once again in Russia, where a new film adaptation of the book has caused a scandal.



"The Master and Margarita" captured the surreal atmosphere of dark forces and mysterious disappearances in the 1930s Soviet Union. Firmly in the national canon, the book would seem to be safe for cinematic treatment. But the movie's director is an American citizen who opposes the war in Ukraine, and its winking allusions to the cruelties of life under dictatorship 
resonate
 a little too uncannily among Russian audiences, who are flocking to see it.



In response, self-declared patriots have called for the film to be banned and for its director to be prosecuted. They've aimed much of their ire at the Ministry of Culture and the state film fund, which cosponsored the film's production before Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine. In the invasion's wake, President Vladimir Putin has made sweeping attempts to restrict creative expression. Writers, visual artists and performers who've spoken out against the war have variously been shunned, labeled "foreign agents" and imprisoned.



But as "The Master and Margarita" shows -- after decades of suppression and censorship, the book helped liberate readers' imaginations and 
provide a touchstone
 for the reforming Soviet intelligentsia -- power never totally succeeds in shaping art to its ends. Ahead of a presidential election expected to extend his tenure by six more years, Mr. Putin appears politically impregnable. Yet try all he might, he can't control culture.



The Kremlin does not operate by force alone. Pro-war Z culture, named after the letter written on Russian tanks, is touted on television and promoted across the country, with the promise of cash prizes, contracts and publicity for those who 
participate
. Z 
poems and songs
 relentlessly invoke the Soviet Union's fight against the Nazis in World War II. According to the nationalist writer Alexander Prokhanov, the war in Ukraine has 
fueled
 a new "Russian avant-garde." Its dubious fruits are on display in "
Walking Into the Fire
," a rock opera based on Mr. Prokhanov's poems whose stars croon about defending the motherland atop real tanks.



The Ministry of Culture, for its part, offers funding for films on 
approved topics
, including "the degradation of Europe" and "Russia's peacekeeping mission." In the state-backed 2023 movie "
The Witness
," a Belgian violin player in Kyiv is tortured by Ukrainian soldiers, who coerce him into playing the Nazi Air Force anthem near a portrait of Adolf Hitler. Subtlety is not a must.



For artists, cooperation with the state doesn't necessarily require creating new material that parrots the Kremlin. In a scheme 
investigated
 by the independent Russian outlet Meduza, the administration offers blacklisted musicians and actors the chance to atone for their sins by making an appearance at the front or supporting a children's charity in Russian-occupied territories. The pop star Philipp Kirkorov, for example, after apologizing for his attendance at the infamous "
almost naked
" party that angered conservatives, 
sang
 some of his greatest hits for wounded soldiers in the Donbas.



Yet even as repression has spiraled, some writers and artists who remain in Russia continue to question Mr. Putin's version of reality. Many of them are women who reject Z culture's aggressive masculinity and subvert its cliches. In "
W Is for War
," the poet Natalia Beskhlebnaia tries to explain the concept of war to her 3-year-old son. In another 
poem
, which plays on similarities between Russian idioms associated with war and pregnancy, she observes how the invasion has seeped into every facet of life -- even a "placenta still hot in the arms of a midwife."



Ms. Beskhlebnaia's verses appear in the 
Resistance and Opposition Arts Review
, a digital collection of poetry, essays, music and visual art that is published outside Russia but has readers and contributors within it, who reach the site through a VPN. Other writers publish on taboo topics with the help of allegory. One novelist whose books are sold in stores in Russia -- and who asked not to be named to avoid reprisals -- addresses family and state violence, including the impact of 
mobilization
, through folklore motifs.



For much of Mr. Putin's rule, it was fashionable for educated Russians to stay out of politics. Now artists are reckoning with the shameful feeling that they did not realize what was happening in time or do enough to stop it, while also trying not to run afoul of laws that forbid dissent. For her series "
Birch People
," Yanina Boldyreva, a Novosibirsk-based artist, staged unsettling photographs of a civilization whose members grew so passive that they entered a vegetative state. Ms. Boldyreva told me that her work, which she shows online and at private exhibitions, tries "to understand how we ended up where we are and how to react in order to change something."




Yanina Boldyreva, from her series "Birch People."




So far Z culture, despite the state's attempts to bankroll and promote it, has not been especially successful. "The Witness"
 
received withering 
reviews
, while most Z pop videos have been watched far fewer times than an 
antiwar rap
 by the star Oxxxymiron, who left the country after the invasion.



Though many Z cultural artifacts indulge in bombastic flag-waving, others are ambiguous. The rapper Husky, who was 
once seen
 as something of an opposition figure, disappointed some of his fans by staying in Russia and appearing 
to endorse
 the war. Yet his rap song "
God of War
," in which a soldier dreams about being blown apart by a drone, lacks any hint of heroic struggle. The song's chorus sounds like teeth chattering in fear.



Bulgakov understood the fraught balance between following one's vision and adapting to ideological constraints. He secretly wrote his great anti-authoritarian novel during Stalin's terror. In the late 1930s, however, while he was finishing "The Master and Margarita," Bulgakov 
wrote
 a play about the youthful Stalin that depicted him as a romantic rebel. This concession to official taste raised the tempting prospect that his other theatrical works might be performed again. But the production was canceled, leaving Bulgakov bereft and in poor health. He died months later.



Mr. Putin, with his perpetually extended rule and historical obsessions, has tried to turn back the clock. Z culture reflects this retrospective gaze. Mr. Putin's strongest 
supporters
 are over 55, and his approval is weakest among those who grew up after the Soviet collapse. These younger cohorts, who've crowded into cinemas to see "The Master and Margarita," are leading the creative effort to imagine a country where the future is not the past and evil no longer masquerades as good. They sense a revelation that Bulgakov did not live to see: Though culture may buttress a dictator, it can also break power's spell.



Joy Neumeyer (
@JoyNeumeyer
) is a journalist, historian of Russia and Eastern Europe and the author of the forthcoming book "A Survivor's Education: Women, Violence and the Stories We Don't Tell."
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Michelle Goldberg



Why Is Congress Investigating a Union for Being Anti-Israel?








By Michelle Goldberg


Mar 15, 2024


Like many progressive organizations, the Association of Legal Aid Attorneys, a union that represents public defenders in the New York City area, has been convulsed by battles over Israel's war in Gaza. A recent 
article
 in the right-leaning Free Press revealed the strident and sometimes ugly language that union members used during a fight over a 
resolution
, passed in December, condemning Israel's actions and supporting a boycott of the country. In messages from a group chat, defenders of Israel were called "fascists" and, in one case, "mentally disturbed."



It's easy enough to see why some union members found the environment toxic, and why many resented the way a fight about foreign policy distracted from their mission as legal aid lawyers to serve their clients. Nevertheless, it's disturbing that Congress is now investigating the union over the resolution, an alarming degree of government intrusion into the free speech rights of a private organization.



"Unions are granted an effective monopoly under federal law, enabling them to act as the exclusive bargaining representative for the employees they represent," Representative Virginia Foxx, Republican chairwoman of the House Committee on Education and the Work Force, wrote in a letter to the union's president. "When union bosses act in a way that is purposefully divisive and combative toward their membership, they challenge the validity of their monopoly."



The idea that the resolution pit "union bosses" against the rank and file is a strange one, since the resolution passed by a vote of 1,067 to 570, but the framing reflects Foxx's broader hostility toward organized labor. On Monday, she
 
subpoenaed the union's internal communications around the resolution's passage.



The House Committee on Education and the Work Force is the same body behind the December 
hearing
 about antisemitism on college campuses that led to the resignation of the presidents of both Penn and Harvard. Foxx is now conducting inquiries into antisemitism at those schools as well as Columbia; next month, her committee will grill Columbia's leadership.



But it's not only universities that have been rived by protests over Israel's war in Gaza; 
many unions
 have been as well. I worry that Foxx's investigation into the Association of Legal Aid Attorneys will be just the beginning, and that her committee will use the genuine scourge of antisemitism as a pretext to target organizations seen as hostile to the right.



Republicans in Congress, said Will Creeley, legal director of the civil libertarian Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression, see "blood in the water." The December hearing was a partisan triumph, especially for Elise Stefanik, the ambitious young New York Republican whose questions led the university presidents into a public relations debacle. The Republicans "know that they've knocked off some powerful heads of powerful institutions that they may not like," said Creeley. "They know that they've got the political wind at their back. And so they think, 'Well, what else can we do here? Here we've got this big weapon. How else can we swing it?'"



Labor unions are a natural target. "I was at first surprised by the shift to labor from universities," said Representative Pramila Jayapal, chair of the Congressional Progressive Caucus and a member of Foxx's committee. "But then I realized that this is just one effort to quell the growing labor movements across the country."



Foxx is taking direct aim at the sort of language that's become 
common
 among many unions' younger and more militant members. She slammed the resolution passed by the lawyers' union for referring to the Oct. 7 attack on Israel only as a "violent tragedy," saying, "It is deplorable that this resolution fails to condemn or even acknowledge Hamas's role in the attack in any way, shape or form." Perhaps, but policing the way labor unions talk about Israel should not fall to a congressional committee.



Like me, Creeley hears echoes of the House Un-American Activities Committee -- which hunted for Communist influence in realms including education and entertainment -- in Foxx's state-sponsored crusade against antisemitism on the left. "Asking people to come and answer for their political beliefs expressed in internal emails, no matter how repugnant to some, many, or most, is sharply at odds with our First Amendment commitment to protecting even the speech that we hate," he said.



He pointed me toward a line from Hugo Black's dissent in the 1959 Supreme Court case 
Barenblatt v. United States
 that crystallizes why Foxx's subpoena is so troubling. In that case, a college professor named Lloyd Barenblatt was hauled in front of the House Un-American Activities Committee, which wanted to know if he'd had Communist associations while in graduate school at the University of Michigan. Barenblatt refused to answer, citing not his Fifth Amendment protection against self-incrimination, but his First Amendment right to free speech and association. After he was held in contempt of Congress, the case made its way to the Supreme Court, where a five-justice majority ruled against him, citing the state's interest in "self-preservation" in the face of the Communist threat.



In his dissent, Black wrote that "the people" had an interest "in being able to join organizations, advocate causes and make political 'mistakes' without later being subjected to governmental penalties for having dared to think for themselves." In retrospect, it seems obvious that Black was correct. Even if you strenuously disagree with the union's resolution, you should recognize its right to be wrong without Congress getting involved.
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Frank Bruni



The Friends Who Got Away








By Frank Bruni


Mar 14, 2024


Where did J. go? For a while there he was such a treasured part of my life, someone I thought about frequently, someone I yearned to see, someone whose dinner company I relished, someone whose emails made me smile. I can't remember how we met -- a mutual acquaintance, I think -- but after we did, I never traveled to his city without contacting him in advance and making plans to see him. And he regularly checked in on me.



Until he stopped. Was that five years ago? More? And did he stop or did I? I'm not sure. I just know that I was busy, he was busy, my travel decreased and one day I suddenly realized that we'd lost touch with each other. I also felt strangely timid about reaching out: If he wanted to hear from me, wouldn't I have heard more recently from him? Or was he thinking the exact same thing?



I wondered and wondered. Then some pressing obligation or competing anxiety tugged my attention elsewhere. Then 
more 
time went by. And here J. and I are -- or, rather, aren't. We're onetime confidants who never had a falling out, never said a proper goodbye, simply evaporated from each other's lives like dew from a blade of grass.



I'm haunted by how many times, and with how many friends, that has happened. By how the bustle of our lives and the bustle in our heads take people away from us, though we never intended to let them go. By how unintentional, unavoidable and subtly but stubbornly sad that is.



There are friends in our pasts who are there for obvious reasons. We disappointed or hurt them. They disappointed or hurt us. The relationship wasn't healthy or ceased to be happy, and while that was unfortunate and perhaps painful, it was also clear. It demanded a change. Those friends don't exit our thoughts, but they also don't hover there like question marks. We understand what happened, even if we mourn it.



But there are at least as many friends in our pasts for no specific reason, and the older I grow, the more that nags at me.



Few people give me the pleasure that P. did: She and I had the same mischievous sense of humor, the same appreciation for an intense hour or two of exercise followed immediately by an indulgent meal, the same taste in books, the same zest for discussing them. How did our friendship not survive my move away from the city in which it flourished? And why did neither of us ever circle back to examine and remedy that?



And what about M.? He was so smart, so open, so warm. Our friendship took quickly. I thought it would have staying power. But he was gone even before I left the city where we met and talked and drank and laughed. He joined high school classmates, college companions and early-career compatriots in a mental scrapbook that's a gallery of ghosts -- faint presences who will never fully materialize, the vaporous traces of them reminders of broken promises, though I can't say with any certainty who did the breaking. Probably them and me both.



I'm lucky. I've lived in enough different places, had enough different professional opportunities and met a wide enough variety of people to have struck up many friendships. But that tremendously good fortune has also led me to a cold and bitter truth: There are too few hours in a day and days in a year to tend adequately to, or even keep proper tabs on, all the people who have meant something to us and all the people we have meant something to. Affection and attachment battle basic arithmetic, and arithmetic wins.



Some tweak in your job or living arrangement diminishes your overlap of interests with someone as it also lessens or eliminates your routine interactions with that person, and the extra effort necessary to sustain your relationship turns out to be something that one or both of you can't quite manage. You drift ever farther apart, until the distance between you is too great to navigate.



That's no doubt what happened with J. I wrote that there wasn't any specific reason for our friendship's end, but that's wrong. There just wasn't any interesting or compelling one. Pride, insecurity, callousness: None of those doomed us. Logistics did. We simply stopped fitting with ease into each other's lives. And that -- as surely as any ugly conflict or any cruel betrayal -- can make someone disappear.



For the Love of Sentences




Iris Apfel on her 100th Birthday in 2021.




On the WBUR website, Anita Diamant 
eulogized
 the inimitable clotheshorse and trendsetter Iris Apfel, who recently died at the age of 102, by recalling a visit to an exhibit of the outfits Apfel wore: "Every mannequin was loaded with layers upon layers (upon layers) of garments and embellishments and gewgaws that challenged propriety, common sense, and in some cases, gravity. Elaborate fabrics in shocking combinations were accessorized with feathers, bells, mirrors and so much jewelry: bangles stacked from wrist to elbow, strands of enormous beads that formed a kind of breastplate. Pins the size of small birds. A flock of small birds. And as nutty as the juxtapositions seemed, they created a kind of harmony. A triumph of muchness." (Thanks to Sarah Smith of New Orleans for nominating this.)



In The Washington Post, Matt Bai 
reflected
 on the entire surreal arc of Donald Trump's political, er, progress since 2015: "Trump didn't begin his presidential campaign in 2015 with some Wile E. Coyote-type plan to upend the party and take over the country. Like everything else Trump had done in his life to that point, that campaign began as little more than a Barnumesque exercise in self-promotion, a chance to further the family brand." Bai added: "It must have surprised Trump to find that the Republican Party could be acquired and replaced as easily as a failing hotel chain." (Jeanette Clark, San Antonio)



The entire surreal arc of Senator Kyrsten Sinema was 
examined
 by another Washington Post essayist, Monica Hesse: "Washington is very accustomed to empty suits. It's less accustomed to empty batwing dresses." (Betsy Snider, Acworth, N.H., and Peter Walsworth, Providence, R.I.)



In The Atlantic, Jennifer Senior 
heaved a sigh of relief
 about President Biden's energetic delivery of his State of the Union address, which challenged her previous conviction that Trump was bound for victory on Nov. 5 and her terror: "I imagined myself on a flight bound for Reykjavik, Lisbon, Sydney, 
wherever
 on Nov. 6, staring backward out the window and squinting at the smoking ruins of American democracy, grimly praying that I wouldn't turn into a pillar of salt." (Holly Freifeld, Portland, Ore.)



In The Dispatch, Nick Catoggio 
studied
 the visage of a key member of the audience for the State of the Union address: "Visible in-frame over Biden's left shoulder, House Speaker Mike Johnson struggled all evening to find facial expressions that conveyed disagreement without seeming off-puttingly disrespectful. The extended, more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger choreography of exaggerated grimaces and head-shakes he settled on was familiar to me instantly as a longtime fan of the New York Jets." (Michael Smith, Georgetown, Ky.)



In The Times, John McWhorter 
rolled his eyes
 at traditional rules about where prepositions can and cannot be placed: "Late last month, Merriam-Webster shared the news on Instagram that it's OK to end a sentence with a preposition. Hats off to them, sincerely. But it is hard to convey how bizarre, to an almost comical degree, such a decree seems in terms of how language actually 
works
. It is rather like announcing that it is now permissible for cats to meow." (Amy Glass, Washington, Ill.)



Also in The Times, Oussama Zahr 
reviewed
 a recital by Igor Levit, one of the world's most celebrated pianists: "He was playing the Nocturne from Hindemith's 'Suite 1922,' a collection of five genre pieces like marches and rags, and there are a few moments in which the pianist only needs to use one hand. Gesturing with his left one in a downward pressing motion, he seemed to tell himself, 'Gentle, gentle,' as he plucked starlight off the page and dispersed it through the air." (Dennis Blubaugh, Perrysburg, Ohio, and Lorraine Smith-Phelan, Manhattan)



Susan Dominus, talking with Kate Winslet, 
explained
 Ozempic and its ilk. "I went on: It was a shot people took that dampened their interest in food," Susan wrote. "Winslet looked appalled -- as if I'd just told her that millions of Americans were voluntarily injecting themselves with something that made them feel dead inside when they looked at a sunset." (Melissa Peterson, Moorhead, Minn.)



And Bret Stephens 
described
 Trump's effect on his politics: "I used to be a middle-of-the-road Republican. Nowadays, I think of myself as a Scoop Jackson Democrat -- and my views have barely shifted. If my taxes go up, I'll live. If my democracy goes down, I won't." (Conrad Macina, Landing, N.J.)



To nominate favorite bits of recent writing from The Times or other publications to be mentioned in "For the Love of Sentences," please email me 
here
 and include your name and place of residence.



Retire These Words!




Jean-Paul Sartre in 1966




It is with existential angst that I bring up the word "existential," which is so sloppily and promiscuously overused, as at the start of this sentence.



"Existential" once connoted great stakes -- and even then was traveling far from its original meaning. It now connotes a writer reaching too readily for a sense of profundity and urgency. And that's one of the most frequent and recurring complaints that newsletter readers have raised in emails to me since I started this occasional newsletter feature, previously titled "Words Worth Sidelining," more than a year and a half ago.



"I'm tired of hearing that everything is an existential threat," Peter G. Miller of Pensacola, Fla., wrote to me in September 2022. "Such a highfalutin word. Sure, if you're at a convention of Oxford dons, then use the term as much as you like. But, otherwise, it's an existential irritation."



When I emailed Miller recently to make certain that it was OK to quote him, he volunteered "some existential updates" in the form of headlines from the past few years from Ms. magazine ("Barbie's Existential Crisis and the Fight for Reproductive Justice"), Electric Lit ("When Turning 30 Becomes an Existential Crisis"), SB Nation ("The Existential Guilt Crushing the Seattle Mariners") and The Times ("The Existential Crossroads of Bathing Suit Shopping").



What's especially strange about this "existential" epidemic is that the primary definition of "existential," 
per Merriam-Webster
, isn't "epic" or "identity-rattling" or "civilization-defining" or all that's suggested by those just-cited deployments of the adjective. It's "of, relating to, or affirming existence." And when you forage for proper definitions of "existentialism" -- as in the school of philosophical thought or inquiry typically associated with Jean-Paul Sartre -- you similarly wind up with nothing about peak direness, maximal urgency, galactic stakes. The descriptions you encounter are akin to 
this explanation from The Ethics Centre
: "Existentialism is the philosophical belief we are each responsible for creating purpose or meaning in our own lives."



The most common appearances of "existential" in the media diverge significantly from that, as a lament by Charles Lane in The Washington Post in May 
detailed
. "Exceedingly rare in American English before the 21st century, 'existential threat' has achieved full-blown cliche status since then, its usage surpassing the equally serviceable but less highfalutin 'potential disaster,' according to Google's Ngram viewer tool, which measures how frequently words and phrases cropped up in books since 1800."



We've reached "existential" exhaustion, so let's give the word a breather, though the temptation to trot it out will be great if polls keep auguring a second Trump term. That can be described with terms other than "existential threat." I nominate "democratic suicide."



"Retire These Words!" is an occasionally recurring feature. To suggest a term or phrase, please email me 
here
, and please include your name and place of residence.
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Guest Essay



On the Wild Intoxications of Spring








By Margaret Renkl


Mar 11, 2024


I spied the first spring beauty of the year on Feb. 20, the same week a Northern flicker started drumming on our metal chimney, the week of budburst for our red maple sapling and our young red mulberries. At our house, these are the most reliable harbingers of spring: pink-pollened flowers in the leaf litter, a woodpecker signaling his territory to a potential mate, sap rising in branches still low enough to watch their buds burst into bloom.



As soon as the spring beauties spring up and the red maple blossoms and the flicker arrives at dawn to drum out his song of love and homeownership, I know it won't be long before the chipmunks wake up from their sleeping chambers in tunnels beneath our house, skinnier now than when 
they moved down there last fall
.



The bluebirds often start house-hunting
 much earlier than they intend to nest, but the first flicker concert at dawn and the first spring beauty opening in the afternoon sun -- they're for real. Soon the great rat snake, a 
prolific
 five-footer, and 
the one-eyed turtle
 will wake, too, and the broadhead skinks will come back 
to conduct their courtship on our front stoop
. Soon the crows will be stalking through the wild parts of the yard after a rain, collecting long, damp stalks of grass to line their nests with.



This year spring beauties came a little late compared to last year (Feb. 16), but still very early compared to the year before that (March 20). I greet these tiny flowers with a flush of delight whenever they appear, but I am especially joyful when they don't arrive until at least a few days later than when I first start looking for them. My happiness is twofold. Spring is here! But also: Thank God it didn't come 
too
 terribly early this year.



I keep track of such emergences now. The unfolding Anthropocene is never far from mind, a simmering disquiet even when no overt calamity is in the news, and I take my comforts wherever I can find them. During 
January's snowmageddon
, I kept reminding myself that surely more than a week of snow and ice would mean a somewhat more timely arrival for the spring ephemerals. And so it did, at least in our yard.



Ephemerals are tiny, low-growing woodland flowers that emerge before the hardwood trees leaf out, while sunlight can still make its way to them on the forest floor. Ephemerals produce pollen just as overwintering insects begin to awake. Long before the cultivated flowers in my pollinator garden bloom, long before there are buds on the serviceberries and the dogwoods and our yard's lone wild plum tree, tiny wildflowers are feeding the bees.



There are fewer ephemerals in our half-acre yard than in an actual forest, of course. They fare well here anyway because my husband and I use no lawn poisons or insect sprays, and because we leave the fall leaves where they fall. Decomposing leaves and brush are the natural world's food and the natural world's blanket.



It's been a rainy spring so far, and blue wood violets and pink spring beauties are spread out across the yard now like confetti in the damp leaves. There's even a patch of Jacob's ladder, which unlike the violets and the spring beauties did not arrive on its own. Several years ago I transplanted a clump of Jacob's ladder from a friend's yard, and I hold my breath a little every year, hoping it will come back, never certain it will.



Wildflower seeds generally arrive on the wind or the coats of traveling animals, or in the bellies of birds. In one way of looking at it, the wildflowers choose their own place to settle in: Seeds will sprout, grow and thrive only when conditions are right, which means that transplanting wildflowers is never a sure thing.



Last year I transplanted a patch of wild pansies from 
an elderly neighbor's yard
, one of the few nearby that isn't treated with poisons, but so far I have seen no sign of them here this year, although they are already blooming profusely in hers. I'll try again to transplant a clump, preparing for the day when her house, too, falls to developers, the lot scraped one end to the other.



Most newly emerged native bees are generalists, happy to make use of any native flower at hand, but 
some are specialists
, able to feed on only one flower or flower group. 
Spring beauty mining bees
, for instance, can feed only on the pink pollen of spring beauties. The host plants of a different mining bee, Andrena violae, 
are wild violets
. When specialist bees emerge in springtime to a yard that's been scorched and cleared of weedy flowers, the yard's whole population will die out.



Lately, giant yellow and brown centipedes have been crawling out of the leaf litter. After a rain, for reasons that escape my understanding, they like to walk around in the damp street -- easy pickings for the crows that come searching for soft grasses for their nest. Last week brought near-daily rains, and twice I stooped to admire a millipede in the street and then watched a crow grab it and carry it up to a tree branch the moment I stood and walked away. Crows know the dangers of the street even if millipedes do not.



And the songbirds know the danger of crows. Knowing that crows will rob their nests to feed their own babies, the other birds keep quiet when crows are in the yard. Otherwise it's an endless chorus, not just at dawn but all day long. 
Birdy birdy birdy birdy, cheer cheer cheer
, sings the redbird. 
C'mere c'mere, c'mere, come!
 calls the Carolina wren. 
Yes, yes, heeeeeeeeeeeeere. Yes, yes, heeeeeeeeere
, sings the song sparrow. 
Fee bee fee bay, fee bee fee bay
, sings the Carolina chickadee. Singing and singing and singing -- the whole day long, it's blooming wildflowers and cool rains and singing and singing and singing.



I listen to them while I kneel to peer into the spring beauties, looking for a tiny bee dusted with pink pollen, and I think of one of my favorite lines from E.B. White: "Notes on springtime and on anything else that comes to mind of an intoxicating nature." What else is there to write about in springtime but anything that comes to mind of an intoxicating nature? It's been a dark winter of worries, but the wildflowers are blooming and the birds are singing again. It feels like coming home.



Margaret Renkl
, a contributing Opinion writer, is the author of the books "
The Comfort of Crows: A Backyard Year,
" "
Graceland, at Last
" and "
Late Migrations
."



The Times is committed to publishing 
a diversity of letters
 to the editor. We'd like to hear what you think about this or any of our articles. Here are some 
tips
. And here's our email: 
letters@nytimes.com
.



Follow the New York Times Opinion section on 
Facebook
, 
Instagram
, 
TikTok
, 
X
 and 
Threads
.
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letters



Schumer's Strong Condemnation of Netanyahu


Mar 15, 2024



Chuck Schumer




To the Editor:



Re "
Schumer Voices Harsh Criticism of Israel Leader
" (front page, March 15):



My heartfelt gratitude to Senator Chuck Schumer for his bold, pointed call for removal of extremists blocking the path to peace in Israel and Palestine, and for calling out Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his government's actions as antithetical to both democracy and Judaism.



As a Jewish American I am deeply moved by Senator Schumer's use of his platform as our highest-ranking Jewish elected official to call for peace, prosperity and security for Israel and Palestine. And for centering his words in Jewish values. The great scholar Hillel taught: "What is hateful to you do not do to your fellow. This is the whole Torah; the rest is commentary."



During this holy time of year, when Ramadan, Easter and Passover implore us toward reflection, compassion and commitment to freedom, I hope that Senator Schumer will follow with an insistence on a permanent rather than a temporary cease-fire.



Only a permanent cease-fire will bring the hostages home, and allow massive humanitarian aid and time to reflect and work on a shared vision for freedom, self-determination, dignity, security and lasting peace for Israelis and Palestinians.



Nancy Bermon
Nyack, N.Y.



To the Editor:



The imperial arrogance of some of our leaders and pundits, such as Senator Chuck Schumer, is truly astounding. It is not the job of the United States to prescribe leadership for the Israelis and the Palestinians. We should stop trying to run a puppet show over there.



It is a distraction from the greatest need of the moment -- to stop the killing. Instead of imposing our political agenda, why not use our leverage with Israel to stop the killing first, and look at the politics afterward?



David Sandor
Cincinnati



To the Editor:



Re "
Schumer's Blast at Netanyahu Might Have an Unintended Effect
," by Bret Stephens and Patrick Healy (The Point, nytimes.com, March 15):



Senator Chuck Schumer's call for new elections in Israel is a clever political move. It doesn't commit the U.S. to actually 
do
 anything, but it puts him on the right side of the growing divide among Democrats in this country over Israel's massive retaliation in Gaza.



If Senator Schumer really wants to change Israel's behavior, he should 
support the effort
 by members of his own body to end U.S. shipments of arms to Israel that provide the firepower for the Israel Defense Forces' carnage against the people of Gaza.



John E. Stafford
Rye, N.Y.



Trump's Mideast Envoy, on the Emirates and Israel




A handful of Israeli restaurants opened in Dubai after the Abraham Accords, which established formal relations between Israel and the United Arab Emirates, were signed in 2020. 




To the Editor:



I was discouraged reading your March 11 front-page article "
Dubai Retains Its Israel Pact, but Unhappily
."



The characterization of Emiratis and others as living in fear of the government speaks of an era long gone. When I visit the Emirates, I see a thriving society -- Emiratis and non-Emiratis alike -- that views the United Arab Emirates as a country of growth, promise, modernity and "the place to be." The implication that the country is a repressive autocracy is inappropriate.



As to the frayed ties with Israel and the fraying Abraham Accords, no one thought this would be easy. There are decades of issues to work through. The region is living through an extraordinarily challenging time.



The Emirati leaders have been pragmatic, honest and trying to work through very significant challenges as best as they, or anyone, can. While I don't agree with some of their public statements or positions -- and, yes, there are things I wish they would do differently -- I recognize the reality of the world that the U.A.E., Israel and the region live in.



Hopefully we will all soon get past these enormous challenges and horrible times. With the leadership of the U.A.E. we have a better chance of doing so.



Jason D. Greenblatt
Teaneck, N.J.
The writer was President Donald Trump's special envoy  to the Middle East.



New York's Progress: The View From City Hall








To the Editor:



Re "
Under Eric Adams, New York Is Leaderless
," by Nicole Gelinas (Opinion guest essay, March 11):



Ever since he took office in the aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic, Mayor Eric Adams has made significant strides on three key priorities: protecting public safety, rebuilding the economy and making New York City more livable.



Ms. Gelinas accuses the Adams administration of not leading New York City to a triumphant post-pandemic economic recovery and cites office vacancies in Midtown and Lower Manhattan as the key drivers of the city's supposed sluggishness.



Yes, we live in an era of remote work; regardless, New York City now has more total jobs than ever before  in our city's history -- 
more than 4.73 million
 -- and recovered the jobs we lost during the pandemic 
more than a year ahead of projections
. We are also building new pathways to the middle class, training New Yorkers for jobs in the green economy, and building a 
massive life sciences education and research campus
. Additionally, we are converting vacant office space into homes.



Crime was down under the Adams administration last year, with a 
decrease in five of the seven major crime categories
, including the largest decrease in shooting incidents in nearly 30 years. Crime is down even further this year so far, with significant declines in retail and auto theft thanks to our proactive efforts. New York City remains the safest among the 10 largest cities in America.



We've forever changed our city's streetscape. We've already taken 
seven billion pounds of commercial trash
 off our streets and put them into containers. We've committed $375 million to 
creating new public spaces
, signed the country's largest 
outdoor dining program
 into law, expanded our open streets program and built a 
record number of bike lane miles
.



That's the progress the Adams administration continues to deliver.



Maria Torres-Springer
Philip Banks III
Meera Joshi
New York
The writers are, respectively, deputy mayors for housing, economic development and workforce; public safety; and operations.



What Will Haley Voters Do?








To the Editor:



Re "
Why Haley Voters Should Support Biden
," by David French (column, March 11):



Mr. French makes a persuasive case that Donald Trump is out of step with conservatives. Mr. Trump has never been a Reagan conservative. In both 2016 and 2020, he ran as an isolationist who echoed Pat Buchanan more than Ronald Reagan. Conservative voters have, nonetheless, remained in his column.



The political organizer David Fleischer often says that you cannot persuade your opponents by slapping them with a fact.



Mr. French harnesses many facts to demonstrate that Nikki Haley voters' policy views are more consonant with President Biden's. Voting, however, is not always an act of rational calculation.



Students of voting behavior have shown that voters' choices can be influenced by a desire for solidarity with others, a quest for meaning and a drive to satisfy expressive needs -- to signal to others that the voter has common sense, is on the right side of history, or is simply a good citizen.



It is possible that many Haley voters will support President Biden this November. If they do, however, it will likely not because they see Mr. Biden as ideological kin.



Ronald P. Seyb
Saratoga Springs, N.Y.
The writer is an associate professor of political science at Skidmore College.
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Biden Embraces Schumer's Speech Castigating Netanyahu



President Biden did not explicitly endorse any of the specific criticisms in the speech. But his comments were the latest step in his escalating public critique of the Israeli prime minister.




President Biden said that Senator Chuck Schumer, the majority leader, had informed his White House staff before his speech.




By David E. Sanger and Peter Baker


Mar 15, 2024


President Biden on Friday praised Senator Chuck Schumer's address lashing out at Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu of Israel, calling it "a good speech" that raised concerns "shared not only by him but by many Americans."



Even though Mr. Biden did not explicitly endorse any of the specific criticisms in the speech, or Mr. Schumer's call for elections to replace Mr. Netanyahu, the president's comments were the latest step in his escalating public critique of the Israeli prime minister.



In private, the two have clashed in a series of phone calls -- the last of which was a month ago -- but Mr. Biden has been reluctant to publicly split with Mr. Netanyahu.



In an interview on Friday, Mr. Schumer said he delivered the speech because "I thought it was important to show even if you strongly disagree with Netanyahu, you can still be a strong ally of Israel."



There is no indication that the White House was involved in any way in planning the speech.



But sometimes in Washington, the most telling indicator is not a public statement but the absence of one. Mr. Biden could have asked Mr. Schumer to hold back, so that he did not endanger the president's future ability to deal with Mr. Netanyahu, with whom he now barely speaks. He could have said the United States should not express an opinion on the inner workings of Israel's democratic processes. He did none of that.



Lawmakers and aides who have spoken with Mr. Biden in recent weeks say his anger at Mr. Netanyahu is now eating away at his reluctance to go public with his critiques. He is angry that Mr. Netanyahu has publicly rejected the administration's insistence that he restrict bombing campaigns that have killed roughly 30,000 people in Gaza, let in far more aid and plan for a postwar future that does not involve Israel running the territory.



Last week, Mr. Biden was overheard telling a member of Congress that he and Mr. Netanyahu were going to have to have a "come to Jesus" meeting.



Mr. Biden said Mr. Schumer, Democrat of New York and the Senate majority leader, had informed his White House staff before the speech in which the senator 
excoriated Mr. Netanyahu's leadership of the war
 against Hamas and concluded that the prime minister risked making Israel a global pariah.



"I'm not going to elaborate on the speech," Mr. Biden said in response to a reporter's question as he hosted the Irish prime minister at the White House. "He made a good speech, and I think he expressed a serious concern shared not only by him but by many Americans."



The day before Mr. Schumer stood in the well of the Senate and delivered his remarks, he called Jake Sullivan, Mr. Biden's national security adviser, and Jeffrey D. Zients, the White House chief of staff, according to people familiar with the conversation. He asked Mr. Sullivan whether delivering the speech could endanger negotiations over the release of hostages, and was told there was no problem. Mr. Zients offered no political objections.




Mr. Schumer said he delivered the speech because "I thought it was important to show even if you strongly disagree with Netanyahu, you can still be a strong ally of Israel."




Mr. Biden has staunchly backed Israel's right to defend itself and respond to the Oct. 7 Hamas terrorist attack that killed 1,200 people. The president has also rebuffed calls from inside his own party to cut off the flow of arms or impose conditions on their use.



But Mr. Biden has grown increasingly critical of Mr. Netanyahu's government for its conduct of the war. In 
his State of the Union address last week
, Mr. Biden said that "Israel must allow more aid into Gaza and ensure that humanitarian workers aren't caught in the crossfire" and that "protecting and saving innocent lives has to be a priority."



Over the weekend, Mr. Biden hinted -- but stopped short of saying -- that he could put some restrictions on arms provided to Israel if his cautions were ignored. "It is a red line, but I am never going to leave Israel," he said, saying that defensive weapons like the Iron Dome, which intercepts incoming rockets, would never be in jeopardy.



But that left open whether he would put limits on how Israel used 1,000- and 2,000-pound bombs against targets in Gaza, where the huge explosions cause widespread casualties in an urban environment. Mr. Sullivan deflected questions this week on the president's thinking, saying that "we're not going to engage in hypotheticals about what comes down the line, and the reports that purport to describe the president's thinking are uninformed speculation."



Mr. Schumer also stopped short of advocating any limits on the weapons Israel is sent. But some of his Democratic colleagues, led by Senator Chris Van Hollen of Maryland, are openly calling for that. A dozen senators have said they are working on an amendment that would require that weapons received by any nation be used "in accordance with U.S. law," which contains provisions about limiting attacks that could bring collateral damage to civilians.



Still, Mr. Schumer's speech on Thursday went further than any senior American official has gone in castigating Mr. Netanyahu.



The prime minister has "lost his way by allowing his political survival to take precedence over the best interests of Israel" and "has been too willing to tolerate the civilian toll in Gaza, which is pushing support for Israel worldwide to historic lows," Mr. Schumer said.



He went on to say that he believed "a new election is the only way to allow for a healthy and open decision-making process about the future of Israel." That election, he added, should take place "once the war starts to wind down" and would "give Israelis an opportunity to express their vision for the postwar future."



"Of course, the United States cannot dictate the outcome of an election," Mr. Schumer continued, "nor should we try. That is for the Israeli public to decide -- a public that I believe understands better than anybody that Israel cannot hope to succeed as a pariah opposed by the rest of the world."



The speech touched off a furor in Israel, especially coming from Mr. Schumer, a longstanding Jewish supporter of the Jewish state and a close ally of Mr. Biden.



After Mr. Biden spoke on Friday, a White House spokesman emphasized that the president was not specifically calling for new elections. "That's going to be up to the Israeli people to decide," said the spokesman, John F. Kirby.



Critics in the United States and Israel have complained that Mr. Schumer's statements amounted to an inappropriate foreign intervention in an ally's internal democratic politics, one that was particularly egregious coming at a time of war with Israel fighting an enemy bent on its destruction. In the past, however, Mr. Biden's aides have noted that Mr. Netanyahu has been willing to insert himself in the U.S. political process, notably when he appeared before Congress to oppose the approval of the 2015 Iran nuclear deal.



Mr. Biden offered his thoughts about Mr. Schumer's speech during a meeting in the Oval Office with Prime Minister Leo Varadkar of Ireland, who himself has been 
a vocal critic of Israel's handling of the war
. Mr. Varadkar followed through on his promise to raise the matter with Mr. Biden during the annual White House get-together to mark St. Patrick's Day.



"I want to keep talking about the situation in Gaza as well," Mr. Varadkar told Mr. Biden. "You know my view that we need to have a cease-fire as soon as possible to get food and medicine in, to get hostages out. And we need to talk about how we can make that happen and move toward a two-state solution, which I think is the only way we'll have lasting peace and security."



Biden nodded. "I agree," he said softly.



Still, Mr. Varadkar came away from his meeting understanding that whatever his own concerns about Mr. Netanyahu's military operations, Mr. Biden had no intention of interrupting the flow of U.S. munitions and air defenses to Israel.



"The president's very clear that the U.S. would continue to support Israel and to assist Israel to defend itself, so I don't think that's going to change," Mr. Varadkar told reporters outside the White House after the meeting. "But I think none of us like to see American weapons being used in the way they are. The way they're being used in the moment is not self-defense."
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Schumer's Critique of Netanyahu Reveals a Growing Gap, Analysts Say



Many Israelis support the Senate majority leader's call for early elections, but even Netanyahu's rivals were reluctant to seize on the criticism while the country is focused on the war in Gaza.




The Senate majority leader, Chuck Schumer, center, said Israelis must soon be offered the opportunity to select new leadership.




By Aaron Boxerman


Mar 15, 2024


Senator Chuck Schumer's harsh critique of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his government revealed the widening gap between Israel and its most important ally, the United States, analysts said on Friday. But even some of Mr. Netanyahu's rivals appeared reluctant to seize on the comments while the country is focused on the war in Gaza.



Mr. Schumer -- Democrat of New York, the majority leader and the highest-ranking Jewish elected official in the United States -- repeatedly slammed Mr. Netanyahu in a speech on the Senate floor on Thursday as one of the main stumbling blocks to Israeli-Palestinian peace. While not explicitly calling for Mr. Netanyahu's ouster, Mr. Schumer said Israelis must soon be allowed the opportunity to select new leadership.



Alon Pinkas, a retired Israeli diplomat, called the speech a profound moment that reflected widespread American dissatisfaction with Israel's direction among both its allies in Congress and in the American Jewish community.



"For a Jewish senator from New York, the majority leader, a friend of Netanyahu who's the most centrist possible Democrat and even leans hawkish on Israel, to voice criticism like this?" said Mr. Pinkas, who previously served as Israel's consul general in New York. "We've never seen anything like this."



The senator's comments reflected the growing frustration among some American Jews with Israel's hard-right government, he said, adding: "If you've lost Chuck Schumer, you've lost America."



Even before the war in Gaza, Mr. Netanyahu had 
divided Israelis
 over his attempt to advance a contentious plan to weaken the judiciary. The devastating Hamas-led attacks on Oct. 7 that officials said left 1,200 people dead in Israel and some 240 others taken as hostages to Gaza shocked Israelis, spurring greater calls for him to step down over the security failure.



Mr. Schumer's comments on Thursday -- that "a new election is the only way to allow for a healthy and open decision-making process about the future of Israel, at a time when so many Israelis have lost their confidence in the vision and direction of their government" -- are borne out by opinion polls in Israel. Roughly 71 percent of Israelis support holding early elections, either immediately or at the end of the war, according to a poll published in January by the Jerusalem-based Israel Democracy Institute.



"What Schumer said, in many ways, reflects Israeli public opinion regarding Netanyahu," said Michael Koplow, an analyst at the Israel Policy Forum think tank. "He's incredibly unpopular here, and an overwhelming majority of Israelis also want to see early elections."



But for now, many Israelis remain focused on the military effort to eliminate Hamas in Gaza and on securing the release of the more than 100 hostages remaining there. And in public, at least, members of Mr. Netanyahu's government did not express concern over Mr. Schumer's remarks.



Mr. Netanyahu's Likud party quickly denounced them, saying in a statement that Israel was not a "banana republic, but rather an independent democracy proud to have elected Prime Minister Netanyahu." It added that most Israelis support "total victory over Hamas" while rejecting a "Palestinian terrorist state."



Benny Gantz, a center-right critic of Mr. Netanyahu who joined him in an emergency wartime government, said that Mr. Schumer had "erred in his remark." Any "external intervention is not correct and not welcome," Mr. Gantz said on social media.



Widely seen as a serious contender for prime minister in the next elections, Mr. Gantz regularly outpolls Mr. Netanyahu in opinion surveys. But "given everything going on in Gaza, even Israeli political leaders who oppose Netanyahu are reluctant to turn this into a political moment," Mr. Koplow said.



Some right-wing political commentators said that rising criticism from abroad could help Mr. Netanyahu tamp down domestic anger. Nadav Strauchler, a political strategist who previously advised Mr. Netanyahu, said that Mr. Schumer's criticisms gave the embattled premier another way to present himself as standing up for Israel's security against the outside world.



"If the intent was 'Help Netanyahu,' then it worked splendidly," said Mr. Strauchler. "If the United States wants to exert pressure, this isn't the way to go about it. It creates the opposite effect."
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Russia's 2024 Presidential Election: What to Know



By Neil MacFarquhar


Mar 14, 2024


Why does this election matter?



The presidential vote in Russia, which begins Friday and lasts through Sunday, features the trappings of a horse race but is more of a predetermined, Soviet-style referendum.



President Vladimir V. Putin, 71, will undoubtedly win a fifth term, with none of the three other candidates who are permitted on the ballot presenting a real challenge. The main opposition figure who worked to spoil the vote, 
Aleksei A. Navalny
, a harsh critic of Mr. Putin and the Ukraine war, died in an Arctic prison last month.



Still, the vote is significant for Mr. Putin as a way to cement his legitimacy and refurbish his preferred image as the embodiment of security and stability. That image was tarnished when the war, advertised as a speedy operation to topple the government in Kyiv, turned into a slog that caused hundreds of thousands of casualties, ruptured relations with the West and ushered in harsher domestic repression.



"The Kremlin needs to demonstrate huge popular support, and that this support has increased since the beginning of the war," said Nikolay Petrov, a Russian political scientist at the German Institute for International and Security Affairs in Berlin.



Does Putin face any serious challengers?



The Kremlin habitually ensures that Mr. Putin faces no real competition. The other candidates -- all members of the State Duma, Russia's rubber-stamp Parliament -- voted for the war in Ukraine, for increased censorship and for laws curbing gay rights.



Nikolai Kharitonov, 75, of the Communist Party, already lost badly to Mr. Putin in 2004.



Leonid Slutsky, 56 of the Liberal Democratic Party, a nationalist group loyal to Mr. Putin, has said he will not rally voters against the president.



Vladislav A. Davankov, 40, from the New People Party, is nominally liberal and has called for "peace" in Ukraine but has basically supported Mr. Putin.



Two candidates opposed to the war were disqualified. A veteran politician, 
Boris Nadezhdin
, alarmed the Putin administration when tens of thousands of people across Russia lined up to sign petitions required for him to run. The Kremlin invalidated enough signatures to bar him.



Will the Kremlin manipulate the results?



Russia held real elections for about a decade after the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991. Ever since, the Kremlin has relied on various social, geographic and technical levers to ensure that its candidate receives an overwhelming majority.



Mr. Putin, although generally popular, has long sought to win more than half the votes and also more than he did the previous time. This year that means outstripping the 56 million votes he received in 2018; pundits are betting on 60 million.



Two important changes this time could add to the vote's opacity.



For one, balloting will be held in the so-called "new territories," the four Ukrainian regions Moscow annexed without fully controlling them. Russia's election officials say the area has 4.5 million voters, an assertion virtually impossible to monitor amid a war.



"We cannot check the figures there and the authorities will use them as they wish," said Alexander V. Kynev, an independent election expert in Moscow.



Also, the ability to vote online will be more widely available, with electronic voters in 29 regions on one huge list, with no means to check where or how they voted, Mr. Kynev noted.



In a sprawling, diverse country like Russia, the Kremlin can also use more traditional means. Regions dominated by ethnic strongmen, like the Caucuses, habitually report huge turnouts with Mr. Putin receiving 99 percent of the vote -- even if relatively few people show up at polling stations.



Areas where state industries prevail also tend to report heavy support for the president. To turn out the vote, some polling stations hold raffles for prizes like household appliances or firewood. One Siberian region is offering 16,000 prizes.



But the Kremlin must rely on some votes in big cities, and that can get tricky. Excessive manipulation has created unrest previously. There might be slightly more manipulation this year because election monitors are barred unless issued credentials by the candidates.



Can Russians protest?



With street demonstrations banned, some Putin opponents hope to cast protest votes. The simplist method to lower his tally is to vote for someone else, experts noted.



"Noon Against Putin," a campaign pushed by Mr. Navalny's organization, suggests swarming polling places at midday on Sunday. But there are a number of hurdles, including possible confrontations with the police.



Also, in previous votes, few polling stations had more than 3,000 registered voters and many had fewer than 1,000. "It is technically very complicated to create a crowd," said David Kankiia, an analyst with the Golos election watchdog, barred in Russia.



Can Putin remain president for life?



Since he was first appointed successor to President Boris Yeltsin in 2000, Mr. Putin has said Russia's Constitution would dictate the length of his tenure. Then he kept rewriting the Constitution.



Asked in 2014 whether he would remain president forever, Mr. Putin 
responded
, "This is not good and it is detrimental for the country and I do not need it either," before adding, "We will see what the situation will be like, but in any case the term of my work is restricted by the Constitution."



In 2008, when term limits forced him to step aside, he became prime minister under President Dmitri A. Medvedev, although Mr. Putin remained the power behind the throne until reclaiming the top job in 2014.



Presidential terms were extended to six years before the 2018 vote, and then in 2020 Mr. Putin changed the constitution again to reset his term clock. At this point, he can have at least two terms until 2036. If Mr. Putin lasts, he will soon outstrip the record, 29-year rule of Joseph Stalin.



When will the voting results be known?



The tally is expected to be announced sometime Sunday night Moscow time.



Where can I find more information?



Putin, in Pre-Election Messaging, Is Less Strident on Nuclear War



A Collective 'No': Anti-Putin Russians Embrace an Unlikely Challenger



Russia Bars Antiwar Candidate in Election Putin Is All But Sure of Winning



Milana Mazaeva
, 
Alina Lobzina
 and 
Oleg Matsnev
 contributed reporting.
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Data Dump Exposes the Fuzzy Lines Between Money and Politics in India



Lists of donors and beneficiaries cast government contracts and police investigations in an unflattering new light.




A State Bank of India branch in Mumbai, India. India's Supreme Court ordered the government-owned bank to disclose details of anonymously purchased electoral bonds.




By Alex Travelli and Hari Kumar


Mar 15, 2024


Politics in India is an expensive business, and sometimes lucrative, too. In this year's election, parties are expected to spend more than $14 billion -- as much as in the United States. But there has been little in the way of transparency for the huge sums sloshing around.



On Thursday night, a rare and chaotic beam of light shot through the darkness. By order of India's Supreme Court, the government-owned State Bank of India handed reams of data to the election commission, showing who had directed cash to the country's political parties through a mechanism known as electoral bonds.



Reading between the lines of the spreadsheets full of names poses questions about the intersection of government and business in India. Construction companies, gambling impresarios, pharmaceutical bosses and many more corporate entities and individuals had forked over $1.7 billion in bonds since 2019. Many ended up winning government contracts. Most had faced trouble with the federal police.



Jairam Ramesh, a leader of the opposition Indian National Congress party, said a clear picture had emerged: that the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party of Prime Minister Narendra Modi used law enforcement agencies to extort businesses into filling its coffers.



"In my view, this is independent India's biggest scandal," Mr. Ramesh said. The way the country's top law enforcement and financial crime agencies had "been used to terrify people," he added, "it has never happened before."



Mr. Ramesh's party has deposited electoral bonds, too, worth at least $170 million. But Mr. Modi's B.J.P., which controls both the budget and the federal agencies, has received nearly four times as much since 2019, more than the next six parties combined.



The full reach of this data dump will take days if not weeks to parse. In the meantime, election season is hitting a fever pitch. On Saturday, the voting dates will be announced; they are likely to stretch from April into May.



Electoral bonds are just one avenue for campaign finance, but they have attracted more attention than any other since the B.J.P. introduced them nearly seven years ago.



Perhaps the most striking thing about the list of donors is the names it does not include. The Adani Group, the giant conglomerate whose value has grown by almost 1,000 percent since Mr. Modi took power, appears nowhere. Mukesh Ambani, Asia's richest man, does not either, although his Reliance Industries has a roundabout connection to the third-largest donor listed.




Prime Minister Narendra Modi arriving to address a rally in Guwahati, India, in February.




Directors on the board of Qwik Supply Chain, which bought about $50 million worth of electoral bonds, sit on the boards of Reliance companies. Reliance released a statement saying that Qwik Supply "is not a subsidiary of any Reliance entity."



The biggest buyer was a company called Future Gaming and Hotel Services, which snapped up $165 million in bonds. That is many times greater than the profits it has reported in any year. The company's owner, Santiago Martin, often styled as India's "lottery king," was under investigation for money laundering. He was also locked in a dispute with the state of Tamil Nadu, which tried to ban gambling -- only to be thwarted by the national government.



Ironically, the electoral bonds system was promoted as a means to bring legitimacy to a hodgepodge of mostly illegal funding practices that all parties had been using for decades. Donors would buy bonds from the state bank anonymously and then pass them on to politicians. Critics complained immediately that this process only formalized secrecy.



Mr. Modi's government had come to power in 2014 on the back of a series of financial scandals that humbled his predecessors. Then an anti-corruption campaign boosted his campaign. Yet any revelations now cannot be expected to generate widespread protest. The Indian media is reliably supportive of Mr. Modi's government.



Democracy activists had petitioned the country's top court in 2017 to declare the new fund-raising model unconstitutional, on the grounds that it lacked transparency and denied a level playing field to different parties.



"The whole idea for anonymous donations was to make money, to get kickbacks, anonymous kickbacks. Clearly, almost everything is a kickback," said Prashant Bhushan, one of the lawyers who brought the case against the government.



Jagdeep Chhokar, an activist who petitioned the court, said that with Thursday's data release, the bank authorities still had not revealed the "granular details" -- for example, "which company has donated exactly how much money to which party exactly on what date."



Since the day the policy was framed, Mr. Chhokar said, he and other activists have been arguing "that this is the way to legalize something which is patently wrong."



Nirmala Sitharaman, the government's finance minister, dismissed any allegation of quid pro quo, saying that there was nothing to establish a link between raids by investigative agencies and funding, and that any such charges were mere "assumptions."



"Was the system before this 100 percent perfect? No," Ms. Sitharaman 
told an Indian television channel
. "This is certainly not perfect, but one bit better."



Electoral bonds as a mechanism may go away after the 
Supreme Court's decision against them a month ago
, but their story is not yet over. On Friday, India's chief justice issued another directive to the State Bank of India. Why, he asked, has it failed to provide the bonds' identifying numbers, which would establish which political group received funds from where?



"The judgment of the constitution bench clarified that all details of electoral bonds will be made available including date of purchase, name of purchaser, the denomination," the judge, Dhananjaya Yeshwant Chandrachud, wrote. He ordered the bank to fill in the missing facts by Monday.



Sameer Yasir
 and 
Suhasini Raj
 contributed reporting.
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Senegal's Leading Opposition Politicians Freed from Jail Just Before Election



The presidential candidate of the main opposition party, as well as its powerful founder, were released 10 days before the West African country is set to hold a national election.




Supporters of Senegalese opposition leader Ousmane Sonko and presidential candidate Bassirou Diomaye Faye celebrate after the two men were released from prison, in Dakar late on Thursday night.




By Ruth Maclean and Elian Peltier


Mar 15, 2024


Two opposition party politicians were released from jail in Senegal on Thursday night, just 10 days before a nationwide election in which one of them is running for president.



Hundreds of supporters celebrated in the streets of Dakar after Ousmane Sonko, Senegal's foremost opposition leader, was freed along with Bassirou Diomaye Faye, his party's candidate in the election on March 24.



"You never gave up even when we were absent. You kept on fighting." Mr. Faye told supporters in Dakar on Thursday evening. "Today we are ready to join you in the same fight."



The release is the latest in a series of unexpected moves by the incumbent president, Macky Sall, who cited allegations of corruption when he announced last month that he was canceling the election. Facing a backlash, he reversed course and set the election for Sunday, March 24 -- just nine days before his term ends.



After years of hinting that he might run again, Mr. Sall finally confirmed last July that he would step down after his two terms were up.



Senegal, a coastal West African nation of 17 million people, is seen as a bastion of democracy relative to some of its West African neighbors, which are ruled by military juntas following a spate of coups in recent years.



Mr. Sonko was ineligible to run in the upcoming election because he was convicted last June of corrupting a minor and sentenced to two years in prison. Mr. Faye was running from jail, where he was awaiting trial on defamation charges and contempt of court, after he accused magistrates of persecuting Mr. Sonko to serve Mr. Sall's interests in a social media post last year.



Campaigning has started ahead of the election. Mr. Sall's chosen successor, the former prime minister Amadou Ba, has held rallies that have been poorly attended and have garnered little attention.




Supporters of Mr. Sonko and Mr. Faye in Dakar, on Thursday.




Alioune Tine, an expert on human rights in West Africa, said that the imprisonment of Mr. Sonko and Mr. Faye had increased their cachet, especially for Mr. Faye who was a little known figure before he was named as Mr. Sonko's replacement for the election.



"When you throw leaders in jail, you turn them into heroes," said Mr. Tine, the founder of the AfrikaJom Center, a Dakar-based research organization.



As Mr. Sonko and Mr. Faye paraded in Dakar's downtown on Thursday evening, it was Mr. Sonko's name that supporters chanted. But Mr. Sonko kept a low profile while Mr. Faye addressed the crowds with a microphone, standing in a car, a scarf in the colors of the Senegalese flag around his neck.



"Sonko will play a central role in the campaign, but the key challenge for him will be not to overshadow Faye too much, so Faye can win," Mr. Tine added.



Nineteen candidates in all are on the ballot for the election in Senegal, one of the few countries in the region that has never endured military rule. In recent years, however, Mr. Sall's government had repeatedly cut off access to the internet and forbidden demonstrations as Mr. Sonko rose to fame.



Dozens of protesters have been 
killed during anti-government riots
, many by live ammunition that 
human rights groups
 said was fired by the country's security forces.



Mr. Sonko is a charismatic yet divisive figure, who was tried on charges of raping an employee of a massage parlor. He was acquitted of rape, but sentenced last year to two years in prison for "corruption of youth" because the employee was under 21.



Mr. Sall signed an amnesty law earlier this month, which eventually led to the release of Mr. Faye and Mr. Sonko. But Mr. Sonko's role in both the upcoming election and the country's political future remains unclear.



A former tax inspector and currently the mayor of the southern town of Ziguinchor, Mr. Sonko has vowed to rid Senegal of corruption, appealing to young Senegalese voters -- though he has not made clear how he plans to execute his promises of sweeping change.



"Sonko is the person Senegal needs," said Serge Goudiaby Atepa, a well-known Senegalese architect and the head of Senegal's main lobby of business leaders.



Mr. Atepa also praised Mr. Sall for releasing Mr. Sonko, who for years was his main political foe. "The crowds we saw on the streets last night prove that it was the right thing to do."




In Dakar on Thursday.




Mady Camara contributed reporting from Dakar.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/15/world/africa/senegal-sonko-opposition-released.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Macron and Scholz Meet, Looking to Patch Up Differences on Ukraine



The leaders of France and Germany will try to heal an increasingly public rift over their approach to the war, and hold talks alongside Poland's prime minister on support for Kyiv.




From left, Chancellor Olaf Scholz of Germany, Prime Minister Donald Tusk of Poland and President Emmanuel Macron of France before their meeting in Berlin on Friday.




By Erika Solomon and Roger Cohen


Mar 15, 2024


Chancellor Olaf Scholz and President Emmanuel Macron of France met in Berlin on Friday looking to smooth over their differences on how to support Ukraine in its war with Russia and allay concerns that the Franco-German "engine of Europe" is sputtering.



Mr. Scholz hosted Mr. Macron alongside Poland's prime minister, Donald Tusk, as Europe struggles to maintain unity at a critical moment, with U.S. support for Kyiv in question and Russian forces having made gains on the battlefield.



In recent weeks, the differences between the allies have become 
unusually public and bitter
, even as all agree that support for Ukraine is crucial to preventing further Russian aggression in Europe.



Mr. Macron, eager to stake out a tougher stance toward President Vladimir V. Putin of Russia, chided allies not to be "cowards" after they 
strongly rebuffed his suggestion
 that NATO countries should not rule out putting troops in Ukraine. From being Europe's dove on Russia, the French leader, feeling humiliated over his initial outreach to Mr. Putin, has been transformed over the past two years into its hawk.



The way he has made the switch has rankled some allies. Mr. Macron's remark was interpreted as a jab at Mr. Scholz's government, which in turn retorted that Mr. Macron ought to put up more money or weapons to back his words.



Mr. Scholz, who has made Germany the largest military supporter of Ukraine after Washington, feels he has offered the material backing necessary and is resistant to doing more. But to the chagrin of even his own coalition partners, he has drawn a line against sending long-range Taurus missiles.



Mr. Macron, in a television interview Thursday night, doubled down on the ideas he had thrown out earlier, telling TF1 and France 2 television, that "strategic ambiguity" about how far NATO allies would go to support Ukraine was necessary to keep the Kremlin guessing.




A Leopard 1 tank on the move in Ukraine's northeastern Kharkiv region in January.




"If, faced with someone who has no limits, faced with someone who crossed every limit that he had given us, we tell him naively that we won't go any further than this or that -- at that moment, we are not deciding peace, we are already deciding defeat," he said.



"If Russia wins this war, Europe's credibility will be reduced to zero," Mr. Macron added. "Do you think that the Poles, the Lithuanians, the Estonians, the Romanians, the Bulgarians could stay in peace even for a second?"



French and German officials privately acknowledge there is a serious clash between the two leaders -- one that reflects not just very different personal styles, but stark differences in their approach toward European security.



Those close to Mr. Scholz say that Mr. Macron fails to see that Germany cannot play with strategic ambiguity as France can: Germany has no nuclear weapons, and is dependent on NATO for its nuclear umbrella.



Mr. Macron will most likely receive backing for his more robust posturing when he and Mr. Scholz are joined later on Friday by Mr. Tusk.



Earlier this week, Mr. Tusk said it fell to Paris, Berlin and Warsaw to "mobilize all of Europe" and to provide more support for Ukraine.



The trilateral talks are a revival of the so-called "Weimar Triangle," the 1990s-era talks between France, Germany, and Poland to draw eastern European states closer to the European Union and NATO. After lying dormant for years, officials returned to the format in the wake of Russia's invasion of Ukraine.




Members of a Ukrainian artillery unit carried shells in Ukraine's eastern Donetsk region in January. Ukraine has been pleading for more ammunition.




This round of talks takes place amid stalled negotiations in the United States. With a $60 billion aid package blocked by Republicans in Congress, President Joe Biden announced a $300 million package for weapons to Ukraine in a stopgap measure that Army accountants cobbled together from savings made from contracts that came in under bid.



Ukraine is desperate for weapons to fend off Russian advances, particularly ammunition and air defenses. Yet Europe is struggling to come up with more cash for supplies. European Union leaders on Wednesday announced a 5 billion euro, or $5.5 billion, fund for arms deliveries, but the deal allows E.U. partners to discount shipments they have already provided directly to Ukraine.



In Germany, a growing number of lawmakers are pushing for deliveries of Germany's Taurus missiles despite Mr. Scholz's adamant refusals. The opposition Christian Democrats put the matter to a vote in Parliament on Thursday -- a largely symbolic move because the two coalition partners to Mr. Scholz's Social Democrats, the Greens and the Free Democrats, did not support it.



Nonetheless, the two partners have been increasingly vocal in their disagreement with the chancellor over Taurus missiles, and the debate sparked on the Parliament floor reflected growing concerns among Ukraine supporters about hesitancy in Berlin.



The divide within Germany appears to be worsening as members of the Social Democrats, who before the war were seen as being close to Russia, made arguments that sounded like an incremental retreat to their pacifist positions before the war.



Speaking in Parliament on Thursday, the head of the Social Democrats' parliamentary faction, Ralf Mutzenich, asked: "Is it not time to start thinking, not about how to conduct a war, but how to freeze this conflict and later end it?"




The German Chancellor Olaf Scholz has drawn a line at sending long-range Taurus missiles to Ukraine.




Norbert Rottgen, a Christian Democrat, called it an "unbelievable" proposal, writing on the social media platform, X, that it suggested the chancellor's party was abandoning its goal of derailing Putin's war.



The debate in Germany on Thursday seemed jarringly far removed from Mr. Macron's comments that same day, as he told interviewers that "peace is not Ukraine's capitulation."



Yet he stopped short of previous comments last month calling for Russia's defeat, instead using Mr. Scholz's refrain that Russia "cannot win this war."



It was perhaps meant as a conciliatory gesture toward the chancellor, who has also tried to dial down the tensions. Earlier this week he told journalists that he had a "very friendly" relationship with Mr. Macron. "It is different than what many people think."



The centrality of the Franco-German relationship to propelling Europe through the war, and indeed to the whole project of ever greater European integration, will put heavy pressure on the two leaders to paper over their differences and make the best of things in Berlin.



Yet the true test will not be the statements of friendship they formulate, but whether they can provide concrete plans for more support, Mr. Tusk warned. "True solidarity with Ukraine?" he wrote on X, just hours before the meetings: "Less words, more ammunition."
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Russian Missile Strikes Kill at Least 16 in Odesa, Ukraine Says



Two missiles hit the same spot, Ukrainian authorities said, killing some rescuers who had responded to the first attack.




Rescue workers at the site of a missile strike in Odesa, Ukraine, on Friday.




By Constant Meheut


Mar 15, 2024


A Russian missile attack on Odesa killed at least 16 people and injured 55 others, Ukrainian authorities said on Friday, the latest in a series of deadly air assaults on the southern Ukrainian port city.



Ukraine's state emergency services
 said a first missile hit several houses late in the morning, prompting rescuers to rush to the scene. A second missile then landed on the same site, causing many fatalities, including at least one paramedic and a rescue worker. The reports could not be independently verified.



Oleh Kiper, the governor of the Odesa region, 
posted photos on social media
 showing rescue workers evacuating one of their colleagues on a stretcher and trying to put out a fire near a destroyed building. A 
photo
 released by the Odesa City Council showed what appeared to be a rescuer lying on the grass, his lifeless body covered by a foil blanket.



Ukrainian authorities said the attacks destroyed a three-story building, damaged 10 houses and a gas pipeline, and started a fire that spread to an area of about 1,300 square feet.



It was the third deadly assault on Odesa in two weeks, with a total of at least 33 people killed. It came as Russians 
began voting in a presidential election
 that President Vladimir V. Putin was all but certain to win, and while his country's war in Ukraine had entered its third year and showed no sign of abating.




Emergency workers helping an injured man away from the scene.




On the same day, 
Russian authorities
 said Ukrainian shelling of the western city of Belgorod, close to Ukraine, had killed one civilian and wounded two others. Their claims could not be independently verified.



The assault on Odesa appeared to be what military officials call a "double-tap attack," hitting the same target twice with a time gap between the two strikes in order to kill emergency workers or firefighters responding to the first strike. Russian forces have used this tactic before in 
Ukraine
 and 
Syria
.



Natalia Humeniuk, a spokeswoman for the Ukrainian Army in the south, 
said
 the attack had involved ballistic missiles fired from Crimea, the Russian-occupied Ukrainian peninsula.



Odesa, a lifeline for the Ukrainian economy, is home to a vast port infrastructure vital to Ukraine's Black Sea exports. Many vessels depart from the port to ship grain and other agricultural products across the Black Sea.



The city, which Mr. Putin has long claimed belongs to Russia, was relatively untouched by the fighting at the start of the war. But over the past six months, Russia has targeted grain silos and naval infrastructure there with drones and missiles in an attempt to undermine Ukraine's 
relatively successful Black Sea export operations
.



The attacks have also caused civilian casualties, either from direct targeting or falling debris. Earlier this month, a drone hit a residential building, 
killing 12 civilians
. It took rescue workers several days to pull the bodies from the rubble, including those of babies and children.



And last week, a 
missile hit the city
 while President Volodymyr Zelensky and Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis of Greece were visiting, killing five people. Mr. Zelensky later 
told an Italian television
 station that the missile hit less than half a mile from the place where he was standing with Mr. Mitsotakis.



"I don't know who this hit was aimed at," Mr. Zelensky said, adding that it was "incredible" that Russia could target the city while state leaders were visiting. The attack drew widespread condemnation from foreign leaders.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/15/world/europe/ukraine-russia-odesa-missile-strikes.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




'Welcome to Hell': U.N. Panel Says Russian War Crimes Are Widespread



In a report headed to the Human Rights Council in Geneva next week, an investigative commission outlines the ongoing torture and starvation of Ukrainian prisoners.




Demonstrators gathered in Kyiv last year to call attention to Ukrainian prisoners of war.




By Nick Cumming-Bruce


Mar 15, 2024


Two years after Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine, United Nations investigators say they have uncovered new evidence of systematic and widespread torture of Ukrainian prisoners held by Russian security forces.



A United Nations Commission of Inquiry on Friday detailed a range of what it described as Russian war crimes, including summary executions, sexual violence and forced transfer of Ukrainian children into Russia. The commission paid special attention to "horrific" treatment of Ukrainian prisoners by Russian security services at detention centers in Russia and occupied Ukraine.



The commission will deliver 
a report
 to the Human Rights Council in Geneva next week, detailing accounts of torture from four locations in Russia and seven in occupied Ukraine, strengthening previous findings that the use of torture had become widespread and systematic.



"We are concerned at the scale, continuation and gravity of violations and crimes that the commission has investigated and the impact on victims," Erik Mose, chairman of the three-person panel, said in a statement.



"Victims' accounts disclose relentless, brutal treatment inflicting severe pain and suffering for almost the entire duration of their detention," the commission said, adding that this resulted in long-lasting physical and mental trauma.



The commission, set up in 2022, said it had previously expressed concern over arbitrary arrest and ill treatment by Ukrainian authorities of people suspected of collaborating with Russian authorities. But in this report, its fifth, the commission recounted only two new cases of Ukrainian aggression, in addition to three previously reported ones.



They included the experience of a Ukrainian woman who said she was detained and hit repeatedly by men in Ukrainian military uniforms who carried out a mock execution before releasing her.




"We are concerned at the scale, continuation and gravity of violations and crimes that the commission has investigated and the impact on victims," said Erik Mose, right, the chairman of the three-person panel.




United Nations human rights monitors who have access to Ukrainian detention centers have also described abuse of Russian soldiers taken prisoner by Ukraine. The rights monitors said that beatings and ill treatment of these soldiers occurred mainly at the initial moment of capture and that cases of torture were sporadic.



Mr. Mose said the commission had written to Russian authorities 23 times requesting information, meetings and better access, but had received no response. The Russian authorities have yet to comment on the report's allegations of torture.



Russian guards told one prisoner "welcome to hell," the commission said, describing brutal admissions procedures that included beatings and electric shocks. Torture was reportedly carried out "everywhere": in cells, corridors, courtyards and the bathhouse.



"I lost any hope and will to live," a former prisoner told the panel, saying he begged his inquisitors to kill him after undergoing repeated beatings that broke a collarbone, knocked out teeth and left him with a gangrenous foot, unable to stand. After release, the commission said, the former prisoner had undergone 36 hospitalizations as of January.



Former prisoners said that in Russian detention centers in occupied Ukraine, torture was carried out by the Russian military, but prisoners held in Russia were tortured by Russian special forces units known as Spetsnaz, and that interrogations were led by agents of Russia's main intelligence service, the Federal Security Bureau.



The commission said it had interviewed former Spetsnaz members who said torture and ill treatment of prisoners appeared to be encouraged or, at a minimum, tolerated by their commanders, quoting one general as instructing them to "work harshly with no pity."



Ukrainian military prisoners were tortured for information about their units and the Ukrainian armed forces, but the report said the torture was also used to intimidate and punish. Prisoners described conditions in some of the prisons where they were held as "inhuman."



There was little food, resulting in acute hunger that drove some to "eating worms, soap, paper and remnants of dog food," the commission reported.
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U.S. and Allies Warn Iran Not to Send Missiles to Russia



The Group of 7 major industrial powers threatened "significant measures" against Tehran if it aids Moscow's war against Ukraine, including a cutoff of Iran Air flights to Europe.




Iranian-made missiles on display during a rally commemorating the 1979 revolution in Tehran last month.




By Peter Baker


Mar 15, 2024


The United States and six other major world powers warned Iran on Friday not to provide ballistic missiles to Russia to aid Moscow's war against Ukraine and threatened to retaliate if it does by cutting off Iranian air travel to Europe, among other measures.



The Group of 7 nations issued the warning in a statement coordinated with the White House in hopes of making Tehran think twice before arming Russia even further at a time when American security aid to Ukraine remains blocked in Congress by Republican leaders, who are following the lead of former President Donald J. Trump.



The Reuters news agency 
reported last month
 that Iran had already provided Russia with around 400 surface-to-surface missiles, including many from the Fateh-110 family of short-range weapons capable of striking targets as far as 435 miles away. Biden administration officials said on Friday that they had not been able to confirm that Iran had already transferred missiles but assume that it intends to.



The G7 leaders said they were "extremely concerned" about reports of possible Iranian transfers. "We call on Iran not to do so, as it would add to regional destabilization and represent a substantive material escalation in its support for Russia's war in Ukraine -- an aggression which constitutes a flagrant violation of international law and the U.N. Charter," they said in their statement.



"Were Iran to proceed with providing ballistic missiles or related technology to Russia, we are prepared to respond swiftly and in a coordinated manner including with new and significant measures against Iran," the leaders added.



Biden administration officials said that one example of a response would be to end flights into Europe by Iran Air, the country's flagship national carrier, further isolating the nation.
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U.S. Approves $500 Million for Bahrain Oil Project, Despite Opposition



The financing faced criticism that it doesn't mesh with U.S. commitments on climate change. Earlier, two climate advisers had resigned over the plan.




Manama, the capital city of Bahrain.




By Hiroko Tabuchi


Mar 14, 2024


A federal bank that finances projects overseas voted Thursday to put $500 million toward an oil and gas project in Bahrain, a transaction that critics said was out of step with President Biden's climate commitments.



Just days before the vote, six lawmakers had urged the bank, the Export-Import Bank of the United States or ExIm, not to move ahead with the financing, given the project's negative effects on the climate. "We cannot afford to have ExIm undermine domestic and international climate progress," lawmakers led by Senator Jeff Merkley, Democrat of Oregon, said in a letter to the bank's board of directors last week.



The bank said that the financing, in the form of loan guarantees, was consistent with its mission to bolster American exports and jobs. The new drilling in Bahrain could mean lucrative contracts for American engineering and construction-management firms, the bank said. The project will include measures to keep greenhouse gases in check, it said in a statement.




Senator Jeff Merkley opposed the proposal.




The Bahrain deal comes just months after the United States joined 
nearly 200 other nations
 in a promise to transition away from fossil fuels, the burning of which is dangerously overheating the planet. It also comes as Mr. Biden is working to shore up support from climate-minded voters as he runs for re-election.



In February, plans to finance the Bahrain projects 
prompted two of the bank's climate advisers to resign
. And Mr. Biden's aides 
have expressed concern
 about the direction of the bank, which has consistently flouted a 2021 presidential order that government agencies stop financing carbon-intensive projects overseas.



The Bahrain project is one of several controversial overseas fossil fuel ventures that ExIm Bank is currently considering. Also being considered are 
a natural gas export project in Papua New Guinea
 and an offshore pipeline in Guyana, alongside some projects related to renewable energy like a zinc-lead mine in Greenland.



Between 2017 and 2021 the bank provided nearly $6 billion in financing for fossil fuel projects and $120 million for clean energy, 
according to a tally
 by the Perspectives Climate Group consultancy and the nonprofit group Oxfam.
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Dozens of Migrants Die After Their Dinghy Deflates in the Mediterranean



Survivors, who departed from Libya, said they had been adrift for four days when they were found.




In a photo supplied by the charity SOS Mediterranee, migrants were helped out of a partially deflated dinghy by rescue personnel from the Ocean Viking, a humanitarian aid ship, in the central Mediterranean on Wednesday.




By Gaia Pianigiani


Mar 14, 2024


A European humanitarian aid group said on Thursday that about 50 migrants died after their small boat deflated during an attempt to cross the central Mediterranean Sea.



A ship belonging to the charity, 
SOS Mediterranee
, spotted the deflating rubber dinghy on Wednesday, in international waters under the Libyan rescue jurisdiction. Twenty-five dehydrated and exhausted migrants were on board.



The survivors told the charity that they had been adrift for four days, since the engine on their dinghy broke. Some 50 other people were with them when they departed from the Libyan port of Zawiya, they told the rescuers, including two infants and four women. There were only male survivors, half of them boys, the charity said.



Valeria Taurino, the director general of SOS Mediterranee, said the situation on board was "disastrous."



Two of the passengers were unconscious when they were found and were evacuated by the Italian military for treatment on shore. The rest, hailing from Gambia, Mali and Senegal, showed signs of dehydration, exhaustion and burns from fuel on the boat, and were receiving medical treatment aboard the charity's ship, the Ocean Viking, Ms. Taurino said.



The Ocean Viking was heading to disembark the passengers at Ancona, on the northeastern Italian coast, over 870 miles from where the survivors were found. The government says it is spreading the burden of identifying and later housing migrants. But charity groups argue that the practice is aimed at keeping ships occupied and off the ocean where they look for migrant boats and making rescues more expensive in terms of fuel consumption.



Migration advocates say there is a glaring scarcity of rescuers in the central Mediterranean. The U.N. International Organization for Migration said that 227 migrants had died on the Mediterranean route this year, without taking into account the most recent shipwreck. While arrivals have decreased by 70 percent compared with 2023, the death rate is not falling as rapidly.



"Deaths are down by 20 percent only," said Flavio Di Giacomo, a spokesman for the International Organization for Migration in Italy. "It is a clear sign that the rescue system at sea is insufficient, and people keep dying as a result."
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'Squid Game' Actor Found Guilty of Sexual Misconduct



Oh Young-soo, who portrayed a contestant in the Netflix drama, was given a suspended sentence. He was found guilty of indecent assault.




The South Korean actor Oh Young-soo, center, arriving for a court hearing in Seongnam, South Korea, in 2023.




By John Yoon


Mar 15, 2024


A South Korean court on Friday convicted Oh Young-soo, an actor who won a Golden Globe for his portrayal of a contestant in the Netflix survival drama "Squid Game," of indecent assault.



A district court judge in Seongnam, a city southeast of Seoul, found Mr. Oh guilty of inappropriately hugging an actress, holding her hand and kissing her cheek in 2017.



Mr. Oh
, 79, was given an eight-month suspended sentence and ordered to attend 40 hours of classes on sexual violence. Mr. Oh, who had publicly denied the charge, told reporters after the verdict that he planned to appeal.



Prosecutors 
charged Mr. Oh in 2022
 after an actress, who was not identified, filed a complaint accusing him of inappropriately touching her. They argued that, across multiple occasions in August and September 2017, Mr. Oh had hugged the woman, held her hand, kissed her cheek and laid in her rented room, where he made potentially inappropriate sexual comments, Judge Jeong Yeon-ju said.



The actress told others about her experience at the time and wrote about them in her diary, Judge Jeong said. She received sexual violence counseling in March 2018. She tried to forget her distressful memories for some time, until the success of "Squid Game" in 2021 prompted the woman to demand an apology from Mr. Oh about his actions, for which Mr. Oh apologized, the judge said.



Mr. Oh denied kissing the woman, claimed that he had held her hand to help her carry things, and said that his apology to her was not an admission of guilt, the judge said. Mr. Oh's lawyers also argued that the woman's narrative was inconsistent. But the judge found her accusations credible.



A few months before he was charged, Mr. Oh became the first South Korean to 
win a Golden Globe
, for best supporting actor for his role as Player No. 001 in "Squid Game," a 
dystopian drama
 about people who risk their lives in a secretive contest in hopes of winning a fortune.



He was also 
nominated for a 2022 Emmy
 for his performance on the show, still the most watched series ever on Netflix. Oh Il-nam, the character he portrays in the show, is one of hundreds of contestants who vie for the first place in a game in which everyone is killed except the winner, who earns a life-changing reward. He hides certain secrets about his true identity from the other participants throughout the game, revealing it at the end.



Mr. Oh, who has appeared in more than 200 plays since 1968 and won numerous theater awards, is considered one of South Korea's most accomplished stage actors.



The sexual misconduct charge hurt his career well before the court rendered a verdict. Mr. Oh was not included in the cast for Season 2 of "Squid Game," 
scheduled for release this year
. The country's Culture Ministry has also stopped airing a government commercial that features him.




Oh Young-soo, left, along with actors Lee Jung-jae, center, Park Hae-soo, right, in a scene from the Korean series "Squid Game."




Mr. Oh  also will not appear in an upcoming film called "About Family" by the South Korean director Woo-seok Yang. The film's distribution company, Lotte Entertainment, told the local news media last month that it was deleting all of his scenes and refilming them with another actor, Lee Soon-jae.



Last year, Mr. Oh was dropped from the cast of a South Korean play, "Love Letter," about a pair of actors who take turns reading love letters to each other.



Mr. Oh's accuser filed a complaint against him in 2021, prompting a police investigation in Seongnam. Prosecutors eventually dropped the case, but the woman appealed to reopen it, and Mr. Oh was later charged after more evidence was gathered.



"I am sorry," he 
told reporters
 while walking into his first court hearing in February 2023. "I think I behaved badly."



But he continued to deny the charge.



The indecent assault charge carried a potential prison sentence of up to 10 years or a fine of up to 15 million South Korean won, or about $11,400. But prosecutors said last month that they would seek a one-year sentence and an employment ban if he were to be convicted.



Other details of the case have not been made public. Many of the hearings have been closed to the public and the woman has not been identified, in keeping with standard practice for sex crimes cases in South Korea.



People convicted of indecent assault in South Korea become registered sex offenders who are monitored by the police even after completing their prison terms. First-time offenders can receive reduced sentences, or simply a fine.



Since 2018, South Korea's #MeToo movement has led to accusations of sexual misconduct against an array of prominent men, including powerful figures in the entertainment industry and government. Some have apologized or 
resigned
. Others have been convicted of rape or other sex crimes and sentenced to 
long prison terms
.
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A Potentially Hazardous Cat Puts a Japanese City on Alert



The animal fell into a tank of chemicals at a plating factory in Fukuyama and then wandered off into the night.




The paw prints tell the tale.




By Kiuko Notoya and Alan Yuhas


Mar 15, 2024


The first signs of an intruder at the metal-plating factory were footprints, ocher-tinged and varying in number of toes. A review of security footage confirmed the security breach, and the authorities quickly issued a public alert.



Be on the lookout, the citizens of Fukuyama, Japan, were warned, for a cat with "abnormalities."



For the past week, the city has been on watch for the potentially hazardous cat that appears to have fallen into a tank of toxic chemicals at the factory, Nomura Plating Corporation, and then escaped, darting across a darkened factory yard and into the city at large.



Officials have reached out to the City Council, the school board and nurseries to warn them about the possible risk.



Motonari Ibaraki, a representative for Nomura Plating, said that the prints were spotted near the tank by an employee arriving for work Monday morning and that the security video showed the cat fleeing the factory around 9:30 the night before.



The tank holds 
hexavalent chromium
, a reddish-brown solution widely used in plating that has been shown to cause lung cancer in humans if inhaled. Effects of exposure can also include kidney and liver damage, nasal and skin irritation and ulceration, and eye irritation and damage, according to the U.S. National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences.



Workers who handle the chemical take precautions such as using masks and rubber gloves. The cat, the ocher paw prints suggest, was more reckless, so residents in Fukuyama have been warned to be careful should they run across it.



The message is simple, said Satoshi Taki, who works at the Fukuyama City Environment Conservation Division: Do not touch the cat. Call the authorities.



Mr. Ibaraki, the Nomura Plating representative, said that the tank at the factory had been covered with a sheet to prevent mist from rising but that it was found dislodged on Monday morning -- presumably because the cat fell in. He said the company would now take measures to deter small animals from entering the plant.



As of Friday morning, the cat had not been seen. Mr. Taki said that, in the end, it may not have survived its experience at the factory.



Hisako Ueno
 contributed reporting.
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Jonathan Kozol Fought School Inequality for Decades. Here's One Final Plea.



With his latest, and last, book, the 87-year-old writer refuses false optimism.




Jonathan Kozol in June 2000. Since the 1960s, Mr. Kozol has written about America's failure to educate poor Black and Hispanic children.




By Dana Goldstein


Mar 14, 2024


There are certain motifs in Jonathan Kozol's half-century of writing about America's failure to adequately educate poor Black and Hispanic children, which began with "Death at an Early Age," a blistering account of his year teaching in the Boston Public Schools.



Decrepit school buildings with rancid bathrooms and leaking ceilings. Students stultified by scripted curriculums and endless test prep. Bleak urban neighborhoods with neglected parks, crumbling apartments and harried, underpaid teachers. The despair is punctuated by bright and vivacious children, who bluntly note the obvious unfairness that adults have trained themselves to overlook.



"Death at an Early Age," published in 1967, turned him into the sort of widely read public intellectual hardly present anymore.



Now, at 87, he has published "An End to Inequality," his 15th book -- and his last, he says. It is an unapologetic cri de coeur about the shortcomings of the schools that serve poor Black and Hispanic children, and thus, the moral failure of the nation to end the inequality he has documented for decades.



Critics have long said that Mr. Kozol has focused too much on all that is wrong in American public schooling, and not enough on models for success. They point to the charter schools, charismatic principals and early-reading programs driving change, even in some deeply segregated neighborhoods.



But Mr. Kozol characterizes those as marginal reforms meant to plug into a system that is unequal by design. And in his long career, he has seen decades of national reform efforts -- "A Nation at Risk," No Child Left Behind, Race to the Top, Every Student Succeeds -- come and go, while some problems remain much the same.




"If we're talking about Black and Latino children in our public schools, I think it's unrealistic to be optimistic," Mr. Kozol said in an interview at his home.




Educational opportunity is still apportioned mostly by parents' ability to pay for housing in desirable ZIP codes. Some aging school buildings are still laced with lead. Black and Latino students are still disproportionately subjected to harsh forms of discipline: silent hallways, 
isolation
 closets, even 
physical restraint
.



"I don't brook with forced optimism right now," Mr. Kozol said in an interview. "If we're talking about Black and Latino children in our public schools, I think it's unrealistic to be optimistic."



He spoke from an armchair in the living room of his canary yellow, colonial home in Cambridge, Mass., where he lives alone, aided by several young assistants. He was briefly married and divorced in the 1970s and had no children, devoting years to immersive reporting. He spent his days inside schools and homeless shelters, and wrote by hand late into the evening -- still his favorite time to work, he said, as he sipped an iced coffee at dusk.



The room was packed with teddy bears -- he began collecting them when he became too infirm to care for dogs -- and old issues of left-leaning magazines like The Nation and The Progressive. A nearby coffee table was stacked with keepsakes, arranged for a potential acquisition, Mr. Kozol said, of his papers by the New York Public Library.



They included a signed photograph of Langston Hughes, which the poet sent in 1965, after Mr. Kozol, then 28, was fired for teaching a class of mostly Black fourth-graders Mr. Hughes's poem "
Ballad of the Landlord
" -- then considered a subversive work by Boston administrators.



In "An End to Inequality," Mr. Kozol uses bold language to make his case.



He rejects the idea, popular in some education circles, that to focus on the problems of racially segregated public schools is to encourage a sort of deficit mind-set, in which Black, Latino and Native American children are regarded more for what they lack than for what makes them resilient.



"It's a delicate dilemma," Mr. Kozol writes. "If we cannot speak of victims, if the word is in disfavor, what other language can be used to speak of children who are faced with cognitive suppression in almost every aspect of instruction?"




Mr. Kozol's latest book, "An End to Inequality," is his 15th -- and his last, he says.




He continues, "Then, too, if there are no victims, then no crime has been committed. If no crime has been committed, there can be no reason for demanding redress for what these children undergo in their schools of sequestration. Avoiding a disfavored word cannot expunge reality."



The solution, he argues, is still the yellow school bus, transporting poor children to opportunity in more affluent neighborhoods and towns, where they can learn alongside upper middle-class peers and enjoy some of the advantages their parents have secured for them: rich arts programs, foreign language classes, science labs, vibrant libraries.



The system we have instead is nothing short of "apartheid," Mr. Kozol writes. The persistence of lead paint and pipes in poor children's schools is "cerebral genocide," he adds, and budget cuts are evidence of a "war on public schools."



Mr. Kozol, who grew up as the son of a doctor and a social worker in the affluent Boston suburb of Newton, credits Archibald MacLeish, the modernist poet who taught him at Harvard, with helping him develop his writing style.



"He encouraged me to use strong words," he recalled. "There is a tendency to assume that the extremes of expression are always wrong, and that the truth, by its own preference, likes to live in the middle. It doesn't always live in the middle."



After college and a stint as a failed novelist in Paris, Mr. Kozol had planned to earn a Ph.D. in literature.




Mr. Kozol, during a protest march that followed his dismissal from Boston Public Schools in 1965.




His life changed in 1964, when the civil rights activists James Chaney, Michael Schwerner and Andrew Goodman were murdered in Mississippi.



"What am I doing here," he recalled thinking, "hanging out in Cambridge, and talking about John Donne's metaphysical poetry?"



Shortly thereafter, he was teaching in Roxbury, a predominantly Black neighborhood in Boston, and organizing alongside parents who wanted to enroll their children in higher-quality schools, first within Boston and eventually, in the suburbs.



Their activism helped establish a voluntary busing program called 
METCO
, which still exists, transporting 3,000 students a year from Boston to suburban schools. 
Research shows
 that students accepted into the program earn higher test scores and have better college and career outcomes than students who apply to METCO but do not win a spot in the randomized lottery.



The big idea in Mr. Kozol's new book is for a huge federal and state investment -- "reparations" -- to expand voluntary busing programs like METCO. Another model is voluntary two-way busing, which uses themed magnet schools to draw middle-class students to poorer neighborhoods, opening up seats in middle-class schools for low-income children.



While Mr. Kozol's writing is anything but dry, his understanding of education research has always been careful and rigorous, said Gary Orfield, co-director of The Civil Rights Project at the University of California, Los Angeles, an institute that provides data on the persistence of school segregation by race and class.



Dr. Orfield credited Mr. Kozol for not allowing himself to get distracted by the types of technocratic school reforms that politicians often prefer, like increasing high-stakes testing.



"He just is relentless," Dr. Orfield said. "He is angry and offended by the reality he sees going on and on and on. And nobody cares."



Mr. Kozol is far from a lone voice in asking the nation to refocus on school segregation and inequalities between rich and poor districts. Several 
new
 
organizations
 in Washington are devoted to these issues, and have attracted influential supporters.



But Mr. Kozol is dismayed that mainstream Democrats rarely support big investments in school desegregation. And he said he is not interested in other forms of school choice, like charters or vouchers, that also help low-income students escape underperforming schools. Like many traditional liberals, he sees these options as financial leeches on the public school system, and is skeptical of their support from Republicans and conservatives.



He began writing "An End to Inequality" before the Covid-19 pandemic, and the book barely mentions how the crisis upended education politics, as schools in the country's most liberal cities were shuttered the longest, with low-income students of color falling even further behind.



Nor does he address the fact that after the pandemic, parents -- including some of those he cares most about -- became 
more
 
likely
 to support school choice.



This omission irks some education activists, even those who admire Mr. Kozol.



"You can't give reparations to the system that harmed the people," said Derrell Bradford, president of 50CAN, a group that supports the expansion of charter schools and vouchers. "You have to give it to the people the system harmed."



But Mr. Kozol is sticking to the traditional notion of public education -- one system for everybody. "A democratic nation needs to have a truly democratic, well-funded public school system," he said.



On a table next to his armchair was a framed  drawing, now faded, of a sun peeking out over the horizon. The artist, Pineapple, was a tenacious girl who appears in several of his books, chronicling the travails of growing up in the South Bronx in the wake of the crack and AIDS epidemics.



"I asked her, 'Is the sun rising or setting?'' Mr. Kozol remembered. "And she looked at me and she said, 'You decide.'"
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Beach Town Residents Paid $600,000 for Sand. It Lasted a Few Days.



Residents who live on Salisbury Beach, a seaside community in northern Massachusetts, paid for the sand dunes to protect their beachfront homes from storms. Then a storm came.




High tide and winds have washed nearly half of 15,000 tons of sand away.




By Lola Fadulu


Mar 15, 2024


The owners of beachfront homes in the seaside community of Salisbury Beach in northern Massachusetts spent nearly $600,000 to have around 15,000 tons of sand dropped near their properties to protect themselves from future storms.



But the Atlantic Ocean had something else coming. The high tide and winds that pounded the area on Sunday washed nearly half of the sand away, mere days after it was placed.



The storm left the beach area stripped and defenseless before the ocean waters that draw vacationers to that beach town every year.



"People are depressed, discouraged, angry," said Tom Saab, the president of 
Salisbury Beach Citizens for Change
, a group 
representing property owners
 that spearheaded the sand project. "The dunes did their job. They sacrificed themselves to protect the properties -- no properties were really damaged."



The citizens group decided in January to purchase the sand that was placed in mid-February along a 1.5 mile stretch of Salisbury Beach near the properties, Mr. Saab said. Around 150 buildings line the stretch of beach, including single houses and condos. The beach stretches for about four miles, and the adjoining properties are estimated to be collectively worth $2 billion, he said.



The sand dune project came to be after Salisbury Beach had been hit hard by storms over the past couple of months. It was inundated by a high tide and a nor'easter in December 2022, which "devastated" the beach, said Mr. Saab, who has lived on Salisbury Beach for decades.



In January, two more nor'easters hit the area, he said.



"Those two storms basically wiped the whole beach out," Mr. Saab said of the January storms. "Properties were damaged -- decks were destroyed," he said, adding that stairways and patios had been damaged too. "One home was condemned, not allowed to be lived in," he said.



In an effort to take matters into their own hands, the citizens group initiated the sand project in mid-February, raising the required funds from property owners. It had wrapped up the project last week, on Wednesday, March 7. It was cause for celebration, just a few days before the next washout.



"Everybody had beautiful dunes, all paid for out of their own pockets -- not a penny from the State of Massachusetts at all," Mr. Saab said. "We built this one and a half miles of beach ready to protect us."



Then the nor'easter landed and took 50 percent of the sand and an estimated $300,000 worth of work, according to the group.



Two access points to the Salisbury Beach State Reservation 
were closed
 on Sunday and remained closed on Thursday because of storm damage, according to the Massachusetts Department of Conservation and Recreation.



Some area residents are calling for help from state leaders. They contend that state officials should chip in, partly because the protection afforded by the dunes extends beyond their properties to the infrastructure of the town and the state. The beach has received state and federal assistance before.



The state "remains in regular communication with representatives from the town, the legislative delegation and the community and will continue to work with them to address the impacts of erosion at the beach," said a spokeswoman for the state's Conservation and Recreation Department.



It is 
not uncommon for the East Coast
 to be struck by nor'easters and other storms, according to the National Center for Atmospheric Research.



About half of Salisbury Beach properties have been owned by the same families since the period from the 1950s to the 1970s, and those owners are loath to renounce their ocean views, Mr. Saab said.



"Nobody wants to give up," he said. "I will never give up on protecting Salisbury Beach."
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Judge Delays Trump's Manhattan Trial Until at Least Mid-April



The judge scheduled a hearing for March 25, the day the trial had been scheduled to begin, to consider Donald J. Trump's request to further delay or dismiss the case.




Lawyers for Donald J. Trump had sought a 90-day postponement of the trial so new documents could be reviewed. The Manhattan district attorney's office countered, proposing a 30-day delay.




By Ben Protess and William K. Rashbaum


Mar 15, 2024


A New York judge on Friday
 
delayed Donald J. Trump's criminal trial in Manhattan until at least mid-April, postponing the only one of Mr. Trump's four criminal cases that appeared set to begin.



The delay -- lasting 30 days from the judge's Friday decision -- stems from the recent disclosure of more than 100,000 pages of records that may have some bearing on the case. Citing the records, Mr. Trump's lawyers sought a 90-day delay of the trial, while 
the Manhattan prosecutors that brought the case proposed a postponement of up to 30 days
.



The prosecutors from the Manhattan district attorney's office, who accused the former president of covering up a sex scandal during and after his 2016 campaign, said the extra time would allow Mr. Trump's lawyers to review the records that recently emerged.



Mr. Trump, who recently clinched the Republican presidential nomination for the third time, was initially set to go on trial on March 25. Now, the judge in the case, Juan M. Merchan, will hold a hearing that day to determine whether the trial should be delayed further -- and if so, for how long.



Mr. Trump, who 
faces four criminal trials
 and several civil lawsuits, has succeeded in stalling many of his legal entanglements.



A criminal case against Mr. Trump in Washington, where he is accused of plotting to overturn the 2020 election results, was initially supposed to go to trial this month, but that is delayed while Mr. Trump appeals to the Supreme Court.



The federal case in Florida charging Mr. Trump with mishandling classified documents was originally set for May, but now does not have a trial date.



And a judge in Atlanta this week quashed six of the charges against Mr. Trump in his Georgia election interference case, which also lacks a trial date.



Until now, the Manhattan case had been the only one of the four criminal cases not mired in delays. Justice Merchan has pushed the case ahead at every turn.



But in recent days, Mr. Trump's lawyers and the district attorney, Alvin L. Bragg, received tens of thousands of pages of documents from federal prosecutors, who in 2018 investigated a hush-money payment at the center of the case against Mr. Trump.



The last-minute arrival of the records appeared to raise some tension between Mr. Bragg and his federal counterparts.



Mr. Bragg's prosecutors had requested records last year from the federal prosecutors in the Southern District of New York, and received some, but not all of what they sought.



Then, in January, Mr. Trump's lawyers subpoenaed the Southern District, which ultimately turned over 73,000 pages of records to both the defense and the prosecution earlier this month. "The vast majority" of those records are irrelevant to the case, Mr. Bragg's prosecutors said in a filing on Friday.



But this week, they said, the Southern District dropped another 31,000 documents in response to Mr. Trump's subpoena, and a "subset" of those records is relevant. Mr. Bragg's prosecutors added that they had previously sought some -- they did not say how many -- of those same records from the Southern District last year.



It is unclear why the Southern District did not previously provide that material to Mr. Bragg, a close law enforcement partner. A spokesman for the Southern District, which was expected to turn over a final batch of 15,000 records on Friday, declined to comment.



In a court filing on Thursday, Mr. Bragg said his prosecutors were prepared to begin the trial on March 25 as planned, but that they did not oppose a 30-day delay "out of an abundance of caution and to ensure that defendant has sufficient time to review the new materials."
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Mainstream G.O.P. Group to Target Bob Good as It Shifts Mission and Members



An organization founded to support Republican moderates is taking aim at a Representative Bob Good of Virginia and backing a hard-right candidate who aligns with its new focus: purging Congress of G.O.P. rebels.




Representative Bob Good, Republican of Virginia, voted to remove Kevin McCarthy as speaker last fall and has helped to derail Republican-written spending bills.




By Annie Karni


Mar 15, 2024


The Republican Main Street Partnership, a group that supports center-leaning House Republicans, plans to direct half a million dollars into a bid to defeat Representative Bob Good, a hard-right lawmaker from Virginia, making an unusual push to oust a sitting Republican member of Congress.



The move is notable not just because the group, through its campaign giving arm, is inserting itself into the kind of intramural fight against an incumbent that it typically avoids. It is also striking because the candidate it is backing -- John J. McGuire, a former member of the Navy SEALs and an election denier who has pledged fealty to former President Donald J. Trump and 
promised to bring a "biblical worldview" to Congress
 -- bears so little resemblance to the kind of moderate Republican the Main Street Partnership was founded to support.



The nonprofit, which operates out of a townhouse blocks from the Capitol, has for years raised and spent money to support vulnerable Republicans representing politically competitive districts, including centrist G.O.P. lawmakers with more moderate positions on social issues. Its Capitol Hill headquarters serve as something of a counterweight to the Conservative Partnership Institute, which operates nearby 
as the nerve center of the right
.



But as the Republican Party has veered toward the extreme right, purging itself of what was once a sizable and influential bloc of centrists, the Main Street Partnership has also shed the "moderate" label and changed the nature of its mission. The group has recently expanded its membership to include far more conservatives, and has begun focusing less on centrism and bipartisanship and more on ridding Congress of G.O.P. rebels bent on disrupting legislative business and stoking party divides.



Its decision to wade into the G.O.P. primary in a solidly Republican district in Virginia shows how the organization intends to go on offense against the lawmakers who have played big roles in paralyzing the House and making it difficult for the Republican majority to govern -- even if that means elevating a hard-right candidate it would never have supported in the past.



"We are now a group of 90 members who just want to get things done," said Sarah Chamberlain, the president of the Main Street Partnership. She said the group identified Mr. Good as its first target of this election year because of his unique set of vulnerabilities.




John J. McGuire, a state senator in Virginia, bears little resemblance to the kind of moderate Republican the Main Street Partnership was founded to support.




The most obvious of those is that Mr. Good alienated Mr. Trump by making the politically fateful error of endorsing Gov. Ron DeSantis of Florida in the early days of the Republican presidential primary.



"Bob Good won't be electable when we get done with him," Chris LaCivita, Mr. Trump's campaign manager, 
told Cardinal News in January
. The feud allows the Main Street Partnership to target Mr. Good without fear of starting a proxy war with the presumed Republican presidential nominee.



"We cannot have people like that in Congress; he doesn't want to work together to get things done," Ms. Chamberlain said of Mr. Good and his hard-right brethren in the House. "All they want to do is obstruct everything, even their own stuff."



The move comes as Speaker Mike Johnson has been actively discouraging Republicans from targeting one another in the upcoming elections and trying -- mostly without success -- to get his rank and file to act as a more united team.



The Republican Main Street Partnership has tried to oust a sitting congressman just once before, in 2020, when it worked through its campaign arm to defeat former Representative Steve King of Iowa, who made himself a party pariah with a series of racist comments.



This year, the group's campaign giving arm, Defending Main Street, is also spending $2.5 million in mostly open Republican primaries, in the hopes of bolstering candidates who its leaders believe would work to achieve conservative policy outcomes.



The group's leaders hope the work can help save the Republican Party from future meltdowns of the kind it has suffered in the House during this Congress, including two long and messy races for speaker and Republicans routinely siding with Democrats to block their party's own legislation from getting to the floor for votes.



But the decision to spend heavily against an incumbent also underscores just how divided congressional Republicans have become as the party has moved to the right.



Mr. Good, who in December was elected chairman of the hard-right House Freedom Caucus, was one of the eight Republicans who 
voted to remove Kevin McCarthy as speaker
 last fall. He has worked to freeze the House floor by blocking procedural votes as a protest against his own party's leadership. He has helped to derail Republican-written spending bills and said that "most Americans won't even miss" the government if there was a shutdown.



His challenger Mr. McGuire, a state senator in Virginia, also hails from the far right. He attended the "Stop the Steal" rally at the Ellipse on Jan. 6, 2021, 
hosted a screening of the documentary "2000 Mules"
 that 
promoted a debunked 2020 election fraud conspiracy theory
 and has attacked Mr. Good for having "abandoned" Mr. Trump.



Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, the right-wing Republican from Georgia, is a backer.




Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, Republican of Georgia, is backing Mr. McGuire.




In explaining her group's decision to support Mr. McGuire, Ms. Chamberlain made it clear that she is now more concerned with jettisoning rabble-rousers from Congress than with elevating centrist Republicans, once the organization's main mission.



"Supporting Trump and where he falls on the conservative spectrum plays no factor in our decision-making," Ms. Chamberlain said. "John McGuire is committed to working to deliver conservative solutions, not burning the House down."



Mr. McGuire has said there is no time for "toxic infighting that cripples our party and country" and criticized Mr. Good's vote to oust Mr. McCarthy.



Mr. Good's campaign did not respond to a request for comment.



It is not yet clear whether the Main Street Partnership will target other Republican incumbents. Ms. Chamberlain said she had considered taking aim at Representative Lauren Boebert, the right-wing Republican who is running in a crowded primary to succeed Representative Ken Buck, who 
plans to leave Congress next week
.



For now, she said she had decided that it would be too expensive to try to clear the field in a race where Ms. Boebert, who currently represents a more competitive district in western Colorado, has landed Mr. Trump's endorsement and still has a campaign cash advantage over the other candidates.



But Ms. Chamberlain said she hoped her organization could provide a safe haven for Republicans who want to focus on governing at a time when the party is fractured and many lawmakers are tired of congressional dysfunction.



On Tuesday, Mr. Buck, a staunch conservative who was also one of the eight Republicans who voted to oust Mr. McCarthy, announced his decision to cut short his final term in Congress, telling reporters that "this place keeps going downhill and I don't need to spend more time here."



Others are sticking around with the hopes of a more functional future. New members of the Main Street Partnership include Representatives Max Miller of Ohio, a former official in the Trump administration; Kelly Armstrong of North Dakota; Buddy Carter of Georgia; and Andy Barr of Kentucky.



The organization is also conducting a purge of its own. It recently kicked out Representative Nancy Mace, Republican of South Carolina, who voted to oust Mr. McCarthy last year and has taken a hard-right turn toward Trumpism as she looks to preserve her own political future.
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When Debuts Flop: Katie Britt Is the Latest in a Long Line of Botched Opening Acts



The Republican senator, whose State of the Union response drew savage criticism, is not the first novice lawmaker from the South to see her introductory event veer off the rails.




Senator Katie Britt, Republican of Alabama, at a news conference in December. Her rebuttal to President Biden's State of the Union address last week was widely mocked across the political spectrum.




By Carl Hulse


Mar 15, 2024


Senator Katie Britt, Republican of Alabama, had not finished delivering her breathless, overly dramatized and fact-challenged response to President Biden's 
State of the Union address
 last week when the ridicule and criticism began pouring in from Republicans and Democrats alike.



Her delivery from an oddly empty kitchen was stilted and awkwardly strident. She spoke in apocalyptic terms. And, as a freelance journalist soon discovered, she used a 
misleading account of sex trafficking
 to criticize border policies, falsely implying that it had taken place in the United States under Mr. Biden. In fact, it happened many years ago in Mexico during the administration of President George W. Bush.



"We wouldn't be OK with this happening in a third world country," Ms. Britt said from her kitchen table in Montgomery, Ala. "This is the United States of America."



Now, the 
senator's nationally televised speech
 -- given before she had even delivered her first speech on the Senate floor -- is etched in the public consciousness as a defining moment of her early days on the national political stage. It will no doubt shadow her budding Senate career as the single thing most Americans know about her.



But Ms. Britt is not the first female freshman Republican senator from the South who, eager to make a splash right out of the gate, staged a high-profile introductory event that went awry, putting an indelible stamp on her career.



Her story recalls that of Senator Paula Hawkins of Florida, a member of the 1980 class that swept Republicans into the Senate majority on Ronald Reagan's coattails. Trying to quickly establish her conservative bona fides, Ms. Hawkins arranged a lunch in 1981 to promote her first big legislative initiative: a criminal crackdown on food stamp fraud.



In an epic case of setting the wrong tone, her menu of New York strip steaks, asparagus and fresh strawberries served in an ornate Senate dining room clashed horribly with her message of jailing those "truly greedy" Americans who abused food stamps. She took a media drubbing for what came to be 
known as the "Steak and Jail" luncheon
 -- named for the then-popular Steak and Ale restaurant chain. It became part of Senate lore and was mentioned prominently in stories when 
Ms. Hawkins died in 2009
.



Ms. Britt has now followed in Ms. Hawkins's footsteps as a conservative female senator from the South in more ways than one. She is experiencing a similar moment as her tone of voice, choice of venue and the substance of her speech fuel continuing criticism.




Ms. Britt is not the first female freshman Republican senator from the South who staged an event that went awry. Senator Paula Hawkins of Florida held a luncheon in 1981 that resulted in a media drubbing.




Her claims came under intense scrutiny and quickly unraveled, drawing widespread criticism and even a dressing down from the victim whose suffering Ms. Britt had recounted.



After the independent journalist Jonathan M. Katz discovered and 
publicized Ms. Britt's misleading remarks on TikTok
, Karla Jacinto, the victim, accused the senator of exploiting her story.



"I think she should first take into account what really happens before telling a story of that magnitude," Ms. Jacinto 
told CNN in an interview
.



Ms. Britt has pushed back against the criticism, saying she did not directly state that the incident happened while Mr. Biden was president or in the United States. Her fellow Republicans have rallied around her.



"We were proud of Senator Britt," Senator Mitch McConnell, the Kentucky Republican and minority leader who helped select her for the speech, told reporters. "I have zero criticism of her performance. I thought it was really outstanding."



Ms. Britt has fended off reporters on Capitol Hill in recent days but did give an extensive interview about the speech and its aftermath to one of her colleagues, Senator Ted Cruz, Republican of Texas, on his podcast. Though she did not directly address the part of the speech that has drawn the most scrutiny, she and Mr. Cruz were both defiant, saying that the extensive coverage showed that the news media was out to censor her.



"They want to silence a conservative woman for speaking out on this topic," Ms. Britt told her colleague. "They don't want to bring light and help the women who are actually being trafficked."



"They view you as an enormous threat," Mr. Cruz replied. He added that a young Republican mother of school-age children presented a stark contrast with Mr. Biden and caricatures of Republicans.



Ms. Britt said she had never given a speech directly to a camera, as she did in her State of the Union rebuttal, suggesting that might have accounted for some of her over-the-top delivery.



"My crime was putting too much passion, too much heart and soul behind the issues I genuinely care about," she said. "They slaughtered me across the airways."



Ms. Britt also said she was thrilled to have been memorably 
parodied on "Saturday Night Live"
 by the actress Scarlett Johansson, one of the stars of the "Avengers" movie franchise.



"I actually was pretty pumped about that," Ms. Britt told Mr. Cruz.



The question is what impact, if any, the speech will have on her Senate career and reputation -- and her chances of 
ascending in Republican politics
. Others have survived and even profited from similar experiences.



Senator Marco Rubio, Republican of Florida, went viral after he had to awkwardly reach for a bottle of water while giving the party's response to the State of the Union in 2013. He turned that around by selling personalized bottles of water, raising tens of thousands of dollars. Representative Joe Wilson, Republican of South Carolina, was formally reprimanded by the House in 2009 for yelling "you lie" at President Barack Obama during a special health care address to Congress, but he also raised money off the episode.



On Capitol Hill, Ms. Britt was not seen entering the Senate as a MAGA firebrand. A protege of former Senator Richard Shelby of Alabama, the longtime spending deal-maker she served as his chief of staff, Ms. Britt was billed as a conservative but likely pragmatic successor to her mentor. Democrats who have dealt with Ms. Britt have been reluctant to pile on, saying they believe she was given poor advice by her staff in crafting the speech.



And while Ms. Britt's veracity is being widely challenged, the speech, the backlash and her harsh criticism of Mr. Biden are likely to make her a star in many Republican circles. A fund-raising email for the Trump campaign was sent out in her name this week, noting that she and Mr. Biden "outlined two very different visions for America." She is also quickly becoming one of the party's chief voices on border issues.



As for Ms. Hawkins, she did not shy from conservative outspokenness during her time in the Senate, despite the luncheon gaffe. She was defeated after a single term, however, losing to Bob Graham, a Democrat and a popular governor.



Ms. Hawkins did eventually recognize the error of her ways when it came to her big debut.



"It was the wrong setting to make such an announcement," she conceded.
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Highlights of the Judge's Decision in the Georgia Trump  Case



The district attorney, Fani T. Willis, was given two choices: have her ex-boyfriend withdraw from the prosecution team or step aside herself.




Fani Willis in the witness stand during the hearing. 




By Charlie Savage


Mar 15, 2024


A judge overseeing the criminal election interference case against former President Donald J. Trump in Georgia declined on Friday to disqualify the district attorney leading the prosecution, Fani T. Willis, over a romantic relationship she had with the lawyer she hired to manage the case, Nathan J. Wade.



But even as the judge, Scott McAfee of Fulton County Superior Court, rejected the claim by one of Mr. Trump's co-defendants, Mike Roman, that the relationship raised an actual conflict of interest by giving Ms. Willis a financial stake in the case, the judge also ruled that it raised "a significant appearance of impropriety."



The judge gave her two choices: either Mr. Wade leaves her prosecution team, or she and her office must step aside from the case.



Here are highlights from the 
23-page ruling
:



A combination of factors raises a legitimate question.








Alone, each of the two main issues raised by the defense -- that Mr. Wade is being paid by the hour, and that two members of the prosecution team were having a relationship -- would not be a problem. But combined, they raise an deeper issue, the judge wrote.



Financial gain was neither proven nor shown to be a motivating factor.








The judge wrote that Willis's claim that she had reimbursed Mr. Wade in cash for trips they took together was "unusual" and "understandably concerning" but was "not so incredible as to be inherently unbelievable," and the evidence did not establish that she had received any material benefit as a result of her decision to hire and engage in a romantic relationship with Mr. Wade. 








And, more important, the judge found, the evidence demonstrated that financial gain was "not a motivating factor" on Willis's part in indicting and prosecuting the case.



Willis showed a "tremendous lapse in judgment" and acted unprofessionally.








While deciding that the evidence did not show there was an actual conflict of interest, the judge nevertheless suggested that the prosecutor's conduct was problematic in a way that others -- including an ethics commission and voters -- may wish to address.



The situation still raises an "appearance of impropriety."








Even when no actual conflict exists, the judge wrote, "a perceived conflict in the reasonable eyes of the public threatens confidence in the legal system itself." The combination of factors that made the question of whether Ms. Willis had a conflict legitimate, he wrote, means such an appearance of impropriety persists in the case.



The judge also wrote that "reasonable members of the public could easily be left to wonder whether the financial exchanges have continued resulting in some form of benefit to the District Attorney, or even whether the romantic relationship has resumed," adding that, "As long as Wade remains on the case, this unnecessary perception will persist."



A lingering "odor of mendacity" means the two cannot continue together on the case. 








Expressing skepticism about testimony regarding when the relationship between Ms. Willis and Mr. Wade evolved into a romantic one, the judge portrayed the continued commingling of professional and personal relationships as untenable.








There has been no showing that the two prosecutors' relationship violated the defendants' rights or hurt them in any way, the judge wrote, and disqualifying Ms. Willis is unnecessary when there is a less drastic remedy available: Mr. Wade can leave the prosecution team. 



A gag order may be coming.








The defense had also asked the judge to disqualify Ms. Willis over public remarks she has made, including at a church in Atlanta on Jan. 14 in which she complained vaguely about her detractors and accused them of playing "the race card." While finding that her comments did not amount to improperly trying the case in public, the judge nevertheless scolded her and suggested that he may soon issue a gag order to prevent further public comments.



The relationship is an unacceptable distraction.








Summing up, the judge wrote that regardless of the outcome of the case, it is important that how it unfolds instills public confidence in the fairness and legitimacy of the process. While there is not a legal basis to support a finding that the district attorney has an actual conflict of interest, he found that the appearance of impropriety must nevertheless be addressed -- signaling that Mr. Wade needs to leave the prosecution team in one manner or another.
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Here's How the Decision in the Trump Case Could Be Appealed



The defendants could ask the judge to go straight to an appeals court before trial, delaying the prosecution of the former president and his allies.




Judge Scott McAfee presiding over a hearing in Fulton County Superior Court last month.




By Richard Fausset and Danny Hakim


Mar 15, 2024


Lawyers for Donald J. Trump and his co-defendants in Georgia could appeal a judge's decision allowing Fani T. Willis, the Fulton County district attorney, to remain on the election interference case. But it will be up to the judge whether their appeal could go forward right away, or if it would have to wait until after a trial.



Ms. Willis could also choose to appeal the decision, though that is less likely since the judge is giving her the option of keeping control of the Trump case. 



For an immediate appeal, the defense lawyers would ask the presiding trial judge, Scott McAfee of Fulton County Superior Court, to grant them a "certificate of immediate review." This is essentially a permission slip that would allow them to take the case directly to the Georgia Court of Appeals.



If Judge McAfee gives his approval for an appeal, it would then be up to the appeals court to decide whether a panel of three appellate judges should take up the case. If the court grants this request, the prosecution of Mr. Trump and his allies could be suspended until the appeals process plays out, which could take months.



The appeals court also could speed up the process by deciding to put the case on an expedited schedule. That decision would be closely watched, given the fact that Mr. Trump is likely to be the Republican nominee in the November presidential election.



Mr. Trump, who has sought to delay all of his four pending criminal cases as much as possible, would likely be pleased if the appeals court decided to move at its normal slower pace.



If the defendants were to lose at the appeals court level, they could petition the Georgia Supreme Court to take up the case.



Steven Sadow, the main lawyer for Mr. Trump in the Georgia case, said on Friday morning that the defense would "use all legal options available" to continue to fight the case, strongly suggesting his team will try to appeal the order.
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Supreme Court Sets Rules for Blocking Citizens From Officials' Accounts



In two unanimous rulings, the justices tried to distinguish between private conduct, which is not subject to the First Amendment, and state action, which is.




The United States Supreme Court on Wednesday.




By Adam Liptak


Mar 15, 2024


The Supreme Court, in a 
pair of
 
unanimous decisions
 on Friday, added some clarity to a vexing constitutional puzzle: how to decide when elected officials violate the First Amendment by blocking people from their social media accounts.



Justice Amy Coney Barrett, writing for the court in the lead case, said two things are required before officials may be sued by people they have blocked. The officials must have been empowered to speak for the government on the issues they addressed on their sites, she wrote, and they must have used that authority in the posts in question.



The court did not apply the new standard to the cases before them, involving a city manager in Port Huron, Mich., and two members of a school board in California. Instead, it returned the cases to lower courts to perform that task.



The cases were the first of several this term in which the Supreme Court is considering how the First Amendment applies to social media. The court heard arguments last month on 
whether states may prohibit large technology platforms
 from removing posts based on the views they express, and it will consider on Monday whether 
Biden administration officials may contact
 social media platforms to combat what they say is misinformation.



The cases on Friday were less significant than the others, and the tentativeness of the two rulings demonstrated the difficulty of applying old doctrines to new technology.



In both cases, the question was whether the officials' use of the accounts amounted to state action, which is governed by the First Amendment, or private activity, which is not.



The one involving the city manager, Lindke v. Freed, No. 22-611, concerned the public Facebook page of James R. Freed, which he used to comment on a variety of subjects, some personal and some official.



Justice Barrett described the mixed messages on Mr. Freed's page. "For his profile picture, Freed chose a photo of himself in a suit with a city lapel pin," she wrote. "In the 'about' section, Freed added his title, a link to the city's website and the city's general email address. He described himself as 'Daddy to Lucy, Husband to Jessie and City Manager, Chief Administrative Officer for the citizens of Port Huron, Mich.'"



Mr. Freed, the justice wrote, "posted prolifically (and primarily) about his personal life." But he also posted information about his work.



"He shared news about the city's efforts to streamline leaf pickup and stabilize water intake from a local river," Justice Barrett wrote. "He highlighted communications from other city officials, like a press release from the fire chief and an annual financial report from the finance department. On occasion, Freed solicited feedback from the public -- for instance, he once posted a link to a city survey about housing and encouraged his audience to complete it."



During the coronavirus pandemic, Mr. Freed wrote about the city's response. Those posts prompted critical comments from a resident, Kevin Lindke, whom Mr. Freed eventually blocked.



Mr. Lindke sued and lost. 
Judge Amul R. Thapar
, writing for 
a unanimous three-judge panel
 of U.S. Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit, in Cincinnati, said Mr. Freed's Facebook account was personal, meaning the First Amendment had no role to play.



"Freed did not operate his page to fulfill any actual or apparent duty of his office," Judge Thapar wrote. "And he did not use his governmental authority to maintain it. Thus, he was acting in his personal capacity -- and there was no state action."



Justice Barrett wrote that "the question is difficult, especially in a case involving a state or local official who routinely interacts with the public."



"The distinction between private conduct and state action," she added, "turns on substance, not labels: Private parties can act with the authority of the state, and state officials have private lives and their own constitutional rights. Categorizing conduct, therefore, can require a close look."



The Supreme Court's treatment of the second case, in an unsigned three-page opinion, was even more cryptic, sending the case back to the lower courts for reconsideration in light of the one involving Mr. Freed.



That case, O'Connor-Ratcliff v. Garnier, No. 22-324, concerned the Facebook and Twitter accounts of two members of the Poway Unified School District in California, Michelle O'Connor-Ratcliff and T.J. Zane. They used the accounts, created during their campaigns, to communicate with their constituents about activities of the school board, invite them to public meetings, ask for comments on the board's activities and discuss safety issues in the schools.



Two parents, Christopher and Kimberly Garnier, frequently posted lengthy and repetitive critical comments, and the officials eventually blocked them. The parents sued, and lower courts ruled in their favor.



"We have little doubt that social media will continue to play an essential role in hosting public debate and facilitating the free expression that lies at the heart of the First Amendment," 
Judge Marsha S. Berzon
 wrote for 
a unanimous three-judge panel
 of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit, in San Francisco. "When state actors enter that virtual world and invoke their government status to create a forum for such expression, the First Amendment enters with them."
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Three Killed and Several Injured After Reports of Tornadoes in the Midwest



A storm ripped through a mobile home community in eastern Indiana. Tornadoes were also reported in Ohio and Kentucky.



By Orlando Mayorquin, Kevin Williams and Victoria Kim


Mar 15, 2024


At least three people were killed and dozens of others were injured after a parade of severe weather that set off several possible tornadoes marched through parts of Indiana, Kentucky and Ohio overnight, officials said.



In Logan County, Ohio, about 70 miles northwest of Columbus, the storm caused two deaths in a trailer park on Thursday night, and a third person died elsewhere early Friday, according to Dr. John O'Connor, the Logan County coroner.



Dr. O'Connor said all three people died from "blunt force trauma."



In eastern Indiana, the towns of Winchester in Randolph County and Selma in Delaware County appeared to be badly hit. Local officials said they believed a tornado had hit a trailer park in Winchester according to 
13 WTHR
, an NBC affiliate, and a pastor said his church had been destroyed. Meteorologists said they were working to confirm that a tornado had touched down there.



In Randolph County, Ind., local media reports said three people had been killed there, but a state police public information officer said they could not confirm any deaths. The county's homeland security emergency management office 
said in a statement early Friday
 that 38 people had been injured, with 12 taken to hospitals.



"Radar data and reports from spotters and local officials are highly suggestive of a tornado," Joseph Nield, a meteorologist at the National Weather Service in Indianapolis, said on Thursday.



A Weather Service team will travel to Winchester on Friday morning to assess the situation, he added.



The line of storms will continues to push through the South on Friday with thunderstorms that could produce damaging winds, especially in Georgia and Alabama. There is at least some threat of a brief spin-up of a tornado, but it is not the likely scenario.



Across south central Texas, thunderstorms are likely to see damaging winds as storms develop Friday and are even more likely to see hail that could reach two to three inches in diameter.



Andy Price, pastor of Cornerstone Baptist Church, in downtown Winchester, said that not much was left of his church. The roof was gone, and the church's maintenance shed had vanished, he said, adding that he believed the morning light would reveal more damage.



Farther west in Indiana, nearly half of all structures were damaged in Selma, though only minor injuries were reported, according to a 
statement
 from the Delaware County Emergency Management Agency.



In southeastern Indiana, in Jefferson County, officials reported extensive damage, 
Sgt. Stephen Wheeles of the Indiana State Police said on social media.
 "A tornado has reportedly touched down all across Jefferson County, Indiana," he wrote. "Multiple homes are damaged, with trees and power lines down." He also 
posted photos
 of large hail that fell.



Matt True, director of the emergency management agency in Jefferson County, said at least two tornadoes had appeared to touch down there, damaging 29 homes. The county was under a severe thunderstorm warning Thursday afternoon when the apparent tornado emerged, and they were bracing for another storm carrying a tornado warning to hit around midnight, he said.



Two people suffered minor injuries, he said.



"This one popped out of nowhere. There was no warning," he said.



The probable tornado crossed the Ohio River into Trimble County, Ky., where the emergency management director, Andrew Stark, said that 20 to 30 homes had been severely damaged, with some roofs shorn off and walls destroyed.



The main feeder power line for the county was down, leaving 85 percent of households without power as of Thursday night, he said. There were no deaths and two minor injuries, he said.



"It's a mess," Mr. Stark said.



Gov. Andy Beshear
 of Kentucky said the tornado also hit Gallatin County and possibly Carroll County.



Earlier Thursday night, the National Weather Service in Cleveland warned that a "very dangerous half-mile-wide tornado" was damaging homes and structures. It later 
wrote on social media
 that it was monitoring two tornadic rotations, one in Crawford County, just south of Chatfield, and another in northern Ashland County, near Nankin and Polk.



Officials in Ohio said they were assessing severe damage to a lakeside mobile home community near Lakeview, Ohio.



Derrick Bryson Taylor
 and 
Judson Jones
 contributed reporting.
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Supreme Court Stays Out of Dispute Over Drag Show at Texas University



An L.G.B.T.Q. student group had asked the justices to intercede, saying the performance was protected by the First Amendment.




Protesters at West Texas A&M University last year opposing the decision by the school's president to cancel a drag show on campus.




By Adam Liptak


Mar 15, 2024


The Supreme Court on Friday 
rejected a request
 from an L.G.B.T.Q. student group at a public university in Texas to let it put on a drag show on campus over the objections of the university's president, who had refused to allow it.



In an 
emergency application
, the students said the president's action violated the First Amendment.



As is the court's custom when ruling on emergency matters, the justices' brief order gave no reasons. There were no noted dissents.



Drag shows are increasingly a target of the right, with some Republican-led states, including Florida and Tennessee, seeking to restrict the performances.



The student group, Spectrum WT, first sought to sponsor the drag show, a charity event to raise money for suicide prevention, in March 2023. Walter Wendler, the president of West Texas A&M University, canceled it, citing the Bible and other religious texts.



Drag shows, he said, "are derisive, divisive and demoralizing misogyny."



He added: "A harmless drag show? Not possible." Mr. Wendler went on to say that he would not condone such shows "even when the law of the land appears to require it."



The student group and two of its members sued, saying the president's action was a prior restraint and government discrimination based on viewpoint, both violations of the First Amendment. The group held the 2023 event off campus, started planning the 2024 show and asked for a court order letting that show take place on campus.



In September, Judge Matthew J. Kacsmaryk, of the Federal District Court in Amarillo, 
denied the students' request for a preliminary injunction
. He said that "it is not clearly established that all drag shows are inherently expressive," an assertion in tension with First Amendment precedents 
protecting stage performances
.



More generally, the Supreme Court 
has said
 that it is "a bedrock First Amendment principle" that "speech may not be banned on the ground that it expresses ideas that offend."



Judge Kacsmaryk suggested that the Supreme Court's First Amendment jurisprudence had strayed from what he said was the correct mode of constitutional interpretation, one grounded in "text, history and tradition" and at odds with the more categorical protections of free speech that he said had emerged in the late 20th century.



Judge Kacsmaryk, who was appointed by President Donald J. Trump, has issued other notable rulings. In 2023, he gained attention for 
overriding the Food and Drug Administration's approval
 of the abortion pill mifepristone, a ruling the Supreme Court has 
put on hold
 and will hear arguments on this month.



In 2021, the judge ruled that the Biden administration 
could not rescind
 a Trump-era immigration program that forced some asylum seekers arriving at the southwestern border to await approval in Mexico. The 
Supreme Court disagreed
.




Judge Matthew J. Kacsmaryk has said that "it is not clearly established that all drag shows are inherently expressive," an assertion in tension with First Amendment precedents protecting stage performances.




In the drag show case, the students asked the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit to put their appeal of Judge Kacsmaryk's decision on a fast track, but the court refused, scheduling arguments for the week of April 29, after the scheduled performance.



The students then filed an 
emergency application
 asking the Supreme Court to step in. The court had an earlier encounter with drag shows in November, when it refused to revive 
a Florida law
 that banned children from what the law called "adult live performances."



Mr. Wendler, represented by Ken Paxton, Texas' attorney general, 
urged the justices
 to deny the application, saying the students had been too slow in seeking judicial relief.



Mr. Wendler added that the dispute was unworthy of the court's attention. "This case involves whether a fund-raiser for a campus organization at a West Texas university can be held on campus or must be held down the street," his brief said.



The First Amendment, he went on, had little to say about the matter, as drag shows are not "pure speech" but rather conduct that may be regulated. "President Wendler reasonably prohibited the expenditure of university resources on offensive and lewd conduct," his brief said.



The students in the Texas case are represented by the 
Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression
, which takes a particular interest in protecting free expression on campus. In the student group's emergency application, the foundation's lawyers wrote that banning the drag show was not an isolated incident.



"This would be bad enough if the problem were confined to having the president of one small public university in the Texas Panhandle defy what he knows to be the First Amendment's command," the application said. "But it isn't. Public university and college officials nationwide from across the political spectrum are appointing themselves censors in chief, separating what they consider 'good' from 'bad' expression on their campuses."
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Families Moved From Shelter Where Police Fired Stun Gun at Migrant



Several families, including that of the man who recorded a video of officers using a stun gun on a migrant holding a toddler, were transferred to other shelters with little explanation.




Andry Barreto, Nadia Prieto and their children were abruptly relocated from their shelter in Queens to one in the Bronx, days after Mr. Barreto recorded a video of a police officer using a stun gun on another migrant.




By Luis Ferre-Sadurni


Mar 15, 2024


A few days after 
a violent confrontation
 in which the police struck and 
used a stun gun
 on a Venezuelan migrant at a city-run shelter in Queens, that man's family and three other families staying at the shelter received unexpected news with little explanation: They had to move out.



Two of the families said in interviews that they were told to pack their belongings and were then placed in taxicabs and Ubers that dropped them off at other shelters. The abrupt relocations and lack of clarity -- shelter staff told them only that they were being moved for "security reasons" -- left the families scrambling for answers in their new environs.



"We weren't even given a warning," said Alexander Monsalve, 40, who was put into a car with his wife and two daughters around 9 p.m. on Tuesday that dropped them off about 30 miles away, at a hotel on Staten Island that had been turned into a migrant shelter. "I don't know what's going on."



The relocation of the families appeared to be the latest fallout from the altercation last week at the Queens shelter, where police officers responding to calls about a dispute sought to restrain 
a migrant who was holding his 1-year-old son
. Officers used a stun gun on the man, separated him from his child and punched him repeatedly while trying to subdue him.



City officials are investigating the matter. Mayor Eric Adams has stood by the officers' conduct, saying the migrant, Yanny Cordero, was intoxicated and acting violently. Mr. Cordero, who was arrested and later released, has vehemently denied the accusations.



Most of the relocations came after The New York Times published a video of the police altercation. The families moved included Mr. Cordero's and that of the man who recorded the video.



The city has provided vague and shifting explanations, leading to a swirl of speculation among the migrants who were moved and to disruption for some of them who had recently found jobs and enrolled their children in schools in Queens.



The changes opened a small window into the inconveniences that relocations can cause for the 65,000 migrants the city is housing in a hodgepodge of shelters, hotels and tent dormitories.



Many migrants are allowed to stay a set amount of time in a given city shelter before they have to move out, a rule meant to push them out of the shelter system but that allows them to reapply and be reassigned to another shelter. Single adults are allowed 30 days, while families have up to 60 days.



In response to questions from The Times, city officials first suggested that the relocations from the Queens shelter were routine.



"With the city's shelter population nearly tripling in less than two years, we occasionally need to relocate families to ensure suitable placements," a spokeswoman for the Department of Social Services, which runs the Queens shelter, said in a statement on Wednesday.



But in a follow-up statement on Thursday, city officials said that three of the four families were relocated after credible concerns were raised to shelter staff. Officials said the step was taken in response to a report from another shelter resident of an exchange that had made that resident concerned for their safety. The officials did not provide additional details, citing privacy concerns, and said the transfers complied with state regulations.



"These transfers were made because of serious concerns about potential health and safety issues for other shelter residents," the spokeswoman said.



The fourth family -- Mr. Cordero, his wife and their three children -- was transferred to a Brooklyn shelter because of the traumatic nature of the episode, officials said.



In interviews, the families said they were as surprised by their relocations as they were by the contention that they were the cause of safety concerns at the shelter, a former Marriott Hotel on Archer Avenue in the Jamaica neighborhood of Queens that is now housing 250 migrant families.



"We don't understand why we were transferred -- no motive or explanation," said Nadia Prieto, 20, from Venezuela, who was moved to a hotel-turned-shelter in the Bronx with her husband and two children. "No one ever complained to us. At no moment did we have problems with staff."



On their way out of the Queens shelter, Ms. Prieto and her husband, Andry Barreto, said they were told by a shelter supervisor that they were being transferred for "security reasons." They stuffed their bags and baby strollers into an Uber ordered by the shelter, not entirely sure where it was headed.



The absence of a clear explanation led the couple -- the godparents of Mr. Cordero's children -- to speculate without evidence that they had been moved as retaliation. They wondered if it was because they had spoken to the news media, or because it was Mr. Barreto who had recorded the video of the police hitting Mr. Cordero as they arrested him.



City Hall pushed back forcefully on any insinuations of retaliation.



"Shelter residents speak to press all the time," Kayla Mamelak, a spokeswoman for the mayor, said. "Speaking to press is not a crime. It is certainly not a safety concern and it's certainly not a reason someone would be asked to leave the system, no less relocated."



Mr. Monsalve, who was relocated to Staten Island, said he was out working on Tuesday afternoon when security guards suddenly showed up at his room and told his wife that the family had to vacate the Queens shelter, where they had been staying for three months.



They packed their belongings in a couple of hours. When Mr. Monsalve asked why they were being moved, a shelter employee told him that the order had come "from above" and that they were being moved for "security reasons," he said.



He, too, wondered without proof if they were being moved because a shelter employee had seen his wife talking to a Telemundo reporter about the police altercation earlier this week.



Or perhaps, he thought, it was because of a run-in he had with a security guard at the Queens shelter, who he said had yelled at one of his daughters after she held up the elevator one day.



Whatever the reason, Mr. Monsalve, who had found work as a construction worker and selling balloons in Queens, said he mostly felt dismayed for his daughters, ages 9 and 13, who had been settling in and making friends at their school in Queens.



On Thursday, their parents were already working to register them at a new school on Staten Island -- a place they had never even heard of before.



"Now we start again," he said in Spanish. "As they say, 'All change is for the greater good.'"



Dana Rubinstein
 and 
Liset Cruz
 contributed reporting.
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Len Sirowitz, Whose Bold, Offbeat Ads Captured an Era, Dies at 91



An award-winning agency art director, he brought a striking visual touch to campaigns for the Volkswagen Beetle, Sara Lee and Sony in the 1960s as well as to the antiwar and antinuclear movements.




An advertisement designed by Len Sirowitz highlighted the interchangeable nature of the Beetle's parts between model years.




By Richard Sandomir


Mar 13, 2024


Len Sirowitz, an award-winning advertising art director whose creative work in the 1960s included memorable print ads for the Volkswagen Beetle -- like one declaring, "Ugly is only skin-deep" -- and a campaign for Mobil in which a car was dropped off a 10-story building to make a point about the perils of speeding, died on March 4 at his home in Manhattan. He was 91.



His daughter, Laura Sirowitz, confirmed the death.



Mr. Sirowitz joined the influential Doyle Dane Bernbach advertising agency, known as DDB, in 1959, at 27, and spent the next 11 years at the firm conceiving the look of ads for numerous accounts with wit and passion.



"
It was quite early in my career that I began to realize that my message needed to not only be bold and daring, but it must stem from the truth ... and touch people's emotions," he told Dave Dye, who runs the advertising blog 
From the Loft
, in 2015.



Volkswagen was perhaps Mr. Sirowitz's most important account, and the homely Beetle, nicknamed the "Bug," was his and copywriter Robert Levenson's automotive muse. Their collaborations for the German car maker included the ad "Will We Ever Kill the Bug?" in which they positioned a Beetle turned on its roof, like a dead bug. The answer to the question: "Never." (Though, after a few shots of the car, its roof collapsed.)



The pair also devised an ad that showed a motley Beetle constructed of green and beige fenders, a blue hood and a turquoise door, which were cobbled together from models between 1958 and 1964. The ad stressed the ease with which owners could find parts.




"It was quite early in my career," Mr. Sirowitz said, "that I began to realize that my message needed to not only be bold and daring, but it must stem from the truth ... and touch people's emotions."




For Sara Lee, Mr. Sirowitz and Mr. Levenson created a TV commercial in which people dealt with annoyances like haircuts and traffic jams, then consoled themselves with a piece of the company's cake, introducing a soon-to-be enduring jingle: "Everybody doesn't like something / But nobody doesn't like Sara Lee."



For Mobil's public service newspaper and TV ads about highway safety, Mr. Sirowitz illustrated how crashing at 60 miles per hour would have the same impact as a car dropping from 10 stories. "And it will get you to exactly the same place -- the morgue," the narrator said.



Another TV ad for Mobil showed a couple canoodling in a car as the man drives against the blinding lights of oncoming traffic, eventually leading to a crash. A narrator says: "We at Mobil sell gasoline and oil. We're in favor of driving and love, but not at the same time."




The Better Vision Institute, an association of eyeglass lens and frames manufacturers, was another of Mr. Sirowitz's clients. He created several campaigns that urged readers to have their eyes examined more often.




And for the Better Vision Institute, an association of lens and frame manufacturers, Mr. Sirowitz produced dozens of promotions that ran in Life magazine persuading people to have their eyes examined more often. One particularly dramatic ad ran in all-black with copy by Leon Meadows reading, "This is how yellow daisies in a green pasture against a blue sky look to many Americans."




Another of Mr. Sirowitz's ads for the Better Vision Institute, many of which ran in Life magazine. He was heralded for his creativity and innovation in such campaigns.




Bob Isherwood, a former worldwide creative director of Saatchi & Saatchi, called Mr. Sirowitz a "hero art director" for his flow of fresh ideas and different approaches.



"It was just an idea that he put on the page," he said in a phone interview. "When you see ads like that you think, 'Oh, God, I wish I had done that.'"



Leonard Sirowitz was born on June 25, 1932, in Brooklyn. His father, Abraham Sirowitz, immigrated from Ukraine in 1905 and held various jobs, including taxi driver and jewelry polisher. His mother, Sadie (Schoenwetter) Sirowitz, ran the home.




Len Sirowitz in 1985. He was inducted into the Art Directors Club Hall of Fame the same year, with his work described as "intelligent and human."




Mr. Sirowitz's passion for drawing led to studies at the Art Students League of New York in Manhattan at age 12 and, two years later, his acceptance to the High School of Music and Art (now the Fiorello H. LaGuardia High School of Music & Art and Performing Arts). There, he met his future wife, Myrna Florman, a music student known as Mickey, when he was 17 and she was 14.



Mr. Sirowitz graduated in 1953 from the Pratt Institute, where he earned a bachelor's degree in advertising. He spent the next two years in the Army, mostly at Fort Dix in New Jersey, and he married Miss Florman during his service in January 1955. She survives him, along with his daughter; a son, Michael; and one grandson.



After his Army discharge, Mr. Sirowitz worked at the L.W. Frohlich pharmaceutical ad agency as well as Grey Advertising, CBS and Channel 13, the public TV station in New York.




Mr. Sirowitz's corporate clients included Sony, which had created a very portable four-inch television. 




In addition to working for DDB's commercial clients like Sony, where Mr. Sirowitz created a whimsical campaign based on the portability of its four-inch-wide TV, he also took on political causes as a volunteer.



A full-page newspaper ad in 1965 for the National Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy showed a cockroach against a white background with the headline: "The Winner of World War III."



Another ad in 1968, for the Coalition for a Democratic Alternative, carried, in giant letters, the headline "For what?" Below it, text by Dave Reider, a copywriter, described the hopelessness of the Vietnam War, demanded that President Lyndon B. Johnson step down and argued for 
Senator Eugene McCarthy
 of Minnesota to be the Democratic nominee for president.



Mr. Sirowitz was DDB's senior vice president and associate creative director when he left in 1970 to form his own agency, 
Harper Rosenfeld Sirowitz
 as co-chairman and co-creative director. (It was renamed numerous times over the years.) By then he had been voted art director of the year for 1968 and 1970 in national polls by Ad Weekly. He was inducted into the 
Art Directors Club Hall of Fame in 1985
.



His agency's clients included Swissair, McDonald's, Smith Corona and Royal Caribbean Cruises. Still, in 1995, the firm closed after losing several accounts, and Mr. Sirowitz 
joined the agency Ryan Drossman & Partners
 as vice chairman.



He soon retired and returned to the Art Students League, where he drew large-format, charcoal nude portraits four days a week until the start of the pandemic.



"I strive for bold, dramatic interpretations of the model's pose, drawn with spontaneous sweeping lines, and most importantly it should be part of a strong, well-designed composition," he told the institution's magazine, 
Lines from the League
, in its 2012-13 issue.



His composition style came through clearly in his ad campaigns, including one in 1991 for America West Airlines, in which he cast the improvisational comedian 
Jonathan Winters
 -- looking tough and wearing camouflage -- in a parody of Gen. H. Norman Schwarzkopf, who had recently commanded U.S. troops in the Gulf War.



The 
ad declared
, "Announcing Air Superiority for Civilians," and offered airfares discounted by up to 40 percent.



The campaign, however, was rebuked by the organization Veterans of Foreign Wars for being in poor taste, and America West soon after filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection.



"To me, great advertising should make your palms sweat," Mr. Sirowitz told The Associated Press. "America West is the smallest of the major airlines. We wanted to do to the kind of advertising that would put them on the map in one fell swoop."
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Dan Wakefield, Multifaceted Writer on a Spiritual Journey, Dies at 91



He was prolific and acclaimed, producing novels, journalism, essays, criticism, screenplays and, in a memoir, an account of his path from faith to atheism and back again.




The author Dan Wakefield in 1997. He had more than 20 books to his credit, including five novels. 




By David Stout


Mar 14, 2024


Dan Wakefield, a protean and prolific journalist, novelist, screenwriter, critic and essayist who explored subjects as diverse as life in New York City in the 1950s, the American civil rights movement, the wounds that war inflicts on individuals and society, and, not least, his personal journey from religious faith to atheism and back again, died on Wednesday in Miami. He was 91.



His death, at a hospice facility, was confirmed by Will Higgins, who from 2016 to 2017 hosted a public radio show with Mr. Wakefield, "Uncle Dan's Story Hour," on which Mr. Wakefield told stories about his life and career from the Red Key Tavern, an old bar in Indianpolis, his hometown. His health began to decline late last year after he had a stroke, prompting his move to Miami, Mr. Higgins said.



Mr. Wakefield achieved early and stunning success as a writer and was still writing well into his last years. He had more than 20 books to his credit; most of them were nonfiction, but he also wrote novels. Critics and other authors praised his work as showing a reporter's instincts combined with graceful prose.



He began to build his reputation shortly after graduating from Columbia University in 1955 with honors in English, writing articles, essays and stories for Esquire, The Nation, Playboy, Commentary and other magazines. Not long after his graduation, The Nation sent him to Mississippi to cover 
the Emmet Till murder trial
, one of the catalysts of the civil rights movement.



After the trial was over, with an all-white jury's acquittal of the white men involved in one of the most heinous racial murders in American history, Mr. Wakefield wrote, "The crowds are gone and this Delta town is back to its silent, solid life that is based on cotton and the proposition that a whole race of men was created to pick it."



He went on to find acclaim before he was 27, with the publication in 1959 of his first book, "Island in the City: The World of Spanish Harlem," an account of the six months he spent living in a Puerto Rican neighborhood of Manhattan.




Mr. Wakefield's 1959 account of six months he spent living in a Puerto Rican neighborhood in Manhattan brought him acclaim before he was 27.




"To read Mr. Wakefield's book is to walk into 100th Street in Spanish Harlem and suddenly share its life, its problems and its tragedies," 
Harrison E. Salisbury
 of The New York Times, who had himself written about New York's Puerto Ricans, declared in a review. Mr. Wakefield's reporting on the neighborhood's crime and other social problems, he added, "should bring civic conscience to a boil -- if such a conscience does, in fact, exist."



Mr. Wakefield's next book, "Revolt in the South" (1962), explored resistance to the civil rights movement in the old Confederacy. While praising his "humility and compassion," 
Claude Sitton
, who covered the civil rights movement for The Times in the 1950s and '60s, faulted the book in a Times review for "errors of fact and judgment" and for overlooking differences among the Southern states.



In 1968, The Atlantic devoted much of its March issue to an article by Mr. Wakefield, titled "
Supernation at Peace and War,
" about an America in conflict with itself over Vietnam.



In 1970, his first novel, "Going All the Way," achieved a level of recognition that most writers find only in their dreams. Nominated for a National Book Award, it told the story of two young Korean War veterans returning to their homes in Indianapolis in the summer of 1954 and finding that the middle-class values they had grown up with were no longer enough.




Mr. Wakefield's first novel, from 1970, drew critical praise and became the basis of a 1997 movie, for which he wrote the screenplay. 




The novel was praised by critics and some major writers. Gay Talese called it "wonderful, sad and funny." One critic said Mr. Wakefield was a bit like Norman Mailer but without the "rhetorical boom and self-idolatry." Another pronounced it simply "a great book."



Kurt Vonnegut
, who had attended the same Indianapolis high school as Mr. Wakefield about a decade before him, wrote in a foreword that "Going All the Way" was "a richer book than 'Portnoy's Complaint'" and with "wider concerns and more intricate characters" than that 
Philip Roth
 classic.



Mr. Vonnegut was similarly effusive about "Going All the Way" in Life magazine. In 2015, Mr. Wakefield told The Times that he regarded Mr. Vonnegut as the "godfather" of "Going All the Way," for the praise he had heaped upon it. The two writers became good friends. In 2017, Mr. Wakefield coedited a 
volume
 of Mr. Vonnegut's complete stories.



Mr. Wakefield's other novels were "Starting Over" (1973), about a divorced man torn between a new love and his ex-wife; "Home Free" (1977), about a slacker on a cross-country trip in the countercultural America of the 1960s; "Under the Apple Tree" (1982), a coming-of-age tale set in small-town Illinois during World War II; and "Selling Out" (1985), about a college professor and serious short-story writer who goes to Hollywood to write a sophisticated television series -- an experience not unlike Mr. Wakefield's own.




Lance Kerwin, in the title role, and Kate Jackson, as a guest star, in scene in 1977 from "James at 15," an NBC drama series created by Mr. Wakefield. 




His television credits included "James at 15," an NBC drama about the life of a teenage boy, which he created. He quit the show early in 1978, just a few months after its premiere, after a dispute with the network over an episode in which the protagonist loses his virginity. (He accused NBC of playing down the script's references to birth control.) The series was canceled shortly afterward.



He also wrote the screenplay for the 1997 movie adaptation of "Going All the Way," which starred Ben Affleck, Rachel Weisz and other young actors. "Starting Over," too, was the basis for a movie, released in 1979, with 
Burt Reynolds
 and 
Jill Clayburgh
.



Mr. Wakefield began his writing career as a columnist for his high school newspaper in Indianapolis and a sports stringer for The Indianapolis Star. (At a convention for high school journalists, he roomed with another young sports columnist, 
Richard G. Lugar
, who later was elected mayor of Indianapolis and to the United States Senate. Both youths were Eagle Scouts.)



Mr. Wakefield studied journalism at Harvard in 1963 and 1964 under a Nieman fellowship. His other awards included a Rockefeller Foundation grant in 1968. Over the years, he taught and lectured at several colleges and universities and numerous writers' workshops.




In "Returning: A Spiritual Journey" (1988), Mr. Wakefield recounted using alcohol and drugs to fight off a "sense of blank, nameless pain in the pit of my very being." 




Dan Wakefield -- his birth name was Dan, not Daniel -- was born in Indianapolis on May 21, 1932, to Ben and Brucie (Ridge) Wakefield. He was raised Presbyterian and became a Baptist. But as he morphed from an awkward, acne-afflicted adolescent into a young adult, a spiritual emptiness replaced his faith. He agonized as his parents divorced, he had troubled relationships with women, and he found little solace in talk therapy. By the time he was 24, he recalled in an essay in The Times, "I had bourboned myself into near oblivion."



He used alcohol and drugs to fight off a "sense of blank, nameless pain in the pit of my very being," he wrote in "Returning: A Spiritual Journey" (1988). The next year, in an essay in The Times, he wrote that his way back to belief was marked by logic -- he recalled a physicist asking, "Why is there something rather than nothing?" -- as well as contemplation.



On Christmas Eve 1980, he attended a service at King's Chapel, a Unitarian Universalist church in Boston (the minister was a neighbor). He became active in the church, having found himself in the presence of a "larger force or purpose or higher power I identify as God," he wrote in "Returning."




Mr. Wakefield traced his path back to religious faith in this 1997 memoir. 




Mr. Wakefield lived his final years in Indianapolis. He moved back there in 2011 after living in Miami for 17 years as a writer in residence at Florida International University. He had also lived in New York, Boston, Hollywood and Venice, Calif.



In his later years, he led workshops on spirituality at churches and synagogues across the United States and at the Sing Sing Correctional Facility in Ossining, N.Y.



His marriage to Alice Jokela Stewart ended in divorce. No immediate family members survive.



Mr. Wakefield had a paternal relationship with his goddaughter, Karina Corrales, whose mother took a writing class with him in Miami after his move there. He met Ms. Corrales when she was toddler and ultimately paid for her to attend college. He had spent time with her and her husband toward the end of his life.



Asked to define his philosophy of life, Mr. Wakefield quoted Philo, the ancient philosopher of Alexandria, Egypt: "Be kind, for everyone you know is fighting a great battle." As for his life beyond writing, reading and reflecting, he said, "No golf, no horseshoes, no stamp-collecting, no hobbies." And, he added, "No regrets."



David Stout
, a former editor and reporter with The Times, died in 2020. Alex Traub contributed reporting.
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Ira M. Millstein, Corporate Lawyer With Public Impact, Dies at 97



He crusaded for stronger corporate governance by company boards, advised New York City on avoiding bankruptcy and helped put Ruth Bader Ginsburg on the federal bench.




Ira M. Millstein in 2005. Mayors and governors recruited him for civic leadership roles, and in the 1990s he led the Central Park Conservancy. 




By Sam Roberts


Mar 14, 2024


Ira M. Millstein, a venerable lawyer who crusaded for greater independence by corporate boards of directors, invoked his bipartisan bona fides in helping to shepherd Ruth Bader Ginsburg onto the federal bench, and vigilantly helped New York City evade bankruptcy in the mid-1970s, died on Wednesday at his home in Mamaroneck, N.Y. He was 97.



His death was confirmed by his daughter, Elizabeth Millstein Tremain.



Mr. Millstein trained as an engineer at Columbia before switching to law and was respected for his meticulousness and tact. He became the senior partner at Weil, Gotshal & Manges, a New York-based law firm, where he specialized in antitrust law and government regulation. As a member of the firm, he was enlisted to untangle corporate governance imbroglios at Bethlehem Steel, the Walt Disney Company, General Electric, General Motors, Macy's, Tyco International and Westinghouse, among other companies.



"All of our icons were losing out to foreign competition and being subjected to takeovers," he told 
The New York Times
 in 2006, as he pressed for more oversight of New York's myriad public authorities as well. "Where were the boards? Inactive."



Throughout his career, Mr. Millstein pressed for more aggressive corporate governance by directors in the private sector. "The evolution of directors is essential to maintaining our system free of further intrusive regulation," he said 
in an interview
 with Strategy+business magazine in 2005. He further expounded on his views in a book, "The Activist Director: Lessons From the Boardroom and the Future of the Corporation," published in 2016.




Ira M. Millstein in his Fifth Avenue office in Manhattan in 2005. In his telling, he helped persuade a key Republican senator to confirm Judge Ruth Bader Ginsburg to the federal court of appeals in Washington. 




He was also recruited to civic leadership roles that were beyond the ken of politically-hobbled government bureaucracies.



He was chairman of the nonprofit Central Park Conservancy from 1991 to 1999. He was chosen to lead Gov. George E. Pataki's New York State Commission on Public Authority Reform, which streamlined and illuminated hundreds of quasi-independent agencies. And he headed a special mayoral commission charged with investigating the 1977 blackout that virtually paralyzed New York City. The panel concluded that the power outage was caused by Consolidated Edison's poor management and recommended that the utility's rates be cut when it provided inadequate service.



Mr. Millstein's voiced his support for 
Ruth Bader Ginsburg
 during Senate hearings on her nomination to the United States Supreme Court in 1993, noting in 
his testimony
 that he had known both her and her husband, 
Martin Ginsberg
, since 1957, when Mr. Ginsburg was a summer associate at Weil. He recalled President Jimmy Carter's nomination of Judge Ginsburg to the United States Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit in 1980, and in his telling it was languishing, and probably dead.



"Opposition to Ruth was largely based on the assertion that she was a single-issue lawyer -- women's rights," Mr. Millstein testified. A lifelong Democrat, he contacted an old acquaintance, Senator 
Orrin G. Hatch
, the ranking Republican on the Judiciary Committee, asking for an audience so that Mr. Hatch could "make up his mind on the evidence, not on gossip and rumor," he said.



"The senator apparently concluded that Ruth Ginsburg was, indeed, a legal scholar from no ideological school," Mr. Millstein said. "The opposition thereafter seemed to have melted away. And Ruth was confirmed and on her way to today."



In October 1975, as New York City faced a crippling fiscal meltdown, Mr. Millstein counseled city officials not to declare bankruptcy and instead helped draft a formal petition attesting to municipal default. Signed by Mayor Abraham D. Beame, the petition was ready to be served on the banks that were the city's leading creditors, and it was accompanied by a news release that pointedly shifted responsibility.



"I have been advised by the comptroller," 
the mayor said in the release,
 that the city "has insufficient cash on hand to meet debt obligations due today."



At the last minute, municipal unions dipped into their pension funds to bail out the city, and the signed petition was never invoked. For years it hung framed in Mr. Millstein's Fifth Avenue law office.




Throughout his career, Mr. Millstein pressed for more aggressive corporate governance by directors in the private sector, as he did in this 2016 book.




In "The Activist Director," Mr. Millstein described the city's fiscal crisis as "among the worst examples of poor corporate governance oversight I have seen."



He also wrote that he was one of three Beame confidants who were approached by Gov. Hugh L. Carey to persuade the mayor to resign. They refused out of personal loyalty to Mr. Beame.



Ira Martin Millstein was born on Nov. 8, 1926, in Manhattan to Harry and Birdie (Rosenbaum) Millstein. His father was a furniture salesman; his mother managed the household.



After graduating from the Bronx High School of Science, he earned a Bachelor of Science degree from the Columbia University School of Engineering in 1946.



But engineering wasn't for Mr. Millstein after all, and the assistant dean of Columbia Law School, who was teaching an undergraduate course in law for engineers, steered him toward a legal career. Mr. Millstein graduated from the law school in 1949.



He was later the founding chairman of the 
Millstein Center
 for Global Markets and Corporate Ownership at Columbia Law School.



After working briefly as a special assistant to the United States attorney general in the Justice Department's antitrust division, he joined Weil, Gotshal & Manges in 1951. He relinquished day-to-day management of the firm in 1999 but never retired.




Mr. Millstein in December 2005 with his wife, Diane Millstein, whom he married in 1949. 




In 1949, he married Diane Greenberg; she died in 2010. In addition to his daughter, Elizabeth, he is survived by a son, James E. Millstein, five grandchildren and two great-grandchildren. Both of his children are lawyers. Two sisters, Lucille M. Etra and Marcia M. Miller, died. His marriage to Susan Marie Frame in 2013 ended in divorce



Among Mr. Millstein's civic roles was chairman of the New York Governor's Task Force on Pension Fund Investment, in which he urged the state to use its assets more aggressively in matters of public and corporate policy. He was also a consultant to the Business Roundtable, an organization of chief executives. As chairman of the Central Park Conservancy, he called for local property owners to be empowered to tax themselves to support their neighborhood parks.



Describing his role in New York City's fiscal crisis as "pro bono, official kibitzer," Mr. Millstein recalled in an interview for this obituary in 2021 that on the night the city nearly went bankrupt, he was rushing from his Midtown office to Gracie Mansion, the mayor's residence, when he was held up by a man who demanded his wallet. When he opened it to show that all he had was $10, the man said, "Well, I'll take that."



"I said, 'Look, I'm on my way back to meet with the mayor,'" Mr. Millstein recalled. "'The city is in big trouble. You got to let me get my car out, and that's the only $10 I have.' He let me go, so I went to the garage, got the car and went back to Gracie Mansion. Where else could something like that happen but in the city of New York?"
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Quotation of the Day: After a Drought, Light Hauls and Heavy Hearts


Mar 16, 2024


"It should be on the flag, you know what I'm saying?"



SEAN SUIRE
, who owns the Cajun Table restaurant in Lafayette, La., speaking about crawfish. Crawfish play a major role in Louisiana's culture and economy, but drought conditions have endangered this year's harvest. Page A1.
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Corrections: March 16, 2024



Corrections that appeared in print on Friday, March 16, 2024.


Mar 16, 2024


NATIONAL



A picture caption with an article on Thursday about President Biden's campaign visit to Milwaukee misstated the number of times Mr. Biden has traveled to Wisconsin during his presidency. As the article correctly noted, this was the president's ninth visit to the state, not his eighth.



Because of an editing error, an article on Friday about a third test flight of a Starship rocket misstated a goal of SpaceX for this launch. Although SpaceX had Starship perform engine burns that will be needed to return the vehicle to the launch site, it is not the case that it tried to recover the booster.



METROPOLITAN



An 
article
 on Page 5 this weekend about a Native American Nation that is challenging the United States over a 1794 treaty misstates the first name of an Indian commissioner under President George Washington who later became secretary of state. He was Timothy Pickering, not Thomas Pickering.



MAGAZINE



An 
interview
 on Page 11 this weekend with the actor Jeremy Strong misstates the birth order of Kendall Roy in HBO's "Succession." He is Logan Roy's second son, not his eldest son.



Errors are corrected during the press run whenever possible, so some errors noted here may not have appeared in all editions.



To contact the newsroom regarding correction requests, please email 
nytnews@nytimes.com
. To share feedback, please visit 
nytimes.com/readerfeedback
.



Comments on opinion articles may be emailed to 
letters@nytimes.com
.



For newspaper delivery questions: 1-800-NYTIMES (1-800-698-4637) or email 
customercare@nytimes.com
.
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'Snoop' Pearson Wants to Tell Her Story, With Help From a 'Wire' Friend



The actress known for stealing scenes in "The Wire" is teaming with series co-creator Ed Burns to turn her life story into a TV show.




"I come from Baltimore, so it ain't no pressure at all because it's my life story," Felicia "Snoop" Pearson said.




By Jonathan Abrams


Feb 25, 2024


Felicia "Snoop" Pearson is running a few minutes late to a joint interview alongside her writing partner Ed Burns, so Burns fills the time with a helpful story about one of the few other instances of her truancy.



More than two decades ago, the actor 
Michael K. Williams
 had asked Pearson to accompany him onto the set of "The Wire" after she brazenly introduced herself to him at a Baltimore nightclub.



Burns, who with David Simon cocreated the 
landmark show
 that explored institutional failures, admired her distinct tattoos and gravelly Baltimore drawl. Williams and some of the actors vouched for Pearson as an authentic resource who would give the show additional credibility.



Burns had a spot on the show for her, he promised, if she limited any illicit activity and showed up the next week.



The day Pearson was to appear on camera, Burns said, he received a frantic phone call. "I didn't know the car was stolen," Pearson hurriedly began.



Through some deciphering, Burns discovered that Pearson had visited New York with friends for Pride Week. During the journey, they noticed a cop car's flashing lights and pulled over. The driver of the car had no idea the vehicle he had purchased was stolen. Police searched Pearson, discovered a pocketknife and took her into custody. She did not make call time.



Burns reassured her that he would cast her again.



"Two weeks later, she was there," he said. "And she was there on time, if not before, every time after."




As the fictionalized Snoop, Pearson, right, was at the center of some of "The Wire's" most indelible moments. 




The investment kick-started Pearson's reign as one of television's most harrowing characters, a dedicated female street soldier in a drug dealing crew also called Snoop who was equal parts detached and calculating.



To form this character, Pearson reflected on the harsh realities of her east Baltimore upbringing, conjuring a fictionalized version of herself who the horror writer Stephen King 
described
 as "perhaps the most terrifying female villain to ever appear in a television series."



"Sometimes I just go back and just hear my voice and I'd be like, 'Damn, people really had to put the caption on their TV to really know what I was saying," Pearson laughed, once she made it onto the video call and apologized for taking cold medicine that left her sluggish.



Talking about her first days on the set of "The Wire," Pearson, then in her early 20s, compared the experience to being in a courtroom, with a mostly white crew judging her performance. The tension faded thanks to the cross-generational bond she formed with Burns, the nearly 60-year-old former homicide detective and middle-school teacher whose experiences informed the show that has come to be seen as one of the best of all time.



Burns, whom she affectionately calls "Pops," became her confidante and it was a relationship that outlasted the show, which aired its final episode in 2008.



Recently, the pair wrote a limited-series television show, "A.K.A. Snoop," based on Pearson's life that explores the environment Pearson endured growing up in Baltimore. It explores the brutality of growing up in a poor, racist society, "in a way that you only glimpse in other shows," Burns said. "It's all focused on this one child and her journey, and what evolves around her and what it takes for her to become what she became in order to survive."



They plan to shop the show in spring amid a challenging environment, as the era of 
Peak TV draws to a close
 and studios greenlight fewer scripted projects.




Pearson's cross-generational bond with Ed Burns, third from right, helped ease tension on the set of "The Wire."




"Obviously, I am rooting for Ed and Snoop," Simon wrote in an email. "And yes, everything about Felicia's story is compelling."



The show exists in the Baltimore crevices that created "The Wire," a fictional show that depicted institutions failing the masses. But the new project narrows its lens, depicting factual snippets of her life for a story of survival and resilience in spite of lurching systems.



"I'm Black, gay, got a criminal background," Pearson said. "Every strike that's against Black people, I got them."



The series would showcase some pivotal moments in Pearson's early life, starting with her being born three months premature to a crack-addicted mother. Later there's Pearson at 4 years old, decked out in a new dress and waiting to meet the absentee mother who quickly locks her in a closet and strips off her clothes to sell in order to score drugs. By third grade, the impish Pearson smashes a bully over the head with a bottle.



The altercations continued, culminating when Pearson was 14 years old. Then, she killed 15-year-old, Okia Toomer, who Pearson said had come after her with a baseball bat in a crowd. Pearson was convicted of second-degree murder and served nearly seven years at the Maryland Correctional Institution for Women in Jessup, Md.




As a teenager, Pearson spent nearly seven years in prison on a second-degree murder charge.




After her release, Pearson tried straightening out her life. She earned her G.E.D. and landed a job crafting car bumpers only to be fired, she says, when her employer learned of her felony conviction.



Soon after, Pearson found herself on the set of the "The Wire," more out of curiosity -- some of her homeboys had been talking about a show filmed around the corner from her grandmother's house -- than any fanciful hopes of becoming the next Cicely Tyson.



Yet Pearson ended up at the center of some of the show's most indelible moments. Burns wrote one such scene specifically for Pearson: the season-four episode that opens with her character 
visiting a hardware store
 to purchase a nail gun. As a store employee goes over the technical details of the store's best offering, it slowly dawns on him that the savvy customer with a haunting mix of curiosity and humor about firepower might not be in the construction business.



When Snoop pays him in cash, with a healthy tip, the employee protests. "You earned that bump like a [expletive], man," she replies before toting the nail gun out of the store.



Pearson has been trying to tell her own story since those appearances, publishing in 2007 an memoir, 
"Grace After Midnight,"
 written with David Ritz, and later paying a screenwriting service for what she deemed to be a subpar retelling. Reviewing the script, Burns bluntly told her she had been ripped off.



She and Burns never lost touch after "The Wire" ended, but though Pearson sometimes sought out Burns's advice, she didn't always follow his earliest warning to stay out of trouble. In 2011, Pearson was arrested on drug charges and she received a suspended seven-year prison term.



During the pandemic, she hesitatingly approached Burns about working with her to adapt the book; Burns told her he had been waiting for her to ask. "I was like, 'This could have been my first stop,'" Pearson said.








Working together would take time and be exhausting, Burns cautioned. He knew of Pearson's affinity for gangster films, but knew he would need to prod her for stories on her childhood.



"Sometimes it was emotional," Pearson said. "Sometimes, it just flowed out because I'm used to telling people how I feel."



The pair exchanged ideas and scripts throughout much of the pandemic. Burns purchased Pearson a laptop and taught her how to use the popular screenwriting software, Final Draft. Pearson bought Burns an iPhone and tutored him on communicating more quickly.



Since "The Wire," Pearson has appeared in Spike Lee's films 
"Da Sweet Blood of Jesus"
 and 
"Chi-Raq,"
 the long-running reality show "Love & Hip Hop: New York," and the recent Mark Wahlberg vehicle 
"The Family Plan."
 She lives in New York now and while she admits the search for new roles can run cold, her acting career is more than she could have dreamed of as a 20-something with no experience. Pearson never achieved the levels of fame of some former castmates like Idris Elba and Michael B. Jordan, who became box office stars, or the late Michael K. Williams, who worked steadily across film and television.



Pearson describes Williams, who 
died
 in 2021 of a drug overdose, as her protector. His death still affects her. She said she recently became emotional watching him on TV in the 2016 "Ghostbusters" reboot.



"Sometimes, you go crazy, but you not crazy," Pearson said. "You hurting."



Burns, who has collaborated with Simon on various shows since "The Wire," said he wanted to offer Pearson the same break that Williams did all those years ago. But this time, she's not an ensemble player. She's the center.



"I come from Baltimore, so it ain't no pressure at all because it's my life story," Pearson said. "Lord have mercy, it's going to have you crying, laughing. All the emotions that you ever felt in your body or in this world."
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Critic's Notebook



Justin Timberlake Looks Back but Does Not Reckon



On "Everything I Thought It Was," his sixth solo album, this artist feigns new vulnerability but relies on old tricks and his 'N Sync bandmates.




"Everything I Thought It Was" is Justin Timberlake's longest album to date -- 18 tracks spread across 77 minutes -- but has remarkably little to say.




By Lindsay Zoladz


Mar 15, 2024


Shortly before writing the song that would become his first single in six years, Justin Timberlake worked with his musical director Adam Blackstone on an arrangement of John Lennon's "Jealous Guy," in the style of Donny Hathaway's famous cover.



As they rehearsed the version that Timberlake would sing at a small jazz club where Blackstone had a residency, they discussed the song and, as Timberlake recounted in a recent 
interview
 with Zane Lowe, "the idea that you just don't hear that from men often -- that they would express an emotion that makes them vulnerable." Inspired by Lennon and Hathaway's soul-baring, the lyrics to 
"Selfish,"
 the lead single from Timberlake's new album, "Everything I Thought It Was," began to pour out.



A truly vulnerable Justin Timberlake -- one stripped of the Teflon charm that has coated his music and career thus far -- is a tantalizing concept, especially at this moment. In the years since his minor 2018 misstep "Man of the Woods," Timberlake's image has tarnished somewhat. Audiences are reconsidering mid-2000s pop cultural events like the Janet Jackson wardrobe malfunction seen 'round the world at the Super Bowl halftime in 2004, and the media's cruel treatment of Britney Spears, Timberlake's ex-girlfriend.



In February 2021, amid the re-evaluation of Spears's career and nearing the 
end of her court-ordered conservatorship
, Timberlake posted a long, since-deleted statement on Instagram, 
apologizing
 specifically to Jackson and Spears. He added, "I am deeply sorry for the times in my life where my actions contributed to the problem, where I spoke out of turn or did not speak up for what is right."



Is "Selfish" a musical reckoning with all of this? Well, not exactly. The song does bear some sonic hallmarks of introspection: It's muted, minor-keyed and sung in a slightly deflated tone. But, lyrically, Timberlake seems to have confused vulnerability with humblebragging. "It's bad for my mental," he sings in his nimble croon. "But I can't fight it when you're out lookin' like you do, but you can't hide it." This is not exactly a soundtrack for dismantling masculine bravado: The song's most intimate confession is that Timberlake gets jealous when other men look at his girl -- and that they are always looking at his girl, because damn, she is hot.



Still, the song debuted at the respectable, if not spectacular, position of No. 19 on the Billboard Hot 100, and, after he performed it on 
the Jan. 27 episode
 of "Saturday Night Live," it was warmly received by one unexpected well-wisher. "I am in love with Justin Timberlake's new song 'Selfish,'" Spears wrote on Instagram the next day, in a post where she also apologized "for some of the things I wrote about in my book."




Justin Timberlake and Britney Spears split in 2002.




Though Timberlake comes off better than her ex-husband, Kevin Federline, or any member of her family in 
"The Woman in Me,"
 the best-selling memoir Spears released on Oct. 24, its publication prompted even more fresh scrutiny of his image. Spears's olive branch felt generous -- an opportunity for Timberlake to begin the promotion of his comeback album without the aura of villainy.



Unfortunately, just two days after Spears's post, he snapped that branch over his knee.



On his 43rd birthday, at an intimate free concert at Manhattan's Irving Plaza, Timberlake introduced "Cry Me a River" -- his 2002 hit that many believe to be a one-sided depiction of his breakup with Spears -- with choice words captured by the many camera phones held aloft: "I'd like to take this opportunity to apologize," he paused before adding, "to absolutely [expletive] nobody."



In some sense, that bitter, prickly sentiment feels more vulnerable than anything revealed on his latest album.



Excess and grandiosity waft through every Justin Timberlake release; he has never made an album under an hour long. Early in his career, his ambition helped clip the puppet strings of his boy band image and establish him as a serious and legitimate solo artist. His penchant for collaborating with talented, imaginative producers like the Neptunes (who worked on the majority of his 2002 solo debut "Justified") and Timbaland (who produced most of his 2006 artistic breakthrough 
"FutureSex/LoveSounds"
) gave his music a stylish edge. But since the second volume of his "20/20 Experience," released in 2013, Timberlake's once expansive vision has become myopic, offering diminished returns.



"Everything I Thought It Was" is Timberlake's longest album to date -- 18 tracks spread across 77 minutes -- and given that, it's remarkable how little it has to say. Produced with an assortment of collaborators, including Calvin Harris, Cirkut and his trusty pal Timbaland, "Everything" is aggressively knob-happy, swapping out innumerable filters and coating Timberlake's voice in every imaginable effect. The first two tracks, the morose "Memphis" and the slick "[Expletive] Up the Disco," play as though they were made by someone who recently learned the decades-old techniques of pitch-shifting and artfully Auto-Tuning vocals, and is very excited about their discovery.



Abandoning the folksy aesthetic of "Man of the Woods," "Everything" returns to Timberlake's comfort zone: Gleaming, lightly profane disco jams that imagine dance-floor seduction as a kind of interstellar odyssey. The results are mixed. The fun, vampy "Play" lightly pushes the limits of wedding funk, while the less successful and unfortunately named "Infinity Sex" indulges in some of the album's most groan-worthy lyrics ("I know the address on your mattress"). Midway through the upbeat party song "My Favorite Drug," Timberlake breaks into a spoken word, ladies-and-fellas call-and-response that gestures back to his early hit "Senorita." "I know I did it before," he intones, inadvertently articulating the album's thesis statement, "but I'mma do it again."



Timberlake has been married to the actress Jessica Biel for 11 years, so the breakup songs scattered across the album are exercises in imagination or, as Timberlake hinted in that Zane Lowe interview, memory. He claimed that writing some of these songs allowed him to "look back at the past" and "metabolize and verbalize my perspective on it." He added, "I don't think I've ever really done that before."



That quote, however, oversells the maturity of the material. The murky, mid-tempo "Drown" is basically "Cry Me a River, Part II," a chronicle of a relationship's dissolution that pins all the blame on the other person. "Got caught up in the tide of all the tears you cried," Timberlake sings in his most wounded falsetto. "Flame," which swaps overextended water metaphors for overextended fire metaphors, revolves around a nagging hook: "Remember-member-member when you said you'd love me til you died?" He never specifies which part of his past he is looking back on, but plenty of listeners will be more than willing to speculate.




Despite having been married to the actress Jessica Biel, right, for the past 11 years, Timberlake penned breakup songs for his latest album that allowed him to "look back at the past."




The crowd at Timberlake's Irving Plaza show was populated mostly by Millennials; they sipped an expensive specialty cocktail called the Senorita and, before Timberlake came onstage, danced to a D.J. set full of the sort of Y2K-era pop that would have played at their (full disclosure: our) 8th grade dances. Nostalgia was the mood of the hour, and Timberlake was mostly content to party like it was 1999, breaking the spell only to update some of his signature hits with bits of trap cadences and triplet flow.



What do people actually want from Justin Timberlake in 2024? Maybe it is precisely what he offered at that Irving Plaza show: For him to play the hits (or, in the case of these new songs, relatively rote imitations of them) and whisk them back to a simpler time when boys would be boys and a roguishly charming guy could grin his way out of most mass-cultural controversies. Timberlake is hardly the most despicable person in show business and his greatest offense was one that, unfortunately, plenty of other artists have committed as well: Blithely benefiting from white male privilege and throwing his less charmed counterparts under the bus.



If he were still making music with the conviction and the artistry of "FutureSex/LoveSounds," or even if he were ready to offer an honest reckoning with his past, maybe he could be forgiven. But the truth is, just as that Teflon coating is beginning to erode under the glare of cultural scrutiny, Timberlake's music has begun to lack zest. What goes around has indeed come back around.



The penultimate song on "Everything I Thought It Was" is a sentimental ballad titled "Paradise," on which he's joined by the familiar voices of his 'N Sync bandmates. The track doesn't have quite the impact it might have had 'N Sync not already reunited last fall for the somewhat inauspicious occasion of the 
"Trolls Band Together"
 soundtrack, but their harmonies nonetheless sound tight, and the song is sure to generate good-natured headlines.



When the members of 'N Sync have appeared onstage together in recent years, it has been under circumstances when Timberlake could assert his stardom and leadership. At the 2013 MTV Video Music Awards, for example, they performed a brief medley before he accepted the Michael Jackson video vanguard award as a solo artist.



This week, they reunited for a surprise performance during another of Timberlake's smaller club shows, this time at the Wiltern Theater in Los Angeles. They were once again supporting Timberlake as a solo artist, as they do on "Paradise," but somehow this felt different than it did at the 2013 V.M.A.s; this time Timberlake seemed more reliant upon them than he has in the past to generate attention. (This may also explain his indirect jab at Spears weeks earlier.)



Perhaps "Paradise" is Timberlake's version of male vulnerability, and it is certainly the humblest moment on "Everything I Thought It Was." After two decades of standing alone as a solo superstar, he knows when it's time to ask for a little help from his friends.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/15/arts/music/justin-timberlake-everything-i-thought-it-was-review.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Critic's Pick



On 'Deeper Well,' Kacey Musgraves Is Closer to Fine



The country singer and songwriter's fifth album of original songs is a study in quiet thoughtfulness rooted in gratitude.




Kacey Musgraves's new album, "Deeper Well," is committed to understatement.




By Jon Pareles


Mar 14, 2024


Contentment makes for tricky songwriting territory. Songs thrive more often on extremes: desire, heartache, rage, despair, striving, longing, ecstasy. But Kacey Musgraves has now made two superb albums suffused with satisfaction: "Golden Hour" from 2018, which won the Grammy for album of the year, and her new one out Friday, 
"Deeper Well."



On "Golden Hour," Musgraves sang about the gratification and relief of blissful romance in songs like 
"Butterflies."
 With "Deeper Well" -- which follows her 
divorce album, "Star-Crossed"
 -- Musgraves finds more comfort in a wistful self-sufficiency. She savors small pleasures, personal connections and casual revelations, with a touch of new-age mysticism.



In the album's 
title song
, Musgraves calmly notes how she's setting aside youthful misjudgments. She's moving away from people with "dark energy" and no longer getting high every morning (though her Instagram account is still @spaceykacey). At 35, she's glad to be more mature. "It's natural when things lose their shine," she sings, "so other things can glow."



Musgraves grew up in a small East Texas town and she's nominally a country singer. Her 2013 debut, "Same Trailer Different Park," won a Grammy as best country album, as did "Golden Hour," and she has won multiple Grammys for best country song.



But while mainstream country has leaned into booze, trucks and arena-scale bombast, Musgraves prefers delicacy, detail and wryly upending small-town expectations. The title song of her second album, 
"Pageant Material,"
 explained: "It ain't that I don't care about world peace/But I don't see how I can fix it in a swimsuit on a stage."



Her music prizes understatement, bypassing standard Nashville sounds and often harking back to 1970s Laurel Canyon folk-pop. Like that era's songwriters and producers, Musgraves is steeped in folk music and seemingly diaristic, but also unassumingly savvy about pop structures and studio possibilities.



On "Star-Crossed," Musgraves sang about 
marital pressures
, professional jealousy, coping with memories and moving on. The music pushed well beyond country, incorporating surreal electronics and sultry R&B. "Deeper Well" is leaner and less determinedly eclectic. Written and produced with Musgraves's longtime collaborators, Daniel Tashian and Ian Fitchuk, the album spotlights acoustic guitars and organic, seemingly transparent arrangements; every instrument sparkles. While the album was recorded in New York City (at Electric Lady Studios), it's a world away from urban hubbub; the music always feels pastoral.



Gratitude is at the core of the new songs. Musgraves may be contented, but she's not complacent. She finds omens in nature in "Cardinal," the album's opener, which harks back to the modal folk-rock of the Byrds, complete with 12-string guitar. Seeing a cardinal after the death of a friend, she asks, "Are you bringing me a message from the other side?"



In "Dinner With Friends," she lists small things that please her -- "the way that the sun on my floor makes a pattern of light" -- and plants a political barb, appreciating, "My home state of Texas/The sky there, the horses and dogs," before adding, "But none of their laws." And in "The Architect," a crystalline string-band waltz, she marvels at both natural phenomena -- an apple, the Grand Canyon -- and the miracle of finding a new love, making her ponder the existence of a God: "This life that we make, is it random or fate?" she asks. "Is there an architect?"



"Deeper Well" is committed to understatement. It rarely flaunts its 21st-century sonic resources, and when it does, it stays humble about them. In "Sway," Musgraves wishes for resiliency and a respite from anxiety -- "Like a palm tree in the wind/I won't break, I'll just bend" -- over a gently tapped beat and subdued acoustic guitar picking.



But the track's last 30 seconds flaunt technology with multiple a cappella Musgraves vocals: low, high, reverberating, sustained, wordless or intoning "I'll sway." It sounds reverent and meditative, computerized yet still human, revealing -- only by contrast -- how carefully restrained the album is. Modesty is an underrated virtue, but "Deeper Well" cherishes it.



Kacey Musgraves
"Deeper Well"
(Interscope/MCA Nashville)
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Critic's Notebook



Once You Watch an Ernie Gehr Film, You'll Never See the World the Same Way



A MoMA series shows how the artist pushes the boundaries of cinema in short movies that both delight and baffle.




A scene from "Construction Sight," one of the films in the MoMA series "Mechanical Magic."




By Manohla Dargis


Mar 15, 2024


Movies have been around for well over a century, and for roughly half that time, the American filmmaker Ernie Gehr has -- playfully, thoughtfully, beautifully -- shown us just how far out, in exciting and liberating they can be.



Gehr makes moving images that open your mind and pleasurably rearrange your thoughts. His movies tend to be short, have sound and, these days, were shot in digital. By conventional standards not a lot happens; they don't tell stories per se, even if they say a great deal. What interests Gehr is light, energy, shape, color, rhythm, time, space and the medium's plasticity. He chops the image up, twirls it around, makes it sing. You could call his work abstract, experimental or avant-garde, but a more fitting description is that it's just, well, cinematic.



A contested, oft-abused word, cinematic can be fuzzy shorthand to describe images that look and move the way we think movies look and move (or should). Gehr challenges such thinking, which is exemplified by one of his most significant early works, "Serene Velocity" (1970), a silent color film that doesn't have a single soul or any camera moves in it. Instead, partly by changing the focal lengths on a zoom lens, Gehr created an illusion of movement in which a precisely centered shot of a college basement hall becomes a trippy, propulsive, at times eyeball-popping inquiry into film form. He's still challenging conventions just as trippily.



On Friday, the one-week series "
Ernie Gehr: Mechanical Magic
" opens at the Museum of Modern Art. Curated by Francisco Valente, this dynamic sampler includes both newer work and restored rarities that have been arranged into six programs. Gehr, who is 82 and lives in New York, is scheduled to appear at each show. MoMA is a fitting place to check out his movies, which in their formal rigor, aesthetic concerns and sheer visual 
pow
 make them ideal counterparts to the abstract and nonfigurative work hanging on the museum's walls.



Gehr started making films in the 1960s after serving in the Army and landing in New York, where he chanced upon the work by the avant-garde filmmaker 
Stan Brakhage
, a titan of the art. Although Gehr ended up going in a different artistic direction, he was excited both by Brakhage's work and by the very idea that he, too, might make movies. In an era in which most of us have a video camera in our back pocket, it is impossible to overstate just how mind-blowing it once was for many aspiring filmmakers to realize that they didn't need to be in Hollywood or have stars, crews and astronomical budgets.



Instead, if a would-be filmmaker like Gehr was lucky enough to be in New York in the 1960s -- then an epicenter of off-Hollywood cine-adventurousness -- he could even borrow a camera. That's exactly what Gehr did after he visited the 
Millennium Film Workshop
, which was then run by the filmmaker 
Ken Jacobs
 and lent equipment for free. Gehr soon had a camera in hand that used 8-millimeter film (a precursor to Super-8), a cheaper alternative to 16-millimeter. Lightweight and easy to use, these cameras made making movies on your own entirely doable.



When Millennium temporarily closed (it's still going), Gehr thought through what he liked and didn't about movies. In an interview with the writer Scott MacDonald that was published in 2006, Gehr explained that he realized that what interested him was often "peripheral" to what was onscreen. "The seamless illusion of reality wasn't that important to me," he said. When characters were in an alley that had a puddle of water, he wasn't swept up by the action; Gehr was looking at the water's reflections and patterns, and seeing other potentialities.



Gehr asks you to open your mind and your eyes. That may sound ridiculously obvious and maybe patronizing (apologies!), but mainstream movies create expectations that live in your head, settle into your body and, at times, narrow your vision. What those movies don't prepare you for is work like Gehr's "Creatures of the Night," in which the image is divided in sections and filled with herky-jerky silhouettes that recall early animations. Or "Back in the Park," an elegant meditation in which he points the camera downward (and sometimes turns it topsy-turvy) to capture striking shadows and fugitive glimpses of passers-by.



I don't find Gehr's work difficult to watch, though thinking about it afterward can send me down rabbit holes. Even so, sometimes you need to just shake off those expectations. The brevity of the works in the MoMA series helps make that easy; the longest runs 36 minutes. One of the shortest, "Flying Over Brooklyn," in the first program, is a witty one-shot five-minute charmer. It opens on a bright blue city sky filled with wispy clouds moving rightward, a drift that's soon interrupted by a helicopter zipping left, a flash of birds and the sounds of an unseen plane.



Although there isn't any story here, at least in the usual sense, the movie gives you something to look at while also allowing your imagination to roam free, much as when you find images in clouds. While watching "Flying Over Brooklyn," some low-slung buildings tucked in one corner of the frame made me think of all the times I would go on the roof when I lived in the East Village and how, because the buildings were all relatively short, I could see the dome of the sky with its clouds and planes. I also thought about how Gehr, with his genius eye and sensitivities, makes me re-see everyday life and, by extension, movies too.



That's one of the expansive pleasures of Gehr's work: it makes you see, deeply. Whether he's focusing on a row of pants and shirts all but dancing on a clothesline ("High-Wire Act") or dividing the image into sections that he shuffles around ("Sunday in Paris") or training his gaze on shadows bobbing on a wall ("Delirium"), Gehr invariably invites you to look at the world with new eyes. He tests the very boundaries of what we call movies. He widens our horizons, delighting and at times baffling us with work that is at once heady and down to earth, and which is insistently personal -- as we can see from the peekaboo glimpses of him holding a camera in the dazzling "Construction Sight."
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Artforum Selects Tina Rivers Ryan as New Top Editor



The curator and essayist will become the magazine's next leader after a period of turmoil.




Tina Rivers Ryan previously served as a curator at the Buffalo AKG Art Museum.




By Zachary Small


Mar 14, 2024


Artforum named Tina Rivers Ryan its next top editor on Thursday, selecting the curator to lead the prestigious magazine after a tumultuous year.



"For decades, the editors at Artforum have ensured that this historic magazine has remained a trusted and indispensable resource for conversations about contemporary art and its role in the broader culture," Ryan, who specialized in digital art as a curator at the Buffalo AKG Art Museum, said in a statement.



Five months ago, the magazine 
fired David Velasco
, its editor in chief, after he signed and published 
a letter calling for Palestinian liberation
 shortly after the Israel-Hamas war began. Some staff members were upset with his termination; longtime editors resigned in protest and artists 
declared a boycott
. Some writers pulled their essays and some advertisers pulled their spots in the publication, resulting in 
a noticeably slimmer issue
 after the events unfolded.



Penske Media Corporation, which owns the publication, has spent the past several months attempting to rebuild.



Ryan, who has contributed to Artforum over the years, gained notice for 
a popular essay criticizing the NFT boom
. She later softened her stance and helped the Buffalo museum 
cash in on the craze
 by organizing an 
online exhibition and fund-raiser
.



"We could not be more excited for this next chapter of Artforum with Tina at the editorial helm," the magazine's publishers, Danielle McConnell and Kate Koza, said in a statement. "Tina is a brilliant writer and uniquely positioned to uphold the magazine's reputation for publishing the highest quality long-form criticism, while also contributing to a dynamic vision of audience expansion via continued digital growth and live events."
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In Whitney Biennial Artwork, a Message Reveals Itself: 'Free Palestine'



Museum curators said they had been unaware that the artist Demian DineYazhi' included the message through the flickering letters of their neon installation.




Demian DineYazhi' created an installation titled "we must stop imagining apocalypse/genocide + we must imagine liberation." On Wednesday, museum officials said they were unaware that some tiny blinking neon letters also spelled out the message "Free Palestine."




By Zachary Small


Mar 14, 2024


Throughout its history, the Whitney Biennial has often reflected the heated discourse of the art world, welcoming 
provocative
 
work
 that might 
ruffle
 
feathers
. But museum officials and curators said they were taken by surprise by a message that revealed itself in the flickering lights of a neon installation.



On Wednesday evening the Whitney Museum of American Art confirmed that an artwork by the Indigenous artist and activist 
Demian DineYazhi'
 had blinking lights that slowly spelled out the phrase "Free Palestine."



The artwork originated with poetry written before the outbreak of the Israel-Hamas war and bears the title, "we must stop imaging apocalypse/genocide + we must imagine liberation." It was inspired by Indigenous resistance movements and the Dine activist 
Klee Benally
, who died in December and was a friend of the artist.




At times the neon lights spell out the words "Free Palestine."




"It is about Indigenous resistance and opposition to forms of settler colonialism," DineYazhi' said in an interview, referring to 
a concept rooted in academia
 and studies of societies where one population displaces and dominates another.



Officials at the museum, including the exhibition's curators, said that they had not been aware of the message, which most viewers missed at first. The artwork arrived shortly before the exhibition's installation; curators noticed the flickering lights but thought they were supposed to draw a viewer's attention to words like "genocide" and "liberation."



Officials at the museum, when asked earlier this week about the title of the work and whether it referred to Gaza, initially said that the piece had been conceived before the current conflict and was a reflection on Indigenous resistance movements. They later said that they had not known about the message, which was added when the work was fabricated in the fall, but that the message would not have affected their decision to display the art.




The artist said the work was inspired by Indigenous resistance movements and the Dine activist Klee Benally,




Annie Armstrong, a writer for the publication Artnet News, noted the "Free Palestine" message in 
an article
 about the exhibition yesterday.



"The museum did not know of this subtle detail when the work was installed," said Angela Montefinise, chief communications and content officer, who added that there were no plans to remove or change the artwork. "The Biennial has long been a place where contemporary artists address timely matters, and the Whitney is committed to being a space for artists' conversations."



Museums around the country have struggled to respond to the Israel-Hamas war as artists, employees, trustees and the public scrutinize their statements on the conflict. And within the culture industry, there has been a wave of 
resignations
, 
boycotts
 and 
firings
 that have come with addressing the war.



DineYazhi' said the flickering message aligned with the deeper meaning of their artwork. "The piece in its final form and as it currently exists today is a response to being situated within settler colonial institutions," the artist said.
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American Ballet Theater Names Dance Veteran as Executive Director



Barry Hughson, a leader at the National Ballet of Canada, will join the company as it tries to get beyond financial woes.




Barry Hughson will take on the job of American Ballet Theater's executive director in July.




By Javier C. Hernandez


Mar 14, 2024


American Ballet Theater, one of the largest dance companies in the United States, has faced a series of challenges in recent months. Relations with the dancers have been tense, finances have been strained and the organization has lacked a permanent executive director.



On Thursday, Ballet Theater announced it was bringing in a dance veteran as it tries to move beyond its woes: 
Barry Hughson
, executive director of the National Ballet of Canada, will join the company in that role in July. He succeeds Janet Rolle, who 
resigned suddenly
 last summer after 17 months on the job.



Hughson, 56, a former dancer, said in an interview that he was undaunted by Ballet Theater's troubles.



"A.B.T. has been a company that I've loved since I was a 10-year-old ballet student watching Baryshnikov," he said, referring to the star dancer Mikhail Baryshnikov. "It's such an important institution in American dance, and it's a challenging time for the arts community right now."



Ballet Theater's leaders said they chose Hughson, executive director at the National Ballet of Canada since 2014, because of his extensive experience in the field. He has held top positions at Boston Ballet and Atlanta Ballet, among other organizations. They said he also showed an eagerness to work with 
Susan Jaffe
, Ballet Theater's artistic director, who has served as interim executive director since Rolle's departure.



"I expect and I hope it'll be a wonderful, cooperative leadership team," Andrew F. Barth, chairman of Ballet Theater's board, said in an interview. "We're going to have the opportunity to examine how to bring our art, how to bring this beautiful cultural aspect, to more people in more ways that are financially sound."



Like most performing arts organizations, Ballet Theater, founded in 1939, suffered during the pandemic, which resulted in the cancellation of two seasons and cost the company millions of dollars in anticipated ticket revenue and touring fees.



But while audiences have returned -- attendance is averaging about 69 percent of capacity, compared with 63 percent before the pandemic -- Ballet Theater has been grappling with other financial challenges.



A major source of revenue for the company -- its summer season at the Metropolitan Opera House -- has been curtailed since 2022, when the Met extended its performances into June. That decision forced Ballet Theater, with a budget of $51 million, to reduce its season at the Met to five weeks from eight. Overall, the number of performances by Ballet Theater, which tours extensively, has fallen to 83 this season, compared with 114 in 2018-19.



And Ballet Theater's subscriber base, which has traditionally provided an important source of revenue, has eroded, falling to 2,516 in the most recent season from 6,251 in 2018-19. The company has also seen philanthropic donations decline, though it declined to provide specifics. Laura Miller, a spokeswoman for Ballet Theater, did not give a reason, saying only that detailed fund-raising data was not available.



Relations between Ballet Theater's administration and dancers have been tense recently because of heated negotiations over a new labor contract. The company reached a deal with dancers last month, agreeing to raises and other benefits.



Hughson said he would work to stabilize Ballet Theater's finances and to help the company find new audiences. He said he wanted to expand the company's presence in the New York market, which New York City Ballet has traditionally dominated. And he hopes to re-examine the company's touring model, long Ballet Theater's lifeblood, so that tours can be "artistically vibrant but also economically viable."



"We know the glorious past of A.B.T.," he said, "but it's really about what stories are we going to tell, how are we going to support our artists and how are we going to create a sustainable model so that A.B.T. is here in another 80 years?"



The resignation of Rolle, just a week before the start of Ballet Theater's 2023 summer season, came as a shock to the dance industry. Rolle, who had 
previously served
 as general manager of Beyonce's entertainment firm, did not offer an explanation, saying only that she would turn her focus to service on corporate and nonprofit boards.



Barth, the board chair, said that the job "wasn't quite what she was expecting," but that she had departed on good terms.



"I'm sure she'll be coming to watch us at the ballet," he said, "and I'll greet her with a hug."



Barth said the company had considered keeping Jaffe, a former star ballerina with the company, in place as both artistic and executive leader, but decided "it's just too much work" for one person.



Hughson, whose career as a performer began at the Washington Ballet, said he hoped to have a long tenure. "It feels like the right place for me to spend the last 10 years of my career," he said, "and see if I can make a difference."
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Alec Baldwin Seeks Dismissal of 'Rust' Manslaughter Indictment



Lawyers for the actor have begun his defense by denouncing the way the prosecutors carried out grand jury proceedings.




Alec Baldwin's lawyers asserted that the New Mexico prosecutors have "publicly dragged Baldwin through the cesspool created by their improprieties."




By Julia Jacobs


Mar 14, 2024


Lawyers for Alec Baldwin filed court papers on Thursday seeking to dismiss 
the involuntary manslaughter indictment against him
 related to the fatal shooting on the "Rust" movie set, arguing that prosecutors did not properly present the grand jury with evidence that could have supported his case.



Mr. Baldwin -- who was practicing drawing a gun he had been told was safe when it discharged a live bullet, killing the film's cinematographer, Halyna Hutchins, in 2021 -- has been largely quiet about the criminal case since it was revived in January by prosecutors who have accused him of failing to observe firearm safety measures on set.



But in the 52-page filing on Thursday, Mr. Baldwin's lawyers made a full-throated denunciation 
of the case against the actor,
 asserting that the prosecutors have "publicly dragged Baldwin through the cesspool created by their improprieties," resulting in the criminal case "hanging over his head" for more than two years.



"Enough is enough," said the filing, which was signed by Luke Nikas, a member of Mr. Baldwin's team of lawyers. "This is an abuse of the system, and an abuse of an innocent person whose rights have been trampled to the extreme."



The filing by Mr. Baldwin's lawyers 
cited a New Mexico Supreme Court decision
 in which the court dismissed an indictment after finding that the prosecution "prevented the grand jury from inquiring into the facts demonstrating probable cause" and "failed to act in a fair and impartial manner when instructing the grand jury."



The lead prosecutor, Kari T. Morrissey, declined to comment on the specifics of the motion but said, "Our response will be filed with the court."



If the judge were to dismiss the indictment against Mr. Baldwin, the prosecutors could bring the case to a new grand jury, making the long and winding prosecution even more so. 
An initial manslaughter charge
 was 
dropped in April 2023
 after efforts by Mr. Baldwin's lawyers.



The armorer in charge of weapons on "Rust," Hannah Gutierrez-Reed, was 
convicted of involuntary manslaughter
 last week. She faces up to 18 months in prison, which will be decided at a sentencing hearing next month.



Ms. Gutierrez-Reed, 26, was supposed to load six dummy rounds -- inert cartridges that cannot fire and are made to resemble real ammunition for the camera -- into Mr. Baldwin's gun that day but ended up loading one live round. Her lawyers have blamed the production for not affording her enough time for her armorer duties, which producers deny, and they have said they will be appealing the verdict.



Mr. Baldwin, 65, has denied responsibility for Ms. Hutchins's death from the beginning, asserting that he had been told the gun did not contain live ammunition and that she had been directing him where to point the gun. He has also denied pulling the trigger, saying the gun went off after he pulled the hammer of the revolver all the way back and then let it go.



In a motion that brought forward a litany of objections with the prosecution of Mr. Baldwin -- including with the minutiae of the jury instructions and which witnesses prosecutors called to testify -- the actor's lawyers also gave a glimpse into the record of the grand jury proceedings, which the court in New Mexico denied the media access to.



"Shouldn't somebody have seen the difference before it went into the gun?" one grand juror asked about the live round, according to the filing.



Another asked, according to the court papers: "When Alec Baldwin refused to look at the gun that was handed, that was allegedly cleared, and they gave it to him to reinspect it ... how would he inspect the gun?"



In both cases, the filing said, the lead prosecutor responded that later testimony would help answer those questions.



Mr. Baldwin's lawyers challenged the way that the prosecutor, Ms. Morrissey, responded, saying she had a "duty to elicit truthful evidence" from witnesses. They noted that she could have presented other evidence that Mr. Baldwin had not "refused" to check the gun because he was never asked to check it, and showing that he had no responsibility to do so because actors are not obligated to do gun safety checks.



They argued that testimony from witnesses they had asked the prosecution to call would have answered those questions, including that of Dave Halls, the movie's first assistant director, who has admitted to not checking the gun properly the day of the shooting.



In New Mexico, the defense does not have the right to call witnesses during the presentation of a case to a grand jury. Instead they can submit a letter to prosecutors that includes evidence that could help exonerate their client, including any favorable witnesses or documents.



Ms. Morrissey pointed to a state Supreme Court decision that states that the law requires only that a prosecutor alert the grand jury to evidence offered by the defense, not to present such evidence.



Mr. Baldwin could have testified on his own behalf, but he did not.



In Thursday's court filing, Mr. Baldwin's lawyers said they had proposed seven witnesses to prosecutors, including Mr. Halls and the director Joel Souza, who was injured in the shooting. The defense contends that both witnesses could have helped grand jurors understand who is responsible for firearms on movie sets.



The only witness named in Mr. Baldwin's letter that prosecutors called was the lead detective on the case, Alexandria Hancock. His lawyers asserted that the prosecutors "did not tell the grand jurors that they had the right and, in fact, the obligation to request and hear all exculpatory evidence."



"At no point did Morrissey explain to grand jurors that they could hear from Halls directly if they wanted," the filing said.



Instead, the court papers said, Ms. Morrissey read Mr. Baldwin's letter to grand jurors and allowed them a break to discuss it before asking how they "want to proceed."



The witnesses that the prosecution called before the grand jury included Bryan Carpenter, an armorer hired to testify as an expert; Ross Addiego, a crew member who witnessed the fatal shooting; Lane Luper, a member of the "Rust" camera team who quit the production the night before the shooting, in part because of safety concerns; Michael Haag, one of the examiners commissioned to analyze the gun; Marissa Poppell, a crime scene technician; and Connor Rice, an investigator hired by the prosecution.



The initial manslaughter charge against Mr. Baldwin fell apart last year.



His lawyers argued that Mr. Baldwin had been 
charged under a law
 that had not yet been enacted at the time of the shooting, leading prosecutors to 
downgrade the charge
. Then 
the special prosecutor assigned to the case resigned
 after Mr. Baldwin's lawyers argued that the State Constitution 
prohibited her from simultaneously serving as a state legislator
. According to Thursday's court filing, they then made a presentation to the new prosecution team, Ms. Morrissey and Jason J. Lewis, laying out a case that the gun had been modified.



The new prosecutors dismissed the initial case. But after commissioning a report on the gun by a forensic examiner, they decided to renew the criminal case in the fall.



"The forensic testing of the gun concluded with certainty that the trigger of the gun had to have been pulled for the gun to go off," Ms. Morrissey said in an interview in October 
when she announced the decision
 to take the case to a grand jury. (Mr. Baldwin's lawyers have contested the conclusion of the prosecution's gun report.)



Mr. Baldwin's lawyers made a series of other objections to the prosecution's conduct, including to the interview Ms. Morrissey had with The New York Times in October, which, they argued, "violated basic rules governing grand jury secrecy" by making public that the case was initially scheduled to be presented the following month.



In closed-door proceedings, the filing said, a judge told the lawyers that grand jurors at the court had approached the clerk seeking to serve on the grand jury deciding Mr. Baldwin's case, creating the risk of prejudice.
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Los Angeles Opera's Music Director to Step Down After 20 Years



James Conlon, who has conducted more performances with the company than anyone else, will step down from his post in 2026.




James Conlon, the music director of the Los Angeles Opera, at a rehearsal there last year.




By Robin Pogrebin


Mar 13, 2024


The year 2026 will mark James Conlon's 20th anniversary as music director of the Los Angeles Opera. That seemed to him like it would be the right time to step down.



"I've had 20 years -- that's a good round number," Conlon, 73, said in a telephone interview. "I want to stop when I'm at my full capacity and I want to be able to go on loving the company the way I do."



His final season, the 2025-26 season, will coincide with the company's 40th anniversary, and Conlon said that he "wanted to be there to celebrate that with them."



"It will mean I will have been there for half of its history," said Conlon, who has led more than 460 performances of 68 different operas there, more than any other conductor.



Conlon will be named the opera's conductor laureate, which the company said would be in recognition "of his distinguished tenure and contribution to Los Angeles Opera and the community at large, and in acknowledgment of the mutual intention for Conlon to return to the company as a guest conductor."



Christopher Koelsch, the opera's president and chief executive, praised Conlon's musical leadership and said that there was "something elegant about the timing" of his departure, coinciding as it does with both anniversaries. He added that the transition "presents an opportunity for us as an organization for a different perspective and generational change."



It will be a transformational moment for classical music in Los Angeles: 2026 is also the year that 
Gustavo Dudamel will leave the Los Angeles Philharmonic
 for the New York Philharmonic.



L.A. Opera is already 
in a moment of transition
. Placido Domingo, who was instrumental in its creation, reigned for decades as its leading star and served as its general director, 
stepped down in 2019
 amid allegations of sexual harassment.



As to what the opera will be looking for in Conlon's successor, Koelsch said, "Someone who has a similar evangelism for the art form and a 21st-century point of view on what that means."



Conlon, who will be 76 when he steps down, said he is not retiring, and that he plans to continue as a guest conductor in Los Angeles and elsewhere, devote time to personal goals ("I still want to see the Taj Mahal and I'd like to go on safari") and to continue to focus on music education.



"The most important crisis facing classical music is we're all fighting for an audience," he said, adding that he "can be very persuasive in enticing people who feel afraid of classical music not to be inhibited by these big buildings that look like fortresses."



Education has been a hallmark of Conlon's tenure. Before performances he talks audiences through key moments of each opera, lectures captured on the company's "
Behind the Curtain"
 podcasts and YouTube channel.



Highlights of his tenure in Los Angeles include the company's first staging of Wagner's "Ring"
 
cycle; a "Figaro Trilogy" that featured Rossini's "The Barber of Seville,"
 
Mozart's "The Marriage of Figaro" and John Corigliano's "The Ghosts of Versailles"; 
"
Britten 100/LA," which celebrated the centennial of the composer Benjamin Britten's birth; and a performance of "
The Anonymous Lover
," a rarely seen opera by Joseph Bologne, Chevalier de Saint-Georges, a prominent Black composer in 18th-century France.



Conlon has conducted at many leading opera houses around the world, including the Metropolitan Opera, the Vienna State Opera, the Salzburg Festival, the Teatro alla Scala in Milan and the Paris Opera, where he was the 
principal conductor
.



He has consistently sought to bring attention to composers suppressed by the Third Reich with efforts like "
Recovered Voices
," which has brought neglected operas to the stage of Los Angeles Opera since 2007.



"If you're a good music director, it means you're really devoted," Conlon said. "That has always been my purpose and goal -- to be a good music director."
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Critic's Pick



'The Effect' Review: Dissecting the Science of Desire



In Jamie Lloyd's revival of Lucy Prebble's play, Paapa Essiedu and Taylor Russell are a couple who fall in love during a pharmaceutical trial.




Paapa Essiedu as Tristan and Taylor Russell as Connie (and Michele Austin, seated) in "The Effect" at the Shed in Manhattan.




By Naveen Kumar


Mar 14, 2024


A white plastic bucket sits on a spare stage at the Shed, where the director Jamie Lloyd's stark, riveting production of "The Effect" opened on Wednesday night. By the time its content -- a human brain -- is revealed, Lucy Prebble's 
heady and scintillating drama
 is already interrogating the biology of desire.



What begins as the drug trial of an antidepressant shifts into more slippery territory when a flirtation develops between two of the participants. As they circle each other, neurons blazing, questions swirl about whether their attraction has been chemically engineered -- and if love controls the mind or the other way around.



The simplicity of a brain plopped in a pail for scientific research becomes something of a mordant sight gag.



Previously staged Off Broadway in 2016, "The Effect" digs into what one of the study's architects calls "nothing short of a revolution in medicine": drug intervention that considers the psyche a plastic aspect of the self. Lloyd's production, which premiered in August at the National Theater in London, poses the play's philosophical inquiries on a stark and minimal plane that feels both cosmic and atomically intimate.



During the experiment's intake, we learn that Connie (Taylor Russell) gets sad but isn't depressed ("when I'm sad, I'm sad," she says) and that Tristan (Paapa Essiedu) has a playful swagger, half-flirting with the study's administrator, Dr. Lorna James (a game and frank Michele Austin), while she asks about his medical history.




Kobna Holdbrook-Smith, left, and Austin (with Essiedu and Russell seated onstage) portray the two psychiatrists running the pharmaceutical trial. 




When Tristan meets Connie, he offers to turn in the urine sample she's holding: "How about I take your piss for you?" (Props, aside from the bucket and brain, are mimed.) "You need to drink more water," she observes, looking at his own.



Their exchanges are framed, on an elevated platform with the audience seated on either side, as a behavioral study stripped of context and identity markers. Dressed in lumpy, cloud-white sweatsuits, and often confined to separate glowing squares on the stage, they relate to each other -- and to Lorna's surveilling questions -- from within a pressurized void. (The set and costumes are by Soutra Glimour, the lighting by Jon Clark.)



The intricate and mesmerizing character portraits that emerge are entirely relational, defined in response to external stimuli. (The presence of other trial participants goes unremarked upon.) The clinical setting and escalating doses are tightly controlled by Lorna and her supervising colleague, Dr. Toby Sealey (a suave and gravel-voiced Kobna Holdbrook-Smith), constant observers seated at either end of the platform. But what about the reaction between two people?



Essiedu's Tristan is roving, loose-limbed and solicitous. A Hackney native and a regular on the pharmaceutical trial circuit, he instinctively goads the more watchful and considered Connie, a psychology student from Ontario who is studying in London, where the play is set. Russell's Connie is discerning, logic-driven, warm and curious.



Even as the play explores the conundrum of its causation, the affair between Tristan and Connie bristles with heat, its own natural phenomenon.



Both performances are superb, particularly as the characters progress through a fast-burning romance. The first time they touch, he's inviting her to dance with no music. Ribbing and affectionate, they mimic each other's accents -- further collapsing the distance between them. Essiedu is sly and agile, like an amorous cartoon cat sauntering on hind legs. Russell has the softness and hard will of Viola or Juliet, her voice pillowy with grace and acuity.




Tristan and Connie's love story is cast as a sci-fi thriller, emphasizing contrasts between light and darkness, hard-edged facts and the messy unknowns of erotic impulse, our critic writes. 




Lloyd, whose austerity sent a pulsating current through last season's Broadway revival of "
A Doll's House
," casts Tristan and Connie's love story as a sci-fi thriller, emphasizing contrasts between light and darkness, hard-edged facts and the messy unknowns of erotic impulse. Lingering billows of fog indicate the uncertainty of perception, while a faint, propulsive score by Michael Asante (and sound design by George Dennis) seems determined to sync the heart rates of everyone in earshot.



The arguments that fuel Prebble's rapid-fire dialogue demonstrate a razor wit -- she was a writer and producer on "Succession" -- and a deft hand at splicing theory and behavior. And she excels at articulating ineffable states of feeling. (Connie says the drug's effects are "like having the weather inside.")



A soapy back story between the two psychiatrists, though excellently conveyed by Austin and Holdbrook-Smith, feels a bit contrived. But their debates about the ethics of manipulating the mind -- and whether a person's nature is even susceptible to change -- deepens the stakes of their inquiry. The ex-lovers' positioning at either end of the stage underlines the notion that desire is as much about separation -- not having the thing you want -- as it is fulfillment.



Science, like love, is an infallibly human endeavor. Whatever we think we know, particularly about the nature of consciousness, is shaped by our subjectivity. But we can only really know ourselves in relation to other people. Otherwise we might as well be a bunch of brains floating in space.



The Effect
Through March 31 at the Shed, Manhattan; 
theshed.org
. Running time: 1 hour 40 minutes.
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$1,780 to Spend the Night in a 'Cocoon'? Hotels Are Betting on Sleep Tourism.



A.I.-assisted beds, on-call hypnotherapists and sequestered guest rooms, including one inside a stainless steel sculpture, are taking sleep tourism to the next level.



By Carla Sosenko


Mar 06, 2024


To sleep, perchance to dream. Or if not dream, at least to feel vaguely rested the next day, especially on vacation. Is that too much to ask?



For many people, yes. 
The United States is tired
, according to the National Sleep Foundation, the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
 and the 
National Institutes of Health
, and there is a link between poor sleep and depression, the N.S.F.'s 2023 
Sleep in America poll
 found.



In the hospitality world, that's a business opportunity. 
Hilton's 2024 trends report
 revealed that the main reason people currently travel is to rest and recharge.



"Hotels locked in a death match with Airbnb have begun to explore ways in which to compete by offering services and amenities around the primary purpose of a hotel stay: a restful night's sleep," said Chekitan Dev, a distinguished professor at the Cornell University Nolan School of Hotel Administration.



"The earlier paradigm of a vacation was that sleeping was the most boring thing you could do while on holiday," said Kaushik Vardharajan, an associate professor at the Boston University School of Hospitality Administration. "It is only during the last 10 years or so that we have as a society started talking about the importance of sleep from a health and wellness perspective." Now, he said, a good night's rest isn't just a selling point for hotels; it's a "whole fast-growing industry."



From A.I.-assisted beds to on-call hypnotherapists, today's sleep tourism is, essentially, an old dog with new tricks. "This is around the seventh or eighth time this has come up as kind of a topic" since the mid-1980s, said Bjorn Hanson, an adjunct professor at the New York University Jonathan M. Tisch Center of Hospitality. Even before that, luxury hotels introduced perks for better sleep, like pillow menus in the 1960s. Other amenities (blackout curtains, white noise machines) followed.



These days hotels are going well beyond those basics to capture the business of sleep seekers. Here's what some are doing.



Smart beds and SmartGoggles



Like the 
Westin Heavenly Bed
, which experts point to as an industry game changer when it was introduced in 1999, Bryte wants to be the next hotel-mattress disrupter.



The $6,299 A.I.-assisted, smartphone-pairable mattress
 is, according to Luke Kelly, the chief executive of Bryte, the only bed with an active pressure-relief system, which adjusts as you move to optimize deep sleep.



Mary Bemis, a journalist who lives in the Pacific Northwest, recently slept for two nights on a Bryte bed at 
Carillon Miami Wellness Resort
. "It really surprised me," she said, specifying the way the subtle rocking of the mattress "hit the right notes. It brought me back to a baby stage." She also liked the Somnify feature, which syncs movement with soundscapes (she chose lightning and thunder), and said her jet lag was less of a problem than usual.



The Park Hyatt New York
 currently has five Bryte 
sleep suites
 (from $1,095), which were added after the hotel reopened following a 376-day Covid closure. There were a lot of staycationers coming in from the regional areas, said Patricia Galas, senior director of marketing communications. Their goal was no longer catching a few winks on a business trip or vacation, she said. Cooped up, bored, sleep-deprived locals wanted a change of scenery and guaranteed rest.



Ms. Galas said that she and her team worked with Bryte on best-sleep practices, like setting the thermostat to 68 degrees and recommending that guests have a warm pre-bed bath (with calming Le Labo bath salts) and chamomile tea.



The Park Hyatt Chicago has the similar Bryte-bed-equipped 
Mindfulness Suite
 ($645), as do a handful of rooms and suites at hotels, including 
the Little Nell
, in Aspen, Colo., and the 
Rosewood Miramar Beach
, in Montecito, Calif.



With the Sleep Wellness package at 
the Beatrice
 in Providence, R.I. (starting at $419 per night), you'll have to settle for a 
Serta Perfect Sleeper
, but will have access to 
Therabody SmartGoggles
, an eye mask that uses heat, massage and vibration to lower your heart rate and ease facial tension. The package also includes a mocktail at the rooftop bar (alcohol is an enemy of good sleep) and herbal teas.




At the Carillon Miami Wellness Resort, VEMI, which stands for Vibroacoustic Electro Magnetic and Infrared therapy, is one of the treatments in the resort's five-treatment sleep circuit program.




Retreats and other programs



At the Carillon, where Ms. Bemis stayed, all of the hotel's 150 apartments ($695 for a one-bedroom, $995 for a two-bedroom) feature Bryte beds. But perhaps even more intriguing is the spa's 
five-treatment sleep circuit
 ($99 per treatment), which employs, among other things, infrared light, electromagnetic frequencies, salt floats and vibration. The resort's new four-night Sleep Well Retreat ($2,598) includes all of the above, plus a sleep-promoting massage, and access to the thermal hydrotherapy circuit, which features an herbal sauna, a rain room and loungers warmed by radiant heat.



In October 2022, 
Canyon Ranch Tucson
 hosted its first Mastering Sleep Retreat, a five-night program that includes a sleep assessment followed by sessions with board-certified M.D.s, registered nurses and dietitians, and spiritual wellness providers with Ph.D.s and masters in divinity. The idea is to get to the heart of whatever is causing poor sleep. Once guests leave, they can stay in touch with a virtual health coach. (This year's retreats will be at Canyon Ranch's Lenox, Mass., location from April 28 to May 3, $8,800 per person, and Tucson sometime in the fall.)




At the Beaumont in London, travelers can stay in ROOM, a suite inside a stainless steel sculpture, by the British sculptor Antony Gormley. There are no distractions: no TV, telephone or wall art.




'Cocooning'



Relaxing the mind is a common theme in sleep tourism, but how each property tries to accomplish that varies. Ms. Galas said the bedrooms at the Park Hyatt "cocoon" away from the living space, meaning you can close off the sleep area and make it dark and cozy; 
Britain's Zedwell
 hotels, a rare bargain entry, feature small, dimly lit "cocoons" (from 112 British pounds, or about $142, for one person) with nary a distraction from the window to the wall: no TVs, no phones and, actually, no windows, which for a certain kind of bad sleeper could provoke 
more 
anxiety, not less.



Tempo by Hilton
 is offering rooms divided into three zones, including "an enveloping sleep environment" with a 
Sealy Accelerate
 temperature-controlled mattress and sound-absorbing acoustics; lights that dim at sunset; and, in some rooms, Peloton bikes, for people who consider exercise their Ambien.



At the 
Conrad Bali
, guests can book a private 60-minute 
SWAY
 session in the spa (starting at 1,500,000 rupiahs, or about $95), which entails lying in a swinging, aerial, swaddled hammock that looks a lot like an actual cocoon. The rocking is meant to mimic floating on a cloud or being in the womb.



At the Beaumont in London, travelers can stay in perhaps the cocooniest room of them all, called, simply, 
ROOM
 (PS1,402 per night, or about $1,780), a 745-square-foot suite inside a 
three-story stainless steel sculpture
 of a crouching man at the hotel entrance. It lacks a TV, a phone, even wall art. The goal of the British sculptor Antony Gormley, who designed ROOM, is for guests "to achieve a meditative stillness, to lose a sense of one's body in the darkness and to allow the mind to expand."



You are getting very sleepy



This month, to coincide with the N.S.F.'s Sleep Awareness Week (March 10 to 16), the Mandarin Oriental will begin a partnership with the hypnotherapist 
Malminder Gill,
 a.k.a. the Sleep Concierge, at the 
Hyde Park property in London
. (After Hyde Park, the service will be available at the 
Mandarin Oriental in Mayfair,
 which opens this spring, followed by pop-ups across Europe, New York and other destinations later this year.) Starting at PS500, guests can see Ms. Gill in the spa for a sleep consultation and session tailored to their particular sleep issues, with Ms. Gill even recommending optimal mealtimes and food-ingestion order. There will also be an option for a private bedside session, during which, if all goes well, guests drift off for the night.



"I tiptoe out," said Ms. Gill. "I know that sounds really bizarre."



The Royal Sonesta Benjamin
 New York has a similar program, called Rest & Renew, run by Rebecca Robbins, co-author of "Sleep for Success! Everything You Must Know About Sleep but Are Too Tired to Ask."



And Hyatt hotels in New Zealand and Australia now feature the 
Sleep at Hyatt
 program, with Nancy H. Rothstein, a.k.a. the Sleep Ambassador, as its guru. For $49.50, guests can add a Sleep Ritual Pack (bath salts, eye mask, tea, pulse-point aromatherapy roll-on); for $190, they can purchase a pair of Dreamers, blue-and-green-light glasses that filter out the melatonin-disrupting rays that emanate from screens if you're a nighttime scroller. Of course, that might mean falling asleep in a pair of specs, which for a chronic tosser-and-turner could be counterproductive.



The experts' view



What sticks and what doesn't in this round of sleep tourism remains to be seen. Joseph M. Dzierzewski, vice president for research and scientific affairs at the National Sleep Foundation, wonders why, for example, special sleep amenities aren't standard in every room.



"The hotel should be providing an environment for people to sleep," he said. Isn't that the whole point of a hotel? In addition, "you have to view sleep from a 24-hour time frame." As important as it is to slumber in a dark room, he said, you also need exposure to bright morning light. "A lot of people forget about how important the day is for your nighttime."



Dr. Jing Wang, medical director of the 
Mount Sinai Integrative Sleep Center
, thinks the puzzle of better sleep can be solved for most people if they learn what's at the root of their troubles, whether it's sleep apnea or psychological issues. Getting educated at a posh resort instead of a hospital sleep lab may sound nice, but the key, she said, is follow-through and follow-up. Without them, there's little chance for lasting change.



"If you go through the list of our sleep hygiene recommendations -- quiet, dark, relax your mind, don't think about the things that are bothering you during the day -- it's easy for me to say," Dr. Wang said. But it can be hard for a lot of people to do these things. In that way, sleep tourism makes sense because it allows you to "leave your regular environment and go to one that does incorporate some of these healthy sort of sleep routines," Dr. Wang said.



Similarly, Mr. Dzierzewski points to one common affliction -- getting stuck in a bad-sleep rut -- that a short, snooze-centric hotel stay might fix. "Perhaps you just need a hard reset if you're stuck in a never-ending spiral. Poor sleep begets poor sleep begets poor sleep," he said. "If you can stop that cycle, perhaps there could be some enduring positive change. But without additional information about how you got in that cycle in the first place, I question whether or not you'll have any long-term benefit."



What none of these hotels, mattresses or retreats can do, is permanently remove from your bed smartphones, crying children, mental to-do lists, existential dread and other common sleep thieves.



And of course, not everyone can afford $500 or more to get a good night's sleep.



Follow New York Times Travel 
on 
Instagram
 and 
sign up for our weekly Travel Dispatch newsletter
 to get expert tips on traveling smarter and inspiration for your next vacation. Dreaming up a future getaway or just armchair traveling? Check out our 
52 Places to Go in 2024
.
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