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        Intel CEO says Biden wants chip factories 'bigger' and 'sooner'
        Eva Dou

        Intel CEO Pat Gelsinger said President Biden is pushing him to get new federally-funded chip factories up and running faster, amid reports of delays and creeping costs in Washington's flagship initiative to revitalize U.S. high-tech manufacturing.

      

      
        Election 2024 latest news: Biden wrapping up Western swing after Houston fundraising stop
        Maegan Vazquez, Marianne LeVine, Mariana Alfaro, Hannah Knowles, Meryl Kornfield, Amy B Wang, Patrick Svitek, Azi Paybarah

        Get the latest election news from Washington Post reporters on the campaign trail and in Washington.

      

      
        Papers that delayed Trump's N.Y. trial involve key witness Michael Cohen
        Shayna Jacobs, Devlin Barrett

        Prosecutors told the judge overseeing Donald Trump's New York case there is no meaningful new information about Michael Cohen from a previous investigation.

      

      
        Trump's VP prospect Tim Scott sets summer wedding date after GOP convention
        Michael Scherer

        The timing would mean Scott would be married by Election Day, with minimal disruption to the campaign schedule if he is selected as Trump's running mate.

      

      
        Democrats seize on a GOP budget proposal that would raise Social Security retirement age
        Maegan Vazquez

        President Biden and fellow Democrats wasted little time lambasting a budget proposal from a large group of House Republicans that would, among other things, raise the retirement age for Social Security and endorse a bill that would codify that life begins at conception.

      

      
        Congress gets a $1.2 trillion spending bill days before shutdown
        Jacob Bogage

        House and Senate leaders unveiled new legislation that would fund the federal government for the next six months. But current funding is set to expire Saturday.

      

      
        Trump Media, launched after an insurrection, faces rebellion of its own
        Drew Harwell

        Three men with pivotal roles in founding Donald Trump's firm and its proposed merger partner, Digital World Acquisition, are in court battles with the companies.

      

      
        Trump lawyers' head-scratching legal filings just keep coming
        Aaron Blake

        In a Supreme Court filing this week, Trump's lawyers really reached in, citing the past words of Justice Brett M. Kavanaugh. And it's hardly the only recent example of their puzzling and seemingly desperate arguments.

      

      
        Social Security program failed to properly notify people of huge fines, report finds
        Lisa Rein

        The Social Security Administration's internal watchdog office failed to properly notify some poor and disabled Americans before levying huge fines on them, an investigation found.

      

      
        Biden's stutter surges into the presidential campaign
        Matt Viser

        Donald Trump mocks and exaggerates the speech impediment. President Biden embraces it as reflecting compassion.

      

      
        Trump lags behind Biden in campaign cash reserves while legal bills mount
        Maeve Reston, Clara Ence Morse

        On Wednesday, a new round of campaign finance reports offered the latest snapshots of the money chase in the presidential race.

      

      
        Impeachment inquiry appears on ice as House GOP tries to wrangle support
        Jacqueline Alemany

        The investigation into President Biden commenced last year with allegations of high crimes and misdemeanors that Republicans have since struggled to support.

      

      
        Republicans hug Netanyahu tighter as Democratic tensions with Israel war strategy boil
        Liz Goodwin, Abigail Hauslohner, Yasmeen Abutaleb, Leigh Ann Caldwell

        "They think of Israel as a political wedge as opposed to a country and a homeland," said Sen. Brian Schatz (D-Hawaii).

      

      
        House Republican divisions over governing spill onto campaign trail
        Marianna Sotomayor

        An incumbent in Illinois is one of several members of Congress who have faced opposition from colleagues in primary contests.

      

      
        White House: Attack on judicial nominee is 'Islamophobic smear campaign'
        Tobi Raji

        Adeel A. Mangi, a partner in a New York law firm, would be the first Muslim American judge on the federal appellate bench.

      

      
        Texas officials ask appeals court to allow state immigration crackdown
        Maria Sacchetti, Nick Miroff

        Texas officials urged a federal appeals court to unblock a new law that would allow authorities to arrest and deport migrants.

      

      
        In Ohio, Republicans keep taking the tougher road to the Senate
        Paul Kane

        The Ohio GOP's easy path to victory -- nominating mainstream conservatives -- runs into the MAGA reality of its voters.

      

      
        Bankruptcy is one way out of Trump's financial jam. He doesn't want to take it.
        Jonathan O'Connell, Josh Dawsey

        People close to the former president say he is not currently considering bankruptcy, even though it could ease his immediate cash crunch.

      

      
        Ohio Senate race comes into focus after Trump-backed candidate wins GOP primary
        Amy B Wang, Maeve Reston, Azi Paybarah, Hannah Knowles, Meryl Kornfield, Patrick Svitek, Maegan Vazquez, Mariana Alfaro

        Bernie Moreno, a wealthy former car dealer backed by Donald Trump, emerged from the Republican Senate field in Ohio. Trump and President Biden notched more primary wins in several states.

      

      
        N.Y. attorney general questions Trump's claim that he can't get a bond
        Shayna Jacobs

        New York Attorney General Letitia James told an appeals court not to believe Donald Trump's claim that he is unable to secure a bond for more than $450 million.

      

      
        States where abortion is legal, banned or under threat
        Caroline Kitchener, Kevin Schaul, Nick Kirkpatrick, Daniela Santamarina, Lauren Tierney

        More than a dozen states have laws that criminalize abortion when the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade. Here's a look at abortion laws by state.

      

      
        Former Milwaukee election official convicted of absentee ballot fraud
        Patrick Marley

        Kimberly Zapata, the city's former deputy elections director, was tried in an unusual case that pitted a self-proclaimed whistleblower against election conspiracy theorists.

      

      
        Could Republicans blow it with bad candidates -- again?
        Aaron Blake

        Bernie Moreno's victory in Ohio surfaces a long history of GOP nominees who prove to be liabilities -- and might have even cost the party control of the Senate.

      

      
        Blinken begins new round of Gaza talks in Saudi Arabia
        Michael Birnbaum

        Secretary of State Antony Blinken started on Wednesday a visit to Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Israel to discuss the future of Gaza with regional leaders.

      

      
        'Very, very troubling': Judges, lawyers flummoxed by Judge Cannon
        Devlin Barrett, Perry Stein

        Judge Aileen M. Cannon, who is overseeing Donald Trump's classified documents case, has raised alarms with a recent order involving the Presidential Records Act.

      

      
        How Texas is challenging the Biden administration on border policy
        Arelis R. Hernandez, Nick Miroff, Maria Sacchetti, Ann Marimow

        Texas Gov. Gregg Abbott has launched multiple high-profile challenges to the Biden administration's border policies. A look at the legal battles that have followed.
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Intel CEO says Biden wants chip factories 'bigger' and 'sooner' 
Intel CEO Pat Gelsinger said President Biden is pushing him to get new federally-funded chip factories up and running faster, amid reports of delays and creeping costs in Washington's flagship initiative to revitalize U.S. high-tech manufacturing.
By Eva Dou | 2024-03-21

Intel CEO Pat Gelsinger appeared remotely Thursday at The Washington Post's Futurist Summit symposium. The summit featured pioneers and policymakers discussing the technological transformations shaping our future. (Kaz Sasahara/for The Washington Post)


Intel CEO Pat Gelsinger said Thursday President Biden is pushing him to get new federally funded chip factories up and running faster, amid reports of delays and creeping costs in Washington's flagship initiative to revitalize U.S. high-tech manufacturing.
"He wants it bigger, he wants it sooner," Gelsinger said of President Biden's wishes for the Intel projects at The Washington Post's Futurist Summit. He added that Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo "now has sales targets for me."
The Biden administration announced Wednesday that Intel will receive $8.5 billion in grants and $11 billion in loans to help it reshore some of its computer-chip production from overseas, making the Santa Clara, Calif.-based chip titan the biggest winner of Washington's $52 billion bet on an American industrial renaissance.
Semiconductors -- colloquially called "chips" -- are the brains inside all computing devices, from smartphones to supercomputers to the control systems for smart missiles. U.S. officials have been alarmed that the industry's center of gravity has shifted to China and other lower-cost nations in East Asia, calling the development a security risk for the United States. Biden has vowed to bring the industry back to the U.S. heartland.
Gelsinger called the package of grants and other supports for U.S. chipmakers "the most important piece of industrial policy since World War II," saying that the program was necessary if the United States is to compete with international rivals.
Gelsinger said that the timeline for Intel's new Ohio factory is still "within the range," after a report from the company to Ohio officials this month showed the date for the facility to become operational had slipped from an early estimate of 2025 to 2027 or later.
"We've gone through a pretty harsh economic cycle, and the semiconductor industry has been hit a bit harder," he said. "If you go to Columbus ... we have thousands of construction workers on the site today."
Gelsinger said he's had "many conversations" with OpenAI CEO Sam Altman about building up the supply chain for AI chips and that he expects to produce them at Intel's Ohio facility.
"Sam, I hope to have many of these algorithms running on the chips that we're manufacturing in what we announced yesterday," Gelsinger said.
Anna Makanju, OpenAI's vice president of global affairs, said at the summit Thursday that the company was considering a number of potential chip investment partners, after news broke that Altman was talking with investors in the United Arab Emirates.
"We are talking to lots of people to try to understand who is positioned to make these kinds of investments," said Makanju. "But we obviously always stay close to the U.S. government on this."
She said that even with the Biden administration's investments in the sector, there still may be a continued global chips shortage, as companies around the world scramble for them to power advanced AI systems.
"The demand is really going to skyrocket," she said, "and it's not clear that the supply is going to meet it."
After decades of laissez-faire economic policy, the idea of a strong national industrial policy led by Washington has become fashionable again as U.S. officials debate how to stem China's technological rise. Chips have been the poster child for a sector where letting market forces work unfettered has not produced the results that the U.S. government seeks. U.S. chipmakers, Intel included, have largely offshored their production, driven by profit-maximization considerations.
Stefanie Tompkins, director of the Pentagon's Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, or DARPA, said at the summit that there was a need for government-led technology investments in areas where profitability could not be guaranteed for the private sector.
"In the commercial world, obviously there's a lot of money going into technology development, but it is always going to be aligned primarily with a business motive. You have to be able to make money," she said. "The kinds of things that DARPA and other government organizations tend to think about, we are often thinking about the problems that don't align in that space."
Gelsinger also said he believed government leadership was required to give U.S. industry the right financial incentives.
"None of our policies in the U.S. encourage long-term capital investments," he said. "We're on quarterly profit cycles ... if you're only measured on a 90-day shot clock, that's what you get."
He added: "I do believe that there's fundamental rethinking required for these long industrial capital investment cycles, and making sure our financial and industrial policy support the R&D. And clearly Intel stumbled. We had multiple generations of nontechnical leaders that didn't have this vision of manufacturing, and product innovation, and what was required."
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Election 2024 latest news: Biden wrapping up Western swing after Houston fundraising stop
Get the latest election news from Washington Post reporters on the campaign trail and in Washington.
By Maegan Vazquez, Marianne LeVine, Mariana Alfaro, Hannah Knowles, Meryl Kornfield, Amy B Wang, Patrick Svitek, Azi Paybarah, Michael Scherer, Patrick Marley, Matt Viser, Maeve Reston, Clara Ence Morse, Aaron Blake, Shayna Jacobs, Devlin Barrett, Jonathan O'Connell, Josh Dawsey, Drew Harwell, Marianna Sotomayor, Jeff Stein, Liz Goodwin, Abigail Hauslohner, Yasmeen Abutaleb, Leigh Ann Caldwell, Theodoric Meyer, Jacqueline Alemany, Lori Rozsa | 2024-03-21
President Biden plans to return to the White House on Thursday following a fundraising stop in Houston. It's part of a Western swing this week that has included a mix of campaign and official White House events in Nevada, Arizona and Texas.
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Papers that delayed Trump's N.Y. trial involve key witness Michael Cohen 
Prosecutors told the judge overseeing Donald Trump's New York case there is no meaningful new information about Michael Cohen from a previous investigation.
By Shayna Jacobs, Devlin Barrett | 2024-03-21

Manhattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg speaks during a news conference in New York about his indictment of Donald Trump last April. (Angela Weiss/AFP/Getty Images)


NEW YORK -- Manhattan prosecutors on Thursday defended their handling of evidence in Donald Trump's hush money case, saying there was nothing particularly important or problematic in a large batch of documents that was recently given to the former president's lawyers, prompting a delay in the trial of at least 20 days.
The new court filings from District Attorney Alvin Bragg (D) come ahead of a Monday hearing in which Trump's defense team will ask the judge overseeing the case to impose tough penalties on prosecutors for only recently turning over more than 100,000 pages of potential evidence -- specifically, information gathered years earlier by federal agents and prosecutors about Michael Cohen, a former Trump lawyer and fixer who is a key witness in the case.
Bragg told New York Supreme Court Justice Juan Merchan there was nothing in the material that should push the start of the trial past mid-April.
"The overwhelming majority of the production is entirely immaterial, duplicative or substantially duplicative of previously disclosed materials, or cumulative of evidence concerning Michael Cohen's unrelated federal convictions that defendant has been on notice about for months," Bragg's filings said.
The prosecutor called Trump's legal tactics a "grab bag" of erroneous accusations and shoddy legal arguments.
Trump's lawyers have argued that prosecutors should pay a stiff price for supposedly withholding critical evidence from them about Cohen's credibility. Bragg dismissed those claims as nonsense, however, saying any fresh material that discredited Cohen "is merely cumulative" to evidence that was previously given to the defense team.
Trump faces 34 charges of falsifying business records in connection with a hush money payment to an adult film actress during the 2016 presidential election. His indictment nearly a year ago was the first time a former U.S. president had been charged with a crime. Since then, Trump has been charged in three unrelated cases -- in Florida, Washington and Georgia. He has pleaded not guilty in all four cases.
Merchan had originally scheduled jury selection in the trial to begin Monday, but last week delayed the trial until at least mid-April so lawyers for both sides could review the newly available evidence. Merchan has left open the possibility of a further trial delay, saying he would decide that matter after Monday's hearing, where Trump's lawyers will have a chance to respond to Bragg's filing and try to convince the judge that prosecutors failed to follow the rules.
The documents at issue relate to a previous federal investigation into Cohen, who is a central witness in Bragg's case.
The U.S. attorney's office in Manhattan charged Cohen, but not Trump, in 2018 when Trump was president. Cohen eventually pleaded guilty in federal court to a variety of crimes, including campaign finance violations for paying money to Stormy Daniels, the adult film actress who claims a long-ago sexual liaison with Trump. Trump has denied the allegation.
Bragg has accused Trump of purposely concealing the true nature of his reimbursement payments to Cohen, who paid $130,000 to Daniels, allegedly to keep her from speaking publicly about the encounter she says she had with Trump.
This week, Merchan ruled that almost all of the district attorney's proposed evidence in the upcoming trial -- including testimony from Cohen and Daniels -- will be admissible.
The judge denied several motions by Trump to exclude certain evidence. He also denied Bragg's request to play a now-infamous 2005 clip of Trump bragging to an "Access Hollywood" host about his ability to advance on women sexually without resistance. Prosecutors will, however, be permitted to describe the contents of the tape.

Michael Cohen, former attorney and fixer for Donald Trump, testifies before the House Oversight Committee in 2019. (Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images)


Thursday's court filing shows that there are two main categories of newly available evidence that are the subject of debate between Trump's lawyers and prosecutors: Cohen's phones, and interviews of Cohen conducted years ago by then-special counsel Robert S. Mueller III when he was investigating Russian interference efforts in the 2016 election.
The Manhattan district attorney argues that these issues are not particularly germane to the current case against Trump. Fewer than 270 pages of the more than 100,000 turned over in recent days by federal prosecutors are "relevant to the subject matter of this case" and were not previously disclosed, the district attorney's office wrote in the filing.
The district attorney's office also filed two affidavits trying to explain how Mark Pomerantz, a former prosecutor who worked on the state-level investigation of Trump until early 2022, did not turn over all relevant text messages sought by defense lawyers. The affidavits said Pomerantz missed some of the relevant texts when he looked for them.
Thursday's filings said the newly turned-over material includes a significant amount of bank records related to Cohen that led to the opening of the federal investigation. The filings offer a lot of new information about the types of documents that led to the current dispute -- including how state and federal prosecutors sometimes disagreed over their responsibilities in sharing information with each other, and with Trump's legal team.
State and federal prosecutors disagreed about whether the U.S. attorney's office needed to turn over data that federal prosecutors obtained from Cohen's phones, the filings show. The federal office took the position that they would not turn that data over, because the state prosecutors already "had obtained the phones by consent" from Cohen.
But a different issue also emerged in the course of the discussions, the filing says. For a long stretch of time, federal prosecutors "did not produce" any of the FBI memos describing investigators' interviews with Cohen in connection with Mueller's investigation of possible links between Russia and Trump's 2016 campaign.
In early 2023, the district attorney's court filing said, the U.S. attorney's office possessed only one of Cohen's special counsel interview memos. However, in recent months, that office received five additional Cohen interview memos from the special counsel, and those were turned over to the defense.
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Trump's VP prospect Tim Scott sets summer wedding date after GOP convention 
The timing would mean Scott would be married by Election Day, with minimal disruption to the campaign schedule if he is selected as Trump's running mate. 
By Michael Scherer | 2024-03-21

Sen. Tim Scott (R-S.C) poses on stage with girlfriend Mindy Noce after the Republican presidential debate at the Adrienne Arsht Center for the Performing Arts in Miami on Nov. 8, 2023. (Jonathan Newton/The Washington Post)


Sen. Tim Scott (R-S.C.), a top vice-presidential prospect for Donald Trump, has planned an early August wedding to his fiancee, Mindy Noce, just weeks after the Republican National Convention during a traditional lull in the campaign season.
Scott, 58, proposed to Noce in January just days before the New Hampshire primary, an event that Trump, the presumptive Republican nominee, repeatedly celebrated as he campaigned in the state. Scott and Noce plan to marry in South Carolina, Scott spokesman Nathan Brand confirmed Thursday.
Scott has since become one of a handful of people Trump has discussed privately as potential running mates, according to advisers to Trump who spoke on the condition of anonymity to describe the process. Trump is not expected to make a final decision for weeks or months.
The wedding is scheduled for a time when much of the country is on vacation or distracted by the Summer Olympics. Democrats are planning their nominating convention in Chicago from Aug. 19-22, about a month after Republicans gather in Milwaukee from July 15-18.
Noce, a Charleston-area interior designer and mother of three who was previously married, was introduced to Scott at church in South Carolina more than a year ago. Scott was previously engaged more than two decades ago but never married.
"In our first conversation that went about an hour and a half or two, we ended up deciding to do a Bible study together," Scott said in January about his courtship with Noce. Scott said he had approached her parents about two weeks before Christmas to ask for their blessing.
Scott ran against Trump for the Republican nomination last year, dropping out Nov. 13 after he failed to gain traction in Iowa. He endorsed Trump in January, before the New Hampshire primary.
Trump celebrated the engagement news at the time, calling it "the biggest story out there" and repeatedly congratulating Scott in public at his events.
"We never thought this would happen," Trump joked at the time. "What's going on?"
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Democrats seize on a GOP budget proposal that would raise Social Security retirement age
President Biden and fellow Democrats wasted little time lambasting a budget proposal from a large group of House Republicans that would, among other things, raise the retirement age for Social Security and endorse a bill that would codify that life begins at conception.
By Maegan Vazquez | 2024-03-21

Rep. Kevin Hern (Okla.), chairman of the Republican Study Committee, cast the proposal as "proof that it's possible to balance the budget." (Matt McClain/The Washington Post) 


In a deeply polarized election year, President Biden and fellow Democrats wasted little time lambasting a budget proposal from a large group of House Republicans that would, among other things, raise the retirement age for Social Security and endorse a bill that would codify that life begins at conception.
The fiscal 2025 budget proposal was released Wednesday by the Republican Study Committee -- a bloc that includes 80 percent of Republicans in the House, including every member of House leadership. RSC's proposed budget was released weeks after House Republicans advanced the conference's official budget plan out of committee.
While the proposal from the Republican faction is unlikely to become law, it offers insight into how Republicans could seek to govern if they win control of Congress and the White House in the 2024 elections. The White House, Democratic lawmakers and political groups hoping to elect more Democrats in November seized on the issue.
Biden called RSC's proposal "extreme" in a statement Thursday and said it "shows what Republicans value."
"Let me be clear: I will stop them," he added.
The White House also circulated a document among reporters about the RSC plan, saying it "cuts Medicare and Social Security while putting health care at risk for millions," and "rigs the economy for the wealthy and large corporations against middle class families."
On the Senate floor Thursday morning, Majority Leader Charles E. Schumer (D-N.Y.) said the RSC proposal "reads like a wish list for Donald Trump and the MAGA hard right."
"The Republican Study Committee plan is cruel. It is fringe, way out of line with what most Americans want. But unfortunately it is what the House Republicans envision for our country," he continued.
The RSC proposal, which the committee dubbed "Fiscal Sanity to Save America," endorses "modest adjustments to the retirement age for future retirees to account for increases in life expectancy" and says benefits should be lowered for the highest-earning beneficiaries. But the committee also emphasized that the proposal "does not cut or delay retirement benefits for any senior in or near retirement." The proposal also supports implementing a "premium support model" for Medicare, in which private plans would compete with a federal Medicare plan.
Medicare and Social Security face a looming funding crisis, and there is broad agreement that the programs cannot run over the long term without reducing benefits, lowering payments to the health industry or finding new ways to fund the programs, such as raising taxes. But politicians disagree about how to resolve those issues.
The House Majority PAC, an outside political group working to make Democrats the majority party in the House, plans to cite the budget proposal in ads this fall, said CJ Warnke, the group's communications director.
"House Republicans are writing House Majority PAC's ads for us," Warnke said.
The Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, the official campaign arm for House Democrats, said in a statement from spokesman Viet Shelton that the RSC's plan not only supports dangerous policies but also is deeply unpopular. "Voters can plainly see how little House Republicans actually care about them with this budget, and every single House Republican will have to answer for this extreme plan," Shelton said.
Rep. Kevin Hern (Okla.), chairman of the RSC, cast the proposal as "proof that it's possible to balance the budget." He also said the president's "refusal to address Social Security insolvency will destroy this or any future Congress' ability to save it for future generations."
"His rhetoric is not only false, it's dangerous," Hern added.
The intense focus by Democrats on the plan is reminiscent of a dynamic that played out ahead of the 2022 midterms after the release of a wide-ranging "Rescue America" plan by Sen. Rick Scott (R-Fla.), which originally included a provision requiring that all legislation be renewed every five years to stay on the books.
Biden seized on the provision, pointing out that Social Security and Medicare were created by law. The president repeatedly accused the senator of wanting to put the popular programs on the "chopping block," even though Scott said that wasn't his intent. In 2023, Scott amended the plan to exclude Medicare and Social Security from the sunset provision.
The president has made Republican proposals, including Scott's plan, a recurring point of criticism in stump speeches across the country. Biden has said for years that he would not tolerate cuts to the programs. And he has taken hold of Trump's recent comments about potential entitlement cuts, forcing the former president to clarify where he stands on the issue.
Trump had previously urged fellow Republicans not to cut Social Security and Medicare, but told CNBC earlier this month that there is "a lot you can do ... in terms of cutting," as well as "bad management." Trump's campaign later insisted that he was referring to cutting waste within the programs.
To resolve the solvency issue, the RSC touts its budget plan as "common-sense, incremental reforms" that "will simply buy Congress time to come together and negotiate policies that can secure Social Security solvency for decades to come."
But Rep. Brendan Boyle (Pa.), the top Democrat on the House Budget Committee, characterized the proposed changes in a statement as an attack on seniors, veterans and the middle class that would end Medicare "as we know it" and make "devastating cuts that would raise the cost of living for working families."
The RSC proposal also endorses several bills "designed to advance the cause of life," such as the Life at Conception Act, which has 126 co-sponsors in the House. The legislation would provide legal protections "at all stages of life, including the moment of fertilization." The endorsement of the bill from the committee comes weeks after Republicans attempted to quell concerns about whether the Supreme Court's decision overturning Roe v. Wade would lead to restrictions on reproductive treatments such as IVF.
After Alabama's Supreme Court ruled last month that frozen embryos should be considered children and that people can be held liable for destroying them, conservatives running for office, including Trump, sought to distance themselves from the ruling and voiced support for IVF. Many repeated party talking points in support of the creation of families, and Alabama's legislature voted to protect IVF providers and patients from criminal or civil liability if embryos they create are subsequently damaged or destroyed.
But Republicans supporting the Life at Conception Act have been under scrutiny. The House version of the bill does not designate an exception for IVF, meaning access to the procedure would not be protected if the bill is signed into law. The draft bill does, however, specify that it does not "authorize the prosecution of any woman for the death of her unborn child."
Schumer, in his floor remarks Thursday, argued that the proposal "makes it clear they're the same old anti-choice, anti-women party." The Biden campaign's rapid-response account on X similarly suggested that the proposal "endorses a ban on all abortions in every single state and ripping away access to IVF."
Hannah Knowles and Jacqueline Alemany contributed to this report.
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Congress gets a $1.2 trillion spending bill days before shutdown
House and Senate leaders unveiled new legislation that would fund the federal government for the next six months. But current funding is set to expire Saturday.
By Jacob Bogage | 2024-03-21

The U.S. Capitol earlier this month. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post) 


Congressional leaders unveiled new federal spending legislation Thursday that would raise military pay, eliminate U.S. funding for the U.N. relief agency for Palestinians and bolster security at the U.S.-Mexico border.
The bill to allocate $1.2 trillion, the product of a deal among President Biden, House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) and Senate Majority Leader Charles E. Schumer (D-N.Y.), would fund about three-quarters of the federal government for the next six months, until the end of the fiscal year. But lawmakers have scant time to approve it before a shutdown deadline this weekend.
Congress passed, and Biden signed, another set of six bills this month worth $459 billion to fund the rest of the government.
Without new legislation, many agencies will shutter at 12:01 a.m. Saturday. In the House, a vote could come as soon as Friday morning, pushing the more deliberate Senate up against a ticking countdown clock.
"I think the final product is something that we were able to achieve a lot of key provisions in and wins and move in a direction that we want even with our tiny, historically small majority," Johnson told reporters Wednesday.
The legislation comes late in Congress's budget calendar, with the 2024 fiscal year half over. But Congress has not passed all of its appropriations bills on time since 1997, according to the Pew Research Center, often relying instead on stopgap funding bills called continuing resolutions, or CRs.
Even if Congress doesn't finish work by the deadline, the effects of a shutdown might be minimal as long as lawmakers act before Monday: Many federal workers at unfunded agencies would be off for the weekend anyway.
But if a closure goes longer, more than half of IRS employees would face furloughs at the height of tax filing season. Border Patrol officers and about 1.3 million active-duty military service members would remain on the job without pay. So would Transportation Security Administration screeners, many of whom called in sick as a protest after a previous shutdown dragged on for weeks, sparking nationwide travel delays.
"No one should want a shutdown. No one should cause a shutdown. Let's pull together and get this done," Sen. Patty Murray (Wash.), the chief Democratic negotiator, said Wednesday. "Please excuse the former preschool teacher in me, but here's the lesson I hope everyone learned when we pass these last six bills: When we listen to each other, and to the American people instead of the loudest voices on the far right, we can work together, and actually pass meaningful bills that help people back home."
Funding the Department of Homeland Security emerged as the biggest obstacle for the appropriations package, turning into a larger fight between the White House and Johnson over operations to secure the southern border and immigration policy as a whole.
The legislation unveiled Thursday would increase funding for Immigration and Customs Enforcement, which is facing a budget shortfall, to support roughly 42,000 beds in detention facilities, and it would fund 22,000 Border Patrol agents. It would also cut U.S. contributions by 20 percent to nongovernmental organizations that provide services for new arrivals to the country. Lawmakers who want to restrict immigration argue that the nonprofit groups incentivize illegal crossings.
Both parties claimed victories in the legislation. Military personnel would receive a 5.2 percent pay raise and significant increases in housing and food subsidies.
Republicans, still bruised from a lack of political success on earlier funding bills, secured a 12-month prohibition on federal funding for the U.N. Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA). Israel has accused some of the agency's employees of involvement in the Oct. 7 attacks that killed some 1,200 Israelis and saw hundreds more brought back as hostages to the Gaza Strip by the terrorist group Hamas. A U.S. intelligence assessment has reportedly verified some of Israel's claims about UNRWA.
Democrats howled at the funding ban, and said the bill would worsen the dire humanitarian situation in Gaza.
"UNRWA is the primary means of distributing desperately-needed assistance in Gaza -- so denying funding for UNRWA is tantamount to denying food to starving people and restricting medical supplies to injured civilians," Sen. Chris Van Hollen (D-Md.), one of UNRWA's leading backers in Congress, said in a statement.
The bill also includes a 6 percent cut to foreign aid programs, already a minuscule slice of federal spending, and a Republican change to the law to prohibits nonofficial U.S. flags from flying atop American embassies. GOP lawmakers hope to use that provision, a slightly narrower version of which had previously been in place, to prevent Biden-nominated officials from displaying Pride flags at official locations at U.S. diplomatic outposts.
Democrats eliminated other policy provisions to limit abortion access and restrict the rights of LGBTQ Americans.
Certain Democratic priorities also saw significant funding boosts, including $1 billion more for the early-education program Head Start and $1 billion for climate resilience funding at the Defense Department. The legislation also provides an additional 12,000 special immigrant visas for Afghans who assisted the U.S. military and are attempting to escape the Taliban government.
Lawmakers are already looking ahead to 2025 spending fights, even before the 2024 fiscal year is funded. Biden, in his State of the Union, called for major new investments in child care, elder care, affordable housing and education. But the GOP-controlled House Budget Committee passed a 2025 budget resolution earlier in the month that would limit access to social safety net programs, cut federal domestic discretionary spending and claw back much of the Biden administration's agenda and regulations to fight climate change.
The Republican Study Committee, the House GOP's largest caucus, representing a supermajority of Republican members, released a budget Wednesday that went further. The group suggested raising the Social Security retirement age -- though it did not suggest a new age from the current 67 -- eliminate certain health care subsidies in the Affordable Care Act and aggressively restrict access to in vitro fertilization, or IVF.
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Trump Media, launched after an insurrection, faces rebellion of its own
Three men with pivotal roles in founding Donald Trump's firm and its proposed merger partner, Digital World Acquisition, are in court battles with the companies.
By Drew Harwell | 2024-03-21

Donald Trump, seen through a television camera in 2020. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


When former president Donald Trump's Trump Media & Technology Group and its proposed merger partner, Digital World Acquisition, announced last month a shareholder vote on their long-delayed deal, it marked a final step for the owner of Truth Social to become a public company potentially worth billions of dollars -- most of which is owned by Trump himself.
But in the lead-up to Friday's vote, both companies have been rocked by legal warfare. Their leaders, past and present, have traded heated accusations of deception and impropriety across four lawsuits in three states. And the cases threaten to erode Trump's grasp on a stake in the post-merger company potentially worth hundreds of millions of dollars -- a possible financial lifeline, given that he owes more than $500 million in legal fines.
After Trump was booted from Twitter following the Jan. 6, 2021, insurrection, three men played pivotal roles in building and promoting Trump Media as an online challenger against the "cancel culture" of Big Tech: Andy Litinsky and Wes Moss, former "Apprentice" contestants who co-founded the company and launched Truth Social; and Patrick Orlando, who as chief executive of Digital World, a special purpose acquisition company, or SPAC, offered Trump's company a path to investor cash.
But all three are now leading a rebellion of their own, confronting and potentially imperiling a trophy of Trump's post-presidential ambitions. Their lawsuits call into question how Trump Media's shares will be distributed, and a legal victory could chip away at Trump's equity during a time when he is facing a cash crunch.
The litigation won't stop Friday's shareholder meeting, during which Digital World has said it will announce whether a majority of investors voted to approve the merger. But the hundreds of pages of legal filings in the four cases offer clues to answers for some long-running questions about the companies' inner workings and expose details of the turmoil that has characterized efforts to create a pro-Trump internet empire.
In the most recent lawsuit, filed Tuesday in a New York state court, Digital World asked a judge to force Orlando to vote in support of the merger, saying he could tank the deal by not voting shares owned by a company he controls -- Digital World's biggest founding investor, Arc Global Investments II.

Trump and Patrick Orlando pose for a photo at the former president's Bedminster, N.J., golf club in 2021. (Will Wilkerson)


"The merger vote is now less than one week away ... and yet, Arc refuses to lodge its vote," Digital World attorneys said in the complaint. If Digital World "fails to effectuate a merger, it will be forced to dissolve. Urgent relief is required by March 22 to avert such harm."
Usha Rodrigues, a University of Georgia law professor who studies SPACs, said the level of turmoil was unusual for a deal like this. A merger vote, she said, is "typically a nonevent" because investors just want it to get done.
"SPAC mergers typically do not go like this," she said. But "this whole process has been idiosyncratic, as everything has been with this SPAC."
Trump Media attorney Jesse Binnall said in a statement Thursday, "These allegations simply add to the heap of false claims, defamation, and fake news about Truth Social for which the Washington Post is already being sued."
Representatives for Trump's presidential campaign, Digital World, Arc, Orlando, Litinsky and Moss did not respond to requests for comment.
The merger vote will be widely watched by observers of Trump's finances. If the deal is approved, Trump would own about 60 percent of the post-merger company, a stake that at Digital World's current price would be worth more than $3 billion.
That money could eventually go toward Trump's high-profile legal penalties. He failed to finance an appeal bond for more than $450 million to cover a judgment in the New York attorney general's business fraud case against him, his attorneys said Monday, citing "insurmountable difficulties."
A lockup provision in the Trump Media merger agreement, however, would block Trump and other major investors from selling their shares for six months after the merger's closing date, which could be as soon as Friday -- unless Trump gets a waiver from Digital World or the post-merger Trump Media's leaders allowing him to sell sooner. Such lockup periods are standard provisions in corporate deals, designed to instill confidence in investors that the leaders won't sell before enough time has passed to see how the company performs.
Digital World's stock price dropped this week to a two-month low before rebounding to about $43 -- about 15 percent below its peak last month, when the Securities and Exchange Commission allowed the merger deal to proceed.
After a merger vote, the combined companies would go by Trump Media and trade under a new stock ticker symbol, DJT -- Trump's initials. That symbol was also used for Trump's only other public company, Trump Hotels and Casino Resorts, whose stock plunged from nearly $35 to around 17 cents in less than a decade before the company filed for bankruptcy in 2004.

The Trump Plaza Hotel and Casino in 2004 in Atlantic City. (Craig Allen/Getty Images)


Two of the lawsuits, filed last month in Delaware, center on Trump Media's stock. In one case, Arc sued Digital World, its new chief executive, Eric Swider, and three members of its board, saying they intended to improperly deprive Orlando of millions of previously guaranteed shares.
In a separate case, Litinsky and Moss sued Trump Media, claiming in a recently unsealed complaint that the company had authorized the issuing of 1 billion new shares of company stock -- a move they say would dramatically dilute their stake, from 8.6 percent down to less than 1 percent.
Attorneys for Litinsky and Moss's partnership, United Atlantic Ventures, said Trump intended to "use his domination and control" of the company's board to place some or all of the new shares "in his own hands and those of [people] beholden to him."
UAV's attorneys argued in a motion that the alleged attempt, which Trump Media has disputed, was driven by Trump's need for cash. The merger "represents a potential (and perhaps existential) liquidity event for Trump, which may explain his last-minute stock grab," the motion said.
In their lawsuit, the men reiterated a claim, first reported by The Washington Post in 2022, that Trump had pressured Litinsky to hand over some of his shares to Trump's wife, Melania. After Litinsky resisted, the lawsuit says, Trump pushed both men out. Trump Media said in 2022 that The Post's report was based on "concocted psychodramas."

Trump and first lady Melania Trump wait for the arrival of French President Emmanuel Macron at the White House in 2018. (Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post)


In both cases, the judges rejected the plaintiffs' requests to postpone the merger vote until their cases were resolved. Vice Chancellor Sam Glasscock III, in the UAV case, and Vice Chancellor Lori W. Will, in the Arc case, said putting the disputed shares into an escrow account, so that the lawsuits' victors could take them over once the cases are finished, should suffice.
But both judges have also indicated they would prefer to resolve the disputes within a few months, meaning that the cases could shift the ownership for hundreds of millions of dollars' worth of stock before the lockup period ends.
Digital World has warned investors that Arc could play a show-stopping role in the merger deal. As Digital World's sponsor, Arc owns about 15 percent of its outstanding stock, including a majority of a stock class known as "founder shares," according to an SEC filing last month.
In the filing, Digital World said its relationship with Orlando had seen a "continued deterioration" and that, if Arc withheld votes supporting the merger, it could "lead to our liquidation."
In a third lawsuit, filed in New York, Digital World sued to force Arc to vote in favor of the deal, saying Orlando could not hold the vote "hostage for his personal gain." In a Monday email submitted as an exhibit in the case, Orlando wrote that Arc had been "repeatedly pressed" to vote before the meeting but that "Arc is not going to do that."
In a fourth lawsuit, filed in Florida, Trump Media and Digital World returned fire at Arc and Orlando, saying the Miami financier had attempted a "blatant shakedown extortion effort" against the companies to maximize his personal stake.
An amended complaint Sunday, featuring the names of nine attorneys representing Trump Media and Digital World, alleged that Orlando and Arc's "self-dealing, irrational and disturbing behavior" had "imposed massive costs" and caused "extensive reputational harm."
They want to "extort more compensation in the merger by threatening to destroy it entirely -- an existential threat to [Digital World] itself," the complaint said.
The complaint blamed Orlando for the SEC investigation that Digital World agreed last year to pay $18 million to settle once the merger deal finalizes. It also alleged that the SEC sent Orlando a letter, known as a Wells notice, indicating that he could face charges for violating securities laws. (The SEC declined to comment.)
Orlando's "reckless and irrational behavior," the complaint said, had included withdrawing $15,000 in cash for unexplained expenses and leaking merger details to the press -- an act that was exposed when Orlando "excused himself to take another phone call but forgot to mute the first call."

In a video Will Wilkerson sent to the SEC, Digital World and Trump Media executives toast an investment deal on Oct. 26, 2021.


The complaint also alleged that Orlando kept invoices and contracts in his personal email account, leading the company to omit multiple vendors from its financial reports. His mismanagement, it said, helped drive the company's auditor to resign. (Trump Media sued The Post for $3.8 billion last year, saying the news organization had reported incorrectly on allegations concerning its financing. A federal judge in Florida dismissed the case this month but allowed Trump Media to amend its complaint if it believes it can state a viable claim.)
After Digital World's board fired Orlando last March as its chief executive, Orlando discouraged people from investing in the company "based on his own personal grievances," saying it was "his turn to make the life of the new CEO miserable," the complaint said.
In recent months, Orlando has refused to resign from the Digital World board -- a necessary step to allow for a new post-merger board -- unless the company provides him shares and stock options, known as warrants, worth more than $222 million at the time of the lawsuit's filing, according to the complaint.
Though Orlando was once a prominent Trump ally, even writing him a birthday letter in 2021 telling Trump he was "unaware of the extent of your brilliance," the legal claims suggest the dispute has become deeply bitter and personal.
In the Florida case, a process server handed Orlando the summons papers one afternoon outside a private elementary school in the Miami neighborhood of Coconut Grove, a court filing shows. In a Delaware court hearing earlier this month, one of his attorneys said Orlando had been served when he was "getting off the bus from a field trip with his daughter, in front of her fifth grade class and their parents," leaving the attorney "so taken aback," according to a hearing transcript.
Even more facts could come out in the weeks ahead. Orlando posted a photo last month to Truth Social showing him wearing a Truth Social hat with the caption "TRUTH! John 8:32" -- a Bible verse that reads, "Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.
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Trump lawyers' head-scratching legal filings just keep coming
In a Supreme Court filing this week, Trump's lawyers really reached in, citing the past words of Justice Brett M. Kavanaugh. And it's hardly the only recent example of their puzzling and seemingly desperate arguments.
By Aaron Blake | 2024-03-21

Supreme Court Justice Brett M. Kavanaugh greets then-President Donald Trump during a White House swearing-in ceremony in October 2018. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


Former president Donald Trump's legal team, in a Supreme Court filing this week, decided it would be a good idea to cite the past words of Justice Brett M. Kavanaugh.
In doing so, though, they reinforced just how drastic what they seek is: absolute immunity for broadly defined presidential acts. Kavanaugh's actual words cast that as unthinkable.
The filing is merely the latest head-scratching move from Trump's lawyers. And it's not even the first time they have filed something to the nation's highest court that fits that description.
The current example involves the lawyers' citation of a 2009 Minnesota Law Review article from Kavanaugh -- almost a decade before his ascent to the Supreme Court.
To hear Trump's lawyers tell it, Kavanaugh's article reinforced the dangers of presidents being subject to criminal and civil actions.
"In short, 'a President who is concerned about an ongoing criminal investigation is almost inevitably going to do a worse job as President,' " the Trump team's brief says, quoting Kavanaugh. It then adds, in its own words: "The same conclusion holds if that criminal investigation is waiting in the wings until he leaves office."
Left unstated -- but soon noted by law professor Ryan Goodman   -- was that Kavanaugh in the same article actually took a different position from the one Trump's lawyers advanced.
While Kavanaugh posited that presidents shouldn't have to face criminal investigations or prosecution while in office, he took no such position on post-presidential indictments. Indeed, he seemed to take the constitutionality of post-presidential indictments for granted.
"The point is not to put the President above the law or to eliminate checks on the President," Kavanaugh said in the very next paragraph, "but simply to defer litigation and investigations until the President is out of office."
The title of that section of Kavanaugh's article is: "PROVIDE SITTING PRESIDENTS WITH A TEMPORARY DEFERRAL OF CIVIL SUITS AND OF CRIMINAL PROSECUTIONS AND INVESTIGATIONS" -- emphasis on "temporary."
Kavanaugh wasn't even arguing that a president was constitutionally immune from criminal investigation or prosecution while in office; he was merely saying that a president should be, and specifically that Congress should pass a law exempting the president from that.
The Trump team's using Kavanaugh to make this argument -- in a case that now sits before him -- is particularly notable. Not only is Kavanaugh one of Trump's nominees to the Supreme Court, but one of the potential stumbling blocks in Kavanaugh's confirmation was his expansive view of presidential power. With Trump facing plenty of scrutiny midway through his tenure, Democrats argued that Kavanaugh was too deferential to the chief executive. His previous thoughts on immunity were a major topic of debate and a strike against him with Democrats.
But even then Kavanaugh didn't go nearly as far as Trump now wants him and the rest of the Supreme Court to go. If it wasn't already clear that Trump's claim to full presidential immunity is extraordinary, spotlighting these words from Kavanaugh -- of all people -- would seem to drive it home.
Of course, few legal experts expect Trump's immunity claim, which was roundly rejected by an appeals court last month, to succeed. For Trump, the main value of the Supreme Court's taking up the case appears to be delay. But cuing this up for the nation's highest court at the very least risks another embarrassing defeat at the hands of Trump-nominated justices such as Kavanaugh.
The Kavanaugh citation follows other dubious inclusions in Trump's legal filings, both in the Supreme Court and in lower courts:
These examples don't even include the sloppy, error-riddled legal filings that characterized other Trump-aligned lawyers' hasty efforts to overturn the 2020 election.
Trump has pitched his many legal setbacks as a result of a biased and weaponized legal system. But when you have to reach for these kinds of arguments -- including citing your own Supreme Court nominee who clearly took a position at odds with your own -- it would seem to reinforce that you're not working with much.
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Social Security program failed to properly notify people of huge fines, report finds
The Social Security Administration's internal watchdog office failed to properly notify some poor and disabled Americans before levying huge fines on them, an investigation found.
By Lisa Rein | 2024-03-21

(Jenny Kane/AP)


The Social Security Administration's internal watchdog office failed to properly notify some poor and disabled Americans before levying huge fines on them, an investigation by an independent watchdog agency found.
The two-year probe into a little-known anti-fraud program discovered particularly stark due process violations starting in 2018, with investigators finding no evidence that the government ever sent written notice to some of those hit with massive penalties, which at times reached more than $100,000. Even when the inspector general's office, which runs the program, did send notification letters in previous years, investigators found it often failed to properly serve people with notice of the proposed fines.
The findings raise "significant legal questions about the validity of penalties" on low-income people "who are potentially subject to having their future Social Security and disability benefits withheld," Justice Department Inspector General Michael Horowitz wrote, summarizing his findings in a report issued this month to Congress and Social Security Commissioner Martin O'Malley.
Horowitz took the unusual step of urging the Social Security Administration to review every penalty the government has issued under the Civil Monetary Penalty program since 1995, to notify claimants who were fined and to take "corrective action."
His report follows a Washington Post investigation in 2022 that revealed how escalating penalties -- which started before Inspector General Gail Ennis took office in 2019 as a Trump administration appointee and continued under her tenure -- affected more than 100 disabled and elderly people receiving disability benefits who were accused of fraud. Over a seven-month period that ended in mid-2019, 83 people were charged a total of $11.5 million, documents obtained by The Post showed -- a jump from less than $700,000 for all of 2017.
Social Security, which long ago delegated administration of the program to the inspector general's office, suspended the Civil Monetary Penalty program following The Post's report. Agency spokesman Mark Hinkle said in an email that officials have "diligently moved forward with a review of the Civil Monetary Penalty Program."
Following The Post's report, the White House also ordered the Council of the Inspectors General on Integrity and Efficiency (CIGIE), a group that assigns federal watchdogs to investigate misconduct allegations against fellow inspectors general, to launch an inquiry into Ennis's office.
Horowitz is continuing a broad investigation of Ennis's office but said he moved more quickly to notify a committee of fellow watchdogs of the specific improprieties he found in the anti-fraud program "because we believe they require prompt agency attention and corrective action." The Post obtained a copy of the report, which has not been made public.

Social Security Administration Inspector General Gail Ennis. (Social Security Administration)


Ennis's office, in responses published in the report, pushed back on a number of the conclusions and wrote that any mistakes made in trying to notify people of fines were in effect harmless errors. Horowitz disagreed with the arguments.
In a comment sent separately to The Post, Ennis spokeswoman Rebecca Rose referred specific questions about the findings to Social Security since the agency "has had full responsibility over administration" of the anti-fraud program since 2022.
Ennis, an attorney who was a partner at the WilmerHale law firm before her federal appointment, has asked the chairman of the inspectors general council in meetings and letters since early this year to curtail the probe, correspondence shows, accusing Horowitz of exceeding his authority and violating the federal law designating the authority of federal watchdogs. Ennis has urged in the letters that the report on the anti-fraud program be rescinded.
"We believe DOJ OIG has no authority to make unprecedented, programmatic recommendations to [the Social Security Administration]," Rose wrote in an email Monday. "It is disappointing that our concerns, which have government-wide implications, are not being taken seriously."
After lawmakers and the Social Security commissioner received Horowitz's report this month, Ennis's office also protested in a letter to the Justice Department's Office of Legal Counsel. That communication, obtained by The Post, called the findings an invalid interpretation of the law, which Ennis's staff argued gives the office wide latitude on how to serve notice to people of proposed fines.
The report comes as President Biden faces pressure from a top Senate Democrat to fire Ennis, whose 500-person office is charged with oversight of the agency that distributes retirement benefits to 69 million Americans and monthly disability checks to about 15 million others. Senate Finance Committee Chairman Ron Wyden (Ore.), in a letter in February, told the president that he had lost confidence in Ennis, whose promises to "establish a culture that welcomes debate, collaboration, and transparency ... appear to have been hollow." The letter cited numerous performance issues.
In a new statement Monday, Wyden said the investigation into the operations of the anti-fraud program bolsters his case.
"It continues to be clear that the Inspector General refuses to take responsibility for anything," Wyden said. "Gail Ennis needs to go so that trust in the Inspector General's office can be restored."
A spokesman for Horowitz referred a request for comment to the inspectors general council. Interior Department Inspector General Mark Greenblatt, chairman of the council, declined to comment through a spokeswoman.
Congress created the anti-fraud program with bipartisan support to help Social Security recover benefits paid in error in its two antipoverty programs for low-income elderly Americans and those with disabilities. Civil fines are the common alternative when fraud is considered too small to warrant criminal prosecution by the Justice Department. In years past, cases had often been settled, with agreements for drastically lower fines as claimants gradually paid back what they owed taxpayers.
The law establishing the program requires the government to notify anyone who is a target of a fine and allow them to request a hearing before imposing the penalty.
This did not always happen on Ennis's watch, though, Horowitz found. Her office imposed a fine of $135,000 in one case in March 2019, but there was "no [United Parcel Service] confirmation" that any notice was provided to the individual, the report said. A month earlier, the office imposed another penalty of more than $140,00o, with no notice delivered. The same was true in May 2019, when a penalty in excess of $160,000 was imposed with "no proof in file" that any notice of the initiation of the action was provided to the individual. The inspector general's office said it is continuing to review its records in these cases, according to the report.
Before Ennis arrived, the investigators found, her predecessors did attempt to serve notice by sending letters to those targeted with penalties. But the report found that this method also often violated the statute, since many states do not consider notification by U.S. mail and private delivery services a legally permissible method of serving notice.
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Biden's stutter surges into the presidential campaign
Donald Trump mocks and exaggerates the speech impediment. President Biden embraces it as reflecting compassion.
By Matt Viser | 2024-03-21

President Biden greets 9-year-old Harry Abramson, who has a stutter and wrote to Biden, who also has a speech impediment. The two met March 13 in Milwaukee. (Kevin Lamarque/Reuters)


President Biden recently sent out a video of a meeting with a 9-year-old with a stutter, telling the young boy, "Don't let anybody tell you that you can't do anything." 
He wrote about having "struggled with a stutter all my life," an unusual nod to the ongoing nature of his battle. And in interviews, he has spoken at length about the childhood trauma and embarrassment of struggling to speak.
Donald Trump has mocked Biden in recent weeks by falsely claiming that the president is stuttering during his speeches, and he has parodied the purported stammer on occasion, but Biden has been relying on a longtime centerpiece of his personal and political biography, embracing it to sell himself as the candidate of compassion for the 2024 presidential rematch.
The election may ultimately be decided by sweeping issues like the economy, immigration, abortion and democracy. But the early phase has also been marked by a discussion, in ways both crass and subtle, of a far more personal topic -- Biden's stutter. That back-and-forth reflects the candidates' sharply differing views of disability and struggle, and their role in a divided political culture that can reward ridicule more than acceptance.
"We don't even talk about what is 'presidential' anymore," said Ted Kaufman, a longtime confidant and friend of Biden's. "But if you look at Joe Biden's reaction and you look at Trump's reaction, one is presidential and one is not."
He insisted that Trump's attacks don't get under Biden's skin -- "He's been through worse things than that in his life" -- and said the stutter highlights a core part of the president's past and "an example of how he overcame things."
Trump's aides contend that he ridicules Biden's competence, not his stutter. "President Trump has never mocked Joe Biden's speech impediment," said adviser Jason Miller. "He's simply called out the fact Biden is a cognitively impaired, low-IQ individual."
There is no evidence that Biden is cognitively impaired, and Miller declined to say how he squares his assertion with Trump, for example, telling a crowd after one Biden speech earlier this year: "Did you see him? He was stuttering through the whole thing."
It was after the State of the Union on March 7, when Biden attacked Trump in fiery terms, that Trump most recently introduced Biden's stutter into the campaign. At a rally in Georgia, Trumped asked sarcastically if Biden would "bring the country t-t-t-together." Biden never used that phrase in his speech, and in the seven instances he said the word "together," he did not stutter.
Biden reacted by embracing the disability he battled to overcome as a child, one that he still works to subdue. In Wisconsin last week, Biden met with Harry Abramson, a 9-year-old boy who had written to Biden asking how he had defeated his stutter and adding that -- if he could overcome his own -- perhaps he, too, could one day become president.
"You can do whatever you want to do," Biden told Harry, according to a video released by the campaign.
Afterward, Biden sent out a clip of the exchange from his personal X account, writing: "Harry, I've struggled with a stutter all of my life. Thank you for telling me about yours, and don't let anyone tell you it will stop you from achieving your dreams."
Biden's use of the phrase "all of my life" reflects a new way of talking about his battle, said John Hendrickson, author of "Joe Biden's Stutter, and Mine," an in-depth article in the Atlantic. "This is a remarkable shift in language from Biden -- by far the closest he's ever come to saying 'I still stutter,'" he tweeted.
Biden and his aides talk about the stutter in complex and even contradictory ways. Biden has often portrayed it as something he fully conquered as a child, a story of resilience and triumph. At other times, aides have highlighted the stammer to explain Biden's verbal stumbles, framing them as a function of a disability rather than age.
In a December interview with Conan O'Brien, the comedian and podcast host observed that Biden's struggle with stuttering must have helped "fuel" and "forge" him as a person. Biden responded, "Well, when I was a kid ...," prompting O'Brien to quickly add, "You've got this problem licked, by the way."
Biden cast the childhood experience as central to his sympathy for those less fortunate.
"We were never allowed to make fun of anyone, no matter how mean they were to us, if they had something they couldn't overcome. Swear to god," Biden told O'Brien. "If you did, you'd get your rear end kicked when you went home. Not a joke. And so, it taught me that there's a lot of people dealing with dilemmas that take away their pride, their dignity."
Although Biden rarely focuses on his stutter as a current challenge, he often brings it up as a story of overcoming adversity.
He has spoken about it at fundraisers and campaign rallies. He brought it up when presenting the Presidential Medal of Freedom and when honoring the national teachers of the year. He mentioned it at an event in Virginia on health-care costs, at a eulogy in Delaware, at a commencement address at South Carolina State University. He cited it during a banquet in Dublin, a talk to U.S. military personnel in the United Kingdom, an event for the Toys for Tots drive.
"Probably the best thing that's ever happened to me was one of the worst things," Biden said on a podcast hosted by Anderson Cooper that explores grief. "When I was a kid, I stuttered badly -- t-t-t-talk-talk like-like that -- ... and I used to hate the fact I stuttered."
When he had a paper route, Biden has said, he would work out conversations in his head before he got to someone's door to avoid tripping over his words. He would read poetry -- the same Irish poets he would later quote as president -- to sound out the words.
He recalled as a high school freshman being embarrassingly exempted from a public speaking assignment. "But I realized it was a great lesson I learned, because everybody has something they can't fully control -- everybody," Biden told Cooper. "And so it turned out to be a great gift for me that I stuttered."
To this day, he says that one of his favorite movies is "The King's Speech," which depicts the ascent to the throne of King George VI of Britain, who must overcome a speech impediment and address the country during World War II.
For Trump, however, the stutter has been one more way to go after Biden. The presumptive Republican nominee regularly embraces mockery and derision, whether the target is undocumented immigrants, GOP rivals or liberal Democrats.
Trump most often makes fun of Biden for purportedly struggling to find his way offstage after a speech, depicting the president as confused and aimless. But the stutter has also become a target.
Following a Biden speech in Pennsylvania in January, Trump spoke to a crowd in Sioux Center, Iowa. "Did you see him? He was stuttering through the whole thing," Trump said to a chuckling crowd. "He's saying I'm a threat to democracy."
"'He's a threat to d-d-democracy,'" he continued, pretending himself to stutter. "Couldn't read the word."
The remark was untrue. Biden said the word "democracy" 29 times in his speech, never stumbling over it.
Miller, the Trump adviser, downplayed the distinction between mocking Biden's stutter and attacking his general competence.
"Joe Biden can't put two sentences together," Miller said. "It's not President Trump's responsibility to diagnose what's wrong with Biden. He's simply observing what every other American sees, that Joe Biden is a shell of his former self and unable to lead our country. This weakness has emboldened our adversaries and led to death and destruction at home and abroad."
Experts say that someone who has conquered a stutter in his youth can see it reemerge as he ages. Biden himself can shift his emphasis, sometimes framing the stutter as a distant memory and other times as an ongoing battle.
For the most part, he places it far in his past. "I used to stutter when I was a little boy, until I was in high school," Biden said in December 2022. On another occasion that same year, he said he largely vanquished his stutter when he took a speech and debate class in college, even if it still appears from time to time.
But occasionally, as during a CNN town hall in February 2020, Biden talks of a never-ending struggle. "It's a debilitating situation," Biden said at that event. "And I still occasionally, when I find myself really tired, ca-ca-catch myself saying something like that."
David Frank, a professor of rhetoric at the University of Oregon who has studied Biden's speeches, said the president clearly uses techniques to work around his stutter, like staying away from certain words or phrases. "There are words that he avoids or substitutes for, and he avoids syllables that he knows will stumble over," Frank said.
Frank said Biden should acknowledge his stutter more fully, saying it would help him connect to audiences. "He's like a lot of us confronting our own demons," Frank said. "If he admits he hasn't conquered it, he is perceived to be weak. If he says he's totally overcome it, he's not being true to himself."
Biden allies have often pointed to his willingness to speak openly about his struggle, even if it's usually in the past tense, as a way to uplift the estimated 3 million Americans who stutter.
At an event in 2022, for example, he noticed someone in the crowd holding a sign that read, "Thank you for having a stutter." In 2020, he encountered 13-year-old Brayden Harrington at a campaign stop, giving him advice for handling his speech impediment and later inviting him to speak at the Democratic National Convention. And last week, he met Harry Abramson, the 9-year-old in Wisconsin.
"If you think about it, the only handicap everybody thinks they can still laugh at is stuttering," Biden said at a fundraiser in October.
As for Trump, Biden is not the first person whose disability he has made fun of. In 2015, as a presidential candidate, he derisively imitated New York Times reporter Serge Kovaleski, who has a congenital condition affecting joints known as arthrogryposis. Trump has denied knowing about Kovaleski's condition.
As president, Trump resisted appearing alongside wounded veterans, as reported by Peter Baker and Susan Glasser in their book "The Divider," and later confirmed by former White House chief of staff John F. Kelly. "I don't want them," Trump said. "It doesn't look good for me." 
Trump has disputed Kelly's account.
In a 2015 television interview, Trump responded to criticism from columnist Charles Krauthammer, who used a wheelchair, by calling him "a guy that can't buy a pair of pants."
"Trump thinks mocking people and taking away their rights makes him look strong," said Biden campaign spokesman TJ Ducklo. "But it just reveals how weak, insecure and vulnerable he is having to face voters who want real leadership."
Some of those close to Biden say it is significant that he not only overcame his stutter, but also entered a profession that demands endless public speaking.
"It's like, how does a guy go from being a stutterer to a guy who makes a career out of speaking?" he added. "Who in history has given more speeches than Joe Biden?"
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Trump lags behind Biden in campaign cash reserves while legal bills mount
On Wednesday, a new round of campaign finance reports offered the latest snapshots of the money chase in the presidential race. 
By Maeve Reston, Clara Ence Morse | 2024-03-21

President Biden, left, and former president Donald Trump. (Andrew Harnik/AP)


President Biden's campaign continues to boast a significant cash advantage over Donald Trump's, as the former president juggles the burdens of fundraising for his bid to return to office and paying his mounting legal bills seven months before the general election.
Federal Election Commission reports filed on Wednesday did not offer a full picture of the comparative strength of the two campaigns, because several of the groups raising money for each presumptive nominee will not disclose their latest totals with the FEC until April.
But the Biden campaign demonstrated a clear fundraising advantage over Trump in filings Wednesday night, reporting $71 million in cash on hand to Trump's $33.5 million -- more than double his rival's reserves. Biden's campaign widened the gap from the end of January, when it led Trump's campaign $56 million to $30.5 million.
The reports underscore the extent to which Trump's legal troubles are putting a strain on his campaign. Save America, the political action committee that the Trump campaign has been using to pay the legal bills for the former president and many of his associates, spent more than it raised in February -- with the vast majority of its spending going to legal costs.
The Save America PAC reported about $4 million in cash on hand at the end of February. It spent about $7 million over the same period, including $5.6 million paid to lawyers. Since the start of this year, Save America has spent $8.5 million on legal bills, and the Trump campaign has spent $1.8 million on such costs.
Trump has used the charges against him as a rallying cry to galvanize his supporters -- accusing Democrats and President Biden of weaponizing the powers of the Justice Department against him. (Biden has said that he has not suggested to the Justice Department what it should or should not do regarding charges.) Trump has structured his fundraising effort to benefit from his claims. Each time a donor contributes a dollar to the campaign through his joint fundraising committee, 10 cents is directed to Save America and 90 cents is allocated to the Trump presidential campaign.
Trump's campaign brought in nearly $11 million in February and had $33.5 million in cash on hand at the end of the month. Almost all of the money that Trump's campaign brought in during February came in the form of a transfer from a joint fundraising committee, campaign finance records show. Both Biden and Trump rely on a constellation of committees that together can raise and spend money on behalf of their candidacies.
Though Biden has trailed Trump in many of the early national and battleground state polls, the incumbent's campaign and allied groups are outpacing Trump's effort in fundraising and the cash stockpiled for the general election. The disparity is fueled in part by the fact that Biden did not face a contested primary and has been able to raise money in conjunction with the Democratic National Committee, as well as state parties.
The Biden campaign said that it ended February with $155 million in the bank and that it raised money from nearly half a million donors. The team also said it raised $53 million in February across all of the five entities that are fundraising for the president's effort, including the DNC. It did not release a breakdown of how much each committee had raised, and some of those reports will not be available until April.
With flush coffers, the Biden team launched a $30 million spring advertising campaign in key swing states -- including an ad aimed at Latino voters. The campaign has said it will open more than 100 offices this month, and Biden launched a national organizing program to engage Hispanic voters in Arizona this week.
The Trump campaign just recently joined forces with the Republican National Committee, which has faced its own fundraising strains, and began integrating their fundraising teams and other staff to create greater efficiencies. The campaign negotiated the terms of a joint fundraising agreement with the RNC and state parties across the country, which will help accelerate fundraising for the GOP effort.
As Trump continues to dominate the GOP landscape in drawing small donors, the RNC's fundraising has trailed the DNC's -- though allies of the Trump campaign insist that their fundraising will pick up now that the campaign and the RNC are merging their efforts.
On Wednesday, the RNC reported that it had raised $10.7 million in February and ended the month with $11.3 million in cash on hand. The DNC raised $16.6 million and reported more than double the cash on hand with $26.6 million in the bank at the end of the month.
After Trump clinched the nomination earlier this month, his team began a swift revamp of the RNC's operations as Ronna McDaniel stepped down as the committee's chair and Michael Whatley took over.
One of Trump's top advisers, Chris LaCivita, is overseeing the integration of the two operations and addressing dissatisfaction in some sectors of the party about the RNC's financial situation. Many higher-level aides to the RNC have resigned or been fired in recent weeks and some lower-level staffers were asked to reapply for their jobs.
Despite the upheaval, Whatley said in a memo to RNC members that he was confident that the merging of the two teams would ultimately result in a strong fundraising effort for the GOP. He argued that the recent joint fundraising agreement negotiated by the RNC and the campaign would ensure the party has "the necessary funds to win up and down the ballot."
"Our two teams will get President Trump's vision for America in front of as many people as possible, and we are working on merging our digital assets both from the campaign and RNC," he wrote. "This merger will greatly expand our capacity and reach."
Democrats mocked the fundraising disparity between the two parties on Wednesday. "If Donald Trump put up these kinds of numbers on The Apprentice, he'd fire himself," the Biden campaign's communications director, Michael Tyler, said in a statement.
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Impeachment inquiry appears on ice as House GOP tries to wrangle support 
The investigation into President Biden commenced last year with allegations of high crimes and misdemeanors that Republicans have since struggled to support.
By Jacqueline Alemany | 2024-03-21

Tony Bobulinski, a onetime business associate of Hunter Biden's, testifies before the House Oversight Committee on Wednesday. (Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post)


Lacking support and evidence, the GOP-led impeachment inquiry against President Biden continued to sputter out, even as House Republicans on Wednesday held a hearing that featured witnesses who reiterated thin allegations that members of the Biden family capitalized financially on their father's name.
House Oversight Committee Chairman James Comer (R-Ky.) commenced the investigation into Biden last year with allegations of high crimes and misdemeanors that Republicans have since struggled to support. Fifteen months later, no evidence or testimony obtained by congressional Republicans has showed that Joe Biden was a direct participant in or beneficiary of his son Hunter Biden's business dealings. And while some of Hunter Biden's close associates have placed his father in proximity to those involved with some of the deals -- undermining the president's claims he was unaware of Hunter's activities -- none of the allegations have met Republican claims that Hunter Biden's business activities fueled an influence-peddling operation that enriched Joe Biden and his family.
With a threadbare majority, House Republicans need near unanimity to approve articles of impeachment against the president, which they do not have. Instead, skepticism among rank-and-file Republicans has only grown since an FBI informant was charged with lying about the Bidens, an implosion of what had been presented as a major piece of evidence.
In the absence of those votes, Comer and other members of the investigating committees have pivoted to the possibility of criminal referrals. Comer has threatened to make "multiple" criminal referrals, but it remains unclear whether lawmakers will formally accuse President Biden of a crime and what crimes they allege may have been committed.
"I'm not sure how we would have a criminal referral of the president yet not move forward with impeachment," Rep. Kelly Armstrong (R-N.D.) said. "I mean the [Justice Department] is never going to take that up anyway."
Armstrong, a member of the House Judiciary Committee, added that the committee could pursue criminal referrals around violations of the Foreign Agents Registration Act for several witnesses who have testified before the committee. Hunter Biden, who declined to appear Wednesday, is facing nine criminal charges in a long-running federal tax case and felony gun charges.
"My views on impeachment in general? It's a very high bar that they need to meet, and they needed to convince their colleagues that it was the right thing to do," Rep. Brian Fitzpatrick (R-Pa.) said. "If they are declining to bring articles of impeachment, I think that is the right decision."
The apparent collapse of one of the House GOP's marquee investigations was preceded by a string of incidents where Comer, who has been criticized by even some Republican colleagues for his Fox News-centric approach to the investigation, elevated allegations against Biden and his son before they publicly fizzled. Rep. Jamie Raskin (Md.), the ranking Democrat on the Oversight Committee, in his opening statement Wednesday called the hearing "the end of perhaps the most spectacular failure in the history of congressional investigations."
"Our colleagues now are apparently preparing to save face by ending the impeachment farce with criminal referrals," Raskin said. "But criminal referrals require evidence of crimes. And the only crimes we have seen are those of the GOP's own star witnesses."
Any criminal referral issued by Congress to the Justice Department would be a symbolic move that carries no legal weight on its own, leaving prosecutors with the decision about whether to pursue criminal charges. But a criminal referral could spell out the Oversight Committee's findings in the clearest terms possible, serving as a messaging vehicle for Republicans who have sought to legitimize unsubstantiated claims and theories about Biden and his family.

House Oversight Committee Chairman James Comer (R-Ky.), right, and the panel's ranking Democrat, Rep. Jamie Raskin (Md.), on Wednesday. (Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post)


Some members indicated that they were open to weighing any new evidence House investigators may unearth in the meantime, but Rep. Mike Garcia (R-Calif.) noted that Republicans were running out of time before the rematch between Biden and former president Donald Trump -- and that Biden faces bigger electoral challenges than a potential impeachment that is destined to fail in a Democratic-controlled Senate.
"Ultimately the American people will be voting in October or November to decide whether or not this president is suitable for office," Garcia said. "I think he's got enough other challenges and failures under his belt that the impeachment probably wouldn't even affect the outcome of the election."
Tony Bobulinski, a onetime business associate of Hunter Biden's, and Jason Galanis, who is serving a nearly 16-year federal prison sentence in Montgomery, Ala., for multiple fraud schemes, both testified at the hearing Wednesday at the behest of House Republicans. They both made claims that Joe Biden was involved in his family members' business activities before offering details of limited interactions with Joe Biden to flesh out the allegations. Bobulinski has pointed to a meeting he had with Joe Biden in May 2017, arranged by Hunter Biden and the president's brother James, as proof Joe Biden was aware of his son's business dealings with foreign entities. But when Bobulinski was asked about the meeting Wednesday, he made no specific mention of their pursuit of a deal with CEFC, a Chinese energy conglomerate, as he described the 45-minute meeting in Los Angeles.
"We talked about my background, my family's military background, the different business ventures I had done around the world, the family I worked with -- Joe spent time talking about his family, some of the tragedies that they had lived through," Bobulinski said, describing the discussion with Joe Biden, who was not in office at the time.
Galanis, who testified via Zoom from prison, also described a "relatively short discussion" with then-Vice President Biden in May 2014 after Hunter Biden, at a party, pulled aside Galanis and a small group of people -- including Russian billionaire Yelena Baturina and her husband, Yury Luzkhkov, and Hunter Biden's ex-business associate Devon Archer -- and called Joe Biden on speakerphone. Galanis claimed that the discussion was about Baturina and Luzkhkov's upcoming visit to Washington and "they talked about being good to his boy." Pressed on whether this call was about Hunter Biden displaying "access to the Biden brand" to prospective investors, Galanis stated it was.
Rep. Gary Palmer (R-Ala.) called out inconsistencies during the hearing between testimony provided by members of the Biden family and testimony from Bobulinski and Galanis as a potential basis for another criminal referral: lying to Congress. After the hearing, Palmer defended the Oversight Committee's process and cautioned that there was still time for members to consider articles of impeachment.
"I think we need to be very deliberate, very painstaking -- because there's a lot of people's lives involved. ... My objective is not to get somebody, my objective is to get to the truth," Palmer said.
The hearing grew contentious at times. As Rep. Lisa C. McClain (R-Mich.) sought to diminish Hunter Biden's reputation, derisively referring to him as the "golden child," Rep. Ayanna Pressley (D-Mass.) laughed and muttered under her breath that McClain's commentary was "rich."
"Look at your party," Pressley added. "Give me a break."
At one point, Rep. Jared Moskowitz (D-Fla.) challenged Comer to make a motion to impeach Biden. "When can we tell the American people, you're going to stop wasting your money and just call for the vote on impeachment?" Moskowitz said.
"We don't do snap impeachments like you guys," Judiciary Committee Chairman Jim Jordan (R-Ohio) retorted.
Several Democrats needled Republicans for choosing to hold a hearing for an impeachment inquiry that was in part opened on the basis of a claim that authorities now say was untrue. Special counsel David Weiss, who previously filed criminal charges against Hunter Biden, last month announced charges against an FBI informant, whose claims Comer had touted as a foundational piece of evidence in the impeachment inquiry, for allegedly lying to the FBI.
Comer and Sen. Chuck Grassley (R-Iowa) last spring surfaced unsubstantiated allegations made in 2020 by Alexander Smirnov -- a former confidential human source for the FBI -- that Joe Biden had engaged in a bribery scheme, and subpoenaed the FBI for the document containing Smirnov's claims. The allegations made by Smirnov were previously reviewed by the FBI under then-Attorney General William P. Barr and found not to be supported by facts, and subsequently dropped.
But Comer and other congressional Republicans spent months arguing that Smirnov's claims were evidence that the Bidens had engaged in corrupt business deals, and that the FBI did not pursue those claims. The saga garnered significant media coverage; Sean Hannity's show on Fox News aired at least 85 segments about the unsubstantiated claim that Joe Biden had accepted a bribe, according to a tally by Media Matters for America.
"This entire inquiry is based on a blockbuster piece of information that was in a classified SCIF room and inside that room was a document alleging President Biden directly of a $10 million bribery scheme," said Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (D-N.Y.). "What happened a month ago? The FBI arrested the person who offered those allegations for falsifying his testimony to the FBI. This entire impeachment inquiry is based on an actual provable individual who has lied."
"Responsible leadership would withdraw an inquiry based on that," Ocasio-Cortez added.
Democrats also questioned Lev Parnas, a former associate of Rudy Giuliani's who was convicted in a campaign finance fraud case and appeared Wednesday, about his time working with Giuliani in 2018 and 2019 to track down damaging information about Joe Biden. The Ukrainian American businessman called out the cohort of pro-Trump lawmakers who have disseminated misinformation about the Bidens and their work in Ukraine.
"The only information ever pushed on the Bidens and Ukraine has come from one source and one source only: Russia and Russian agents," Parnas testified.
At the end of the hearing, Comer said he was inviting the president to testify to Congress, an invitation a White House spokesperson laughed off on social media.
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Republicans hug Netanyahu tighter as Democratic tensions with Israel war strategy boil
"They think of Israel as a political wedge as opposed to a country and a homeland," said Sen. Brian Schatz (D-Hawaii).
By Liz Goodwin, Abigail Hauslohner, Yasmeen Abutaleb, Leigh Ann Caldwell | 2024-03-21

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, seen here giving a speech in Jerusalem on Sunday, spoke to Republican senators via video on Wednesday. (Leo Correa/AP)


Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu joined Senate Republicans via live video conference Wednesday, his face and booming voice beamed into the party's weekly closed lunch meeting as he criticized the Senate's Democratic leader, in the latest display of deepening partisan politics around U.S.-Israel policy.
A week after Senate Majority Leader Charles E. Schumer (D-N.Y.) chastised Netanyahu and called for a new election in Israel, and amid mounting criticism from Democrats of Israel's war in Gaza, congressional Republicans are seeking to amplify their party's unconditional loyalty to the Jewish state, in contrast with the party that has long attracted the most Jewish voters.
The push comes as the GOP's presumptive presidential nominee, former president Donald Trump, said in an interview published this week that American Jews who vote for Democrats "hate" their religion -- a commentary on Democrats' growing criticism of Netanyahu's war in Gaza. Democrats and some Republicans expressed disgust at Trump's remarks, which they said played on antisemitic tropes.
Netanyahu on Wednesday updated Senate Republicans on the status of the war and criticized Schumer, as multiple lawmakers reassured him that they strongly disagreed with Schumer's critiques.
"You know, we're trying to tell them how to fight a war," said Sen. Tommy Tuberville (R-Ala.), describing Netanyahu's reaction to Schumer's remarks. "They didn't try to tell us how to fight World War II, or Iraq, or Afghanistan." (The end of World War II, in which the United States and allies fought Nazi Germany and Hitler's efforts to exterminate Europe's Jews, predated the creation of Israel by three years.)
Schumer turned down Netanyahu's request to address the Senate Democrats' closed-door lunch on the same day, saying he believed the party-specific presentations would give the impression that supporting the close U.S. ally was a matter of politics instead of policy.
"I care deeply about Israel and its long-term future," Schumer told reporters. "When you make the issue partisan, you hurt the cause of helping Israel."
In the past, state leaders have generally addressed all senators together, such as when Ukraine's President Volodymyr Zelensky spoke to senators via video in a secure room in the Capitol complex in December.
But in this unusual scenario -- with Netanyahu virtually attending a lunch meeting that is more typically the province of political strategizing and airing intraparty grievances -- Senate staff and security kept reporters at a distance, seemingly to avoid the journalists overhearing any aspect of the video address or conversation.
"I think it's unfortunate that Republicans may be trying to use it as a wedge issue, politically," said Sen. Richard Blumenthal (D-Conn.), who has not joined Schumer's call for a new election. There are several Jewish senators, all of whom caucus with the Democrats, and no Jewish Republican senators.
In his remarks, which included a question-and-answer session, Netanyahu acknowledged that he was speaking to "a friendly audience," Tuberville said, given Republicans are "100 percent" behind him while Democrats are raising objections. And the prime minister said he intended to follow through with Israel's plan to eliminate the remaining battalions of Hamas fighters, Sen. Rick Scott (R-Fla.) said -- which Israeli officials have said are in the crowded city of Rafah.
Biden has urged Netanyahu not to launch a ground invasion of Rafah, Gaza's southernmost city where much of the territory's 2 million residents have sought refuge, and where Netanyahu says Hamas fighters remain. Netanyahu's commitment to the operation has raised concerns that Gaza's death toll, already approaching 32,000, could rise dramatically.
Asked by a senator to respond directly to Schumer's comments, Netanyahu said his diplomatic reaction would be to call it inappropriate, and his undiplomatic reaction would be to call it "outrageous," according to a senator in the room who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss a private conversation.
Israel's war in Gaza, in response to Hamas's Oct. 7 attack on Israel, exposed some critical fault lines in the Democratic Party, as liberals have wrestled with human rights concerns in the context of one of the United States' most steadfast alliances. Even as Biden provides weapons and diplomatic support for the war, he has criticized Netanyahu for doing too little to prevent civilian casualties, and for imposing a blockade on Gaza that aid organizations say has crippled the humanitarian response and is fueling mass hunger and starvation. The administration also has condemned Netanyahu's opposition to Washington's long-sought vision of a "two-state solution" that would involve an independent Palestinian state alongside Israel.
Biden is facing mounting pressure from a faction of the Democratic base that opposes the war, and is calling on the administration to cut off U.S. military aid to Israel -- for decades, its largest recipient. Democrats in key swing states have lodged protest votes in recent primaries over what they see as the president's deference to Israel, a warning that he could lose their votes if he does not change course before November.
Even so, Biden and the overwhelming majority of Democratic lawmakers support sending billions in additional military funding to Israel. That aid is pending in the GOP-controlled House over Republican objections to funding for Ukraine, part of the same Senate-approved package.
Republican lawmakers, who have often attributed their party's waning interest in funding Ukraine's war effort to domestic political pressures, accused Democrats this week of heeding their voters -- rather than America's national security interests -- when it comes to Israel.
"I've heard in Israel, that there's a joke that the Democrats are pursuing a two-state solution -- the two states being Michigan and Nevada," said Sen. Ted Cruz (R-Tex.), referring to two swing states key in the upcoming elections. "Domestic politics is driving the willingness of Democrats to throw our friend and ally Israel under the bus."
Rep. Max L. Miller (R-Ohio), one of two House Republicans who is Jewish, said Jewish voters are "pouring" into the Republican Party because of the rhetoric from Democrats. "Jewish voters see it," Miller said. "They see that, you know, President Trump has stood beside Israel."
Republicans have spotted an opening in the split among Democrats.
House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) said he had a "lengthy conversation" with Netanyahu on Wednesday in which he reiterated House Republicans' support for Israel and called Schumer's comments "dangerous."
And Trump accused Jews who vote for Democrats of betraying their own people.
"Any Jewish person that votes for Democrats hates their religion," Trump said in a podcast interview that aired Monday. "They hate everything about Israel, and they should be ashamed of themselves because Israel will be destroyed."
Schumer, the highest-ranking Jewish official in the country, called Trump's words antisemitic in remarks on the Senate floor this week, saying they furthered the trope that Jewish Americans have a "dual" loyalty.
"They think of Israel as a political wedge as opposed to a country and a homeland," said Sen. Brian Schatz (D-Hawaii) of Republican efforts to rally around Israel. Trump "is an antisemite," and his recent comments provided "a megaphone for one of the oldest antisemitic tropes in American politics."
"We are allowed to argue with each other about Israel," said Schatz, who is Jewish. "We are allowed to grapple with what it means to be Jewish. We are allowed to assess whether or not we as individuals or in a collective sense are Jews. Donald Trump is not allowed into that conversation."
In a speech that drew fierce blowback from Israeli officials and some American Jewish groups last week, Schumer said Netanyahu's handling of the war was "pushing support for Israel worldwide to historic lows."
The comments, coming from one of the strongest Democratic supporters of Israel in Congress, reflect a widespread exasperation with Israel's right-wing prime minister. Netanyahu, some Democrats allege, cares more about holding onto power than what is best for Israel -- a state that "cannot survive if it becomes a pariah," Schumer said last week. Netanyahu, who faces abysmal approval ratings in Israel following the Oct. 7 attacks, has long been a thorn in Democratic presidents' sides, angering former president Barack Obama when he addressed Congress in opposition to the Iran deal in 2015.
On Wednesday, eighteen Senate Democrats -- including swing state Sens. Tammy Baldwin (Wis.) and Sherrod Brown (Ohio) -- sent a letter to Biden, urging him to publicly set a "road map" for recognizing a Palestinian state. Sen. Tom Carper (D-Del.), who led the letter, said he believes the president supports the push "in his heart" and the letter was meant to show Biden that Democrats "have his back."
"This crisis has reached an inflection point," they wrote. "Your leadership is needed at this time now more than ever."
Biden has sought to distance himself from Netanyahu in recent weeks as White House frustration at Netanyahu's repeated rebuffs of U.S. requests has grown.
On Monday, Biden spoke with Netanyahu for the first time in about a month. The White House was unusually blunt about that phone call, with national security adviser Jake Sullivan telling reporters after the call that Biden summoned a senior Israeli military, intelligence and humanitarian team to Washington for consultation over Israel's plans to launch a major military operation in Rafah. Biden told Netanyahu any effort to "smash" into the southern Gaza city would be a mistake, Sullivan said.
It was time for Israel and the United States to "get down to brass tacks" about their differing views on the war in Gaza, Sullivan said.
More than 1 million Palestinians fled to Rafah under Israeli orders, and the White House has made clear for several weeks that it would not support a large-scale Israeli invasion of the city. That marks the first time the White House has openly opposed an Israeli military operation in the war, which is dragging into its sixth month.
Further angering the Biden administration and many Democrats are the horrific conditions in Gaza, particularly in the north, where aid groups have warned that famine is imminent. Children in northern Gaza have begun dying of starvation and malnutrition, according to the United Nations, and the United States has repeatedly pressed Israel to surge aid into Gaza to alleviate a rapidly worsening humanitarian catastrophe.
Mariana Alfaro and Marianna Sotomayor contributed to this report.
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House Republican divisions over governing spill onto campaign trail
An incumbent in Illinois is one of several members of Congress who have faced opposition from colleagues in primary contests.
By Marianna Sotomayor | 2024-03-21

Rep. Mike Bost (R-Ill.) yells at Rep. Matt Gaetz (R-Fla.) during the multiday House speaker election in January 2023. This spring, Gaetz backed a primary challenger to Bost. (Andrew Harnik/AP)


The ideologically fractured House Republican conference has spent the past year debating what it takes to govern. Now that fight is spilling onto the campaign trail.
Members from the far-right and more traditional wings of the conference are campaigning against their colleagues in hopes of persuading primary voters to kick out incumbents and replace them with Republicans each group believes will better serve its political interests.
The unusual primary interventions are a result of an ongoing intraparty dispute over what -- or who -- can bring about a "governing majority." Republicans' razor-thin majority in the House has empowered all factions to push their demands, at times jeopardizing conservative consensus and, some argue, weakening the hand of Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) in negotiations with a Democratic-led Senate and White House. And the disputes over policy are becoming increasingly personal.
On one side, hard-right members are supporting candidates they believe will push back against colleagues whom they see as too quick to compromise instead of fighting for long-term conservative wins, even if those fights lead to shutting down the government. On the other side, rank-and-file conservatives want to oust hard-liners they consider roadblocks to policymaking who instead prioritize political spectacle -- for example, using the narrow majority to oust a House speaker, sink procedural votes and force Republicans to rely on Democrats to advance must-pass legislation.
If either flank could just grow its ranks, the thinking goes, it could govern more effectively.
Traditional Republicans got a win Tuesday night when Rep. Mike Bost (R-Ill.) edged out a challenger, Darren Bailey, who had been endorsed by far-right Reps. Mary E. Miller (R-Ill.) and Matt Gaetz (R-Fla.). The Florida firebrand had stumped for Bailey as he attempted to unseat Bost -- a five-term congressman who chairs the Veterans' Affairs Committee -- and says his efforts paid off because of how close the primary race was, even if Bost "had the tailwind of Donald Trump's endorsement."
"I hope Mike Bost wins the election in November. But the momentum that we're demonstrating to challenge incumbents is ascendant. It is growing," Gaetz said.
Bost, upon arriving in Washington on Wednesday, said he was "a little frustrated" by Gaetz "interfering" but attributed his win to knowing his district. He added that Gaetz targeting him was personal, which Gaetz denied. Several Republicans pointed to tensions between the two men that have lingered since Bost shouted down Gaetz during the marathon election of Rep. Kevin McCarthy (R-Calif.) as speaker in early 2023; Bost later lunged at Gaetz behind closed doors when McCarthy was ousted months later.
Gaetz, who initiated the effort to remove McCarthy, is spearheading the far right's push to elect more MAGA Republicans to Congress. Last week, he stumped in San Antonio for Brandon Herrera, who is challenging two-term Rep. Tony Gonzales (R-Tex.). Gonzales's offense, according to Gaetz and Herrera, was being one of 14 House Republicans who supported a bipartisan gun bill. The bill came in response to the killing of 19 children and two teachers at Robb Elementary School in Uvalde, which is in Gonzales's district. Though Gonzales has often voted with the hard-right flank, his opponents also point to his vote codifying same-sex marriage protections and his fervent pushback against border legislation introduced by Rep. Chip Roy (R-Tex.).
"My big gripe is that you elected a Republican majority in the House of Representatives, and I think we ought to take it out for a spin every once in a while. I think we actually got to use it. We ought to apply leverage," Gaetz said at the San Antonio rally. "We have the House of Representatives as our sole node of power right now, and increasingly we are willing to just surrender more, to do less, to advance the Biden administration agenda."
Gonzales said he understands that his constituents are restless because they feel "worse off than they were a few years ago," but he blamed Gaetz and Herrera for trying to capitalize on that sentiment.
"A lot of these guys, you know some of them up here, they're frauds. They're complete and total frauds. They stand for nothing," Gonzales said. "A lot of it is about likes. It's about retweets. It's about camera time. They're selfish individuals."
Many pragmatic Republicans have privately echoed Gonzales, pinning the blame for their majority's inability to govern on hard-liners' unwillingness to compromise with members of their own conference. Johnson himself has accepted in recent weeks that many on the right will not relent until they get everything they want, contributing to his decision to move past them in government funding negotiations.

Republican Rep. Tony Gonzales's votes on gun legislation and same-sex marriage brought him a hard-right challenger in his primary race in Texas this spring. (Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post)


As House majority whip, responsible for counting votes, Rep. Tom Emmer (R-Minn.) has often faced the brunt of personal disagreements between members and acknowledges that "people are going to not necessarily like each other." He has tried to convince lawmakers that attacking one another only hinders progress.
"If you take out your Republican colleagues, then you'll have no one to help you move the needle that you came here to move," Emmer recalled telling one Republican who was adamant that colleagues had to fight harder to make impactful policy changes. "If you want to change the way the place works, then you have to do the hard work of building those relationships and gaining that respect. As you do, you move the needle."
Rep. Richard Hudson (N.C.), who chairs the National Republican Congressional Committee, said he doesn't think member involvement in primaries is "helpful for the team" and encouraged colleagues "to spend their time and energy behind beating Democrats."
But hard-liners have not shied away from publicly condemning colleagues for accepting incremental change rather than delivering fully on the conservative campaign promises that swayed voters to hand them the majority during the midterms. Democrats have taken advantage, pushing out ads that use Republicans' own words to make their case that the party cannot govern.
"I wish that I could pour every bit into the battle against the Democrats," Gaetz told Herrera supporters. "But if we have Republicans who are going to vote like Democrats and act like Democrats and dress up like Democrats in drag, then I will lead the fight against them, too."

Rep. Matt Gaetz (Fla.), a leader of House Republicans' hard-right faction. (Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post)


While Gaetz was campaigning for Gonzales's opponent last week, Johnson bluntly told a group of Republicans gathered at their annual retreat in West Virginia that they should avoid campaigning against colleagues, which he considered wrong and unproductive, according to multiple people in the room who spoke on the condition of anonymity to detail private conversations.
Rep. Ralph Norman (R-S.C.) said he would "welcome a conversation with Speaker Johnson" about why he believes Republicans should not be campaigning against one another given "the shape we're in," arguing, "Where has competition hurt anybody?"
Norman informed Rep. William Timmons (R-S.C.), who is backed by Trump, that he planned to endorse Adam Morgan, a South Carolina state representative who serves as the state's Freedom Caucus chairman. Norman told Timmons that while he does have a conservative record, he has "gone along with the status quo." Rep. Josh Brecheen (R-Okla.), another member of the Freedom Caucus, also endorsed Morgan.
"Anytime you can improve on a conservative voting record with somebody that will take a stand, I think you do that; whether it's football teams, basketball teams, you make improvements," Norman said. "I firmly believe that if we don't have a change in people, then our country, our constitutional republic, will not exist."
Luke Byars, a senior adviser to Timmons for Congress, acknowledged that "the knives are out for members like Representative Timmons who work to support and defend President Trump." He called Timmons's opponents "empty-suit" Republicans.
What far-right Republicans say would help strengthen their fight is what other rank-and-file lawmakers believe impedes the conference from legislating. Early in their majority Republicans were able to pass several conservative bills through the House, knowing that a Democratic Senate would not take them up. But when it came to legislation that required passing the Senate and being signed by President Biden, hard-liners often complicated the process.
"We're trying to change the status quo, and in order to do that in divided government ... you need to be willing to accept incremental progress along the way. Get, as we say in football, a few first downs. Move the ball," said Rep. Steve Womack (R-Ark.), a pragmatic conservative who recently defeated a right-wing primary challenger. "But we are unwilling, apparently, to accept anything less than what we want to do in total."
Other Republicans have targeted Rep. Bob Good (R-Va.), the chairman of the House Freedom Caucus, for continually voting against the majority and supporting McCarthy's ouster. The Main Street Partnership, the campaign arm for conservatives in the Main Street Caucus, has invested $500,000 to back John J. McGuire against Good in the June primary. Sarah Chamberlain, president and chief executive of the partnership, said McGuire -- a former Navy SEAL who attended the Jan. 6, 2021, pro-Trump rally on the National Mall -- justified the investment as necessary to build a governing majority.
"We want to pass more than 29 bills. We want to govern, but we're getting blocked," Chamberlain said. "Good is a 'no' on everything."

Rep. Bob Good (R-Va.) dared other House members to campaign for his primary challenger. (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)


In response, Good defended his actions, saying that Republicans "should stop doing things that are worth saying no to." He also wished roughly a dozen lawmakers attending a fundraiser for McGuire "good luck" and dared them to campaign publicly for his opponent, which Good predicted "would really help me."
The Main Street Partnership is not currently targeting other incumbents, but it helped elect Michael Rulli as the GOP nominee for an open House seat in Ohio against a more MAGA candidate, Reggie Stoltzfus. The group's members have also moved to help protect incumbents by talking to Trump about publicly supporting Republicans the far right has mulled targeting, including 13-term Rep. Mike Simpson (R-Idaho). Johnson and Hudson also asked Trump to endorse Bost while visiting Mar-a-Lago last month, according to multiple people familiar with the ask.
Though McCarthy is no longer in office, he has become a litmus test, with both flanks asking candidates: Would you have voted to oust McCarthy as speaker?
Chamberlain says it's a question she's posed to McGuire and other candidates the group backs, along with whether they would vote with a majority of the conference.
Norman said he asked Timmons whether he would have ever voted to remove McCarthy. Though Norman did not vote to oust the speaker, he expressed concern that Timmons said no and accused the eight who supported removing McCarthy of doing it for personal gain.
Republicans who wish the intraparty attacks would stop say members are able to get away with such behavior because there is a lack of punishment from leadership. But lawmakers and leaders privately acknowledge that such penalties would only embolden far-right members, who can survive elections without needing to serve on committees or depending on national fundraising arms.
The infighting is only expected to continue. Womack sighed, saying the reality is that the fights are "just a reflection of the divisions that we're having in our country right now, and the House is a reflection of that."
"I think, ultimately, the real test is going to be coming in November, when the electorate is going to decide whether or not we deserve to have this majority. And that's going to be based on the perception, I guess, that America has as to whether or not we've done well with the majority we've been given," he said. "I think we have fallen very well short of America's expectations by failing to function as a true governing majority. That's why we have elections. We'll sort these things out."
Leigh Ann Caldwell, Theodoric Meyer and Patrick Svitek contributed to this report.
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White House: Attack on judicial nominee is 'Islamophobic smear campaign'
Adeel A. Mangi, a partner in a New York law firm, would be the first Muslim American judge on the federal appellate bench.
By Tobi Raji | 2024-03-20

Adeel A. Mangi, a judicial nominee for the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 3rd Circuit, testifies during a Senate Judiciary Committee hearing at the Capitol on Dec. 13. (Graeme Sloan/Sipa USA/AP)


President Biden's pick to be the first Muslim American appeals court judge has come under intense criticism from members of Congress over his ties to a law school center for Muslim, Arab and South Asian Americans, part of what the White House has called a "cruel, Islamophobic, smear campaign" to tank the nomination.
Sen. Lindsey Graham (S.C.), the top Republican on the Senate Judiciary Committee, on Wednesday called on Biden to withdraw his nomination of Adeel A. Mangi to the Philadelphia-based U.S. Court of Appeals for the 3rd Circuit, citing widespread concerns about his nomination that aren't "just among Republicans in the Senate."
The White House slammed the effort to derail Mangi's nomination and said Biden continues to support him.
"Mr. Mangi, who has lived the American Dream and proven his integrity, is being targeted by a malicious and debunked smear campaign solely because he would make history as the first Muslim to serve as a federal appellate judge," White House spokesman Andrew Bates said Wednesday. "Senate Democrats should side with the qualities that makes America exceptional -- which Mr. Mangi embodies -- not the hateful forces trying to force America into the past."
Republicans and conservative groups such as the Judicial Crisis Network have accused Mangi of being antisemitic, and they and some Democrats have said he is anti-police. Republicans have also accused Mangi of sharing views espoused by panelists who spoke at events hosted by Rutgers Law School's Center for Security, Race and Rights. Mangi, an experienced litigator and a partner at a New York law firm, previously served as a member of the center's advisory board.
In 2021, on the 20th anniversary of the Sept. 11, 2021, attacks, the center hosted a roundtable discussion that featured several controversial speakers. Republicans criticized that event and a more recent lecture on life under "violent occupation and settler colonial violence in Palestine" that the center hosted just days after the deadly Oct. 7 Hamas attacks on communities in southern Israel.
During Mangi's Dec. 13 nomination hearing, Sen. Tom Cotton (R-Ark.) questioned the Harvard- and Oxford-trained lawyer about his views on the Hamas attacks and whether he believed they were justified.
"The events of October 7 were horrific. A horror," Mangi said, noting that his time on the advisory board did not mean he shares the views of all who work or speak at the center. "The attacks on civilians were abominable and against everything that I stand for. I have no patience for any attempts to justify or defend those attacks on civilians."
The firestorm surrounding Mangi's nomination comes at a time of heightened political sensitivity following the cross-border attacks -- in which about 1,200 people were killed and more than 250 were taken hostage, according to Israeli officials -- and Israel's retaliatory military campaign. At least 31,819 people have been killed and 73,934 injured in Gaza since the war began, according to the Gaza Health Ministry, which does not distinguish between civilians and combatants. Threats against Arab, Jewish and Muslim Americans are also on the rise, according to federal officials.
In Senate floor remarks earlier this month, Sen. Dick Durbin (D-Ill.), chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, called Mangi a "highly qualified nominee with incredible credentials" who "has gone through scrutiny unlike anything I have ever seen."
But some Democratic lawmakers have also raised concerns about Mangi's nomination, citing his membership on the advisory board of a criminal justice group that advocates on behalf of incarcerated individuals and their families. Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto (Nev.) on Tuesday became the first Democratic senator to say she would oppose Mangi's nomination.
"Mangi's affiliation with the Alliance of Families for Justice is deeply concerning," Cortez Masto said in a statement. "This organization has sponsored a fellowship in the name of Kathy Boudin, a member of the domestic terrorist organization Weather Underground, and advocated for the release of individuals convicted of killing police officers. I cannot support this nominee."
If all Republicans senators and Cortez Masto were to oppose his confirmation, the embattled lawyer would need the support of the remaining 50 Senate Democrats and independents to be confirmed. The Judicial Crisis Network has launched anti-Mangi ads in Montana, Pennsylvania and D.C., targeting Sens. Jon Tester (D-Mont.) and Bob Casey (D-Pa.). In addition, outgoing Sen. Joe Manchin III (D-W.Va.) has told Politico he will not vote for any judicial nominee who does not have at least some bipartisan support.
Mangi has drawn criticism from more than a dozen law enforcement organizations, such as the Police Conference of New York, according to Republicans on the Senate Judiciary Committee. But other groups, including the Coalition of the Underrepresented Law Enforcement Associations and the National Organization of Black Women in Law Enforcement, are supporting him, as are the AFL-CIO, the Anti-Defamation League and the American Jewish Committee.
"Mangi was questioned aggressively on thin pretext about his views on Israel, terrorism, and antisemitism, turning these serious issues into a tool of partisan attack," the AJC said in a statement. "Elected officials should take a leadership role in calming the fears of and against American religious minorities, such as Jews and Muslims, not stoke them."
Other Republicans have raised concerns about Mangi's work as a partner at Patterson Belknap Webb & Tyler, where he has represented pharmaceutical giants and litigated against union pension plans, according to an internal document prepared for Senate Republicans and shared with The Washington Post.
Mangi did not respond to requests for comment Wednesday.
Biden has made diversifying the nation's federal judiciary a key priority, nominating Zahid N. Quraishi as the first Muslim federal district court judge early in his term.
Of the 187 Biden judicial nominees confirmed so far by the Senate, nearly two-thirds have been women, according to the American Constitution Society, whose tally includes Supreme Court Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson. Biden's picks also have been more racially diverse than those of his predecessors. About 35 percent of the confirmed judges are White, 28 percent are Black, 15 percent are Latino and 13 percent are Asian American, according to the society's data. Under President Donald Trump, fewer than 4 percent of judges confirmed to the bench were Black.
On Tuesday, a divided Senate confirmed Nicole Berner to be the first openly gay judge and first labor lawyer on the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 4th Circuit, which covers Maryland, North Carolina, South Carolina, Virginia and West Virginia.
"Ms. Berner will bring much-needed professional diversity to the courts and personal diversity to assure every American they have representation in our judiciary," Senate Majority Leader Charles E. Schumer (D-N.Y.) said before the vote. "These are judges outside the status quo -- people of color, women, judges with diverse professional backgrounds -- who are making the courts better reflect the people they serve."
"Senate Democrats will continue working with President Biden to confirm more judges and bring more balance to the courts in the months ahead," Schumer said.
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Texas officials ask appeals court to allow state immigration crackdown 
Texas officials urged a federal appeals court to unblock a new law that would allow authorities to arrest and deport migrants.
By Maria Sacchetti, Nick Miroff | 2024-03-21

U.S. soldiers and law enforcement officers watch over a group of migrants who had crossed the Rio Grande into the United States on Monday in Eagle Pass, Tex. (John Moore/Getty Images)


Texas officials on Wednesday urged a U.S. appeals court to unblock a new law that would allow authorities to arrest and deport migrants, saying the state has been forced to take extraordinary measures to try to stop soaring levels of illegal border crossings.
The panel of judges with the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 5th Circuit did not immediately issue a decision after an hour-long hearing on the state's attempt to exercise immigration powers on the southern border that historically have been under federal control. The state law remains on hold, and the 5th Circuit has scheduled oral arguments for April 3 to consider the law's constitutionality.
The court battle is the latest border policy clash between the Biden administration and Texas Gov. Greg Abbott (R), who says the president's immigration record has been too lax and has hurt his state by creating incentives for illegal entries. Abbott has led a push by Republican-run states to take on a direct role in immigration enforcement that is playing out amid a presidential race in which border security has emerged as a vulnerability for President Biden after three years of record crossings.
Illegal crossings along the Mexico border have averaged 2 million per year during Biden's term, the highest levels the U.S. Border Patrol has ever recorded.
Wednesday's hearing followed a day of legal whiplash in federal court for the Texas law, known as S.B. 4. The Supreme Court briefly allowed the law to take effect, but the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 5th Circuit halted the state from enforcing it late Tuesday.
Fifth Circuit Chief Judge Priscilla Richman asked during the hearing Wednesday how the Texas law would work in practice, listing scenarios that could quickly lead to confusion.
"This is the first time, it seems to me, that a state has claimed that they have the right to remove illegal aliens," Richman said. "This is not something, a power, that historically has been exercised by states, has it?"
State officials said they would not deport migrants directly but would hand off detainees to federal officials or take them to border crossings with Mexico.
Richman asked what would happen if federal officials, as they have said, refused to carry out an order. She asked what would happen if a foreign national entered the United States via Canada and crossed through several states on their way to Texas. Could they be arrested and deported under Texas's new law?
Aaron Nielson, the Texas solicitor general, said he wasn't sure. In some cases, they might be arrested; in others, they might not. Nielson said the Texas law is "uncharted."
Nielsen said Texas has the right to arrest people for entering the state illegally.
"Texas has decided that we are at the epicenter of this crisis," he said. "We are on the front line, and we are going to do something about it."
The law's fate is yet another flash point in the nation's polarized debate over immigration, which former president Donald Trump, the likely Republican nominee in the 2024 election, has made a central theme of his campaign against Biden.
Whatever the 5th Circuit decides, the status of the law is likely to go back before the Supreme Court.
The high court's order Tuesday afternoon set off a fast-moving round of legal maneuvering in the lower court that has kept the law's status in limbo.
The Supreme Court urged the 5th Circuit to decide quickly whether the law would remain in effect while litigation continues.
The brief order late Tuesday once again blocking the law did not explain the reasoning of the two judges -- Richman, a nominee of George W. Bush, and Irma Carrillo Ramirez, a Biden nominee. The dissenting judge -- Andrew Oldham, a Trump nominee -- said he would have allowed the law to remain in effect before the hearing Wednesday.
"It's ping-pong," Efren C. Olivares, director of strategic litigation and advocacy at the Southern Poverty Law Center, said in a phone interview, describing the back-and-forth rulings.
Olivares said it is unclear how soon the three-judge panel will rule, since a preliminary injunction from a lower court halting the law remains in place.
The law makes it a state crime for migrants to illegally cross the border and gives Texas officials the ability to carry out their own deportations to Mexico.
How they would do so remains unclear. The Mexican government has said it would not accept anyone sent back by Texas and condemned the law as "encouraging the separation of families, discrimination and racial profiling that violate the human rights of the migrant community."
Mexican President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador on Wednesday referred to the Texas law as draconian.
"It disrespects human rights. It's a completely dehumanizing law. It's anti-Christian, unjust. It violates precepts and norms of human coexistence," Lopez Obrador said. "It doesn't just violate international law but [the teachings of] the Bible. I say this because those who are applying these unjust, inhumane measures go to church. They forget that the Bible talks about treating the foreigner well and, of course, loving your neighbor."
The Mexican government hasn't said how it would respond  if Texas officials attempted to send migrants back over the border.
"We don't want to reveal what we could do if in Texas, the governor and these anti-immigrant, anti-Mexican types attempt to carry out deportations," Lopez Obrador said. "Let me be clear, we will not accept deportations from the Texas government. And we will not just sit around with our arms crossed."
The Texas law was passed last year as part of Abbott's push to expand the state's role in immigration enforcement by busing migrants to Northern cities, mobilizing thousands of National Guard troops and lining the banks of the Rio Grande with barriers and razor wire.
The Supreme Court's decision drew dissent from the three liberal justices, two of whom said the majority was inviting "further chaos and crisis in immigration enforcement."
"This law will disrupt sensitive foreign relations, frustrate the protection of individuals fleeing persecution, hamper active federal enforcement efforts, undermine federal agencies' ability to detect and monitor imminent security threats, and deter noncitizens from reporting abuse or trafficking," wrote Justice Sonia Sotomayor, joined by Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson.
The brief seesaw implementation of the law Tuesday appeared to illustrate the dissenting justices' concerns about legal chaos. Texas Republicans celebrated the Supreme Court ruling on social media Tuesday and said S.B. 4 was in full effect, only to be stopped again hours later.
The Texas law carries state criminal penalties of up to six months in jail for migrants who illegally enter from Mexico. Those who reenter illegally after a deportation could face felony charges and a 10-to-20-year prison sentence. Texas lawmakers also empowered state judges to order deportations to Mexico and allowed local law enforcement personnel to carry out those orders. Judges may drop state charges if a migrant agrees to return to Mexico voluntarily.
Luis Miranda, a spokesman for the Department of Homeland Security, said federal immigration agencies do not have the authority to assist Texas with the implementation of the state law. The only deportations that U.S. agents are allowed to conduct must involve federal orders, he said.
"Immigration is within the exclusive purview of the federal government," Miranda said in a statement.
As Texas fights to implement its crackdown, Iowa's Republican-dominated state legislature has passed a similar measure, though narrower in scope. Iowa's bill empowers state authorities to arrest and issue deportation orders to immigrants in Iowa who had been deported or denied entry into the United States. Gov. Kim Reynolds (R) has said she will sign it into law.
U.S. District Judge David A. Ezra temporarily blocked the Texas law last month, saying it was probably unconstitutional and "could open the door to each state passing its own version of immigration laws." Ezra said the law intruded into federal matters even more than an Arizona immigration law that the Supreme Court partially struck down in 2012.
But the 5th Circuit quickly froze Ezra's decision without explanation and said the Texas law could be enforced, at least temporarily, unless the Supreme Court weighed in.
Richman said at the hearing Wednesday that Texas's argument echoed late Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia's dissent in the court's ruling over Arizona's 2010 immigration law. The majority struck down parts of it, but Scalia had disagreed, saying states should be able to exclude people who are there unlawfully.
"Yes, your honor, I think we are saying that," Nielson said. "And I think trespass is a great example, because Texas does arrest people who come across the border and trespass on Texas property."
"And you don't need Senate Bill 4 to do that," the judge interjected. "You've got trespassing laws."
"Correct," Nielson said. "But if that is lawful, then I don't see why this extra provision would be unlawful."
The Supreme Court in 2012 struck down parts of Arizona's law, then the most sweeping state immigration law in the country, citing the federal government's broad powers over immigration. But the high court let some provisions stand, including one that allowed police to question a person about their immigration status.
Arizona Republicans in the state legislature passed a measure in recent weeks to make it a crime for migrants to cross the border illegally. Gov. Katie Hobbs (D) vetoed it, saying attacking immigration is "anti business."
Daniel Tenny, a Justice Department lawyer arguing the case for the Biden administration Wednesday, said the federal government has clear authority over immigration law and is acting to enforce it. He urged the judges to keep Ezra's ruling in place blocking the law from taking effect. If not, he said the government would appreciate time to prepare to appeal to the Supreme Court.
Ann E. Marimow, Arelis R. Hernandez in El Paso and Mary Beth Sheridan in Mexico City contributed to this report.
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In Ohio, Republicans keep taking the tougher road to the Senate
The Ohio GOP's easy path to victory -- nominating mainstream conservatives -- runs into the MAGA reality of its voters.
By Paul Kane | 2024-03-20

Bernie Moreno, a Republican who won Ohio's Senate GOP primary on Tuesday, speaks at the Dayton International Airport during a rally with former president Donald Trump on March 16. (Andrew Spear for The Washington Post)


Ohio Republicans have a well-proven path toward blowout victories that result in Democratic retreat, but they repeatedly choose the more complicated road to a nail-biter victory or outright defeat.
This pattern played out again Tuesday in the Buckeye State's GOP primary for the nomination to take on Sen. Sherrod Brown (D), who is seeking a fourth term in November in a state that has moved rightward over the last decade.
In a convincing victory, former car dealer Bernie Moreno won the GOP nomination over a 14-year veteran of the state legislature, Matt Dolan. Their battle served as a proxy between the far-right forces aligned with ex-president Donald Trump versus the more politically successful establishment figures close to Gov. Mike DeWine (R) and former senator Rob Portman.
Moreno will begin the race as a toss-up challenger against the vastly more experienced Brown, who has already run six statewide campaigns dating back to the early 1980s. Moreno very well might win the race, particularly if Trump defeats President Biden by the eight percentage points that he won Ohio by four years ago.
But there's no mistaking that Republicans have taken the harder path, and that despite their state's conservative drift, Ohio GOP voters might decide that it's not as if they live in Wyoming -- where Trump won by 43 points and Democrats last won a Senate race in 1970.
Democratic allies spent heavily in the campaign's closing days with ads that called Moreno too conservative, designed to give him a boost in the primary. Once he won, Democrats released an ad highlighting Moreno's GOP opponents raising issues of trust and covering up an investigation into his labor practices, along with his support for a national abortion ban despite Ohio's overwhelming support for codifying abortion rights in a ballot referendum last fall.
Sen. Gary Peters (D-Mich.), chair of the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee, described Moreno on Wednesday as "an individual who is ethically challenged and has a number of policy positions that are completely out of step with a majority of people who live in Ohio."
Republicans need to win a net gain of two seats for a clear majority next year, and with Sen. Joe Manchin III (D-W. Va.) retiring from that reliably conservative state they feel as if they have essentially already locked up their 50th seat. Their next two targets are Ohio and Montana, where Sen. Jon Tester (D) is also seeking his fourth term in a deeply conservative state.
A victory in either of those two states would put Republicans over the top and require Democrats to pull a major upset or two to have any chance at the majority.
The National Republican Senatorial Committee stayed neutral in the Ohio race, believing that any of the candidates could win. And GOP senators credited Moreno for winning by a double-digit margin when many thought Dolan might win.
"Last night was an overwhelming victory for Bernie Moreno. He won every one of Ohio's counties, all 88. He had over 50 percent of the vote," Sen. Steve Daines (R-Mont.), chair of the NRSC, told reporters Wednesday.
But there's a reason DeWine and Portman, along with their wives, shunned Moreno late in the race and jumped on board with Dolan, whose extended family fortune came from the cable industry and includes owning baseball's Cleveland Guardians.
Those two know not just how to win, but to do so convincingly.
Portman's 2010 opponent essentially dropped out of the race with less than two weeks to Election Day, giving his last bit of campaign cash to Ohio Democrats to spend in other races. He won by more than 17 points.
The situation repeated itself in 2016 when national Democrats abandoned their nominee with almost two months to go, leading to a 21-point margin for Portman's second win.

Sen. Sherrod Brown (D-Ohio) speaks during a Senate Commerce, Science and Transportation Committee hearing on improving rail safety last year. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


Rather than relying on coattails from Trump, Portman's very well-run campaign actually provided the get-out-the-vote infrastructure that turned Ohio from a toss-up race into a Trump win by eight points.
DeWine has run nine statewide elections, winning seven times, his only defeats coming to Sen. John Glenn (D-Ohio), an astronaut hero, in 1992 and then to Brown in the Senate race in 2006 -- a horrible year for Republicans nationwide.
In 2018 -- another bad GOP year nationally -- DeWine won the governor's race by almost 4 percentage points, even as Brown won his third Senate term by almost 7 points over a Trump acolyte.
The 2022 Ohio elections provided another key data point for the GOP establishment's superior track record over MAGA-aligned candidates.
DeWine cruised to a massive reelection, winning by almost 25 percentage points, while Republican candidates in the Senate race all fought to win Trump's endorsement and run as a far-right conservative.
J.D. Vance won the Trump nod and narrowly won the GOP nomination, but then ran what strategists in both parties considered a lackluster campaign. He did not raise nearly enough money and did not introduce himself to the more moderate general election voters until very late in the race.
GOP super PACs, initially planning to spend the money in other states, had to pour tens of millions of dollars into Ohio to shore up Vance's campaign.
He did win by 6 percentage points in the end over Tim Ryan, a House Democrat from eastern Ohio who did not have deep roots in voter-rich Cleveland and its suburbs.
But a pair of MAGA-aligned candidates coughed up House races downballot, leaving the state's congressional delegation more Democratic (10 to 5 for Republicans, instead of 12 to 4 two years ago) despite DeWine's massive victory atop the ticket.
Two years later, as the Senate race took shape, DeWine and Portman saw Dolan as the more natural heir to the Reagan-Bush ethos those two practiced, particularly his support for the war in Ukraine that Vance has opposed since taking office last year. They both had a front-row seat to watch Brown, starting with his victory over DeWine in 2006 and the 12 years that Portman served alongside Brown in the Senate.
Moreno puts the seat at greater risk, while Dolan might have salted it away similar to the recent campaigns the establishment duo have run.
"He has the much better chance to beat Brown this fall," DeWine told Politico's Jonathan Martin, referring to Dolan.
In today's hyper-polarized era, Brown will need to win up to 500,000 voters whose first choice on the ballot will be Trump -- a tall feat in a state that will have about 6 million votes cast.
But Democrats believe that this race is better than two years ago because Brown is a much more experienced candidate than Ryan, and also because he will have dramatically more funds backing him.
Brown has already raised more than $33.5 million for his campaign -- more than he spent in 2018 -- and a Democratic super PAC has already plunked down more than $60 million worth of advertising reservations to promote Brown and go after Moreno.
In 2022, while Ryan raised and spent more than $57 million against Vance, a huge sum, the DSCC and the Democratic super PAC cavalry did not spend heavily and instead focused on a handful of core races that determined the majority.
Now Peters, who got encouraged to take over the DSCC in early 2021, views Ohio as a necessary linchpin to any chance of holding the majority.
"You have Sherrod Brown, who has a long track record in the entire state. Every time he has run, he has outperformed the Democratic base," Peters said.
But Republicans believe that Ohio is now deep red, and that Moreno will do fine despite his MAGA leanings, abortion position and business practices.
Glenn's 1992 victory is the only other Ohio Democrat to win a Senate race in the last 35 years. In that same time frame Ted Strickland, in 2006, is the only Democrat to win a governor's campaign.
These Republicans aren't guaranteeing a Moreno victory, but they are placing a bet largely on the state's political direction rather than his political experience.
"I'm confident Bernie Moreno is going to make Ohio very competitive and will likely win that seat," Daines said.
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Bankruptcy is one way out of Trump's financial jam. He doesn't want to take it.
People close to the former president say he is not currently considering bankruptcy, even though it could ease his immediate cash crunch.
By Jonathan O'Connell, Josh Dawsey | 2024-03-21

Former president Donald Trump departs the courtroom after testifying in his civil fraud case in New York on Nov. 6, 2023. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


As Donald Trump faces dwindling options to pay off a massive fine imposed as a result of losing a fraud case in New York, financial experts say filing for bankruptcy would provide one clear way out of his financial jam.
But Trump is not considering that approach, partially out of concern that it could damage his campaign to recapture the White House from President Biden in November, according to four people close to the former president, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to describe sensitive discussions about Trump's finances. Even though bankruptcy could alleviate his immediate cash crunch, it also carries risks for a candidate who has marketed himself as a winning businessman -- and whose greatest appeal to voters, some advisers say, is his financial success.
A bankruptcy filing by Trump personally or by one of his companies could delay for months or years the requirement that he pay the judgment of nearly half a billion dollars, which with interest is growing by more than $100,000 a day. A federal judge would be charged with the time-consuming task of determining how and when each of his creditors, including the state, would be paid. In the meantime, Trump could focus on his campaign and not the debt.
Trump does not have the cash to secure a bond that would delay enforcement of the $464 million judgment while he appeals, his lawyers say. No bonding company will accept real estate -- which accounts for most of Trump's wealth -- as collateral. If no bond is posted by Monday, New York Attorney General Letitia James (D) could move to seize his assets, including bank accounts or properties such as Trump's Manhattan office tower at 40 Wall Street.
"He'd rather have Letitia James show up with the sheriff at 40 Wall and make a huge stink about it than say he's bankrupt," one of the people close to Trump said. "He thinks about what is going to play politically well for him. Bankruptcy doesn't play well for him, but having her try to take his properties might."

People walk by 40 Wall Street, also known as the Trump Building. (Spencer Platt/Getty Images)


Yet filing for bankruptcy is a maneuver Trump has used before -- six times, when extricating himself from a tumultuous foray into the Atlantic City casino business decades ago. On the campaign trail, Trump in years past explained away those corporate bankruptcies, saying he used a tool many savvy investors have employed -- and noting that he never had to file personally.
Were he to file for bankruptcy now, he probably would not have to "pay anything until after the bankruptcy, and that will take several years because of the complexity," bankruptcy attorney Avi Moshenberg said. However, Moshenberg said, interest would probably continue to accrue during the bankruptcy.
A Trump spokesman said the plan is to continue fighting in court. In a filing Monday, Trump's lawyers asked a panel of appeals court judges to waive the bond requirement. The appeals panel has yet to rule.
"This is a motion to stay the unjust, unconstitutional, un-American judgment from New York Judge Arthur Engoron in a political Witch Hunt brought by a corrupt Attorney General. A bond of this size would be an abuse of the law, contradict bedrock principals of our Republic, and fundamentally undermine the rule of law in New York," said the spokesman, Steven Cheung.
Trump's lawyers have expressed some optimism to him privately that appellate judges could decide to shrink the size of the bond he is required to post to avoid asset seizure, one of the other people close to the former president said. Trump has polled advisers, lawyers and others in recent days about what he should do if the court doesn't come to his aid, and he hasn't yet come to a decision, that person said.
Last month, New York Supreme Court Justice Arthur Engoron found that Trump, his two eldest sons and two of his executives submitted fraudulent financial data to lenders and insurance companies to secure better deals. Engoron ordered Trump to pay more than $350 million in penalties, plus interest. His two sons were ordered to pay $4 million each.
To delay enforcement of the New York judgment while he appeals, Trump and his co-defendants must post that amount in cash or a bond -- a guarantee that a third party will pay Trump's bill if he ends up losing. To secure such a bond, they must put up 120 percent of the judgment -- or $557 million -- plus pay an $18 million fee to the bond-issuing company, according to an affidavit from Gary Giulietti, an insurance broker and personal friend of Trump's. Giulietti wrote that obtaining a bond of that size was a "practical impossibility." He did not respond to a request for comment. A lawyer representing Trump's co-defendants in the case did not immediately respond to a request for comment.

Writer E. Jean Carroll leaves New York federal court on Jan. 26. (Yuki Iwamura/AP)


That amount is on top of a $91 million bond Trump posted less than two weeks ago to delay enforcement of a judgment in a defamation lawsuit he lost to writer E. Jean Carroll.
Both Trump and his advisers told others that they believed until recent days they could get a bond in the New York civil fraud case, according to three of the people in his orbit.
Relief from a state appeals court would be the least painful way out of Trump's predicament, the people said.
Longtime finance attorney Richard Porter, a member of the Republican National Committee who is not involved in Trump's defense, said experienced judges in New York care about the state's reputation as a financial center with commercially savvy courts. He said he believes that they will view the half-billion-dollar judgment against Trump skeptically. "Appellate judges are likely to both see and be willing to say that the damage number makes no sense."
Trump could also find a bank or extremely wealthy individual willing to come to his aid, either by accepting some of his real estate as collateral and helping with a bond, or by lending him money against his properties. However, Trump has few remaining ties with Wall Street banks; based on his most recent financial disclosure, submitted to a federal ethics office in August, he has only about a half-dozen loans remaining from a few banks.
"His next best bet is to find a liquid billionaire and do a quick buy-and-sell arrangement with him or her," Porter said. "Then, if I'm advising that billionaire, I'm saying the upside is you can make some money and make friends with a guy who is likely to be president. The downside is, you will be targeted if he loses," he said, referring to Trump's political opponents.
Though he is loath to sell his properties, Trump could try offloading some hotels or golf courses for cash in coming days. Such transactions generally take weeks or months. The appellate court could also order that he do so but give him more time, according to legal experts.
"This is his worst nightmare from a personal and financial situation," said journalist Timothy O'Brien, who wrote a biography of Trump and later served as a political adviser to Mike Bloomberg, the billionaire who ran for president as a Democrat in 2020. With few options available, O'Brien said he expected Trump to lash out even more aggressively in public.
"He'll take it to his base," he said.
Trump issued a statement Monday night attacking James and the court as tools of the Democratic Party and calling the bond amount "unprecedented, and practically impossible for ANY Company, including one as successful as mine."
"The Bonding Companies have never heard of such a bond, of this size, before, nor do they have the ability to post such a bond, even if they wanted to," he said.
Some of the people in Trump's orbit think filing for bankruptcy makes financial sense -- even if it could be politically problematic.
"What is happening to him and his businesses right now is exactly why the bankruptcy code exists," said one of the people. Filing for bankruptcy could allow him to put a hold on not only the penalties in the fraud case but also any potential liabilities from civil cases surrounding his role in the Jan. 6 attack on the Capitol. "It would be a fresh start," the person said.
While Trump isn't considering bankruptcy now, he has been known among longtime aides to change his mind.
How much protection filing for bankruptcy would provide Trump -- and how long that protection would last -- depends in part on whether Trump files personally or on behalf of one of his companies. Experts said personal bankruptcy would almost certainly pause enforcement of the New York judgment for Trump and his co-defendants, including his business entities. But that may be a particularly unappealing option politically.
He could also choose to file for bankruptcy on behalf of one of his corporate entities.
Because Trump's companies are tightly intertwined with his own finances, a bankruptcy judge could rule that Trump is personally protected in the bankruptcy process -- and thus not required to pay the penalty immediately -- even if just one of his companies files for protection. But even if a bankruptcy judge doesn't rule that way, the enormous New York judgment would probably be paused while the court took time to reach a decision.

New York Attorney General Letitia James during the civil fraud case against Trump on Nov. 6, 2023. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


To drag the process out as much as possible, Trump could wait to file until the attorney general moves to begin enforcement. It's not clear whether she would do that immediately if Trump fails to post a bond next week, or whether she would wait until the appeals court rules on his request to waive the bond requirement.
"If you look at this like a football game, he could let the play clock run down to one second before he calls timeout," Georgetown law professor Adam J. Levitin said.
Trump has already lost a measure of corporate independence as a result of the New York civil fraud case. A court-appointed monitor has been overseeing the former president's businesses since late 2022, and in February, the judge decided that the businesses must get the monitor's approval before submitting financial information to banks or other third parties.
Filing for bankruptcy would mean forgoing more control over his business and may force him to make undesirable sales or other transactions down the road.
He would also have to explain himself on the campaign trail, but he has some experience with that.
During a 2015 GOP primary debate, moderator Chris Wallace asked Trump why he should be trusted with the nation's finances given his bankruptcies. Six of his companies filed for bankruptcy in the 1990s and early 2000s after his Atlantic City casinos fell into debt.
Trump replied that he had started hundreds of companies and only had to use bankruptcy protection a handful of times, much the way other successful business executives had. He pointed out that other Atlantic City gaming companies had filed for protection as well. The banks he owed, he said, were "killers."
"I have used the laws of this country just like the greatest people that you read about every day in business have used the laws of this country, the chapter laws, to do a great job for my company, for myself, for my employees, for my family," he said.
Shayna Jacobs contributed to this report.
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Ohio Senate race comes into focus after Trump-backed candidate wins GOP primary
Bernie Moreno, a wealthy former car dealer backed by Donald Trump, emerged from the Republican Senate field in Ohio. Trump and President Biden notched more primary wins in several states.

By Amy B Wang, Maeve Reston, Azi Paybarah, Hannah Knowles, Meryl Kornfield, Patrick Svitek, Maegan Vazquez, Mariana Alfaro, Aaron Blake, Patrick Marley, Marianna Sotomayor, Lori Rozsa, Devlin Barrett, Perry Stein, Rachel Siegel, Jeanne Whalen, Jeff Stein, Erin Cox, Scott Clement, Lateshia Beachum, Emily Guskin, Arelis R. Hernandez, Nick Miroff, Maria Sacchetti, Ann Marimow, Maxine Joselow, Michael Kranish, Theodoric Meyer, Leigh Ann Caldwell | 2024-03-20
The closely watched Ohio Senate race came into focus Tuesday night as Bernie Moreno, a Republican endorsed by former president Donald Trump, advanced to a general-election matchup against Sen. Sherrod Brown (D-Ohio). The contest is one of a small number that could determine control of the Senate next year. For the first time this year, presidential contests in several states took a back seat to down-ballot races Tuesday.
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N.Y. attorney general questions Trump's claim that he can't get a bond
New York Attorney General Letitia James told an appeals court not to believe Donald Trump's claim that he is unable to secure a bond for more than $450 million.
By Shayna Jacobs | 2024-03-20

New York Attorney General Letitia James arrives at the State Supreme Court of New York in Manhattan to hear former president Donald Trump testify in his civil fraud case in November. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


NEW YORK -- New York Attorney General Letitia James on Wednesday urged an appeals court not to believe Donald Trump's recent assertion that he is unable to secure a bond for more than $450 million to satisfy the civil business-fraud judgment against him.
Earlier this week, attorneys for the former president and likely 2024 Republican nominee said his team had approached 30 surety companies through four brokers and failed to secure an appeal bond for such a large amount. They argued that surety companies are generally unable to underwrite bonds that large, and said the companies told Trump they cannot accept real estate assets as collateral.
If Trump does not post a bond as he appeals the civil judgment against him, James's office could begin the process of seizing his assets -- including major New York properties such as 40 Wall Street and Trump Tower.
It is unclear how soon such an enforcement effort would begin, but James allowed a 30-day grace period that ends Monday. She has signaled that she was prepared to seize assets if Trump's fine is not paid. Posting a bond to cover the judgment would block James from seizing assets until the appeal is resolved.
On Wednesday, Dennis Fan, a lawyer for James, told the appeals court that Trump's claims of striking out with insurance companies are not reliable because they are based on sworn statements from Gary Giulietti, a personal friend of Trump's, and from Alan Garten, general counsel at the Trump Organization.
Fan wrote that New York Supreme Court Justice Arthur Engoron, who oversaw James's civil trial against Trump, decided Giulietti was not a credible witness. He argued that Garten was involved in the conduct at issue and "has professional interests in this litigation."
"The court found no such thing. The AG statement is reckless and completely untrue," Garten said in response to the filing. The trial court judge's decision did not explicitly find that Garten engaged in illegal conduct but refers to trial testimony that described Garten as someone involved in discussions about Trump's financial statements at certain points.
Christopher Kise, an attorney for Trump, said James's filing misrepresents facts and the relevant law. "The Attorney General also includes a baseless, malicious and defamatory assault on [Garten] who had no role in any of the transactions or matters at issue," he said. 
Trump, his company, and several current and former executives -- excluding Garten -- were sued by James in 2022 for allegedly inflating the value of Trump's real estate and other assets by up to $2.2 billion a year from 2011 to 2021. James accused them of providing false statements to lenders and insurance companies in an effort to increase Trump's profits and savings.
Earlier this year, Engoron found Trump and the other defendants, including his adult sons, civilly liable for committing illegal acts and defrauding business partners by providing deceptive asset values.
Engoron ordered Trump to pay more than $350 million, plus roughly $100 million in interest, which is still accruing. Securing a bond would carry other costs as well.
Trump, who built his reputation on his success in the business world, recently posted a $91 million bond to stay enforcement of an $83.3 million judgment against him in a 2019 defamation case brought against him by advice columnist E. Jean Carroll. His team has suggested an inability to post bonds for more than $100 million, and has asked an appeals panel to allow a bond for the business fraud judgment in that amount.
The panel could rule on that request at any time.
Trump's side has said a bond for $450 million is not necessary to ensure the judgment will get paid because a court-ordered monitor will continue to oversee finances at the company and no transaction can proceed without the monitor's approval.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2024/03/20/trump-bond-letitia-james-fraud-new-york/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



States where abortion is legal, banned or under threat
More than a dozen states have laws that criminalize abortion when the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade. Here's a look at abortion laws by state.
By Caroline Kitchener, Kevin Schaul, Nick Kirkpatrick, Daniela Santamarina, Lauren Tierney | 2024-03-20
Access to abortion remains a patchwork of state-by-state policies after the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade, with abortion restricted across much of the Southern United States. In the six months that followed the ruling, there were an estimated 43,410 fewer legal abortions in states that had bans, according to a recent survey.
New restrictions are continuing to take effect, with Republican-led legislatures pushing to enact bans in some states that have become abortion havens. A six-week ban passed in Florida in April 2023 is currently not enacted as the state Supreme Court reviews the state's abortion laws. If enacted, the ban would outlaw most abortions in the country's third-most-populous state. More restrictions in other states are almost certainly on the way.
Bonnie Berkowitz, Nick Mourtoupalas and Eugene Scott contributed to this report.
Weeks of pregnancy are calculated since the last menstrual period. Fetal viability is generally considered to be around 23 or 24 weeks, but there is no universal consensus. Life endangerment is defined differently in different states. Medical emergencies can include cases of severely compromised health, endangerment or physical health conditions.
Sources: Post reporting; Elizabeth Nash, principal policy associate for state issues at the Guttmacher Institute; Center for Reproductive Rights; Census Bureau. Edited by Kevin Uhrmacher and Peter Wallsten. Copy edited by Carey L. Biron.
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Former Milwaukee election official convicted of absentee ballot fraud
Kimberly Zapata, the city's former deputy elections director, was tried in an unusual case that pitted a self-proclaimed whistleblower against election conspiracy theorists.
By Patrick Marley | 2024-03-20

Kimberly Zapata, left, the former deputy director of the Milwaukee Election Commission, appears in court with defense attorney Daniel Adams during her jury trial in Milwaukee on Monday. (Mike De Sisti/Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel/AP) 


MADISON, Wis. -- A jury convicted a former Milwaukee election official of absentee ballot fraud and misconduct in office Wednesday in an unusual case that pitted a self-proclaimed whistleblower against election conspiracy theorists.
Kimberly Zapata, 47, served as Milwaukee's deputy elections director in 2022, when baseless claims about elections circulated among Republicans, including in the state legislature. Zapata has said the focus by some lawmakers in this critical swing state on meritless issues frustrated her and she wanted to alert them to what she viewed as a true vulnerability in Wisconsin's voting system. To do that, she has said, she generated three ballots under the names of fictitious military members and sent them to one of the legislature's leading election deniers.
No illegal votes were cast, and the lawmaker promptly reported the ballots to authorities. Zapata soon afterward was fired and charged with a felony count of misconduct in office and three misdemeanor counts of absentee ballot fraud.
A jury in Milwaukee County on Wednesday convicted Zapata after hearing two days of testimony. She faces a maximum sentence of five years in prison and a $13,000 fine.
Shortly after she was charged in November 2022, Zapata told The Washington Post she came to a "breaking point" because of false election claims and threats. She said lawmakers should look into actual problems with the state's voting system and said she wanted to make that point in "the loudest and most attention-grabbing way."
"I understand what I did was wrong, and I understand that I need consequences for it," she said in that interview. "But at the same time, I did this for the greater good. I did this for the American voters to believe in the election system again."
She described herself as a swing voter and said she did not consider herself a Republican or Democrat.
Falsehoods about elections flourished in Wisconsin after Joe Biden narrowly won the state in 2020. Republican lawmakers hired investigators who consulted with conspiracy theorists and flirted with trying to revoke the state's 10 electoral votes more than a year after the election. The lead investigator for the Republican lawmakers later acknowledged that trying to pull back the electoral votes was "a practical impossibility."
Unlike most states, Wisconsin allows military members to cast absentee ballots without registering to vote or providing proof of residency. Zapata said she saw that policy as a problem and used a state website to have three ballots sent under invented names to state Rep. Janel Brandtjen (R), who has promoted discredited theories about the 2020 election and at the time led the Wisconsin State Assembly's elections committee.
Brandtjen in a written statement this week said she had never spoken to Zapata but believed she had identified a "critical flaw" in the state's online system for requesting absentee ballots. She said she was concerned that lawmakers and the state elections commission had not done more to address the issue.
Election officials have downplayed the incident, saying they would quickly discover any instances in which large numbers of fictitious ballots were created. They have said the charges against Zapata show that such schemes don't work.
Zapata created the ballots under fake names four months after Wisconsin conservative activist Harry Wait made online requests to have ballots meant for other people sent to his home. Wait, who has been charged with two felonies and two misdemeanors, has said he was trying to expose what he considers flaws in how the state allows voters to apply for absentee ballots.
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Could Republicans blow it with bad candidates -- again?
Bernie Moreno's victory in Ohio surfaces a long history of GOP nominees who prove to be liabilities -- and might have even cost the party control of the Senate.
By Aaron Blake | 2024-03-20

Former president Donald Trump shakes hands with Senate candidate Bernie Moreno, left, at a campaign rally Saturday in Vandalia, Ohio. (Jeff Dean/AP)


Welcome to The Campaign Moment, where we're averting our gaze from the presidential election thanks to some significant developments in the battle for Congress.
(Did a friend forward this to you? If so, sign up here.)
Today, with the presidential contest effectively set, we turn more earnestly to the 2024 battle for Congress. It's a major subplot in the coming election, with Senate Democrats and House Republicans both defending razor-thin majorities.
Tuesday brought a big and potentially telling moment in that clash: Trump-backed businessman Bernie Moreno's victory in the GOP Senate primary in Ohio. He will now face Sen. Sherrod Brown (D) in one of the most fiercely contested Senate races this year.
In selecting Moreno, Ohio Republicans not only gave Donald Trump what he wanted; they also gave Democrats what they wanted. Democrats spent millions of dollars to help push Moreno over the line, believing he would be a weaker general-election opponent for Brown in a state that goes red in presidential elections.
Whether that turns out to be the case, we'll have to see. But extreme candidates have cost the GOP before, up to and potentially including Senate majorities. And there's reason to believe it could happen again.
So far this cycle, Republicans have fended off some of their more potentially problematic MAGA-aligned statewide candidates. But a few have emerged as standard-bearers in very important races -- namely: Moreno, Senate candidate Kari Lake in Arizona and North Carolina gubernatorial candidate Mark Robinson.
And even mere hours after Moreno's victory, we got some timely reminders of how much these candidates loom over -- and could hurt -- the GOP's 2024 prospects.
The reason Moreno and Lake are so significant is that their races could well determine Senate control. Republicans need to win one or two seats to recapture the upper chamber, and they're heavily favored to take one in ruby-red West Virginia. Arizona and Ohio are two of their next-best opportunities to add a potentially pivotal second pickup.
But in Ohio, Moreno has consistently run worse in general-election polls than primary opponent Matt Dolan -- by between two and seven points. Moreno also runs significantly worse than Trump; a poll released over the weekend showed Trump leading President Biden by 11 points in Ohio, but Moreno trailing Brown by 11. (Like Trump, Moreno has labeled the 2020 election "stolen" and Capitol riot defendants "political prisoners." He also in his 2022 Senate campaign supported a no-exceptions abortion ban, though he has walked that back.)
In Arizona, a poll released Wednesday showed Trump leading Biden by four points, but Lake trailing her likely Democratic competitor by two. (Lake continues to baselessly claim her loss in the 2022 Arizona governor's race resulted from a stolen election.)
The story is similar in North Carolina, which doesn't bear upon Senate control but is the marquee 2024 governor's race. There, a poll released Wednesday showed Trump leading by three points, but Robinson trailing by two. (Robinson's recent history of extreme comments and conspiracy theories has little compare even in the Trump-era GOP.)
There is limited polling in each of the above races, and there's a long time until November. But we've seen this story play out before.
Republicans lost a series of key Senate races in the 2010s thanks to flawed candidates; you might recall the likes of Christine O'Donnell, Sharron Angle, Todd Akin and Richard Mourdock.
In 2022, the GOP also ran a bunch of flawed, Trump-aligned statewide candidates who almost uniformly underperformed other Republicans. That might well have cost the party the Senate.

(Created with Datawrapper/Aaron Blake)


Lake was a case in point. A voter study after her 2022 campaign indicated she lost because lots of voters who otherwise mostly voted Republican wouldn't pull the lever for her.
And if that kind of thing happens again -- in her race or other races -- it could matter greatly.
"Not only will Moreno handily lose to Brown," said GOP operative Brittany Martinez, a former aide to the Republican National Committee and ex-House speaker Kevin McCarthy (R-Calif.), "he will be just the latest in a long list of MAGA-endorsed candidates who are incapable of winning in a general."
A Trump spokesman responded by calling Martinez a "dummy."

Republican Larry Hogan, then the outgoing governor of Maryland, is seen in Annapolis in January 2023. (Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post) 


Speaking of big news in the battle for the Senate, a new Washington Post-University of Maryland poll released Wednesday gave Republicans a shot in the arm.
It shows former Maryland governor Larry Hogan (R) leading by double digits against a pair of potential Democratic foes: 50-36 over Prince George's County Executive Angela D. Alsobrooks, and 49-37 over Rep. David Trone.
It's the first high-quality poll since Hogan announced his campaign last month, and it suggests that even deep-blue Maryland could be in play for the GOP.
This comes with some significant caveats. Yes, Hogan was a very popular, moderate governor. But we've also seen how popular governors in states that favor the other party can come up well short when the races are federal -- and the Senate candidate will be 1 of 100 votes for one side or the other.
Former Tennessee governor Phil Bredesen (D) was a popular governor before he lost by 11 points in 2018. Ditto former Hawaii governor Linda Lingle (R) in her landslide 2012 loss and former Montana governor Steve Bullock (D) in his 10-point loss in 2020.
And sure enough, while Hogan leads, the poll also shows Maryland voters prefer a Democratic-controlled Senate to a Republican one by a 55-35 margin.

Then-President Donald Trump and Joe Biden participate in the final 2020 presidential debate in Nashville. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post) 


26 percent
That's the percentage of Americans who have an unfavorable opinion of both presumptive presidential nominees, according to a new Pew Research Center poll. These are the voters known as "double-haters."
Why is that significant? It's one of the highest double-hater numbers we've seen to date, and from a very high-quality pollster. (Other recent polls have shown this contingent ranges from 17 to 24 percent of the electorate.) It also suggests the double-haters could well exceed the modern high-water mark, 2016, when exit polls showed 18 percent liked neither Trump nor Hillary Clinton.
The Pew survey showed about 4 in 10 independents and adults below the age of 30 like neither candidate.
All of which reinforces that we could be headed for a historic perceived lesser-of-two-evils election.
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Blinken begins new round of Gaza talks in Saudi Arabia 
Secretary of State Antony Blinken started on Wednesday a visit to Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Israel to discuss the future of Gaza with regional leaders. 
By Michael Birnbaum | 2024-03-20

Secretary of State Antony Blinken arrives in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, on Wednesday. (Evelyn Hockstein/Reuters)


JEDDAH, Saudi Arabia -- Secretary of State Antony Blinken on Wednesday began his sixth trip to the Middle East since the eruption of conflict between Israel and Hamas, his latest bid to compel Israel to ease its assault on the battered territory and identify a post-conflict plan that could lead to a Palestinian state.
State Department officials do not expect the brief visit -- a day in Saudi Arabia, a day in Egypt and just a few hours in Israel -- to yield major breakthroughs, but they hope to advance discussions that have consumed much of Blinken's focus for months. U.S. leaders, including President Biden, have grown sharply critical of the war's harsh toll on Gazan civilians as the White House faces domestic blowback from its management of the United States' relationship with Israel.
In Saudi Arabia, Blinken met with the country's de facto ruler, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, to discuss a plan that would normalize relations between Riyadh and Israel as part of a path toward a two-state solution. In Cairo, Blinken will meet Arab foreign ministers to negotiate how to administer Gaza after the fighting stops. And there will also be conversations about a possible cease-fire in parallel with negotiations taking place in Qatar.
Leaders will be "discussing what is the right architecture for lasting regional peace," Blinken told reporters Tuesday in Manila, part of a swing through Asia before his Mideast visit. "We've also impressed upon Israel the imperative of having a plan for Gaza for when the conflict ends."
Blinken has been working with Arab leaders since January to hammer out such a plan, which he can then present to Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in an effort to win Israeli backing for steps the Biden administration hopes can lessen the chances of a future assault by Hamas similar to its Oct. 7 attack.
Even before that attack, the Biden administration was trying to broker a deal between Israel and Saudi Arabia, a move that would be a major step toward ending Israel's isolation in the region. Saudi leaders are hoping for U.S. assistance for their civilian nuclear program in return.
U.S. diplomats now hope that the lure of Saudi normalization could be sufficiently strong for Netanyahu that it could be used as a bargaining chip to win his willingness to talk about a Palestinian state, about which he has long been skeptical.
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'Very, very troubling': Judges, lawyers flummoxed by Judge Cannon
Judge Aileen M. Cannon, who is overseeing Donald Trump's classified documents case, has raised alarms with a recent order involving the Presidential Records Act.
By Devlin Barrett, Perry Stein | 2024-03-21

Aileen M. Cannon speaks remotely during a Senate Judiciary Committee hearing on her nomination to serve as a judge of the U.S. District Court for the Southern District of Florida in 2020. (U.S. Senate/AP) 


Lawyers and former judges said they are baffled by an order issued this week by the federal judge overseeing Donald Trump's pending trial on charges that he mishandled classified documents -- and believe her instructions suggest the case will not go to trial anytime soon.
"In my 30 years as a trial judge, I have never seen an order like this," said Jeremy Fogel, who served on the federal bench in California and now runs the Berkeley Judicial Institute.
On Monday evening, U.S. District Judge Aileen M. Cannon ordered the defense lawyers and the prosecutors in the case to file submissions outlining proposed jury instructions based on two scenarios, each of which badly misstates the law and facts of the case, according to legal experts.
She has given the sides two weeks to craft jury instructions around competing interpretations of the Presidential Records Act, often referred to as the PRA. While the law says presidential records belong to the public and are to be turned over to the National Archives and Records Administration at the end of a presidency, Trump's lawyers have argued the PRA gave Trump the right to keep classified materials as his personal property.
"What she has asked the parties to do is very, very troubling," Nancy Gertner, a former federal judge in Massachusetts, said of Cannon. "She is giving credence to arguments that are on their face absurd. She is ignoring a raft of other motions, equally absurd, that are unreasonably delaying the case."
Trump's team has argued that under the PRA, he automatically designated the classified records he is accused of willfully retaining as personal documents when he removed them from the White House and took them to Mar-a-Lago, his Florida home and private club. Prosecutors and legal experts have rejected Trump's interpretation and said the former president's reading of the PRA is simply wrong.
Cannon is presiding over a case involving the first former U.S. president ever charged with a crime, and Fogel said it is not inappropriate for a judge in that situation to seek guidance. Still, he said, Cannon's order is an unusual way to sequence the legal decisions and she may be putting "the cart before the horse."
Typically, he said, judges make their rulings about the laws at the heart of the case -- and then determine jury instructions closer to trial time.
"The more innocent interpretation is that she is just trying to get a sense of what the practical implications are if she decides one way or the other on the legal issues," Fogel said. "The less charitable view is that she should decide the legal issues first and then decide how she should implement the law in the case."
Cannon held a hearing weeks ago to discuss when to schedule the trial -- one of four criminal cases Trump is facing as he again seeks the White House and has clinched enough delegates for the Republican nomination. Cannon has yet to make a decision on the trial date.
Last week's hearing focused on two requests that Trump made to dismiss the case, one based on supposed flaws in the Espionage Act and another based on what Trump lawyers claim are the sweeping powers granted to him by the PRA.
Cannon, a Trump nominee who has been on the bench since late 2020, expressed skepticism toward both claims while also suggesting they may play a meaningful role in instructing the jury at the end of the trial. She quickly ruled against Trump's claims about flaws in the Espionage Act and has yet to rule on the merits of the PRA request.
Her two-page order embraces at least the possibility that Trump's PRA claims are valid, a stance that veteran national security lawyers questioned.
"The PRA is just not relevant here in any way it all; it provides no defense. To even allow it to be argued at trial would create confusion for the jury," said Barbara McQuade, a law professor at the University of Michigan and a former U.S. attorney.
Ordinarily, a judge will take up the question of jury instructions much later in the process. McQuade called Cannon's decision to reach for those questions ahead of a slew of other pretrial motions "premature and baffling."
Cannon's order suggests that she thinks the PRA is critical to the case -- and that parts of the law are open to interpretation.
Jason R. Baron, former director of litigation at the National Archives and Records Administration, said that's just not true. He said Cannon seems to continually conflate the PRA with the Espionage Act, which makes unauthorized sharing or handling of national defense information a crime. Baron said the PRA does not influence whether someone can be prosecuted under the Espionage Act.
"There is no ambiguity that the classified documents at issue in this case are presidential records," Baron said. "He wasn't indicted because he took newspaper clippings. He was indicted because he took documents that were marked as classified."
Baron said the judge, who has not previously overseen a major national security trial, seems to be embracing a fantastical view of the law.
"Like the queen in 'Alice in Wonderland,' Judge Cannon appears to be asking the jury to believe at least two impossible things before breakfast," Baron said. "First, that a president has unfettered discretion to decide that documents marked 'top secret' are his own personal records, just because he decided to keep them for himself. And second, that a president can avoid criminal prosecution under the Espionage Act because he decided that classified records were really his under the PRA. In both cases, the judge profoundly misinterprets the law."
When Trump was indicted last year on dozens of counts of mishandling classified documents and obstructing government efforts to retrieve them, Cannon set a trial date of May 20. That date is no longer possible, given still-unresolved issues involving presenting the classified evidence in court.
Prosecutors have asked for the trial to start in early July; Trump's lawyers have argued it shouldn't begin until after the November election or, at the earliest, August.
Cannon's recent instructions seem to entertain the notion that Trump's legal interpretation of the PRA could be presented to the jury.
The appeals court above Cannon has already determined, on a separate matter that is also part of the Trump documents case, that the former president cannot declare classified documents his personal property.
Trump "does not have a possessory interest in the documents at issue, so he does not suffer a cognizable harm if the United States reviews documents he neither owns nor has a personal interest in," the appeals court found in September 2022, after Trump asked the court to appoint a special master, or a neutral arbiter, to sort through the materials the FBI had seized from Mar-a-Lago.
Cannon granted Trump's special master request, prompting an appeal from the Justice Department. An appeals court panel then resoundingly reversed her decision.
Gertner, the former federal judge, said Cannon's latest order means it is time for special counsel Jack Smith to try to get Cannon off the high-profile case -- an exceedingly rare step for any prosecutor to take. "I think that the better route is for Smith to move to recuse her now -- listing all of her rulings that make little sense, the delays, rulings so far out of the mainstream that they clearly suggest bias," Gertner said.
Other lawyers said the legal standard for recusal is so high -- not just under court rules, but also in Justice Department practice -- that any discussion of attempting to remove Cannon from the case is far-fetched. Typically, recusals occur when a judge has a close personal relationship with someone involved in a case or owns a significant amount of stock in a company involved.
"It's not enough to say this judge has ruled against my case several times, therefore they must be biased. That's not going to do it," said McQuade, the former U.S. attorney. "I'd be surprised if an effort to remove her would be successful, and that's a bad look for the government."
Veteran trial lawyers say it is not unusual for a judge to make it hard for one side to try their case -- and jurists are often, but not always, harder on defense lawyers than on prosecutors.
But in the Trump documents case, lawyers said, Smith may simply have to weather whatever legal storms Cannon creates, and be patient and confident that the evidence his team has amassed will ultimately convince a jury. That is what happened when a previous special counsel, Robert S. Mueller III, went to trial against former Trump campaign chairman Paul Manafort.
In that trial, U.S. District Judge T.S. Ellis III frequently made comments critical of the special counsel team and its handling of the case, questioning its judgment and limiting what evidence it could show the jury. Prosecutors pushed on, and Manafort was eventually convicted.
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How Texas is challenging the Biden administration on border policy
Texas Gov. Gregg Abbott has launched multiple high-profile challenges to the Biden administration's border policies. A look at the legal battles that have followed.
By Arelis R. Hernandez, Nick Miroff, Maria Sacchetti, Ann Marimow | 2024-03-20
Texas Gov. Greg Abbott (R) is clashing with the Biden administration on border policies on a number of fronts, helping to catapult the topic of illegal immigration and record crossings at the U.S.-Mexico border to the top of voters' minds ahead of the 2024 presidential election.
Several of Abbott's initiatives have triggered court battles, since border policy historically and according to the U.S. Constitution has been overwhelmingly the purview of the federal government.
Here is a look at the key Texas initiatives and where the legal challenges stand:
Operation Lone Star is Abbott's multibillion-dollar border security initiative. It has been hailed by conservatives, who praise the Texas governor for taking an aggressive approach to security, and criticized by human rights advocates.
The initiative was launched in March 2021, when Abbott declared an emergency disaster over illegal migration and cartel drug trafficking. That gave him the authority to deploy thousands of National Guard soldiers and state troopers to the border.
But the program has expanded far beyond establishing a Texas law enforcement presence on the Rio Grande. State and local law enforcement officers have been empowered to jail migrants on trespassing charges. Funds have been used to build a section of border wall. The Texas legislature has supported the operation by increasing penalties for smuggling and authorizing local police to take on immigration enforcement.
Civil rights groups asked the Justice Department to investigate OLS after thousands of migrants were locked up in special prison units and some were detained for months without being charged with a crime. Abbott frequently claims the operation is successful, pointing to migrant arrests and seized illicit narcotics.

National Guard members during a news conference along the Rio Grande to discuss Operation Lone Star and border concerns on Feb. 4 in Eagle Pass. (Eric Gay/AP)


Texas last year passed Senate Bill 4, which takes the extraordinary step of making it a state crime for migrants to cross the U.S.-Mexico border into Texas without legal documentation and authorizing Texas to deport undocumented individuals. Republicans say the law is needed because the Biden administration has been unable to stop a historic influx of migrants into this country.
But a trial judge put it on hold in late February, saying it probably violates the constitutional requirement that the federal government, not the states, regulate immigration and the border. The conservative U.S. Court of Appeals for the 5th Circuit blocked the judge's decision and said the law could take effect while the litigation continues unless the Supreme Court intervened. 
On March 19, a divided Supreme Court said the law could take effect for now, with two justices in the majority urging the 5th Circuit to quickly decide whether to allow the law to remain in effect while appeals continue. The 5th Circuit then scheduled a hearing on the matter, and -- hours after the law took effect -- blocked it again until they issue a decision. 
The rural border city of Eagle Pass has become the epicenter of the state's aggressive border security stand in defiance of the federal government. Since 2021, it has seen a significant uptick in migration across its relatively shallow section of the Rio Grande.
In response, the governor has taken measures to discourage migrants. First, troops unspooled razor wire and deployed river buoys (more on that below). Then in January, the Texas National Guard took over a municipal park, blocking border agents from the riverfront. Authorities from other Republican states have sent troops to help patrol. Plans are also in the works to create an 80-acre operating base.
Some residents are frustrated by the state's takeover, but local elected officials have voted repeatedly to allow for Texas's gradual militarization of its border.
Abbott last year lined the banks of the Rio Grande near Eagle Pass with razor wire to try to block illegal entries from Mexico. The federal government says the sharp barriers have maimed and bloodied migrants at several locations and pose a hazard to U.S. Border Patrol agents, while also preventing them from reaching migrants who have already entered U.S. territory. Under U.S. immigration law, anyone who reaches U.S. soil has the right to seek asylum here.
Texas sued the Biden administration to prevent border agents from removing or cutting the wire barriers, and a district judge sided with Texas, finding that the barriers limit illegal crossings, which impose costs on the state. But the lower court denied the state's request to block Border Patrol agents from accessing the international border or disturbing the barrier while the litigation continued.
Texas appealed that ruling to the 5th Circuit, which issued a temporary order prohibiting Border Patrol agents from cutting, damaging or moving the barriers. The Supreme Court, however, sided with the Biden administration, saying border agents may remove the barriers as needed until their legality is resolved in court.

People wade past buoys that were constructed to deter migrant crossings through the Rio Grande, as they look for an opening in the razor wire near Eagle Pass in July 2023. (Adrees Latif/Reuters)


The Texas governor's decision to bus thousands of migrants north to Democratically led cities like New York, Washington and Chicago is perhaps his most nationally visible border initiative.
Since April 2022, Texas has bused more than 100,000 migrants to at least six cities, according to the governor's office. Initially, organizations that help migrants welcomed the free rides. Most migrants released from Border Patrol custody do not plan to stay in Texas border communities.
But the large number is putting a strain even on cities like New York that have traditionally prided themselves as being receptors of immigrants from around the world. Many of the migrants are initially unable to work as their asylum applications are processed. Residents in several cities have protested letting migrants shelter in their communities. Elected leaders claim the costs of caring for immigrants is imperiling their budgets.
The busing has helped catapult the border crisis into a major election year issue and tested the generosity of "sanctuary cities."

Davianni Hernandez, 4, eats donated candy in Washington in August 2022. Abbott decided to bus migrants from Texas to Washington and other northern cities to draw attention to President Biden's border policies. (Sarah L. Voisin/The Washington Post)
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We'll soon find out the true value of real estate agents
The value of real estate brokerage services has been dropping for more than a century. Only the price has remained high.
By Megan McArdle | 2024-03-21

(Worawee Meepian/iStock)


How much do you value the services of a real estate agent?
This might be a question you've never bothered to ask. According to the National Association of Realtors (NAR), about 90 percent of buyers and sellers used an agent last year, and mostly, that decision was probably automatic. Sellers needed them to get their homes on the Multiple Listing Service (MLS), a database of properties for sale that brokerages operate jointly. And buyers -- well, maybe they haven't needed agents in these days of Zillow and Redfin, but why not use them? After all, it costs them nothing, because the seller pays the fee.
But this arrangement has long been riddled with conflicts of interest and opportunities for collusion -- which is one reason that Americans have been paying some of the highest real estate commissions in the world, typically about 6 percent split between the buyer's and seller's agents. Eventually, this invited lawsuits, and last year a Missouri jury thwacked NAR with a $1.8 billion verdict. Last week, apparently fearing more and worse to come, NAR announced a $418 million settlement that theoretically could radically change the way this market operates -- by making it easier for sellers to negotiate fees and forcing buyers' agents to work for their own clients, rather than for the sellers.
I say "theoretically" because, although for decades regulators and courts have been cracking down on too-cozy arrangements between real estate agents, the agents, with the enterprising spirit for which American business is so justly famed, kept finding new ways to maintain high fees. This could happen again. Yet the changes are substantial enough that it seems possible that this settlement will fundamentally alter how things are done. In which case Americans will have to ask themselves something they should have asked decades ago: How much is a real estate agent worth to you?
The answer, I'm confident, will be less than 6 percent.
Arguably, the value of brokerage services has been dropping since NAR was founded in 1908. Just imagine how hard it would have been to buy or sell a house without an agent when buyers and sellers had no easy way to know which properties were available, which neighborhoods might be appealing, how much houses usually sold for or whether a place you saw advertised was something you'd actually be interested in.
Since then, the MLS has made the market more transparent and efficient, and agents deserve credit for creating it. But the advent of automobiles made it easier for buyers to zip from open house to open house, and photographs enable them to rule out properties before visiting them -- without needing an agent to help narrow their choices. And now the internet has changed the game entirely. Today, home buyers go online to see detailed photos, virtual tours and every home's past sales history. The internet also instantly delivers other data that brokers might once have offered: neighborhood crime rates, schools, problem residents, coming local developments, what nearby houses have sold for.
This is not to say buyers' agents are useless -- they can let buyers into houses, help them fill out paperwork, make sure the termite inspection happens and hold people's hands through the biggest transactions of their lives. But if I imagine how much I'd personally be willing to pay for these services, it's somewhere between $500 and $2,000. Today, an agent who finds a buyer a $500,000 home typically collects many times that amount.
Sellers' agents potentially add much more value than that through expert staging, price setting, marketing and negotiation. But that potential is not always realized.
Many sellers find their brokers by getting recommendations from friends, which probably selects for amiability, rather than skill. Research suggests that brokers often underprice homes, either by mistake or because it's in their interest to sell houses quickly and move on to the next deal instead of waiting for top dollar. When real estate agents sell their own homes, they take a few more days to sell, but for 3.7 percent more, a 2005 study from economists Steven D. Levitt and Chad Syverson found. According to a study from 2012, which looked at a market where the listing service was unbundled from other services such as marketing and negotiation, and many sellers didn't use agents, adding a broker to the transaction reduced the selling price by 5.9 to 7.7 percent, suggesting that without the value of MLS access, those brokers were worse than useless.
These studies are a bit dated, and of course there's a lot of variance in agent performance; the best might add value for their clients, and the worst might subtract it. If this settlement shakes the lower-performing agents out of the market, this could be good for customers and the better realtors -- and maybe even justify some sizeable fees.
Still, it's hard to believe that brokers have on average grown vastly more useful or skilled since then. Rather, the internet keeps giving sellers more data and better tools to perform the functions that brokers once did. So it's probably still true that the greatest value most agents offer is access to the MLS and the buyers who come through it. And it is also undoubtedly true that this service could be provided for considerably less than 6 percent of the sale price of your home.
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The deadliest infectious disease isn't a science problem. It's a money problem.
March 24 is designated for raising global awareness about tuberculosis, a disease that kills 1.3 million people annually, even though it's curable. 
By John Green | 2024-03-21

A chest X-ray shows a tuberculosis infection. (iStock) (Stockdevil/iStock)


John Green is the author of several books, including "The Fault in Our Stars" and "The Anthropocene Reviewed," and is a longtime supporter of Partners in Health.
Last year, my brother, Hank, was diagnosed with a cancer called Hodgkin lymphoma. Hodgkin is usually curable -- with proper treatment, five-year survival rates are about 90 percent -- but still, the experience was terrifying. My little brother is 43. He has a young kid. The world needs him here. I need him here.
After four months of grueling treatment, Hank was declared to be in remission. The hope and expectation is that his cancer is cured and that he will go on and live a long life.
Now consider that, like Hodgkin lymphoma, tuberculosis is also generally curable. And it's the world's deadliest infectious disease. In 2022, TB killed 1.3 million people, according to the World Health Organization -- more than covid-19 or malaria or HIV. Each week, 25,000 people die of TB, a bacterial infection that primarily attacks the lungs.
TB is not easy to cure -- the best standard of care requires between four and nine months of antibiotics taken daily -- but neither is Hodgkin lymphoma. In fact, my brother's cancer was vastly more expensive and complex to cure than TB is, and yet the cost of TB diagnosis and treatment is central to why the disease remains so deadly.
Of the 10 million people who will become sick with tuberculosis this year, between 3 million and 4 million will go undiagnosed, often dying before they can get an accurate test. Fortunately, GeneXpert tests, made by the company Cepheid (a subsidiary of the conglomerate Danaher), can reliably determine within two hours if a patient has TB. A second cartridge can test for what is called XDR-TB, or extensively drug-resistant tuberculosis, a more complex condition that is nonetheless curable if properly diagnosed.
Testing for XDR-TB is particularly important because drug-resistant TB is a huge threat to global health. Carole D. Mitnick, a professor of global health at Harvard Medical School, told me that for every person with a drug-resistant strain that goes undiagnosed, there are as many as 30 simmering cases of XDR-TB waiting to boil over. And so these GeneXpert testing machines are critical both for saving lives now and for reducing the future burden of TB.
There's just one problem, as a lab tech in Sierra Leone once succinctly explained to me: "The tests are great. If only we could afford them."
I think of that predicament in Sierra Leone -- and many other places in the world desperate for help with TB -- when I reflect on how fortunate my brother was when he fell ill. Hank's family and friends and community rallied around him. People brought food. They knitted hats that he could wear during chemo. His colleagues came together to ensure the companies he founded would thrive in his absence.
It was the hardest thing I've ever gone through, so I can hardly imagine what it was like for him, but when we'd talk each day, he would tell me about how the whole experience reminded him of the good humans can do and how good humans can be. I share his faith in humanity, which is why I believe the humans who work at Danaher can be persuaded to lower their margins to increase sales and improve the overall quality of human life.
When it comes to selling their tests for tuberculosis and other infectious diseases, such as AIDS, Danaher has touted its profit strategy to shareholders:  "We have a razor blade business model in mission-critical applications," as CEO Rainer Blair put it in January. Razor companies make a slim profit on the handle itself and then charge exorbitantly for replacement blades. That's also the printer/ink approach. And it's Danaher's: Make the GeneXpert machines relatively affordable, hike the price of test cartridges.

A relative adjusts the oxygen mask of a tuberculosis patient in Hyderabad, India, in 2018. (Mahesh Kumar A./AP photo)


Last year, Danaher and its subsidiary Cepheid pledged to no longer profit in poor countries from the sale of their standard TB cartridge. That was a big step forward that will allow millions more people to access testing. But the companies still charge almost $8 for the standard cartridge, which they say is "at cost," but Doctors Without Borders estimates is nearly a 40 percent markup. Cepheid charges almost $15 -- or more than 300 percent more than the cost of production, Doctors Without Borders says -- for every XDR-TB test cartridge.
Danaher deserves to be rewarded for developing these tests -- and I'm glad they have been rewarded. But there is plenty of profit to be made in high-income countries from the company's GeneXpert machines, testing for a variety of illnesses, including TB (which still sickens around 8,000 people per year in the United States), without sapping the very limited resources of the poorest people on Earth.
Note, too, that in developing this technology, Danaher and Cepheid received over $250 million in public funding, according to a 2021 study. Much of that support came from taxpayers like you and me. The public has the right to expect that its contributions are put to the maximum public good.
Lowering the price of these tests to $5 would save hundreds of thousands of lives over the next decade. That Danaher last year, bowing to criticism, budged on its pricing for the standard TB test was an indication it knows what the right thing to do would be. Some polite but impassioned encouragement -- from the public and perhaps from Danaher employees too -- for the company to go the rest of the way might be very helpful.
My brother and I talk every day, which means I'm reminded every day how lucky I am to speak with him, laugh with him and learn from him. He is my little brother, but I've long looked up to Hank and relied upon his advice.
Curing his cancer reflected decades of work on discovering and improving treatments funded by both public and private investment, and curing him demanded both human expertise and technology. But, of course, it was a good investment because Hank is here with me. He will, I hope and expect, be here with us for a long time.
How can we tell people living with TB that they don't deserve similarly conscientious care? The world's deadliest disease is curable, and the first step toward treatment is making sure that the millions of people who would otherwise go undiagnosed have access to affordable TB tests.
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'The beast of angry American women': 3 columnists on the new abortion politics
In the pilot episode of "Impromptu," the new podcast from Post Opinions, three columnists talk about abortion before its return to the Supreme Court next week.
By Ruth Marcus, Alexandra Petri, Amanda Ripley | 2024-03-21
In the pilot episode of "Impromptu," our new podcast, three Post Opinions columnists -- Ruth Marcus, Alexandra Petri and Amanda Ripley -- got together to discuss the politics of abortion in post-Dobbs America. An edited excerpt of their conversation is below.
Use the audio player or The Post's "Impromptu" podcast feed to listen to the entire conversation.
Amanda Ripley: Next week, the Supreme Court is hearing arguments over mifepristone, sometimes referred to as the abortion pill. It's the first time they'll take up the topic since Dobbs, the case that overturned Roe v. Wade back in June 2022. Ruth, can you talk a bit about the stakes in this case? What could actually happen here?
Ruth Marcus: Well, what could happen and what I think will happen are probably two different things. In the what could happen part, the stakes are huge because more than half of abortions now are performed through mifepristone and a combination of two drugs, actually, and they're what's called medication abortion. So the medical procedure has become, "take a series of pills" procedure. You can do it in the privacy of your own home.
The justices are not going to take this drug off the market. But even the chances that they're going to roll back the availability of the medication to where it was back in 2016 are low.
Alexandra Petri: It's sort of terrifying, honestly. I'm scared. I was born in an era where just the fact that I was a person who would have the full protection of the law, and could do anything that anyone else could do, felt like a given. And now it's like, oh, in fact, arbitrarily your rights will get taken away.
Ripley: It's almost like you've fallen down a very deep well and you're having to scream for help, in a way that you didn't expect. Is that right?
Petri: Yeah. Not having fallen down a deep well, I can't speak to that from my own personal experience. But I imagine it would be like falling down a deep well.
Ripley: I do want to talk also about the politics of this. So far it seems like the Dobbs decision has driven more support for abortion. And so, therefore, it has become a political loser, right, for Republicans?
Marcus: You're talking to somebody who could not have been more massively and gratifyingly wrong about the impact of Dobbs. As I started my career and watched abortion politics develop, it was always clear that abortion was a very motivating force for Republican voters, and not very much of a motivating force at all for Democratic voters. And then Dobbs happened.
I did not expect the beast of angry American women and angry voters generally, but a lot of women voters, both Democrat and Republican and independent, to be energized by this. But it turns out: Hello ... completely obvious. If you take a right away from someone that they have always been told that they have through their entire adult life -- and it affects them or it affects their children or it affects their wives -- they are, many of them, very unhappy about this.
Would the justices -- justices like, for example, Brett Kavanaugh -- have ruled the way he ruled in Dobbs as quickly, if he realized it was going to have the political awakening that it turns out to have had? That is cold comfort to women in states like Texas or Alabama or Louisiana or many other places where abortion is unavailable. But it is giving great comfort, and I think appropriately so, to Democrats who did very well with this issue in 2022 and are going to use it for all it's worth in 2024.
Listen to the full conversation here:
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New York judge's ruling on evidence couldn't have gone worse for Trump
Justice Merchan's ruling indicates that for him, many Trump defenses aren't legitimate legal arguments.
By Jennifer Rubin | 2024-03-21

A view of Judge Juan M. Merchan's seat in the Manhattan Criminal Courthouse in New York on March 12. (Brendan McDermid/Reuters)


Four-time indicted former president Donald Trump suffered arguably his worst loss(es) in any criminal matter this week when, in his New York trial for alleged falsification of business records, Judge Juan M. Merchan ruled against him in virtually all of his motions to exclude evidence. By contrast, the judge largely granted Manhattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg's motions to exclude evidence for trial that Trump believed might be exculpatory. That does not bode well for Trump's chances to avoid conviction when the case goes to trial, likely in a few weeks.
Trump, for example, moved to exclude testimony of former fixer Michael Cohen on the grounds Cohen is "a liar." The court rebuked this desperate move: "This Court has been unable to locate any treatise, statute, or holding from courts in this jurisdiction, or others, that support Defendant's rationale that a prosecution witness should be kept off the witness stand because his credibility has been previously called into question." Trump's lawyers can cross-examine Cohen at trial.
Trump also tried to keep back evidence of his intent to influence the 2016 election (a material part of Bragg's case) and his intent to defraud. Having already ruled on these issues, Merchan scolded Trump's counsel: "Rearguing this Court's prior rulings in this manner is procedurally and professionally inappropriate and a waste of this Court's valuable resources." These motions were denied.
Trump also wanted to exclude evidence regarding a meeting in which Cohen, Trump and David Pecker (onetime head of American Media Inc.) discussed the "catch and kill" scheme to keep evidence of Trump's sexual transgressions from voters. Since this evidence is directly germane to the issue of Trump's intent to defraud, this motion also failed.
Merchan rebuffed Trump's attempt to block the testimony of two people with damaging stories to tell about him. While excluding any of the lurid details of Trump's interaction with them, Merchan nevertheless found: "The steps taken to secure the stories of [Dino] Sajudin and [Karen] McDougal complete the narrative of the agreement ... stemming the flow of negative information that could circulate about Defendant before it reaches the public eye." He continued, "Locating and purchasing the information from [Stormy] Daniels not only completes the narrative of events that precipitated the falsification of business records but is also probative of the Defendant's intent." Evidence of Daniels's polygraph test was excluded (although there is no indication Bragg intended to use it).
Likewise, the judge rejected Trump's effort to exclude evidence including the "Access Hollywood" tape (the scandal that precipitated Trump's effort to silence other women), Trump's violation of federal campaign finance law (one rationale for elevating the crimes to felonies), Cohen's guilty plea (although it cannot be used to prove Trump's intent) and classification of the hush money as "promotional" expenses for AMI. Merchan also rejected Trump's attempt to reargue that he and his organization were distinct entities.
Most important, Merchan refused to exclude more than 100 Trump statements since these can be classified as "admissions against interest." Despite Trump's plea, he will also allow in Allen Weisselberg's notes, if the prosecutor shows they are business records.
In sum, the lion's share of the evidence that Trump views as damaging will be heard by the jury. This underscores the quantity and strength of the facts that implicate Trump. It surely explains why he has been desperate to avoid trial.
Even worse for Trump, the judge granted the prosecutor's key motions to exclude evidence and arguments that Trump hoped would sway the jury in his favor. Merchan knocked out most of Trump expert Bradley Smith's potential testimony. "The People's motion is granted to the extent that Smith may not testify as a lay (fact) witness; offer opinion testimony regarding the interpretation and application of federal campaign finance laws and how they relate to the facts in the instant matter, nor may Smith testify or offer an opinion as to whether the alleged conduct in this case does or does not constitute a violation of the Federal Election Campaign Act." (He can testify generally about what the law does.)
In addition, Trump will not get to introduce evidence that the Southern District of New York prosecutors and the Federal Election Commission declined to bring charges against him. Nor will he get to air his complaint about "selective prosecution" (a favorite excuse from Trump, who whines he is singled out by left-wing prosecutors). He will be barred from offering hearsay evidence about federal prosecutors' opinions about Cohen's credibility and from presenting evidence in support of a "reliance on counsel" (or "presence of counsel") defense. The judge reserved for later the determination as to whether to admit evidence of Trump's efforts to intimidate and harass witnesses as "consciousness of guilt."
It is hard to see how the proceedings could have gone any worse for Trump (although some issues regarding "prior bad acts" were reserved for trial). Although commentators critical of Bragg knocked his case as "novel" or doubted he could introduce evidence of violation of federal campaign, Merchan found otherwise. Merchan's orders confirm that this in many ways is potentially a traditional white-collar crime, in which falsification in furtherance of other crimes elevates the charges to felonies. The upshot is that Bragg will get to put on his case with evidence he thinks will support a guilty verdict. The jury will not hear some of Trump's familiar excuses.
Merchan showed himself to be a serious judge who will not indulge Trump's antics nor allow the trial to devolve into a spectacle. The case will be tried on straightforward law, and on the mound of evidence Bragg has accumulated. Based on these rulings, Trump should be quaking in his boots.
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A Russian Nobel laureate, living on a knife's edge
Dmitry Muratov won the 2021 Nobel Peace Prize as editor of Russia's last truly free newspaper. He remains in Moscow, outspoken, forthright and free -- for now.
By Lee Hockstader | 2024-03-21

Dmitry Muratov, then-editor of Novaya Gazeta, sits in Moscow City Court during an appeal of a ruling against the newspaper on Feb. 7, 2023. (AP) (AP)


GENEVA -- For years before he won the Nobel Peace Prize, in 2021, Russian editor Dmitry Muratov -- bluff, bearded, Hemingway-esque -- was routinely described as a burly man. These days he is nearly gaunt, having shed 45 pounds and sworn off liquor for as long as war rages in Ukraine, a sobriety program that seems durable.
Muratov, 62, is living on a knife's edge in the vanishing space between inspirational bravery and futile resistance in Russia. His courage is indisputable; he has been physically assaulted and, his associates tell me, he is frequently threatened. Still, he speaks out. Yet the tangible effect of his or anyone's dissent is muted amid Russian President Vladimir Putin's flood tide of despotism.
How can even the most forthright and righteous voice make a difference in a country where public opinion is becoming irrelevant?
In his Nobel acceptance speech in Oslo, Muratov noted that Russian journalists, though "going through a dark valley," remained the "antidote against tyranny." A few months later, soon after Putin's full-scale invasion of Ukraine, tyranny came calling. As Muratov rode a train in Russia, an attacker splashed his face with acetone-laced red paint, an assault that U.S. officials said was conducted by Russian intelligence. "Muratov," cried the assailant, "here's one for our boys" -- apparently a reference to Russian soldiers fighting in Ukraine.
Six journalists from Muratov's newspaper, Novaya Gazeta, have been murdered, including the crusading reporter Anna Politkovskaya, executed at her Moscow apartment building in 2006 with a pistol shot to the head. It was them to whom Muratov dedicated his Nobel.
Novaya Gazeta's publishing license has been rescinded. The paper's website is blocked in Russia, though it can be accessed online by Russian readers using VPNs. And in September, Muratov was designated as Russia's 665th "foreign agent," in effect branded as a traitor along with more than 100 other Russian journalists. He stepped down last year as Novaya Gazeta's chief editor, a position he had held for most of the 30 years since he helped found the paper.
Nonetheless, Muratov remains in Moscow, where he is the most prominent dissident who has managed to escape sudden death or imprisonment.
He is loath to discuss his personal safety. But he remains outspoken, as I found while interviewing him this month in Switzerland. He was attending the International Film Festival and Forum on Human Rights in Geneva, where he appeared at the preview of a documentary, "Of Caravan and the Dogs," in which he features prominently. (Another documentary about him, "The Price of Truth," was issued last year.)
Muratov insisted that Russia's deepening darkness will give way, eventually, to a new day. "Putin's generation will get older, even as they search for the secret of immortality, like all rulers who think things will collapse without them," he told me. "They will go, and this new younger generation is great -- it is free, it is empathetic, it is professional and creative."
Yet Muratov can have no illusions that the Nobel shields him from Putin's predations. Last month, a Russian court imposed a 21/2-year prison sentence on Oleg Orlov, the 70-year-old co-chair of the Russian human rights group Memorial, which won the Nobel Peace Prize a year after Muratov did. Muratov testified at Orlov's trial, having failed to persuade him to drop his appeal and leave the country.
"I told him not to give them a chance of victory, that he was needed in freedom," Muratov told me. "I said I didn't want him to be a victim. And he said, 'I'm not a victim, I'm just going to jail.'"
In the final months before charismatic Russian opposition figure Alexei Navalny died in an Arctic detention camp in February, he organized an online survey asking who might lead the resistance to Putin's regime. The results from nearly 50,000 respondents, released in November by Navalny's team, show Muratov among the most popular options.
Muratov admired Navalny's creative political theatrics in mocking the regime and exposing its extravagant corruption, and testified for Navalny in his prison trial last year. But he has never aspired to a role like Navalny's -- he remains a journalist, not a provocateur, and has made no attempt to organize a political opposition.
But by denouncing the war in Ukraine as a futile bloodbath, by insisting that most Russians want it to end, by shining a light on the swelling roster of the regime's victims beaten, persecuted or jailed, Muratov's message registers with other Russians dismayed or disgusted by the regime's immorality. It is a reminder that they are not alone, even as the state tightens its vise on what can be publicly expressed.
That message is psychologically important in Russian society, where politics is too dangerous for open discussion. It might not topple tyranny, but it can have the subversive effect of piercing the miasma of official propaganda, which, along with Putin's make-believe "reelection," aims to convince Russians that support for the regime is all but universal.
"Propaganda means to convince people that their dissident thoughts are shared by no one, that they must remain unspoken," said Kirill Martynov, chief editor of a reconstituted, European edition of Novaya Gazeta, produced by the newspaper's staff who fled into exile in Latvia after Putin's invasion of Ukraine two years ago. The result, he told me, "is that people feel alone" and "don't trust each other."
The other, possible effect of dissidents such as Muratov is to warn the regime that its scope for cruelty might be finite -- even if Putin thinks things are going his way or that Russia's interests and his are indistinguishable. As Sergei Guriev, a Russian economist in exile who is provost at France's Sciences Po university told me: "What prevents things from getting worse even faster is Putin understanding that there are many who oppose him."
For now, Muratov does what he can for the hundreds convicted on political charges, often for the most trivial infractions. A recent issue of Novaya Gazeta was dedicated almost entirely to those prisoners of conscience, jailed by courts weaponized to suppress any utterance at odds with the regime's suffocating lies: The grocer who got 18 months for taping antiwar slogans to the window of his shop. The Moscow city council member serving seven years for criticizing the war in Ukraine. The cancer-stricken activist sentenced to 71/2 years for his antiwar Facebook posts.
Muratov tests his own room for maneuvering repeatedly. He has appeared as a spectator and witness for dissidents at their trials, including that of Vladimir Kara-Murza, a contributing Post columnist jailed two years ago. And a few months after he was awarded the Nobel, which he shared with Filipino editor Maria Ressa, Muratov sold his medal at auction, where an anonymous buyer paid the staggering sum of $103.5 million. Muratov donated the money to UNICEF for children from Ukraine and elsewhere driven from their homes by violence.
Muratov's frank warnings about Russia's darkening future, including the encroachment of fascist ideology and prospects that the government will use nuclear weapons, is matched by his frustration with the West. He singles out its complicity in filling Putin's coffers before the war when Europe, ignoring the Kremlin's growing repression, was content to live off cheap Russian energy. And he strikes a cynical note now about the West's capacity for resignation in the face of setbacks in Ukraine, and its passivity as Putin snuffs out the remaining embers of civil liberty.
"Where is the West's support for political prisoners?" he demanded. "Where is the antiwar or pro-peace movement?"
Instead, he said, "what do we have? 'Oh, Putin is winning!' But who invested all that money in Russia? So now the Russian army is learning from its mistakes, Putin is sticking hard to his position and [the West] just tells Ukraine, 'We are getting tired of this story, we waited for your victory but it didn't happen, so let's go home.' That is what is happening."
Muratov's warning is worth heeding in Washington and European capitals. He should be heard, for as long as it's possible to hear him.
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Will Mexico's president change the course of U.S. elections?
If Lopez Obrador is playing with immigration to pressure Biden, Mexico is likely to suffer.
By Eduardo Porter | 2024-03-21

Migrants who entered the United States from Mexico are lined up for processing by U.S. Customs and Border Protection in 2023 in Eagle Pass, Texas. (Eric Gay/AP photo)


In December, the Mexican migration authority said it had run out of money and stopped deporting migrants moving through the country. It also stopped flying them from Mexico's northern border to the interior of the country. Coincidentally, perhaps, migrant encounters with U.S. agents at the border with Mexico surged  over 300,000, the highest monthly tally on record.
Homeland Security Secretary Alejandro Mayorkas and Secretary of State Antony Blinken had barely returned from Christmas break when they were dispatched to plead with Mexican President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador on Dec. 27. And on the 30th, the Mexican government found the cash to start moving migrants away from the U.S. border again.
AMLO, as the Mexican president is known, took the opportunity to lay down some demands: an end to the Cuba embargo, removal of all U.S. sanctions against Venezuela, the legalization of some 10 million unauthorized immigrants living in the United States, and $20 billion for countries in the region. He forgot to ask for a unicorn.
Still, Washington exhaled: In January, migrant encounters with the U.S. Border Patrol plunged.
President Biden's caution with his demanding counterpart south of the border has been, let's say, uncharacteristic for the United States. Washington has said next to nothing about Lopez Obrador's campaign to dismantle the institutions underpinning Mexico's young democracy or anything about the military's encroachment on civilian life. Issues of direct national importance -- the flow of fentanyl over the border, Mexico's nationalist energy policy likely in breach of agreements with the United States -- have elicited little more than a polite suggestion from Washington to reconsider.
The reason, of course, is immigration: AMLO finds himself in control of the most powerful political narrative in Washington, one that could determine the presidential election in November.
As presidential elections approach in both Mexico (June) and the United States (November), some Mexican critics are voicing concerns that AMLO might be playing with the migration valve to warn Washington about the potential consequences of saying anything mean about his, say, questionable tactics to ensure a win for his handpicked successor, Claudia Sheinbaum.
It's not unreasonable for Washington to fear AMLO might be willing to play with the migration valve to favor Donald Trump, for whom the Mexican president has expressed some inexplicable affinity. Few things would hurt Biden more than an October migration surprise.
"Mexico's changes in migration policy have an inevitable political impact in the U.S.," noted Tonatiuh Guillen Lopez, who headed Mexico's National Institute of Migration in the early years of Lopez Obrador's administration. "It would be innocent to think Mexico doesn't know this."
In 2022, Mexico returned, on average, more than 10,000 migrants per month to the countries of their origin. In 2023, the average dropped to 4,500, less than 7 percent of migrants encountered by the authorities. In December, Mexico returned only 378.
Whatever Lopez Obrador is thinking, though, Biden's vulnerability to Mexico's migration policies is Washington's own fault -- a predictable consequence of outsourcing migration control to Mexico. It is hardly crazy that Mexico's president would deploy what leverage he has to ensure some favorable political outcome. The United States has played that game for years. What is preposterous is that the U.S. political system (here's looking at you, Speaker Mike Johnson) would expose the United States to this kind of manipulation.
Biden is to be commended for refraining from using the hardball tactics of his predecessor, who threatened Mexico with tariffs unless it kept Central American migrants south of the border. But Biden failed to do anything else, perhaps believing that goodwill would seal a deal on its own.
Cruel as it may seem, migrants make for powerful weapons. Think of the Mariel boatlift of 1980, when Fidel Castro opened the door for an exodus of disillusioned Cubans toward Miami, partly to get rid of them and partly to buy leverage with President Jimmy Carter.
President Nicolas Maduro has tried to extract political gain from millions  of desperate Venezuelans fleeing oppression and destitution, many hoping to make a life in the United States. President Daniel Ortega opened Nicaragua to serve as a transit point for hundreds of thousands of migrants hoping to reach the  United States from as far away as former Soviet republics, mainly to poke Washington in the eye.
While there is no obvious fix, there are a few things Washington could do to meet the moment. Number one would be to ensure the swift processing of asylum applications. This alone would establish that the United States will offer safe harbor to those who need it while dispelling the idea, held by many migrants across the hemisphere, that asylum offers an open door to everybody.
Washington should also reconsider limits on work-related visas, opening a wider door for migrants seeking a more prosperous life. Critically, it should engage with neighboring countries  to share the burden -- and the opportunity -- carried by hundreds of thousands of migrants moving to improve their lot wherever they land.
While the United States reconsiders its immigration policy, it might also make sense for Mexico to think hard about its goals and strategy. Donald Trump benefits from the immigration mess -- so much so that he single-handedly turned House Republicans against bipartisan legislation that took a small step toward establishing order at the border. He would be delighted by an October migration surprise.
AMLO might very well like that too. Trump's no-nonsense transactional style seems to suit him. Both share an undisguised contempt for democratic institutions constraining their power. Democrats may remember President Lopez Obrador's words to President Trump soon after winning  the Mexican election in June 2018: "We managed to put our voters and citizens at the center and displace the political establishment." The "establishment" was them.
From where I sit, though, another Trump administration, complete with arbitrary import tariffs, mass deportations and concentration camps for migrants, looks like a disaster for Mexico. Whomever  Mexicans elect come June -- AMLO's chosen candidate Sheinbaum looks like the lucky one -- would have to live with the consequences.
There is an old analysis sitting in the CIA archives that notes Castro stopped the Mariel exodus when he saw the political damage it inflicted on  Carter and the boost it gave to the candidacy of Ronald Reagan, "who is viewed with grim foreboding in Havana." It was too late. Reagan won. And the 125,000 Cubans that made their way to Miami turned Florida, and American politics, even more hostile toward the island.
Sheinbaum might want to have a conversation with her patron about the substantial risks that can flow from the migration authority running out of money.
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Fox News aired a sponsored prayer! Here's the one it should do next. 
"Our Father," brought to you by 23andMe!
By Alexandra Petri | 2024-03-21

Prayer, brought to you by Panera! (iStock) 


So, apparently, Fox News is airing sponsored prayers now! "Fox and Friends" started its Sunday morning program with a special Lenten prayer -- brought to viewers by the prayer app Hallow!
As an Episcopalian, I suppose all my prayers have been sponsored by King Henry VIII for hundreds of years, but this is still wild to me. As long as we are letting sponsors lead us in prayer, I have some more suggestions for possible backers. (This feels like the kind of concept that your youth pastor thought would make a funny chain email in 2008, but ... I'm not above it.)
And you don't even need to write any new prayers! You could probably get north of a dozen different sponsors for the Lord's Prayer alone:
"Our Father, who" -- sponsored by 23andMe!
"Art in Heaven" -- Etsy.com
"Hallowed be Thy Name" -- Spirit Halloween
"Thy Kingdom come" -- Burger King
"Thy will be done" -- TrustandWill.com! ("Life decisions don't have to come with headaches.")
"On earth as it is in heaven" -- Boeing
"Give us this day our daily bread" -- Panera
"And forgive us our debts" -- the Trump campaign
"As we forgive our debtors" -- NOT the Trump campaign
"And lead us not" -- anti-Biden PAC
"into temptation" -- Temptations Creamy Puree cat treats
"but deliver us" -- UPS
"from evil" -- X.com
"for Thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever and ever, ahhh" -- unfortunately, the Trump campaign again
"men" -- Grindr
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My brother isn't permitted to read his own story. That's a remnant of slavery. 
Prisons censor what inmates can read, a throwback to when it was a crime to teach enslaved people to read.
By Deborah G. Plant | 2024-03-21
Deborah G. Plant is an independent scholar and author of "Of Greed and Glory."
My brother Bobby is not allowed to read the Black history that he is integrally a part of, a history that is presented in a book that he, himself, helped write.
I've sent my brother many books over the years, with the help of various bookstore owners (since books sent from residential addresses are not allowed in the prison where he is incarcerated). He received and read every one -- except the last one, the recently published "Of Greed and Glory," the one that documents his voice. That one was banned.
For nearly 25 years, my brother has been behind bars in the Louisiana State Penitentiary in Angola, the largest maximum-security prison in the nation. "Of Greed and Glory: In Pursuit of Freedom For All," recounts his story, in the context of the larger story of America's "peculiar institution" of slavery and its contemporary iteration as America's mass incarceration system.
Many of the issues roiling American society today -- the banning of books, magazines, newspapers and music, the outlawing of the freedom to read and write and listen, the censoring of educational materials while criminalizing educators and librarians, and repressing speech -- have roots in the anti-literacy laws of colonial slaveholding America.
For instance, Section 45 of the 1740 Negro Act of South Carolina declared that as "the having of slaves taught to write, or suffering them to be employed in writing, may be attended with great inconveniences; Be it therefore enacted ... That all and every person and persons whatsoever, who shall hereinafter teach or cause any slave or slaves to be taught, to write, or shall use or employ any slave as a scribe in any manner of writing whatsoever ... shall, for every such offense, forfeit the sum of one hundred pounds." A more comprehensive 1833 Alabama statute declared that anyone found guilty of attempting "to teach any free person of color, or slave, to spell, read or write," would be fined $250 to $500.
Anti-literacy laws exemplify some of the "badges and incidents of slavery" (as the Supreme Court put it in 1883) that served not only to keep Black people disempowered, stigmatized, marginalized and "in due subjection and obedience" to all White people; but also to intimidate antislavery and anti-racist White persons into abandoning the cause of universal freedom, justice and Black sovereignty. But, in the main, anti-literacy laws were instituted to uphold a White-elite and patriarchal socio-economic system whose power depended upon the brutalization of Black people.
Such laws served to justify the enslavement, imprisonment and enthrallment of Black people -- then and now. It is no coincidence that prisons ban more books than schools and libraries combined. It is no coincidence that 70 percent of all incarcerated Americans read below a fourth-grade level and that, though Black Americans are but 13 percent of the general population, they make up almost 40 percent of America's imprisoned population and that nearly 75 percent of those incarcerated in Angola prison are Black. And it is no coincidence that currently 84 percent of Black fourth-graders are not proficient in reading.
Literacy -- the right to read, to write, to think critically -- is a civil rights issue. It is a social justice issue. And where our political and civic leadership, within and beyond prison walls, impinges upon these rights, that leadership is imposing, anew, badges and incidents of slavery.
Prison administrators, like those at the Louisiana corrections department, argue that censorship is necessary "for rehabilitation and the maintenance of safety and security," according to Pen America. And yet data compiled by organizations such as the Marshall Project, Pen America, the American Civil Liberties Union and the American Library Association indicate that the banning of books often has less to do with public safety than with the politics of suppression. Indeed, the banning of books, as correlated with what materials are permitted, is a species of totalitarianism, "a form of control," as one Pen America contributor concluded, "the ultimate form of power of manipulation."
Through the ongoing criminalization of Black people and present-day prison book bans and censorship, badges and incidents of slavery persist. Perhaps the most salient badge of chattel slavery was that it was imposed in perpetuity -- forever. As the criminal-exception loophole in the 13th Amendment sanctioned the enslavement of the "duly convicted," extreme sentencing has allowed for perpetual incarceration.
Of the more than 2 million incarcerated Americans, over 200,000 are "lifers." And of that number, more than 53,000 are sentenced to life without the possibility of parole -- which is essentially a protracted death sentence -- and more than 55 percent of that number is Black.
My brother was sentenced to life at hard labor without the possibility of parole. "Parole" means something said or spoken, an utterance, a written word, a promise. This extreme sentence that eclipses the promise of Bobby's life carries with it the badges of slavery that would deny him the possibility of reading his own words, of hearing the sound of his own sovereign voice.
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A podcast 8 years in the making
Plus: Trump's money trouble. A pioneering Black educator.
By Drew Goins | 2024-03-20
You're reading the Today's Opinions newsletter. Sign up to get it in your inbox.
In today's edition:




"I've been trying to get us to do this for eight years, so I'm so excited we have an Opinions podcast."
And with that, inaugural guest Ruth Marcus serves up "Impromptu," the new Post Opinions podcast that has been simmering on the department's back burner for so long that the conversations could hardly be more collagen-rich.
Each week, "Impromptu" will invite listeners to drop in on the actual convos our columnists are having about the news and cultural debates of the day. A rotating cast from the Post Opinions roster will make sure you get the most authoritative, interesting voices on any given topic.
This week, it's Ruth and Alexandra Petri, moderated by Amanda Ripley, discussing the fight over the abortion medication mifepristone that will make its way to oral argument next week at the Supreme Court.
Ruth lays out the background of the case and its context now. The stakes are high, but the risks -- deep breath -- are "relatively low," as she explains. Alexandra, our resident humor columnist, talks about how difficult it is to satirize a situation that's already so ridiculous.
And that's before unpacking the politics of the whole mess -- all in about 20 minutes.
Listen to this and all the coming episodes of "Impromptu" on Amazon Music, Apple Podcasts, Spotify, YouTube, The Post site or anywhere else you listen to podcasts.

Anna Julia Cooper, photographed sometime between February 1901 and December 1903. (C.M. Bell/Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division) 


I used to live just two blocks from the D.C. home once occupied by early 20th-century educator Anna Julia Cooper -- which I would pass most winter weekdays on my way to swim laps at the high school she once presided over -- but it wasn't until this week that I knew anything about her.
Shirley Moody-Turner, editor of a collection of Cooper's writings, rectifies that in a fascinating account of the educator's story. Cooper, one of the most highly educated Black women of her day, became principal of D.C.'s prestigious M Street High School for Black students in January 1902. The attempt to undermine her began shortly thereafter.
Moody-Turner's recounting of that attempt is full of salacious, brazen tactics -- including rumormongering about truancy, insufficient discipline and even an improper romantic relationship. "The tactics used to discredit Cooper followed a recognizable pattern," Moody-Turner writes. "Public shaming, presumed incompetence, questioning her professional judgment and other innuendoes used to cast doubt on her fitness to lead."
Resonates an awful lot today, no? Shedding light on this underappreciated history, Moody-Turner hopes, will show "not only how the tactics around removing such leaders have persisted for more than a century, but also what was at stake -- and still is -- in the battles over educational access and leadership."
Chaser: Jump to modern day, when David Moinina Sengeh, chief minister of Sierra Leone, is still fighting for radical inclusion in education. He writes in an op-ed how much his work has been shaped by one seemingly small decision: cutting off his dreadlocks.




From Catherine Rampell's column about how former president Donald Trump can't get any surety company to spot him the money. Sureties, she explains, aren't so keen to accept as collateral the properties he lied about.
"Imagine you sold someone a glass engagement ring that you claimed was a real diamond," Catherine writes. "Then, when a judge found you liable for fraud, you tried to use the 'diamond ring' as collateral for an appeal bond. That's the level of chutzpah we're working with here."
Trump's whole boast-about-not-paying-his-bills vibe and general aura of I-might-sic-the-government-on-you-if-elected-again also don't necessarily appeal to sureties -- curious!
Catherine says, "That's the funny thing about rule of law: When you make clear you won't uphold it, those who might need its protection are a little less willing to do business with you."
Chaser: Despite enjoying some schadenfreude, Ruth Marcus frets that the hefty penalty might infringe on Trump's right to appeal the judgment. Don't let "Trump derangement syndrome" get in the rule of law's way, she writes.
In yesterday's newsletter, we pretty much finished casting our characters for this fall's election. Well, after publication, Republican Party pariah Liz Cheney got her agent to make some calls, her people talked to my people, yadda yadda yadda, and now David Ignatius can't "help thinking that Cheney might be an underappreciated X-factor in the 2024 race."
Okay, what actually happened is this: David moderated a talk last week in Connecticut during which the deposed GOP conference chair landed one "rhetorical roundhouse punch" after another against Trump. He thinks Cheney's vociferous opposition might actually make a difference, especially if she marshals voters not only away from Trump but toward President Biden.
But perhaps her highest purpose, David writes, will be refusing to let Americans forget what happened on Jan. 6, 2021 -- a horror for which Cheney had a front-row seat.
It's a goodbye. It's a haiku. It's ... The Bye-Ku.
More motivation
For Trump to win the White House:
Fast collateral
***
Have your own newsy haiku? Email it to me, along with any questions/comments/ambiguities. See you tomorrow!




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2024/03/20/impromptu-podcast-abortion-trump-bond-judgment/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Cartoon by Joe Heller
Joe Heller cartoon on Boeing safety concerns.
By Joe Heller | 2024-03-20

(Joe Heller/Hellertoon.com)
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Cartoon by Rob Rogers
Rob Rogers cartoon on Trump's 2024 campaign pitch.
By Rob Rogers | 2024-03-20

(Rob Rogers/Tinyview.com)
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If TikTok were banned, how would your life change? Readers weigh in.
Readers reveal what the video app means to them, how their lives would change if it were banned and how they think the government should regulate social media.
By Letters to the Editor | 2024-03-21

TikTok's office in Culver City, Calif. (Mike Blake/Reuters)


Post Opinions asked readers to tell us how they use TikTok, how their lives would change if the video-sharing app were banned and how much power government should have to regulate social media. This is what they told us.
I teach social media marketing. TikTok is the platform of choice for Gen Z and a valuable part of any brand's social portfolio. Banning TikTok is idiotic if data privacy is the concern, because another social media company would simply sell that information to the Chinese government.
We have effectively zero online privacy protections, and social media platforms are becoming more hostile to independent research; look at how much it costs to access X's application programming interface. It's an endemic problem across society, not one specific to TikTok.
No one would die if we "banned" TikTok, although content creators would be crushed, and we would lose some capital from that market. I would probably access TikTok through a virtual private network because I would be angry.
But it's not the real problem. The real problem is that giant companies monetize and sell our data to everyone. The real problem is that misinformation cannot be controlled on the platforms. The real problem is that it takes a whistleblower to reveal how algorithms work to our aging legislators, many of whom wouldn't know an algorithm if it bit them on the ankle.
The federal government should regulate social media on behalf of the public, which means increased transparency and privacy protection. If the government wants to work to make social media truly safer, lawmakers should talk to a wide range of researchers and public policy professionals and require social media companies to give these people the access they need to evaluate threats. Sinophobia can't be the basis of these policies.
Elizabeth Marsh, North Miami, Fla.
Social media companies have far too much influence on our society, particularly on the young. My grandchildren are teens and preteens. Banning TikTok would empower parents to help them put down their phones and learn to engage more powerfully with in-person relationships. It would also protect young people from online predators.
If TikTok were banned, I would breathe a great sigh of relief.
Trudy Krisher, Columbus, Ohio
TikTok not only helps me pass time but also allows me to find books I might like, snippets to decide whether I want to read what someone has recommended and ratings from other reviewers. Thanks to TikTok, I just read 29 books in 60 days. Plus, who doesn't love the animal videos?
I understand the need to protect us, but the government should also understand that we can protect ourselves. TikTok users are not as stupid as lawmakers seem to think we are. I am struggling to understand what they are even trying to protect us from. Banning something just because it is owned by a company from a different country? I thought we were better than this.
Alyssa Knight, Junction City, Kan.
Asking how much power the government should have to regulate social media is putting a hand on the scale. The federal government has long had a very strong role in regulating the electronic mass media. The Justice Department broke up the group of telephone companies nicknamed "Ma Bell" in the 1980s. The Federal Communications Commission dates to 1934. The federal government even stepped in to prevent Thomas Edison's attempt to create a "movie trust" via patent controls in 1915. The old-school argument for this kind of regulation was that it was necessary and proper in no small part because "the airwaves belong to us," and that's true! Private rights to the electromagnetic spectrum in the United States are highly circumscribed and have been for a while.
John Anderson, Minneapolis
TikTok is my No. 1 source of education, news, entertainment and community, plain and simple. I barely watch TV or movies anymore. In addition, it gives me a platform to share personal information as well as provide some education and entertainment for others. I have been a therapist and seminar leader and am happy to contribute my knowledge and experience in areas such as women's empowerment, relationships, aging and freedom from indoctrination. I am so grateful to have a place to share. For the first time in my life, I am interested in the news and what is going on in the world. In addition, I get to express fun and silly things and exhibit talents I might feel shy or awkward about in real life.
It appears that the government is attempting to limit our right to free speech by pretending this potential ban has something to do with security. No one buys it. People who are on social media know that our information is being shared by all the platforms we use. To me, banning TikTok feels less like a matter of safety and more like other app executives wanting to decrease competition in the context of a broader desire to inhibit information-sharing. If there were a way to stop all platforms from selling our information, now that would be good.
Barbara Yaffee, Paso Robles, Calif.
I am not opposed to social media regulation. Heavy-handed tactics such as mandatory divestment or a ban can't be called regulation in the proper sense of the word, because they force a structural change at the company that will harm its ability to function. I work in tech, and I believe TikTok's foreign ownership is what allows it to be more innovative, since U.S. companies tend to be filled with boring groupthink and dictums from management.
Instead of banning TikTok or forcing parent company ByteDance to sell it, Congress should consider the approach the European Union has taken with the Media Freedom Act and the Digital Markets Act, which are aimed at promoting competition and protecting journalists from censorship and harassment. In addition, algorithm transparency and mandating access to application programming interfaces would enable consumers to use third-party apps to browse major platforms the way they choose -- and bring more benefits of competition to the marketplace.
Mark Jacobs, San Francisco
I have found TikTok to be a valuable source of political news. There are content creators from both parties, and I can hear both sides of a story. I like to follow creators who are part of the cosplay community. I've also found new music I like and new artists who interact with their followers.
I see attempts to regulate TikTok as a matter of control, not security. It's a free-form platform that has wide appeal. Meta fails in that regard. And Twitter was destroyed when Elon Musk bought it.
If TikTok were banned, I would use a virtual private network or go on the dark web to keep accessing it. Government's power to regulate social media should be severely limited. Any actions against a company should be considered a free-speech issue.
Alan Stanley, Anza, Calif.
I am a content creator. My following started to grow when I lived in Australia, and I moved to the United States to further my career and seize the opportunity that this country has always offered. I have a community of more than 390,000 people on TikTok. I have always had an interest in fashion and entertainment but no connections to these worlds through family. TikTok gave me a platform to pursue this career, a privilege I never thought I would have.
The loss of this platform would be a loss of not only money but also my outlet for my voice and expression, pursuits I thought were guaranteed in the United States. Under those circumstances, I would strongly consider leaving the United States. This is a slippery slope; where is the line when an app is considered a threat to national security? When it doesn't fit within a member of government's own political beliefs? Or when it doesn't seek to pour money into the United States alone? When are authorities going to hold a mirror to U.S. companies responsible for and caught selling data? A TikTok ban would be the start of the end. I am a dual citizen and have moved on the basis of work before -- and would consider doing so  again if this ban is enacted.
It is important to regulate when there are threats evident. Child-safety measures are a great example of regulation of social media being necessary and reasonable, and I believe there should be more regulation. However, having watched hearings in Congress, I do not have faith that the decision-makers have a firm grasp on how TikTok works -- or WiFi or the internet, for that matter. Lawmakers ought to have a baseline of general knowledge in order to make decisions about these things. After all, I wouldn't trust a surgeon to operate on me if they couldn't locate my leg.
Erika Dwyer, New York
TikTok plays a minimal role in my life, at best. I find streams of selfie videos almost as irritating as photo selfies. Now, get off my lawn!
If social media poses a national security question, the federal government should have power to regulate it. State and local governments should keep their noses out of it.
Robert Bitzan, Crystal, Minn.
Governments should have the power to ensure social media platforms are safe and responsible, focusing on protecting privacy, preventing misinformation and ensuring fairness in content moderation. However, regulations need to be balanced to avoid stifling free speech and innovation. It's essential to find a middle ground that promotes user safety without compromising the fundamental values of openness and free expression that make social media valuable.
Javier Negrete, Los Angeles
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The real estate settlement helps home buyers. But prices are still too high.
A new settlement will end the standard 6 percent real-estate commission fee, at long last.
By Editorial Board | 2024-03-20

A real estate agent shows a home in Birmingham, Ala. (Cameron Carnes  for The Washington Post)


In the United States, nothing has been certain except death, taxes and the 6 percent real estate agent commission. But after a legal settlement this month, the list might be down to two again. The agreement, which could result in lower real-estate-agent fees -- and, therefore, lower home prices -- is much-needed relief at a time when housing remains stubbornly expensive. It should be just the first such reprieve. Politicians are finally reevaluating unnecessary costs built into the structure of the U.S. housing market.
The National Association of Realtors last week committed to abandoning a century-old tradition: requiring sellers' agents to split a service fee, expressed as a percentage of the sales price, with buyers' agents. Though in theory the rate is negotiable, in practice it has been anything but because of rules the NAR enforces through conditions it places on access to the databases on which nearly all properties for sale are listed. This has led Realtors to agree on a standard commission -- that 6 percent or so. This practice limited competition among agents on price and service quality.
The numbers speak for themselves. While commissions in other industries rise and fall with economic tides and technological innovations (think stock transaction costs, sinking from 1.2 percent to below 0.2 percent between the 1970s and 2000), the real estate commission has not. Homeowners selling $400,000 homes, around the national median, spend $24,000 or so in commissions -- $12,000 to their agents and $12,000 to buyers' agents. Add up all sellers across the country, and sellers are paying around $100 billion yearly in commissions, according to a 2019 Brookings report. This summer, when the new rules kick in, that might finally change. Relaxing NAR rules pertaining to commissions, as the settlement will do, could decrease total commissions by as much as 30 percent. Sellers might list their homes for less in the first place. Lower transaction costs could also encourage them to sell more often, bringing badly needed supply to the housing market -- and driving down prices even further.
With commissions more negotiable, buyers will also likely have more opportunity to choose agents based on their charges. Want boutique services from the best of the best, always tipping you off to the hottest homes on the market and available to tour them on the spot? You'll have to pay more for that than for bare bones representation when you've decided to make an offer. If you don't know exactly what you want when you start house-hunting, you might be able to pony up for whatever perks an agent can offer as you go -- buying "a la carte," as some in the industry put it.
This shift should have happened long ago. After all, the internet has made it easier than ever for buyers to buy and sellers to sell without much expert intervention. The only reason it took this long, the public and the courts both began to recognize ahead of this month's settlement, was NAR-sponsored collusion.
The settlement also has broader lessons for the too-tight housing market: Structural changes to how homes are bought and sold can add up to much more than marginal savings. The scrutiny should continue, including from the White House; President Biden vowed in his State of the Union address to examine title insurance, limiting the money home buyers fork over when they take loans to protect against the possibility that they've bought their property from someone who doesn't own it. These policies usually cost about $2,000 for that $400,000 home. But the president has launched a pilot program that would waive the need for title insurance on refinancing for certain federally backed mortgages by finding methods of vetting titles ahead of time. This should serve as an opening for broader action.
In this same spirit, regulators should make it easier to build -- as well as buy and sell -- removing unnecessary restrictions on construction. Here, too, Mr. Biden has the right idea: The White House announced last year a plan to reduce "restrictive and costly land use and zoning rules." Zoning is another seemingly arcane feature of the housing market that disadvantages American home buyers. Unlike real-estate-agent fees and title insurance, though, there is less opportunity to fix zoning, permitting and land-use policies through one big, national policy shift. State and local governments have established reams of burdensome building rules. They will have to undo them to allow the housing supply to catch up with demand. This would take time. But it would be the most important response to unnecessarily high housing prices.
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Trump card
Ann Telnaes cartoon on Donald Trump 2024 presidential campaign.
By Ann Telnaes | 2024-03-20

(Ann Telnaes/The Washington Post)
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We ignore Trump's defects at our peril
Your questions on Trump's court cases and more.
By Jennifer Rubin | 2024-03-20

President Donald Trump appears in the Oval Office at the White House on Aug. 28, 2018. (Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images)


You're reading Jennifer Rubin's subscriber-only newsletter. Sign up to get it in your inbox. 
This week I take your questions, consider the spate of judicial delays, share a standout example of journalism and cite from an important legal decision.
A reader asks: I expect Israel knows what a supporter they have in Charles Schumer. So when he calls for new elections, is this a game-changing event? I was greatly offended when Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu addressed the Republican-controlled Congress during President Barack Obama's administration. Will there be a similar reaction to Schumer's words in Israel?
Answer: The United States and Israel generally avoid influencing each other's domestic politics, so this was quite a shock to some. Coming from a devoted friend of Israel, Schumer's powerful remarks should resonate with Israelis, who are overwhelmingly expressing dissatisfaction with Netanyahu. Even more noteworthy, President Biden praised the speech. ("He made a good speech, and I think he expressed a serious concern shared not only by him but by many Americans.") Whether Schumer's or Biden's comments will help hasten Israeli elections is another matter. Still, it is a long-overdue expression that Netanyahu's tenure jeopardizes Israel's relationship with its most critical ally.
A reader asks: In your latest Green Room podcast, your guest starts by mentioning tribalism and polarization, which I interpret as equality on the two sides. There may be excesses on the left, but they are much fewer and not so dangerous. I see it as one side trades in disinformation, and the other attempts to be rational, objective and willing to consider evidence. I am immediately frustrated when there is a trivialization of the difference under the rubric of "balance" or "fairness."
Answer: Thanks! As I have written, the term "polarization" denotes a false equivalence. Only one party has tried to prevent the peaceful transfer of power, supports a four-time-indicted nominee, gives cover to Vladimir Putin and unabashedly displays racism. Let's be blunt: The problem is the severe radicalization of many Republican elected officials, which has transformed a once-illustrious party into an authoritarian cult of personality.
A reader asks: How to bring in young voters who may stay home in November over what's happening in Gaza? They are disaffected by governance by old White men, and have little knowledge of what Biden has done since they get most of their news from TikTok, Twitter and Instagram.
Answer: It is far from clear that eight months from now Gaza will be uppermost in the minds of younger voters (the vast majority of whom don't attend rallies or elite colleges where anti-Israel sentiment runs high). However, getting them to focus on the things Biden has done -- a historic investment in green energy, massive student debt forgiveness and securing the Affordable Care Act (that allows them to stay on their parents' plans until 26) -- will be key to turning them out to vote. Moreover, Democrats must work hard to explain what a Trump presidency will bring (e.g., a national abortion ban, climate change denial, targeting LGBTQ+ students, deploying the military to suppress dissent, rounding up and expelling Dreamers).
A reader asks: If Trump truly thought he was innocent, and had the facts on his side, he would be eager to go to trial to receive a "not guilty" verdict. That would be more valuable to him than a dozen rallies.
Answer: Too rational! If one insists "it is all rigged," then even an "innocent" man might get "railroaded" by a "Democratic judge" and "left-wing juries." His cult followers invariably treat his hypocrisy as strategic cleverness.
A reader asks: With reference to the E. Jean Carroll verdicts, I understand that rules of evidence standards differ between civil trials and criminal trials. But I don't understand the rationale of the MAGA cult in clinging to those differences as if Trump wasn't really found guilty. Can you explain?
Answer: This is a cult. The leader can do no wrong. No bad information can be taken at face value.
A reader asks: Now that Trump has affected his takeover of the RNC, how do you see this affecting other races, including elections for the Senate and House, governorships, and other state and local races? Trump obviously feels he will only give money to supporters who might advance his agenda, but he also wants to funnel the funds to his defense costs and personal upkeep, and it's questionable whether there will be enough to go around.
Answer: Millions for defense, but not one cent for tribute ... er ... for anyone who does not benefit Trump personally. If there is anything left over after paying Trump's legal bills, he might reward his closest allies. Most down-ballot Republicans should not expect to get a cent from the RNC.
A reader asks: In an alternate universe, with Trump impeached and not running, who would be the Republican candidate? Larry Hogan? Chris  Sununu? Glenn Youngkin? And would they beat Biden?
Answer: I love alternate history! If Trump had been impeached, that would have meant the GOP had come to its senses. In such a universe, former vice president Mike Pence would have been the hero and might well have rallied the party. (Talk about an alternate reality!) If Trump were out of the picture, Biden might have been comfortable letting the party have a free-ranging primary. That could have given Democrats a fresh face, such as Michigan Gov. Gretchen Whitmer, as their nominee. In a Pence vs. Whitmer race, Democrats would have the edge, especially if MAGA Republicans stayed home in a funk.
Many readers expressed frustration over the seemingly endless delays in Trump's criminal cases. I hear you. Sometimes, prosecutorial blunders (e.g., Attorney General Merrick Garland's foot-dragging, the Southern District of New York's document dump) cause delays. Sometimes, sloth from the bench gums up the works (e.g., Judge Aileen M. Cannon slow-walking the Mar-a-Lago document case). And sometimes, this is just how due process operates, affording defendants every available argument to preserve their liberty.
Keep in mind three things. First, it has always been up to the voters to end Trump's political career, thereby forcing him to confront the legal consequences of what he has done. Voters should recoil from the notion that the Oval Office can provide sanctuary from justice. Second, judges' discretionary power has never been clearer. If Trump is elected, there will be scores of Judge Cannons on the bench to thoroughly corrupt the federal bench. And lastly, voters must understand Trump's absolute immunity defense is legalese for "I'm above the law." That attitude toward the presidency by itself should be reason to reject him.
Salon, one of the few outlets to take Trump's cognitive decline seriously, displayed this headline: "'Experts are desperate to warn the public': Hundreds sign Dr. John Gartner's Trump dementia petition." The article's description reads, "They see the signs of Trump's cognitive decline through the eyes of years of training and experience." That succinctly spelled out the basic facts surrounding a petition signed by hundreds of mental health professionals, pointing to obvious signs of Trump's mental dysfunction.
Reviewing his recent verbal difficulties and breaks with reality, Gartner told Salon:
Maybe there is some benign explanation for these episodes. But the failure of so many media outlets, Salon excepted, to even inform readers about these episodes and discuss Trump's mental function is inexcusable.
The D.C. Circuit Court made quick work of former Trump adviser Peter Navarro's last-ditch effort to stay out of prison on contempt charges for refusing to respond to the House Jan. 6 select committee's subpoena. Reeling off a list of reasons why his arguments were meritless, the three-judge panel observed:
The judges thereby sent an important message to Trump and his cohorts: Notwithstanding their self-delusion that they could snub their noses at the law, there are consequences for lawless conduct.
Next week I'll have my online chat, so please submit your questions. Questions submitted after next Wednesday will go to my next mailbag newsletter.
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Stumpy mania sweeps D.C. in weeks before ax falls on famous cherry tree
During Stumpy's last full bloom, visitors and organizations are honoring and celebrating the now-famous cherry tree at the Tidal Basin.
By Kevin Ambrose | 2024-03-21

"Stumpy" the cherry blossom tree drew a crowd at the Tidal Basin in Washington on March 20.


Stumpy, a hollow cherry tree located on the south bank of the Tidal Basin in Washington, has become a local celebrity -- boosted even more in recent days by news that its time is running out. The stump-shaped tree will be removed during construction of a new sea wall on the south side of the Tidal Basin that begins this spring.
During its last full bloom, visitors and organizations are honoring and celebrating the now-famous tree.
"Stumpy was quietly emerging as a Tidal Basin rock star before the news of his demise; now he has attained superstar status as the public has connected with his struggles as the 'Little Cherry Tree that Could,'" Credit Union Cherry Blossom Event Director Phil Stewart said in an email.
Michael Harper, assistant principal trumpet for the National Symphony Orchestra, traveled Wednesday to the Tidal Basin in Southwest Washington for an "arboreal serenade."
"I heard about little Stumpy a few days ago, and I knew I had to pay him a visit on his final bloom before he meets the ax," Harper said in an email.

National Symphony Orchestra musician Michael Harper plays a serenade to Stumpy on Wednesday. (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)



Stumpy the mascot meets fans at the Jefferson Memorial this week. (Kevin Ambrose for The Washington Post)


Doug Smith, who visited Stumpy on Monday from Mount Airy, Md., said the fanfare around the tree can be explained by everyone's love of a "good underdog story." He described fans who snapped paparazzi-like photos or laid flowers at the tree's roots.
"Stumpy strikes a deep chord within everyone who has ever felt like an underdog, trying so hard just to be good enough," Smith said. That's why "everyone loves Stumpy and wants to see him saved."
On Tuesday afternoon, a life-size Stumpy mascot for the Credit Union Cherry Blossom events group visited the Tidal Basin to pose for photos and videos.
During the visit, the mascot was mobbed by people wanting pictures and children on field trips who wanted to meet Stumpy.
John Hall, the man wearing the mascot costume, said, "Mascots have a special way of lighting up the people around them."

Model builder Andrew Litterst created this Stumpy scene, which was displayed at the Lego Discovery Center in Springfield, Va. (Andrew Litterst)


At the Lego Discovery Center in Springfield, Va., Stumpy appeared in full bloom, constructed entirely in Lego -- as were the Tidal Basin, Jefferson Memorial and National Mall.
Mike Litterst, a spokesperson for the National Mall and Memorial Parks -- whose son, Andrew, made the Lego builds -- said the announcement of the sea wall repair and tree removal was purposely made before the cherry blossom bloom this year, so people could travel to the Tidal Basin and visit Stumpy one last time.
The sea wall project will begin in May, and Stumpy is among about 300 trees that will be cut down this year. Replanting mature trees is costly and challenging, Litterst said, particularly given the number of trees -- and Stumpy is so frail that it probably wouldn't survive replanting.
Clippings from Stumpy will be sent to the National Arboretum to create genetic matches. The hope is to plant little Stumpy clones on the National Mall or nearby parks. The rest of Stumpy and the other trees will be ground into mulch and spread around the remaining cherry tree bases to protect their roots and provide nutrients to the soil. 
"It's the circle of life," Litterst said.

A crowd gathers to photograph Stumpy as the tree is flooded on March 16. (Kevin Ambrose for The Washington Post)
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Youngkin vetoes Va. criminal justice bills he says 'undermine public safety'
Virginia Gov. Glenn Youngkin (R) is piling up a mountain of vetoes even as he hopes to negotiate with the General Assembly on changes to the state budget.
By Gregory S. Schneider | 2024-03-21

Virginia Gov. Glenn Youngkin (Steve Helber/AP)


RICHMOND -- Gov. Glenn Youngkin (R) announced vetoes on nearly two dozen criminal justice-related bills that he said would have "undermined public safety," including a measure to prohibit declaring a child under age 11 to be a juvenile delinquent and one requiring the development of standards for when it is permissible to lie to a suspect during police interrogations.
"We have a duty to protect the people of the Commonwealth of Virginia from harm. I vetoed 22 bills: which protect illegal immigrants, or impede law enforcement officers, prosecutors, and judges from holding criminals accountable and bringing them to justice," Youngkin said Wednesday night in a news release announcing the vetoes.
The governor has so far vetoed 50 bills since the Democratic-controlled General Assembly wrapped up its regular session on March 9, putting him on pace for a record number as he plows through some 1,000 pieces of legislation. Former governor Terry McAuliffe (D) set the modern mark with 120 vetoes over his four-year term.
Youngkin's aggressive actions -- rolling out batches of vetoes every few days and campaigning around the state against the General Assembly's "backward budget" -- highlight the contentious nature of his negotiations with Democratic leaders over their failure to pass some of his legislative priorities. Prime among them: tax cuts and a $2 billion sports arena in Alexandria.
He could revive both by sending budget amendments for lawmakers to consider when they return to Richmond on April 17 to take up the governor's vetoes and proposed changes to legislation. But early signs suggest little appetite for compromise.
"What he's failed to understand is he's only going to be here another 18 months. When he's gone, we're still going to keep working," Sen. L. Louise Lucas (D-Portsmouth), chairwoman of the budget-controlling Finance and Appropriations Committee, said this week, referring to the fact that all Virginia governors are prohibited from seeking a second consecutive term. Youngkin was elected in 2021. Lucas reiterated her opposition to the arena and her belief that the General Assembly's budget needs no significant changes.
The vetoes Youngkin announced this week all involve bills sponsored by Democrats that passed on largely party-line votes, making it unlikely that any could marshal the two-thirds majorities needed to override the governor's rejection.
They included:
* House Bill 776, sponsored by House Majority Leader Charniele Herring (D-Alexandria), which allows legal immigrants who have applied for U.S. citizenship to serve as chiefs of police or law enforcement officers. Herring wrote on social media that she had spent two years working with her city and law enforcement "to help fill vacant positions and open up opportunities for new Americans," adding that she wished the administration had expressed specific concerns before resorting to a veto. Youngkin wrote in his veto message that law enforcement can already seek hiring waivers and that the bill would remove the ability to grant waivers for hiring people without a high school diploma.
Another vetoed bill -- Senate Bill 69, sponsored by Sen. Jeremy McPike (D-Prince William) -- would have allowed immigrants granted Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals status to serve as chiefs of police.
* HB 455, sponsored by Del. Katrina Callsen (D-Albemarle), which would have allowed prosecutors to seek a misdemeanor charge instead of a felony if the amount of a drug in someone's possession consists of just a residue. Lawmakers had amended the bill to take out fentanyl, which can be fatal in extremely small amounts, and it drew some Republican support -- particularly in the Senate, which passed the bill 31-8 (though one GOP senator who voted yes later filed to change her vote to no). In his veto statement, Youngkin said that "reducing charges for possession of controlled substances undermines the seriousness of drug offenses."
* Senate Bill 23 and HB 1420, identical measures that said any child under age 11 found to have committed a delinquent act would not be charged as a delinquent, with courts instead authorized to find that the child is in need of services or supervision. It would also have made it a crime for someone to encourage a child under age 11 to commit a delinquent act. State law otherwise places no lower limit on charging a child as a juvenile delinquent. In his veto message, Youngkin said such a law might deprive some children of funds for counseling and added that it created "an additional incentive for criminal street gangs to continue the heinous practice of recruiting children younger than eleven years old to carry out gang-related offenses."
State Sen. Mamie Locke (D-Hampton), who sponsored the Senate version, said on social media that the governor "does not believe in criminal justice reform, in any form or fashion. No redemption for anyone, even juveniles under the age of 11." The bill had "nothing to do with gangs," she wrote, "but if you want a bogeyman I guess you can always find one. Suffer the little children ..."
* HB250, sponsored by Del. Jackie H. Glass (D-Norfolk) would have required the state Department of Criminal Justice Services to develop guidelines for police interrogations, including when it is permissible to make false promises of leniency, lie about statements from witnesses or co-conspirators or present fake documents. Youngkin called the intent "commendable" in his veto statement, but said the state already has training standards and the bill "would create unnecessary bureaucratic burdens without significant added benefit."
In addition to the vetoes, Youngkin signed 36 bills into law and proposed amendments to two others. The signed bills include measures to restrict the use of dogs in correctional facilities; to make permanent the pandemic-era permission for restaurants to sell mixed drinks to-go; and requiring that someone convicted of a drug or alcohol offense lose their commercial driver's license.
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Officials warn of dangerous conditions as brush fires bring smoke to D.C. area
The National Weather Service on cautioned that weather conditions conducive to fires will linger through Thursday evening.
By Jason Samenow, Clarence Williams, Ian Livingston | 2024-03-21

Hot spots detected by weather satellite indicative of fires. (NOAA) (NOAA)


A series of fires in Virginia and Maryland brought a smoky haze into the D.C. region Wednesday evening, as a combination of strong winds and low humidity created conditions that the National Weather Service said could fuel more blazes Thursday.
Red flag warnings for dangerous fire weather were discontinued Wednesday night as winds eased. However, the Weather Service issued a statement Thursday morning cautioning that weather conditions conducive to fires will linger through the evening.
While winds were not expected to reach Wednesday's levels, it said a combination of relative humidity as low as 15 to 20 percent and wind gusts of 15 to 20 mph mean an elevated threat for the spread of fires.
"Residents and visitors are urged to exercise caution if handling open flames or equipment that creates sparks," the Weather Service said. "Also, dispose of cigarette butts, matches, and other flammable items in appropriate containers. Keep vehicles off of dry grass and obey local burn bans. Most dry grasses, dead leaves, and other tree litter could easily ignite and spread fire quickly."
A heavy rainstorm expected on Friday night into Saturday will end the fire threat and should extinguish most active blazes.
The smoke streaming over the Washington region Wednesday from the west caused the air quality to shift from good (code green) to moderate (code yellow). But as winds came from more of a northerly direction by Thursday morning, the smoke dispersed and good air quality returned.
In the D.C. region, authorities were working Wednesday evening to extinguish fires in Fairfax, Montgomery, Howard and Prince William counties as well as the District, and users on social media reported several blazes in western Virginia.
Fairfax County fire officials reported that crews were working "six outside fires" and that dispatchers fielded calls for reports of smoke blown into the county by high winds from fires burning in nearby jurisdictions. About 65 Montgomery County firefighters knocked down a brush fire in the Boyds area, and other crews responded to fires in the Poolesville and Clarksburg areas, county fire and EMS spokesman Pete Piringer said.
Prince William County firefighters were dispatched to 39 outside and brush fires beginning about noon Wednesday, including large fires in the 4700 block of Locust Shade Drive and near Richmond Highway and Russell Road, where northbound traffic was blocked. No injuries or structural damage were immediately reported, county fire officials said.
A brush fire in Columbia was brought under control by Howard County firefighters in the 7500 block of Grace Drive after 5 p.m., officials said.
In Rock Creek Park in Northwest Washington, D.C. Fire and EMS said Wednesday on X they responded to a fire on about three acres in the vicinity of Carter Barron Amphitheatre. They said "most visible fire" was extinguished, and no structures were threatened.
In central and western Virginia, officials declared emergencies and asked residents to evacuate in Louisa and Page counties, according to emergency statements released by officials in those jurisdictions. No immediate information could be learned about injuries or property damage.
The National Park Service implemented a total fire ban in Shenandoah National Park and closed the portion of Skyline Drive from Thornton Gap to the Matthews Arm campground.
Winds gusted to 40 to 60 mph along and west of the Interstate 81 corridor on Wednesday, toppling trees and power lines. Front Royal clocked a gust of 61 mph. Closer to the Beltway, gusts reached 35 to 45 mph.
Near 30,000 customers were without power in Virginia because of the high winds on Wednesday evening; that number dropped to around 5,000 Thursday morning.

Peak wind gusts through 6 p.m. (National Weather Service) 


Wednesday's strong winds were a result of a difference in pressure between a storm in eastern Canada and a zone of high pressure sinking southward from Canada into the central United States.
As the winds between these pressure systems whipped over the Appalachian Mountains from the west, they intensified while rushing down the eastern slopes through as a process known as "downsloping." And while descending from higher elevations, the air also warmed and dried out. Many firestorms, such as the disaster in Maui in August, have been fanned by downsloping winds.
March and April are two of the more common months for elevated fire risks in the Mid-Atlantic. The fall can also present these risks, too, especially after dry summers.
Fire threats are common in March because it is the windiest month of the year, followed closely by April. As a transition season, the spring sees the frequent passage of fronts, which are accompanied by changes in air temperature and pressure that stir up the wind.
Before the green-up of plants and trees, moisture also tends to be limited. A lack of leaves in March both reduces evapotranspiration, a process in which plants release moisture into the atmosphere, and leads to the exposure of dry fuels.
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Suspect, 18, charged in D.C. robbery of Chanel handbags worth $116,000
D.C. police arrested Romello Christopher Marquez, an 18-year-old high school student, alleging he stole handbags from a Chanel store in CityCenterDC in December.
By Peter Hermann | 2024-03-21

An image from surveillance video shows the December robbery of a Chanel store in D.C. (D.C. police)


On an early evening a week before Christmas, several thieves -- all young, it seemed, and clad in masks and dark clothing -- hopped from a white sedan outside a D.C. designer-label store. Hurrying inside, they went right to work, frantically stealing by the armload.
Perhaps their plan involved temporarily blinding a guard in the store with a blast from a fire extinguisher, because that's what happened. The crew members ran chaotically in the place, a Chanel store downtown, snatching merchandise, including a dozen handbags, police said. Then, they were out the door and gone.
And these weren't any old bags. Total value, according to police: $116,180. Or an average of $9,681.67 per genuine Chanel bag.
Police on Wednesday arrested an 18-year-old D.C. high school student and charged him with taking part in the Dec. 17 blitzkrieg of the Chanel store at CityCenterDC, a luxury shopping area near the Penn Quarter neighborhood. Four other people are still being sought, police said.
The young man arrested was identified as Romello Christopher Marquez of Northeast Washington. According to an affidavit filed in court to obtain an arrest warrant, Marquez attended the Maya Angelou Public Charter School as recently as Jan. 31.
He was charged with attempted armed robbery. A D.C. Superior Court judge on Wednesday ordered him detained and set another hearing for Friday. Attempts to reach his attorney were not successful.
The robbery occurred about 5:30 p.m. in the 900 block of I Street NW. Surveillance video provided by D.C. police shows the culprits getting out of a white sedan in pouring rain and hustling toward the store.
A security guard told police he tried to close the door as the crew approached. Police said three of the five people pushed their way inside. The video shows crew members dashing through aisles lined with glass shelves and cases, helping themselves to pricey goods displayed just so.
One person can be seen grabbing a half-dozen purses as another shoots the fire extinguisher around the store, filling the air with a gray haze. The affidavit says the robber with the extinguisher aimed several gusts at a security guard, impairing his vision.
In the affidavit, police said a man later identified as Marquez took off his gloves and mask and tried to blend in with customers after dropping a pile of purses on the floor. As the thieves fled, an armed guard fired a shot that hit no one, according to police.
An anonymous tipster who watched the publicly released security video identified two  people by their nicknames, police said, one of whom turned out to be Marquez.
The nicknames: "Lil Mike" and "Microwave."
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D.C.-area forecast: Cool sunshine into Friday before a rainy Saturday
The rainstorm Friday night into Saturday could drop at least 1 to 2 inches.
By David Streit | 2024-03-21

Sunrise at the Tidal Basin on Monday. (Michael Warren/Flickr)


A somewhat subjective rating of the day's weather, on a scale of 0 to 10.
6/10: Sunny but chilly; springtime is funny with temperatures all willy-nilly.
Slightly cooler-than-normal temperatures are with us through the weekend, while gusty breezes today and Saturday remind us it is March, our windiest month. A storm Friday night into Saturday is the big weathermaker, dropping substantial rains.
Today (Thursday): Sunny skies and blustery. But breezes from the northwest should slowly ease as the day wears on. Colder air is back in place and highs are mainly in the mid- to upper 40s. Confidence: High
Tonight: Clear skies afford a fine view of the waxing moon. As winds are light from the north, overnight lows fall into the mid- to upper 20s in our colder areas -- with low 30s downtown. Protect any sensitive plants. Confidence: High
Follow us on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram for the latest weather updates. Keep reading for the forecast through the weekend...
Tomorrow (Friday): Morning sun quickly warms the area, but increasing clouds in the afternoon are likely to hold highs in the upper 40s to lower 50s. Light breezes from the northeast shift to the southeast later in the day. Confidence: Medium-High
Tomorrow night: A storm gathering strength along the Gulf Coast on Friday heads our way overnight with the first drops of rain likely to arrive around midnight. By dawn, locally heavy downpours are likely across the area. Lows hold in the low to mid-40s. Confidence: Medium-High
Rain is heavy at times on Saturday, especially in the morning, before slowly diminishing during the afternoon. By the time this storm is done, 1 to 2 inches of rain will be common with locally higher amounts possible. Gusty north winds will make it even more inclement. Highs reach the low to mid-50s. Showers should gradually die out in the evening, with clearing skies by morning. Lows fall to the upper 20s to lower 30s. Confidence: Medium-High
Sunshine is abundant on Sunday and winds gradually diminish. Highs remain in the low to mid-50s. The clear skies allow a good view of the rising full "worm" moon. Lows range through the 30s. Confidence: Medium-High
Monday is sunny and back to more seasonable temperatures with highs in the upper 50s to lower 60s. Confidence: Medium-High
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Teenager is fatally shot in Fairfax County, police say
A juvenile was fatally shot Wednesday in the McNair area of Fairfax County.
By Olivia Diaz | 2024-03-21

(iStock)


A teenager was fatally shot Wednesday in the McNair area of Fairfax County after a physical altercation, police said.
At 3:50 p.m., Fairfax County police said they responded to the 13000 block of Coppermine Road, where three teenagers had been in a dispute. Deputy Chief Brooke Wright said at the scene that after a fight, one of the teenagers pulled a firearm and shot at least three rounds at the two others.
Officials took one victim to the hospital, where they were later declared dead, Wright said. She said the other teen was shot at but not struck.
"We have a teenager who is dead and shouldn't be," Wright said. "I can't imagine anything more devastating for that kid's family."
Police said they have not detained the person suspected of fatally shooting the teenager. Wright said authorities believed that the suspect could have been going to Coates Elementary School in Herndon and that officials had secured the building.
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D.C. mayor shares $4.8 million proposal to keep tutoring programs
The announcement from D.C. Mayor Muriel E. Bowser comes in the midst of a tense budget season and fears of cuts
By Lauren Lumpkin | 2024-03-20

A student participates in a math tutoring session at Perry Street Preparatory Public Charter School in Northeast Washington. (Cheeriss May/for The Washington Post)


D.C. Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) said she wants to spend $4.8 million to sustain intensive tutoring programs for students next year, extending a multiyear effort to help children recover from the setbacks they experienced during virtual learning.
Bowser said Wednesday the request will be part of her budget proposal, which also includes a 12 percent hike to the per-pupil funding formula that largely determines how much money schools get. The increase would flush schools with an additional $341 million, but it comes as the city's finances are strained by higher teacher salaries, rising costs due to inflation, flat revenue and the need to use local money to cover expenses that were previously funded by one-time federal pandemic aid.
The combination of those factors means dollars will not go as far as they used to, officials said. Some school leaders in recent weeks have said they expect to cut positions.
Bowser called this budget "by far the most difficult" one she'll submit to the D.C. Council. "Even with this increase, this year our schools will also be making tough decisions," she said.
The mayor's announcement about the funding for high-impact tutoring -- a specific kind of academic help that consists of frequent, small-group sessions -- came at a citywide summit on the topic. She touted the effort's success, including a recent Stanford University study that found that students in D.C. were more likely to attend school when they had sessions. "Last school year, we found that students enrolled in high-impact tutoring were likely to reach their math and literacy goals," Bowser said.
The new dollars, however, would replace just some of the $33 million in federal aid that the city has spent over the last three years to offer intensive tutoring to students in need of the most help -- including $16.6 million this school year. The last tranche of Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief, more than $386 million in D.C. and also known as ESSER III, must be spent or planned by September before it goes away.
The elimination of the pandemic dollars will have varying effects on schools. At Moten Elementary School in Southeast Washington, teachers will continue to do the bulk of tutoring, Akela Dogbe, its principal, said at the Wednesday summit. Justin Lessek, founding executive director of the Sojourner Truth Public Charter School, said that budget restrictions have prevented the school from expanding tutoring. Schools that contract nonprofits or universities to bring in tutors may have to scale back, other leaders said.
Tutoring programs in D.C. mirror efforts seen throughout the country. School districts, after the worst of the pandemic, quickly built and expanded tutoring efforts to help students catch up academically.
Bowser also proposed new money for high school programs -- including $5 million for dual enrollment and student internship programs and the Advanced Technical Center, a facility in Northeast Washington that trains high-schoolers for careers in nursing and cybersecurity. She said an additional $17 million could be used to open a health clinic at the site to offer services to residents and training for students.
She also shared a $600,000 proposal to open a second Advanced Technical Center, at the Whitman-Walker Max Robinson Center in Southeast Washington.
The mayor is slated to ask the council to approve a $2.7 billion proposal to support the city's traditional public and charter schools. She was scheduled to present that plan -- along with the city's entire budget -- to the 13-member body Wednesday morning, but the presentation was canceled.
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PM Update: Red flag warning for elevated wildfire risk through evening
Several large fires are burning to our west and high winds are blowing the smoke into the D.C. area. A cold front pulls temperatures back downward Thursday. 
By Ian Livingston | 2024-03-20

Hotspots from wildfires are seen on satellite this afternoon near the Virginia/West Virginia border. (CIRA/RAMMB)


* Red flag warning for the immediate area until 8 p.m. *
Across the Washington area, gusts as high as 40 to 45 mph prompted the issuance of a red flag warning this afternoon for weather that could incite fast-moving wildfires. The risk is highest in open areas outside the Beltway and especially toward the mountains.
Already multiple fires have ignited in western Virginia and eastern West Virginia and you can smell the smoke in the air in the Washington region. Smaller brush fires have popped up as close by as western Montgomery and Howard counties.
Very dry relative humidity values in the 15 to 30 percent zone only exacerbate the concern that any fires ignited could rapidly spread. We may have already seen peak winds at this point, but they will stay quite strong into evening before waning overnight.
Listen to our daily D.C. forecasts: Apple Podcasts | Amazon Echo | More options
Through Tonight: Any clouds of the day dissipate as winds stay quite intense into evening. They'll diminish more notably late night and into dawn. Lows range from the upper 20s to low 30s most spots, which might be mid-30s in the urban cores or near water.
View the current weather at The Washington Post.

The moon and early-spring blooms on Monday. (George Jiang/Flickr) (CGJ/George Jiang)


Tomorrow (Thursday): Just about wall-to-wall sun. We'll need it, as it's chilly for the date. Highs are mainly in the upper 40s and low 50s. It's not as windy, but still rather gusty and dry, so continued fire caution is advised.
See Dan Stillman's forecast through the weekend. And if you haven't already, join us on Facebook and follow us on Twitter and Instagram. For related traffic news, check out Gridlock.
Fire weather: Near and west of the Interstate 81 corridor, today's fire weather threat has materialized. In the Bergton area, along the border of West Virginia and Virginia, a significant wildfire has threatened some structures. Other fires have been reported near Harrisonburg and Luray.
A high wind warning was added to the red flag warnings in that region. Widespread gusts 50 to 60 mph have been observed there, including a gust of 61 mph in Front Royal where sustained winds rose as high as 40 mph. A station around 2,000 feet in Petersburg, eastern West Virginia, even reported a gust of 77 mph earlier this afternoon.
At least half a dozen larger fires and a bunch of smaller ones were burning.The threat for rapid growth continues for several more hours.
Jason Samenow contributed to this report.
Want our 5 a.m. forecast delivered to your email in-box? Subscribe here.
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Love at first light: Cherry blossom devotees hit Tidal Basin at dawn
Locals and visitors alike head to the Tidal Basin as early as 4 a.m. to avoid crowds and capture the cherry blossoms at sunrise.
By Joe Heim | 2024-03-20
It was still pitch-black and cold at 6 a.m. Wednesday as Ruiqing Yang and her two friends walked the Tidal Basin footpath. Members of a community photography club in Rockville, Md., they were among a handful of visitors searching for the perfect spot to capture the cherry blossoms in the dawn's early light.
"We want the blue hour," Yang, 54, explained. "Forty-five minutes before sunrise. Then you get the beautiful composition, the water is calm, and less people."
They got their photos, but as for fewer people, that didn't last long.
Sunrise is a magic hour for photographers and the 6 a.m. emptiness soon gave way to a steady stream of camera-wielding visitors. They navigated pathways that slowly filled with runners, bikers, dog walkers and stroller pushers, all admiring the floral beauty while taking care not to fall into the water. On this morning, at least, everyone stayed dry.
"The beauty of seeing the cherry blossoms here is one of those slices-of-joy moments that you can't pass up," said schoolteacher Megan McCormick, 35, who woke up at 4:45 a.m. to come down to the Tidal Basin with her husband, Derrick Wong, 38. The Washington couple said arriving before the heaviest crowds is key to a peaceful, more relaxed visit. Like many of the early-morning visitors, McCormick and Wong are locals who try to avoid the peak hours when tourists from around the world descend on this small patch of Washington.
Jamie Burley, 47, and her friend Kristin Clifton, 50, of Falls Church, Va., have made a tradition of early-morning visits to the cherry blossoms for more than 10 years. "I'm happy to get up early if it's for something like this. The light is beautiful, and it's less crowded," Burley said.
In the past, they've seen people having early-morning picnics among the blossoms and thought they should do that, too. "We had big dreams," Clifton said, laughing. "But we never did it."

People walk by a blooming cherry tree along the Tidal Basin. (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)


For professional photographers, it's hard to beat the bubble-gum pink and puffy cloud white backdrop of the Tidal Basin in spring. Kristen Walker, 36, and Gareth Prisk, 38, got engaged in October and decided to have their engagement photos taken by photographer Molly Lichten. The Gaithersburg, Md., couple are cyclists and thought an early-morning Tidal Basin in full bloom would be a perfect spot.
"It's absolutely breathtaking here," said Walker, who woke up at 4 a.m. Wednesday to wash her hair and do her makeup before coming down for the photo shoot.
As the crowds thickened, though, getting the perfect shot proved more challenging.
Lichten had the couple embrace under cherry blossom branches along the water's edge -- a beautiful spot, but also a heavily trafficked one. "Perfect, you guys!" Lichten called out as she snapped away. "Oops, can you do that one more time? Someone walked in front of you."
Walker and Prisk smiled gamely for the redo as passersby paused for the moment to be frozen for posterity.
Another couple, Stephan and Veronica Harutunian of Crofton, Md., picked the cherry blossom peak as the backdrop to capture a different occasion. The couple is expecting their first child, a boy, in May. They set down their coats and pretended it wasn't 41 degrees outside as photographer Alexis El Massih snapped away.

Stephan and Veronica Harutunian have photos taken along the Tidal Basin ahead of the birth of their first child. (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)


"It's unlike any other place. It's beautiful," Veronica said. Pointing to her belly, she added: "It's his first photo."
Matt and Cathy Fenwick of Arlington, Va., brought their three young children with them to take in the beauty of the blossoming trees before dropping them off at school. Or, as Matt put it: "We're going to do a forced march around this basin to maximize enjoyment."
Some cherry trees are not like the others, and one is receiving outsize attention this year.
"Oh, my God, it's Stumpy," a woman in a running group wearing party hats blurted as she passed the lonely tree on the basin's south bank. "Iconic!"

People stop to visit a cherry tree nicknamed Stumpy. (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)


Stumpy -- short, hollow and not particularly attractive -- still manages to produce beautiful blooms on its few branches that remain. News that Stumpy, along with several hundred other trees, would be removed this year for a sea-wall-rebuilding effort has resulted in thousands of blossom watchers showing up to take photos and pay tribute before the tree meets its mulcher.
In a city built on photo ops, this was the most prized of all. Visitors waited patiently to have their photo taken with the tree or snap selfies. Someone brought it a rose. A few people hugged it. Stumpy's not-dead-yet energy seemed to have a profound effect on those gathered around it.
Catherine Grant, 51, of Leesburg, Va., brought her 16-year-old daughter, Alexandra, to say goodbye to Stumpy, a favorite of theirs since they began coming here nine years ago when they moved from Arizona.

A flower adorns Stumpy. (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)



A visitor hugs Stumpy. (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)


"Stumpy basically is a characterization of how even something not perfect can thrive," Alexandra said. "It's sad to see him go, because he moved a lot of people."
But Stumpy will live on, her mother added reassuringly. Alexandra nodded yes.
"This is a highlight of the cherry blossoms," said runner Annika Olson, 29, who stopped with her friend Amanda Kwong, 30, to take photos of Stumpy before the crowds arrived. "When it's packed with people, it's just not the same. It's extra peaceful to see when it's so quiet," Olson said.
By 8:30 a.m., the magic had faded as the trees were swallowed by daylight. Buildings and cranes hidden by the dark came into view. The wind picked up, rippling away reflections on the water. Trash cans filled with coffee cups and dog poop bags. Nearby, a jackhammer hammered. A lawn mower mowed. A plane roared overhead.
The city was awake.

An airplane soars over the Tidal Basin. (Marvin Joseph/The Washington Post)
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Post-UMD poll: GOP's Hogan leads both Democrats in Maryland Senate race
A Post-UMD poll finds most Maryland voters know and like Larry Hogan (R). Nearly half have no opinion of Trone; a majority have no opinion of Alsobrooks.
By Erin Cox, Scott Clement, Lateshia Beachum, Emily Guskin | 2024-03-20

Then-Maryland Gov. Larry Hogan (R) greets supporters after a speech on Nov. 30, 2022. (Michael Robinson Chavez/The Washington Post)


With control of the U.S. Senate in play, voters in deep-blue Maryland favor Republican Larry Hogan by double digits over potential Democratic rivals, according to a Washington Post-University of Maryland poll.
The former governor left office with high job-approval ratings and is better known than those competitors, but he faces a crosscurrent Democrats hope to exploit: The poll found Maryland voters said by a 20-point margin that they prefer Democratic control of the U.S. Senate.
Hogan's surprise entrance into the race last month upended what had been largely seen as a contest between Rep. David Trone (D-Md.) and Prince George's County Executive Angela Alsobrooks (D). The Post-UMD poll finds that if the general election were held today, voters say they would support Hogan over Trone, 49 percent to 37 percent; and Hogan over Alsobrooks, 50 percent to 36 percent.
The poll finds Trone with a narrow lead in the primary race for the reliably blue seat vacated by retiring Sen. Ben Cardin (D-Md.): 34 percent of registered Democrats support Trone while 27 percent prefer Alsobrooks. The primary race remains wide open despite Trone's  spending of more than $23 million to Alsobrooks's $2 million. Nearly 4 in 10 Democratic voters -- 39 percent -- haven't yet picked a primary candidate.
Nearly half of registered voters overall have no opinion of Trone, and a majority have no opinion of Alsobrooks.
The national attention Hogan drew to what had been a sleepy competition prompted Democrats to  cast the May 14 primary race as a question of who could better help the Democratic Party control the U.S. Senate. The messaging could make it harder for Hogan to build the cross-party coalition of Republicans, independents and moderate Democrats that had delivered him statewide victories before.
"The big issue for the Democrats right now is that many people in the state don't know who either of these candidates are," said Michael Hanmer, a University of Maryland political science professor and director of the Center for Democracy and Civic Engagement, which conducted the poll with The Post.
"They seem to be doing fine in the places where people know them," he said. "But large, large numbers of people don't know who they are. ... It's just around the corner now for the primary, but there's still plenty of time for both of them to do things differently."
The Post-UMD poll of 1,004 registered Maryland voters was conducted March 5-12, and found that 55 percent of voters say they want Democrats in control of the Senate, compared  with 35 percent preferring Republicans.
It also finds a clear majority of voters from both parties think highly of Hogan, who promoted a bipartisan brand in a state where registered Democrats outnumber registered Republicans 2 to 1.
Sixty-four percent of registered voters have a favorable view of Hogan, compared  with 33 percent for Trone and 26 percent for Alsobrooks. About 2 in 10 have unfavorable views of Hogan and Trone with slightly fewer saying the same about Alsobrooks. Only 13 percent held no opinion of Hogan, a two-term governor who left office with record-high job approval ratings.
"I don't look at these results and see him as an underdog," Hanmer said. "He looks pretty good."
The contest is still fluid, with the general election months away and Democrats yet to coalesce around a nominee.
The poll's margin of error is plus or minus 3.3 percentage points among all voters and 4.5 points among registered Democrats. The survey contacted a random sample of registered voters statewide, with 64 percent interviewed by live callers on cellphones, 15 percent on landlines and 21 percent online after receiving a cellphone text invitation.
Democrat Jerome Tidwell, 61, of Prince George's County, is among the undecided. He said he doesn't know much about what Trone stands for, only that Trone has used his fortune to fund his campaign. He also said he'd be willing to consider Hogan in November, contrasting a response from Hogan's office with Alsobrooks's office when Tidwell sought traffic improvements to an intersection where someone  was killed.
"It's not zero all the way [on Alsobrooks], but I'm doing some research," said Tidwell, who works in finance. "I'm looking at [candidate web] pages and looking to see what exactly David Trone's bringing to the table. He's doing a town hall meeting, so when he does that, I'm going to be attending that and having questions for him."
Maryland voters elected Joe Biden over Donald Trump by 33 percentage points in 2020, one of the largest Democratic margins in the country, and the state has not sent a Republican to the U.S. Senate since 1980.
Yet the poll finds a significant share of Maryland voters say they want Democratic control of the Senate but would nonetheless vote to send Hogan, who would likely caucus with the Republicans.
Nearly 1 in 5 voters -- 18 percent -- say they prefer a Senate controlled by Democrats but would vote for Hogan over either Trone or Alsobrooks. Two-thirds of those voters are Democrats, and more than half consider themselves "moderate," the poll finds.
David Bartgis, 43, supports "Hogan, not even a question" for the Senate, even though he wants Democrats in control of the chamber.
"I don't trust the Republicans right now, pretty much on anything," said Bartgis, an art dealer and unaffiliated voter from Frederick. But he trusts Hogan, whom he called "probably the best governor we've ever had."
"Honestly, I don't believe he would be a vote down the line with Republicans or with Democrats," said Bartgis. "He's always seemed like he's not toed the party line. He seemed from the start that he was not a culture-warrior conservative. He seems like he does his own thing. I've always respected that about him."
But many other Hogan supporters would not send him to the Senate if it meant  Republicans gain power. Democrat Stephanie Sandler, 52, thought very highly of Hogan as governor, but said she worries he can't be the same type of politician amid the "extremist" Republicans in the U.S. Senate.
"At the state level he was great," said Sandler, an executive secretary from Glen Burnie. "He was very bipartisan, he worked both sides of the aisle. But what I'm concerned about, once he gets to D.C., that would change. ... he's either going to be held hostage and he won't be able to get anything done, or even worse, he's somehow going to be convinced to caucus with the extremists' group of the Republican Party."
Popular governors in other states have hit similar partisan crosswinds as they sought federal office. In 2018, for example, former Tennessee  governor Phil Bredesen ran for U.S. Senate as a Democrat. A Vanderbilt University poll that spring found him with 84 percent name recognition and a 67 percent favorable rating among voters who were aware of him. Bredesen's 52 percent favorable rating among Tennessee Republicans then was slightly lower than Hogan's 61 percent favorable mark among Maryland Democrats today. Bredesen lost the general election to Rep. Marsha Blackburn (R) by 11 percentage points.
Both leading Democrats in Maryland have focused on how a Republican-controlled Senate could affect Maryland voters, especially on abortion rights. Hogan says he personally opposes abortion but says he would not alter existing rights. In an interview two weeks ago, Hogan declined to answer whether he would codify national abortion rights into federal law, saying "that wasn't a yes or a no" when pressed by a reporter.
The issue resonates with Akelah Stroud, 42, who considers herself left-leaning but admires how Hogan governed and said she benefited from his program helping first-time home buyers with student debt. Hogan siding strongly with the hard right or not codifying Roe v. Wade would certainly push her to withdraw any support for him.
"Once you start taking people's rights away and things that have been in place for over 70 years, that's worrying to me as a woman, and it's also worrying to me as a minority," Stroud said, "because I believe it's like once they start taking away stripping things away from women, then the next thing is they're stripping away rights for minorities."
Trone and Alsobrooks each lead Hogan among voters in the D.C. area, which they represent, while trail him the rest of the state.
In the primary, among registered Democratic voters in the D.C. suburbs, Alsobrooks and Trone are tied with 34 percent supporting each and with 32 percent undecided. Each fare best among their respective geographic bases: Alsobrooks is leading Trone 53 percent to 19 percent in Prince George's, while Trone leads Alsobrooks 49 percent to 16 percent in Montgomery County.
Statewide, Trone has more support from White voters -- 47 percent to 17 percent for Alsobrooks, who leads him among Black voters, 38 percent to 23 percent.
Alsobrooks, who has endorsements from heavy-hitters in Maryland's political establishment, is seen positively by a 3-to-1 margin by registered voters in her county, including Prince George's resident Ariel Barnes, 30.
Barnes said she likes the accountability Alsobrooks took for the condition of schools, even though the issues predated the county executive's tenure. And Barnes, who works in finance, said Alsobrooks appears to be more approachable and relatable as a mother and everyday citizen than the high-profile men in the race.
"I don't think there's anything wrong with being successful, but there's something to be said about someone who isn't far removed from what it's like to live in Maryland," Barnes said. "I'm not in Larry Hogan's tax bracket. I'm not in Trone's tax bracket."
Trone also benefits from outsize support in his home county, where he is seen positively by a more than 2-to-1 margin, including by Montgomery resident Alejandra Ona, 50. She said she's voting for Trone because Democrats support what she values and she doesn't want to see a Republican in office.
"I don't have any information on Angela Alsobrooks," said Ona, an accountant. "I guess she doesn't have much funding. I don't see ads or anything."
The primary will be the first time Ona casts a vote for Trone, she said, adding that the primary is "more important than the main election in November to make sure we keep electing Democrats."
Sonia Vargas contributed to this report.
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Top reader photos of D.C.'s cherry blossoms and the beloved tree Stumpy
Washington, D.C.'s cherry trees, which reached peak bloom very early this year, are stunning.
By Ian Livingston | 2024-03-21

Sunrise at the Tidal Basin on Sunday amid cherry blossom peak bloom. (Rob Fountain/Facebook)


Washington's world-renowned cherry blossoms reached peak bloom Sunday, one of the earliest dates on record. Since then, the scenes have been stunning.
With thousands of visitors lining the Tidal Basin each day, the cherry trees are among the most photographed in the world. The sheer number of eyes also promises a plethora of fantastic angles and perspectives.
Capital Weather Gang readers have been documenting this year's bloom, sharing scores of photos with us each day on Facebook, X and Flickr.

Blossoms near peak on Saturday. (Megan Perry/Facebook) 



Sunrise Saturday. (Mark Alan Andre/Flickr) 



Sunrise Saturday. (Geoff Livingston/Flickr) 


We're sharing a selection of our favorites.
Among the hundreds of photos we've received, choosing which to show here was a challenge. But we're very grateful for all of the submissions.

Cherry blossoms near peak around the U.S. Capitol. (Jessica Stults Queener/Facebook) 



Sunrise Monday. (Sue Cromer/Flickr) 



Cherry blossoms close up. (Erin Freedman/Facebook) 


If you have not yet visited the blossoms this year, there is time left.
Although gusty winds Wednesday into Thursday may strip some of the flower petals, a continuation of this cool weather pattern should help the blossoms remain in full bloom at least into the weekend as the National Cherry Blossom Festival gets underway. A Saturday rainstorm, however, may mark the beginning of the end of this year's bloom.

A glowing morning under the cherry blossoms. (Brian Paeth/Flickr) 



A pink sunrise accenting pink blossoms. (Jeannie in D.C./Flickr) 


If you can't make it to the Tidal Basin this year, there are plenty of other places around the Washington region to see cherry blossoms.
Beyond the cherry blossoms, spring is still young and many more trees and plants have yet to flower -- the Yoshino cherries are among the first to bloom. It's hard to surpass the beauty of springtime in Washington.
We'd be remiss if we'd didn't dedicate a section of this photo roundup to the celebrated cherry tree nicknamed Stumpy.
The resilient stump-shaped tree has been showered with attention as its time on the Tidal Basin comes to a close because of looming sea wall repairs.
Stumpy earns our prize for "most photographed" and "best in show" for the 2024 bloom.
Here's a selection of Stumpy photos:

Stumpy over the weekend. (Leah Malbon Davenport/Facebook) 



Stumpy on Tuesday morning. (Thomas Cluderay/Flickr) 



Stumpy after sunset on Tuesday. (Phil Yabut/X) 
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For a glimpse at the magic of March Madness, ask Coco Gauff's father
Corey Gauff played for No. 16 seed Georgia State in the 1991 NCAA men's basketball tournament, and the experiences remain fresh in his memory 33 years later.
By Chuck Culpepper | 2024-03-21

Corey Gauff, shown with his tennis star daughter Coco, played for No. 16 seed Georgia State in the 1991 NCAA men's basketball tournament. (Hannah Peters/Getty Images) 


Check out the kaleidoscopic sports memory bank in this 52-year-old man from Delray Beach, Fla. It teems with sights and sounds from around the world, such as his daughter walking onto Wimbledon stadium grass at 15 alongside Venus Williams, striding onto French clay at 18 for a Roland-Garros final, steering a clinching backhand pass at 19 and toppling onto the acrylic as a U.S. Open champion. It soars with a famed group hug on an Arthur Ashe Stadium concourse: this man, wife Candi and daughter Coco, the first occasion she had ever seen her father weep.
But wait, look here: Something else glows from a back corner of the bank. Corey Gauff, that routine TV presence as the father and coach and coaching overseer of Coco Gauff, happens to dwell among those men and women walking around life with the memories of a curious and magical phenomenon. What is it about March Madness, in which so many people can tell of getting to a round of 64, getting clobbered in that round and then rating the whole thing as some precious memory?
"We're proud of it," Corey Gauff said recently beneath the gorgeous desert mountains at the Indian Wells tennis paradise, and he meant the 1991 Georgia State Panthers team that stays connected in a manner unimagined back in March 1991: text chain. Together, they're part of a peculiar reality of NCAA basketball tournaments: They're really at their very best right now, right at the outset, right when everybody still dreams before reality starts its grouchy whittling.
So when March comes back these days, Mr. Gauff focuses on the Indian Wells-Miami tennis churn but with occasional flecks of nostalgia. He remembers guarding an opposing leading scorer in the conference tournament and fouling him hard on purpose on the first chance just to see whether the guy had any softness in his heart. He remembers Georgia State getting its first bid to the NCAA men's tournament, envisioning an exotic trip but then getting stationed in the Southeast Region at the Omni in Atlanta, two MARTA stops from its commuter campus. And he remembers seeing the great Nolan Richardson on the other bench, coaching the Arkansas Razorbacks early in their "Forty Minutes of Hell" zenith, and feeling . . .
Was it awe? It wasn't quite that, and see whether you can spot the brand of confidence that makes Coco Gauff say she never really dreamed of making the top 10 because the top 10 would be insufficient.
"I looked down kind of sideways," Corey Gauff said, "because he hadn't recruited me."
He let out a terrific roar of a laugh.
"I felt like I fit his system."

Corey Gauff described himself as a "hard-nosed" guard for Georgia State. (Georgia State University Athletics)


Well before Corey Gauff would co-star with former Florida State heptathlete Candi Odom in exquisite turns of parenting, old sports stories in the Palm Beach (Fla.) Post show him as a lavish scorer from Spanish River High in Boca Raton. He began basketball only as a high school sophomore, following on baseball, tennis and football, in which he was a cornerback and a wide receiver and what he calls a "backup-backup" quarterback. He describes his playing style as "hard-nosed" and his high school height as "5-foot-11, but I said I was 6 feet." The college box scores show him as a sophomore sixth man through one of those improbable glees. Georgia State had posted one winning season among its 28 tries at winning seasons, 12-11 during the disco era in 1975-76, and it had gone 5-23 in 1989-90, a thing so bleak that Gauff refers to it as "5-25" because when you went 5-23, the human memory certainly feels it as 5-25 (or worse).
"That's the most I ever lost in any sport I ever played," he said by phone from Florida following Indian Wells, and so most of the Panthers had wearied of being at the school, except that: "Back then, you couldn't transfer [easily]." So they spent the offseason resourcefully: "What could we do as a team to get ourselves better?" Gauff said. "Amazing that that same core group of guys went from 5-25 to winning the conference."
In the hard, hard world of college basketball, full of beasts eager to stem your rise, they wriggled themselves to 13-14 and a No. 5 seed in the Trans America Athletic Conference tournament that began March 5, 1991, at Stetson in DeLand, Fla., between Orlando and Daytona Beach. They would play three teams against whom they had gone 0-6 with losses by 15, nine, 13, seven, eight and 15. Georgia State's all-time win total in the event howled at zero.
By March, though, "We understood better who we were," Gauff said. That included "a better commitment to playing defense." He said, "It's amazing, if you change your attitude, what can happen." The team had become "a lot more unselfish," which meant that "as you can imagine, the ball starts moving" -- he laughed right there -- "starts moving a lot more. The other teams, if they don't have [good] defensive rotations . . ."
Georgia State knocked off No. 4 Stetson and 6-foot-9 future NBA player Lorenzo Williams, 70-64, in its home arena. "I think we boxed out really well," Gauff said. In the semifinals, it ran past No. 1 seed Texas San Antonio, 94-84. In the final, it played No. 6 seed Arkansas Little Rock. "We had never beaten them," Gauff said, before remembering he had been in school only two years so, "They'd never beaten them," a thought that dredged another laugh. According to a United Press International story from the time, Georgia Southern had lost to Little Rock 17 consecutive times. Yet: "I remember during warmups that we were pretty psyched up because we were on a winning streak and we finally played the way we wanted to play."
The final score went a blaring 80-60, and the air around the Panthers started going sort of, you know, mad. Phillip Luckydo, who with Chris Collier had led the scoring, told the great Jeff Schultz of the Atlanta Journal-Constitution: "I fell asleep about 3:30 last night. I had to watch 'SportsCenter' over and over again to see if it was really true."
His roommate missed that loop.
"I was probably out partying," Gauff said, loosing another considerable laugh even as, "There wasn't much to do in DeLand back in those days."
One year after Georgia Tech's Final Four berth, Georgia Tech's commuter-school neighbor started siphoning off a bit of attention. Georgia State Coach Bob Reinhart was noted for his bold move in leaving the Atlanta Hawks' staff five years prior for the Georgia State up-Everest construction project and for what the great Jack Wilkinson of the Journal-Constitution called his "omnipresent unlit stogie."
"I never smoke it, just chew it," Reinhart told Schultz.
"I don't think we'll have to tell anybody on campus anymore who we are," Collier said.
"Aw, we wanted to be out of town. We kind of got hosed on that deal," Gauff says now. "The good news, our fans could come to the game."
Tip-off would happen at noon on the first Friday, giving the Panthers an extra day in the intoxicating ether of the brackets. The school declared a "snow day" on a snowless day and canceled classes. "We welcome you to our bandwagon," Reinhart said at a news conference. A knot of Georgia State fans came to the Omni, one bringing a sign reading, "BRING ON UNLV," the mastodon of that season. The Panthers would bring their No. 16 seed in an era of No. 16 seeds almost entirely hopeless, and Arkansas would bring the heft of a 1990 Final Four berth, a commanding giant guard in Todd Day, his excellent backcourt mate Lee Mayberry and the colossal Oliver Miller, 6-9 and 280 pounds.
Gauff's athlete's mind still tries to solve that big one.
"A couple of times I tried a finger roll over Oliver Miller," he said. "I should have tried to drive around him. Probably would have gotten fouled and made it."
Georgia State went up 15-6 early. Reality arrived in customary waves. Arkansas led 52-35 by halftime and 117-76 by the end. "Their team came to play as hard as they could," Richardson said that day, "and they started burning out about the 15-minute mark." And yet, providing what might serve as an emblem of the magical hold of the event, Reinhart said, "I'm just tickled to death to have been here."
As for Gauff, he etched himself into the annals with a fine stat line: six points, five assists, three steals, two rebounds. And 33 years on, with the memory of March firmly in the bank amid a gathering barrage of company, he left another clue about a confidence that might echo in a certain U.S. Open champion: "I didn't like the losing part," he said. "I was foolish enough to think we could beat Arkansas that year."
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If you don't pull for Washington State, you're probably soulless
Washington State made an unexpected run to the NCAA men's tournament after it was abandoned by the Pac-12 in the league's final season in its current form.
By Chuck Culpepper | 2024-03-20

Myles Rice (2) and Washington State enter the NCAA tournament as a likable squad after an unexpected season in the last year of the Pac-12 as we know it. (David Becker/Getty Images)


LAS VEGAS -- For those galled with the lousy, no-good, wretched, soulless and otherwise distasteful realignment of college sports -- a group that includes just about everyone -- it's time to start walking around muttering or barking the words "Go, Cougars." Washington State can provide a dose of tonic even if it does open the NCAA men's basketball tournament as a No. 7 seed Thursday night against a fellow likable, No. 10 Drake.
The surprising Cougars (24-9), of course, not only enter the tournament for the first time since 2008 when some hoop geek named Tony Bennett coached them to the Sweet 16 as a No. 4 seed that hamstrung Notre Dame to 41 points in the second round. They also represent, alongside the Oregon State women's team, those two mass souls abandoned when the 10 other Pac-12 programs started desperate swims to the Big Ten, Big 12 and ACC.
As a bonus, Washington State's plight lately has demonstrated that life remains imperfect, and it's always good to cheer for imperfect.
From the back of the Cougars' locker room at the Pac-12 tournament last week, forward Isaac Jones from Spanaway, near Tacoma, voiced the season-long feelings of the Washingtonian: "I would say it's hard, especially, you know, as an in-state guy who grew up watching this team and U-Dub," he said, using parlance for the University of Washington. "And to see it just leave is hard. Because that's all we knew. That's college basketball growing up."
So right about the time their school and a fan base deeply loyal -- if not quite large enough to suit the dreary TV projections -- lurched toward the West Coast Conference as an affiliate member for a two-year term in a deal announced in December, the Cougars set about hatching their final Pac-12 season (at least for now). They began with the kind of perfect preseason ranking a coach might crave: 10th out of 12.
They had ample appeals. Their point guard, Myles Rice, returned after a Hodgkin's lymphoma diagnosis in September 2022 and a cancer-free report in March 2023. Their head coach, Kyle Smith, entered his fifth season with admiration from his peers and a CV that showed a dauntlessness about adventure: Morningside Heights in New York (Columbia), the Richmond District (San Francisco), Pullman. Asked what distinguishes this team, Smith said, with Rice next to him: "Obvious one is we've got a point guard that paints his fingernails. Not many teams can boast that."
Rice has done so to honor family members who have battled cancer.
As the Cougars went along, they began to pick up supporters they wouldn't expect, just because those supporters tended to find their Pac-12 fate to be lousy, no-good and so on. "Definitely seen a lot of people, even like U-Dub people. I've seen them: 'We're with you guys! What's going on is wrong!' " said Isaiah Watts, a freshman from West Seattle. "I've definitely seen a couple of people that's not usually on our side, on our side."
"Oh, yeah," Jones said. "Other teams, teams that aren't eliminated yet, their fans come up to us. It's just amazing. ... I mean, just yesterday [during the Pac-12 tournament], some Arizona fans, Arizona State fans, just Mountain West people, teams, I don't remember the shirt so much, but even they support us and say what we're doing is special, so it's pretty amazing."
With the situation as a motivation if not an obsession, as Watts described it, the Cougars began to cobble together their unforeseen wins.
"Magical," Watts said of the season.
"It's been amazing," Jones said.
"We sing our [fight] song," Smith said. "Everyone knows the lyrics because we're used to winning."
They beat visiting Arizona on Jan. 13 before 3,564 to reach 12-5 and 3-3 in the league. They beat Arizona in scary Tucson on Feb. 22 before 14,688 to reach 21-6 and 12-4. Then they did some human things that might befall any team unaccustomed to heights. They lost immediately at Arizona State, and then, after home wins over Southern California (before 8,288) and UCLA (8,096) left them at the verge of sharing the conference title with a team they had beaten twice, they lost, 74-68, at home (9,311) against Washington, whereupon Smith did something that blared personal strength.
"We celebrated our season after we lost to Washington," he said, "because I wanted to make sure that we keep things in perspective of all we accomplished."
That sent them hoping and churning into the last Pac-12 tournament as all know it, where a first title game appearance and/or first title would have served as one hell of a story. "That'd be an amazing story," Jones said. They got through Stanford, 79-62, in the quarterfinals, and then on a Friday night in Las Vegas, with conference tournaments and stories all over town, they grabbed a 50-49 lead with 3:11 left on a Jones layup in their muck-fest with Colorado.
Then March happened, with big things decided off fleeting plays, and they lost, 58-52, and life was imperfect, and Smith said of the locker room, "We had some long faces."
The Pac-12 went on and played a final Saturday night. It had Oregon (23-11), that fourth-seeded bid-swiper, with a 75-68 besting of NCAA-bound Colorado (24-10). It had a swank T-Mobile Arena fairly spirited, if far from full. And it had closing moments of the history of the tournament tinged with the delight of N'Faly Dante, the Ducks' joyous big man from Bamako, Mali, who shot 25 for 30 in the tournament, including 12 for 12 in the final.
Here came Dante's tap-in with 75 seconds left, his wow of a shot block beyond the three-point arc with 35 seconds left -- it made a great and fine thud -- and finally, his turn of theater just after Cody Williams of Colorado swished the 15-foot last basket in a Pac-12 tournament, an innocuous matter from the foul line with eight seconds left.
Thereafter, Dante caught a long pass near the Colorado basket as he dribbled alone and the aching seconds drained. He paused, let the clock run out for good grace and then treated himself to a thunderous exhibition jam, an international man giving final punctuation to a regional tournament before his program made off for the Big Ten and everybody else could make off toward fresh Cougar fandom while maybe even trying to learn that fight song.
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The stunning scandal swirling around baseball's biggest star
On Thursday, hours after news broke that the Los Angeles Dodgers had fired Shohei Ohtani's longtime friend and interpreter, Ippei Mizuhara, Ohtani jogged onto a baseball field In Seoul. 
By Chelsea Janes | 2024-03-21

Shohei Ohtani and the Dodgers faced the Padres in Seoul on Wednesday. (Lee Jin-man/AP Photo) 


SEOUL -- Thursday night, an ocean away from Dodger Stadium, Shohei Ohtani did something he had never done in his storied, relentlessly pristine MLB career.
Because Thursday night, roughly 12 hours after news broke that the Los Angeles Dodgers had fired Ohtani's longtime friend and interpreter Ippei Mizuhara amid allegations that Mizuhara stole millions from his friend to cover gambling debts, Ohtani jogged onto a baseball field enveloped by scandal.
By the time he did, a few things were clear: First, that the Dodgers terminated Mizuhara after Wednesday night's game, ending a partnership with Ohtani that began in 2013 during Ohtani's days with the Nippon Ham Fighters. Second, Ohtani's representatives claimed he was a victim of "massive theft," though by whom they wouldn't say.
Reports in the Los Angeles Times and ESPN connected some of the dots, reporting that Mizuhara had accumulated millions in gambling debt. But what wasn't clear, as of gametime in Seoul -- where the Dodgers were facing the San Diego Padres in a season-opening global showcase of the sport -- is whether Ohtani knew about the debt and whether he willfully loaned Mizuhara money to cover it: Mizuhara initially told ESPN in an interview that Ohtani did know and covered the debt before Ohtani's representatives disputed that narrative and suggested it was, instead, theft.

Shohei Ohtani, right, and his interpreter, Ippei Mizuhara. (Lee Jin-man/AP Photo) 


The remaining murkiness meant that on the field before Thursday's game, snippets of hushed conversation could be heard in English and Spanish and Japanese and Korean -- conversations between reporters and team officials and anyone with a pulse, really -- about exactly how much Ohtani knew and when he knew it, or exactly how involved he might have been. To be clear, no one -- including Mizuhara -- has alleged any gambling on Ohtani's part. But no one is more financially important to his team and the league than Ohtani is, either.
Sports betting is legal in 38 states, but it is not yet legal in California, where Ohtani has played his entire MLB career. But offshore sports betting, which operates in a murky area, does not require upfront payment for bets, relying instead on credit.
Meanwhile, MLB's collective bargaining agreement with the players' union makes clear that players are not allowed to bet on baseball in any form, at any level, including in the form of fantasy sports. Mizuhara told ESPN he knew this and did not bet on baseball. But it also makes clear that players are allowed to place legal bets on other sports, though "illegal bets on any sport or event, including bets placed with illegal bookmakers or illegal offshore sports betting websites or applications" are prohibited.
Whatever its specifics, the scandal was as palpable Thursday afternoon as it was invisible. Where photographers had once lined up to shoot the arrival of team buses, fences stood instead. Security did not let them film player arrivals Thursday. No one said exactly why. No one really had to.
The Dodgers clubhouse, too, was marked more by who was not there than who was. A few players wandered in and out, glancing at reporters, as if wondering if someone might approach. Few hung around for long. At one point there were 30 reporters and no players in the clubhouse, a noteworthy ratio even for a veteran team like the Dodgers adept at making itself scarce. And at Ohtani's locker sat a backpack and a massive water bottle, evidence that Ohtani was indeed at the stadium.
Absent Ohtani, it was Dodgers Manager Dave Roberts who was left to answer the questions being asked across two continents. He said he couldn't.
"I can't say anything," Roberts said, when asked about his reaction to Mizuhara's firing. He also said he couldn't comment on what Mizuhara said to the Dodgers after his termination. ESPN had reported Mizuhara addressed the Dodgers and took responsibility for the scandal.
"Anything with that, the meeting, I can't comment," Roberts said. "I'm sorry."

Dodgers Manager Dave Roberts said he couldn't comment on the matter. (Lee Jin-man/AP Photo) 


The one thing Roberts would say is that he wasn't worried about distraction for Ohtani, and that Ohtani was in a hitters meeting at the time of his news conference. He said the Dodgers did not consider sitting their superstar, who was in the lineup hitting second, as he was in Wednesday night's opener.
But unlike Wednesday, Ohtani did not take the field to stretch with his teammates before batting practice. In fact, he never emerged for pregame warm-ups at all, though that isn't a total departure from the norm: Ohtani rarely takes batting practice on the field before games, preferring to hit off a machine in the cages instead. When he jogged out for introductions -- to the usual, undaunted roar -- Ohtani wore a taut smile. He hit the first pitch he saw into right for a line drive single. Business as usual. Nothing to see here.
And in some ways, it was: Fans in Ohtani jerseys, or even full uniform, posed for pictures outside the stadium Thursday. Signs reading "Goatani" or "Ohtani Hit It Here" were visible in the stands. The crowd still roared every time they found a reason. Ohtani's legacy changed forever Thursday. But that does not mean it was tarnished. Within an hour of the news breaking, inboxes of Dodgers staff were filled with applications to serve as his interpreter.

Will Ireton served as interpreter on Thursday. (Chung Sung-Jun/Getty Images) 


The Dodgers' manager of performance operations, Will Ireton, filled that role Thursday night. He had to make his debut early: Mizuhara had been scheduled to serve as Yoshinobu Yamamoto's in-game interpreter, so it was Ireton who joined pitching coach Mark Prior for a mound visit as Yamamoto, the 25-year-old Japanese ace who signed with the Dodgers this offseason, struggled through a five-run first inning nightmare. On a normal night, Yamamoto's struggles might have been the talk of the sport, from Seoul to Tokyo to Los Angeles and beyond. But this was no normal night.
And it ended up being no normal game, either. The evening morphed into a 15-11 marathon in which the Dodgers fell behind by seven and closed the gap to one before the Padres pulled away. In the course of that journey, Ohtani hit three different deep flyballs that looked like they might be homers, all of which fell short, two of which fell less than a meter (as they say in South Korea) short of the wall.

Shohei Ohtani hit three different deep flyballs that looked like they might be homers on Thursday. All three fell short. (Jung Yeon-je / AFP via Getty Images) 


Ohtani also came to the plate with a chance to tie the game in the eighth, but grounded out harmlessly to first to end the Dodgers' final rally. Good thing, too: Normally, if players homer or provide game-tying hits, they address the media afterward. But as it happened, Ohtani did not meet the usual baseball criteria for a postgame interview.
Still, since he had not surfaced before the game, two dozen or so American, Japanese and Korean reporters circled around his locker in the clubhouse anyway as he packed his bag and pulled on the sweatsuit all the Dodgers wore on their flight back to the United States. As he did so, two members of the team's media relations staff stood with their backs to him, facing outward, telling any reporters who approached that Ohtani would not be speaking.
Thinking it might be best if Ohtani decided that for himself, reporters asked him if he had a moment to speak as he turned and headed out of the clubhouse. Dodgers staffers instead requested they clear the way, as Ohtani walked out of the room, saying a Japanese phrase reporters translated as "have a good night" as he departed.
"I hope the situation -- I hope Sho is good," his teammate Mookie Betts said, when asked about how the situation affected his team Thursday. "At the end of the day, we have to take care of our jobs ... no matter what cards we're dealt, we've gotta go play 'em."

(Jung Yeon-je / AFP via Getty Images) 
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Who is interpreter Ippei Mizuhara and what was his relationship with Shohei Ohtani?
Ippei Mizuhara served as Shohei Ohtani's interpreter, which meant he helped shape the way American baseball fans understood the MLB star.
By Chelsea Janes | 2024-03-21

Shohei Ohtani has worked with interpreter Ippei Mizuhara for his entire MLB career. (Carolyn Kaster/AP Photo) 


SEOUL -- Every Major League Baseball team has an interpreter to help Spanish-speaking players interact with the media. Teams with Japanese players have interpreters for them, too. Until about 24 hours ago, the Los Angeles Dodgers had multiple Japanese interpreters, one for each of their two new Japanese stars. Most of these interpreters live in relative anonymity, known only to the fans who watch every interview, cult heroes to those who know 40-man rosters like they know the alphabet.
But Ippei Mizuhara, by virtue of serving as Shohei Ohtani's interpreter for every moment of his major league career, has always had an outsize profile. The affable guy with the floppy hair who translated every Ohtani answer, and therefore shaped the way American fans understood him, became a household name to baseball fans from Southern California to Tokyo.

Los Angeles Dodgers Shohei Ohtani poses for a portrait at spring training while his interpreter, Ippei Mizuhara, looks on. (Ashley Landis/AP Photo) 


He and Ohtani's friendship became an endearing part of the Japanese superstar's story, cemented into the hearts of fans when Mizuhara, prohibited from speaking to Ohtani during the 2021 MLB lockout as a team employee, quit his job as Los Angeles Angels interpreter so he could maintain their friendship instead.
So it was not only stunning, but downright unmooring, when news reports surfaced Wednesday alleging that Mizuhara had accumulated millions in gambling debt that Ohtani helped him pay as Ohtani's representatives, the West Hollywood law firm Berk Brettler, claimed "massive theft" against their client.
Berk Brettler did not name Mizuhara specifically in that allegation, but the line between the reports and the firm's assertions was not hard to draw: ESPN reported that Mizuhara sat for an interview in which he admitted accumulating massive gambling debts and claimed Ohtani paid the debt for him to ensure he would not repeat his mistakes. Later, he gave a second interview in which he claimed Ohtani had no knowledge of the situation. The Dodgers fired him, leaving Ohtani to play his first-ever game without his sidekick in Seoul on Thursday evening.
Mizuhara, 39, was born in Japan but grew up and went to high school in Southern California, according to a 2021 profile from the Japanese outlet Nippon. His relationship with Ohtani dates to 2013, when Mizuhara was working as an interpreter for NPB's Nippon Ham Fighters. Ohtani debuted for the Fighters that year, and he and Mizuhara shared their clubhouse until he departed for MLB five years later.

Los Angeles Angels star Mike Trout greets Shohei Ohtani and his interpreter, Ippei Mizuhara, at spring training earlier this year. (Ashley Landis/AP Photo) 


When Ohtani came to the United States ahead of the 2018 season, Mizuhara came with him. The Angels brought him on as Ohtani's full-time interpreter, but their relationship was more friendship than professional. Mizuhara was always by Ohtani's side, not only in every dugout shot, but also off the field. When Ohtani was at his locker, Mizuhara was by his side. When they had down time, they often shared it. When Ohtani went out to the field, Mizuhara went out with him, often carrying a glove of his own. When it was time for high-pressure mound visits during Ohtani's pitching career, Mizuhara was delivering coaches' messages then, too. When Ohtani competed in his first, and so far only, Home Run Derby at the 2021 all-star event, Mizuhara served as the catcher.
Now, Mizuhara's name will be forever tied to Ohtani for far different reasons. And for the first time in Ohtani's professional career, in two countries and two big league teams, Mizuhara will not be by his side.
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Daniel Snyder pulls Maryland mansion from market, donates it to charity
The former Commanders owner listed the home in 2023 for $49 million. He stands to reap a large tax deduction after donating it to the American Cancer Society.
By Nicki Jhabvala | 2024-03-21

Former Washington Commanders owner Daniel Snyder and his wife, Tanya, donated their Potomac estate to the American Cancer Society. (John McDonnell/The Washington Post)


Eight months after selling the Washington Commanders, Daniel Snyder donated his mansion overlooking the Potomac River in Maryland to the American Cancer Society, reaping what could be a significant tax deduction on a property that had been on the market for more than a year.
Snyder purchased part of the property from the estate of King Hussein and Queen Noor of Jordan in 2001 for $8.64 million. He went on to acquire additional parcels, amassing 15 total acres, according to property records. The 30,000-square-foot estate, which he named River House, was completed in 2004.
The home, which served as Snyder's primary residence for close to two decades, went on the market in February 2023 with an asking price of $49 million. Snyder reduced the price to $34.9 million after it sat on the market for six months.
The listing was removed on Monday, according to Zillow.
Property records show that on March 7, ACS Development Company I Inc., which owns and operates real estate for the American Cancer Society, purchased the home for $0. A spokesperson for the American Cancer Society said the organization intends to sell the property and use the proceeds "to advance our mission of improving the lives of cancer patients and their families."
Snyder's wife, Tanya Snyder, the former co-CEO of the Commanders, was diagnosed with breast cancer in 2008 and, after undergoing surgical treatment, was a noted advocate for cancer awareness. She helped launch the NFL's "Think Pink" campaign, and ACS recognized her as its "Mother of the Year" in 2013.
"We are incredibly grateful for the gift, and the generosity cannot be overstated," Karen Knudsen, CEO of the American Cancer Society, wrote in a release by the organization.
The donation has significant tax benefits for Snyder. He had reportedly been trying to sell River House since 2018 and, absent a buyer, donating the property was a more practical solution than sitting on it and paying taxes; the property's assessed tax value for 2022 was close to $18 million.
By donating the real estate to a charity, Snyder can claim a deduction to his income tax that is equal to the appraised value of the property. So, for instance, if the property were appraised at $45 million, he would receive a tax deduction of $45 million. And he would not pay taxes on the gain, which he would have had he sold the property to a private buyer.
Snyder could not be reached for comment.
In a 2022 filing in the United Kingdom, Snyder listed England as his usual residence.
Snyder also owns a 16.5-acre property near Mount Vernon that he purchased for $48 million in November 2021, as well as property in Aspen, Colo.
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March Madness live updates: Michigan State tops Mississippi State, Duquesne surprises BYU
March Madness started in earnest Thursday with the first round of the NCAA men's basketball tournament. Follow along for live updates, analysis and highlights.
By Scott Allen, Glynn A. Hill, Des Bieler, Adam Kilgore, Jerry Brewer, Candace Buckner, Chuck Culpepper, Cindy  Boren, Matt Bonesteel, Greg Schimmel, Brianna Schroer | 2024-03-21
March Madness tipped off in earnest Thursday with 16 first-round games scheduled in the NCAA men's basketball tournament. Mississippi State vs. Michigan State got things started, with the Spartans winning 66-51. Then Duquesne surprised BYU, 71-67. The action will be nonstop deep into the night. Other teams to watch Thursday include top-seeded North Carolina (vs. Wagner at approximately 2:45), perennial tournament staple Gonzaga (vs. McNeese State at 7:25) and a likable squad from Washington State (vs. Drake at approximately 10:05). Follow along for live updates, highlights and analysis from all the games.
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Before 'Drive to Survive': F1's big winners, feuds and controversies
Including the Max Verstappen of the 1960s, team sniping from the 1980s and a nasty 1990s season finale.
By Bonnie Berkowitz | 2024-03-21
In some ways, the world's most prestigious motorsports circuit hasn't changed much since it began in 1950.
There have always been drivers who won a lot, engineering masterminds, various types of controversy and teammates who plain didn't like each other, according to Peter Windsor, a longtime Formula One journalist and former team manager who put on his de facto historian hat for this story.
So if your knowledge of Formula One began with binge-watching "Drive to Survive," here's a bit of prequel content.
And if you're a longtime fan, here are a few stops along both memory and victory lanes.

Scotland's Jim Clark won more than a third of the races he entered. (AP Photo/Leslie Priest)


No F1 driver has seen more checkered flags in two-plus seasons than Verstappen, the Dutch driver for Red Bull who has won 36 of the past 46 races. But Windsor said every era has had a dominant driver, and Jim Clark of Scotland was among the best.
In between his rookie year of 1960 and his death in a crash in 1968, Clark won two world championships and more than a third of the races he entered -- an astonishing feat considering how unreliable early cars could be. Mechanical problems cost him two additional world championships.
"In that period, he was the dominant driver by a huge margin," Windsor said. "And he was also incredibly versatile in jumping from one discipline of motor sport to another." In 1965, he skipped the Monaco race for the Indianapolis 500 and won that, too.
But Clark is far from the only name on the list. Juan Manuel Fangio of Argentina, for instance, won the championship five times during his seven seasons in the 1950s and placed second in the other two.
"You can say that before there was Max, there was Lewis Hamilton," Windsor said, and he went on to name drivers who in their primes basically owned the circuit. "I'm very hesitant to say Max Verstappen is better than Ayrton Senna, or Ayrton Senna was better than Michael Schumacher, or both of them were better than Jim Clark or Stirling Moss or Niki Lauda or Emerson Fittipaldi or any of the drivers who have been dominant in their specific era."

Nelson Piquet, center, and Nigel Mansell, left, smiled on the 1986 Grand Prix of Italy podium but rarely at each other. Stefan Johansson, right, stayed out of the way. (AP Photo/ Ferdinando Meazza)


Formula One teammates inherently have an awkward dynamic, because when one beats the other, they can't blame the car.
"The only friends you have in a Formula One team is when one driver is categorically quicker than the other," said Windsor. "When they're both quick and they're both capable of winning, then that's when you have fireworks."
That was very much the situation on the Williams team in 1986 and 1987 between British driver Nigel Mansell and his new Brazilian teammate, Nelson Piquet. A 2023 story in MotorSport magazine dubbed the relationship "Williams' worst F1 feud," offering some compelling verbal evidence.
Mansell on Piquet: "He's got all the ingredients to be a great person, it's just that he chooses not to be."
Piquet on Mansell (via British Playboy in 1988): "Mansell is argumentative, he's rude and he's got a really ugly wife."
Piquet was a two-time world champion when he arrived at Williams, and his contract stipulated that he was the team's alpha, said Windsor, who was the team's sponsorship manager at the time. That meant he would be first in line for new parts, the better engine, etc. It did not, however, stipulate that his teammate would never be allowed to best him on the track.
"He never asked for that in the contract, because he never imagined that Nigel would be quick enough to do that," Windsor said. "And yet Nigel was. He was actually quicker than Nelson. And that's when all the trouble started ... and in the end, it all fell apart. It's because of drivers overrating themselves and not really ... being prepared for somebody actually to be doing a better job."
They raced each other hard, did their best to thwart each other on the track, and in at least one race when they both ended up on the podium, refused to shake hands. Neither won the championship in 1986, but Piquet won in 1987 despite winning fewer races than Mansell (three to six). Mansell won his championship in 1992, the year after Piquet retired.

Lotus driver Jim Clark, left, raises a glass with team chief Colin Chapman in 1964. (AP Photo) (Anonymous/Associated Press)


Enzo Ferrari once estimated that a race win is 60 percent car and 40 percent driver. The secret sauce in Verstappen's car is created by the wizardry of Red Bull chief technical officer Adrian Newey and his team of engineers.
Newey, an aerodynamicist, "goes out of his way to be very logical and to identify, if you like, with a particle of air and what that air needs in order to do its job," Windsor said. "He is without doubt one of the greatest engineers in the history of the sport."
Colin Chapman, Windsor said, "was similarly accomplished." Under his direction, Team Lotus won seven constructor's championships, including the two seasons in which Jim Clark won the driver's championship.
Unlike Newey, who is constrained by more than 70 years of technical rules, Chapman operated mostly in the 1950s, '60s and '70s when the rules were being written. He focused on gaining speed by reducing the car's weight.
Some of his ideas were banned immediately, but others changed the sport and remain in use.
One of the most notable was building the car around a bathtub-like "monocoque," a pod that was rigid and strong but much lighter than the complex tubular frames cars had been built on up until that point. Today, the monocoque is known as the "survival cell," and it is a critical part of driver protection.
Chapman and Lotus produced the first F1 car that had a carbon-fiber chassis. His innovations with radiators and brakes are still in use. And he pioneered the use of ground effects (using the air under the car to generate downforce so the car sticks to the road in corners) -- the forces that Newey exploits so adeptly now.

A German TV station captured the infamous bump when Michael Schumacher's Ferrari, left, hit Jacques Villeneuve's Williams during the final race of 1997. (AFP via Getty Images) (-/AFP/Getty Images)


The wildly unorthodox restart in the last race of the 2021 season kept Lewis Hamilton from a record-breaking eighth championship and was so controversial that F1 race director Michael Masi lost his job.
But, hey, at least the police didn't get involved.
The same can't be said for the finale of 1997, when Schumacher, F1's other seven-time champion, was involved in a similar winner-take-all race, and the Ferrari legend tried to run rival Jacques Villeneuve off the track.
The act was so blatant that the World Motorsport Council determined it was deliberate, the German police opened an investigation even though the race was in Spain, and, decades later, it is written as fact in Schumacher's Hall of Fame bio on the F1 website.
It also didn't work. The German ended up stuck in gravel and Villeneuve finished third with enough points to win the title. The shenanigans earned Schumacher disqualification from his runner-up finish in the championship standings, but no criminal charges were filed.

Mario Andretti, in 1978, was the most recent American to stand atop a Formula One podium. (AP Photo/Taylor Fornezza, File)


Because Fort Lauderdale youngster Logan Sargeant is the first U.S. driver in Formula One since 2015, it may seem as if Americans have always been bit players in the F1 saga.
Not so! But it has been a while since one has had a starring role.
Miami-born Californian Phil Hill and Italian-born Pennsylvanian Mario Andretti each won a world championship while flying the Stars-and-Stripes.
Hill, who was also the first American to win the 24 Hours of LeMans, in 1958, was a master technician whose prowess was most obvious on terrible tracks. He clinched the 1961 championship in the final race, but tragedy darkened his victory. His friend and teammate Wolfgang Von Trips died during the race when his car was bumped from behind, flew up an embankment and pinwheeled into a line of spectators, killing more than a dozen.

Dan Gurney of New York was the first driver to win in Formula One, IndyCar and NASCAR. (AP Photo) (Anonymous/AP)



Phil Hill was the first American Formula One champion. (AP Photo/File) (Anonymous/Associated Press)


By the time Andretti won his F1 championship in 1978, he had already succeeded in just about every motor sport series. He won four IndyCar season championships, the 1969 Indianapolis 500 and NASCAR's Daytona 500. in 1967.
In Formula One, he often teamed with Chapman at Lotus to pioneer the use of aerodynamics. His 1978 victory at the Dutch Grand Prix was the most recent win by an American driver.
Windsor said Dan Gurney was as talented behind the wheel as Andretti and Hill and was an incredible engineer. He didn't win a championship, possibly because while at the height of his racing powers, he started his own team and branched out into making cars.
In 1967, he became the only American to win a Formula One Grand Prix in an American-made car, and it was one that he had designed. His Eagle is considered to be one of the most beautiful racecars of all time.
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She's 40 years old and on the verge of being a figure skating medalist
Deanna Stellato-Dudek is 40 years old and could become the oldest figure skater to win an Olympic or world championship medal in decades. 
By Les Carpenter | 2024-03-21

Deanna Stellato-Dudek and Maxime Deschamps of Canada compete during Wednesday's short program. (Geoff Robins/AFP/Getty Images)


MONTREAL -- At 40 years old, Deanna Stellato-Dudek skates and twirls across the ice at full speed in front of thousands. She gets tossed high in the air by her partner, Maxime Deschamps, before landing in his arms and resuming their routine.
Stellato-Dudek is doing more than just skating competitively into the fifth decade of her life; she's on the verge of becoming the oldest woman figure skater to win an Olympic or world championship ever. On Wednesday, she and Deschamps -- skating for Canada in her new hometown -- won the pairs short program at the ISU World Figure Skating Championships, putting them halfway to a title that seems almost impossible to imagine.
"I am certainly amazed by what she is doing," said Deschamps, who is eight years younger, after their short program skate Wednesday at Bell Center.
"She doesn't train like somebody who is 40 years old; she's more like someone 18," said Manon Perron, a longtime skating coach in Canada who is an adviser to the national team. "She's not afraid to fall; she's not afraid to do something."
Stellato-Dudek spends two to three hours a day training just to be able to practice. She says the most important thing she does each night is get her muscles ready for the next day.
"There's no points in figure skating for being older," she said. "So, it really doesn't matter at the end of the day. I just have to do what I need to do to feel as ready as all of my competitors do."
She does it because she still loves skating. When she returned to the sport eight years ago, she committed to giving it "everything I got. So that when I [am] 80 years old, enjoying a glass of wine over dinner, I can think, 'Hey, you know I went back and I did it.'"

Stellato-Dudek and Deschamps began skating together shortly before the pandemic shutdown. (Cj Gunther/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


Before many of the other skaters at these world championships were born, Stellato-Dudek was a rising American star from Chicago's suburbs. She won the 1999-2000 ISU Junior Grand Prix Final and the 2000 junior U.S. Nationals. At the time, the United States was amid a figure skating run led by dominated by Michelle Kwan, Sarah Hughes and Sasha Cohen. Stellato-Dudek might have joined them, but she was battling persistent hip injuries.
Then came the general teenage angst felt by many skaters who begin to lament their lost childhoods. At 17, she retired, certain she was doing so without regret.
"You want to get as far away from it if you feel like you haven't completed or finished everything you wanted to in the sport," she said Wednesday. "It's very easy to leave and kind of have a bad taste in your mouth with regards to it."
She became an aesthetician in Chicago, got married and spent 15 years without anything to do with skating.
"She went and had a life," says Andre Bourgeois, Skate Canada's Next Gen Director who is one of the country's team leaders for the world championships.
In 2016, at 33, she started wondering what she had left behind. At first, she skated in rinks around Chicago before eventually reuniting with an old coach who had moved to Florida. A U.S. Figure Skating official suggested she try pairs, and soon she was matched with Nathan Bartholomay, who also was training in Florida.
Stellato-Dudek and Bartholomay had success with two bronze medals at the U.S. Figure Skating Championships until injuries forced Bartholomay to stop in 2019. A coach recommended Deschamps, who is based in Montreal, so she moved to Canada not long before the pandemic, during which the two tried to build cohesion in whatever rink they could find open.
After modest success their first two seasons together, Bourgeois said the two had "a heart-to-heart" talk about addressing the subtle differences in their skating styles. They won three events in 2022-23 and five of their six events this year, including their second straight Canadian nationals.
"She's an inspiration to many," Bourgeois said.
Still, a clock is ticking on her career. She is racing to get Canadian citizenship before the 2026 Winter Olympics, which is realistic given her and Deschamps's current status at the top of the sport.
And yet she will be 42 by then. Standing in a hallway just off the Bell Center ice, Wednesday, Perron shrugged at the idea.
"If she can do it at 40, she can do it in two more years," Perron said.

Stellato-Dudek is seeking Canadian citizenship in time for the 2026 Winter Olympics. (Christinne Muschi/AP)






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/sports/olympics/2024/03/21/deanna-stellato-dudek-figure-skating/?utm_source=rss&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=wp_homepage



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Five things to watch Thursday during March Madness
March Madness is in full swing Thursday with 16 first-round NCAA tournament games. Here are five story lines to watch as you navigate the schedule.
By Greg Schimmel | 2024-03-21
March Madness is in full swing Thursday, with 16 first-round games scheduled in the NCAA men's basketball tournament before the women's first round tips off Friday.
Here is a quick snapshot of a few storylines to watch -- in chronological order -- as you navigate a full day and night of college hoops.
The 11th-seeded Dukes will make their first NCAA tournament appearance since 1977 when they face No. 6 seed BYU at 12:40 p.m. Eastern in Omaha. Duquesne Coach Keith Dambrot, 65, announced Monday that he will retire at the end of the season.
Dambrot has deep ties to the Pittsburgh school -- his father played there in the 1950s -- and his announcement adds some additional intrigue to the Atlantic 10 champion's story.
Another fun fact: Dambrot coached LeBron James during the NBA star's high school days at St. Vincent-St. Mary High in Akron, Ohio.
The No. 15 seed Beach -- which meets No. 2 seed Arizona at 2 p.m. Eastern in Salt Lake City -- will also be looking for a new coach after its tournament run, but under very different circumstances.
Long Beach State fired longtime coach Dan Monson last week, effective at the end of the season, and then the team went on to win the Big West tournament to earn its first NCAA appearance since 2012.
The Beach will be heavy underdogs against Arizona, but the Wildcats lost their first-round game as a No. 2 seed just last season. So, who knows, maybe this oddball story will continue.
The Tar Heels are the only top seed in action Thursday, and they will meet No. 16 seed Wagner at approximately 2:45 p.m. in Charlotte.
This should be the biggest mismatch on the schedule, but crazier things have happened. Just last year, top-seeded Purdue lost its tournament opener to No. 16 seed Fairleigh Dickinson.
FDU represented the Northeast Conference and won an opening-round game against Texas Southern to earn its spot in the round of 64. Wagner comes from the same league, and it needed to fight off Howard in an opening-round game Tuesday to get into the main draw.
It has been an up-and-down season for the No. 5 seed Bulldogs, who play their first tournament game at 7:25 p.m. Eastern in Salt Lake City against No. 12 seed McNeese State.
As late as mid-January, Gonzaga was far from assured of reaching its 25th consecutive NCAA tournament. It then won 14 of its next 15 games before falling to Saint Mary's in the West Coast Conference championship game last week.
McNeese State is not exactly an easy draw. The Cowboys have gone 30-3 in their first season under Coach Will Wade, who was exiled to the Southland Conference school after he was fired by LSU in 2022 for recruiting violations. Thursday will mark McNeese State's first NCAA tournament appearance since 2002.
The No. 7 seed Cougars have the latest tip on the schedule -- their game in Omaha against No. 10 seed Drake won't start until approximately 10:05 p.m. Eastern time -- but they certainly won't mind the wait for their first NCAA tournament game since 2008.
Washington State (along with Oregon State) was abandoned by its Pac-12 Conference brethren in the latest round of realignment this past summer, and it faces an uncertain future beyond two years as an affiliate member of the WCC.
In the meantime, the Cougars were one of the nation's biggest surprises this season after they were picked to finish 10th in the Pac-12. Their underdog story continues Thursday night.
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After 40 years at Oakland, is this Greg Kampe's farewell? Not even close.
After 40 years at the same school, Greg Kampe is now coaching a former player's son and loving his job more than ever. 
By John Feinstein | 2024-03-21

Greg Kampe, in his 40th season coaching Oakland, is back in the NCAA tournament. (Charles LeClaire/Charles LeClaire-USA TODAY Sports)


PITTSBURGH -- It has been nearly seven years since Greg Kampe almost died. Thursday night, he will coach in the first round of the NCAA men's basketball tournament against Kentucky, the No. 3 seed in the South Region.
For the past 40 years, Kampe, 68, has coached at Oakland University, which is located in Rochester, Mich., north of Detroit. After taking over in 1984, Kampe took the Golden Grizzlies to four NCAA Division II tournaments before the school jumped to Division I in 1996. Since then, Oakland has been to four D-I tournaments, most recently in 2011.
During that 12-season drought, Kampe was convinced he wasn't doing enough.
"We had good records during that time," he said. "We had three players who went to the NBA. At our level, if you have an NBA player, you should be good enough to win championships. We didn't. We lost games at the buzzer; once we lost a 1-8 game in the conference tournament [as the top seed]. It was frustrating. I felt like I was letting our kids down. That's why this is special. No matter what happens [Thursday], our kids will have had the experience of being part of this."
In an age when coaches in their 60s are getting out of the college game, Kampe says he's nowhere close to quitting. Two of his closest friends in the business are Kentucky's John Calipari and Michigan State's Tom Izzo, both well into their 60s and just as concerned with the changes in the sport.
"I talk to both of them all the time," he said, relaxing after his team's open practice Wednesday afternoon. "We all feel the same way about the changes. But we have a choice: We can become grumpy old men and not last very long. Or we change and become agents of change. That feels to me like a responsibility we older coaches have. It won't be easy, but we should try."
Kampe admits he has changed in recent years, especially after a battle with sepsis, an often fatal illness, in the summer of 2017.
He was scouting in Augusta, Ga., in July and had surgery scheduled for Aug. 1 to remove a kidney stone. He began to feel very cold while watching games but figured it was just because of the air conditioning in the gym.
But leaving the gym didn't help, and after a miserable night, he decided he had to go to the hospital.
"If I hadn't gone when I went, I'd have died," he said. "I was very lucky."
By the time he got to the hospital, he was running a near-death fever of 106 degrees. The doctors literally hosed him down with ice water and got his temperature down to 102. From there, he slowly improved.
"I tell people all the time now that if you feel sick and can't kick whatever it is, don't mess around -- go to a hospital," he said. "It can be the difference between life and death."
Kampe was 61 at the time. Some coaches with his record of his success would have said, "Enough." Kampe said, "More."
"It helped me understand how lucky I'd been and how much I loved coaching," he said. "I was amazed at the number of ex-players who reached out to me. It reminded me that I'd meant something to them and how much they'd meant to me. It made me want to coach more than ever and to get more flexible dealing with players."

Kampe talks with Oakland guard Blake Lampman after the team's win over Milwaukee to clinch an NCAA tournament berth. (AJ Mast/AP) 


Kampe has had chances to leave over the years, but he has never been offered a job he thought he would enjoy more than Oakland.
"I know everyone; everyone knows me," he said. "It's a very comfortable fit for me. Now, if someone came along and offered me a job where I could get to the Final Four, I'd take it in a minute. But short of that, this is where I want to be."
Kampe's two best players are stories in themselves. His leading scorer, Trey Townsend, is the son of Skip Townsend, one of Kampe's first recruits. "He wasn't a great player," Kampe said of Skip. "But he always got the opening tip for us."
Trey isn't as tall as his 6-foot-9 dad, but at 6-6, he averages 16.9 points.
Kampe has known Trey since he was an infant.
"A lot of times I dread when a friend sends his son to my camp," he said, "because at some point I have to say, 'Your boy isn't good enough to play for us.' I took one look at Trey and said, 'I want to coach this kid.' Knowing him for as long as I have, knowing his whole family the way I have, one of the real thrills about all this is knowing he'll end his career in the NCAA tournament."
Second-leading scorer Blake Lampman was more like the kid coaches don't think is good enough to play in college. Lampman averaged four points per game as a high school senior and came to Oakland as a walk-on. He has improved steadily since arriving during the pandemic-shortened season; he averaged 13.2 points this year.
After Oakland beat Milwaukee in the Horizon League championship game, Kampe scrolled through his many texts. The first one had come in about a minute after the game ended. It was from Calipari. After finishing all the congratulatory words, Calipari added one more sentence: "You watch," he wrote. "We'll end up having to play one another."
Bingo. When the bracket was revealed, there it was: Oakland vs. Kentucky, 7:10 p.m. Thursday.
"I'm fine with it," Kampe said. "Believe me, I know how talented they are. They certainly have Final Four potential. But we won't be afraid of them. If they win, we had the opportunity to play them on the sport's biggest stage. And if we win, we'll go down in college basketball history."
"Now that," he smiled, "would be a lot of fun."
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As a wave of young talent awaits, Victor Robles tries to enjoy the moment
"Everything goes by so quickly," Robles said through an interpreter. "Before you know it, it's past you."
'
By Andrew Golden | 2024-03-21

"Everything goes by so quickly," Victor Robles said through an interpreter. "Before you know it, it's past you." (Saul Martinez for The Washington Post) 


WEST PALM BEACH, Fla. -- During batting practice ahead of a spring training game this month, James Wood put on a show for his teammates and a handful of Washington Nationals coaches, a group that included Manager Dave Martinez. No one relished in it more than center fielder Victor Robles.
Wood lined a pitch into the seats in right field. Robles yelled: "Hey! Hey!" Then he whacked a pitch over the fence and onto a grassy knoll in left. "Hey! Hey!" Even the ones that didn't leave the ballpark -- "Hey! Hey!" -- yeah, those got a cheer, too.
There was once a time when Robles was the show, when every swing in batting practice allowed the viewer's mind to imagine what he could be. Now, the primary question about Robles is not what bright future with Washington awaits but when and how his Nationals tenure will end. The 26-year-old is in the final year of team control before free agency. He knows that. And as the longest-tenured National, he is savoring the time he has left.
"Everything goes by so quickly," Robles said through an interpreter. "Before you know it, it's past you. All I try to do is, if any of my teammates need any of my help or any of my experience, I can pass it on to them. But it's more appreciating the moment and making sure we enjoy it."
Robles is coming off a 2023 season derailed by a back injury he suffered in May. He made a brief comeback in June but played just five games before going back on the injured list. He is a career .238 hitter who lacks power. He is elite defensively, but that comes with mental lapses.
In years past, the Nationals didn't have the young outfield prospects that they do now, which meant Robles had a longer leash. In the front of the clubhouse now are Wood, last year's No. 2 draft pick Dylan Crews and Robert Hassell III. Jacob Young, who played center in Robles's place last year, is also in the mix. In that way, it is similar to the situation second baseman Luis Garcia Jr., who has been in a position battle with Trey Lipscomb, finds himself confronting this spring training.
It would be natural for a veteran such as Robles to feel animosity toward the young players who are gunning for his job. He doesn't view it that way.
"I don't have a problem with that at all," Robles said. "At the end of the day, I'm excited if they bring value to the team and [if] they think they can help us get more wins, by all means, I'll embrace it. ... All we want to do is win games."
Robles doesn't remember much from his first big league camp in 2018, but he does remember being surrounded by superstars who made him feel as though he belonged. Robles -- who, for the record, doesn't view himself as a veteran -- wants to make sure that every young player experiences what he did.
"He's kind of been through it all here," Wood said. "He signed with the Nationals, came up with the Nationals, won the World Series. ... It's always good to have guys like that in the locker room who've done it all and been through all you want to accomplish in the MLB. So it's pretty cool."
"With Vic, there's no animosity," Martinez said. "He knows the situation. He knows what's coming. He's got to do his job. He understands that, and so he's got to get better and he has been. ... There's another thing, too: You play for the Washington Nationals, but there's also 29 other teams out there that, every day, you go to showcase for."
Martinez's comments underscored Robles's real value to the Nationals: He could be flipped at the trade deadline, perhaps providing a boost to a contender as a late-game defensive replacement. For the Nationals, trading Robles could clear a spot for one of their prospects.
But for now, Robles is still here. And beyond his on-field performance, his energy provides a boost to his teammates.
On that afternoon during batting practice, it was Robles's turn to hit after Wood. After a few line drives, Robles sent a ball out of the park. He walked out of the batting cage wearing a grin and with some pep in his step: "Hey, Woody, you see that home run?" Wood, Martinez and the coaching staff laughed. There's a reason Robles was once a top prospect, too.
"I see them enjoying themselves and having fun," he said of the young players. "And I'm very happy to see that because I do see myself in them. ... I was there once, and now I look back and I'm like, 'Man, we got to appreciate it.' "
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A guide to D.C.-area players to watch in March Madness
From a defensive ace to a banged-up big man, there will be plenty of familiar faces suiting up this weekend. 
By Michael Errigo | 2024-03-21

N.C. State's Casey Morsell is one of the more interesting local players to keep an eye on this March. (Nick Wass/AP)


For D.C.-area high school basketball fans, there are more than a few familiar faces in the men's and women's NCAA tournaments.
Between the men's and women's brackets, there will be 40 local players suiting up -- 16 on the men's side and 24 on the women's. That number, while large, represents a pretty steep decrease over the past two seasons. In 2022, there were 68 local players dancing, and last March there were 52.
The Howard men, who fell to Wagner on Tuesday in a First Four game, had the most local representatives on their roster with five. The Princeton women are also loaded with area players (four). As for the high schools, the biggest producer of men's players is DeMatha (three). On the women's side, it's a tie between Bishop McNamara and Georgetown Visitation (three).
Here are a few storylines to follow this week, followed by a complete list of local participants:
Casey Morsell, N.C. State: It has been a while since Morsell was starring for the St. John's Cadets. Now in his fifth year of college, the sharpshooting guard plays a vital role for the Wolfpack, one of this month's biggest surprises. After winning the ACC tournament as a No. 10 seed, the red-hot Wolfpack earned a No. 11 seed and will meet No. 6 Texas Tech on Thursday at 9:40 p.m. in Pittsburgh.
Ellie Mitchell, Princeton: At this point in her college career, the former Georgetown Visitation star has established herself as one of the best defensive players in the country. She was recently named the Ivy League's defensive player of the year for a third consecutive season and, during last week's Ivy League tournament, she broke the program's 46-year-old record for rebounds in a career. The No. 9 seed Tigers will need some of that grit Saturday when they face No. 8 West Virginia at 6:30 p.m. in Iowa City.
Jeremy Roach, Duke: On a Duke team known for its young talent, Roach provides a steady veteran presence. In his fourth season in Durham, N.C., the former McDonald's all-American at Paul VI has evolved into the kind of reliable, playmaking guard that can often spur a tournament run. The No. 4 Blue Devils tip things off against No. 13 Vermont on Friday at 7:10 p.m. in New York.

Bishop McNamara's Jakia Brown-Turner will try to boost Maryland's tournament hopes. (Scott Taetsch for The Washington Post)


Jakia Brown-Turner, Maryland: After four years at N.C. State, the former Bishop McNamara standout decided to return home for one last season of college basketball with her hometown team. It didn't take her long to carve out a role in College Park as the versatile guard averages 13.8 points and 6.5 rebounds. No. 10 Maryland will face No. 7 Iowa State on Friday at 7:30 p.m. in Stanford, Calif.
Hunter Dickinson, Kansas: The towering DeMatha product made a name for himself with a standout career at Michigan and a high-profile transfer to Kansas this past offseason. Dickinson has played well for the Jayhawks, but he enters the tournament nursing a shoulder injury. His health and production could determine whether the Jayhawks are in for a long run or an early upset. No. 4 Kansas faces No. 13 Samford on Thursday at 9:55 p.m. in Salt Lake City.
Madison Scott, Mississippi: In 2020, Scott joined Dickinson as All-Met Player of the Year. The late-blooming Bishop McNamara star has continued to evolve at Mississippi, earning first-team all-SEC honors this season as a senior. She does a little bit of everything for the Rebels, averaging 12.4 points, 6.5 rebounds and 3.4 assists. No. 7 Mississippi faces No. 10 Marquette on Saturday at 4:45 p.m. in South Bend, Ind.

Gonzaga's Myles Stute will play an important role for No. 6 seed South Carolina. (Artie Walker Jr./AP)


Other men's players in the field
Quincy Allen, James Madison (Maret)
Marcus Dockery, Howard (Bishop O'Connell)
Rob Dockery, Texas A&M (Jackson-Reed)
Shane Feden, James Madison (Woodbridge)
Jordan Hairston, Howard (Flint Hill)
Bez Mbeng, Yale (Good Counsel)
Ryan Prather Jr., Akron (Clarksburg)
Will Reynolds, Grambling (DeMatha)
Teo Rice, Yale (Maret)
Jerrell Roberson, James Madison (DeMatha)
Myles Stute, South Carolina (Gonzaga)
Saxby Sunderland, Longwood (Flint Hill)
Thomas Weaver, Howard (Riverdale Baptist)
Elijah Williams, Howard (Sidwell Friends)
Jelani Williams, Howard (Sidwell Friends)

Former All-Met Player of the Kiki Rice will suit up for No. 2 UCLA. (David Becker/AP)


Other women's players in the field
Jordan Campbell, Florida Gulf Coast (Loudoun Valley)
Kennedy Clifton, Rice (Bishop Ireton)
Mimi Collins, N.C. State (Paul VI)
Jadyn Donovan, Duke (Sidwell Friends)
Simone Foreman, Holy Cross (St. Andrew's)
Azzi Fudd, Connecticut (St. John's)
Laila Grant, Presbyterian (Holy Cross)
Parker Hill, Princeton (Churchill)
Simone Lewis, Holy Cross (Georgetown Visitation)
Olivia Martin, Duke (Quince Orchard)
Jalyn McNeill, Drexel (Good Counsel)
Riley Nelson, Maryland (Bullis)
Chet Nweke, Princeton (Stone Ridge)
Afia Owusu-Mensah, Sacred Heart (CMIT North)
Kiki Rice, UCLA (Sidwell Friends)
Qadence Samuels, U-Conn. (Bishop McNamara)
Adrianna Smith, Maine (Bishop O'Connell)
Fadima Tall, Princeton (Georgetown Visitation)
Delaney Thomas, Duke (St. John's)
Jasmine Valentine, Drexel (Pallotti)
Lee Volker, Marquette (Paul VI)
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On betting's biggest day, a new scandal puts the sports world on edge
As Americans raced place wagers on teenage basketball players Thursday, a new scandal amplified calls for the country's booming sports-betting industry to be restrained -- and reformed.
By Adam Kilgore | 2024-03-21

Shohei Ohtani and the Los Angeles Dodgers opened their season against the San Diego Padres in Seoul. (Joshua Mellin for The Washington Post)


As millions of Americans raced to fill out brackets and place wagers on teenage basketball players Thursday, another scandal amplified calls for the country's booming sports-betting industry to be restrained -- and reformed.
The Los Angeles Dodgers fired Shohei Ohtani's interpreter Wednesday night, after the translator told ESPN that Ohtani paid off the interpreter's offshore gambling debts and as Ohtani's lawyer told another story, accusing the translator of stealing roughly $4.5 million.
While fans sorted through the ramifications and Ohtani played on in the Dodgers' season-opening series in Seoul, experts and amateurs alike joined office pools and placed wagers on the first day of March Madness, the country's closest thing to an official sports betting holiday.
Players, leagues and fans have been reckoning with the still-unfolding effects of sports gambling since a Supreme Court ruling handed the question of legalization to states in 2018. Each constituency may be arriving at the realization those impacts have mushroomed out of anyone's control.
"The amount of money is so enormous that it is almost impossible to attack the problem," former MLB commissioner Fay Vincent said in a phone interview Thursday. "Theoretically, there's nothing wrong with an adult who has control of his brain and control of his financial situation betting on sports. The problem is, the sport itself gets so caught up in the amount of money that I don't know how a professional sport or the NCAA or anybody -- how do you draw up a code of conduct for an individual? What's the line? When do we start admitting this is a really big problem?"
Long verboten, sports wagering has been adopted, endorsed and monetized by virtually every U.S. sports league and team. Advertising for gambling operators is omnipresent on broadcasts. Sportsbooks operate in and around stadiums, including Capital One Arena and Nationals Park in the District, and fans at home and inside arenas can bet on an astonishing array of in-game events on their phones. Washington Wizards and Capitals owner Ted Leonsis once said that sports gambling "saved" professional sports coming out of the pandemic.
The result: A generation of new fans who appear to be increasingly engaging with sports through the lens of their favorite betting app. Though it was impossible to track figures before widespread legalization, Americans legally wagered $119.84 billion on sports in 2023, according to the American Gaming Association, up more than 27 percent from 2022.
"And most of them are going to lose," Sen. Richard Blumenthal (D-Conn.) said Thursday. "That's the way the world works. The house wins, the bettors lose. And that's why it is [so] hugely profitable for business gambling companies that are going to be promoting and pitching and exploiting March Madness, and they're going to be doing it a lot of the times at the expense of people who are problem gamblers."
The close connection between Ohtani and an interpreter who admitted a gambling addiction -- even if he vowed he never bet on baseball -- provided the most high-profile betting controversy in a month packed with them.
The Temple men's basketball team advanced to its conference championship last week while a watchdog group investigated suspicious betting patterns that convinced some bookmakers to remove Owls' games from their betting menu.
A former employee in the Jacksonville Jaguars' accounting department was sentenced this month to 78 months in prison for siphoning $22 million from the franchise to fund his gambling addiction.
Earlier this month, the NBA fined Minnesota Timberwolves center Rudy Gobert $100,000 for intimating referees had made calls in adherence with a point spread. The league felt backlash Tuesday after it added a function to its League Pass package that enabled viewers to see live point spreads and place bets directly with FanDuel or DraftKings.
On the same day, Indiana Pacers star Tyrese Haliburton told reporters he had seen a sports psychologist in part to deal with pressure he receives from gamblers over social media. "To half the world, I'm just helping them make money on DraftKings or whatever," Haliburton said. "I'm the prop, you know what I mean?"
In response to Haliburton's comments, Cleveland Cavaliers Coach J.B. Bickerstaff said Wednesday that gamblers contacted and threatened him last year, which he reported to the NBA.
"They got my telephone number and were sending me crazy messages about where I live and my kids and all that stuff," Bickerstaff said. "So it is a dangerous game and a fine line that we're walking for sure."
"There's no doubt about it that it's crossed the line," Bickerstaff added. "The amount of times where I'm standing up there and we may have a 10-point lead and the spread is 11 and people are yelling at me to leave the guys in so that we can cover the spread, it's ridiculous."
Not all of those episodes fall neatly under the umbrella of legalized gambling. Ohtani's interpreter, Ippei Mizuhara, bet through the kind of offshore sportsbook that existed long before the federal ban on sports wagering fell. (California is not among the 38 states that have some form of legalized sports-betting.)
For fans, though, the gambling scandals meld together to create the perception of potential impropriety. Expanded gambling has also changed the relationship between fan and sport, possibly corroding a connection once based on geographic or familial rooting ties, admiration for athletic feats or any number of factors than a wager.
"It harms the game, because the game has become a financial exercise for many of the people," said Vincent, who played a significant role in upholding Pete Rose's ban for betting on baseball. "When the spread becomes important, it becomes hard to police whether [certain end-of-game plays are] being done honestly or dishonestly. What we have is a challenge, and there's no government oversight."
While no one on Capitol Hill has publicly suggested revisiting a nationwide ban, there has recently been some movement on the regulation front.
Rep. Paul Tonko (D-N.Y.) introduced a bill last year that sought to ban all online and TV advertising related to sports gambling, modeled after the Public Health Cigarette Smoking Act, a 1970 federal law that banned tobacco advertisements. That bill hasn't moved out of subcommittee, and this week Tonko announced plans for an updated, more aggressive version.
Tonko's proposed legislation would also take aim at gambling operators' promotional offers that entice gamblers; bar customers from making deposits with credit cards or from making more than five deposits in a 24-hour period; and prohibit companies from using artificial intelligence to track customers.
In January, Blumenthal introduced a bill that treats problem gambling as a public health matter. Among other things, his bill seeks to direct the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services to divert money to states to address problem gambling. A corresponding House bill was introduced by Rep. Andrea Salinas (D-Ore.).
Blumenthal this week wrote letters to eight leading sports gambling companies, urging them to do more for treatment and problem gambling. The federal government provides nothing for gambling addiction, he noted, even as billions go toward the treatment for drugs, alcohol and tobacco. Blumenthal says his bill would funnel $50 million to $100 million to states to treat problem gambling.
"You put the most addictive behavior on the most addictive device," said Derek Webb, head of the Campaign for Fairer Gambling. "What could go wrong?"
The NFL, America's largest sporting power, just concluded a season that saw it grapple with policies and penalties for player gambling on sports. It placed the Super Bowl in Las Vegas. It has licensed its content for ESPN to create a football-specific betting show, and it works with sports betting companies to provide online betting games.
But the league, whose massive television rights deal makes it immune from the financial pressure felt by MLB and NBA teams as the cable rights-fee model teeters, is careful not to saturate its main telecasts with gambling content.
"Our philosophy is, every gambler is an NFL fan, but not every NFL fan is a gambler," NFL Chief Media and Business Officer Brian Rolapp said Thursday during a Washington Post Live event. "What you don't see in our broadcast is an inundation of betting lines and spreads." Rolapp added that the integrity of games remains "sacrosanct" for the league.
Scarred by the 1919 Black Sox scandal that threatened professional baseball's existence, sports leagues for decades fought to keep sports betting illegal out of fear fans would question the legitimacy of their games. Nearly 50 years ago, Commissioners Pete Rozelle and Bowie Kuhn testified before Congress and pleaded to prevent legal sports betting. Their words now seem like a prophetic warning.
"No one does, or could, dispute the absolute necessity of keeping our game free not only from scandal but, even more so, from suspicion of scandal," Rozzelle said.
"Where there is heavy gambling," Kuhn added in the same hearing, "the suspicion of dishonesty will inevitably follow."
Rick Maese and Ben Strauss contributed to this report.
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Sports TV and radio listings for D.C. region
Channels and times for today's games.
By Washington Post staff | 2024-03-21
MLB
6 a.m. San Diego vs. Los Angeles Dodgers >>> ESPN
1 p.m. Spring training: New York Yankees vs. Atlanta >>> MLB Network
4 p.m. Spring training: Chicago White Sox vs. Kansas City (split squad) >>> MLB Network
6 p.m. Spring training: Baltimore vs. Boston >>> MASN
NBA
7 p.m. Sacramento at Washington >>> Monumental Sports Network, WTEM (980 AM)
7 p.m. New Orleans at Orlando >>> NBA TV
10:30 p.m. Atlanta at Phoenix >>> NBA TV
NHL
10:30 p.m. Seattle at Vegas >>> ESPN
NCAA MEN'S BASKETBALL TOURNAMENT, FIRST ROUND
12:15 p.m. Mississippi State vs. Michigan State >>> WUSA (Ch. 9), WJZ (Ch. 13), WTEM (980 AM)
12:40 p.m. BYU vs. Duquesne >>> TruTV
1:30 p.m. Creighton vs. Akron >>> TNT
2 p.m. Arizona vs. Long Beach State >>> TBS
2:45 p.m. North Carolina vs. Wagner >>> WUSA (Ch. 9), WJZ (Ch. 13)
3:10 p.m. Illinois vs. Morehead State >>> TruTV
4 p.m. South Carolina vs. Oregon >>> TNT
4:30 p.m. Dayton vs. Nevada >>> TBS
6:50 p.m. Texas vs. Colorado State >>> TNT
7:10 p.m. Kentucky vs. Oakland >>> WUSA (Ch. 9), WJZ (Ch. 13), WJFK (106.7 FM)
7:25 p.m. Gonzaga vs. McNeese >>> TBS
7:35 p.m. Iowa State vs. South Dakota State >>> truTV
9:20 p.m. Tennessee vs. St. Peter's >>> TNT
9:40 p.m. Texas Tech vs. North Carolina State >>> WUSA (Ch. 9), WJZ (Ch. 13)
9:55 p.m. Kansas vs. Samford >>> TBS
10:05 p.m. Washington State vs. Drake >>> TruTV
NCAA WOMEN'S BASKETBALL TOURNAMENT, FIRST FOUR
7 p.m. Auburn vs. Arizona >>> ESPN2
9 p.m. Holy Cross vs. Tennessee Martin >>> ESPN2
AUTO RACING
9:30 p.m. Formula One: Australian Grand Prix, practice >>> ESPNews
1 a.m. (Friday) Formula One: Australian Grand Prix, practice >>> ESPN2
FIGURE SKATING
3 p.m. World championships, men's short program >>> USA Network
8 p.m. World championships, pairs' free skate >>> USA Network
GOLF
2 p.m. PGA Tour: Valspar Championship, first round >>> Golf Channel
6 p.m. LPGA Tour: Se Ri Pak Championship, first round >>> Golf Channel
1 a.m. (Friday) DP World Tour: Singapore Classic, second round >>> Golf Channel
SOCCER
1 p.m. UEFA Euro 2024 qualifying: Luxembourg at Georgia >>> Fox Sports 2
3:45 p.m. UEFA Euro 2024 qualifying: Finland at Wales >>> Fox Sports 2
7 p.m. Concacaf Nations League, semifinal: Jamaica at United States >>> Paramount Plus
10:15 p.m. Concacaf Nations League, semifinal: Mexico vs. Panama >>> Paramount Plus
TENNIS
11 a.m. ATP/WTA: Miami Open, early rounds >>> Tennis Channel
COLLEGE BASEBALL
7 p.m. Louisville at Wake Forest >>> ACC Network
7 p.m. Arkansas at Auburn >>> SEC Network
7:30 p.m. Mississippi State at Texas A&M >>> ESPNU7:30 p.m.
COLLEGE WRESTLING
Noon NCAA tournament, first round >>> ESPNU
7 p.m. NCAA tournament, second round and consolations >>> ESPNMississippi State at Texas A&M >>> ESPNU
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The injuries that could help shape March Madness
Injuries could derail a number of teams in the men's and women's NCAA tournaments. 
By Matt Bonesteel | 2024-03-21
With the NCAA men's and women's basketball tournaments set to tip off, here's a look at some of the injuries that could have a big effect on March Madness.
Jayhawks Coach Bill Self announced Tuesday that McCullar, the team's leading scorer, will not play in the NCAA tournament because of a bone bruise on his knee that has caused him to miss six of Kansas's past 12 games.
"Kevin's with the team," Self said. "I mean, heck, he tried and we know he tried and was going through rehab, and it just didn't get any better. The other weeks, it progressively got a little bit better. And this week it just -- with consultation with doctors and with Kevin and where he is mentally and physically right now, it's best for him to go ahead and shut it down, unfortunately for us, and more so for him, but there was really no decision to be made because he can't go."
McCullar averaged 18.3 points and was second on the team in assists and rebounds, and his presence on the court freed up the Jayhawks' other scoring threats. Second-team all-American Hunter Dickinson, who is expected to play against Samford after he missed Kansas's loss to Cincinnati in the Big 12 tournament with a dislocated shoulder, is shooting 43.1 percent in games McCullar has missed, compared with 57.4 percent in games he played.
The fourth-seeded Jayhawks open the tournament Thursday night against No. 13 Samford in Salt Lake City.
The fifth-year senior, Cougars captain and leading rebounder, whom Coach Kelvin Sampson said is "dripping with Cougar DNA," hurt his right leg in Houston's Big 12 tournament semifinal win over Texas Tech and didn't play the second half of the loss to Iowa State in the championship game.
The Cougars have been battling injuries all season -- guard Terrance Arceneaux suffered a torn Achilles' tendon in December, guard Ramon Walker Jr. suffered a torn meniscus in February, and forward Joseph Tugler broke a bone in his foot a week later -- and their depth is a concern. On Tuesday, Roberts said he was feeling fine but has not been doing much contact work in practices leading up to top-seeded Houston's tournament opener against No. 16 Longwood on Friday night.
Golden Eagles Coach Shaka Smart said Sunday that Kolek has been practicing with the team after missing its final six games with an oblique injury suffered Feb. 28 against Providence.
"The plan is for him to play," Smart said. "But he's got to go through a progression this week. And so once we get back on the practice court, we'll be able to continue that progression."
Kolek is averaging 7.6 assists, the most of any player in the NCAA tournament, while shooting 40 percent from three-point range and 88 percent from the free throw line.
The three-time ACC player of the year missed the conference tournament with an undisclosed injury, and on Thursday, Coach Kenny Brooks told reporters that Kitley would miss the entire NCAA tournament after tearing the ACL in her left knee in the Hokies' regular season finale. The fourth-seeded Hokies begin play Friday against No. 13 Marshall.
Kitley, a 6-foot-6 center, averaged 22.8 points and 11.4 rebounds for the Hokies, who advanced to last year's Final Four. She has more rebounds and double-doubles than anyone in ACC history.
Watson tore her ACL in the Fighting Irish's ACC tournament semifinal win over Virginia Tech and will miss the NCAA tournament.
The 6-4 forward started every game she was available for Notre Dame this season, averaging 6.2 points and a team-high 1.4 blocks.
The second-seeded Fighting Irish will have only eight healthy scholarship players available for their NCAA tournament opener against No. 15 Kent State on Saturday. Only six players saw the court in Notre Dame's win over North Carolina State in the ACC tournament championship game.
The 7-1 center broke his left leg in a gruesome incident early in the Gators' Southeastern Conference tournament final loss to Auburn on Sunday and will miss the NCAA tournament. After having a rod and two screws inserted into his leg at a Nashville hospital, Handlogten will drive with his parents to Indianapolis to see his teammates face Boise State or Colorado in the first round Friday.
Though his numbers dropped amid the emergence of freshman Alex Condon, Handlogten started all 32 games and averaged 5.3 points and 6.9 rebounds.
Nicholson, a 7-foot center who started for much of the season, suffered a foot injury March 2 against Iowa and will miss the NCAA tournament, Coach Chris Collins said Wednesday. Nicholson is averaging 5.3 points and 4.3 rebounds (the latter ranking second on the team).
Northwestern already will be without starting guard Ty Berry, who suffered a season-ending meniscus tear against Nebraska on Feb. 7.
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Shohei Ohtani's interpreter fired amid gambling, theft allegations
The Dodgers did not immediately respond to a request for comment. A Major League Baseball spokesperson confirmed the firing.
By Chelsea Janes | 2024-03-21

Ippei Mizuhara stands next to Japanese baseball star Shohei Ohtani during an interview at Dodger Stadium on Feb. 3 in Los Angeles. (Richard Vogel/AP)


SEOUL -- Hours after Shohei Ohtani made his highly anticipated Los Angeles Dodgers debut, the team fired his longtime interpreter as media reports surfaced alleging he stole millions from the MLB superstar to cover gambling debts. The allegations caused a stir from the United States to Seoul, where the Dodgers were opening the season with a global baseball spectacle and a celebration of the game and its brightest light.
The Dodgers, who remain in South Korea, confirmed in a statement that they had terminated Ippei Mizuhara, who has been Ohtani's close friend and interpreter since before he joined the Los Angeles Angels in 2017. The team offered no further comment.
To what degree Mizuhara was involved and how much money was wagered remained unclear as of late Wednesday, but bombshell reports by the Los Angeles Times and ESPN noted Mizuhara's name emerged in connection to a federal investigation of an alleged illegal bookmaker, Matthew Bowyer, leading Ohtani's representatives to inquire about the nature of Mizuhara's involvement. Bowyer declined to comment when reached by The Washington Post.
ESPN reported Wednesday that Mizuhara admitted in an interview to incurring massive gambling debts that Ohtani paid for him and that he insisted Ohtani was not doing any betting. Ohtani's representatives alleged their client had been the target of theft, but they did not name the person they allege perpetrated it.
"In the course of responding to recent media inquiries, we discovered that Shohei has been the victim of a massive theft and we are turning the matter over to the authorities," West Hollywood law firm Berk Brettler said in a statement.

Mizuhara, left, follows Ohtani onto the diamond for a workout on March 16 at Gocheok Sky Dome in Seoul, ahead of the Dodgers season opener against the Padres in the MLB Seoul Series on Wednesday. (Joshua Mellin for The Washington Post)


Though sports betting is legal in 38 states, it is still outlawed in California. The offshore sports betting industry, which operates in a legal gray area and takes bets on credit, does billions of dollars in business each year -- with shrouded ties to major figures in sports that are only now beginning to emerge. The Post reported last year that the clients of an indicted sports bookie, Wayne Nix, included LeBron James's longtime manager, Maverick Carter. Former Dodgers star Yasiel Puig is awaiting trial on charges of lying to federal investigators about being a client of Nix's operation. Puig's admitted bookie in the scheme was a youth baseball coach who ran a Dodgers Training Academy in Hawaii.
The news came at what had been a moment of global glory for Ohtani, the Dodgers and MLB. The Dodgers opened their regular season to great fanfare in Seoul on Wednesday night against San Diego and seemed to be gaining unprecedented levels of international attention.
It was a shocking development because Ohtani and his tight inner circle maintained a flawless public image since he came to the United States. Mizuhara, who quit his job during the coronavirus pandemic when team employees were not allowed to interact with players so as to be able to maintain his friendship with Ohtani, was an endearing and omnipresent part of that narrative.
Mizuhara traveled to Seoul with the Dodgers, and he was seen in the team's dugout talking to Ohtani during Wednesday's game.
Ohtani became the highest-paid player in professional sports history when he signed a heavily deferred contract that will pay him the equivalent of $700 million for 10 seasons of service to the Dodgers. He also brings in more sponsorship money than anyone in baseball by a wide margin. According to a report this week by Sportico, Ohtani will rake in roughly $65 million in endorsements this season. The next-closest baseball player is Philadelphia Phillies star Bryce Harper, who will make $7 million.
The Dodgers and Padres will play again Thursday night in Seoul before flying home to open their stateside seasons next week.
Gus Garcia-Roberts contributed to this report.
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Joey Gallo, introspective at spring training, knows he has a job to do
This offseason, Washington signed Gallo to a one-year, $5 million deal, hoping he can regain the form that made him an all-star in 2019 and 2021.
By Spencer Nusbaum | 2024-03-20

Washington signed Joey Gallo to a one-year deal this offseason. (Jim Rassol/USA Today Sports) 


WEST PALM BEACH, Fla. -- Joey Gallo was about to swing at the first pitch in the 31st at-bat of his eighth spring training as an everyday starter. He's still trying to find his swing after suffering a left quad injury in camp. Earlier, he sat at his locker in the corner of the Washington Nationals' clubhouse and said that if things don't work out this season, he may not get another shot in the big leagues. He also know this is just  spring training.
He's also 30 years old. So he knows his power well.
All of these facts seemed to coalesce in this at-bat Monday, to the degree that Gallo only took a half-second to look up at a ball he had demolished before his eyes wandered down to the damp dirt on the first base line. A little more wind or a slightly lower launch angle would have taken it over the fence. He seemed to know how it would end before anyone else: The ball landed in Houston Astros center fielder Jacob Melton's glove on the warning track. It dropped his batting average to .097. Entering Wednesday, he's 3 for 31 with 14 strikeouts and zero homers.
"For me, [spring training] is just trying to get ready for the season. Results, I don't care at all about right now. I know it's fun to look at numbers and stuff. I really don't care," Gallo said with a small chuckle before the game. "It's about just swinging at strikes, and every game I've made small adjustments here and there. ... [I] have to just stay with the process and understand 'it happens.' It's going to come around."
Gallo admits it hasn't been a fun few years to be, well, Joey Gallo. It has been stressful, he said, after a trade to the New York Yankees in 2021, another trade to the Los Angeles Dodgers in 2022 and a full year on the Minnesota Twins in 2023. This offseason, Washington signed him to a one-year, $5 million deal, hoping he can regain the form that made him an all-star in 2019 and 2021.
People don't realize the toll of a 162-game season, he said. That's why it's important to have a clubhouse he feels comfortable in. He enjoys his spot near Nick Senzel, Lane Thomas and Ildemaro Vargas. He likes the youthful exuberance elsewhere around camp.

"For me, [spring training] is just trying to get ready for the season. Results, I don't care at all about right now. I know it's fun to look at numbers and stuff. I really don't care," Joey Gallo said. (Jeff Roberson/AP Photo) 


But, Gallo said, baseball is a game with unavoidable pressure, and not just because he has had a few down years. He feels as though his teammates in Washington can help alleviate some of the stress. But there's an undeniable strain that makes it tough in any season.
"The reality is, it's not a game anymore," Gallo said. "It's a job, and you have to be good at it now. You have to perform. So it's not the same as just going out in your backyard and playing baseball and having fun with your buddies. . . . I played with five different teams now; there's not one guy who just doesn't care and just goes out there like f---ing they're playing Wiffle ball.
"It's a serious business, and it's a cutthroat business. And we get that. So, like I said, I think when you have a good group of guys like it seems that this clubhouse is ... that really helps."
On the technical side, he still sees value in preseason baseball. He has always used the spring to prepare for the season, to recognize spin, stay in the zone and see pitches, though the results have never quite looked this bad: His .305 OPS is less than half that of his next-worst spring training since 2018. It didn't help that his quad injury came before minor league camp began, giving him limited opportunities to see live pitching outside of a spring training game atmosphere.
But he has made small adjustments from game to game as he attempts to get out of his funk. It has been frustrating, he said, to reset after those adjustments didn't work. He has felt his timing is off and he isn't seeing the ball well. The game has felt fast, he said, but is starting to slow down.
Two hard-hit balls and four strikeout-free at-bats Monday signaled a step in the right direction, but was a low bar to clear. He and Manager Dave Martinez acknowledged he's a streaky player. But they want him to find his form and plan for him to play first base every day -- Joey Meneses will get the bulk of at-bats at DH -- hoping to keep Gallo's confidence high. (That's a slight shift from the offseason plan to stick the two-time Gold Glove outfielder in the outfield but everyday play nevertheless.)

Joey Gallo has made small adjustments from game to game as he attempts to get out of his funk. (Jeff Roberson/AP Photo) 


"All of a sudden with guys like him, something clicks, and then next thing you know he's hitting five or six home runs in 10 days," Martinez said.
Gallo trained with former major leaguer Matt Holliday in Oklahoma this offseason. Though he doesn't dive into the tweaks because he "doesn't want people breaking down every little thing he does," he indicated he isn't trying to overhaul his game. He said he's trying to stay a little more directional to the middle of the field and slightly curb his pull-hitting tendencies. Since he became a full-time starter in 2017, no player in the big leagues has had a higher percentage of their at-bats end in one of the three true outcomes (walk, strikeout or home run), per TruMedia. He hopes he can find his swing without sacrificing power in Washington.
"I've been through a lot of different stints and a lot of different teams so far. I think we're trying to approach it as 'Hey, if this is my last year, it's my last year.' I'm just going to play hard. I'm just going to try to enjoy it because, like I said, I don't know when the last year is going to be," Gallo said.
"I might not get any more calls after this. So that's just the reality of the situation, and I just want to enjoy it more and try to have fun. We'll see how that goes this season."
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Police seek help finding Lions player wanted on domestic violence warrant
Cornerback Cameron Sutton has been "ducking" attempts to reach him for approximately two weeks, a Florida sheriff's office said. 
By Des Bieler | 2024-03-21

"He's been ducking us," a spokesperson for the Hillsborough County (Fla.) Sheriff's Office said of Lions cornerback Cameron Sutton. (Terrance Williams/AP)


Florida police issued a public call for assistance Wednesday in locating a Detroit Lions player wanted on a domestic violence warrant.
Cameron Sutton, a 29-year-old cornerback, was issued the warrant for domestic battery by strangulation, the Hillsborough County Sheriff's Office said, while requesting "any information on [his] whereabouts."
Deputies have been trying to get ahold of Sutton for approximately two weeks, a spokesperson for the sheriff's office told MLive.com, after responding to a domestic violence call in the early morning of March 7.
"He's been ducking us," the spokesperson said. "Our deputies have exhausted all leads. He's got vehicles and a home nearby, and he hasn't been there. He's turned off his phone."
"Domestic violence has no place in our community, and no one is above the law," a spokesperson for the sheriff's office said in a statement provided to The Washington Post. "We urge Sutton to turn himself in to law enforcement."
An attorney reportedly linked to Sutton did not immediately respond Wednesday evening to a request for comment.
The Lions said in a statement Wednesday (via the Associated Press) that they became aware that morning of the "ongoing legal situation involving Cam Sutton." The team said it would continue to monitor the situation and would have no further comment at that time.
Sutton joined Detroit last year as a free agent after spending his first six NFL seasons with the Pittsburgh Steelers, who selected him in the third round of the 2017 draft.
Inked to a three-year, $33 million deal by the Lions, Sutton played in all 20 games for the Lions last season as they won their division and went on postseason run to the NFC championship game. Sutton, who is listed at 5-foot-11 and 180 pounds, was credited with 65 tackles, six passes defensed and an interception. Pro Football Focus rated Sutton 104th out of 127 cornerbacks, and he got the website's lowest mark among everyone at his position who played at least 1,000 snaps.
Under Florida law, domestic battery by strangulation is a third-degree felony punishable by up to five years in prison.
In appealing for help tracking Sutton down, deputies said he may be driving a Jeep Grand Wagoneer with a Florida license plate.
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Inside Adam Peters's roster-building strategy with the Commanders
Peters is building a bridge away from the roster Ron Rivera built. That's subtly, significantly different from a wholesale makeover.
By Sam Fortier | 2024-03-20

Commanders General Manager Adam Peters speaks at a news conference in February. (Michael A. McCoy/For The Washington Post)


Washington Commanders General Manager Adam Peters is building a bridge away from the roster Ron Rivera built. That's subtly, significantly different from a wholesale makeover.
In free agency, Peters could have used this year's historic salary cap increase to jump-start the rebuild by throwing money at a big, splashy signing, as a few other new GMs did, or to lock in a new-era linchpin for four years, as Rivera did with cornerback Kendall Fuller in 2020.
Instead, Peters has focused on plugging the roster's many holes with low-risk, short-term deals for players in their mid- to late 20s. The Commanders have signed 20 players so far -- more than any other team in the league -- and the longest contract they've given out is for three years. Peters brought in a few veterans at key positions and maintained his salary cap war chest. (Washington still has the most space in the league, $56.7 million, according to Over the Cap.)
The benefits of this measured approach are obvious: It creates position flexibility in the draft, where Peters wants to build the roster, and gives Washington motivated players to support those picks, most importantly the quarterback it's likely to select at No. 2 (or later).
Basically, Peters wants to build a bridge roster for 2024. He's investing enough to compete but not so much to limit his options in the long term, turning the page on Rivera quickly without cementing his own cornerstones until the draft. Most of his free agents probably will be gone in the next year or two, with the possible exceptions of defensive end Dorance Armstrong, linebacker Frankie Luvu and center Tyler Biadasz.
Of the 20 signings, just four -- safety Jeremy Reaves, wide receiver/returner Jamison Crowder, swing tackle Cornelius Lucas and defensive end Efe Obada -- played for Washington last year. It has been easy over the past week to wonder if Peters preferred to bring back as few of Rivera's players as possible to reset the culture of the locker room. But one team official, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss internal deliberations, insisted that wasn't the case, saying Peters is just trying to build the best team possible.
Well, what about Kam Curl? The 25-year-old safety doesn't force many turnovers, but he's smart, versatile, dependable and developing. Pro Football Focus salary cap analyst Brad Spielberger, who excels at forecasting free agent contracts, projected Curl would sign a four-year contract worth $48 million.
But then a glut of veteran safeties flooded the market and weakened the demand for Curl. He ended up signing a two-year deal worth a base value of $9 million and a maximum of $13 million with the Los Angeles Rams. The low figure surprised at least a few league executives and prompted questions about why the Commanders hadn't re-signed him for that price. In the end, it turns out, Washington never made a formal offer to Curl, according to two people with knowledge of the negotiations.
Ultimately, the team official said, Washington didn't offer a deal to Curl because it believed veteran Jeremy Chinn would be a "better fit" at box safety for its new defensive scheme. (Chinn, 26, signed a one-year deal worth a base value of $4.1 million.) The official declined to elaborate on the specifics of the new scheme or why Chinn was a better fit.
In some ways, Peters's approach recalls the San Francisco 49ers' strategy during free agency in 2017. The new front office -- Peters was the vice president of player personnel -- signed a large class on mostly short-term, low-risk deals as the team rebuilt after a 2-14 season.
San Francisco targeted free agents like Chinn: players who are young for their level of experience and have flashed promise but failed to become consistent playmakers. In Washington, the coaching staff seems to be betting on itself to get the best out of such players, and Peters, for his part, knows the most important part is what comes next.
Washington has an immense amount of draft capital, including six picks in the top 100 and nine overall. Those players, not the free agents, are likely to be here for the long haul. (In San Francisco, only three of the 2017 free agents lasted more than two seasons.) What happens in April will be critical, and missing on picks would be devastating. It's probably not lost on anyone at the Commanders' headquarters that none of the eight players from Rivera's first draft are still with the team.
For all these reasons, it's probably not accurate to call the 2024 Commanders "Adam Peters's team." He has used free agency to bring in short-term stopgaps as he transitions the roster and tries to nail the all-important position of quarterback. He's building a bridge between Rivera's roster and the one that someday will be his own.
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The Celtics have run away with the East, but the Bucks loom as playoff foils
Boston is 11 games clear of the rest of the Eastern Conference after beating Milwaukee on Wednesday, but the Bucks remain a potential foil in the NBA playoffs.
By Ben Golliver | 2024-03-21

The Boston Celtics and Milwaukee Bucks appear to be on a collision course for their fourth postseason meeting since 2018. (Adam Glanzman/Getty Images)


As the NBA proceeds through the final month of its regular season, the best teams in the Western Conference are separated by a sliver while a full-fledged chasm exists between the Boston Celtics and the rest of the Eastern Conference.
The West's seeding order might not be settled until April 14, the season's final day. Boston, meanwhile, holds a whopping 11-game lead on the Milwaukee Bucks after a 122-119 home win over the East's No. 2 seed on Wednesday -- a gap greater than the distance between the No. 1 Oklahoma City Thunder and the No. 8 Phoenix Suns in the West.
With the present firmly in their control, the Celtics (55-14) are in a race against the best East outfits of the past. Boston, 18-2 in its past 20 games, is on pace for 65 wins, which would be the fourth most in its illustrious history and the most since its 2008 title-winning team (66 wins). If the Celtics maintain their plus-11.5 average margin of victory, they would finish as the second-most dominant East team in history, trailing only Michael Jordan's 1995-96 Chicago Bulls (plus-12.2). And if they hold their 11-game lead in the East through the end of the season, they would author the conference's biggest runaway since LeBron James's 2012-13 Miami Heat (12 games up on the No. 2 New York Knicks).
Those Bulls and Heat teams won championships, and the Celtics' ruthless attack has delivered a 122.1 offensive rating -- on track for the most efficient in league history. This is textbook title-or-bust territory.

Kristaps Porzingis (center) has been a welcome addition to a Boston Celtics offense that needed another late-game weapon. (Steven Ryan/Getty Images)


Snakebit Celtics fans know better than anyone how the "bust" scenario unfolds, because they experienced it in the 2022 NBA Finals against the Golden State Warriors and the 2023 Eastern Conference finals against the Miami Heat. Stagnation. Turnovers. Bail-out jumpers. Long scoreless stretches. Opposing stars such as Stephen Curry and Jimmy Butler exhibiting more poise than Boston wings Jayson Tatum and Jaylen Brown. Fourth-quarter collapses.
Whether Giannis Antetokounmpo, Damian Lillard and the Bucks can cancel the parquet parade will probably define the East's home stretch. Given Milwaukee's midseason coaching change and injury issues, it's an unusually thorny subject. The Celtics' win Wednesday came with Antetokounmpo sidelined by a strained hamstring; the Bucks trailed by 21 points, stormed back in the fourth quarter with help from an effective zone defense and came up just short in front of a nervous TD Garden crowd. Depending on one's viewpoint, Boston either held a commanding lead for most of the game and overcame its late-game demons, or it flirted with a familiar death against an overmatched opponent by getting thoroughly outplayed in the final period.
"[With an 18-point lead] going into the fourth quarter, you can't possibly think it's not going to be a close game," Celtics Coach Joe Mazzulla said. "It was good to be in one of those games. We haven't been in one a little while there. I thought, start to finish, our defensive intensity was there and our offensive connectivity was there, too. ... You just can't expect a team like that to go away."
If and when the Celtics and Bucks reprise their playoff rivalry, which includes meetings in 2018, 2019 and 2022, the leading topic of conversation will be endgame execution. Boston acquired Kristaps Porzingis, a multilevel scoring threat, last summer as an umbrella to protect against Tatum and Brown raining contested bricks. Similarly, Milwaukee traded for Lillard in October to diversify its late-game offense and reduce its dependence on Antetokounmpo's bullrush drives into traffic.
The early returns from both trades have been impressive. Boston's offensive efficiency in the clutch -- defined as games within five points in the last five minutes -- has improved from 110.9 last season to 121.8. Likewise, Milwaukee's offensive efficiency in the clutch has jumped from 107.5 last year to 123.2, edging out Boston for the East's best mark. In turn, Boston (20-10) and Milwaukee (22-12) rank first and second in the East, respectively, in clutch game winning percentage. The newcomers, Porzingis and Lillard, each made their presence felt late Wednesday: The former threw down a forceful dunk with a little more than a minute left, then the latter immediately replied with a vintage deep three-pointer.
Therein lies the case for Milwaukee's upset hopes: Not much separates how the Bucks and Celtics perform in close games, and a good chunk of Boston's lead in the standings can be explained by its sparkling 26-1 record against teams with losing records. The Bucks have accumulated more bad losses, an understandable development given that they shifted Lillard into a secondary role for the first time in a decade, replaced coach Adrian Griffin with Doc Rivers in January and were without forward Khris Middleton for nearly six weeks because of an ankle injury. Again, depending on one's viewpoint, Milwaukee has either fallen far short of Boston's standard of consistent excellence or spent months ironing out predictable wrinkles in advance of a strong closing push.
"The more situations you get in like this, you get better at it," Rivers said. "The Celtics have that advantage right now. What have they been in, five Eastern Conference finals [since 2017] and one Finals? We're going to get there, too. We're going to just keep growing. You can feel the confidence in our team."

Milwaukee Bucks stars Damian Lillard (left) and Giannis Antetokounmpo (right) are still ironing out the wrinkles in their first season together. (Jose Luis Villegas/AP)


To unseat Boston, Antetokounmpo, Lillard and Middleton -- who haven't taken the court together since Feb. 3 -- must fast-track their still-developing chemistry. The whole of Milwaukee's "Big 3" must be greater than the sum of its parts, something that hasn't always been the case this season.
Antetokounmpo, who is averaging 30.8 points, 11.2 rebounds and 6.4 assists, ripped apart the Celtics in the 2019 playoffs and pushed them to seven games without an injured Middleton in 2022. But Boston has fortified its front line, adding Porzingis and Xavier Tillman to support mainstay anchor Al Horford.
Lillard, who cultivated a big-game reputation during his 11-year tenure with the Portland Trail Blazers, has run hot and cold during a subpar shooting year. In a postseason matchup with the Celtics, the eight-time all-star would need to contend with the league's deepest cast of perimeter defenders in Tatum, Brown, Jrue Holiday and Derrick White, putting greater emphasis on his two-man game with Antetokounmpo. Middleton, a hero of Milwaukee's 2021 title run, looms as the X-factor, capable of sniping from the midrange and creating offense for himself off the dribble if defenses overcommit to his superstar teammates.
With apologies to the Heat, who shouldn't be counted out even though it is languishing in the play-in tournament mix again, the best way for the East's laughably uncompetitive regular season to be resolved would be a showdown between the Celtics and Bucks. Antetokounmpo vs. Tatum, two years after their most memorable postseason clash. Lillard against Holiday, less than a year after they were swapped for each other in a blockbuster. Middleton vs. an improved Brown, whose efficiency has taken a half-step forward as his volume has taken a half-step back this season.
Let it come down to this: Boston underscoring its historic season by proving it can beat Milwaukee at full strength, or Milwaukee validating its bet on Lillard by taking down the best Boston team of this era.
"No moral victories," Rivers said. "Let's not have a party tonight because we lost. But it was just the battle. We didn't lose the war. [The Celtics] won the battle tonight. The war is ahead of us."
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Road-weary Caps come home and get throttled by Maple Leafs
After a five-game trip West, the Capitals came home against an Eastern power and simply can't keep up, taking a loss that damages their playoff hopes.
By Bailey Johnson | 2024-03-21

Toronto Maple Leafs defenseman Simon Benoit, front, and Washington Capitals right wing Nicolas Aube-Kubel, collide along the boards Wednesday's game at Capital One Arena. (Nick Wass/AP)


The Washington Capitals had no time to take a deep breath and settle back in after a five-game Western Conference trip. After a Tuesday flight back from Calgary, the schedule called for the Capitals to host the Toronto Maple Leafs at Capital One Arena on Wednesday night, and the impact of the long road stretch and accompanying travel were painfully clear in a 7-3 loss.
The Maple Leafs played Tuesday in Philadelphia, so they weren't fully fresh, either, but their superior skill and speed led them past a home team that was just trying to keep up. Though the Capitals cut their deficit to one goal on three occasions, they ran out of resistance in the third period.
With three goals in the final 12:02, the Maple Leafs pulled away to end Washington's winning streak at three. Goaltender Charlie Lindgren made 22 saves for the Capitals. Joseph Woll stopped 18 of 21 shots for Toronto.
"Behind the eight-ball from the start, right? We fight back multiple times in that game and get it within striking distance, and then it just felt like we would make that one mistake or just that shift that would kill the momentum of us getting back in that game," Washington Coach Spencer Carbery said. "Happened multiple times. A combination of a bunch of things. Obviously, we had zero answer for [Auston Matthews] tonight in their lineup, so that's an issue. Felt like we made a few mistakes -- uncharacteristic, big, big mistakes -- in big moments."
Matthews put the Maple Leafs ahead just 16 seconds into the game -- his first of two goals and five points on the evening. Washington's fourth line lost a battle along the boards and the puck ended up behind the net, where Max Domi collected it and found Matthews in front for a tap-in finish. But the Capitals quickly found their footing; through 20 minutes, per Natural Stat Trick, they had 15 scoring chances to Toronto's five.
That momentum didn't carry into the second period, though, as William Nylander needed just 56 seconds to make it 2-0. Nylander's goal came seconds after winger Ivan Miroshnichenko couldn't put the puck on net on a two-on-one rush with center Dylan Strome -- a scoring chance that could have tied it. Instead, the Capitals found themselves in a two-goal hole.
"The Nylander goal, that just can't happen," Carbery said. "The first goal against can't happen. Those situations, even though for the most part, I think we did a lot of good things, we just had some isolated instances that were uncharacteristic and just can't happen at this time of year."
Captain Alex Ovechkin scored a vintage one-timer from the left circle on the power play at 9:57, but as would become a theme throughout the game, Toronto needed little time to extend its lead again. Matthews scored his second at 12:59, and though center Connor McMichael quickly halved the deficit again at 13:34, the Maple Leafs were back up by two by the end of the period thanks to a goal from Jake McCabe with just 25 seconds remaining.
"We were just a little off," Capitals defenseman Trevor van Riemsdyk said. "And with a team like them, all they need is a little bit of talent. They've got some high-end talent, high-end finishers, and we knew that going in. We knew how dialed in we needed to be, and we just weren't quite there."
The barrage of goals slowed down to begin the third period, but after Ovechkin scored his second of the night -- and the 845th of his career, leaving him 49 goals from tying Wayne Gretzky's NHL record -- the Maple Leafs firmly pushed the accelerator in the final 13 minutes.
"As soon as we got close to them, they found a way to get another two-goal lead," Ovechkin said. "It's kind of frustrating. We have to learn from that, obviously. Want to make a push, not stop playing and keep going. Didn't push."
Bobby McMann and Tyler Bertuzzi scored 38 seconds apart to blow open what had been a one-goal game, and Toronto remained in firm control from there. Winger Tom Wilson was called for a double minor after drawing blood with a high stick on Noah Gregor at 12:15, and 3:43 into the lengthy penalty kill, John Tavares added the extra point to Toronto's touchdown to make it 7-3.
The unforgiving schedule for Washington continues Friday, with a matchup against the Carolina Hurricanes -- and former Capital Evgeny Kuznetsov, who will return to Washington after being traded to Carolina on March 8.
"We obviously weren't good enough and sharp enough," van Riemsdyk said. "This time of year, you can't have efforts like that, but we'll bounce back and we'll be ready to go for the next one."
Note: Wingers T.J. Oshie and Aliaksei Protas missed Wednesday's game and are listed as day-to-day with upper- and lower-body injuries, respectively. After leaving Saturday's morning skate in Vancouver early, Oshie was a game-time decision against the Canucks but played in both that game and Monday's contest in Calgary. Protas was hobbled by a shot late in the game March 9 and missed last week's game in Edmonton but played in the final three games of the road trip.
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Chris Simon, former Capitals enforcer, dies at age 52
Popular with Capitals fans, Chris Simon was featured in marketing campaigns for the team. 
By Ben Sumner | 2024-03-21

Chris Simon found fame with the Washington Capitals. (Rich Lipski/The Washington Post)


Chris Simon, a hard-knuckled pugilist who found fame with the Washington Capitals with a mix of brutal hits and goal scoring, died Monday in his hometown of Wawa, Ontario, the NHL Players' Association said. He was 52.
His family released a statement saying the death was self-inflicted: "The family strongly believes and witnessed firsthand, that Chris struggled immensely from CTE which unfortunately resulted in his death."
Fresh off winning the Stanley Cup with the Colorado Avalanche when he joined the Capitals in 1996, the 6-foot-4, 230-pounder provided grit and protection on a Capitals team that made its first Stanley Cup finals appearance in 1998. Two seasons later, Simon became an unexpected scoring threat with a team-leading 29 goals while also leading the team in penalty minutes (146).
With his long hair and swoony looks, Simon became a fan favorite. The Capitals recognized his appeal and featured him in marketing campaigns under new owner Ted Leonsis. In one commercial, he knocked over an elderly woman at a grocery store to provide protection for teammate Peter Bondra. The team's fan club named him the winner of the 1999-2000 Yvon Labre award, given to its favorite player, besting five-time winner Bondra. The Capitals also made him their first bobblehead, which they gave away to fans at a game in 2001.
Despite his quiet demeanor off the ice, his game-time aggression often boiled over in Washington; the NHL suspended him three times, including for a 1997 incident in which he used a racial slur against Edmonton's Mike Grier. But his disciplinary issues in D.C. paled in comparison to his time later with the New York Islanders, when he sat 25 games in 2007 for hitting Rangers forward Ryan Hollweg in the face with his stick, and 30 more for slamming his skate on Pittsburgh's Jarkko Ruutu.
Simon almost didn't make it to the NHL; he nearly found himself out of hockey by 19 because of alcohol abuse. Coaches and family intervened.
"You grow up fast in junior hockey, and I didn't handle it properly," he told Sports Illustrated in 1996. "Some guy would recognize me in a bar and say: 'You're pretty tough as a hockey player. Let's see how tough you really are.' If I'd been drinking, I didn't give a d---. I'd fight them."
He got sober and was drafted by the Philadelphia Flyers, 25th overall, in 1990. Simon played 15 years in the NHL with the Quebec Nordiques (who moved to Colorado), Capitals, Chicago Blackhawks, New York Rangers, Calgary Flames, Islanders and Minnesota Wild, plus another five seasons in the Kontinental Hockey League.
Despite making more than $15 million in his career, in 2017 he filed for bankruptcy and was part of a lawsuit against the NHL, alleging the league didn't warn players about concussions and other risks. The NHL settled for $18.49 million, plus a total of $70.6 million in legal fees.
In 2017, he was reported to be suffering from depression, anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder, according to the Ottawa Citizen. Simon was married and divorced twice and had four children.
"I know that if it wasn't for me stopping drinking I would not be here today playing in the NHL," Simon told The Post in 2000. "I don't know that I'd be alive. I'm a better person for it and a stronger person. Not drinking doesn't bother me anymore. In the beginning it was tough, but now it's my life and I'm happy being sober. I wouldn't want it any other way."
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Justice Department, states accuse Apple of holding a smartphone monopoly 
The Justice Department accused Apple of breaking federal antitrust law, plunging the tech giant into a high-stakes showdown over its alleged abuse of power.
By Cristiano Lima-Strong, Perry Stein | 2024-03-21

Apple CEO Tim Cook departs the U.S. House of Representatives on Capitol Hill on Thursday, Sept. 14, 2023, in Washington. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


The Justice Department and 16 state and district attorneys general accused Apple of breaking federal antitrust law in a sprawling lawsuit unveiled Thursday, plunging the tech giant into another high-stakes showdown over its alleged abuse of power.
The civil complaint, filed in the U.S. District Court for the District of New Jersey, alleges the company has illegally wielded a monopoly over the smartphone market by cutting off developers and stifling competitors with punitive restrictions. The lawsuit squarely takes aim at the company's most popular and lucrative product, the iPhone, which has helped catapult Apple's valuation to over $2.7 trillion and sell its devices to billions of users.
Instead of competing with rivals by offering more affordable services, federal and state enforcers claim Apple imposed "a series of shapeshifting rules and restrictions" to "extract higher fees, thwart innovation, offer a less secure or degraded user experience, and throttle competitive alternatives."
Through that conduct, the Justice Department and states allege in the complaint, Apple "built and reinforced the moat around its smartphone monopoly." Enforcers and legislators have long expressed concern that by rigidly curating users' experiences on the iPhone and its other gadgets, Apple has excluded rivals from its ecosystem -- giving the company an unfair leg up on competitors.
The lawsuit marks the federal government's most aggressive attempt to date to dislodge Apple's perceived dominance over the market.
"Apple has consolidated its monopoly power not by making its own products better, but by making other products worse," U.S. Attorney General Merrick Garland said at a news conference Thursday announcing the complaint.
Apple spokesman Fred Sainz said in a statement that the lawsuit is "wrong on the facts and the law" and that the company "will vigorously defend against it."
"This lawsuit threatens who we are and the principles that set Apple products apart in fiercely competitive markets," Sainz said. "If successful, it would hinder our ability to create the kind of technology people expect from Apple--where hardware, software, and services intersect."
Tim Wu, a professor at Columbia Law School who previously served as President Biden's adviser on technology and competition policy, said the complaint "goes straight down main street" by targeting the core of Apple's vast empire: the iPhone.
"It's the thing that's just staring everyone in the phone: How is it that Apple has been able to maintain these profit margins for so long given that Android phones are often cheaper?" said Wu.
Apple is facing mounting legal and regulatory scrutiny on several fronts, including for purportedly exploiting its grip over competitors and consumers by imposing restrictions and steep fees in its popular App Store.
Critics have accused the tech giant of undermining smaller companies by barring app makers from using outside payment systems and charging hefty fees on transactions. The company has begun to open up its walled gardens, but competitors have continued to hammer the changes as insufficient.
European regulators fined Apple nearly $2 billion this month, accusing it of "abusing" its influence over music streaming platforms and preventing developers from informing users about "alternative and cheaper" services, the culmination of a years-long investigation. Apple said it plans to appeal the fine, which it said "ignores the realities" of the music streaming industry.
Apple is one of six tech giants subject to more stringent competition restrictions under Europe's sweeping new rule book, known as the Digital Markets Act, which could force the company to open its products to outside services.
Last year, Apple largely prevailed in an antitrust lawsuit filed by rival Epic Games, maker of the popular Fortnite video game series. A federal appeals court ruled that Epic failed to make its case that Apple controls an app store monopoly under federal law, but that the giant did violate competition laws in California by forcing developers to use its payment services without informing consumers about alternatives.
Major tech companies including Facebook parent Meta and Microsoft have since argued that Apple's plan to comply with the decision is deeply flawed.
The latest lawsuit alleges that Apple has maintained its iPhone monopoly by disrupting apps that could make it easier for consumers to switch smartphones, blocking mobile cloud streaming services that allow them to enjoy products outside the company's ecosystem and degrading the quality of alternative messaging apps. Fifteen states including California, New York and Tennessee joined the District of Columbia and the DOJ in filing the lawsuit.
DOJ antitrust chief Jonathan Kanter said Thursday that Apple has been a "significant beneficiary" of the U.S.'s landmark antitrust case against rival Microsoft more than two decades ago, which he said "paved the way for Apple to launch" many of its products. In that case, courts found that Microsoft invested significant resources to quash threats to its web browser, including from Apple.
But Apple has since "engaged in many of the same practices that Microsoft used" to entrench its dominance, said acting associate attorney general Benjamin Mizer.
The complaint, which said that iPhone dominates more than 70 percent of the high-end smartphone market, attempts to show how Apple's alleged exclusionary practices impact people in their day-to-day lives. The Justice Department, for example, alleges that Apple makes it harder for its owners to communicate with Android users -- using the ubiquitous blue text bubbles to denote iPhone users and green text bubbles to identify Android users.
Officials said that conversations between iPhone users and Android users are not encrypted, videos are grainier and they and do not offer the same editing features. The complaint says these bugs are by design and are intended to encourage Android users to purchase iPhones.
"As a result, iPhone users perceive rival smartphones as being lower quality because the experience of messaging friends and family who do not own iPhones is worse -- even though Apple is the one responsible for breaking cross-platform messaging," Garland said in his statement.
Apple's Sainz said in the statement that the company innovates "every day to make technology people love--designing products that work seamlessly together, protect people's privacy and security."
The DOJ lawsuit is the Biden administration's latest major salvo against Silicon Valley giants over claims they are stifling competition through monopolistic and anti-competitive practices.
The DOJ sued to break up Google's digital advertising business last year and is fighting the company in court in a separate lawsuit targeting its dominance over search that was launched under the Trump administration.
The Federal Trade Commission, meanwhile, is leading an antitrust lawsuit against Amazon, alleging the e-commerce giant abused its power to stifle competitors, and it previously sued Meta over its dominance in social media. (Amazon founder Jeff Bezos owns The Washington Post.)
Wu, the former White House adviser, said the cases appear to reflect a strategy of going after "the monopolies that everyone associate these companies with."
Many of the administration's antitrust actions have bipartisan support. That's reflected in the Democratic and Republican attorneys generals that signed on to this lawsuit.
The Biden administration has pledged to fight corporate consolidation more aggressively than previous administrations.
Under Garland, the department has brought on big-name antitrust lawyers to lead the section and has notched victories in fighting mergers in the health-care and publishing industries.
In March, JetBlue and Spirit Airlines announced they would drop their merger plans after the Justice Department successfully brought a suit against them. The Justice Department has requested to significantly increase their antitrust budget in fiscal year 2025 to grow their enforcement capacity.
The Justice Department launched a broad review in 2019 of potential antitrust violations in the tech sector, which morphed into major investigations of several of Silicon Valley's most powerful players, including Apple and Google.
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Why is the government suing Apple? Look at your iPhone's restrictions.
These things you can't do with your iPhone are the heart of allegations that Apple is an illegal monopoly.
By Shira Ovide | 2024-03-21

iPhones at a September 2023 event at Apple's headquarters in Cupertino, Calif. (Loren Elliott/Reuters)


On Thursday, the United States said Apple is breaking the law by locking out competing technologies that could be better for you.
The antitrust lawsuit filed by the Justice Department and 16 attorneys general is the latest government claim that several Big Tech giants -- Apple, Amazon, Google and Meta -- leverage their popular products to squash free market competition. (Amazon founder Jeff Bezos owns The Washington Post.)
The government's charges against Apple will probably face a high legal bar in court, if the lawsuit makes it that far.
Apple said it would "vigorously" contest the lawsuit. A victory for the plaintiffs "would hinder our ability to create the kind of technology people expect from Apple," the company said.
If you have an iPhone, you can see for yourself the heart of the government's allegations.
The Justice Department says Apple limits choices with apps, text messaging, the ability to tap phones to buy lunch and options for seamlessly using a Garmin or Samsung smartwatch with an iPhone.
Apple has previously said limitations like those protect your security and privacy. But the government says that Apple's restrictions limit your choices to allow Apple to grow even richer at the public's expense.
If you use an iPhone, you're subject to several limitations pointed out in the government's lawsuit, including:
If you have an iPhone and text a buddy with an Android phone, each of your phone companies gets a copy of that message -- and it's less secure from hackers.
If you text a video to your Android friend, it probably looks compressed or garbled on their end. You don't get an indication that your buddy read your text, as you would if he had an iPhone.
If you have a Windows computer, you can't easily read your iMessage chats on your PC as you can on a Mac.
Apple has said its choices keep you safer, but the company's actions make many chat messages less secure and less functional.
According to the Justice Department lawsuit, an Apple executive in 2016 forwarded an email to CEO Tim Cook that said making it easier for iPhone and Android phone users to text one another "will hurt us more than help us."
You can read the government's lawsuit here.
Imagine downloading one app that lets you play a bunch of games such as "Candy Crush" and "World of Warcraft."
Xbox made an iPhone app like that several years ago, but Apple never let you try it. Instead you generally must download and pay for each game app separately.
The Justice Department said that Apple's decision to block those kinds of apps within apps stops you from trying potentially innovative products. The government lawsuit essentially compared it with Netflix only letting you watch one movie rather than giving you access to a bunch of programming.
Apple said in January that it would start to permit apps within other apps, although it's not clear yet how that might work in practice.
In the United States, Apple restricts access to the technology on your iPhone that lets you hover your phone near a payment register to pay for groceries, a subway fare or a cup of coffee.
That's partly to keep your phone secure, but it also steers all your tap-to-pay purchases through its own Apple Pay service, letting the company collect a fee every time. Even if you wanted, you can't pay instead with PayPal, the Cash app, Venmo or other payment services.
In its lawsuit, the Justice Department said that Apple "exerts its smartphone monopoly" to stop financial companies from "developing better payment products and services for iPhone users."
After the European Union recently passed a law that forces Apple to allow access to its tap-to-pay features, PayPal told its investors that it planned to make its payment service available for tap-to-pay on iPhones.
If you click a link in the standard iPhone email app, you can open the page in the Chrome browser rather than Safari. You can ask Siri to play music from Spotify and not just from the Apple Music app.
You can now use the Gmail or Outlook apps as the standard email app on your iPhone instead of Apple's email app.
Apple didn't allow those options until a few years ago, when it lifted those previous restrictions after claims from U.S. government officials and rival companies such as Spotify that Apple was unfairly limiting technology choices.
Also after pressure from regulators, Apple is working to make the iPhone messaging app a bit more compatible with the standard Android texting app.
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Reddit goes public today. Users are wary of what comes next.
There's nothing online quite like Reddit. Will an IPO change that?
By Chris Velazco | 2024-03-21
After pricing its shares at $34 each, Reddit is making its long-awaited stock market debut on Thursday morning. That gives the company -- a social media platform nearly two decades old -- a valuation of around $6.4 billion.
Reddit, which has about 73 million unique daily visitors and will trade under the ticker symbol "RDDT," is known for being a place where users can get unfiltered advice, dish about their favorite television shows or hunt for the next buzzy meme stock. The site could change once shareholders start to have a say about how Reddit runs its business.
Here's what you should know about Reddit -- and what could come next for those who rely on it.
Reddit was launched in 2005 by current CEO Steve Huffman and Alexis Ohanian as a place where users submit content -- news articles, funny photos, cat videos, random observations -- to be supported ("upvoted") or buried ("downvoted").
Since then, Reddit has become best known as a collection of communities called "subreddits," where people discuss everything from the Vancouver food scene to serious personal struggles.
"People go there to literally get support to help them stop drinking, to help them stop doing drugs, to connect with people who are going through similar challenges," said Sarah Gilbert, research director at Cornell University's Citizens and Technology Lab. "Because it's largely pseudonymous, that allows you to participate a little more openly."
Reddit has had its dark side, too -- in the past, communities on the platform have shared leaked celebrity photos, pushed sexist rhetoric and harbored racists. In those extreme cases, the company banned the communities entirely.
For the most part, though, standards of conduct are developed and upheld by communities themselves, thanks in large part to volunteer moderators like Gilbert, who helps oversee the r/AskHistorians subreddit.
Even if you're not a die-hard Redditor, there's a chance the site has helped you because its years of posts on basically every subject frequently appear in search results. No wonder, then, that Google and companies like it have found Reddit to be a treasure trove of training data for chatty AI models -- something that has naturally rubbed some the wrong way.
"Reddit users highly value privacy, which makes sense, given that most people contribute pseudonymously," Gilbert said in a statement earlier this year. "We also found that how they feel about data use varies by context. For example, we found that users would be uncomfortable with use of private data, such as direct messages."
It's the first time a major social media company went public since Pinterest's 2019 IPO.
Reddit set aside 8 percent of the company's total shares so that certain users -- some of whom managed sprawling communities for free -- could buy shares at the same price available to institutional investors.
Omar Abbasi, a 34-year-old Bay Area software engineer, received one of those offers, partly because of his unpaid work as a moderator for Reddit's sprawling gaming communities. He turned it down.
"It was a bit much from a risk perspective," he said, recalling how Facebook's share prices stagnated for more than a year after it went public in 2012.
For some, though, the Reddit IPO is a potential turning point for a platform that some users say is more conducive to conversation than alternatives such as Facebook or X.
"There's a culture in the community there to try to uphold what is true," Abbasi said.
It's that distinctly human judgment that has turned Reddit into a "trustworthy-ish source of information," Gilbert said, in contrast to the misinformation found on other platforms.
The company's IPO filing gives a few hints. For one, Reddit will have to get serious about making money -- something it's struggled to do consistently since its beginning. Last year, the company reported a net loss of nearly $91 million.
High on the list of the company's business priorities is drumming up additional interest from advertisers, and Reddit has already started to push in that direction. Over the past few weeks, the company launched new ad formats that resemble real user posts, and tools to help brands flesh out their presence on the platform.
Business-to-business overtures like these may help Reddit shore up its finances, but Gilbert says they also risk alienating the people who come to the platform for authentic interactions.
"Redditors hate when they think something is an astroturfed advertisement," she said, referring to the act of positioning paid ads as grass-roots commentary. "That generates a lot of pushback."
Reddit admits it is also exploring ways to make money off certain interactions -- such as requests for Photoshop help or watch sales and trades -- that currently happen in dedicated subreddits on the platform for free. That could occur through developing tools, for example, to help paid transactions happen on the website or in the app.
The company's IPO filing offers clues to other ways the platform might change. For instance, if there's more content that isn't "valuable or appealing to other Redditors," the filing notes, that could make the entire platform less appealing to people and advertisers alike.
Meanwhile, some moderators have already seen a surge in that low-quality content from bots. A Reddit flush with new capital could invest more resources into filtering out bots, but it's not clear how likely that is.
Many users remain skeptical of the site's future. Abbasi, in particular, is holding out for the possibility that Reddit CEO  Huffman might quit his job and leave the company in the hands of leadership that "gives users the tools to contribute in a positive way."
Reddit declined to comment.
One thing that sets Reddit's users apart from those of other social media platforms is their willingness to revolt in the face of frustrating management. The most recent example was in June, when more than 8,000 subreddits went dark to protest changes that effectively spelled the end of third-party Reddit apps. The process was messy; at one point Reddit threatened to remove moderators from communities that temporarily shut down.
In the end, Reddit leadership got basically everything it wanted, but the standoff soured the company's relationship with some of its moderators. However, if users felt strongly enough, another revolt could follow.
Users can try to rebuild their communities somewhere else, though that can be difficult. For one thing, there's nothing quite like Reddit out there -- in a way, it's a throwback to an earlier age of the internet, when conversations unfolded mainly across specialized message boards and forums rather than town squares like Facebook or X.
"The network effect is huge," Cornell's Gilbert said. "You need to have people who are curious and asking questions, and then you also need people who are willing to provide answers who actually want to be there."
Even so, Gilbert isn't ruling out that possibility. She says the service Reddit provides "is what's needed," but Reddit Inc. doesn't necessarily need to be the one to provide it.
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California approves Prop. 1 to fund mental health programs for homeless
The measure, championed by California Gov. Gavin Newsom, will spend billions for housing and mental health and drug treatment programs for homeless residents.
By Praveena Somasundaram | 2024-03-21

California Gov. Gavin Newsom strongly touted Proposition 1, a ballot measure to spend billions on housing and treatment for homeless people with mental health and substance abuse issues that narrowly passed. (Terry Chea/AP)


A measure in California that proposed spending billions on housing and treatment for homeless people with mental health and substance abuse issues narrowly secured enough votes to pass Wednesday, according to the Associated Press.
The result comes weeks after the measure, called Proposition 1, was on the state's March 5 ballot. But as those votes and mail-in ballots were tallied, the race grew close -- highlighting the clash in California over how to address homelessness, an issue that has plagued the state for years.
Proposition 1 allocates nearly $6.4 billion to build housing and spaces for mental health care and drug treatment. It is the first major update to California's mental health funding system in two decades, amending the 2004 Mental Health Services Act.
For months, California Gov. Gavin Newsom (D) championed Proposition 1, dubbed "Treatment not Tents," presenting it as a key measure to tackle homelessness. The state had 181,399 unhoused people, about one-third of all those experiencing homelessness in the country, according to a 2023 federal estimate.
On Wednesday, Newsom called Proposition 1's passage a "huge victory for doing things radically different."
"Now it's time to get to work -- repairing the damage caused by decades of broken promises and neglect to those suffering from severe mental illness," he said in a statement on X, formerly Twitter.
While campaigning for Proposition 1, Newsom garnered support largely from local officials, law enforcement and veterans groups, who praised the effort as a needed step toward moving Californians off the streets. But organizations who opposed the measure, which included taxpayer groups and some mental health advocates, criticized its cost and said it threatened existing mental health programs.
Last month, multiple ACLU chapters in the state publicly opposed Proposition 1, urging Californians to vote against it.
"We shouldn't fall prey to a false zero-sum game that pits our needs for mental health services and housing against one another," Eve Garrow, a policy analyst at the ACLU of Southern California, said in a Feb. 16 statement.
Newsom's administration has already spent billions in recent years to address homelessness. His various initiatives include the Care Court program, which allowed the state to intervene and provide mental health treatment for people experiencing homelessness.
Under the Mental Health Services Act, the state began collecting a tax from people with incomes over $1 million a year to be used for mental health services. That tax will remain the same, but Proposition 1 allows it to be used for drug treatment in addition to mental health care. It also increases the state's share of the tax, reallocates some funding to be used toward treatment and housing programs and requires the state to report the progress of those programs.
Under Proposition 1, the state will also borrow $6.38 billion in general bonds to fund the programs.
California could provide mental health or substance abuse treatment for 6,800 people at any one time and build up to 4,350 housing units, about half of which would go to veterans, according to state estimates. But the new housing, the state's analysis said, would reduce California's homelessness "by only a small amount."
Before appearing as Proposition 1 this month, the measure was considered by the California legislature as separate bills for the first time in February 2023. The Senate and Assembly bills passed in September, and it appeared on the March 5 ballot, kicking off a weeks-long wait to see whether voters would approve it.
Asked about the uncertainty of Proposition 1's passage, Newsom stressed the unique aspects of the measure, including its language on housing and drug treatment that differs from the state's previous mental health legislation, and added that the new measure was not a tax increase.
He told NBC4 this month that those involved in the reform effort had done "a deep dive of needs."
"This is a game changer," Newsom said.
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DeSantis signs law banning homeless people from sleeping in public places
Proponents of Florida's new law say it will help homeless people access services, but homelessness advocates say it's not the right approach.
By Justine McDaniel | 2024-03-21

A man lies in a park covered with a blanket in January 2022 in Miami. Florida residents will be banned from sleeping in public spaces such as sidewalks and parks under a law signed Wednesday by Republican Gov. Ron DeSantis. (Lynne Sladky/AP)


People experiencing homelessness in Florida will be banned from sleeping overnight on streets, on sidewalks and in parks under a law signed this week by Gov. Ron DeSantis (R), which he characterized as a "law-and-order" step that would help unhoused people but that some homelessness advocates warned would be ineffective.
The governor's office said the bill, which DeSantis signed Wednesday, would give homeless people resources to "get back on their feet" while aiming to increase public safety. Critics have said the law does not address root causes of homelessness or provide for long-term solutions.
Under the law, people won't be able to camp in public spaces with tents, temporary shelters or bedding. Localities will be tasked with enforcing the law and subject to state scrutiny.
"Florida will not allow homeless encampments to intrude on its citizens or undermine their quality of life," Gov. Ron DeSantis said in a statement.
The law creates a mechanism for counties to designate areas as temporary campsites for up to one year. DeSantis's office said homeless people would be "placed in temporary shelters monitored by law enforcement agencies."
The designated campsites are required under the bill to provide resources for substance abuse and mental health treatment, and maintain restrooms and running water. People living at such a site would be prohibited from using drugs or alcohol.
The bill's proponents said that would help connect homeless people with services.
"With a challenge as complex as chronic homelessness, it is all too easy to fall into the trap of comfortable inaction," Rep. Sam Garrison (R) said in the governor's office's statement. "This bill will not eliminate homelessness. But it is a start. And it states clearly that in Florida, our public spaces are worth fighting for."
Critics have raised questions about how the law would work in practice, including whether communities will be able to settle on properties to designate for the campsites, what happens after the one-year expiration date on those sites and whether it will help people who can't use the temporary sites because they're substance users.
"It's really important that we not push aside people that are insecure in their housing, that need help, that may be navigating things like addiction, PTSD, disabilities," Rep. Anna V. Eskamani (D) said in a debate this month in the legislature. "Instead of pushing folks away, we need to ensure that we're providing them with a safe and secure long-term plan."
Advocates have also raised concerns about whether the law, to which cities and counties are subject to enforcement by the state, could lead to arrests of homeless people or expose localities to lawsuits, particularly in places without enough funding to run the temporary sites.
"If a city or county can't afford to provide such a place -- and the expense to do so statewide would add up more than the entire state budget for homelessness -- the bills enable any person or business to sue the jurisdiction if there are still people living on the streets," Martha Are, the executive director of the Homeless Services Network of Central Florida, wrote in an opinion piece in the Orlando Sentinel.
"The cities and counties will need to arrest everyone on the street ... thus leaving the cities and counties vulnerable to civil rights lawsuits. Or the cities and counties will ignore the statute, and so they'll face lawsuits."
Unhoused people and local governments in Florida were bracing for the law's passage. Some homeless Floridians are concerned the law will force them into encampments without providing the type of help they'd require to overcome homelessness, the Tallahassee Democrat reported.
At least 30,000 people in Florida are experiencing homelessness, and about half of those are unsheltered, according to a Department of Housing and Urban Development estimate based on the January 2023 point-in-time count of homeless people on a single night.
The state has the third-highest share of homeless residents in the United States, behind California and New York, though its rate of homelessness is lower than the national average, at about 14 homeless people for every 10,000 Floridians.
From 2022 to 2023, the number of unsheltered people increased in Florida, partly driven by the expiration of pandemic-related funding, the impact of Hurricane Ian, rising housing costs, immigration and other factors, according to the HUD assessment.
The law takes effect October 1.
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Chicago sues Glock over switch that converts pistols to machine guns
Devices known as auto sears, or "Glock switches," are cheap, easy to install and can make a pistol fire much faster. Chicago claims Glock has done nothing to stop their proliferation.
By Kim Bellware | 2024-03-21

A semiautomatic Glock pistol at a Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives location in Martinsburg, W.Va. (Alex Brandon/AP)


A small switch that can be bought for as little as $20 or even 3D printed at home can convert one of the most popular handguns in America into a weapon with machine gun-like power.
And while the handgun modification uniquely affects Glock pistols, the manufacturer has done nothing to stop it, the city of Chicago alleged in a new lawsuit against Glock Inc.
In the complaint, filed Tuesday in Cook County Circuit Court, the city accuses Glock of allowing illegal machine guns to proliferate on the streets of Chicago by selling pistols it knows can be easily modified into a far deadlier weapon with an auto sear. The device, sometimes called a "giggle switch" or a "Glock switch," is about the size of a quarter, cheap to obtain or make at home, and simple to attach.
"While Chicago has long struggled with an epidemic of gun violence, it is unquestionable that the ease of modification of Glocks and the resulting prevalence of Modified Glocks have made the situation worse," the city said in its lawsuit. It notes elsewhere, "Glock also knows it could fix the problem, but has chosen not to, putting profits over public safety and violating the law."
The complaint is the first to use the Illinois Firearms Industry Responsibility Act, or FIRA, passed last year. The law allows gun manufacturers to be held accountable for public harm caused by action or inaction from their sales and marketing practices.
"This case is really focused on a refusal on the part of Glock to take any steps to address a problem unique to its pistols -- specifically their easy convertibility to machine guns -- and the fact illegally modified Glocks have been turning up on the street of Chicago in alarming numbers," said Eric Tirschwell, the executive director of Everytown Law, a Washington-based gun violence prevention nonprofit that joined Chicago's lawsuit.
"Pistols sold by other major manufacturers are not easily modified the way Glock pistols are," Tirschwell said. "In fact, other manufacturers' [guns] would require serious engineering or re-engineering," which is beyond the capabilities of most typical users.
Glock Inc. did not respond to multiple requests for comment Wednesday.
The 41-page complaint details dangerous and deadly incidents involving modified Glocks on the streets of Chicago in recent years, including police officers with department-issue Glock pistols facing off against criminals with machine-gun power. Bystanders and buildings have been struck by the bullet spray of modified Glocks, which cause a recoil that is difficult for unskilled or inexperienced users to control, the complaint alleges.
Glock does not manufacture or sell auto sears, which are illegal. The lawsuit claims that some auto sears are marketed and sold with Glock's name and logo, but that there is no evidence Glock has tried to protect its trademark from third-party manufacturers.
"The lawsuit alleges that Glock is aiding and abetting the possession of illegal machine guns in Chicago," Tirschwell said. "And in order to prove that claim, we have included all the information that goes to whether Glock has taken the steps that you'd expect to see a company to take if it did not want its weapons to be modified."
Garien Gatewood, Chicago's deputy mayor of community safety, said the city has been at a "tipping point" with Glock switches for a while.
During a two-year period from 2021 to late 2023, Chicago police recovered more than 1,100 modified Glocks, the city said in its lawsuit.
"When this administration came in, we had conversations with the [Chicago Police Department] about the amount of shell casings on the street," Gatewood said. Officers responding to shooting scenes were recovering more casings, despite the fact that machine guns have been banned at the federal and state level in some form since the 1930s, in the days of Tommy-gun-toting Chicago gangsters like Al Capone and John Dillinger.
"We have been a punching bag nationally on violence. It's important that people understand that we're dealing with mass shootings at a level not seen anywhere else in the country," Gatewood said.
Chicago has struggled with gun violence for years despite relatively strong gun-control laws, in part because of lax regulation in neighboring cities and states including Indiana. As the third-largest city in the United States, Chicago regularly tallies the highest number of annual gun homicides, but it has a lower rate of gun deaths -- homicides per 100,000 people -- than Southern states.
Gatewood said he is hopeful other cities will use Chicago's lawsuit as a blueprint. The lawsuit cites data indicating Chicago is hardly alone in struggling with a proliferation of modified Glocks: From 2020 to 2021, the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives reported a 400 percent increase in "recoveries of illegally modified machine guns"; between 2017 and 2021, it saw a 570 percent increase in recoveries of machine gun conversion parts compared to the previous five-year period.
Suing gun manufactures has typically been a losing proposition because of sweeping federal protections under the Protection of Lawful Commerce in Arms Act, which shields gun manufacturers and gun sellers from liability when crimes are committed with their weapons.
In 2022, a $73 million settlement between the now-bankrupt Remington Arms gunmaker and the families of the victims of the Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting provided a framework for how to pursue legal action against firearms manufacturers.
The Sandy Hook lawsuit was filed under the Connecticut Unfair Trade Practices Act and alleged the popular Bushmaster rifle was a "combat weapon" intended for warfare, yet Remington improperly marketed it to civilians.
"The Sandy Hook case opened up one of the exceptions to the federal immunity law, and as a result, there's been increased interest in using that exception to hold gunmakers liable," said Adam Winkler, a professor at the UCLA School of Law who studies constitutional law and gun policy.
Winkler noted it is still difficult for plaintiffs to prevail in these cases. In the Sandy Hook lawsuit, the plaintiffs did not present a case at a trial and win a judge or jury verdict, Winkler said.
"They reached a settlement with a gunmaker that was in bankruptcy. And it wasn't necessarily the same gunmaker executives who were involved," Winkler said. Glock, he said, does not have those same issues; its executives are going to be in control of litigating the lawsuit, while Remington's settlement was controlled by its insurers.
Chicago's lawsuit seeks to bar Glock from selling modifiable pistols to Chicago residents, either directly or in Illinois gun shops, and seeks monetary damages.
Gatewood, Chicago's deputy mayor, said while the lawsuit is not the only solution to gun violence, "we need to cut off the spigot" -- and that doing so starts with accountability for gun manufacturers.
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Cupid the peacock was shot with an arrow. Neighbors united to help him. 
"When I saw the extent of the injury, it's a miracle he's alive," said Donny Block, who worked with neighbors in Exeter, Calif., to get Cupid into surgery. 
By Sydney Page | 2024-03-21

In late February, Dennis Morris spotted a peacock with an arrow sticking out of its back side. Neighbors rallied to capture the bird and get it medical attention. (Dennis Morris)


Every evening, about 20 wild peacocks wander into Dennis Morris's front yard in California's San Joaquin Valley. It's the highlight of his day.
"I love these birds," said Morris, who runs a long-term care home near Exeter and lives on-site. Peacocks have long been known to frequent the rural neighborhood, often visiting residents' homes at the start and end of each day, searching for food.
One early evening in late February, Morris noticed that one of the peacocks had been shot by an arrow. It was poking out of the bird's body.
"I was shocked," said Morris, 68, who inched closer to snap a photo.
The bird was limping and appeared to be in pain, he said.
While many local residents delight in the peacocks' presence, Morris said, "there are some people in the neighborhood that don't like it." The birds are mostly harmless, but they can be loud and often leave droppings, he said.
The birds are commonly known as peacocks, though the females are technically peahens, and both are peafowl.

A pride of peafowl in Dennis Morris's yard near Exeter, Calif. (Dennis Morris)


He was disturbed that someone would go so far as to injure one of the large, iridescent birds. It is a crime in California to intentionally torture, wound or kill an animal.
"It was devastating," Morris said.
Dana Schrader, the administrator of Morris's long-term care home, shared Morris's photo on Facebook. People in the community were outraged, and local news covered the story.
"It was heartbreaking, to say the least," said Schrader, adding that they decided to name the impaled bird "Cupid."
Neighbors couldn't bear to watch the bird suffer, so they started by calling various animal services, as well as the Tulare County Sheriff's Office.
Donny Block, who has lived in neighborhood for eight years, said animal control and fish and wildlife officials came.
The peacocks, he said, were a selling point when he and his wife, Robyn, purchased their home.
"We absolutely love them," said Block, 45. "There's nothing better than waking up in the morning and drinking coffee and enjoying a front yard full of peacocks."
"We go grocery-shopping for them," said Block, adding that they often feed the peacocks bread, bird seed, cereal and blueberries -- the birds' favorite.
"It upsets me to think they're not wanted and someone would go to that length to hurt them," he said.
Volunteers from Critter Creek Wildlife Station -- a nonprofit in Fresno County, Calif. -- quickly came to help capture Cupid. They said such incidents aren't unusual.

The peacock that was shot with an arrow. Local residents named him Cupid. (Dennis Morris)


"It's all too common," said Andy Jewett, who has been volunteering with Critter Creek Wildlife Station for 21 years. "I get birds all the time that are shot."
As volunteers and officials focused on capturing Cupid, Morris offered a $200 reward on social media, hoping to track down the person who shot him.
"We thought maybe somebody could give us some information," Morris said.
After a few days, Cupid was still on the loose.
"They did everything they could, but the bird was already very skittish," Block said.
Neighbors were increasingly concerned for Cupid.
Block said he saw other birds trying to pull the arrow out. "That was terribly sad to watch," he said.

The arrow that struck Cupid. (Donny Block)


"We started getting more and more people stopping by to see if they could help, showing real, true concern," he continued. "It was just a dark cloud for a few days because we couldn't help him."
When several strategies to capture Cupid failed -- including using a net gun -- Block set up a makeshift trap in his front yard.

Donny Block, who has lived in neighborhood for eight years, was able to trap the injured Cupid on March 8. (Donny Block)


He put out a small cage and filled it with treats -- including watermelon, blueberries and live mealworms. He attached a long rope to the cage's opening and strung it into his home.
Block planned to stay on guard and pull the string whenever the peacock entered the cage. A few days later, on March 8, Cupid took the bait -- and got trapped. 

Joan Cuadra and Andy Jewett, volunteers for Critter Creek Wildlife Station, with Cupid after his capture. (Donny Block)


"I called Andy, and they were there immediately and took him off to have surgery," Block said.
First, Jewett took Cupid to the county animal services center for an X-ray, then volunteers drove the bird to San Joaquin Veterinary Hospital for surgery to remove the arrow -- which had damaged the underside of his skin and the surface of the breast muscles. The surgery, which was covered by Critter Creek Wildlife Station, cost $550.

An X-ray image of Cupid's body while the bird was impaled by an arrow. (Tulare County Animal Services)


"That arrow was in basically the whole length of his body," said Jewett, noting that the arrow went between the bird's legs and stuck out the top left side of his chest. Although it damaged some muscle, the arrow remained directly under the skin and did not penetrate any internal organs. Doctors also confirmed that Cupid is a male and is less than a year old.
The arrow shaft, Jewett said, is composed of high-end carbon fiber "designed for deep penetration." The arrowhead, he explained, "is blunt and has four claws on it, and it's not meant to penetrate deeply."
"The combination is gruesome at best," said Jewett, adding that the sheriff's office has the arrow and is investigating. 

The end of the arrow that impaled Cupid. (Donny Block)


Cupid has been under the care of Joan Cuadra, a Critter Creek Wildlife Station volunteer, since his surgery. He is in a large cage in her backyard, and she feeds him, tends to his wounds and gives him antibiotics twice a day.
"He's doing great," said Cuadra, 73. "Cupid is very sweet."

Joan Cuadra's sister, Helen Wharton, 77, holding Cupid for his morning antibiotics. (Joan Cuadra)


Maureen Lee Dutra, a volunteer vet with Critter Creek Wildlife Station, checks on him regularly. She said she is impressed by the dedication of her fellow volunteers.
"The larger community is very lucky that there are volunteers willing to take on these animals," Lee Dutra said. "It's an incredible service, and it doesn't often get a lot of attention. We need more people to become aware of the need of not only financial support, but also time support."
Residents have been invested in Cupid's recovery.
"We were saying our little prayers for him," Block said. "When I saw the extent of the injury, it's a miracle he's alive."
About several days of recovery, Cupid will be released by March 28 in the same area where he was found. The neighbors plan to be there to celebrate his safe return to the wild.
"He's doing very well right now," said Lee Dutra, adding that the bird is expected to live a normal life post-recovery. 

Cupid spend several days recovering in Joan Cuadra's home. (Joan Cuadra)


Although Morris's $200 reward never yielded any leads about the shooter's identity, neighbors hope the person responsible will be deterred from doing it again, based on the community's response.
"We're all watching now," Block said.
He and his neighbors are looking forward to finally setting Cupid free.
"To release him is going to be amazing," Block said. "It's such a relief."
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Pastor paid hit men $40,000 to shoot his daughter's boyfriend, police say
Police in Riverside, Calif., said they uncovered the murder-for-hire plot months after the shooting. They arrested the pastor, Samuel Pasillas, and one other suspect.
By Annabelle Timsit | 2024-03-21

Police say they uncovered a murder-for-hire plot ordered by a pastor in Southern California. (JasonDoiy/Getty Images)


California police say they have arrested a pastor on suspicion of attempted murder, charging that he paid nearly $40,000 to have his daughter's boyfriend shot in a murder-for-hire plot last year.
Police in Riverside, Calif., arrested Samuel Pasillas, 47, whom they identified as pastor of a Spanish-speaking church congregation in Victorville, about 40 miles north of San Bernardino, as well as Juan Manuel Cebreros, 55, of Long Beach, as part of their investigation, they said Tuesday in a news release.
They said the investigation into the shooting, which took place on the evening of Oct. 21, 2023, and left a man injured, is ongoing. Local news outlets reported that police were searching for a third suspect whose whereabouts were unknown.
The victim, whom police did not identify, said last year that he was shot multiple times from inside a car that pulled up alongside his in the Orangecrest neighborhood of Riverside, about 50 miles south of Victorville. He was injured and drove himself to a  hospital, where he was treated for gunshot wounds, police said.
Five months later, police said their investigation revealed that the incident was a "murder-for-hire shooting." They said they uncovered evidence that Pasillas met with the hit men, paid them and provided information on the boyfriend's whereabouts the night of the shooting.
Police said they obtained warrants to search homes in Victorville, Long Beach and Lynwood on March 13, after which they arrested Pasillas on charges of solicitation for murder, conspiracy to commit murder, attempted murder and assault with a deadly weapon. Cebreros was charged with conspiracy to commit murder, attempted murder and assault with a deadly weapon, they said.
ABC7 Eyewitness News reported that both suspects pleaded not guilty at a joint arraignment on Monday. A lawyer for Pasillas could not be reached for comment early Thursday, and it was not immediately clear whether Cebreros has retained a lawyer.
Police did not say whether anyone else was involved in the alleged hit, though the news release referred to multiple men conducting "surveillance on the victim in the weeks leading up to when they shot him."
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Georgia executes Willie J. Pye for 1993 murder, despite call for clemency
Pye, whose lawyers argued had an intellectual disability, died by lethal injection in Georgia's first execution since 2020. It went ahead despite last-minute legal challenges.
By Andrew Jeong | 2024-03-21

Cathy Harmon-Christian, the executive director of Georgians for Alternatives to the Death Penalty, holds an image of Willie J. Pye outside Georgia Diagnostic and Classification Prison in Jackson, Ga., on Wednesday. Pye was executed that night. (Reuters)


Willie James Pye, a Georgia man convicted and sentenced to die for the 1993 abduction, rape and murder of his former girlfriend, was executed Wednesday night at a prison in Jackson, the Georgia Department of Corrections said in a statement.
Pye's execution was carried out by lethal injection at 11:03 p.m. and is the first in the state since 2020. It took place despite a flurry of last-minute legal challenges and a clemency request to spare his life. Pye's lawyers cited their client's intellectual disability as a reason the state should reconsider execution. They also said Pye had been poorly represented in the initial trials that resulted in a death sentence.
The U.S. Supreme Court denied a request to stay the execution late Wednesday, and the Georgia parole board, which has the authority to grant clemency in a death penalty case in the state, denied a clemency request on Tuesday.
Pye, 59, accepted a final prayer but did not record a final statement before he was put to death, said Lori Benoit, a spokeswoman for the Georgia Department of Corrections. He was visited by six family members, a clergy member and an attorney on the day of his execution.
Georgia uses the sedative pentobarbital in lethal injections, according to the Death Penalty Information Center.
Nathan Potek, one of Pye's lawyers, said in an emailed statement that Pye's initial attorney, the late Johnny B. Mostiler, was "racist and incompetent." Georgia also insisted on executing Pye despite his "lifelong intellectual disability and the fact that he presents a danger to no one in prison," Potek wrote.
Pye had been assessed to have an IQ of 70, court documents show.
Mostiler, who handled 900 cases a year as the only public defender in Spalding County, Ga., died in 2000 of a heart attack at the age of 53, according to an obituary that described him as a "gruff-talking, chain-smoking" lawyer who was "turning over one case every 100 minutes, less time than a private attorney might devote to a simple traffic violation."
Pye had been in a "sporadic romantic relationship" with Alicia Lynn Yarbrough before her murder, according to court documents. On the night of Nov. 16, 1993, Pye and two accomplices -- Chester Adams and Anthony Freeman -- plotted to rob Yarbrough, who at the time was living with another man and her newborn, whom Pye thought was his child.
Wearing ski masks, they kicked open the door of Yarbrough's home after noticing that only Yarbrough and her baby were there. They then held her at gunpoint. "After determining that there was no money in the house, they took a ring and a necklace from Ms. Yarbrough and abducted her, leaving the infant in the house," according to court documents.
They next took her to a motel and raped her. After attempting to remove their fingerprints from the scene, they drove her to the side of a road, where Pye ordered her to lie face down and shot her three times. Pye and his accomplices drove away, tossing their masks and gun from the car during the drive.
Pye claimed during court hearings that Yarbrough voluntarily came to the motel room that evening to trade sex for cocaine. Judges dismissed those claims, saying Pye's assertion was unreliable partly due to its reliance on inconsistent witness testimonies.
Georgia paused executions after January 2020 because of the coronavirus pandemic. The state has 35 men and one woman on death row, according to its corrections department.
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Texas immigration law is on hold. But the confusion is still mounting.
Even before the latest legal developments, Texas's implementation of Senate Bill 4 was causing confusion. But anxiety and fear over the controversial law is reaching a new level.
By Arelis R. Hernandez, Patrick Svitek | 2024-03-21

Migrants camp out Tuesday on the U.S. side of the Rio Grande in El Paso, as seen from Ciudad Juarez, Mexico, after the U.S. Supreme Court let a law known as S.B. 4 temporarily take effect. (Justin Hamel/Reuters) 


EL PASO -- Attorney Jorge Dominguez arrived early Wednesday at his small office at Las Americas Immigrant Advocacy Center to listen in as attorneys sparred over S.B. 4, the Texas law that lets state officials arrest migrants who cross illegally into the country.
Wearing a sweatshirt and jeans, the lawyer paid close attention as a judge asked the Texas solicitor general what would happen if officers bring someone to a port of entry but federal authorities refuse to take them. Dominguez was stunned by the answer: He wasn't sure.
"The Texas counsel is saying 'I don't know' to a lot of important questions," Dominguez said.
Even before the latest legal developments, Texas's implementation of Senate Bill 4 was causing confusion and uncertainty. But anxiety and fear over the controversial law is reaching a new level as local leaders, police departments, civil rights advocates and migrants await the outcome of a court battle that turned dizzying this week.
"Some people say we can be deported. Others say we'll be arrested if we leave this shelter," said Maria Alejandra Seijas Garcia, a 23-year-old from Venezuela staying at a refuge for migrants in El Paso. "It just seems unfair to me. Shouldn't we be protected if we are in an asylum process?"
The Supreme Court briefly allowed the law to take effect Tuesday, but the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 5th Circuit blocked enforcement hours later and heard the oral arguments Wednesday without issuing a ruling. The law makes illegal entry into the country a state crime, allowing state and local law enforcement to arrest people who are suspected of the crime and return them to ports of entry. The law was originally scheduled to go into effect March 5.
It was the most aggressive border proposal pushed last year by Gov. Greg Abbott, a third-term Republican who is a fierce critic of President Biden and his immigration policies. Republicans consider the issue one of Biden's biggest vulnerabilities as he faces his GOP predecessor, Donald Trump, in the November presidential election.
But how the Texas law might be enforced remains a point of contention, including among law enforcement agencies who would be tasked with making arrests. In recent days, police departments across the state have put out statements expressing concern about taking on immigration enforcement responsibilities. Some city leaders have been explicit in discouraging officers from making arrests under the new law.
El Paso Mayor Oscar Leeser said Wednesday his office has been monitoring the legal developments but doesn't plan to change how city police work regardless of the outcome.
"We're not going to racially profile anyone," Leeser said. "We will not implement immigration laws."
Javier Salazar -- the sheriff of Bexar County, home to San Antonio -- said Monday he was drafting a new policy to help his officers understand the law if it goes into effect. The department would also require an "extensive" report if an officer makes an arrest under the law, he said during a news conference, making clear he personally disagreed with it.
"We need our deputies to understand that, 'Hey, look, we may not be allowed to tell you you can't enforce a law,'" Salazar said. "What we are saying, though, is, 'If you choose to do it, you're assuming some liability for yourself, you're putting this agency in a whole lot of liability, and we want to make sure that you know exactly what you're doing and what you're getting into before you start going into all of this effort for a misdemeanor.'"
The police department in Fort Worth -- Texas's fifth-most-populous city -- signaled Monday it was uninterested in taking on the responsibility of deporting people in the country illegally.
"Although we will always follow the law, the primary responsibility for immigration enforcement and border protection should be left to our federal and state partners," the department said in a post on X.
Other departments have taken more of a wait-and-see approach as the court battle unfolds.
The confusion especially affects people like Dominguez, a young attorney who represents immigrants who have been detained in federal facilities. The organization he works for is a plaintiff in the lawsuit regarding S.B. 4.
The other day, Dominguez said, a client who had just obtained a work authorization permit asked him bluntly whether such a document would protect him as someone in an immigration process from being suspected as being illegally present in El Paso.
"There are so many people in limbo status and the law is so vague that we don't know how it will be enforced if the 5th Circuit decides to allow S.B. 4's implementation," he said. "But a work permit is likely not enough."
For Texas Republicans, the case is yet another rallying cry in a long-running tradition of battling Democratic presidential administrations.
Abbott struck a defiant tone on the topic as he addressed a conservative think tank in Austin on Wednesday. Acknowledging the legal fight has been "like a tennis match," Abbott insisted Texas was still finding ways to arrest people who cross the border illegally.
"Know this: What they have stayed is the Texas enforcement of S.B. 4, but even without S.B. 4, Texas has the legal authority to arrest people coming across the razor wire barriers on our border," Abbott said, "and we continue to use our arrest authority and arrest people coming across the border illegally."
Abbott added that lawmakers wrote the law "to be consistent with the dissent that was written in that Arizona case by Justice Scalia." In his dissent, Scalia wrote that a state has the "sovereign power to protect its borders more rigorously if it wishes, absent any valid federal prohibition."
The border remains the most prolific issue in Texas politics, especially among Republicans, who are currently locked in a civil war. On Tuesday, the state House speaker, Dade Phelan, found himself defending his support for S.B. 4 after his primary challenger, David Covey, attacked him for not voting for it. (The speaker rarely casts votes on legislation.)
A number of high-profile Democrats who are immigrants themselves have spoken out against the law, expressing fear that they and others will be racially profiled if S.B. 4 is enforced.
"Under SB 4, it's conceivable that an anti-immigrant officer could arrest someone for little more than them 'looking like an immigrant,'" Harris County Judge Lina Hidalgo, who leads the county that is home to Houston, said in a statement. "That possibility alone makes our community nervous, and with good reason."
More than anything, Texas officials appear to just want clarity from the courts.
El Paso County's highest-ranking elected official, Judge Ricardo Samaniego, was getting home Tuesday evening when he started fielding calls from the county legal department about the latest tumult involving S.B. 4. He was getting real-time analysis while reading text messages from community members struggling to understand the latest news.
"I feel like I'm on a roller coaster and I just want to know if the roller coaster is going up or going down, but I haven't left the ride," Samaniego said after a luncheon with city business leaders, where he addressed the disruption the law would bring. "I can't trust anything. Today they say that. Tomorrow, what are they going to say?"
For some migrants, the law has already had an impact, even while it remains on pause. Lendys Fernandez, 32, of Venezuela, is seven months pregnant with her first child. She had a consultation with a local doctor scheduled for Wednesday, but she said that the driver backed out, out of fear over the law.
"They weren't sure what could happen because technically we are undocumented," Fernandez said, pulling out a stack of documents from federal immigration authorities after she surrendered and was released 19 days ago. She is authorized to travel the country, but she doesn't know if that will matter at all to a Texas law enforcement officer.
On Wednesday, she rested in a cot alongside Seijas Garcia at the El Paso shelter. They tried to decipher TikTok posts on how the law might be enforced. All of Seijas Garcia's clothing, toiletries and personal items were stuffed into a bulging duffel bag. She said she was afraid Texas would deport her after what had been a long and torturous journey to request asylum in the United States.
"Do you know how it feels after walking for months, going hungry for days, alone and with the sun beating on us, to make it and just be returned?" she said. "It doesn't seem right."
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A state agency seized his best friend of 33 years: A pet alligator
Tony Cavallaro's permit for 11-foot, 750-pound Albert, who lives in a $115,000 room with a pool, expired. Last week, New York took him.
By Kyle Melnick | 2024-03-20

Albert the alligator lived with his owner, Tony Cavallaro, in New York for nearly 34 years before Department of Environmental Conservation officers seized him. (Tony Cavallaro)


Soon after New York officials began searching Tony Cavallaro's house for dangerous animals last week, he learned that he would be separated from his best friend of 33 years.
The state's Department of Environmental Conservation was seizing Cavallaro's pet. Cavallaro paced his kitchen while arguing with officers, who he said barred him from watching his 11-foot, 750-pound alligator be carried into a van.
While most people choose dogs, cats or small animals as pets, Cavallaro bought an alligator, Albert, at a reptile show in 1990. The duo provided each other company for nearly 34 years, often by the indoor pool Cavallaro built for Albert.
But the Department of Environmental Conservation said in a statement that Cavallaro illegally allowed people to pet Albert, so officers took the 33-year-old alligator to a "licensed caretaker."
Cavallaro told The Washington Post that he's fighting for Albert's return and will make any changes the state requires to live with his "baby" again.
"It's ruining my life," said Cavallaro, 64. "I mean, I'm a mess, and I'm breaking down."

Tony Cavallaro shows photos of his alligator, Albert, on March 19, in Hamburg, N.Y. Albert was seized by the Department of Environmental Conservation on March 13. (Carolyn Thompson/AP)


In the late 1980s, Cavallaro began collecting reptiles -- geckos, chameleons and snakes -- as a hobby. He attended a reptile show in Columbus, Ohio, in August 1990, where baby alligators were on sale. Cavallaro thought one alligator's overbite and short snout were cute, so he bought the 2-month-old. Cavallaro named him Albert Edward so his nickname would be Al E. Gator.
Cavallaro obtained a permit with New York's Department of Environmental Conservation for educational purposes. He took Albert to reptile shows at colleges, community centers and amusement parks, where Cavallaro displayed reptiles while teaching audiences about them.
Cavallaro brushed Albert's teeth and fed him chicken, pork and cheese cubes. Cavallaro said Albert snipped at him as a baby but hasn't acted aggressive in decades. Albert doesn't even tear his stuffed alligator and dinosaur toys.
In the early 2000s, Cavallaro said Albert accidentally bit his hand while he was feeding the alligator a chicken wing. Albert felt so guilty that he stopped eating, Cavallaro said. After bad days or breakups with his girlfriends, Cavallaro went home to be with Albert.
"That makes me forget about everything else," Cavallaro said.
In 2016, Cavallaro spent about $115,000 on an additional room in his Hamburg, N.Y., home for Albert. He included a pool with a waterfall and an exit ramp, in-floor heating and an underground filter system. He decorated the room similarly to a golf course in Florida, where many American alligators live. He implemented a fake palm tree and cut carpet to make a makeshift putting green, where Albert sleeps on pillows.
Many days, Albert savors sitting under the waterfall or by an air jet. Cavallaro enjoys brushing the bottom of Albert's legs, where he's ticklish, prompting Albert to smile and duck underwater to escape.
Cavallaro even included Albert in his will, asking he be sent to an animal preserve in Fort Myers, Fla.

Tony Cavallaro is fighting for the return of his beloved 750-pound pet alligator named Albert, after officials seized him from his home in upstate New York.


After his state permit to own an alligator expired in 2021, Cavallaro said he filed paperwork for a new one. But Cavallaro said that he needed to pay about $18,000 for a fence around his yard and more for zoo insurance to renew his permit.
Cavallaro said his friends posed for pictures next to Albert. The Department of Environmental Conservation said in a statement to The Post that allowing people to come into contact with an alligator is "prohibited and grounds for license revocation and relocation of the animal."
Cavallaro, who lives by himself, said he would've made those requested changes if he had known the Department of Environmental Conservation would visit his home on March 13.
As he was driving home from an errand at the post office, Cavallaro said he saw multiple cars and vans on his street and in his driveway. When he approached his house, Cavallaro said Department of Environmental Conservation officers told him they had a warrant to search his home. About 30 minutes later, Cavallaro said the officers informed him they would be taking Albert.
Since then, Cavallaro said he has hardly slept and has lost his appetite, causing him to lose a dozen pounds. He said he cries when he enters Albert's room.
Cavallaro said he has contacted friends across the state requesting help. A friend started an online petition, where more than 121,000 people have asked for Albert to be returned to Cavallaro, who said he's pursuing a lawsuit against the Department of Environmental Conservation.
He said he can't stop thinking about how scared Albert might be in his new home.
"I miss him so much," Cavallaro said. "I can't even explain it."
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Man admits to 'killing spree' of bald eagles to sell their feathers
Travis John Branson is set to plead guilty to charges that he killed more than 3,000 birds to sell their body parts and feathers on the black market.
By Ben Brasch | 2024-03-20

This image provided from a court document shows golden eagle feet that law enforcement officers recovered from the vehicle of a Washington state man charged with federal wildlife trafficking violations. (AP)


A man is set to plead guilty Wednesday to killing 3,600 birds, including protected eagles, and selling their body parts and feathers on a black market.
Travis John Branson of Washington state admits he participated in a "killing spree" of golden eagles and bald eagles so he and his alleged partner could sell pieces of the birds and their feathers, according to Montana federal court documents.
Branson, 48, pleaded not guilty in January following his indictment but accepted a plea deal on a conspiracy count, two counts of bartering a golden or bald eagle and one count of selling wildlife with a market value of more than $350, court documents show.
While negotiating with a potential buyer, Branson texted: "I don't get em for free though. out [here] committing felonies."
Congress enacted The Bald Eagle Protection Act in 1940, a century and a half after the Founding Fathers decided the bird should represent the nascent nation. The Second Continental Congress on June 20, 1782, designated the bald eagle as the national emblem.
"The bald eagle is not merely a bird of biological interest, but this country's national symbol, which reflects America's ideals of freedom," according to Branson's indictment. In 1962, Congress extended the protections to include golden eagles, renaming it The Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act.
A 2020 report from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service estimates there were fewer than 317,000 bald eagles and more than 71,000 occupied nests in the contiguous United States. The golden eagle population in the interior western United States was estimated to be about 31,800, according to a 2016 federal report.

A Washington state man accused of helping kill more than 3,000 birds including eagles on a Montana Indian reservation then illegally selling their parts intends to plead guilty to federal criminal charges. (Michael Gallacher/AP)


The birds were killed on the Flathead Indian Reservation in Montana. The reservation is home to Confederated Salish and Kootenai tribes, which are a combination of the Salish, the Pend d'Oreille and the Kootenai, according to the state's office of Indian Affairs. About 5,000 enrolled tribal members live on or near the reservation. (There are religious and cultural allowances for Native Americans to obtain eagle parts and feathers to use in ceremonies for healing, naming and marriage.)
Branson's alleged partner in the killing spree, Simon Paul, lives outside the reservation in Montana. Paul has also been indicted but failed to appear on a summons, resulting in the court issuing an order for Paul's arrest.
Prosecutors allege that Branson traveled from his home in northeast Washington to meet with Paul, who worked as a "shooter" and "shipper," according to the indictment.
The Montana scheme included killing both kinds of eagles from January 2015 to March 2021 near the reservation, per the indictment. Law enforcement caught Branson just after a shoot in March 2021, which led to a federal search warrant that gave investigators access to multiple cellphones. Information on those phones laid out the enterprise.

This image provided from a court document shows eagle feathers from birds that a Washington state man is accused of shooting to sell their parts on the black market. (AP)


On Dec. 17, 2020, Branson texted a buyer a photo of a golden eagle tail set. Two days later, Paul mailed the eagle feather set from near the reservation to Texas. On Dec. 21, Branson got a message from the buyer: "Got that thang from Simon. And the mirror feathers. Tnks."
A buyer on March 1, 2021, messaged Branson and asked if he had eagle feathers for sale. Branson responded with two pictures of golden eagle tail feathers, according to the indictment. The buyer sent Branson $650 via PayPal, and Branson mailed a package containing feathers.
Later that month, on March 13, Branson was caught.
Following a shoot near the Reservation, law enforcement officers stopped Branson and found the feet and feathers of a golden eagle in his vehicle. Officers also found the remaining carcass of the golden eagle in an open field.
The charges carry a maximum total of 13 years in prison, per court documents.
Andrew Jeong contributed to this report.
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Trump dominated Florida GOP primary, but didn't beat his 2020 numbers
Donald Trump captured an overwhelming percentage of the Republican vote in Tuesday's presidential primary -- but he didn't match his own numbers from 2020.
By Lori Rozsa | 2024-03-20

Donald Trump speaks at a Super Tuesday election night party on March 5 at Mar-a-Lago in Palm Beach, Fla. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


Former president Donald Trump may have captured an overwhelming percentage of the Republican vote in Tuesday's presidential primary -- but he was unable to match his own numbers from the last election.
Eighty-one percent of GOP voters cast their ballots for Trump, significantly less than the 93 percent he won in 2020 primary. Former GOP candidates Nikki Haley got 14 percent of the vote, with Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis drawing 4 percent. Though both are no longer in the race, their names remained on the ballot.
DeSantis said Wednesday that people shouldn't read too much into the votes for Haley over Trump because thousands of early mail-in ballots were cast before Haley dropped out. But analysts nonetheless note that the lower numbers in 2024 could indicate an enthusiasm gap among Republicans as Trump seeks to return to the White House.
"There are some early indicators that Republicans who are opposed to Donald Trump are a little firmer in that position than would be typically true during what we call the consolidation period, when party partisan voters tend to come home," said Kevin Wagner, chairman of the political science department at Florida Atlantic University.
Wagner said it's impossible to say whether early voters who sent in their ballots for Haley would have changed their vote after she dropped out. But a vote for Haley nevertheless offers some hint at the headwinds Trump might face in the general election, he said.
"Haley was a long shot, almost from the moment that it was a one-on-one," the professor said. "And so a Haley vote in some ways is always going to be, at least to some extent, a protest vote against the former president."
Political analysts don't expect Florida to return to its battleground state status, as GOP voter registration has far surpassed Democrats in the past four years. However, they say Tuesday's results should ring some warning bells for the Trump campaign.
"The fact that people took the time and effort to vote for somebody who isn't even in the race makes a strong statement that they want the Trump campaign to make some adjustments," Susan MacManus, a longtime political analyst and former political science professor at the University of South Florida, said of the Haley votes.
She said Trump's failure to get more than 80 percent of the vote in most urban counties, including those around cities such as Orlando, Tampa and West Palm Beach, might indicate a weakness among diverse voters as well as suburban moms.
"There's been a tremendous amount of growth in Florida since 2020," MacManus said. "We have a lot of younger voters, and the older voters are more diverse in their educational background. The strongest vote for Trump was in rural counties. But I think suburban women are the ones Trump needs to try to bring back in."
One notable exception was Miami-Dade County, where Trump won with nearly 87 percent of the vote. Miami-Dade has long voted Democratic, but DeSantis flipped the county red during his recent gubernatorial reelection. Local GOP party members celebrated Trump's win there.
"No candidate ever gets 100 percent of the vote," said Kevin Cooper, vice chairman of the Republican Part of Miami Dade County. "This isn't Cuba."
Alex Conant, a Republican strategist who was the communications director of the 2016 presidential campaign of Sen. Marco Rubio (R-Fla.), said Tuesday's results might show that Trump doesn't necessarily have a lock on the state in November's general election.
"If the 100,000 people who voted for Nikki Haley in the Florida primary either vote for Biden or sit out the election, that could make Florida very competitive," Conant said.
Haley won 155,463 votes; Trump got 910,897.
Trump's campaign said the results show that "Florida is Trump country."
"This was a primary that only a few weeks ago had well-funded candidates and the sitting governor of our state sharing the ballot. Nevertheless, President Trump demonstrated absolute dominance in the result," campaign spokesman Brian Hughes said in a statement. "Polling for the general election shows that his dominance in Florida will continue to November."
At a Wednesday news conference in Miami Beach, DeSantis warned against drawing any major conclusions from the results, pointing out that Florida voters have six weeks before Election Day to cast a ballot by mail. Twenty percent of eligible voters cast ballots in the election.
"I would imagine a minority of the votes were cast yesterday. Most of them were cast early," DeSantis said. "So I don't think that's a ding on Donald Trump, given that those mail ballots went out when [Haley] was still actively campaigning."
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U.S. evacuating Americans from Haiti as humanitarian crisis worsens
Commercial means for leaving Haiti effectively evaporated this month after gangs attacked the main airport in the crisis-racked Caribbean nation.
By Widlore Merancourt, Amanda Coletta | 2024-03-21

A woman reacts at a crime scene where the bodies of several people who had been shot that morning were being removed by ambulance on Monday in Port-au-Prince, Haiti. (Ralph Tedy Erol/Reuters)


PORT-AU-PRINCE, Haiti -- The U.S. government this week began airlifting stranded Americans out of the Haitian capital, as the gang violence racking this city showed no signs of abating and an already dire humanitarian crisis worsened. It is uncertain how long the airlifts will last.
The first government-organized helicopter flight out of Port-au-Prince departed Wednesday, carrying more than 15 U.S. citizens, a State Department spokesperson said, and an estimated 30 Americans will be able to leave on the flights each day that they operate.
They're being taken to the neighboring Dominican Republic, which shares the island of Hispaniola with Haiti. Officials said those who are airlifted out will be responsible for organizing their onward travel from the Dominican capital of Santo Domingo to the United States.
The U.S. government over the weekend flew more than 30 citizens from Cap-Haitien, a city on Haiti's northern coast, to Miami International Airport. The State Department official, who spoke on the condition of anonymity under conditions set by the agency, said they "continue to explore options" for departures from the city.
"The overall security situation, availability and reliability of commercial transportation, and U.S. citizen demand will all influence the duration of this departure assistance," the official said.

The U.S. Embassy in Port-au-Prince, pictured in 2019. (Chandan Khanna/AFP/Getty Images)


The State Department has since 2020 advised Americans to not travel to Haiti, and had long urged those in the country to leave while commercial means were available.
Those options effectively evaporated this month after heavily armed gangs attacked the main airport here, shutting it down and locking out Prime Minister Ariel Henry, who was returning from Nairobi to finalize a deal for a U.N.-approved, Kenyan-led international police force for Haiti.
The embattled Henry said last week that he would resign once a transitional presidential council and interim prime minister are named. But there has not yet been a final agreement on who will make up the panel, which is tasked with leading the country to elections.
As the violence has intensified, several embassies and international institutions have reduced their footprints, evacuating personnel to the Dominican Republic. Few countries are evacuating other citizens. Several U.S. lawmakers have organized flights for their own constituents.
State Department spokesman Vedant Patel told reporters Wednesday that while the U.S. government is "relieved when any American citizen" makes it out safely, operations organized outside of the agency "can be high-risk."
He said nearly 1,000 Americans have registered with the U.S. Embassy in Haiti, but stressed that not everyone who has done so is necessarily seeking departure assistance.
In recent days, armed gangs, which control 80 percent of the capital, have targeted Haiti's central bank in an attack that the country's outgunned police forces managed to repel, and the wealthy neighborhood of Petionville in the hills above the city.
Armed groups, which have filled a power vacuum left after the 2021 assassination of President Jovenel Moise, have blocked the main roads leading out of Port-au-Prince and taken control of some ports, making travel by land or sea impossible or fraught with risk.
More than 362,000 people in Haiti have been displaced by gang violence in recent years. The International Organization for Migration observed almost 17,000 people fleeing Port-au-Prince from March 8 to March 14, most of them heading south.
"Many of these are families," Ulrika Richardson, the United Nations' resident and humanitarian coordinator for Haiti, told reporters Thursday. "They've had to flee multiple times. The level of trauma, fatigue and suffering among these families is extremely alarming, and it's very, very painful."
Jean-Martin Bauer, the World Food Program's representative here, said "the needs in Haiti are very high," but violence has prevented staff from reaching some of the most desperate places, including the neighborhood of Carrefour, where thousands have been displaced.
Staff are continuing to work, but fear for their safety, he told The Washington Post. Nearly half of the people in this country of 11 million face acute food insecurity.
"You have all the ingredients of a major crisis," Bauer said. "Time is running out."
John Hudson in Washington contributed to this report.
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Middle East conflict live updates: Blinken meets with Egypt's Sisi, is set to stop in Israel on regional tour
Blinken met with Egyptian President Abdel Fatah El-Sisi as cease-fire talks in Doha falter. The IDF said its raid of al-Shifa hospital in Gaza City was ongoing.
By Frances Vinall, Michael Birnbaum, Bryan Pietsch, Sammy Westfall, Lior Soroka, Miriam Berger, Liz Goodwin, Abigail Hauslohner, Yasmeen Abutaleb, Leigh Ann Caldwell, Karen DeYoung, John Hudson, Susannah George, Loveday Morris, Kareem Fahim, Sarah Dadouch | 2024-03-21
Secretary of State Antony Blinken on Thursday visited Egypt, where he met with President Abdel Fatah El-Sisi as part of his regional trip for talks to halt the fighting in Gaza. Blinken is set to visit Israel on Friday, as negotiations for a cease-fire and hostage release deal in Doha, Qatar, appear to falter. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu approved a delegation of Israeli officials led by David Barnea, head of Israel's Mossad intelligence service, to travel to Qatar on Friday to work on the cease-fire negotiations, Netanyahu's office said. The group is set to meet with CIA Director William J. Burns, Qatari Prime Minister Mohammed bin Abdel Thani and Egyptian Intelligence Minister Abbas Kamal.
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India arrests Delhi chief minister as crackdown on opposition spreads
His supporters say the arrest, in an alleged money-laundering case, has been trumped up by the country's ruling Bharatiya Janata Party.
By Gerry Shih | 2024-03-21

Workers with the Aam Aadmi Party, or the Common Man's Party, shout slogans as personnel from the Enforcement Directorate, a federal agency that investigates economic offenses, arrive to arrest their leader Arvind Kejriwal at his residence in New Delhi on Thursday. (AP) 


NEW DELHI -- Indian law enforcement officials on Thursday arrested Arvind Kejriwal, the chief minister of Delhi and an up-and-coming opposition leader, in an alleged money-laundering case that his supporters say has been trumped up by the country's ruling Bharatiya Janata Party.
Kejriwal, leader of the Aam Aadmi Party, which rules the Indian capital and the state of Punjab, is the second opposition party chief to be arrested in recent weeks after Hemant Soren, the leader of Jharkhand state, was taken into custody in January over an alleged land scam.
Since 2022, Kejriwal and his allies have been accused by the BJP of selling liquor licenses and receiving kickbacks from vendors in the capital. India's Enforcement Directorate, which investigates money laundering, has alleged it has evidence that Kejriwal's party received millions of dollars from a liquor group.
While Kejriwal's role and culpability in the affair remains unclear -- Kejriwal has denied wrongdoing -- opposition parties in recent months have increasingly accused Prime Minister Narendra Modi's BJP of unfairly using federal investigative agencies to systematically pressure political rivals -- or jail them outright ahead of crucial national elections that begin April 19. Aside from Kejriwal, three other leaders in his party, seen as a potent future challenger to the BJP in national politics, have been jailed in the past year in the liquor case.
The Indian National Congress, another opposition party, has similarly accused the BJP of using tax agencies to cripple its operations ahead of upcoming elections. On Thursday, Rahul Gandhi, a Congress leader, told a news conference that his party has not been able to access any funds for the past month, or "even buy a rail ticket," because its bank accounts have been frozen by the government as part of a years-old tax case.
After news of Kejriwal's arrest broke, Gandhi condemned the government's move as autocratic.
Kejriwal's AAP said late Thursday that it would challenge his arrest in the Supreme Court as his supporters flocked to his Delhi residence, blocked roads and occasionally tussled with police. Speaking to television reporters outside Kejriwal's home, his party colleagues said the Enforcement Directorate's investigation was a ploy by Modi to prevent Kejriwal from campaigning in the upcoming election.
"It is clear to everyone who is afraid of a loss in the upcoming election," AAP official Somnath Bharti told reporters. "Is this free and fair? Opposition leaders are being imprisoned; bank accounts of opposition parties are being frozen."
BJP officials, meanwhile, doubled down on their accusations of Kejriwal's alleged corruption and called the arrest justified.
While the BJP is viewed as the most popular party in India and Modi is widely expected to win a third term in the upcoming polls, his Hindu nationalist party's monopoly over the state machinery and its outsize dominance in campaign financing have raised intense public debate about the fairness and vigor of Indian elections.
This month, a landmark Indian Supreme Court judgment forced the government to reveal detailed records about an opaque campaign financing scheme that allowed Indian companies to give unlimited and anonymous campaign contributions. The data showed that the BJP had received more than half of the roughly $2 billion in donations made by companies since 2018 -- or more than what 20 other parties combined received -- leading some in the opposition to cry foul.
Anant Gupta contributed to this report.
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Mexico, a key U.S. ally on migration, pushes back hard on Texas law
Mexico vows it won't accept migrants deported by Texas under a controversial state law, setting up potential clashes at the border.
By Mary Beth Sheridan | 2024-03-21

Migrants who were allowed through concertina wire by the Texas National Guard in El Paso, on Wednesday raise their hands to be searched by Border Patrol agents. (Justin Hamel/Reuters)


MEXICO CITY -- After years of bowing to U.S. pressure to help slow migration, Mexico is drawing the line at a Texas law that would give the state a dramatically bigger role in border enforcement, including the right to deport undocumented migrants.
President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador has denounced the measure as "draconian." He says his government will reject any attempt by Texas officials to send migrants back to Mexico.
In an interview with The Washington Post, Foreign Minister Alicia Barcena said the government would put "increased vigilance and controls" at border crossings to prevent such removals if the law goes into effect. That raises the specter of standoffs between Mexican and Texas state or local agents over attempted deportations.
"We are not going to accept any return, either of Mexicans or non-Mexicans, from local, state or county authorities in Texas," she said Wednesday night.
The Biden administration and Texas officials are in a showdown over a Texas state law known as S.B.4, which took effect briefly on Tuesday before a U.S. federal appeals court blocked it.
The Texas government argues that the record number of migrants reaching the border has become an "invasion" that requires the state to take unprecedented action, including arresting and deporting people who are in the country illegally.
The Biden administration says that immigration is a federal responsibility -- and that allowing states to craft their own policies would provoke chaos.
If the law is upheld, it could set off the biggest political crisis on the border since 2019, when President Donald Trump threatened to impose tariffs if Mexico didn't choke off migration. But unlike then, the Mexican government is on the same page as the White House, saying migration agreements can only be forged by national governments -- not states.
In Mexico, migration isn't nearly as contentious as it is in the United States. Yet the Texas law has touched a nerve.
Mexico's political parties have closed ranks around the government, with leading candidates in the June 2 presidential election condemning the Texas law. "We have to stiffen our leg," said Xochitl Galvez, the top opposition candidate, using a soccer expression meaning to hold one's ground. "Because the way they're treating migrants is unacceptable."

Migrants wade past a string of buoys deployed on the Rio Grande to deter them from crossing into the United States in July as they look for an opening in the concertina wire to enter at Eagle Pass, Tex. (Adrees Latif/Reuters)


Mexican authorities are concerned that accepting deportees from Texas could lead to a legal free-for-all in which multiple U.S. states could set up their own immigration protocols. "It would create an important precedent," Barcena warned, "which I believe would not be good for the U.S. government, either."
Mexico also worries that the law will increase discrimination against the large Mexican community in Texas. Even people with permission to be in the United States could be detained or arrested by local authorities unschooled in immigration law, migrant advocates say.
S.B. 4 was approved by the Texas legislature and signed by Gov. Greg Abbott (R) last year, but was quickly stalled by legal challenges. It would make it a crime for people to enter Texas from Mexico without authorization, punishable by a six-month jail sentence. Those who crossed the border again after being deported or denied admission could face 10 to 20 years in prison.
The law would empower Texas judges to order deportations and local law enforcement agencies to carry them out.
Texas authorities have acknowledged that they're not sure how the process would work. They've said they might hand detainees over to the federal government for removal. But the Department of Homeland Security has said its agents need approval from federal immigration authorities to deport migrants.
Authorities could also simply drop migrants at international border crossings and tell them to walk into Mexico. Barcena said the Mexican government has instructed the 11 Mexican consulates in Texas and the national immigration agency "not to accept under any circumstances any kind of returns by local or county authorities" in Texas.
"There are some border crossings at which, of course, we'd put increased vigilance and controls," she said. "Because we can't allow this to happen."

Texas National Guard troops patrol the border at Eagle Pass on Wednesday. (Kaylee Greenlee Beal/Reuters)


Tonatiuh Guillen, who served as head of Mexico's immigration agency in 2018 and 2019, said people deported by Texas might just blend into the stream of individuals heading south over the border. But if the government set up filters to stop those ordered removed by Texas, he said, there could be "open tension in the border relationship," with Texas pushing migrants one way, and Mexico pushing back.
Such filters could drastically slow the movement of the tens of thousands of people who cross the border legally each day to work, study, shop or visit relatives. "I don't see it as sustainable either on the Texas or Mexican side," Guillen said.
Mexico has become a key partner in U.S. efforts to contain the flow of migrants bound for the border. In 2018, the incoming Lopez Obrador administration, facing pressure from Trump, agreed to allow U.S. asylum applicants to wait in Mexico while their claims were processed. More than 60,000 asylum seekers were returned under the "Remain in Mexico" program during the Trump administration.
Trump threatened in early 2019 to slap stiff tariffs on Mexican exports if the country didn't reduce the number of migrants headed for the U.S. border. Lopez Obrador responded with a crackdown involving thousands of Mexican troops.
Cooperation has continued under President Biden. Mexico agreed last year to receive deportees from four countries -- Nicaragua, Haiti, Venezuela and Cuba -- who had entered the United States illegally.
Mexico says it has accepted such measures for humanitarian reasons, and to help its neighbor. In return, analysts say, the Biden and Trump administrations have muted their criticism of Lopez Obrador on non-immigration matters -- such as democratic governance. The president has weakened some of the institutions that have underpinned Mexico's 21st-century transition to democracy, calling them expensive and biased toward the opposition.
The Biden administration says Mexico has played a crucial role in reducing the number of migrants reaching the U.S. border in the past few months. The country has stepped up detentions of migrants traveling on buses and caught hopping trains, and organized deportation flights to Venezuela, Cuba and Central America. But Mexican officials say privately that the government's resources are strained. And migration is expected to pick up as temperatures rise in coming weeks.
Lopez Obrador said Wednesday that he wouldn't reveal what steps Mexico would take if Texas attempts to return people over the border. But he suggested there could be retaliation: "We will not just sit around with our arms crossed."
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Would you want to be a communications assistant to the royals right now?
Britain's royal family is facing questions about the status of Catherine, Princess of Wales. Many say the $32,000-plus communications assistant salary isn't nearly enough.
By Jennifer Hassan | 2024-03-21

Britain's front pages were recently dominated by stories about the altered Mother's Day photo of Catherine, Princess of Wales, and her children. (Paul Ellis/AFP/Getty Images)


LONDON -- Would anyone want to be doing communications for the British royal family right now? Well, they're hiring.
The Royal Household -- responsible for supporting members of the British royal family -- is seeking a communications assistant. The responsibilities for the role, advertised online in recent days, include responding to media inquiries about the work of royal family members and producing social media updates.
What seemed like an ordinary job posting gained huge online attention, as the royal family faces a media crisis -- and is unable to shake the firestorm of conspiracy theories regarding the health and whereabouts of Catherine, the Princess of Wales.
"They don't need a communications assistant, they need a crisis communications specialist who can deliver difficult and sensitive messages. And they need to pay that person way more than this!" Alannah Arrington, a communications specialist in Virginia, posted on X, referring to the posted salary of 25,642.50 pounds per year (about $32,500).
Some joked that they would do the job unpaid  just to find out what was going on amid a frenzy over Catherine that's now known as "Kate-gate" in the United Kingdom. According to the LinkedIn post, at least 100 people have already applied for the position.
While this job is posted for Buckingham Palace -- and not Kensington Palace, the official London residence of Prince William and Catherine -- the posting notes that the royal communications team members promote "the work, role, relevance and value of the Royal Family to a worldwide audience." Buckingham Palace on Thursday declined to offer any further details on the job posting.
Many on social media noted that the recent drama speaks to how high stakes managing the image of the royal family can be, a theme the job posting itself also stressed. "The reaction to our work is always high-profile, and so reputation and impact will be at the forefront of all that you do," it said.
While the palace has said that Catherine, who was last seen at a public engagement in December, was recovering at home after planned abdominal surgery, questions about "where is Kate?" have gripped much of the nation in recent weeks and made international headlines.
The interest in Catherine devolved into a complete media crisis when the royals released a photo of the princess and her children on Mother's Day earlier this month, only for it to be retracted by global news agencies as it emerged the picture had been edited, in breach of their editorial standards.
Catherine later issued an apology for any "confusion" after editing the photo, which only fueled more conspiracy theories.
Interest is so high that Britain's privacy and data protection watchdog said Wednesday that it was assessing a potential breach of Catherine's medical records during her stay at a private London hospital. Britain's opposition Labour Party leader Keir Starmer on Thursday urged people to leave the princess alone.

Buckingham Palace, pictured on Feb. 6 after it was announced that King Charles III had been diagnosed with cancer. (Toby Melville/Reuters)


According to the London-based job advertisement, key responsibilities of the communications assistant include assisting senior colleagues with "proactive and reactive communications," facilitating "media access to Royal engagements at Royal residences and other locations" and providing "logistical support to the media and the Royal Communications team."
It also states the individual will likely work on state visits, ceremonial events and royal engagements. The role also requires some travel within the United Kingdom -- which entered a recession last year. Across the country people have grappled with rising costs of food and fuel, though Prime Minister Rishi Sunak said this week he is hopeful 2024 will be the year "the economy bounces back."
Scores of people on social media slammed the palace for not paying more generously -- especially at a time when all eyes are on Britain's royal household. Some noted that the pay was "not very much, considering the PR stress" the royals have navigated in recent weeks and the economic challenges Britons face.
The pay, for a 37.5-hour workweek, is more than the United Kingdom's typical national minimum wage, which would equate to about 20,300 pounds per year ($25,720). It appears to be on par with many U.K. government roles for early career officials, where administrative assistants can earn about 21,380 pounds ($27,087) per year. Many public sector jobs pay less than their private sector counterparts, but come with decent pension programs or vacation days.
The job advertisement boasts of "a generous benefits package," including complimentary lunch on-site at Buckingham Palace and at least 25 days annual leave. Employees are also offered a 20 percent discount at Royal Collection Trust Shop, which sells myriad items including traditional jams and marmalades.
And those who want to work at Buckingham Palace, but aren't sure about braving the press, don't have to lose heart either -- the royal household is actively recruiting for other roles there, including a pastry sous chef and a furniture conservator. 
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Scientists found an amazingly well-preserved village from 3,000 years ago
The Bronze Age settlement at Must Farm, unearthed by University of Cambridge archaeologists in Whittlesey, Peterborough, has been described as a "time capsule."
By Adela Suliman | 2024-03-21

A time-lapse video of archaeologists working on Britain's Must Farm site.


LONDON -- A half-eaten bowl of porridge complete with wooden spoon, communal rubbish bins, and a decorative necklace made with amber and glass beads are just a handful of the extraordinarily well-preserved remnants of a late Bronze Age hamlet unearthed in eastern England that's been dubbed "Britain's Pompeii" and a "time capsule" into village life almost 3,000 years ago.
The findings from the site, excavated in 2015 to 2016, are now the subject of two reports, complete with previously unseen photos, published this week by University of Cambridge archaeologists, who said they cast light onto the "cosy domesticity" of ancient settlement life.
"It might be the best prehistoric settlement that we've found in Britain," Mark Knight, the excavation director and a co-author of the reports, said in an interview Thursday. "We took the roofs off and inside was pretty much the contents," he said. "It's so comprehensive and so coherent."
The reason for the rare preservation: disaster.
The settlement, thought to have originally consisted of several large roundhouses made of wood and constructed on stilts above a slow-moving river, was engulfed by a fire less than a year after being built.

A reconstruction illustration of the Must Farm site in East Anglia. (Cambridge Archaeological Unit)


During the blaze, the buildings and much of their contents collapsed into a muddy river below that "cushioned the scorched remains where they fell," the university said of the findings. This combination of charring from the fire and waterlogging led to "exceptional preservation," the researchers found.
"Because of the nature of the settlement, that it was burned down and its abandonment unplanned, everything was captured," Knight added.
"As we excavated it, there was that feeling that we were picking over someone else's tragedy," he said of the eerie site in the swampy fenland of East Anglia. "I don't think we could smell the fire but the amount of ash around us -- it felt close."
Researchers said they eventually unearthed four large wooden roundhouses and an entranceway structure, but the original settlement was probably "twice as big."

Pots excavated at Must Farm, a late Bronze Age settlement. (Cambridge Archaeological Unit)


The site at Must Farm dates to about 850 B.C., eight centuries before Romans came to Britain. Archaeologists have been shocked at "just how clear the picture is" of late Bronze Age life based on the level of detail uncovered, Knight said.
The findings also showed that the communities lived "a way of life that was more sophisticated than we could have imagined," Duncan Wilson, head of Historic England, the public body responsible for preserving England's historic environment, said in a statement.
The findings unearthed include a stack of spears, possibly for hunting or defense; a decorative necklace "with beads from as far away as Denmark and Iran"; clothes of fine flax linen; and a female adult skull rendered smooth, "perhaps a memento of a lost loved one," the research found.

An amber bead from the Must Farm site. (Cambridge Archaeological Unit)


The inhabitants' diet was also rich and varied, including boar, pike and bream, along with wheat and barley.
A pottery bowl with the finger marks of its maker in the clay was also unearthed, researchers said, still containing its final meal -- "a wheat-grain porridge mixed with animal fats" -- with a wooden spatula resting inside the bowl.
"It appears the occupants saved their meat juices to use as toppings for porridge," project archaeologist Chris Wakefield said in the university's news release. "Chemical analyses of the bowls and jars showed traces of honey along with ruminant meats such as deer, suggesting these ingredients were combined to create a form of prehistoric honey-glazed venison," he added.
Skulls of dogs -- probably kept as pets and to help with hunting -- were also uncovered, and the dogs' fossilized feces showed they fed on scraps from their owners' meals, the research found.

A bowl found with remains of a porridge meal still inside, along with a spoon. (Cambridge Archaeological Unit)


The buildings, some connected by walkways, may have had up to 60 people living there all together, Knight said, along with animals.
Although no intact sets of human remains were found at the site, indicating that the inhabitants probably fled the fire safely, several sheep bones were found burned indoors. "Skeletal remains showed the lambs were three to six months old, suggesting the settlement was destroyed sometime in late summer or early autumn," according to the university's news release.
Ceramic and wooden vessels including tiny cups, bowls and large storage jars were also found. Some pots were even designed to nest, stacked inside one another, Knight said -- evidence of an interest in aesthetics as well as practicality.

An illustration depicting life in one of the village structures. (Cambridge Archaeological Unit)


A lot of similar items were found replicated in each home, Knight added, painting the picture of completely independent homesteads for each family unit rather than distinct buildings for shared tasks -- much like we live today.
Household inventories often included metal tools, loom weights, sickles for crop harvesting, axes and even handheld razors for cutting hair.
The roundhouses -- one of which had almost 50 square meters (nearly 540 square feet) of floor space -- had hearths and insulated straw and clay roofs. Some featured activity zones for cooking, sleeping and working akin to modern-day rooms.

A socketed ax head with haft. (Cambridge Archaeological Unit)


The Must Farm settlement has produced the largest collection of everyday Bronze Age artifacts ever discovered in the United Kingdom, according to Historic England, which partly funded the 1.1 million pound ($1.4 million) excavation project.
The public body labeled the site a "time capsule," including almost 200 wooden artifacts, over 150 fiber and textile items, 128 pottery vessels and more than 90 pieces of metalwork. Some items will go on display at the nearby Peterborough Museum next month.

Remains of one of the roundhouses. (Cambridge Archaeological Unit)


Archaeologists never found a "smoking gun" cause for the fire, Knight said. Instead, they suspect it was either an attack from "outside forces," which may explain why the inhabitants never returned to collect their possessions from the debris, or an accidental blaze that spread rapidly across the tightly nestled homes.
"Probably all that was left was the people and what they were wearing; everything else was left behind," Knight said of the fire.
But the preservation has left a window for people to look back through in the future. "You could almost see and smell their world," he said.
"The only thing that was missing was the inhabitants," Knight added. "And yet ... I think they were there -- you certainly got glimpses."
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Nervous Europe explores using profits from Russian assets to arm Ukraine
European Union leaders will discuss a proposal to use windfall profits generated by immobilized assets to help Kyiv.
By Emily Rauhala, Beatriz Rios | 2024-03-21

German Chancellor Olaf Scholz talks to the media as he arrives to attend the European Council meeting in Brussels on Thursday. (Olivier Hoslet/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


BRUSSELS -- In the aftermath of Moscow's full-scale invasion, allies froze more than $300 billion in assets, confidently vowing to "make Russia pay" to rebuild Ukraine.
Two years in, Europe may have finally found a way to tap that money -- but only a bit of it. And these days, it's less about reconstruction and more about just keeping Ukraine in the fight.
European Union leaders will discuss a proposal Thursday to use profits generated by immobilized assets to help Kyiv. At a time when U.S. funding is stalled and Ukraine is desperate, the proposal could offer about $3 billion a year over several years, mostly for weapons.
While the plan, if approved, would certainly help Ukraine, even its backers struggled to present it as a major victory. Top E.U. diplomat Josep Borrell said $3 billion a year is "not extraordinary" but also "not negligible."
The saga of mobilizing those frozen assets to help Ukraine in some ways captures the mood in Europe, as bold pronouncements about stopping Putin and standing with Ukraine until victory come up against the grim realities of the war.

High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Josep Borrell talks to the media as he arrives to attend the European Council meeting in Brussels on Thursday. (Olivier Matthys/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


Allies have in recent weeks been rattled by dire reports from the front line and worrying signals from the United States, where funding for Ukraine is stalled and Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump is once again railing against NATO.
As leaders arrived in Brussels on Thursday, there seemed to be broad agreement that the region needs to do more to prevent Russian President Vladimir Putin from winning, but little confidence that Europe can actually thwart his plans.
"Of course I would love to invest in reconstruction, but it is a bit pointless to invest in reconstruction if we risk losing the country," ventured Belgian Prime Minister Alexander De Croo.
In 2022, allies decided to seize more than $300 billion in Russian central bank assets held outside the country, including more than $200 billion in the European Union.
From the outset, some member states wanted to use all the assets to help Ukraine. Others were wary, raising question about the legality and long-term consequences of such a move.
Some officials, diplomats and experts worry, for instance, that seizing Russian assets could stop sovereign wealth funds, investors or central banks from investing in European assets. The European Central Bank has warned that seizing assets could undermine the euro. And there are concerns in some quarters that Moscow will retaliate against European business interests in Russia.
Talks about what to do with the assets moved in fits and starts for many months, but seemed to gain momentum as U.S. aid for Ukraine stalled.
In the fall, senior U.S. officials stepped up their efforts to lead Western governments to use hundreds of billions of dollars of frozen Russian central bank reserves to help Ukraine.
Last month, Treasury Secretary Janet L. Yellen offered strong support for the idea of liquidating roughly $300 billion in frozen assets and using them.
"It is necessary and urgent for our coalition to find a way to unlock the value of these immobilized assets to support Ukraine's continued resistance and long-term reconstruction," Yellen said in Sao Paulo, Brazil, according to the Associated Press.
"I believe there is a strong international law, economic, and moral case for moving forward," she said. "This would be a decisive response to Russia's unprecedented threat to global stability."
For now, Europe is only looking at tapping the windfall profits. Since much of the assets are held by Euroclear, a Belgium-based financial services company, Belgian authorities helped make the case to use some but not all of the profits without touching the assets themselves -- at least for now.

Ukrainian service members fire a Soviet-era Grad multiple rocket launcher at Russian positions in the Kharkiv area of Ukraine on Feb. 25, 2023. (Vadim Ghirda/AP)


Under the plan, most of the profits generated by frozen assets would go to Ukraine, but some would be left as a "buffer" to fund legal battles as Russia tries to recover the money, Belgian and E.U. officials said.
This year, 90 percent of the money would go to weapons and 10 percent to boost Ukraine's weapons industry. Ukraine could get funds by the summer, officials suggested. But with ammunition and weapons in short supply, it is not clear exactly what Kyiv will acquire, or when.
On Thursday, Estonian Prime Minister Kaja Kallas called the proposal a "first step."
For Russia, of course, it is a step too far, with Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Maria Zakharova calling the plan "outright banditry and theft."
"These actions are a gross and unprecedented violation of basic international norms," she said, according to Russian media. "We said that we would respond, and so we shall."
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Dozens of Rohingya rescued from hull of capsized boat off Indonesia
Crammed into overcrowded refugee camps in Bangladesh with dwindling food supplies, many Rohingya are taking boats to Indonesia out of desperation.
By Victoria Bisset | 2024-03-21

Rohingya survivors stand on a capsized wooden boat as they wait for help from an Indonesian search-and-rescue vessel off West Aceh, Indonesia, on Thursday. (Zainal Abidin/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


Dozens of Rohingya were rescued Thursday after spending the night on the overturned hull of a capsized boat off the Indonesian coast, according to media reports, as an international charity expressed alarm about the numbers of unaccompanied Rohingya minors making the perilous voyage.
The refugees, part of Myanmar's persecuted Muslim minority, were part of the increasing numbers fleeing, for the most part, from overcrowded camps in Bangladesh, to seek a new life elsewhere in the region.
A search-and-rescue ship set off from Banda Aceh in northern Indonesia on Wednesday evening, hours after the wooden boat capsized, and rescued 59 men, women and children around midday Thursday, according to the Associated Press. Ten other people were rescued by fishing boats, it added.
It is unclear how many people were originally on board the vessel, though six of the survivors rescued by fishermen estimated the number to be between 60 and 100.
Almost 4,500 Rohingya embarked on dangerous journeys by sea last year in hopes of reaching other countries in Southeast Asia, according to the United Nations' refugee agency's figures from January. Of those, 569 were reported dead or missing, the highest numbers since 2014.

Rohingya wait to be rescued from the hull of their capsized boat as a rescue vessel approaches in waters about 18 miles off West Aceh on Thursday. (Zahlul Akbar/AFP/Getty Images)


In 2017, Myanmar's military launched a deadly crackdown on the long-persecuted and stateless Rohingya Muslim minority, killing about 10,000 people and forcing hundreds of thousands to flee into neighboring Bangladesh, in what the U.N. human rights chief at the time described as "a textbook example of ethnic cleansing."
But for many Rohingya, the crisis is far from over.
According to the U.N. refugee agency figures, almost 1 million Rohingya refugees remain in Bangladesh -- more than half of them children. In the camps, violence has increased as Rohingya militant groups turned on each other, The Washington Post reported last year.
Around 600,000 Rohingya remain in Rakhine state, "where they continue to suffer severe rights restrictions and the threat of further violence," Tom Andrews, the U.N. special rapporteur on human rights in Myanmar, said last year. In February, Human Rights Watch warned that renewed fighting in Rakhine had caused civilian casualties and forced 100,000 people -- many of them already displaced -- to flee their homes.
On Thursday, Save the Children reported a "worrying rise" in the number of unaccompanied Rohingya children arriving in Indonesia. The organization analyzed figures from the U.N. refugee agency and found that around 250 unaccompanied children arrived in Indonesia in the last three months of 2023 -- an increase of 78 percent compared to the rest of the year.
Sultana Begum, Save the Children's Asia regional head of humanitarian policy, said in a telephone interview Thursday that deteriorating conditions inside the refugee camps in Bangladesh have forced many to consider the dangerous journeys.
Rohingya living in the camps have little freedom of movement, lack access to formal education and face increased hunger and malnutrition following cuts to food rations, she said, while violence and insecurity are also growing.
"People are really desperate. They've resorted to marrying off girls in high numbers [and] sending out boys to work," Begum said. "Getting on the boats is really a last resort for them in order to try and get to somewhere where they think they may have a better life."
Although Indonesia is not a signatory to the U.N. Refugee Convention, it has so far allowed the boats to land. But most countries in the region do not accept Rohingya as refugees, and some have pushed boats back, she added.
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What to know about Gaza's police force, which Israel is targeting 
The dwindling of Gaza's police has had dire consequences for the humanitarian response to Israel's war on Hamas: a growing struggle to safeguard aid deliveries.
By Miriam Berger, Bryan Pietsch | 2024-03-21

A police officer in central Gaza guards trucks carrying aid to the north on Nov. 27 during a pause in fighting between Israel and Hamas. (Ibraheem Abu Mustafa/Reuters)


JERUSALEM -- Attacks on Gaza's police force as Israel's invasion wears down what remains of Hamas's governing infrastructure have helped to debilitate humanitarian efforts in the enclave, the United Nations and humanitarian organizations say, with the territory's slide toward famine intensifying amid a struggle to provide security for aid deliveries once they enter Gaza.
Israel has said it will not cease its war in the Gaza Strip until Hamas is eliminated. The militant group, which led the Oct. 7 attack on Israel, has long controlled the enclave, including its police.
The armed police force, which had helped escort aid convoys in the increasingly desperate Gaza Strip, has become the target of Israeli strikes, including one that killed a high-ranking commander on Monday. The convoys have since been left unguarded and subject to looting in a cycle of desperation worsened by a lack of necessities.
Here's a look at the police force's role in Gaza.
When Hamas violently seized power in Gaza in 2007 following a civil war with its Palestinian rival, Fatah, it took control of the civilian police force in Gaza, which is separate from Hamas's military wing, the Izzedine al-Qassam Brigades. Hamas already had an extensive social network in the Palestinian territories. After the Gaza takeover and subsequent Israeli-led blockade, the group became further embedded in politics and society.
Hamas faced no small task in policing the at times chaotic territory, where influential clans and criminal groups had filled power vacuums left by the chaos of the second Palestinian uprising. When Hamas took control, "its detractors argued that it has swallowed 'a poison pill'" in assuming responsibility for law and order in the territory, historian Yezid Sayigh wrote in his 2011 book, "We Serve the People: Hamas Policing in Gaza."
"Clearly this has not happened. Quite the reverse," he wrote. As crime and inter-clan clashes declined, Hamas gained in popularity.
Hamas also imposed a highly conservative form of Islamic rule in Gaza and repressed opposition. Many Gazans grew to resent what they saw as the Hamas-led government's corruption and nepotism.
Police had typical roles, such as responding to crimes and family disputes and otherwise enforcing laws. Their job was also "to play a political role in arresting dissidents and opposition," Ghaith al-Omari, a senior fellow at the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, said in a phone interview.
Compared to other security services, however, "the civilian police was one of the least empowered," he said. "It simply was not seen as an important political agency."
As a result, "they have a track record that when it comes to civilian stuff, they still have the reputation of being effective."
The Gaza civil police could not be reached for comment because of the security situation.
The police had been tasked with ensuring safe passage for convoys of aid trucks navigating the rubble and throngs of desperately hungry people amid the war, so they are "perhaps the most visible manifestation of Hamas governance in Gaza," Omari said.
Police have come under attack by the Israel Defense Forces as it seeks to eliminate Hamas from Gaza. In northern Gaza, where aid convoys are rare and the lawlessness is most acute, some police officers have ditched their uniforms, hoping that dressing in plainclothes could help them avoid being targeted by Israeli forces.
"With the departure of police escorts, it has been virtually impossible for the U.N. or anyone else ... to safely move assistance in Gaza because of criminal gangs," U.S. Ambassador David Satterfield, appointed by President Biden to coordinate humanitarian assistance to Gaza, told The Washington Post last month.

A destroyed police vehicle on Feb. 6 in Rafah, Gaza. (Haitham Imad/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


The police force's role in civilian security matters has presented a conundrum. "There is no other option right now" for security, Omari said. "Yet if you allow Hamas to do the security for these kind of things, you're acknowledging that Hamas remains the de facto authority in Gaza. So really the challenge is: How do you balance these two competing interests?"
Such attacks are "part of not allowing Hamas to return as a civilian body ruling Gaza," Mustafa Ibrahim, a political analyst, said in a phone interview from Rafah, in the southern Gaza Strip. "This won't address the issue and just kills these people without setting a clear plan" or alternative, he said.
U.S. and U.N. officials have raised concerns about the ability to distribute aid without safeguards for the convoys. The hurdles in distributing aid by land have led to airdrops of small amounts by countries including Jordan and the United States. Israel has expressed concerns that Hamas members could siphon aid away from civilians, directing it to militants.
In addition to the airdrops, humanitarian organizations and the United States have turned to the sea as another channel for deliveries of aid to Gaza. The United States is constructing a temporary pier off Gaza's coastline to receive deliveries. But that aid would still need to be distributed, posing more difficulties in the absence of protection for those dispensing the food and supplies.
Israel has blamed the U.N. for the slow deliveries, but aid groups have said Israel needs to facilitate the entry of more aid by truck into Gaza and ensure its safe delivery and distribution, rather than turning to less efficient workarounds.
In recent weeks in the north, including Gaza City, police and powerful clans have teamed up to form committees to try to prevent people from looting trucks and stealing aid, residents told The Post.
The IDF did not respond to a request for comment about its policies and actions toward police in Gaza, but it said in a previous response to The Post about police guarding aid convoys that the IDF was "operating to dismantle Hamas military capabilities. Elements involved in military activity may be targeted."
"Hamas police is Hamas," Col. Elad Goren of COGAT, the Coordinator of Government Activities in the Territories, said at a March 14 press briefing. "And we won't allow Hamas to control the humanitarian assistance."
Muhammad Shehada, a Copenhagen-based researcher from Gaza, said it wasn't that simple and called the makeup of Hamas's police "very diverse. It includes some Hamas members for sure. It includes some former employees of the Palestinian Authority and some of the general public."
Omari said a police officer is expected to be "someone who's adhering to the ideology," but to a lesser extent than the "really hardcore" members of the militant wing.
"When it comes to saying that there are elements of Hamas in the police, it's not a question of ideological affiliation. It's a question when it comes to warfare -- were these elements active combatants against Israeli forces?" Shehada said. "Hamas had 17 years to build up in Gaza, and they are part of society. So, of course, Hamas members have daytime jobs."
Michael Milshtein, a former head of the Palestinian division of Israeli military intelligence, told The Post that Hamas police officials often wear "double hats" and are involved with the military wing. He spoke after Israel killed Faiq Mabhouh, a police official, this week.
Israel said Mabhouh was coordinating military activities, while the Hamas-run Al-Aqsa TV network said he was a director of police operations who coordinated and protected aid deliveries. The Washington Post could not independently confirm his role.
Either way, his senior role was probably enough to make him a target, Milshtein said.
The Israeli military struck a food distribution center this month run by UNRWA, the U.N. agency for Palestinian refugees, killing Muhammad Abu Hasna, who Hamas said was the deputy head of police operations in Rafah. Israel described him as a Hamas commander.
Pietsch reported from Washington. Louisa Loveluck in London and Loveday Morris in Berlin contributed to this report.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2024/03/21/gaza-police-aid-hamas/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Two years after start of Ukraine war, Russian titanium keeps flowing to West
Despite pledges to break economic ties with Russia, the West remains dependent on a Russian metals firm vital to aerospace, raising security concerns
By Adam Taylor | 2024-03-21

A vehicle moves a red-hot ingot of titanium alloy before pressing at the VSMPO-AVISMA plant in Verkhnyaya Salda, Russia, in 2018. (Andrey Rudakov/Bloomberg/Getty Images)


Western firms bought hundreds of millions of dollars of titanium metal from a Russian company with deep ties to the country's defense industry after the 2022 invasion of Ukraine, according to a review of Russian export data.
The purchases illustrate how the West remains dependent on Russia for certain products despite pledges to break economic ties with Moscow. In the case of titanium, that dependence raises security concerns, industry and defense analysts say, as the metal is vital in the manufacturing of both commercial and military airplanes.
"Russia could shut off the flow of these ... materials and leave companies critical to national defense and civil aviation scrambling," said William George, director of research at ImportGenius, the company that supplied the trade data gathered from an official Russian database to The Washington Post.
After more than two years of war in Ukraine, Russia continues to export oil and gas that eventually reaches the United States and its allies, and Russian firms are still able to sell everything from diamonds to uranium because the West wants the goods and allows carve-outs from sanctions.
The titanium firm, VSMPO-AVISMA, has not been placed under sanctions by the United States or the European Union despite being partly owned by Rostec, a defense conglomerate that owns hundreds of companies and is under U.S. and European sanctions. Rostec is led by an ally of Russian President Vladimir Putin, Sergey Chemezov, who has been personally sanctioned since the annexation of Crimea in 2014.
Roughly 15,000 tons of titanium worth $370 million were exported by VSMPO in 2022, the vast majority of it sent to Western nations that supported Ukraine, according to the export database, with Germany, France, the United States and Britain topping the list. VSMPO, which essentially is a monopoly in Russia, then exported at least $345 million in titanium in 2023, according to more-limited data for that year seen by The Post. Russian trade data was difficult to acquire in 2023, with the available data lacking most of the details that showed transactions with Western firms. George said ImportGenius could not comment on why certain details were no longer in the data.
VSMPO and its international subsidiary, VSMPO-Tirus, did not respond to requests for comment.
Ukraine is the only country to have placed the Russian firm under sanctions. In September, the U.S. Commerce Department imposed export controls on VSPMO, stating that it was "directly involved in producing and manufacturing titanium and metal products for the Russian military and security services." Those controls prohibit exports of goods to the company in Russia, not of its titanium to the United States, however.
"We think sanctioning titanium from Russia would be sanctioning ourselves," Airbus Chief Executive Guillaume Faury told reporters in June 2022.
According to the Russian export database, Russian titanium marked for delivery to the European aerospace giant increased to at least $24 million in 2022, the most in the available data for any European or American company and an increase of 940 percent from Airbus's purchases the year before.
Airbus said in December 2022 that it would decouple from Russian titanium within months; it appeared to still be receiving imports from the Russian firm until at least November 2023, according to the available data for last year.
In a statement, an Airbus spokesperson said the company did not comment on sourcing volumes and supplier contracts but was complying with all prevailing sanctions against Russia. The statement noted that the company had already procured titanium from suppliers outside Russia, including in Europe, the United States and Asia.
"Airbus (and the entire European supply chain) continues to work on operational actions to reduce critical dependency on Russian sources of titanium," the statement said.
The U.S. aerospace company Boeing, Airbus's chief rival, pursued a starkly different track in 2022 when it announced it would stop buying Russian titanium, ending a decades-long relationship with VSMPO and derailing a multimillion-dollar joint venture that had been announced just months before.
However, while the company was not shown to have received imports from the Russian firm since spring 2022, suppliers for the company had made significant purchases long after that date. It was not possible to estimate how much Russian titanium was still going into Boeing planes. A representative for the company declined to comment on its suppliers.

Hot-extruded tubes of titanium alloy sit after machining at the VSMPO-AVISMA plant in Verkhnyaya Salda. (Andrey Rudakov/Bloomberg)


Titanium's importance comes from an array of factors. As strong as steel but 45 percent lighter, it's also more resistant to heat and corrosion, and can be used in multiple products from paint to body implants. Its most critical modern use is in aerospace as the industry has pursued ever-lighter aircraft.
After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Western governments encouraged aerospace firms to do business with VSMPO, which had enormous capacity after the end of the Cold War, and until 2022, the Russian firm was estimated to supply roughly a third of the high-grade titanium used by the aviation sector globally.
Only after Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine on Feb. 24, 2022, did Western companies begin to break these ties. Most significantly, Ural Boeing Manufacturing, a joint venture of Boeing and VSMPO, was canceled in 2022. In a statement, Boeing said it now "sources titanium predominantly in the U.S."
Major suppliers for Boeing have continued purchasing Russian titanium, however.
The Safran Group, the French aerospace company that works on engines and landing gears for aerospace companies, including Boeing, saw its imports from the Russian firm rise in 2022, hitting over $20 million compared with $8.6 million the year before. As recently as November of last year, Russian trade documents stated that exports to France were going to the Safran-made LEAP 1B engines used in the Boeing 737 Max airliner.
In a statement, Safran said that its purchases had increased in volume in 2022 but that "the share of Russian titanium in our purchases did not increase."
Executives with Rolls-Royce, a British company that produces engines for both Airbus and Boeing, said in the spring of 2022 that they would stop purchasing Russian titanium. Trade data suggests that imports from VSMPO continued throughout 2022, increasing from $5 million in 2021 to $6.7 million in 2022, with VSMPO deliveries marked for Rolls-Royce as recently as April 2023.
"Rolls-Royce strictly adheres to applicable export control and sanctions requirements and we are securing alternative supply chain capacity to deliver our transition," the company said in a statement.
The continued reliance on Russian titanium by European firms is shown in European Union trade data. The bloc imported $244 million worth of Russian titanium in 2023, only 20 percent down from its highest-ever volume, in 2019. U.S. trade data for 2023 shows $47 million worth of Russian titanium purchases, almost 80 percent lower than the 2019 peak.
Analysts said Western companies were probably struggling to find alternatives to VSMPO. One American who worked with VSMPO before the invasion of Ukraine, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss private negotiations, said Russia's lower overheads meant VSMPO could also offer discounted prices.
"They have the scale that allows that cost of production to go way down," the American said.
While no sanctions prohibit the purchase of Russian titanium for commercial purposes, the use of specialty metals for the U.S. military is regulated. This can cause costly problems: In 2022, the discovery of a Chinese alloy in the assembly of F-35 fighter jets led to a production halt and investigation. The Pentagon later issued a waiver for the alloy.
Under a regulation known as the Specialty Metals Amendment, the Defense Department is required to source titanium and titanium alloys from American sources or other qualified countries -- usually NATO members or other U.S. allies. "Russia is not a qualified country," Jeff Jurgensen, a Pentagon spokesperson, said in an email.
But the rules are complex. Jeff Green, a lobbyist and former staff member of the House Armed Services Committee, pointed out that commercial companies are allowed to buy metals from non-qualified countries for use on dual-use items as long as they also buy a certain percentage of U.S.-produced metals. Until last year, there were no rules about where a qualified country could make its purchases from, Green added.
"The loophole had always been that the Russians could pass material through those partner nations," Green said. Though Congress amended this in the fiscal 2024 National Defense Authorization Act, it is not clear whether it has flowed down into practice, Green added. "There is a key vulnerability right now," he said.
The European Union, meanwhile, does not have restrictions on the sourcing of specialty metals for military items.
Several large commercial firms, including Airbus and Safran, also supply the U.S. and European militaries. In a statement, Airbus said it did not use VSMPO-supplied titanium in any military products, while Safran said that since the invasion of Ukraine, it no longer uses VSMPO's titanium in "dedicated military products."
Other firms listed in the Russian database worked on complex programs like the F-35, known for its web of globe-spanning supply chains -- including Rolls-Royce, which produces an engine that uses titanium parts for variations of the warplane. Rolls-Royce said it does not comment on defense contracts.
Smaller companies that provide niche titanium parts to prime military contractors, as well as to commercial companies, were also listed. The British subsidiaries of Wyman-Gordon, a U.S. company that supplies titanium structures for the F-35, and Canadian aerospace company Magellan, a supplier of machined wing tie bars for the F-35, were named in the database as having received increased exports of Russian titanium in 2022.
In an email, David Dugan, director of corporate communications for Precision Castparts, parent company of Wyman-Gordon, said that the increased orders from VSMPO were made before the war on behalf of a U.K.-based customer for the production of commercial aircraft parts. After this order closed, Wyman-Gordon made no additional purchases from VSMPO in 2023 or 2024, Dugan said.
Magellan did not respond to requests for comment.
F-35 manufacturer Lockheed Martin said it worked "closely with the DOD, other government agencies and our suppliers to assess parts and material availability to meet all U.S. government contractual requirements."
Jurgensen, the Pentagon spokesman, wrote in an email that the Defense Department had recently released its first-ever National Defense Industrial Strategy to help address supply issues. "We are developing significantly improved supply chain mapping tools and completing a comprehensive supply chain study to help mitigate the potential presence of materials from competitors and other unreliable sources of supply," Jurgensen said.
The Pentagon's contract management agency "has not performed an audit specific to titanium," Jurgensen said.
While U.S. titanium firms can create aerospace-grade metal, after closures in 2020, they have been reliant on imports of titanium sponge, the first stage in making the metal. Roughly 80 percent of titanium sponge used in the United States comes from Japan, which has struggled to keep up with demand.
Bob Wetherbee, president of Dallas-based ATI, one of the three big producers of U.S. titanium metal, said that he believed all of the American titanium producers had seen demand double, but that U.S. companies would need government help to restart sufficient sponge production in the United States.
"The lack of action is having an impact on national security," Wetherbee said
Willy Shih, a Harvard Business School professor who specializes in manufacturing, said that the U.S. titanium industry could certainly fill the hole in the global market left by VSMPO, but that it would require significant investment and probably the embrace of new technologies to create cleaner, more-efficient titanium.
"We tend to be short-term-focused and price-focused," Shih said. "But if you really think of these things as being strategic, then you have to play the long game."
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Rafah was Gaza's last refuge. The overcrowded city is now a target.
Israel has launched deadly strikes in Rafah and said it will expand operations in the city, where more than 1.4 million Palestinians are already sheltering.
By Julia Ledur, Adam Taylor, Jennifer Hassan, Niha Masih | 2024-03-21
Rafah, a small city in southern Gaza on the border with Egypt, was one of the last places of refuge during Israel's war in Gaza, quintupling in population as displaced people from the northern parts of the Strip sought safety.
The city is now a target, with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu saying that his forces "are preparing to enter Rafah," raising concerns about the fate of displaced civilians trapped in the roughly 25-square-mile area with nowhere to go. Israel's plans have raised tensions with its biggest ally, the United States, which remains opposed to a major ground operation in Rafah.

Wounded people are transferred to Kuwait Hospital following Israeli strikes on Rafah in February. (Loay Ayyoub for The Washington Post)


"The loss of life we face if Israel goes down into Gaza is huge," said Bob Kitchen, vice president for emergencies at the International Rescue Committee, a humanitarian relief organization operating in Gaza.
Israeli officials say a Rafah operation is needed to complete its goal of destroying Hamas, the Palestinian group that controls Gaza, after the group's devastating Oct. 7 attack on Israel.

The aftermath of Israeli strikes in Rafah in February. (Loay Ayyoub for The Washington Post)


On Wednesday, addressing Israelis in Hebrew, Netanyahu said: "I want you to know that I have already approved the IDF's operational plan, and soon we will also approve the plan to evacuate the civilian population from the battle zones."
The preparations for the invasion, he said, will take a "little time." Netanyahu acknowledged disagreements with the United States over his plans for Rafah, adding that he pushed against President Biden in a call this week, arguing that the operation was necessary to "eliminate the remnants of Hamas battalions."
Earlier in the week, White House national security adviser Jake Sullivan told reporters that Biden remains "deeply concerned" about Israel's plan.
Biden asked Netanyahu to send a team of military, intelligence and humanitarian officials to Washington for discussion, Sullivan said, because Israel has so far "not presented us or the world with a plan for how or where they would safely move those civilians, let alone feed and house them and ensure access to basic things like sanitation." In the meeting, U.S. officials will present an "alternative" approach for taking out Hamas without a ground invasion, he added. The meeting is expected to take place next week and will include Israeli Strategic Affairs Minister Ron Dermer and national security adviser Tzachi Hanegbi among others.
The population of Rafah has swelled to "at least" 1.4 million people, Juliette Touma, director of communications for the U.N. agency for Palestinian affairs, UNRWA, wrote in a message. "This is five times the population prewar," Touma said of Rafah, whose population was estimated at 280,000 before Oct. 7.
Israeli officials have not specified what their plans for Rafah look like. The country's military has already conducted strikes in the area. In mid-February, Israel's military rescued two hostages under the cover of deadly airstrikes that local officials said killed at least 67, and in December, an airstrike hit near Kuwait Hospital, killing at least 18 people, according to hospital workers.
The war in Gaza has drastically reshaped the demographics of the strip. Almost 9 in 10 people living in Gaza are now displaced, according to U.N. estimates, while World Health Organization Director General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus said on Feb. 1 that "over 100,000 Gazans are either dead, injured, or missing and presumed dead."

Satellite images from Jan. 15, 2023 and Jan. 31, 2024 show the population surge in Rafah, Gaza, since Oct. 7, which rose from 280,000 to 1.4 million people.


Before Oct. 7, the most populated portion of the strip was Gaza City in the north.
For those facing bombardment in the enclave, leaving Rafah is not a straightforward process. The area is home to the Rafah crossing, which joins the southern edge of the Gaza Strip to Egypt's northern Sinai region, and Egypt is determined to avoid an exodus of Palestinian refugees, with concerns for the political and security repercussions.
The crossing -- the only link from Gaza that Israel does not directly control -- is open but has been restricted to people who are able to secure spots on lists from embassies evacuating their nationals and affiliates and people able to pay expensive fees to travel companies that facilitate movement across the border.
Aid groups have warned that an invasion of Rafah would lead to an even bigger humanitarian catastrophe in the besieged enclave, parts of which might already be in the grips of famine.
A new report by international food security experts outlined a grim prediction: that up to half the population of Gaza -- 1.1 million people -- is expected to face catastrophic levels of acute food insecurity between now and July if Rafah is invaded and the conflict escalates.
Jamie McGoldrick, the U.N. humanitarian coordinator for Palestinian territories, said a Rafah offensive would break down the already precarious Gaza aid distribution network, Reuters reported.
One Palestinian aid worker, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because he was not authorized to speak publicly, wrote in a message that the widespread use of tents reminded him of stories his grandfather told him about the living conditions for refugees after the 1948 Israeli-Arab war. The tents, which can be up to 200 square feet in size, would house an entire family or two, the aid worker said.
Sanitary precautions have broken down amid the overcrowding. "Thousands and thousands of people are sharing individual toilets," Kitchen said, adding that IRC workers in Rafah had seen "queues of four to five hours" to use the bathrooms. Open defecation and urination create public health risks.
"We're already seeing massive reports of acute watery diarrhea, which I think, if tested, would be proven to be cholera," Kitchen said.

Displaced Palestinians inside shelter camps in Rafah suffer due to rainfall and cold weather on Feb. 2. (Loay Ayyoub for The Washington Post)


Karen DeYoung and Rachel Pannett contributed to this report.
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Trump's vague peace plan casts a shadow over Ukraine
Donald Trump holds no elected office, but the Republican presidential candidate's vague Ukraine policy is already being felt in that country.
By Adam Taylor | 2024-03-21
You're reading an excerpt from the Today's WorldView newsletter. Sign up to get the rest free, including news from around the globe and interesting ideas and opinions to know, sent to your inbox every weekday.

A damaged Ukrainian tank is hidden on a road near the village of Novoselivka Persha on the outskirts of Avdiivka, Ukraine, on Feb. 3. (Wojciech Grzedzinski for The Washington Post)


Donald Trump holds no elected office, but the Republican presidential candidate's vague Ukraine policy is already being felt in that country. Allies of the former president, who faces numerous legal challenges amid his campaign to return to the White House, have blocked aid to Ukraine in Congress for months, leading to profound shortages on the battlefield.
There are some signs that that impasse could end soon. However, what happens next if Trump returns to the White House is unclear. The candidate has only offered a hazy outline of how he would handle the war in Ukraine, suggesting he would push both Russia and Ukraine to negotiate and claiming he could reach a deal to end the war in "one day." His answers on key areas, like whether Russia could keep the territory it has seized, remain unknown -- leading to pushback from Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, who last year called on him to release his plan and "not waste time."
Trump has been more specific on U.S. aid to Ukraine, which he has criticized as an "endless flow of American treasure" to Kyiv. As congressional debate over funding to Ukraine dragged on last month, Trump outlined a new vision of American foreign assistance: It should be a loan.
"It can be loaned on extraordinarily good terms, like no interest and an unlimited life, but a loan nevertheless," Trump wrote in an all-caps message to Truth Social on Feb. 10, adding that if a country "strikes it rich sometime in the future," the money would have to be repaid.
That proposal has won support from some more traditional Republican foreign policy figures, including Sen. Lindsey Graham (R-S.C.) who met with Zelensky in Kyiv on Monday. "I informed him that given the crisis at the United States' southern border and our overwhelming debt, President Trump's idea of turning aid from the United States into a no-interest, waivable loan is the most likely path forward," Graham announced that night.
However, Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban, who met privately with Trump in Florida on March 8, has described the aid plan differently. "He will not give a penny into the Ukraine-Russia war and therefore the war will end," Orban told a state-run Hungarian television channel following their meeting, adding that "the Europeans are unable to finance this war on their own, and then the war will end."
With the election still half a year away and its outcome is still highly uncertain, Trump is a long way from office. In America's political system, however, that matters little. Though Ukraine funding made its way through the Senate -- without the backing of Graham, despite his previous support for Ukraine -- it has been held up in the House, where Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) has refused to put it to a vote.
Polling suggests that the majority of the public and a significant number of Republican voters support aid to Ukraine. Johnson is widely considered to have stalled on the vote out of concern that Trump could set his supporters on him, punishing him and preventing his reelection this year. "Like most strongmen, Trump prizes loyalty above everything," the Financial Times's Martin Wolf wrote this week, dubbing Johnson "Trump's poodle."
Last week, Johnson suggested he may finally come forward with a vote on Ukraine aid. But this Washington dogfight has been felt on Ukrainian battlefields for months. In December, Ukrainian forces told The Washington Post that a shortage of artillery shells on the front line had led to canceled attacks. "Our gunners are given a limit of shells for each target," a member of the 128th Mountain Assault Brigade, which is fighting in the southeastern Zaporizhzhia region, told my colleagues.
That was said months before Ukrainian forces lost the eastern city of Avdiivka, prompting a disorderly retreat that left significant numbers of troops missing or captured. Ukrainian forces, estimated to be at a numerical disadvantage of roughly 7-1, were also lacking antiaircraft defenses that could defend against Russian-guided aviation bombs, officials told The Post.
Some European partners are attempting to fill the gap left by the United States, but few have anything close to the capacity that the United States can provide. One recent analysis by the Estonian government found that Europe's collective artillery output is roughly 50,000 shells a month, not all of which goes to Ukraine. Ukrainian officials, however, have warned that they need 200,000 shells a month.
U.S. officials have warned that Ukraine could see a potential collapse if it continues without a supplemental aid package and that even if it survives the storm, countless lives will have been lost. Even if aid is turned back on imminently, the losses already felt cannot be erased.
Miroslava Luzina, a translator and independent political consultant, offered a message to Johnson.
"[Johnson's] actions or his political stance is actually costing lives," Luzina told Post contributing columnist Jim Geraghty in Kyiv, referring to a recent attack on Odessa that left at least 20 dead. "So, he is the cause of more people getting dead at the front line, and behind the front lines, and in the occupied territories."
A Trump peace plan could well spark further bloodshed. Trump may genuinely believe his calls for negotiation and warnings about aid will lead to an end to the fighting. But the early evidence from both sides is that they intend to dig in harder.
"It would be ridiculous for us to start negotiating with Ukraine just because it's running out of ammunition," Putin said last week in an interview with Russian media outlets. "Possible negotiations are not a pause for rearming Kyiv, but a serious conversation with security guarantees for Moscow."
Though Putin has said he remains open, ultimately, to negotiations, a leaked document of his terms for peace in 2022 suggests a price that Ukraine could not pay. As the Wall Street Journal summarized it, the objective remains the same: "Turn Ukraine into a neutered state permanently vulnerable to Russian military aggression."
Accounts of life under Russian rule in occupied parts of Ukraine suggest an even worse fate, with deportations, kidnapping and forced reeducation of large portions of the population. The war has largely united Ukrainians against Russia, while Zelensky and his top aides have repeatedly suggested that while they seek peace, they also won't give up agree to terms that could see the country remain divided.
Even before Ukraine was flooded with Western aid, its forces were able to deter Russia's most ambitious designs on Kyiv in early 2022. The country is desperately trying to build up its domestic arms industry. And while European partners may struggle to make up for America's deep pockets, recent comments by France's Emmanuel Macron and other leaders suggest they may be willing to meet a Russian escalation in other ways.
If this is all part of the plan, it certainly isn't one for peace. The fight for Ukraine has not become more peaceful, but more desperate -- and all this without Trump having won office.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2024/03/21/trump-ukraine-russia-funding-peace-plan-aid-republican-future/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Blinken to visit Israel amid tensions over plan to invade Rafah
The United States is set to host an Israeli delegation to discuss Israel's plans to send forces into Rafah, a city in southern Gaza where Palestinians have sought refuge.
By Rachel Pannett, Michael Birnbaum, Sammy Westfall, Susannah George, Loveday Morris, Kareem Fahim, Sarah Dadouch, Karen DeYoung, Lior Soroka, Mikhail Klimentov, Morgan Coates, Victoria Bisset, Helier Cheung, Louisa Loveluck, Imogen Piper, Sarah Cahlan, Hazem  Balousha, Missy Ryan | 2024-03-20
Secretary of State Antony Blinken is set to make a quick stop in Israel on Friday, according to the State Department, as the Biden administration pushes Israeli leaders to take a pinpoint approach to battling Hamas in the packed city of Rafah in southern Gaza to avoid what it warns could be humanitarian catastrophe. Tensions are rising between the United States and Israel over Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's plans to invade Rafah, which is crowded with nearly 1.5 million displaced Palestinians. The Israeli military said Wednesday that it was continuing its raid on al-Shifa Hospital in Gaza City, where people said they were trapped in dire conditions.
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Gaza cease-fire talks falter in Doha as Blinken arrives in region
Hamas said Wednesday that Israel provided a "generally negative response" to its latest cease-fire proposal. 
By Susannah George, Loveday Morris, Kareem Fahim, Sarah Dadouch | 2024-03-21

Humanitarian aid parcels attached to parachutes are airdropped from a military aircraft over Gaza City on Wednesday. (AFP/Getty Images)


DOHA, Qatar -- Starkly different visions of how to end the war in Gaza are at the center of thorny and slow-moving negotiations between Israel and Hamas in Doha this week, with officials warning that a deal to halt the fighting and release some hostages could be weeks away, or upended entirely if Israel moves ahead with a planned assault on the southern city of Rafah.
For months, Hamas has insisted on a negotiated end to the conflict, including a permanent cease-fire in exchange for the release of the hostages its fighters abducted from Israel on Oct. 7. Israel has vowed to continue the war until the group, which has controlled Gaza for 16 years, is eliminated. Any suspension of hostilities would be temporary, Israel says.
"This is not a negotiation that will end in days -- it will end, maybe, in weeks," said an Israeli official briefed on the talks who also spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss the sensitive negotiations.
Senior Hamas officials said Wednesday that Israel provided a "generally negative response" to their latest proposal. Speaking at a news conference in Beirut, Hamas official Osama Hamdan accused Israel of procrastinating "to hamper negotiations and, perhaps, lead them to a dead end."

Hamas official Osama Hamdan speaks at a news conference in the Lebanese capital, Beirut, on Wednesday. (Mohamed Azakir/Reuters)


The cease-fire negotiations come at a critical time for Gaza, where experts say a famine may already be unfolding in the north, and more than 1 million people displaced to Rafah await an Israeli assault.
"As we are preparing to enter Rafah, and this will take a little time, we are continuing to operate with full force," Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said in a recorded video statement Wednesday.
Israel is under enormous pressure from the United States to abandon plans for a ground invasion of Rafah, where Israeli leaders say an operation is needed to destroy Hamas's few remaining battalions. Netanyahu is sending a delegation to Washington for talks on how to battle Hamas without endangering civilians. At least 31,923 people have been killed in Gaza since the war began, according to the Gaza Health Ministry.
Secretary of State Antony Blinken is also traveling to Israel on Friday, a State Department spokesman said, after stops in Saudi Arabia and Egypt. "Blinken will discuss with the leadership of the Government of Israel the ongoing negotiations to secure the release of all hostages," spokesman Matthew Miller said in a statement.

Secretary of State Antony Blinken arrives in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, on Wednesday. (Evelyn Hockstein/Pool/AFP/Getty Images)


Hamas officials on Wednesday said Israel's latest response failed to mention a comprehensive cease-fire and lacked assurances that displaced Palestinians could return to their homes once the fighting stops.
Two of Hamas's key demands include allowing residents to return to northern Gaza, which Israel has cut off from the rest of the territory, and linking any pause in fighting to a lasting cease-fire and end to the war.
Israel has said allowing residents to return to the north is a red line because it believes Hamas is trying to regroup in areas already cleared by the Israeli military. It also wants to continue the war, including by attacking Rafah, and says the conflict will end when Hamas is defeated in Gaza.
"We cannot stop the war. We cannot retreat from Gaza. We will not allow all the civilians to go back to the north," said Yaakov Amidror, a former Israeli national security adviser.
Hamas official Basem Naim, in an interview in Doha, said the group has demonstrated greater "flexibility" in negotiations in recent weeks, agreeing to discuss a phased deal that would start with a pause in fighting. But any agreement must include a pathway to a "sustainable cease-fire," he said.
The talks around the first phase were centered on Hamas freeing 35 civilian hostages held in Gaza, in exchange for a six-week pause in fighting and the release of about 350 Palestinians from prisons in Israel, according to a Western diplomat with knowledge of the talks, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss the sensitive negotiations.
Israel wants the first batch of hostages to include five female soldiers, whom Hamas considers to be of higher value, the Israeli official said. There are 130 hostages still held in Gaza, including 33 Israel has officially said are dead.
"If we hand these war prisoners over to the Israelis without being sure that this will lead to a lasting cease-fire, it means that we are giving them the most precious card in our hand for nothing," Naim said, referring to the hostages.
Hamas, according to the Israeli official, has so far refused to provide Israel with a list of hostages who are still alive.
"I haven't heard optimism in the room," the official said of the negotiations. "What I've heard is that there is work to be done."
But even if Hamas offers significant concessions, some observers say it's unclear whether there is enough political will in Israel for a deal.
"There is reason for a little bit of optimism because the Hamas answers indicated some flexibility," said Gershon Baskin, who helped negotiate the release of captured Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit from Hamas captivity in 2011.
"But it's not clear to me whether or not Netanyahu wants an agreement," he said. "And that is evident by the fact that the negotiations are not being conducted by the highest level of negotiators."
David Barnea, the head of Israel's Mossad intelligence agency, departed Doha on Tuesday, Qatari Foreign Ministry spokesman Majed Al Ansari said, leaving a team in place to continue discussions.
Netanyahu appears more focused on a military victory, Baskin said, and hunting top Hamas figures such as Yehiya Sinwar, the group's leader in Gaza, and Mohammed Deif, the head of its militant wing, the Izzedine al-Qassam Brigades.
Israel assumes "that if we kill Deif and Sinwar, the chain of command will break down," he said. "Why assume that the hostages will not be executed?"
The Israeli military continues to operate across Gaza, including in Gaza City, where it has carried out a days-long raid on al-Shifa Hospital.
The Israel Defense Forces (IDF), which accuses Hamas of using hospitals as staging grounds for military activities, said Wednesday that it had killed about 90 "terrorists" in the area of the hospital and questioned over 300 people, during military operations it claimed had spared "harm to civilians, patients, medical teams, and medical equipment."
Hamas, in a statement, said dozens of civilians had been executed by Israeli forces. Neither statement could be independently corroborated.
Mahmoud Bassal, a spokesman for Gaza's Civil Defense, said in a statement that "hundreds of wounded citizens" remained in the vicinity of the hospital.
Israel said Monday that the raid on al-Shifa had killed Faiq Mabhouh, whom the IDF identified as a senior official with Hamas's internal security division and the coordinator of the group's militant activities across Gaza.
The Hamas-run Al-Aqsa TV network said Mabhouh was the director of police operations, who coordinated and protected aid deliveries. The Washington Post could not immediately confirm his role.
Police officers, who were civil servants under Hamas's prewar government, played a key role guarding international aid convoys until last month, when Israel began targeting them.
On Wednesday, Israel announced it had killed four other Hamas officials, calling them "senior operatives" while also saying that they managed the organization's activities in "humanitarian zones."
Morris reported from Berlin, Fahim from Istanbul and Dadouch from Beirut. Karen DeYoung in Washington and Michael Birnbaum in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, contributed to this report.
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Top White House aide makes secret trip to Ukraine amid U.S. aid impasse
National security adviser Jake Sullivan is in Ukraine for high-level meetings as a multibillion-dollar U.S. aid package remains stalled in Congress.
By John Hudson, Siobhan O'Grady | 2024-03-21

White House national security adviser Jake Sullivan, left, joins a news briefing in Kyiv on Wednesday with the head of Ukraine's Presidential Office, Andriy Yermak. (Gleb Garanich/Reuters)


National security adviser Jake Sullivan traveled in secret to Ukraine on Wednesday in a trip aimed at reaffirming U.S. support for the beleaguered ally despite an impasse in Congress over additional funding for the war effort.
Sullivan arrived in Ukraine as the country's forces are on their back foot, having retreated from the eastern city of Avdiivka and facing Russian advances across the front lines.
Kyiv is facing chronic shortages of ammunition and soldiers as House lawmakers in the United States weigh a Senate aid package that includes $60 billion for Ukraine. House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) has thus far refused calls to vote on the measure, sending the White House scrambling to find weaponry and equipment it can send to Ukraine.
"You should believe in the United States," Sullivan told reporters in a briefing at Ukraine's presidential office in Kyiv. "We are confident we will get this done. We will get this aid to Ukraine."
During his trip, Sullivan is seeking to boost enthusiasm for a war effort that President Biden had hoped to campaign on as a symbol of his administration's leadership against autocratic aggression. Ukrainian officials have warned that morale is slipping as the war grinds into its third year.
"He's there to underscore our commitment to Ukraine and to reaffirm that we're committed to sticking with them for the long haul," a U.S. official said, speaking on the condition of anonymity to discuss Sullivan's wartime travel.

Ukrainian soldiers dig a trench on the war's front line near Klishchiivka in the Donetsk region. (Iryna Rybakova/AP)


A faction of Republicans in Congress have held up additional funding for Ukraine, faulting the administration for not spelling out a vision for victory and saying the tens of billions of dollars already spent have only achieved a stalemate.
Sullivan countered naysayers, noting that U.S. and Western assistance have been critical in protecting Ukraine's independence while allowing parts of its economy to recover and moving the country closer toward European Union membership.
Sullivan on Wednesday emphasized his hope that Ukraine will emerge from the war a prosperous democracy. "We are going to work every day to make that happen," he said. "There's a critical military dimension to that, meaning providing the necessary support, supplies and weapons."
"We will get a strong bipartisan vote in the House for an assistance package for Ukraine, and we will get that money out the door as we should, so I don't think we need to speak today about Plan B," Sullivan said in Kyiv. "The timing has already taken too long. ... We are working to get it done as soon as possible."
Sullivan intends to underscore that Russia's invasion of Ukraine has "been a complete blunder" for President Vladimir Putin, the official familiar with his plans while in Kyiv said. "Ukraine is far surpassing what many predicted, and we need to stick with them," the official added.
Sullivan pushed that point Wednesday, saying that "Russia has already failed in this war."
The visit will allow Sullivan to meet with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky and discuss the path forward for Ukraine, the official said.
Sullivan spoke to reporters Wednesday alongside Andriy Yermak, the top aide to Zelensky who serves as head of the presidential office.
Sullivan's effort to boost morale follows a meeting in Germany on Tuesday of Ukraine's military backers. There, Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin warned that Ukraine's survival was in "danger" and said continued U.S. assistance was a matter of "honor" for Washington.
"Ukraine won't back down and neither will the United States," Austin said beside Ukrainian Defense Minister Rustem Umerov. "So our message today is clear: The United States will not let Ukraine fail. This coalition will not let Ukraine fail. And the free world will not let Ukraine fail."
In lieu of new congressional funding, the Pentagon last week unveiled a $300 million aid package that includes Stinger antiaircraft missiles, 155 millimeter artillery rounds, 105 millimeter artillery rounds, anti-armor systems, and other munitions and equipment. It was the first such announcement in several weeks, made possible by unforeseen savings from Defense Department contracts to replenish arms donated to Kyiv previously.
Sullivan said Wednesday that Washington is "rushing those supplies" to Ukraine. He declined to comment on whether a delivery of ATACMS, long-range missiles provided by the United States, were already in the country. Ukraine has long pressed for more long-range weapons that would allow its forces to strike military targets far from the front lines.
O'Grady reported from Kyiv.
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A U.K. man sent unwanted nudes. He's going to prison under a new law.
Nicholas Hawkes, 39, was sentenced to 66 weeks in prison after sending photos of his genitals to a 15-year-old girl and a woman on WhatsApp.
By Maham Javaid | 2024-03-20

Nicholas Hawkes, 39, was sentenced to 66 weeks in prison for sending unsolicited photos of his genitals to a girl and a woman, the first person in England and Wales convicted of violating the Online Safety Act, which criminalizes "cyberflashing." (Essex Police/AP)


The first person to be sentenced for sharing unsolicited explicit photos of his genitals in England and Wales is a 39-year-old man from Essex, England.
Nicholas Hawkes was sentenced to  66 weeks in prison, the Crown Prosecution Service said Tuesday,  after sending photos of his erect penis to a 15-year-old girl and an adult woman through messaging service WhatsApp on Feb. 9.
The woman took screenshots of the image on WhatsApp and reported Hawkes to local police in Essex on the same day.
Hawkes, who was already a convicted sex offender, was charged within days of the complaint, and on Feb. 12, he pleaded guilty to two counts of sending a photograph or film of genitals to cause alarm, distress or humiliation, the CPS said.
Sending unsolicited explicit photos, or "cyberflashing," became a criminal offense in England and Wales on Jan. 31, with the passage of the Online Safety Act.
"Cyberflashing is a serious crime which leaves a lasting impact on victims, but all too often it can be dismissed as thoughtless 'banter' or a harmless joke," said Hannah von Dadelzsen, a spokesperson for CPS East of England. "Just as those who commit indecent exposure in the physical world can expect to face the consequences, so too should offenders who commit their crimes online; hiding behind a screen does not hide you from the law."
Hawkes was already on the sex offender register until November 2033 after a conviction last year on charges of sexual activity with a child under 16 and exposure.
He was sentenced to 52 weeks for cyberflashing and an additional 14 weeks for breaching a previous court order, the CPS said. Hawkes was also given a restraining order to prevent him from contacting or approaching the woman and the girl for 10 years, and a sexual harm prevention order, which could prevent him from taking up certain jobs or visiting specified public places for 15 years.
Under the recently passed online safety law, which aims to combat online sexual harassment, cyberflashing offenses on dating apps and other platforms such as WhatsApp can result in up to two years in prison.
 Some U.S. states, including California and Texas, have also passed laws to encourage those impacted by cyberflashing to bring lawsuits or file civil complaints against the perpetrators.
California's 2022 Forbid Lewd Activity and Sexual Harassment Act, or FLASH Act, would allow users who receive "unsolicited" and "obscene" material electronically to seek up to $30,000 in civil damages from the sender, The Washington Post previously reported.
Unlike the law signed in Texas in 2019, which classifies cyberflashing as a Class C misdemeanor with fines of $500, the California measure stops short of labeling cyberflashing a crime. It simply creates a legal mechanism for those receiving unwanted lewd images to seek compensation.
There are no federal laws in the  United States prohibiting cyberflashing, and so far none of the states pushing bills to prevent the behavior are encouraging jailing  the offenders.
Von Dadelzsen of the Crown Prosecution Service said that Hawke's sentencing was just the start of convicting those guilty of cyberflashing, and she encouraged other victims to come forward, reminding people that the law grants them lifelong anonymity, from the point they report the offense.
Hawkes borrowed his father's phone under false pretenses to send the photos, the AP reported, and the 15-year-old girl began crying upon receiving the unsolicited images.
The AP also reported that Hawkes's lawyer, Barry Gilbert, said his client did not receive sexual gratification from his offenses, which he said arose out of the post-traumatic stress he suffered after being kidnapped, stabbed and held for ransom eight years ago.
Judge Samantha Leigh rejected that argument, telling Hawkes that "you clearly are deeply disturbed and have a warped view of yourself and your sexual desires."
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History of royal portrait retouching includes chins lifted, waists cinched
Heavy editing of royal photos was common when the public had somewhat different expectations about authenticity and when media outlets had different standards.
By Karla Adam | 2024-03-20
LONDON -- Queen Victoria became slimmer. Elizabeth, the Queen Mother, lost her double chin. The Duke of Kent saw his wrinkles smoothed. The abdicating King Edward VIII lost his head.
As Catherine, Princess of Wales, comes under scrutiny for altering photographs before they were released by the royal family, British historians have been offering up their favorite examples of royal portrait manipulation over the decades.
This week, Getty Images said that a photograph of Queen Elizabeth II surrounded by her grandchildren and great-grandchildren, reportedly taken by Catherine at Balmoral Castle in 2022, had been "digitally enhanced at source." Among the oddities noted by British media were an apparent misalignment of the queen's tartan skirt and signs that Prince Louis may have been moved farther back.
Kensington Palace would not comment, but last week, after photo agencies retracted a photo they had distributed of Catherine and her children, the princess said she had altered it.

The Associated Press issued a retraction of this image of Catherine, Princess of Wales, and her children, saying it was manipulated in a way that did not meet the wire service's photo standards. (Prince of Wales/Kensington Palace/AP)


These revelations have reverberated in a particular way because Catherine has been out of the public eye while recovering from abdominal surgery -- and while conspiracy theories have taken on a life of their own on social media.
But historians say that long before Photoshop, Instagram filters and iPhone editing, when the public had somewhat different expectations about authenticity from public figures and when media outlets had different standards, heavy retouching of royal and other society portraits was commonplace.
Victoria was a young queen in the early days of photography, and she and her husband, Albert, embraced the new technology, even learning to make daguerreotypes in a royal darkroom. After Albert's death, when Victoria had taken up a life of seclusion, she used photographs to project her mourning to the world. By the time of her Diamond Jubilee, she had established the distribution of official images as a primary way for the monarch to connect with the people.
"Very early on, images were manipulated," said Ed Owens, a royal historian. The kind of things photographers do now with editing software, photographers did then by messing with negatives.
Marks of a retoucher's pencil show how Victoria was made to look as if she never aged. In the book "Queen Victoria, First Media Monarch," John Plunkett describes: "Victoria's waistline has been slimmed down by several inches. ... Curves have been created where none previously existed. ... Her forehead and an area of cheek have been thoroughly smoothed. ... A series of lines on the negative darken and thicken her hair."
Plunkett writes that occasional complaints can be found about the retouching of the queen's photographs, but those complaints also reflected a lack of surprise that retouching was routine.
In one unusual example of photo alteration, Victoria took it upon herself to scratch her face out of an 1852 daguerreotype portrait with her five eldest children. The Royal Collection, which holds the image, notes that she recorded in her journal: "Mine was unfortunately horrid, but the children's were pretty." She commissioned a replacement portrait.
Cecil Beaton, the master of royal photographers in the 20th century, was particularly skilled at enhancing photos to make their subjects look better.
When London's Victoria and Albert Museum mounted an exhibit of Beaton's work in conjunction with Queen Elizabeth II's Diamond Jubilee, curator Susanna Brown explained in a video: "The final images which visitors will see in the exhibition have all been very heavily retouched. ... Often Beaton would advise his retouchers to slim the waistlines of the sitters or perhaps remove a double chin. But these details were very important in constructing an idealized image. These aren't documentary shots. They're a much more romantic style of portraiture, in which no hair is out of place and every detail is perfect."
It wasn't so different from the idealized "mask of youth" paintings of Queen Elizabeth I, for which artists were tasked with conveying ageless beauty.
In his research, historian Alexis Schwarzenbach found Beaton's instructions for a retoucher to remove the wrinkles from a 1941 portrait of Prince George, the Duke of Kent, who was 39. "Please do an enormous amount of retouching to all of these. H.M. is not accustomed to any but most retouched pure lines," Beaton wrote.
The resulting image accompanied many of the obituaries published after the duke's accidental death the following year, helping to "immortalise an ever youthful and attractive image of this British prince," Schwarzenbach wrote.
Hugo Vickers, the authorized biographer of Beaton, recalled that one client objected to the extent of alterations on her portrait: Queen Elizabeth II's mother, widely known as the Queen Mother.
"She felt she hadn't been entirely untouched by the passing of years" and asked, "Could Mr. Beaton perhaps remove some of the retouching?" Vickers told The Washington Post.

Three versions of a portrait of Elizabeth, the Queen Mother, by photographer Cecil Beaton show different degrees of retouching. From left: heavily retouched, the original and the lightly retouched version she ultimately approved. (Photos by Cecil Beaton/Victoria and Albert Museum, London, and provided by Alexis Schwarzenbach) 


A trio of images from that 1950 sitting, now in the archives of the Victoria and Albert and included in Schwarzenbach's research, shows one photo that was retouched too much for the Queen Mother's liking, an original unedited photo, and a third, lightly retouched photo that she approved.
Vickers said it wasn't until the 1960s that society photographers stopped removing everyone's wrinkles and aspired to greater realism. But even now, he said, "The job of a society or royal photographer or portrait painter is to make people look good. Unless you're Lucian Freud, that's what you do."
Although typically it has been photographers or their retouchers who altered royal portraits, in some cases it has been the news media.
The Illustrated London News, a beautifully illustrated weekly newspaper, did a little more than light retouching when scrambling to cover the news that King Edward VIII was abdicating in 1936, ahead of his coronation. The newspaper went back to the artist it had commissioned to paint Edward for the coronation edition, and the artist painted the new King George VI's head on Edward's robed figure.
"It was one of the first instances of 'airbrushing' a magazine's royal portrait," said Lisa Barnard, chief executive of Illustrated London News.
One of the first -- but definitely not the last.
Marisa Bellack in Washington contributed to this report.
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Irish Prime Minister Leo Varadkar announces 'surprise' resignation
When Varadkar assumed the office in 2017, he made history as the youngest, first openly gay and first person from an ethnic minority background to lead Ireland.
By Bryan Pietsch | 2024-03-20

Irish Prime Minister Leo Varadkar announced his intention to resign, a move he acknowledged would be a "surprise to many people."


Irish Prime Minister Leo Varadkar announced Wednesday that he would resign, a decision that he acknowledged would be a "surprise to many people."
"This is as good a time as any" to step down, he said at a news conference in front of the Parliament building in Dublin, adding that his reasons for resigning were "both personal and political."
When Varadkar in 2017 assumed the office of prime minister, or taoiseach in Irish, he made history as the youngest, first openly gay and first person from an ethnic minority background to lead Ireland. He is the son of an Irish mother and an Indian immigrant father. When Rishi Sunak was elected prime minister of Britain in 2022, both countries for the first time had leaders of Indian heritage.
Varadkar recounted Wednesday what he sees as high points of his time in office, during which he shepherded Ireland through Brexit, the coronavirus pandemic and improved unemployment and budget shortfalls. He leaves behind a record as one of Europe's most liberal leaders.
This month, Varadkar accepted defeat as a referendum measure to alter language in Ireland's constitution failed on International Women's Day. It sought to change an outdated and unpopular clause about a woman's "life within the home," but disagreement over the proposed new language contributed to the measure's failure to pass.
Last week, President Biden hosted Varadkar and his partner, Matthew Barrett, at the White House to celebrate St. Patrick's Day. In remarks at the White House, Varadkar -- one of the most outspoken supporters of the Palestinians among European leaders -- set out his views on Irish empathy for the plight of the Palestinians.
"We see our history in their eyes -- a story of displacement, of dispossession and national identity questioned and denied, forced emigration, discrimination and now hunger," he said, thanking Biden for his efforts to "secure a humanitarian cease-fire" and "create the space for lasting peace."
Varadkar said Wednesday he hoped Ireland's current three-party coalition would be reelected; a general election is required to be held within the next year. "After careful consideration and some soul-searching, I believe that a new taoiseach and a new leader will be better placed than me to achieve that," he said.
He said he would resign as prime minister "as soon as my successor is able to take up that office," and that he was resigning as leader of the Fine Gael party effective immediately. A new taoiseach would be elected by members of his party after Ireland's legislative body resumes after a break for Easter.
Varadkar said he had "no definite personal or political plans" but was "looking forward to having the time to think about them."
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America's happiness score drops amid a youth 'midlife crisis' 
The United States is no longer among the world's 20 happiest countries, according to the World Happiness Report 2024 -- with young people hit particularly hard.
By Victoria Bisset | 2024-03-20

People walking on the platform are reflected in the window of a commuter train before they board at Grand Central Terminal in New York in January. (Charly Triballeau/AFP/Getty Images)


The United States is no longer among the world's 20 happiest countries, according to a new report -- with young people hit particularly hard and reporting lower levels of well-being than any other age group.
The United States fell from 15th in 2023 to 23rd in this year's World Happiness Report, which was released Wednesday to mark the United Nations' International Day of Happiness. The country's results varied dramatically among different age groups, however, with young people under age 30 ranking 62nd out of 143 countries for happiness, while U.S. adults age 60 and above ranked 10th.
This is the first time the United States has slipped out of the top 20 since the report was first launched in 2012. But a similar downward trend in youth well-being is also seen in Canada, which ranked 15th overall but 58th among young people this year.
Jan-Emmanuel De Neve, director of the University of Oxford's Wellbeing Research Center and an editor of the report, said in an interview Wednesday that the findings are concerning "because youth well-being and mental health is highly predictive of a whole host of subjective and objective indicators of quality of life as people age and go through the course of life."
The report's findings show "that in North America, and the U.S. in particular, youth now start lower than the adults in terms of well-being," he said. "And that's very disconcerting, because essentially it means that they're at the level of their midlife crisis today and obviously begs the question of what's next for them?"

While Finland once again topped this year's U.N.-backed World Happiness Report, the United States slipped out of the top 20 for the first time.


The report is based on data from Gallup World Poll surveys from 2021 to 2023 that is analyzed by some of the world's leading experts on well-being. The number of participants varies, but about 1,000 people usually respond from each country each year, rating their current life satisfaction on a scale from zero to 10. The happiness report is then based on a three-year average of those figures.
Nordic countries once again dominate the 2024 rankings, with Finland occupying the No. 1 spot for the seventh year in a row, followed by Denmark, Iceland and Sweden.
The report found that happiness has decreased for all age groups in the United States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand since 2006 to 2010, with a particularly notable drop for young people -- and young females recorded even lower scores than males. Youth happiness has also fallen in Western Europe, albeit less dramatically.
De Neve said the findings for youth in the United States in particular were "really striking." He said questions remain about the reasons behind the trend.
Normally, well-being is reflected in a U-curve, he noted, whereby "youth start higher, then they drop in well-being virtually all the way down to a midlife crisis, which is typically the late 30s, early 40s," before rising again in later life -- unlike in the U.S. data.
There's "no real smoking gun" that explains this drop in youth happiness, which began just over a decade ago, he said. Issues such as polarization, social media use and growing health and income disparities could play a role, he said.
Many young adults began college or a career amid a pandemic and have faced high housing prices, misinformation exacerbated by social media, and a loneliness epidemic, as The Washington Post has previously reported.
The researchers met Tuesday with U.S. Surgeon General Vivek H. Murthy, who "spoke of K-12 high school students ... talking about sort of a change in culture where there's no longer a culture of speaking to each other," De Neve added. "And that is really horrible because we all know from well-being science that nothing's more important than your social capital -- having quality connections and people to rely on and speak with on a very frequent basis."
The study found that "social support" and "social interactions of all kinds" are  important for happiness and reducing loneliness. But in many countries, including the United States and Canada, loneliness is "significantly higher for the Millennials than for the Boomers" -- a pattern also seen in Southeast Asia and Western Europe, but not in Central or Eastern Europe, the report said.
De Neve noted that the "general negative trend for youth well-being in the United States [was] exacerbated during covid, and youth in the U.S. have not recovered from the drop."
Yet the research found that the pandemic also had the effect of making people more likely to help others in need. "This increase in benevolence has been large for all generations," the report said, but the increase was especially large "for the Millennials and Generation Z, who are even more likely than their predecessors to help others in need."
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The world's nerdiest NCAA bracket
This is what happens when the mad scientists at the Department of Data attempt a March Madness bracket. 
By Alyssa Fowers, Andrew Van Dam | 2024-03-21
At the Department of Data, we tend to focus more on scatterplots than bank shots, more on landlines than baselines, more on kitchen utensil polls than spread pick-and-rolls. So we were moderately alarmed when our friend Dan Steinberg, a sports editor who you probably remember as a wildly successful blogger and columnist, suggested we contribute an NCAA men's tournament bracket to The Washington Post's reader chat.
When Dan made this request, we were off scouring the planet to bring you the freshest data. We weren't planning on filing our regular report this week. But then we came up with a metric so deliciously dorky that we couldn't resist running the numbers.
We decided the team that's likely to win would, by definition, be the team closest to victory. Like, literally closest to a Victory.
So we looked at 985,397 official place names in the Geographic Names Information System from the U.S. Geological Survey, the same source we used to map animal and alcohol place names. This yielded 77 places with "Victory" in their names, spanning the continent from Victory Gardens, Md., to Victory Swamp, Fla., and on out to Victory Ditch in the Big Sky Country of Montana.
On Tuesday, when we first mapped all 68 teams and wrote code to pinpoint the closest Victory to each of them, we found that 10th-seeded Colorado State was the most likely to win the whole thing. The Rams are so close to Victory they can smell it, perhaps literally. Campus is less than 10 miles away from something called the Victory Irrigation Canal.
After the Rams, the schools next closest to Victory are second-seeded Marquette, third-seeded Kentucky and 11th-seeded Duquesne. If the Rams had lost in the First Four play-in and missed the field of 64, we would have had Marquette topping Kentucky and five-seed Wisconsin in the South and edging out Duquesne in the final.




But the Rams beat Virginia on Tuesday. So now -- and you heard it here first -- we predict that Colorado State is taking it all.
You're welcome. And don't forget to report your winnings to the IRS.
If you've stuck with us through that ridiculous exercise, you might appreciate our previous analysis using the same massive government database. Scroll past the also relevant listing of the collegiest college towns, and you'll find that we used the same place-name data to pinpoint the most common alcohol-related place names in every state.
Or, if you're a March Madness mascot fan, we made a similar map that shows places named after animals, rather than alcohol. The Mississippi Catfish and Texas Turkeys are, in our opinion, serious missed mascot opportunities.
But no matter where you are in the country, you usually can't go wrong with a bear or a beaver.




Howdy! Even on our dark week, lost as we are in the wilds of the statistical jungle, The Department of Data will not pass up an opportunity to badger you for quantifiable queries! What are you curious about: Who bets the most on sports? What's the most popular mascot in each state? Why are snapping turtle populations so slow to recover from hunting? Just ask!
If your question inspires a column, we'll send you an official Department of Data button and ID card. This week, a button goes to Steinberg, who tricked us into making this foray into March Madness.
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Neuralink posts video it says shows patient moving cursor with mind
Elon Musk's brain-technology company posted a video Wednesday that it says shows a patient using its electronic brain implant in a clinical trial.
By Daniel Gilbert | 2024-03-21

Neuralink, Elon Musk's brain-technology company, posted a video Wednesday that the company said showed a clinical-trial patient using its electronic brain implant to move a cursor on a computer screen. (Dado Ruvic/Reuters)


Neuralink, Elon Musk's brain-technology company, posted a video Wednesday that identified what the company said was the first patient to use its electronic brain implant in a clinical trial, saying he was able to move a cursor on a computer screen with his thoughts.
It would be another milestone for the company, which received approval last year from the U.S. Food and Drug Administration to conduct a trial of its electronic brain implant in people.
In the video, posted on Musk's social media site X, the 29-year-old patient said that his name was Noland Arbaugh and that he had become paralyzed from the shoulders down after a diving accident about eight years ago. Arbaugh said he loved playing chess, and the video appeared to show him moving the cursor to play computer chess.
The Washington Post could not independently verify the claims made in the video. Neuralink did not immediately respond to a request for comment.
Neuralink's device and rival products are designed to read brain activity to decipher what movement a person intends to make, then run a command to execute that action. Arbaugh said initially he practiced attempting to move his hand until it became intuitive to imagine moving the cursor.
"Basically, it was like using the Force on the cursor," he said in the video, making an apparent reference to Star Wars, adding that he has used the implant to play a video game as well.
Kip Ludwig, co-director of the Wisconsin Institute for Translational Neuroengineering, pointed out that rival firms such as BlackRock and Synchron have previously demonstrated that paralyzed patients are able to use their implants to control electronic devices. Still, he said, Neuralink's wireless technology is a step forward.
"Though it's not a clear breakthrough compared to what others have shown previously yet, it's certainly a good starting point," Ludwig said.
The video of Arbaugh comes nearly three years after Neuralink posted a video showing a monkey playing Pong with its mind. (The company has come under fire for its treatment of animals in developing its brain implant).
Neuralink isn't the first company to introduce an electronic implant that allows a person to move a cursor by thinking about it. Synchron, a rival, is developing a stent-like device that rests atop the brain's motor cortex and has enabled patients to type messages using their thoughts, sometimes assisted by eye-tracking software.
Neuralink has taken a more invasive approach in the hopes that it will transfer data from the brain to the computer faster than rival technologies. The company has said it uses a robotic device to sew an electrode-laden computer chip into the surface of the brain. Musk has said that the initial application of the device is to help paralyzed patients recover function, but he also envisions it one day enhancing the capabilities of healthy people.
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Biden administration awards $8.5 billion for computer-chip manufacturing
A massive grant for Intel will support factory construction in Arizona, Ohio, New Mexico and Oregon. The award is the largest yet from legislation aiming to re-shore manufacturing.
By Jeanne Whalen | 2024-03-20

President Biden speaks during a groundbreaking for a new Intel computer chip facility in New Albany, Ohio, in September 2022. (Manuel Balce Ceneta/AP)


The Biden administration is awarding up to $8.5 billion in grants and $11 billion in loans to tech giant Intel to support computer-chip production in several states, in one of the nation's biggest investments in high-tech manufacturing seen as crucial to national and economic security.
President Biden on Wednesday joined Intel's chief executive at a massive construction site in suburban Phoenix to announce the awards, which the California-based company will use to support that project and others in Ohio, New Mexico and Oregon.
Intel said it is investing more than $100 billion in the projects, which it estimated will create 10,000 manufacturing jobs and 20,000 construction jobs.
The funding is a key plank of Biden's program to channel federal funds into domestic industry and infrastructure to boost U.S. competitiveness and create jobs. Biden hammered home that message at the construction site in Maricopa County, an important swing county that flipped to Biden from Donald Trump in the 2020 presidential election.
The Intel projects mean "people don't have to leave their hometowns to get good-paying jobs and support their families," Biden told a crowd assembled around a cluster of cranes and other construction equipment.
"The same thing is happening in other states as well. It's all part of our Investing in America agenda, which has attracted $675 billion in private-sector investments and ignited a manufacturing boom in America, a clean energy boom, a jobs boom -- all here in America, finally," Biden said.
The eye-popping awards to Intel are the biggest yet under the Biden-backed Chips and Science Act of 2022, which dedicated $52 billion for grants and $75 billion for loans to support domestic chip production and research. The tiny components are the brains that power all modern technology, from smartphones and fighter jets to artificial-intelligence programs.
The legislation won bipartisan backing -- though far more support from Democrats than from Republicans, Biden reminded the audience Wednesday -- as lawmakers and officials grew alarmed that the United States was relying too heavily on Asia for its chips, also known as semiconductors. The United States still designs many of the world's most advanced chips but most of the components are manufactured in Taiwan, South Korea and China. Not having stronger domestic manufacturers poses risks as so many industries of the future, including AI and electric vehicles, depend on the components.
"We rely on a very small number of factories in Asia for all of our most sophisticated chips. That's untenable and unacceptable. It's an economic security problem. It's a national security problem," Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo said Tuesday on a call with journalists to preview the news.
Critical shortages of computer chips during the pandemic hobbled U.S. auto manufacturing and drove up car prices, underscoring the need to bolster domestic suppliers.
"By coming together today, we are declaring that America will not surrender leadership to our competitors. We are choosing innovation over inaction," Intel chief executive Pat Gelsinger said in a speech Wednesday.
The promise of federal funding has prompted several large chip construction projects nationwide, including a second massive site on the other side of Phoenix, where 12,000 construction workers are building a $40 billion manufacturing complex for Taiwan's TSMC. That project is also expected to win a large award from the Chips and Science Act, as are construction sites in Texas, Idaho and New York.
A second project in New York, partly aimed at making automotive chips, won a $1.5 billion grant last month.
The United States pioneered semiconductor technology decades ago but since the 1990s has allowed its chip manufacturing to atrophy, even as China's production soared, thanks to heavy subsidies. U.S.-based plants made 37 percent of the world's chips in 1990 but only about 12 percent in recent years.
Most of the big Chips Act awards are still to come. Since December, the administration has announced several smaller grants, including $35 million to BAE Systems, a defense contractor that makes a chip used in fighter jets, and $162 million to Microchip Technology, which builds memory chips and other widely used "microcontrollers" at fabrication facilities in Colorado and Oregon.
Intel also plans to claim federal tax credits on up to 25 percent of its $100 billion in capital expenditures on the projects, the company said.
Critics of the federal funding have argued that taxpayers should not be funneling such large sums into highly profitable industries like the chip business. Biden officials argue that the domestic manufacturing projects would not have started without the federal support.
The promise of Chips Act funding has helped accelerate a tech boom in Maricopa County, where dozens of future suppliers to the chip factories are also setting up shop. "This is huge news that will cement Arizona as a global hub for microchips and create a lot of great-paying jobs that don't require a four-year degree," Sen. Mark Kelly (D-Ariz.), a sponsor and key negotiator of the Chips and Science Act, said of the awards.
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House GOP warms to spending deal, but time may run out to dodge shutdown
The House is racing to finish a roughly $1.2 trillion funding bill as House Speaker Mike Johnson touted policy wins to his restive GOP conference.
By Jacob Bogage | 2024-03-20

President Biden and House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) walk down the House steps of the U.S. Capitol on March 15. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


The House raced Wednesday to finish work on a roughly $1.2 trillion government funding bill before a weekend deadline, as House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) touted conservative policy wins to his restive GOP conference in hopes of smoothing the way for passage before a shutdown that would hit at 12:01 a.m. Saturday. But the prospect for speedy Senate action looked shaky, which could drag the legislation past the wire.
A deal reached this week among Johnson, President Biden and Senate Democrats included Republican priorities such as a ban on funding the U.N. relief agency for Palestinians and increases to spending on security at the U.S.-Mexico border, according to two people familiar with the matter, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss private conversations.
"I think the final product is something that we were able to achieve a lot of key provisions in and wins and move in a direction that we want even with our tiny, historically small majority," Johnson told reporters Wednesday.
Both chambers are expected to approve the spending package, but those votes could still come too late to prevent a brief partial government shutdown early in the weekend. Lawmakers spent so long in negotiations that Johnson may have to bypass certain House rules to force the legislation across the finish line, or risk being saddled with the political fallout of a shutdown, however brief.
Sen. Rand Paul (R-Ky.) said Wednesday that he planned to introduce an amendment to cut spending when the measure reaches the upper chamber, probably slowing the process further. He told The Washington Post that forcing a debate on what he considered to be excessive spending was worth inducing a government shutdown.
Congressional leadership hoped to publish legislative text Wednesday, though that could spill into Thursday, many privately acknowledge, narrowing the dwindling options for keeping the government open. The measure would roll together six annual spending bills, or appropriations, into one larger package. Congress this month passed, and Biden signed, another set of six funding bills worth $459 billion.
"If Rand Paul is insisting on exercising his ability to block things, the consequence of that will almost certainly be a shutdown," a visibly perturbed Sen. Chris Coons (D-Del.) said Wednesday.
The legislation comes staggeringly late in Congress's budget calendar. The 2024 fiscal year is already half over. But Congress has not passed all 12 of its appropriations bills on time since 1997, according to the Pew Research Center, often relying instead on stopgap funding bills called continuing resolutions, or CRs.
If Congress can't finish work by Saturday's deadline, yet still acts before Monday morning, the effects of a shutdown might be minimal: Many federal workers at agencies that are unfunded would be off for the weekend anyway. But if a closure goes longer, more than half of IRS employees would face furloughs at the height of tax filing season. Active-duty service members -- about 1.3 million -- and Border Patrol officers would remain on the job without pay. So would Transportation Security Administration screeners, many of whom called in sick in protest after a previous shutdown dragged on for weeks, sparking nationwide travel delays.
"No one should want a shutdown. No one should cause a shutdown. Let's pull together and get this done," said Sen. Patty Murray (Wash.), the chief Democratic negotiator. "Please excuse the former preschool teacher in me, but here's the lesson I hope everyone learned when we pass these last six bills: When we listen to each other, and to the American people instead of the loudest voices on the far right, we can work together, and actually pass meaningful bills that help people back home."
The bill to fund the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) emerged as the biggest obstacle for the appropriations package, turning into a larger fight between the White House and Johnson over operations to secure the southern border and larger immigration policy.
The legislation would increase funding for Immigration and Customs Enforcement, which is facing a budget shortfall, to support roughly 42,000 beds in detention facilities, and it would fund 22,000 Border Patrol agents, the people said.
A DHS official, who like others spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive law enforcement information, said the bed capacity increase would not necessarily mean ICE could take on more detainees, because the agency has been holding more people than the 34,000 beds for which it was funded.
DHS officials anticipate a seasonal increase in illegal crossings this spring, and ICE may not have enough funding to ramp up deportations, the official said. A second DHS official warned that the agency would probably need additional funding -- resources for which the Biden administration asked in the fall.
The Homeland Security bill would cut U.S. contributions by 20 percent to nongovernmental organizations that provide services for new arrivals to the country. Lawmakers who want to restrict immigration argue that the nonprofit groups incentivize illegal crossings by giving migrants a soft landing in the United States and facilitating their access to legal assistance and jobs.
Northern cities, including New York, have taken steps in recent months to make it harder for migrants to remain in city-funded hotel rooms and shelters on a long-term basis.
Democrats claimed wins because the DHS legislation doesn't fund a border wall or reinstate some harsh Trump-era immigration restrictions, the people said.
But Johnson and the GOP also claimed achievements in the State Department funding bill with a 12-month prohibition on federal funding for the U.N. Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA), multiple people familiar with the agreement confirmed. Israel has accused some of the agency's employees of involvement in the Oct. 7 attacks that killed some 1,200 Israelis and saw hundreds more taken hostage in the Gaza Strip by militant group Hamas. A U.S. intelligence assessment has reportedly verified some of Israel's claims about UNRWA.
The legislation does not prevent the United States from routing aid to Palestinians through other groups, the people said. Humanitarian assistance for civilians suffering in the ongoing war has become a key division between Democrats and Republicans. Liberals have pushed Biden to more aggressively send aid into Gaza and pressure Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to free up entry points for assistance. Some Democrats have pushed Biden and Senate Majority Leader Charles E. Schumer (D-N.Y.) to condition U.S. military aid to Israel on the country's conduct of the war.
"To me, that's a ridiculous concept, that somehow we should be conditioning aid to Israel and yet have no conditions and full funding for UNRWA," Rep. Mario Diaz-Balart (Fla.), the top Republican negotiator on the State Department bill, told The Post on Tuesday.
The bill also includes a 6 percent cut to foreign aid programs, already a minuscule slice of federal spending, and a largely symbolic Republican win that prohibits nonofficial U.S. flags from flying atop American embassies. GOP lawmakers had hoped to use that provision, a slightly narrower version of which had previously been in place, to prevent Biden-nominated officials from displaying Pride flags at official locations at U.S. diplomatic outposts.
Marianna Sotomayor and Nick Miroff contributed to this report.
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Fed leaves interest rates steady as officials debate timing for cuts
The Federal Reserve's two-day meeting came on the heels of hotter-than-expected inflation reports that could complicate the path ahead.
By Rachel Siegel | 2024-03-20

Federal Reserve Bank Chair Jerome H. Powell testifies before a Senate committee on March 7. (Kent Nishimura/Getty Images)


The Federal Reserve is still eyeing three interest rate cuts this year, as officials wait for a bit more confidence that inflation is reliably falling to more normal levels.
As the Fed left interest rates unchanged on Wednesday, central bank chief Jerome H. Powell did not give a specific timeline for future cuts, saying any decisions depend on how the economy unfolds. But higher-than-expected inflation data from the first few months of the year poses a challenge for policymakers: At this point, they're still filling in a picture of whether those discouraging readings are just a blip, or something more concerning.
At a news conference after the Fed's two-day meeting, Powell said officials were careful not to overreact to January and February data. But they aren't ignoring it, either, as they try to wrestle inflation back down to their 2 percent target.
Recent reports "haven't really changed the overall story, which is that of inflation moving down gradually on a sometimes-bumpy road," Powell said. "I don't think that story has changed. I also don't think that those readings added to anyone's confidence that we're moving closer to that point."
As expected, central bankers left the benchmark interest rate steady at between 5.25 and 5.5 percent, the highest level in 23 years. Still, financial markets, analysts, businesses and consumers are eager for a more precise timeline on when the Fed will decide to trim rates. Major stock indexes ticked up on the Fed news, after remaining flat for much of the day.
Inflation has eased considerably since soaring to 40-year highs. But price growth is still too fast, and the Fed isn't ready to declare victory until officials are more certain that inflation is back under control.
"We will achieve that goal," Powell said. "Markets believe we will achieve that goal, and they should believe that, because that's what will happen over time. But we stress over time."
Fed officials avoid putting too much weight on one or two individual inflation reports, and Powell emphasized that point, taking a long view, said Skanda Amarnath, executive director of Employ America, a liberal think tank.
"Powell is giving more of a leash, more margin for error, so no individual data release is make or break," Amarnath said. "They're not going to be changing their story radically month to month."
Slowing progress, though, are high costs for housing and rent, which continue to be a major driver of inflation. Powell continues to insist that official statistics in key inflation measures are delayed and don't reflect real-time measures, which show rents either stabilizing or falling in major cities.
"There's a little bit of uncertainty about when that will happen, but there's real confidence that they will show up, eventually, over time," Powell said.
Still, many observers are skeptical that the Fed will be able to wrestle price growth to normal levels until housing cools, too.
Every few months, officials release fresh estimates for where they think rates, inflation, growth and the job market are headed. Policymakers now think the economy will grow 2.1 percent this year, up from the 1.4 percent forecast in December. They also expect the unemployment rate will end the year at 4 percent, down slightly from previous estimates. They predict inflation will end the year at 2.4 percent -- in line with previous estimates -- and won't hit the Fed's 2 percent target until 2026.
Central bankers also slightly revised estimates for rates over the medium term, signaling that borrowing costs will be slightly higher in 2025 and 2026 than previously anticipated. (Those forecasts are not binding, and policymakers often stress that they could change for myriad factors.)
Officials also looked more closely at the pace at which they are reducing more than $7 trillion in the bank's government bond holdings. While lowering the balance sheet is intended to raise yields on longer-term bonds, it can cause cracks in the markets and destabilize the financial system if not handled carefully. A decision on whether to change things up could come later.
After six months of encouraging inflation reports, 2024 has brought unwelcome surprises. First, inflation came in hotter than expected in January. Economists and policymakers were quick to call the report a one-off, saying seasonal glitches and other data quirks often mess with the start of the year. But then February data ticked up slightly, too.
Meanwhile, the economy has stayed remarkably strong despite the Fed's push to slow it down. The job market is still churning, and growth continues at a solid pace. For some officials, that has tempered the desire for cuts, because recession fears have faded away.
High prices -- especially for basics, such as groceries and rent -- continue to be one of the key reasons Americans don't feel optimistic about the economy, posing a challenge to the Biden administration ahead of November's presidential election.
The Federal Reserve is loath to get involved in politics. But as the months pass, the odds grow that the Fed triggers its first cut in the run-up to Election Day, just as Republicans and Democrats center the economy in their appeals to voters.

An interest rate hike will affect anyone with a home mortgage, car loan, savings account or money in the stock market.


Over the past few years, the Fed has gone through multiple stages of its inflation fight. Officials were late to respond to rising prices in early 2021, betting that the sudden pop was a temporary bug of pandemic recovery. But as it became clear that wasn't right,, the central bank scrambled to hoist rates starting in March 2022.
By that summer, inflation reached a 40-year peak, due in part to spiking energy costs after Russia's invasion of Ukraine. Bungled supply chains and labor shortages also pushed prices up.
The Fed continued its aggressive rate hike campaign throughout 2022 and much of 2023, stopping only in July once officials decided that rates were high enough to meaningfully slow the economy. From there, policymakers planned to hold rates high so steep costs for mortgages, car loans and all sorts of business investments could keep pressure up.
Now, Fed leaders are in yet another phase. Inflation has come down considerably, clocking in at 2.4 percent in January over the year before.
They're in no rush to cut rates. But high rates could, in time, bring risks of their own and end up hurting the job market or slowing growth too much.
"If we ease too much or too soon, we could see inflation come back," Powell said. "And if we ease too late, we could do unnecessary harm to employment and people's working lives."
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The government may shut down this weekend. Here's what to know.
Congress doesn't have much time to act before a partial shutdown would begin -- but it might be brief.
By Jacob Bogage | 2024-03-20

The Capitol dome is seen with its reflection in 2021. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


Congress is careening toward another government shutdown deadline.
Without new legislation, crucial services and legions of federal workers will be sidelined or go unpaid as soon as 12:01 a.m. Saturday. The White House and Congress have agreed on spending laws for the rest of the fiscal year, but they may not have time to enact all the legislation before the deadline, so a short partial shutdown might be hard to avert.
Here's what you need to know about a possible shutdown.
The federal government can only spend money that's appropriated by Congress -- that is, spelled out in a funding law. When those laws expire, Congress has to approve new funding or agencies have to shut down. That's what lawmakers are facing this week: Congress needs to approve new funding legislation for parts of the government because the existing spending laws for those agencies are set to expire at 12:01 a.m. Saturday.
A shutdown could be relatively short, though it's nearly impossible to know in advance. Congress has been setting its spending deadlines on Fridays, so if the government does shut down, lawmakers have the weekend to try to resolve things while most federal workers are already off the clock. If lawmakers miss the midnight deadline, they could still pass funding legislation over the weekend and have the government open again Monday like nothing ever happened. In this scenario, a partial shutdown might only last a few hours, if final passage of new funding legislation comes Saturday morning, or about a day, if it happens Sunday.
The shortest government shutdown lasted just a few hours.
Lawmakers are set to leave Washington for 16 days at the end of the week, so the prospect of cutting into that break might also encourage them to wrap up speedily.
The funding that expires Saturday covers a number of agencies that represent roughly 70 percent of the federal government:
Other important agencies are also funded in these appropriations, including the Small Business Administration, Federal Trade Commission, Federal Communications Commission and Consumer Product Safety Commission. Resources for congressional offices and the federal judiciary, including the Supreme Court, are also provided through these bills.
Not all of the agencies and departments whose funding will run out would see the same effects -- and most wouldn't shutter completely. Activities that are considered essential to public safety, economic stability and the president's constitutional authority continue during a shutdown. For example, Transportation Security Administration officers would stay on the job, but go unpaid, as would the United States' roughly 1.3 million active-duty military service members.
A partial government shutdown that lasts past the weekend would affect a wide range of crucial federal services and thousands of employees.
The IRS -- which historically has been among the most aggressive federal agencies in curtailing operations when federal funding lapses -- says it will furlough more than half of its nearly 90,000 employees if the shutdown happens. That move would affect vital services to taxpayers during the height of tax filing season.
Most government employees who are crucial to travel safety would continue working without pay during a government shutdown, but that designation varies by agency.
All but about 3,000 of the Transportation Security Administration's more than 60,000 employees will stay on the job, according to the agency's most recent shutdown plan.
The State Department will continue issuing passports and visas in the United States and abroad, the agency said, because the work is considered essential to national security, and most funding is covered by the fees that passport applicants typically pay.
Some passport locations, however, are located in government buildings run by agencies more deeply affected by a government shutdown. If those buildings are closed, the State Department might suspend consular and passport services, it said in its contingency plan.
Social Security recipients will continue to receive payments because the program is funded by a payroll tax, not annual appropriations. Medicare and Medicaid are also funded separately from annual appropriations, so those benefits will continue uninterrupted.
Closed national parks and Smithsonian museums in Washington are often the most visible early signs of a government shutdown. But in this case, a partial shutdown this weekend wouldn't affect them: Legislation to fund the Interior Department, which includes parks and federal museums and other sites, was enacted about two weeks ago, ahead of the last deadline.
Federal funding for these agencies expires on Friday, March 22, so a shutdown would begin at 12:01 a.m. on March 23.
Congress already passed the first leg of a government funding package worth $459 billion earlier this month. But the spending laws that are set to expire this weekend are the latest round of short-term extensions, known as continuing resolutions or CRs, that lawmakers have enacted to push deadlines off.
Congress passed the first one in late September after then-House Speaker Kevin McCarthy (R-Calif.) relied on Democratic votes to push the stopgap bill through, prompting GOP rebels to oust him from the speakership.
Those rebels have been upset over an agreement last spring between President Biden and McCarthy to suspend the U.S. debt limit in exchange for limiting federal discretionary spending in the 2024 fiscal year -- the current one, which began Oct. 1.
House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) was elected to succeed McCarthy, but he's stuck to the spending caps that McCarthy and Biden agreed on. He promised the rebels he'd try to win GOP policy provisions -- on issues ranging from restricting abortion access, limiting LGBTQ+ rights, promoting fossil fuels, instituting harsh restrictions on immigration and more -- in the funding bills. But with only a two-vote margin in the House, and little support from Senate Republicans, Johnson hasn't had much leverage to force Biden to agree to such proposals.
Now Congress is considering the remaining six funding measures all rolled into one bill. Five of those measures were worked out before Monday, and the White House and lawmakers agreed Monday night on how to fund the Department of Homeland Security, too, after long delays over how to regulate immigration through the U.S.-Mexico border.
But House rules require 72 hours between when legislation is made public and when members can vote. So if the spending bills are released Tuesday, the House couldn't vote before Friday -- which would mean the Senate would have to work fast to follow suit, which it can only do if all 100 members give their consent. Any delays past Tuesday would almost guarantee at least a short partial shutdown, because lawmakers wouldn't be able to enact the legislation and send it to Biden to sign before the deadline.
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A good, inexpensive chardonnay is hard to find. This one is just $15.
Plus two more delicious chardonnays to showcase the different styles of the grape.
By Dave McIntyre | 2024-03-21

FROM LEFT: Lion & Dove Chardonnay 2023; Two Squared Chardonnay Arroyo Seco 2022; The Vineyards at Dodon Chardonnay 2020. (Scott Suchman/Photo by Scott Suchman)


Some readers were confused recently when I compared two wines of the three I was recommending that week, so let's stick with a triptych here: Three chardonnays from three very diverse regions, at different prices and made in different styles. The first is an affordable kosher wine from Chile that hits the right notes for the grape variety. The Arroyo Seco zone of California's Monterey County gives us a lush, mouth-filling wine that conjures thoughts of peak-season stone fruit. And from Maryland comes a lean, focused chardonnay in a strikingly different style. These are all delicious and varied expressions of this popular white wine.
Valle Central, Chile, $15
Soft and round, with flavors of peach and a hint of sweetness on the finish, this is basic, good chardonnay. Lion & Dove has been a consistent brand, delivering quality at an affordable price. Kosher for Passover, Mevushal. Vegan. Alcohol by volume: 13 percent. Bottle weight: 440 grams (Light).
Imported and distributed locally by DMV Distributing.
Monterey County, Calif., $27
Looking forward to summer farmstand fruit? Mouthfilling flavors of ripe, sweet peach and apricot cascade across your palate with this chardonnay, an orchard in a glass. There's not much oak influence, as the wine was fermented and aged primarily in stainless steel, with about 10 percent seeing older barrels. This technique emphasizes the fruitiness of the wine. ABV: 14 percent. BW: 515 grams (Average).
Distributed locally by RNDC and Select Wines.
Anne Arundel County, Md., $34
This chardonnay is not as ripe as the first two, so it tastes drier, with flavors leaning toward crisp fruit such as apple and quince. The striking difference is its texture -- rather than blanketing your palate with richness, this wine is a laser of acidity, leaving behind a hint of toasty smoke from the oak that holds the wine in focus. ABV: 12.3 percent. BW: 510 grams (Average).
Available at the winery and select restaurants and stores listed on the winery website.
Prices are approximate. For availability, check Wine.com, Wine-searcher.com and the websites and social media feeds of the wineries, importers, distributors, and your favorite local wine store. You can also ask your local retailer to order wines from the distributors listed. Bottle weight is included, because this is the single most important contributor to wine's carbon footprint.
Have wine questions for Dave McIntyre? Send them to Food@washpost.com.
 Good: The wine delivers what it promises at a fair price. If it says chardonnay, it tastes like chardonnay.
 Excellent: A wine with character and added interest. May elevate your eyebrows at the first sip.
 Extraordinary: An exciting wine that stands out from others in its class. Fist-pumping, table-thumping good.
 Sublime: Otherworldly. May have you thinking, "So this is what they were talking about."
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White Negronis might not be white, but they're always delicious
White Negronis made with classic French gentian liqueurs are notably different on the palate from their red cousins.
By M. Carrie Allan | 2024-03-21

Two Mezcal White Negroni cocktails -- one made with Suze, Cocchi Americano and mezcal (yellow) and the other with mezcal, Salers and Dolin Blanc (clear) -- and an Alpine Negroni with rosemary sprig. (Scott Suchman for The Washington Post/food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


Before I tell you about the Alpine Negroni, the cocktail that got me chasing gentian drinks down their rabbit holes, riddle me this: When is a White Negroni not white?
When you follow the recipe.
It's a trick question, and I know there are more important things to worry about, like climate destruction and war and the inexorable claws of time dragging us all toward death, and why we park in a driveway but seethe on a Beltway. But having no solutions to those existential conundrums, I like to worry over minutia, and this oddity -- call it a mischromer -- has vexed me for years. Because if you've ever had a White Negroni made to the original specifications, with the French gentian liqueur Suze, then you know that calling it "white" is akin to calling the original Negroni "green." Thanks to the Suze, the White Negroni is as yellow as Big Bird, as yellow as the original Negroni is red. It's like, how much more yellow could it be? And the answer is: "None more. None more yellow."
Get the recipes: Alpine Negroni and Mezcal White Negroni
The creation of the White Negroni is one of many bar tales where substitution was the mother of invention: Visiting France for an event in 2001 and needing to make Negronis but unable to find Campari, London bartender Wayne Collins picked up Suze instead, adding it, and the French aperitif wine Lillet Blanc, to the Plymouth gin base. Collins sadly passed away in 2023, but drinks writer Robert Simonson spoke to Collins about the White Negroni for Punch, where Collins indicated he just thought the name would catch on easily with industry folks.
Simonson says he'd always assumed "white" to be a stand-in for "clear," even though most drinks with "white" in their name actually are. "I think his marketing sense was sound. I doubt anyone would buy a Clear Negroni, or a Yellow Negroni," Simonson said in an email. Nor, I speculate, would a "Medical Specimen Negroni" bring all the boys to the yard -- except for snickering 12-year-old ones, too young to drink it but gleeful over its appearance. Look, folks, I don't make the rules, but one of them is that a vibrant red cocktail and a vibrant yellow cocktail hit different for members of a species who are occasionally required to pee in a cup.
If you haven't stopped reading, congratulations! Because a White Negroni by any other name would taste as bittersweet. Though clearly related, White Negronis made with classic French gentian liqueurs are notably different on the palate from their red cousins, largely because of how the botanicals in those liqueurs differ from red Italian bitters.

A negroini made with Suze, Cocchi Americano and mezcal, left, and the other made with mezcal, Salers and Dolin Blanc. The resulting color will vary depending on the variable liqueurs you use. (Scott Suchman for The Washington Post/food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


To be clear, Campari itself, like many other bitters, bittersweet liqueurs and aromatized wines, almost certainly contains some variety of gentian, a plant that's a component of a huge number of cocktail ingredients. Gentian is the only specific botanical acknowledged on the label of vital cocktail bitters Angostura. It's in digestive bitters Underberg -- according to Amy Stewart's book about boozy plants, "The Drunken Botanist," gentian's medical uses date back at least 3,000 years.
In many of these liquids, the gentian acts a bitter base on which other flavors are layered -- think of all the baking spice notes in Angostura, the chinotto, ginseng, rhubarb, bitter orange, the whole wizard's closet of other herbs and spices that flavor red bitters such as Campari, Aperol and their kin.
But there's a long Alpine tradition of gentian herbal medicine evolving into this specific liqueur, often known as gentiane in France. These are more purely gentian-focused, typically made of gentian lutea, a bright yellow flowering plant that grows wild in many mountain regions; the plant has thick roots that are dried and used for the drink. "It's a gnarly plant," says Jake Parrott, portfolio manager for importer Haus Alpenz. "Imagine 30 horseradish roots kind of tied together growing in all different directions and buried in the ground."
Parrott sometimes describes Haus Alpenz's goal as trying to find "new drinkers of old things." Along with the aperitifs Bonal and Cocchi Americano, both of which include gentian in their roster of botanicals, they import Salers, a gentiane from a producer that has operated in France's alpine Massif Central since the late 1800s. The version of Salers they bring to the United States doesn't sport the traffic-light yellow of Suze, Aveze or of the Salers sold in France -- it's a pale gold and has a delicate woodsy, earthy bitterness. (It's tough to describe flavor, but one tasting note Haus Alpenz mentions is radish, and yes! Delightfully so.)
"It provides a focused backbone for a cocktail, and allows for making colorless drinks with a lot of character -- part of the trompe l'oeil that's so fun in cocktails," Parrott says. "Red bitter liqueurs are driven by both citrus and gentian, with the citrus providing both flavor and bitterness. ... Gentian liqueurs can allow flavors of the other ingredients to come through while providing an earthy backbeat."

An Alpine Negroni is a woodsy, refreshing cocktail conveying cold mountain air, laced with the scent of pine. (Scott Suchman for The Washington Post/food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


What got me tasting gentian drinks recently was the Alpine Negroni, a recipe that I stumbled across while in search of drinks to make use of creme de menthe. Somewhere out there are drinkers for whom the Stinger is a regular pleasure, who crave Grasshoppers after dinner, burning through creme de menthe like Hummers through gasoline. I am not one of those drinkers. My bottle was nearly full five years after I bought it.
Right away I saw the Alpine Negroni had bona fides, coming from Naren Young when he was still creative director at Dante NYC. When I read through the (somewhat daunting) list of ingredients, I could practically taste it, and the reality lived up to the imagining: Minty freshness but with more botanical complexity, with bitterness from the gentian, it's a drink that conveys cold mountain air, laced with the scent of pine. It's a drink that tastes wonderfully green.
I asked Young, now creative director of Sweet Liberty in Miami, about the drink's genesis. At Dante, he said, they always had 12 permanent Negroni variations listed on the menu, but would throw in one "that was a little more left field. A bit of a head scratcher, if you will." With the Alpine Negroni, "I wanted to create something that was more of a winter drink, hence the use of alpine ingredients, plus a little mint liqueur for brightness and the woodsy aroma of rosemary as the garnish."
It's one of the best Negroni riffs I've had, but I know that many cocktailers are unlikely to have all these ingredients at their fingertips. So I extracted myself from the depths of the botanical rabbit hole and started nibbling around at the entrance of the warren. My previous favorite White Negroni variation was one made with mezcal, the classic three equal parts formula, much easier to make.
Both the mezcal version and the original gin-based recipe are great spots to play around with different varieties of gentian liqueur. Compare how the drink works with a classic French gentian liqueur like Salers or Suze, where the grassiness of the liqueur highlights the smoke and vegetal notes in the agave spirit, and with a more Italian-style gentian/bitter orange liqueur such as Luxardo Bitter Bianco (which is nearly colorless) or Don Ciccio & Figli's Cinque. I may not ever get comfortable with calling this Negroni variation "white," but I'm fine with calling it "delicious."
Get the recipes: Alpine Negroni and Mezcal White Negroni
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This penne with vodka sauce is simple and sensational
On the stovetop or baked, pasta with a quick vodka sauce and wilted spinach makes a satisfying weeknight meal.
By Julia Turshen | 2024-03-21

(Rey Lopez for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post )


My best friend and I used to joke about hosting a show where people bring us their problems and listen to us overthink them. They wouldn't have to say a thing! We would do all the analyzing for them. (I mean ... I'd watch it!)
To say I excel at overthinking would be an understatement. Even the simplest thing -- say, a pasta dish -- can inspire a cascade of thoughts. Which brings me to this recipe. I overthought it so you don't have to.
I originally intended for this to be a baked pasta dish, like baked ziti but with penne vodka (plus some spinach to make it a more complete meal). Doesn't that sound good? I thought so! So I went ahead and made a simple vodka sauce, stirred it together with cooked penne and some frozen spinach, tasted it, loved it, then piled it in a baking dish with tons of cheese, because how could that not make it even better? I baked it. I took it out of the oven. It looked gorgeous and irresistible.
Then I went to eat it and thought it tasted ... fine. But it somehow was not as good as it was before I baked it.
Get the recipe: Penne With Vodka Sauce and Spinach
I thought about continuing to wrestle the recipe so the pasta remained as al dente after baking as before, and so I could retain all the vibrant flavor of the sauce that had somehow gotten lost in the oven. But, in the end, I decided to just simplify. The recipe was so good before I baked it -- like really, really good. So why not let it be that? A delicious, simple pasta with sauce and spinach, no baking required.

(Rey Lopez for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post )


Making this shift not only made the recipe faster and easier (and eliminated the need to wash a baking dish), but it also reminded me that it's okay to change my mind. It's okay to not keep stretching my brain to make something work that doesn't have to actually work.
Sometimes, I have to know when to stop or edit, to remember when it's time to leave the party, so to speak. There are times I try so hard to make something happen that doesn't need to happen. Grace, my spouse, refers to this as "over-kneading the dough." And sometimes, you just have to step away and let the dough, or your idea, rest. You might realize that you don't need to keep adding to it; it's what it needs to be. That thing could be pasta with a tomato-vodka sauce, but with a bit more excitement.
That said, if the idea of a baked pasta sounds like exactly what you want, I've got you. As a consummate overthinker, I thought you might also want that option, so I figured it out. Just skip the final 2 minutes of cooking on the stovetop, and place half the sauced pasta in a 9-by-13-inch baking dish, sprinkle over 3/4 cup of grated mozzarella and 1/2 cup of grated parmesan (it gives the pasta the salt it needs to get through baking), then repeat the layering once more. Bake, uncovered, at 400 degrees for about 20 minutes, or until it is gorgeously browned and the edges are bubbling.
Get the recipe: Penne With Vodka Sauce and Spinach
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Ask Sahaj: My husband's constant micromanaging is wearing me down
He micromanages every little thing, and his spouse can't take it anymore.
By Sahaj Kaur Kohli | 2024-03-21

(Illustration by Maria Alconada Brooks/The Washington Post; iStock)


Dear Sahaj: My husband and I are an older couple (it's a second marriage for us both), and we love each other and get along very well most of the time. My problem is that he has an annoying tendency to micromanage things that I feel are inconsequential, like how to carry out daily routines, household chores, the laundry and grocery shopping. He often says things like: "Use this pan to make the soup -- not that one," "Squeeze the toothpaste tube this way -- not that way," and "Don't leave the bathroom door open a crack -- close it fully."
I've tried to get him to understand the concept of choosing his battles, but he just keeps micromanaging things every day until I blow up after several weeks, and we end up in an argument! I don't think that he's a total control freak, because he doesn't try to prevent me from things like driving into town to meet a friend for lunch (we live in the countryside) or occasionally attending activities that interest only me. However, he often micromanages me after the fact by admonishing me for the price of gas or how I parked the car in the garage when I returned.
Today's micromanaging episode inspired me to write. He's responsible for laundry and -- once again -- he complained that I threw a sweatshirt in the basket only one day after he finished a load of laundry. He complained about the cost of electricity, water and detergent, but most of all how annoying it is that he can't enjoy having an empty laundry basket for at least a week. I do re-wear my clothes many times before wanting them washed, but if I stain something I don't feel comfortable wearing it again and feeling dirty or looking like a pig! These small but daily digs wear down my self-esteem and self-worth.
How can I get him to stop picking at me through micromanaging me and our lives without it ending up in an argument?
-- Micro-Managed Wife
Micro-Managed Wife: It doesn't sound like your husband is trying to control you but rather control how things are done. This is an important distinction because the former is a sign of something serious and deeply concerning, and is meant to strip you of your independence. Your husband has a very particular way of doing things, and he thinks you should be doing it his way, too. He is not treating you as an equal partner; he is infantilizing you.
It sounds like this is not new behavior, yet addressing it always ends in an argument. This may be because you bottle your feelings up until they are forced to be released. You want to be proactive, not reactive, when having a conversation about this. This means approaching the conversation when you feel calm enough to do so.
It's possible that your husband is exerting control at home because something else in his life feels out of his control or is anxiety-inducing. Maybe he's genuinely concerned about big things -- like money -- and assumes you aren't. If there is an obsession with cleanliness or order, this might indicate a deeper mental health issue that needs a professional's help. Or it could be that your husband genuinely thinks he is being helpful. Either way, his behavior is not kind nor respectful.
When your husband micromanages you, you can respond with curiosity. This may sound like: "I want to understand why this is so bothersome to you. Can you explain it to me?" This allows him to shed light on what he may be internally experiencing, or why he worries about certain behaviors. It also minimizes the chances of your husband getting defensive. Hearing his side of things can also inspire you to find compromises. You get to decide what you are willing (and unwilling) to do to ease his anxiety while staying true to what you need from him. This could sound like: "I am happy to have a designated place for our shoes. In return, I would like us to agree that when it's my turn to make dinner, I can do so in whatever ways I want."
How is your husband's micromanaging affecting how you show up in the relationship? Are you walking on eggshells around him? Or, do you find that you're more emotionally disconnected because of his comments? You want to use "I" language to explicitly share how your husband's behavior is affecting you. This may sound like, "I love you, but every time you critique my behavior, I feel belittled and undervalued."
Also consider what you do need from him that isn't just "stop micromanaging me." For example, do you need more appreciation for what you contribute? Do you wish he asked more about how your day went with friends rather than solely harping on gas or how you parked? Getting clarity on what you're not getting can help you approach your husband with tangible feedback around your needs to deepen the conversation -- and your relationship.
Ultimately, your husband has to be willing to receive feedback, engage meaningfully in this conversation and take accountability for his role in all of this. If he doesn't, you have to decide how -- and if -- you can take care of yourself and your mental health while still being in this relationship.
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Ina Garten's bagel slicing is so wrong it's right
The Barefoot Contessa stirred up a bagel-slicing debate, so we gave her method a try. What happened should surprise exactly nobody.
By Emily Heil | 2024-03-21

Ina Garten in 2018. (Jesse Dittmar for The Washington Post)


I felt a wave of confusion when I spotted a strange phenomenon in my social media feeds: It seems that Ina Garten is "stirring controversy" over her "bizarre" bagel-slicing technique.
The concept simply did not compute. When it comes to anything in the kitchen (or really anywhere), whatever Ina says to do is absolutely, definitionally correct. Our job is to simply acknowledge, with Mandalorian-like certainty, whatever pearl of wisdom that the sage known as the Barefoot Contessa has shared with us: "This," we say, "is the way."
But here it was -- one of those food fights that emerges every so often from the sludge of online commentary, usually lighthearted but sometimes not. (See the virtual fisticuffs that have broken out over such essential matters as "Does pineapple belong on pizza?" and "How should one slice a sandwich?") And Ina, whose wise counsel has faithfully steered us for so long, was improbably at its center.
The flap involved a resurfaced moment from a 2012 episode of her long-running Food Network show in which she prepared a picnic lunch for herself and her husband, Jeffrey, to eat on a trip to Brooklyn, where they planned to visit her childhood home. (Fans will recognize this as a typically charming, slightly theme-y show setup.) For the smoked salmon and herbed cream-cheese bagel sandwiches that were the meal's centerpiece, Ina does something unconventional. "I'm doing it with a twist," she says. "Instead of having a big thick bagel, I like to cut it in thirds. So instead you have a nice little sandwich. I think it tastes better."
Basically, the technique involves cutting the bagel horizontally twice so that you get three rounds instead of the usual two. That means two bagels yield six slices, which are used to make three sandwiches (math!). The beauty of this is that it means each one of the resulting sandwiches has far less of that doughy middle, which is sometimes a turnoff for people (like me!) who prefer a lower bread-to-filling ratio than traditional bagel sandwiches offer.
But here's where many people misunderstood what Our Lady of the Denim Shirt was telling us to do -- the initial post on X that seemed to kick off the controversy merely showed a picture of the three-tiered bagel (after she cut it but before she constructed it into a sandwich), making people incorrectly assume that she was making a triple-stacked bagel sandwich, using the kind of layering that defines a Big Mac or a club. This, I agree, does not sound like a great idea. And it might explain why some people were aghast. "'I like to turn my bagels into two bagel crisps and a piece of unwieldy toast' said the noted celebrity TV chef," one responded. "This is what we really created Cancel Culture for!"
"Everything can be a Big Mac if you want it hard enough," wrote another. "Ina's been hitting the sauce again," a skeptic concluded, referring to the TV chef's hilarious pandemic-era video in which she prepared a massive pitcher of Cosmos.
Still, some people who misunderstood the instructions actually liked the multilayered concoction (or at least the idea of it), with several praising it for allowing maximum cream-cheese adherence. "Two layers of schmear. She is a visionary," a fan wrote.
Others merely objected to tinkering with what they think of as perfection. "As a new york jew this is a crime against me and my people," one wrote.
The Food Network even got in on the faux-troversy, posting a video of the full clip on TikTok. "If you think you know where this is going, you don't," read one caption. "We vote for a triple decker bagel next!!" a later one enthused.
I tried to replicate Ina's bagel-cutting innovation -- the correct way. First, I made her herb cream cheese spread, which is verdant with dill, parsley and scallions, and then I set about the real challenge: the bagel butchery. I used a long, serrated bread knife, just like she did, and I did my best to mimic her technique of pressing the bagel in place with the palm of my left hand while I sliced with my right. I found that one trick is to make your first cut as thin as possible to give yourself the best chance of creating three roughly similarly sized disks.
Out of curiosity, I weighed the sliced bagels. A whole one (mine were from the excellent Bullfrog Bagels) weighed about 4.5 ounces. I found that my center slices were just over an ounce, meaning I could reduce the bulk by a little less than a third -- a boon in my mind.
I put the center slices aside and made a nice sandwich with a generous smear of the filling and gave it a try. Ina's version offered the best bits of a bagel sandwich -- that is, the bite of the chewy exterior -- with just the right amount of the pillowy insides. I found that I was able to eat a whole sandwich, which isn't usually the case.
And here's where I might differ (just a teeny, tiny bit) from the Book of Ina. I thought the sandwich made with the middle disk was inferior both visually and texture-wise since it lacked the glossy, brown outsides. Maybe I'll freeze it for breadcrumbs -- or for forgetting altogether, which is more likely.
As I finished my lunch, I felt that order had been restored to my galaxy. Up is not down. Black is not white. And Ina is always right. Still.
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How to shop for an area rug like an interior designer
Area rugs can range wildly in price, so we asked experts how to find the best quality and value, whether your budget is $200 or $2,000.
By Michelle Brunner | 2024-03-21
There's no denying the transformative power of the right area rug in a room. A rug can add warmth, texture and visual interest to a space. It can also help zone a room, reduce noise and protect hardwood floors. Without something cozy underfoot, bare floors can feel cold and underdressed. But if you go shopping for a rug you might be floored -- by wildly varying prices and the exhausting number of choices, especially online.
With that in mind, we asked a handful of interior designers and one rug pro to share their advice on how they navigate shopping for a rug that's of good value. Whether you're budgeting for a quick style refresh or more of an investment piece, here's how to spend wisely.
Every designer interviewed for this story said wool is the best material for an area rug anywhere in the house. With the exception of silk, wool tends to be more expensive than other materials, but it also has a much longer life, so the added expense is worth it in their opinion. "It's one of the oldest and most durable materials you can use for a rug," says interior designer Krista Nye Nicholas of Cloth & Kind in Ann Arbor, Mich.
After wool, natural fibers, such as seagrass, and indoor-outdoor performance rugs made from polypropylene or polyethylene terephthalate (commonly called PET) were all recommended by the designers, particularly for areas that might see a lot of wear, such as mudrooms or laundry rooms. Another option is to go with a wool blend. As a way of making some rugs more affordable, companies will blend wool with a semi-synthetic material such as viscose, which is a form of rayon that approximates the softness of silk. "If budget is a concern and you do opt for something with viscose, then I would recommend the lowest percentage -- for example, 80 percent wool and 20 percent viscose," says interior designer Stacey Dobrovolny of 2 Navy Lane in Culpeper, Va.

A dining room by designer Stacey Dobrovolny of 2 Navy Lane in Culpeper, Va. If an 100 percent wool rug is out of your budget, she recommends looking for a rug with a blend of 80 percent wool and 20 percent viscose. (Robert Radifera Photography; styled by Charlotte Safavi)


We broke retailers into three tiers to distinguish between inexpensive, moderately priced and what some designers considered to be a worthwhile value for the expense. Because 8' x 10' is a common size many homeowners search for, we used that as the standard for pricing.
Inexpensive ($200 to $500): There aren't any real surprises for shoppers working with a modest budget. Dobrovolny likes online destinations such as Wayfair or Amazon for their wide selection, low prices and the fact that they deliver -- a true godsend when you think of schlepping a rug around town. However, if you need to send it back, you may have to pay return shipping fees and a restocking charge, depending on the vendor. If you prefer to see the goods in person, she recommends browsing big-box stores HomeGoods, At Home and Homesense. "Home Depot, Lowe's and Target are also good because it's easy to take it back if you get it home and decide you don't like it," she says.
Mimi Meacham of Houston-based Marian Louise Design favors both Ikea and Urban Outfitters for affordable, youthful styles. While it may be tempting to score an 8' x 10' rug for less than $200 (they do exist), she warns, "If you go below that price point, you're really sacrificing quality and I don't think it will last long or look great."

The "Chris Loves Julia" rug from Loloi, a preferred source of interior designers for mid-priced options. (Loloi Rugs)


Moderately priced ($500 to $1,500): Once you go above $500, the field of choices expands exponentially. Nye Nicholas and Dobrovolny name-checked Revival, Lulu and Georgia, and Loloi for their range of options and on-trend designer collaborations. Rejuvenation also gets high marks for its affordable and well-made updates of traditional Turkish and Persian designs. "They do really good reproductions in great colorways," Nye Nicholas says.
New Orleans designer Hattie Collins of Hattie Sparks Interiors likes both Annie Selke's Dash & Albert line and Anthropologie's whimsical designs for kids' rooms. She's also a fan of West Elm's custom measure program for large seagrass rugs, though the company offers the service (which allows you to specify unusual dimensions) for select sisal, hemp and wool options, too. "While you can't get it to within inches, you can get it within the foot," she says. "It's a good economical choice when you want something that feels more made-to-order."
If new is not your thing, you can find a trove of affordable wool vintage rugs in the mid-priced range, as well as newer reproductions on Etsy. Every designer we talked to loves the online marketplace for its dense selection and access to vendors from around the world. Without the benefit of assessing a rug's quality in person, you'll have to read vendor reviews and study the photos provided, which can give a good sense of the pile, colors and any areas of wear. Collins also pays close attention to customer reviews, especially the ones where buyers have posted photos of the rugs in their own homes.
Expensive, but good value ($1,500 to $4,000): While dropping $2,000 on a rug would be an absurd splurge for most people, in the world of fine rugs it's considered a bargain. Here's some context: "If you're looking for an 8' x 10' that's either an antique, something unique or a custom rug, you can easily go upwards of $10,000," Nye Nicholas says.

A neutral rug from Revival, another go-to source for interior designers. (Revival Rugs)


For well-designed rugs at this price point, Meacham likes Milagro Collective for newly produced, hand-knotted wool Oushak styles, while Nye Nicholas recommends Nordic Knots, whose designs favor a modern Scandinavian sensibility. She's a big fan of their collaboration with London design studio Campbell-Rey. "All are hand-knotted New Zealand wool and they run about $2,000 retail for an 8' x 10'," she says.
She also likes Beni Rugs, a Moroccan company known for its flatweaves and hand-knotted, shaggier styles. "They let you choose the size and the colors, so it gets closer to the experience of getting something custom-made," she says.
All the designers we spoke to recommended Chairish and 1stDibs for antique and vintage collectible rugs. While we found many rugs in this cost bracket, depending on what you're looking for, prices can run the gamut between a few hundred dollars and well into the five-figure range.

For high-traffic zones like this mudroom designed by Cloth & Kind, a vintage wool runner (like the one seen here) or rugs made of indoor-outdoor performance materials such as polypropylene or polyethylene terephthalate are good bets. (Photo by Martin Vecchio; styling by Michelle Adams/Styling by Michelle Adams/Photo by Martin Vecchio)


As a point of reference, vintage rugs are generally 30 to 50 years old; semi-antique, 50 to 75 or 80; and antique rugs are anything older than that. "Some people only consider antiques to be 100 years or older, but in the rug world it tends to skew a little younger," says Hemad Fadaifar of the Loom House in Milwaukee. "If you ask 10 antique rug dealers, you'll get 10 answers, but they'll all start between 75 years and 100 years."
Fadaifar warns that buying a vintage rug has become even more confusing because of the practice of acid-washing, shaving or burning wool fibers to make a newer or younger vintage rug look much older than it is in the quest to achieve the muted, bleached-out appearance so popular with buyers today. All that abuse leads to weaker fibers and easier staining for these faded impostors. "Ask your dealer how old the rug is and whether it was made with any chemicals," he says. "Also, if a vintage rug seems like too good of a bargain, it may very well be."
Michelle Brunner is a writer in D.C. who covers interior design and culture.
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Miss Manners: Male manager keeps referring to staff as 'girls'
He knows it's wrong, but he can't he stop calling women in his office 'girls.'
By Judith Martin, Nicholas Martin, Jacobina Martin | 2024-03-21
Dear Miss Manners: I am a 50-year-old man who works in a field where the majority of staff are women. I am in management and find myself referring to staff as "girls" in conversations with peers and leadership above me.
I realize the term is not appropriate, and is in fact demeaning to the hard-working staff in our organization. Once I catch myself, I become flustered and quickly correct myself to the person I'm speaking with, but I can tell from their reaction and body language that they either feel my lengthy correction is awkward or disingenuous.
How should I handle these situations in the future? Should I try to apologize for my mistake in referring to staff as "girls," and if so, what would be the best way to do this? I am working very, very hard to break this horrible habit and do better.
Work harder. You learned not to put your hand on a hot stove at a young age and still rose to the level of a manager -- this cannot be so very difficult.
If you agree to do that, Miss Manners will tell you how to repair the damage done, which is to apologize with enough sincerity and frequency that you understand your female co-workers' feelings of humiliation.
Dear Miss Manners: How does one respond to this comment: "My opinion of you just went up two notches," followed by the reason the speaker's opinion went up?
Is the receiver of the elevated opinion supposed to be grateful? To me, the statement is filled with condescension and snobbery, implying a lower status to the receiver. I am flabbergasted when the line is delivered to me! What say ye?
That rather than suppose the speaker's opinion started low, it must now seem impossibly high. Miss Manners encourages you to assume as much, saying, "Well, I'm glad that I could exceed your already lofty expectations."
Dear Miss Manners: I recently realized that I may be doing something a little too much: saying "thanks." When the hostess brought us to our table, I said thanks. When she handed us our menu, I said thanks. When a server brought us water, I said thanks; when the same server dropped off the bread, I said thanks. After we ordered and the waitress took our menus, I said thanks.
And so on as the drinks, appetizers, meal, desserts and bill were presented. I realized how many times I was saying thanks, although not always to the same person. Is this overdoing it? Would once to each person have been sufficient?
If you thanked someone after you chewed and swallowed each bite of your meal, yes, you overdid it -- but perhaps this all sounds repetitive only when an hour-long activity is condensed into one paragraph.
Miss Manners agrees you could have omitted a thanks here or there without being rude, but she does not agree to a strict one-per-customer (or, in this case, one-per-server) policy.
New Miss Manners columns are posted Monday through Saturday on washingtonpost.com/advice. You can send questions to Miss Manners at her website, missmanners.com. You can also follow her @RealMissManners.
(c) 2024 Judith Martin
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Ask Amy: Is older boyfriend's offer to move in rent-free too good to be true?
Her boyfriend offered to let her move in, rent-free. When she asked how she could repay him, he responded, "you could repay me by being the best possible mother to our future children."
By Amy Dickinson | 2024-03-21
Dear Amy: I recently met a nice older man online. After a few emails and phone calls, "Rob" and I went on several dates. Despite the difference in our ages (I'm 30, and he's closer to 60), we have many common interests and enjoy spending time together.
Romantically, he is quite shy. So far, just hand holding on walks and a good-night kiss on the cheek. Conversation the other night turned to the subject of money. I mentioned how the lease to my barely affordable apartment would expire soon. He then offered to let me live with him -- free! Wow!
He explained that since he has to pay the utilities, insurance and property tax anyway, my presence would not increase his expenses. Then he suggested I should use the savings to pay down my student loans and credit card debt. I asked him how I could ever repay his generosity. He responded by saying, "you could repay me by being the best possible mother to our future children." I'm not sure whether he was joking or serious!
Should I accept his offer? It would be great to finally pay off my debts. However, my friends and family will no doubt label me a gold digger. Plus, I'm not quite ready for marriage and children. Is this offer too good to be true?
-- Wondering
Wondering: You might call this offer too good to be true. I'd call it: Too risky to contemplate.
Where to begin? First of all, if you offer your baby-making capabilities in exchange for living expenses, you would never retire your debt -- you'd only exchange it for a different currency. (You would also be participating in a relationship that sounds a lot like the "traditional marriage" of my parents' generation, but that's another conversation.)
You are 30. Evidently, a college graduate. Have you never seen even one true-crime program, or listened to a podcast? If you had, you'd be skeptical enough to look into "Rob's" background, social media and dating app presence to try to gauge his intent. His choice to offer you an instant solution to your money issues is a huge red flag.
His suggestion about you being the mother of his children might have been a joke, or a suggestion designed to steer you in a specific direction. Either way, you don't even know him well enough to decode his intent. If you did participate in this scheme, you would be trapped in the household. That's the best-case scenario.
The worst-case scenario involves a "missing" poster with your picture on it and a camera crew from "Dateline" showing up at your folks' door. You should approach friends and family members for ideas regarding your finances. You could get a roommate, a second job, or perhaps ask your folks if you could move in with them to dig yourself out of debt.
Dear Amy: I'm in a pickle. My wife and I are in our late 20s. We somehow managed to buy our own house last year and are planning to have a child within the next couple of years or so.
My wife has started heavily advocating for her parents to move in with us. I would consider this if they were unwell and needing help, but this is not the case. They are in their late 50s, healthy, and live about an hour away. I do NOT get along with my in-laws, due to some issues we've had over the past five years. I'm not blaming them entirely for these clashes, but their behavior toward me has been extremely disrespectful. (For instance, after a minor disagreement during an overnight stay, they insisted that I needed to leave their home -- but my wife could stay.)
I'm talking about oil meeting water, here. We just don't mix well. How should I approach this?
-- Loving Husband
Husband: You approach this by emphatically declaring that you will not cohabit with her parents. Don't put her folks down. Do say that you and she are forming a household and family together, and it is vital that you not introduce oil into your placid waters.
Dear Amy: I was really affected by the question from "Stuck," about his dysfunctional relationship with his brother. I could have written that! Thank you for your gentle and understanding approach. Your description of this as a "perpetual dance of disappointment" is right on.
-- Stuck Brother
Brother: I hope you found encouragement to try to rewrite your own script.
(c) 2024 by Amy Dickinson. Distributed by Tribune Content Agency.
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Carolyn Hax: Is it wrong to 'confront' a brother who resists staying in touch?
Brother sounds strained on the rare occasions they talk. How does this letter writer address that without scaring him off?

By Carolyn Hax | 2024-03-21

(Nick Galifianakis/For The Washington Post)


Adapted from an online discussion.
Dear Carolyn: How do you confront a person who is distancing themselves from you, without feeling like it will further push them away?
My brother is married, has a 17-month-old boy and helps his wife run a fairly successful restaurant in a resort town in Maryland. However, he barely acknowledges my mother, who is not overbearing and is very kind. It almost feels like he purposely wants nothing to do with any of us without ever telling us why.
He lives far away, and whenever I try to talk to him on the phone, it feels like he's being watched. So every conversation ends up feeling calculated and distanced. It also makes it hard to bring up tough subjects when these conversations are very rare -- once a month at most. I fear that he'll further avoid us if we bring up how we feel.
I know the easy answer is "just talk to him," but when communication isn't his strong suit, what do you do?
-- Distant
Distant: There are so many unknowns here, and it's possible all of them can have an explanation that's completely benign. He doesn't like the phone, he feels more invested in things close to home, he loves you guys but took his own path so you don't have as much in common anymore, he has a toddler and a busy restaurant and has zero bandwidth left after that -- each of these seems credible to me.
I can also list ways these awkward phone conversations might indicate a bigger problem: He had a more overbearing experience with your mom (even close siblings can have very different realities), or his wife is the overbearing one, or he's holding a grudge against you for something. Just a few of many possibilities. But unless you have direct evidence to support a darker view, then I suggest you assume the best, take nothing personally, be yourself, and keep making a steady, nonintrusive effort to keep the connection alive.
"Confront" is overused, by the way, both the word and the concept. It's a last resort, if that -- after you've done the work to improve a relationship overall and over time. By visiting, for example.
Readers' thoughts:
* Write to him! Maybe start with a funny postcard or greeting card. Don't nag, don't say "I miss you"; just "saw this and thought of you." In his busy life (new baby! new marriage? restaurant!), he might find time to reciprocate, or he might not, but he'll know you love him and he'll see that you aren't pressuring him.
* Having worked in the restaurant business with a father who managed, it's all-consuming. Never mind owning a restaurant. In a resort town during the summer? Along with a toddler? Yikes. And, given that vacationers have been "catching up" post-covid, I would question that brother has time to sleep! And, with a toddler, might very well not.
"Confront" puts someone on the defensive and adds to the plate of stress. Maybe be curious about the brother and his life and see where it leads. Maybe go visit during the offseason. That might answer some questions.
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My friend is rich now. I can't relate to her anymore. Hax readers give advice.
Now that she's married a rich guy, the letter writer can't relate to her anymore.
By Carolyn Hax, Haben Kelati | 2024-03-20

Carolyn Hax (The Washington Post)


We asked readers to channel their inner Carolyn Hax and answer this question. Some of the best responses are below.
Dear Carolyn: A good friend recently got married, and her husband is very well-off. Her life has changed practically overnight. Even though I love her as much as I always did, I just feel as if I can't relate anymore (and vice versa, I feel as if she can't relate to me).
It's so weird. Not even a year ago, we were both worrying about identical things that all came back to financial concerns. Now I'm still worrying about that, and she's worrying about how to gently let down the decorator she decided not to hire -- because she found a better one.
I am not a materialistic person, but this is weighing on me, and I'm afraid it's going to hurt our friendship. How do I not let it?
-- Envy
Envy: My youngest sister and her husband have built a very successful business and are very well off. She and I have been close all our lives and this is a relationship I value greatly. While you may think this is a different situation from yours because she's a sister, let me say that our other siblings have distanced themselves from her because of the wealth.
She and I had a conversation a few years ago in which we acknowledged the difference in our financial situations and set some guidelines for us to be able to not make the relationship about her wealth. We are clear that I cannot afford everything she can. When she (or her husband) invite me to a place that would be expensive, they pay and I graciously accept. I show my appreciation by enjoying myself and their company. If I offer to treat them, they are to accept, because that's my signal that it's something I can afford.
Please don't make the mistake of assuming your friend has changed simply because she is financially better off than you -- unless, of course, she has changed and flaunts her wealth. My sister is the same, sweet, generous, lovely person she has always been. Have the courage to open this conversation and "negotiate terms." Make your friendship about all the qualities you value in each other and not about the money. If she's a friend worth keeping, she'll value that from you.
-- Rhonda88
Envy: Some friendships survive significant life changes, and some do not. But to know for sure, I would exercise kindness, patience and understanding. Why? Because you sound like you are very good friends, quite close and have a lot in common. That's a rarity in today's world. Good friendships deserve a second and even a third try when they hit a snag.
I would wait it out for a while. There is a chance your friend's excitement about newfound wealth will level off -- nice, new things will become the new normal and no longer a topic of conversation. After some time, if decorator crises don't subside, I would have an open conversation on how the new dynamic does not seem to be fulfilling your friendship needs. Your friend's reaction will tell you whether she is just going through a phase or if you are dealing with a whole new person who is no longer a match for you.
If the latter happens, just think how often friendships don't survive geographical distances. So, it is normal for a friendship not to survive a new financial distance sometimes.
-- Natalie
Envy: The thing about true friendship -- not surface friendships of convenience -- is we care for the person and their welfare. The circumstances of their lives are just window dressings. I would ask myself what is it that she is feeling under her concern for the decorator? Does she worry about hurting another's feelings? Does she feel uncomfortable or like an impostor in her new circumstances? Essentially, what is the universal human feeling that she has?
You can connect on that deeper level, and, as her friend, all she needs is someone to listen and not judge. She can do the same for you. Of course, it could be that you have a surface friendship, and that is okay, too. If that is the case and you cannot get over the changes in her life, it might be that it is time to gently and gracefully let the friendship go. In the end, it would be kinder for both of you.
-- J.D.F.
Envy: It sounds as though it already has hurt your friendship, since you say you can no longer relate to her. Interesting that you think she feels the same but give no example.
Ask yourself if you are making untrue and unfair assumptions about your friend. Maybe when you're together, steer the conversation toward things you still have in common. And ask yourself if your reaction is a defense mechanism against your fear that she may no longer be interested in maintaining your friendship, and whether you are looking for ways to confirm this.
You don't want to create fertile ground for a self-fulfilling prophecy. Look for things you have in common and enjoy them together. Just as you always have done.
-- Anon
Every week, we ask readers to answer a question submitted to Carolyn Hax's live chat or email. Read last week's installment here. New questions are typically posted on Thursdays, with a Monday deadline for submissions. Responses are anonymous unless you choose to identify yourself and are edited for length and clarity.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/advice/2024/03/20/carolyn-hax-rich-friend-relate/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Cooking chat: Is more expensive pasta really any better?
Every Wednesday at noon Eastern, Aaron Hutcherson and Becky Krystal answer your cooking questions.
By Aaron Hutcherson, Becky Krystal | 2024-03-20

Every Wednesday at noon ET, Aaron Hutcherson and Becky Krystal answer your cooking questions. (The Washington Post)


Every Wednesday at noon Eastern, Aaron Hutcherson and Becky Krystal provide practical cooking advice that you can't find on Google. They answer questions like "Do you need to rinse rice?" and "Is it safe to leave butter at room temperature?"
But there's more! Often, your excellent questions inspire us to write full-length articles. Recent posts have covered broth vs. stock (and whether it really matters), foolproof ways to cook fish and a look at carbon-steel pans.
Aaron and Becky both write and test recipes for Post Food, our team dedicated to helping you cook with confidence. We're hoping this weekly chat will be a lively conversation where you can figure out any issues in the kitchen and identify new recipes for you to try.
Here are some questions we answered today:
Looking for more? Read on below:
Want more recipes and tips? Check out our past chats, catch up on recently published recipes with our weekly Recipes newsletter, or sign up for the Eat Voraciously newsletter, in which we share one quick, adaptable dinner recipe every Monday through Thursday.
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Dining chat: How much should I tip on a cocktail these days? 
Washington Post food critic Tom Sietsema entertains your dining questions, rants and raves.
By Tom Sietsema | 2024-03-20

Every Wednesday at 11 a.m. ET, Tom Sietsema answers your questions about dining out. (The Washington Post)


Thanks for joining my every-Wednesday-at-11 a.m. dining discussion. I'm here to answer your restaurant-related questions and solve your dining dilemmas, like how to best switch tables in the middle of a meal or what to do if the server doesn't pour all the contents of a bottle of wine.
I like to keep the format broad and open; recent chats have touched on tales of misbehaving dogs, how best to switch tables and when to let restaurants know about dietary restrictions.
Got an etiquette question? Want to know where to find a favorite dish? Or where to eat in another city? I aim to field those questions, too, occasionally with an assist from some of the smart chatters who frequent this hour-long discussion.
Meet me here Wednesday at 11 a.m. Eastern. You can find all of my reviews and past chats here.
Send us your question below. Your question may be edited for accuracy and clarity.
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Washington National Opera's 'Songbird' is an absolute hoot
Just one performance remains of Washington National Opera's "Songbird," and those with an operatic sweet tooth would be well served to grab tickets.
By Michael Andor Brodeur | 2024-03-21

From left, Jonathan Patton, Edward Nelson and Isabel Leonard in the Washington National Opera's "Songbird" at the Kennedy Center. (Scott Suchman)


Pardonnez mon lateness -- that's "Franglais" for "My sincere apologies for being so tardy to the party that is Washington National Opera's 'Songbird.'" (If they can take liberties, so can I.)
Just one performance remains (on March 23) of this Big Easy-based reimagining of Jacques Offenbach's 1868 comedy "La Perichole" at the Kennedy Center's Eisenhower Theater, and those with an operatic sweet tooth would be well served to grab tickets.
I should note my surprise over this. On paper, "Songbird" is the kind of multidimensional time-traveling adaptation that makes my head explode: an opera set in 18th-century Peru, written by a 19th-century French composer, subsequently moved to early-20th century New Orleans by way of a 21st-century opera company.
Elsewhere in apparent hazards, "Songbird" is part of a belated wave of works originally conceived during the darkest days of the pandemic but just now arriving onstage. Original co-director and WNO artistic director Francesca Zambello conceived the adaptation in 2020 as an open-air offering for the 2021 Glimmerglass Festival (which she directed until 2022). Years later, we've got more one-minute commissions, doomed Zoom relics and mini-operas about "isolation" than we know what to do with.

Cecelia McKinley, center, in "Songbird." (Scott Suchman)


But "Songbird" shreds all of its potential red flags into an explosion of ribbons and fringe. Onstage in all of its Mardi Gras-infused festoonery, "Songbird" is nothing short of a satisfying hoot (albeit with a few errant feathers).
The choice of Offenbach's loony comedy about a pair of starving Peruvian artists and their manipulation by a powerful philandering viceroy was the recommendation of mezzo-soprano Isabel Leonard -- who sings the title role with disarming comedic chops to rival her formidable pipes.
The decision to up and move the opera bouffe to a bawdy speakeasy in Prohibition-era New Orleans emerged from conversations between Zambello and conductor James Lowe, who led his onstage ensemble of 11 players toward the back of its "Cafe des Muses."
And the hybridization of the opera's native French to a NOLA-inspired gumbo of French and English (that's heavy on the ham) was the work of librettist and Louisiana native Kelley Rourke, who has dual knacks for penning singable English and folding in groan-worthy dad jokes. Director Eric Sean Fogel's expansion of the more sparsely appointed original benefits from an evocative set by James F. Rotondo III, and costumes from Marsha LeBoeuf (also a Louisiana native) and Timm Burrow -- who capably ensure that this fantasized New Orleans never gets mistaken for Party City.

A scene from Washington National Opera's "Songbird," which is set in Prohibition-era New Orleans. (Scott Suchman)


Lowe's jazzified re-orchestrations of Offenbach's music lean heavily into classic New Orleans jazz -- there's lots of King Oliver, Jelly Roll Morton and Louis Armstrong bubbling away in the reference pot.
But he also smartly retains Offenbach's wry tenderness, as in "O mon cher amant, je te jure," Songbird's sorry/not sorry letter to current co-performer and future lover Piquillo (sung by Canadian actor and singer Ramin Karimloo). Lowe also preserves the composer's wit and vivacity: Leonard delightfully lit up her take on "Ah! Que les hommes sont betes!," Songbird's lament over the dependable idiocy of men.
Likewise, Lowe's band sounded convincingly shaggy and unbuttoned, lending the impression of clambering behind the show's procession like a second line. But Lowe had them locked in tight, with little dramatic flourishes catching light like rhinestones. Lee Rogers was sensational on trombone, as was Tim White on trumpet. Clarinetist David Jones often lit up his instrument like a match -- and took his own memorable comic turn leaning out from the arches.
The entire percussion section was on point, with lively xylophones scampering over a trap kit, adding lots of unexpected timbral pop. Jim Roberts on banjo and Andrew Hitz on sousaphone (a later instrumental addition to the score) were also highlights of the evening. And a featured turn from Chicago-based pianist Jo Ann Daugherty was a lovely addition to the mix.

From left, Ramin Karimloo, Jonathan Patton and Sahel Salam in the production. (Scott Suchman)


Most of my quibbles were easily overwhelmed by the show's confetti of small pleasures.
The use of microphones -- another vestige of its past life on the lawn at Glimmerglass -- resulted in an unavoidable and uniform flattening of the singers' midranges. Leonard has enough power onstage to overcome such interference, but Karimloo, whose voice flashes a harsher edge more suited to musical theater, struggled to match the generosity and inviting warmth of her tone. (Indeed, the difference between their voices made the suggestion of their chemistry a matter of suspended disbelief.)
The supporting cast was also a bit uneven (partially due to the sound in the hall). I enjoyed tenor Jonathan Pierce Rhodes in his brief appearances as a man of the cloth, and baritone Justin Burgess was good for a laugh as the "Guide" who inexplicably bursts through the floor of Piquillo's jail cell. Soprano Teresa Perrotta was my favorite of the three "muses," an arresting presence onstage with a voice to match. Edward Nelson turned his rich baritone to entertainingly overplaying the viceroy turned mayor Don Andres, pushing his arrogance to a point that once or twice successfully inspired a whit of pity.
Baritone Jonathan Patton's speakeasy proprietor Don Pedro, though strongly sung, felt completely out of place in his own bar. His joke-cracking sidekick Panatellas was laid on way too thick by Sahel Salam, a talented tenor I've enjoyed elsewhere but who repeatedly frightened me with his fake hyena laugh.
But most anything can be forgiven if the party's good enough, and "Songbird" is a well-thrown bash. As the ensemble piece in the first act disclaims, this is a place of "shameless ostentation," specializing in "any indulgence you can choose." If you can get through the door, it's worth a try -- even if you're fashionably late.
"Songbird" runs at the Kennedy Center Eisenhower Theater through March 23, www.kennedy-center.org.
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The 25 best things to do in D.C. this weekend and next week
The National Cherry Blossom Festival gets underway with music and family-friendly events. Plus: Holi celebrations and the Environmental Film Festival.
By Fritz Hahn, Sophia Solano, Adele Chapin, Chris Kelly | 2024-03-21
The National Cherry Blossom Festival gets underway this weekend with a trio of family-friendly festivals at the Smithsonian American Art Museum, the Library of Congress and the Textile Museum, and a day of flying kites at Oxon Run Park. The return of March Madness will have basketball fans filing into sports bars before noon Thursday and Friday, dreaming of upsets and drink specials. This weekend also includes the kickoff of the D.C. Environmental Film Festival, celebrations of Holi, a live podcast recording with Jose Andres, free concerts with the National Symphony Orchestra at venues around the Wharf and Navy Yard, and a viewing party with bingo and trivia for the final episode of "The Bachelor."
Editor's note: Some outdoor events scheduled for Saturday, including Bloomaroo festival at the Wharf and Art of Pink at National Landing, have been postponed due to the weather forecast. Check event websites before making plans this weekend.
March Madness
March Madness gets underway at 12:15 p.m., and once your bracket's finished, it's time to start planning where you're "working from home" while following your picks. Here are some ideas for where to watch:
Bluejacket has only four TVs behind the bar, but the Navy Yard brewery is offering the most unusual special we've seen: Every time a lower seed beats a higher seed, everyone seated in the bar area receives a free half pint of beer. Doesn't matter if it's the first round or the final. Deals, including $15 combos with a beer and burger or fried chicken sandwich, are also available. Highline RXR in Crystal City is running its own Elite 8 Beer Bracket with beers from eight regional breweries, including DC Brau, Bear Chase and Dogfish Head. Beers are priced at $6.50, and each order counts as a "point," so overall sales will determine the winner of each "round." Feel like you know whether folks will prefer Brau's Joint Resolution over Solace's Suns Out, Hops Out? Make your own bracket picks to win a $200 gift card and other prizes.
Walters has been a fixture across from Nationals Park for years, and it has all the screens you need for the first weekend, including a video wall. Both buckets of beers and buckets of wings are $25 during games. As an added bonus, you can make table reservations, beginning at 11 a.m. Sports & Social on U Street touts its 25-foot "media wall" that's capable of showing multiple games, and the curved booths in front of it are great for groups. It also has TVs behind the bar and spread around the room. Doors open at 11:30 a.m. the first two days of the tournament, with $3 domestic beer bottles until 7 p.m., and $20 buckets of five beers during games.
Mission's Navy Yard location opens at 11:30 a.m. with specials including $5.50 Bud Light pints, $9 orange crushes, themed shot deals and $10 select food items at its four bars. Franklin Hall opens half an hour before the first games, with specials including $4 pints and $14 pitchers of Miller Lite and $30 buckets of cans from Kona, Topo Chico and Golden Road. Whitlow's opens at noon Thursday and Friday, with $25 buckets of Coors Light, Miller Lite and Nutrl seltzer until 10 p.m.
In case you're wondering where the top seeds are gathering: U-Conn alumni gather at Colony Grill in Arlington, Mission Dupont is a Houston bar, the Bottom Line is the destination for Purdue alumni, and North Carolina fans head to Exiles and Tom's Watch Bar.
Environmental Film Festival
More than 60 films will be on view in locations all over the city during this year's Environmental Film Festival, where you can learn about everything from fungi to the wilds of Mongolia. Smithsonian museums, embassies, universities, libraries, AFI Silver Theatre, the Naval Heritage Center, the National Academy of Sciences and the National Museum of Women in the Arts will all host screenings, many of which are free. The films are devoted to topics like conservation, climate change and environmental justice. This year's award winners include an exploration about the world of moths called "The Night Visitors" and "We Are Guardians," a documentary about Indigenous people who risk their lives to protect the Brazilian Amazon from deforestation. Through March 30. Various times and locations. Free to $25.
Jose Andres and Friends at Lincoln Theatre
Celebrity chef Jose Andres is celebrating the launch of his new cookbook, "Zaytinya: Delicious Mediterranean Dishes From Greece, Turkey and Lebanon," with a hodgepodge performance that includes interviews, cooking and live music. He's joined by "The View" co-host Ana Navarro and Greek food writer Aglaia Kremezi for a live recording of his podcast, where he'll discuss food stories and Mediterranean favorites. Copies of the book will be available for purchase but not included in the ticket price. 8 p.m. $45.
'Women in Craft Beverage' panel at Other Half Brewing
Nine women who work in the craft beer and spirits industry -- as founders of breweries and distilleries, owners of bottle shops, bartenders and brewery quality directors, and consultants and historians -- team up for a panel discussion at Other Half Brewing in Ivy City. If you're curious about working in the field, or just want to know more about what's in your glass at a favorite bar, this should be an interesting look at life behind the scenes. Tickets include two slices of Andy's Pizza, two draft beers from Other Half and a cocktail made with Lyon Rum from St. Michaels. (Lyon president and founder Jaime Windon is one of the panelists.) 6:30 to 8:30 p.m. $38.
Silver Branch Fifth Anniversary Party
The oldest brewery in Silver Spring marks five years in business with three days of specials. Celebrations kick off Thursday with Tap Talk, featuring co-founder Christian Layke and label artist Chris Bonnell sharing stories about Silver Branch's evolution and beers. The $50 tickets include a pour of the new barrel-aged Belgian Single Ale, a flight of Belgian beers and a taco bar. On Friday and Saturday, there are all-day food and drink specials, including Belgian flights. Through Saturday. No cover charge on Friday and Saturday.
'A2B: Slum Village' at the Eaton
Slum Village's 2000 album "Fantastic, Vol. 2" made waves in the underground hip-hop world, even though bootlegs with early versions of the tracks had been floating around for years. J Dilla's production, previous showcased on songs for Common and Q-Tip, grabbed attention far outside the trio's Detroit home; a Post review at the time praised his "unique brand of funk lite: airy chords, bubbly bass lines and muddy kicks defined mostly by a vague thumplike feeling in your stomach." Detroit native and journalist Kaya Freeman and Matt Talley of Cool Kids Vinyl play favorite cuts and discuss "Fantastic, Vol. 2" and the group's impact during an evening talk at the Eaton hotel as part of its A2B listening party series. 8 p.m. Free.
NSO in Your Neighborhood: 'Riverfront'
The National Symphony Orchestra's annual community outreach is focused on the banks of the Anacostia River and Washington Channel, with free concerts and events around Navy Yard, the Wharf and Southwest Washington over the next few days. Highlights include a performance at the Anthem honoring Duke Ellington's 125th birthday (Saturday at 7 p.m.); a concert at Bald Eagle Recreation Center with mezzo-soprano Marquita Raley-Cooper (Sunday at 7 p.m.); a string trio in the Southwest Library's meeting room (Friday at 11 a.m.); a cherry blossom-themed performance at Culture House featuring four basses (Saturday at 11:30 a.m.); and a piano and woodwind trio at the Rubell Museum (Sunday at 11:30 a.m.). See the NSO website for a full list of events. Through Sunday. Free.
Capital Art and Craft Festival at Dulles Expo Center
Over 250 artisans and craftspeople return to Chantilly to sell and showcase handmade items, including jewelry, pottery, florals, glassware, metals, paintings, kitchenware and foods from scones to kouign amann to dog treats. Friday and Saturday from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m.; Sunday from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. $10; free for children 12 and under.
Hot Chip at 9:30 Club
Music fans of a certain age have looked on with wry smiles as Gen Z and millennials have rediscovered emo, mallcore and nu-metal. But are they ready for a revival of the early 2000s electro/"indie dance" sound? Justice, whose remix of "We Are Your Friends" was an inescapable dance floor filler, has a new album coming out in April and a July show at the Anthem. LCD Soundsystem is playing festivals on both sides of the Atlantic this summer. And this Friday, 9:30 Club's late show is a DJ set by Hot Chip, the British outfit whose bubbling bass, pulsing electronic drums and choppy, snaking synths made singles like "Ready for the Floor," "Boy From School" and "Over and Over" a go-to party soundtrack in the mid-aughts. But unlike many of its contemporaries, Hot Chip is still going, releasing "Freakout/Release," a collection of funky, house-infused synth-pop tunes with giant singalong hooks, less than two years ago. They're still just as much fun. 10 p.m. $30.
Cherry Blossom Family Celebration at the Smithsonian American Art Museum
Held in the all-weather Kogod Courtyard, the Smithsonian American Art Museum's Cherry Blossom Family Celebration features face painting, cherry-blossom-themed crafts, a scavenger hunt in the galleries, a taiko drumming performance, a jump rope team, and Japanese pop and funk music spun by Les the DJ. 11:30 a.m. to 3 p.m. Free.
Japanese Culture Day at the Library of Congress
The Library of Congress's Japanese Culture Day is a hands-on experience, letting young visitors try origami, coloring woodblock prints and making a tiara with the Cherry Blossom Princesses, as well as watching Japanese dance and drumming performances or settling in for storytelling. Advance tickets have been claimed, but same-day tickets are available on the library's website beginning at 9 a.m. 10 a.m. to 3 p.m. Free; ticket required.
Family Day: Japanese Fashion at the Textile Museum
The Textile Museum's Family Day is focused on Japanese fashion, so visitors can try on a happi coat or yukata before touring the galleries, watching dance or music performances, or making cherry blossom pendants. 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Free.
Art of Pink at Metropolitan Park
New this year, the Art of Pink at National Landing's Metropolitan Park features a pop-up market with more than two dozen vendors, curated by AAPI art and culture organization Samasama. The day also includes live mural painting; art from the Museum of Contemporary Art Arlington; a pop-up food and beverage area with Ekiben Baltimore, Phowheels and Lost Generation Brewing; and the return of the weekly Saturday farmers market. DJ Empulse and Les the DJ provide the tunes. 1 to 5 p.m. Free. This event has been postponed due to weather.
'A Bold and Beautiful Vision' opening weekend at the Anacostia Community Museum
The newest exhibit at the Smithsonian's Anacostia Community Museum is devoted to the gifted Black artists who taught in D.C. classrooms throughout the 20th century, and naturally, the opening weekend will be a learning experience. To kick off the year-long run of "A Bold and Beautiful Vision: A Century of Black Arts Education in Washington, D.C., 1900-2000," the museum's family-friendly activities include interactive projects and talks. On Saturday, listen to a panel discussion on Howard University's history and legacy in the arts, running from 11:30 a.m. to 1 p.m., featuring experts like filmmaker Topper Carew, who co-created the TV show "Martin," and Kinshasha Holman Conwill, the founding deputy director of the National Museum of African American History and Culture. On Sunday, the artist Lex Marie leads a guided art experience. Saturday and Sunday from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Free; advance registration encouraged.
Lahr Native Plant Symposium and Native Plant Sale at the U.S. National Arboretum
Need a break from flowering Japanese trees this weekend? Native plants take center stage at a pair of events at the U.S. National Arboretum. The annual Lahr Native Plant Symposium is a surefire sign of spring, featuring an entire morning and afternoon full of gardening wisdom from local experts employed by the Department of Agriculture, Smithsonian, National Arboretum, Meadowlark Botanical Gardens and other institutions. You'll learn about topics from soil health to the best native trees to plant in your yard, and there will be question-and-answer opportunities. The symposium runs concurrently to Friends of the National Arboretum's Native Plant Sale, billed as "one of the earliest plant sales in the area," with vendors selling perennials and woody plants, so naturally, a shopping break is built into the symposium's lunch. Sale: 8 a.m. to 1 p.m. Free. Symposium: 9 a.m. to 3:45 p.m. $95.
Laetitia Sadier at Songbyrd
For nearly two decades, French singer Laetitia Sadier was Nico for Gen X as the singer of eclectic avant-pop act Stereolab, a band whose spacey-dreamy tunes inspired, either directly or not, a generation of indie artists and the chilled waves of loungy electronic pop. As a solo artist, Sadier has continued such dreamweaving, skipping across decades and continents for influences that make albums like this year's "Rooting for Love" familiar to Stereolab fans. 8 p.m. $17-$20.
Women Behind the Mic: A Celebration of Hip-Hop at Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Library
D.C. Public Library continues its celebration of Women's History Month with a panel discussion that honors the hip-hop executives and veterans whose voices were excluded during the genre's 50th anniversary moment. Following the discussion, there's a performance by Grammy-nominated hip-hop artist and actress Yo-Yo. 3 to 5 p.m. Free.
Saturday Night Believer: A Purim Disco at Sixth and I
Sixth and I's 21-and-up Purim does not feature a full megillah reading; instead, it has sequins, disco and dancing. Start the evening with sketch comedy before the dance party begins. Event organizers are collecting donations to Pathways to Housing DC, which provides support for people experiencing homelessness. 6:30 p.m. $20.
Oxon Run Pinknic & Kite Fly at Oxon Run Park
Cherry Blossom Festival activities continue on Sunday with this popular kite-focused event in Southeast Washington. Think of it as a local alternative to the busy and crowded kite festival on the Mall: Kids can make their own kites while enjoying family-friendly entertainment. Noon to 3 p.m. Free.
Sakura Sunday at National Harbor
At National Harbor, Sakura Sunday offers a beer and sake garden; performances of martial arts, music and storytelling; and a marketplace with food, clothing and anime vendors. 11 a.m. to 6 p.m. Free.
Holi at Dupont Circle and the Ven
The annual celebration of the Indian holiday of Holi in Dupont has two pieces this year: Head to Dupont Circle park at noon for a DJ; dance performances by Virginia's Studio Dhoom, which has performed at the White House and Wizards games; and complimentary chai. At 2 p.m., the party moves down to the Ven at Embassy Row hotel, where there's dancing outside and the throwing of colored powder. (Reminder: Wear something white that you don't mind getting messy.) Noon to 5 p.m. Free; $10 for colored powder at the Ven.
Holi in the District at Union Market
Show up with an all-white outfit and a willingness to get doused in colored powder during Union Market's festivities in honor of the Indian holiday Holi. Two Indian restaurants, Rasa and DC Dosa, are partnering up with Union Market District's Plaza at the Dock to celebrate this colorful Hindu tradition ringing in the spring. You'll want to show up at 5:45 p.m. to snag a free T-shirt and a little bag of washable, nontoxic colored powder (while supplies last). Stick around after the color throwing for musical performances as well as food and drinks for purchase from Rasa, DC Dosa, Malai Ice Cream and Buffalo & Bergen. Proceeds benefit the Akshaya Patra Foundation, a nonprofit that supplies meals to children in schools in India. 6 to 8 p.m. Free; online registration encouraged.
'The Bachelor' finale at Quincy Hall
After weeks of group dates, a canceled cocktail party and plenty of red roses, Season 28 of "The Bachelor" is coming to an end. So, too, is the viewing party at Quincy Hall, which features discounted wine and "Bachelor Bingo" cards. ("Cancels the cocktail party" was actually a square earlier this season.) Arrive early for a "Bachelor" trivia session from 7 to 8 p.m., followed by the three-hour finale. 7 to 11 p.m. Free.
Trivia Night: Women's History Month at the National Portrait Gallery
The National Portrait Gallery celebrates Women's History Month with a free trivia night in its beautiful Kogod Courtyard, which happens to be timed for happy hour. New Columbia Pub Quiz is running the show, asking questions that focus on the achievements of the formidable women in the museum's art collection. You can play trivia by yourself or in a team of up to six people, and drinks and snacks are available for purchase in the Courtyard Cafe. 5 to 6:45 p.m. Free; registration encouraged.
Amaarae at Fillmore Silver Spring
The first time Amaarae picked up the microphone, she was trying to be a rapper, not a singer. She pursued that calling for a few years, collaborating with a producer cousin who eventually had to deliver a hard truth: While the Ghanaian American musician wasn't that good as a rapper, her lilting voice -- and its Auto-Tune-like birdsong -- could probably make her lyrics shine as songs. Amaarae's soprano pitter-patters across her sophomore album, finding pockets of air over percolating productions that draw on diasporic grooves, scintillating synthesizers and bubbling bass lines. Like many artists her age, the 29-year-old cannot be pigeonholed by genre, like when gentle guitar ballad "Sex, Violence, Suicide" erupts into a punk kiss-off reminiscent of the early-aughts New York scene. 8 p.m. $40.
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In 'Shirley,' an underestimated Black congresswoman in an undercooked film
Regina King stars in "Shirley" as the groundbreaking politician Shirley Chisholm, who ran for president in 1972.
By Ann Hornaday | 2024-03-21

Regina King stars as Shirley Chisholm and Lucas Hedges plays Robert Gottlieb in "Shirley." (Glen Wilson/Netflix)


Regina King gives a lively, convincing portrayal of pioneering U.S. Congresswoman Shirley Chisholm in "Shirley," an earnest, curiously listless biopic of a woman whose legacy suffuses modern life, even as it goes unacknowledged.
In 1968, Chisholm became the first African American woman to serve as a U.S. representative, for New York's 12th District; an early scene in "Shirley" depicts the Brooklyn politician hurrying to finish her McDonald's strawberry milkshake before joining that year's "class picture" on the Capitol steps, the only Black and female face in a sea of White men.
Four years later, Chisholm would make history again, as the first African American woman to run for president. That campaign is the focus of "Shirley," written and directed by John Ridley, who does a dutiful job of laying out the dynamics of the race to defeat Richard M. Nixon, a Democratic primary that included initial front-runner Edmund Muskie, as well as Hubert Humphrey, John Lindsay, George Wallace and the eventual nominee, George McGovern.
Chisholm's slogan was "Unbought and Unbossed"; she was also constantly underfunded and underestimated by the political structures she was forced to navigate, whether it was factions led by such leaders as Congressional Black Caucus founder Walter Fauntroy (played with smirking condescension by Andre Holland) and Black Panther Huey Newton (Brad James) or White feminists. "Shirley" includes a snippet of Gloria Steinem saying she supported McGovern as the most acceptable White male candidate; what it fails to mention is that Steinem raised money for Chisholm in the states in which she ran, and wrote the speech she gave after being cut out of a televised debate.
Such are the nuances left on the cutting-room floor of a movie that feels perfunctory and starchily instructional when it should be a stirring monument to one of the most consequential figures of America's 20th century. Constructed with episodic predictability graced with a few expressionistic flourishes, "Shirley" co-stars Christina Jackson as Chisholm's protege Barbara Lee, who would represent her own 12th District as a U.S. representative of California; Lee appears late in the film to reinforce Chisholm's importance as a transformational politician, but none of that juice animates the preceding drama. (Viewers interested in Chisholm's life and career will find a terrific primer in Shola Lynch's 2004 documentary "Chisholm '72: Unbought and Unbossed.")

From left, Christina Jackson as Barbara Lee, Michael Cherrie as Conrad Chisholm, Regina King as Shirley Chisholm, Lance Reddick as Wesley McDonald "Mac" Holder and Lucas Hedges as Robert Gottlieb in "Shirley." (Glen Wilson/Netflix)


Lucas Hedges, Terrence Howard and the late Lance Reddick -- appearing in his final role -- portray the men who rallied around Chisholm during a run that looks quixotic, then hopeless, until a suspenseful sequence involving delegate horse-trading at the Democratic National Convention in Miami Beach; but it's King who gives "Shirley" its spirit and soul, inhabiting Chisholm with a steely confidence that is only somewhat disguised by her gentle Barbadian accent.
King's Chisholm is so wise, so graceful (her visit to Wallace after an attempt on his life is particularly moving), that it's easy to see why both her opponents and allies chronically misjudged and patronized her. Even at its most staid and dramatically inert, "Shirley" leaves no doubt that they did so at their peril.
PG-13. At Landmark's E Street Cinema; available March 22 on Netflix. Contains profanity including racial slurs, brief violence and some smoking. 117 minutes. 
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Inside a weekend at Freaknik, Atlanta's wild '90s street party
Ahead of a new documentary "Freaknik: The Wildest Party Never Told," streaming March 21 on Hulu, revelers look back at the wild Spring Break destination.
By Janay Kingsberry | 2024-03-21
It just so happened that Melanie Armstrong and her fiance were "on a break" when she and her best friend boarded a flight from Rochester, N.Y., to Atlanta for the weekend. So she left her engagement ring behind and packed her flyest outfits -- tight shirts and halter tops, mini skirts and baggy jeans.
It was late April in 1994, and Armstrong, then 25, had never been to Atlanta -- or on a plane.
She threw up midflight.
Maybe it was the nerves or motion sickness. Either way, she didn't think much of it -- especially once she finally touched down in the city, made her way through a packed Atlanta airport and surveyed the crowd in astonishment.
"I had never seen so many Black people and so many fine Black men in my life," Armstrong, now 55, said in a recent phone interview. "I said, 'Oh if this is going to be Freaknik, I know I'm going to have a good time.'"
Throughout the 1990s, Freaknik was regarded as the wildest college spring break destination in the South, thriving at a time when clunky camcorders captured home videos more likely to gather dust in an attic than be broadcast to millions on the internet. At its peak, the party attracted hundreds of thousands of visitors who poured into Atlanta's streets -- snarling traffic, thumping music and dancing on car hoods.

Melanie Armstrong, pictured in 1992, says Freaknik was "the best time I ever had in my life." (Courtesy of Melanie Armstrong)


Now, a Hulu documentary premiering Thursday recounts its rise and fall -- unearthing archival footage that chronicles Freaknik's early cookout days, a growing hyper-sexualized environment, its impact as a bubbling cultural and music hub, and the tumult of violence and public safety problems that roiled the city as the event hit critical mass and pitted political leaders against Black Atlantans.
Executive produced by music mogul Jermaine Dupri, Luther "Uncle Luke" Campbell and 21 Savage among others, "Freaknik: The Wildest Party Never Told" is a project many Gen X and boomer-age parents and their millennial kids have braced for.
Last year, a niche social media trend emerged in which kids asked their parents whether they went to Freaknik and shared the responses online. "I plead the 5th!" one mom declared in a text exchange with her daughter. But Armstrong, for one, was thrilled about the news. Unprompted, she texted her kids in their family group chat: "I was at Freaknik back then. I'm ready to tell my story."

"I had never seen so many Black people," Armstrong said of visiting Atlanta for the first time. (Courtesy of Melanie Armstrong)



Armstrong (pictured in 1992) and her daughter plan to watch the Hulu documentary together. (Courtesy of Melanie Armstrong)


Armstrong's destination that weekend was Piedmont Park. Music was blaring, and grills were smoking. And thousands of attendees were dancing and laughing -- waving camcorders and microphones, drinks and cigarettes.
As one of Atlanta's biggest public parks, Piedmont served as a central hub for Freaknik festivities since 1983, when college students from Atlanta University Center's (AUC) D.C. Metro Club first organized the event.
The first Freaknik began as a small picnic for students from the area's historically Black colleges and universities -- including Spelman College, Morehouse College, Clark University and Morris Brown -- who were not traveling home for spring break. Student organizers had been promoting a "return of the freak" theme during their events all year, inspired by a pair of popular songs: Chic's 1978 funk-disco hit "Le Freak" and Rick James's 1981 "Super Freak." So they named the spring break gathering "Freaknic," which was later respelled as "Freaknik."
"The first one was relatively small, but then this event just evolved over a short period of time solely by word of mouth," said Sharon Toomer, one of the original organizers. "We started seeing students from Tuskegee, from Hampton, from FAMU, from the region, and then throughout the '80s, it just kept getting bigger and bigger and bigger."
By 1994, the vibes had shifted drastically. "If you can picture a huge Uncle Luke party, that's what it felt like," Armstrong said, referring to the rapper and promoter known for throwing raunchy parties in Miami.
That same year, Naima Cochrane, then a student at the University of South Carolina, drove down for the parties.
"I went in one of the final years of what I considered [to be] the original Freaknik," said Cochrane, now a music and culture journalist. "There were definitely artists and celebrities down there, but it still felt very much like a college-centered event."
Back then, the Black college festival circuit ran up and down the East Coast -- from Philadelphia to Florida -- with throngs of students piling in their cars and making stops along the way.
"We would put a cooler in [the trunk] and just load it up with alcohol," said Adrian Loving, a visual arts teacher who attended Freaknik as a Howard University student in the early '90s.
A responsible driver would take the wheel of their Ford Escort GT, he said, and they would pump it to Atlanta -- a 10-hour-plus trek.
"We would drive all night, and when we got there, it was on," he said. "There were just goo-gobs of parties. There were probably like 30 or 40 parties that you could go to for the whole weekend. We would basically just party-hop."
Students, he said, would meet at Atlanta University Center or another campus and figure out their move. "Paschal's was always one of our first spots," Loving said of the iconic soul food establishment. "During Freaknik, we would roll up ... and it was just like a block party out in front. It was one of the big meetup spots."
What Armstrong remembers most was a feeling of freedom.
"There was no violence, there was no fear of guns. There was nothing like that. It was just everybody being free," Armstrong recalled. "It was the best time I ever had in my life. ... It was a Black Woodstock."

Lakeyah, left, and Big Boss Vette attend 21 Savage's "Freaknik22: The Sequel" at Underground Atlanta in 2022. (Prince Williams/Getty Images)



Drake at "Freaknik22: The Sequel." (Prince Williams/Getty Images)



Jermaine Dupri, left, and Uncle Luke perform at the 2024 SXSW festival to promote the release of Hulu's "Freaknik: The Wildest Party Never Told." (Frank Micelotta/Disney)


Freaknik played a pivotal role in establishing Atlanta as a force in the music industry.
"The years that Freaknik grew were around the same time that the Atlanta sounds were galvanizing," Cochrane said. "It was happening simultaneously with Atlanta as a young music city -- not just as a music city."
The atmosphere for rising Southern hip-hop artists was electric. Rappers and promoters hustled through the streets and clubs, passing out sampler cassettes. Most notably, the Dungeon Family hip-hop collective, featuring acts such as Killer Mike, Goodie Mob and Outkast, was active in this scene.
Outkast, the acclaimed hip-hop duo consisting of rappers Big Boi and Andre 3000, even dropped their debut album, "Southernplayalisticadillacmuzik" the same week as Freaknik in 1994. "We launched our career off the back of Freaknik," Big Boi said in a past interview commemorating the parties.
Dupri, meanwhile, was leveraging the annual event to promote So So Def Recordings, the record label he launched in 1993.
Before Freaknik, Dupri said, Atlanta was largely perceived as "this country town that didn't move like New York, Chicago, L.A. or all these other major places." Even as White America started paying more attention to hip-hop culture, "the South was not ever treated as if it was supposed to even be here," he said.

Archival footage from "Freaknik: The Wildest Party Never Told." (Hulu)


Atlanta was in an age of discovery, Dupri added. "Everything here was new, and ... the discovery allowed people to be free," he said.
The rich civil rights history, wealth of Black political power and network of HBCUs attracted visitors such as Armstrong to Atlanta -- a city teeming with opportunity. "Atlanta felt like the mecca for Black people," Armstrong said. "I was so impressed. And for the longest time, I was like, 'I want to move to Atlanta.'"
Those factors laid the groundwork for Freaknik to flourish, said executive producer Geraldine L. Porras, facilitating connections through shared culture and experiences.
"But I think the real beauty was that [people] coming from these different cities throughout the country [were] also bringing pieces of their culture and their fashion and their hair," Porras said.
"And you're having a reunion of sorts. You're having other people that look like you that you can relate to, but then you're seeing the different styles from these different places."

William Stimms on Atlanta's Peachtree Street in 1994. (Marlene Karas/AP)


Freaknik attendance had peaked in 1994, attracting more than 200,000 people -- and Piedmont Park couldn't contain them. Crowds spilled into the streets and club venues all across town, blocking up Atlanta traffic.
Especially on Peachtree Street, the city's most iconic strip, which stretches just over 18 miles -- from downtown to midtown and up to Buckhead.
"On that street, it was nothing but cars lined up back to back," Armstrong said. "Everybody was just hanging out of the window, going six miles per hour."
The event's most enduring footage was born during those traffic jams, revealing a clash of revelry and chaos: Drivers blasting their music. Women jumping out of cars to dance.
"Before y'all started twerking on headlights, we were twerking on headlights," Armstrong said, and "twerking wasn't even a word then, baby."
Men swarmed them all weekend, Armstrong said, and they could get "a little handsy" and lewd. At one point, she recalled a male interviewer asking her a question. When she turned to answer, she realized that he was holding a penis-shaped microphone. "They thought it was funny," Armstrong said. "Now, these days you couldn't get away with that stuff."
She and her friends held steadfast to a buddy system that weekend, Armstrong said. "We went nowhere alone."

Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard during Freaknik in 1994. (Johnny Crawford/AP)



Freaknikers line up to get gas at the Greenbriar Mall in 1995. (Philip McCollum/AP)


Freaknik's legacy has long been riddled with incidents of sexual assault, some of which were caught on camera. "We wouldn't be doing Freaknik justice if we didn't show all parts," Dupri said. "Because as exciting as it was for Black people ... and music ... this dark side of Freaknik was very loud, as well."
By the mid-'90s, the event had morphed into a national destination, losing some of its early flavor, Cochrane said. In anticipation of the 1996 Olympics, the city implemented stringent measures to crack down on traffic and ensure public safety -- dead-ending the festivities by barricading streets and interstate exits. By the turn of the millennium, cases of assault were reported frequently. In 1998, footage from a WSB-TV broadcast and MTV's "True Life" showed women being groped and unclothed by mobs of men. That year, four rapes, six sexual assaults and four shootings were reported.
Black college students reportedly pushed back on negative characterizations of Freaknik, suggesting they were racially charged and citing other spring break parties that were fraught with similar reports.
By 1999, attendance had dropped to 50,000, before it finally fizzled in 2000.
"I think that ultimately what ended it is just a lack of organization," Toomer said. "And then you had a lot of criminal activity going on in terms of the sexual assaults and rapes. It just became an event that you couldn't really defend."
Over the years, there have been efforts to bring it back, including an annual Freaknik-themed club event hosted by 21 Savage. "It's never going to die," Toomer said. "We're talking about Freaknik 40 years later. So it truly is an indelible event in Black culture, but to recapture that moment I don't think is possible."

The Freaknikers along Mitchell Street in 1997. (Jean Shifrin/AP)


During her last day in Atlanta, Armstrong started feeling weird. She threw up again at a friend's house where she and her best friend, Cheryl, were crashing for the weekend. This time, Cheryl persuaded her to take a pregnancy test.
"It was positive, and I immediately fell out," Armstrong said of her disbelief.
Suddenly, her life was entering a chapter in which she would need to leave the festival behind.
Her fiance was thrilled by the news -- and so was Armstrong after the initial shock. "It was a happy time for us," she said, because it brought them Kamory Beale, her now 29-year-old daughter.
"Who knew, Kamory, the whole time you were at Freaknik with me?" Armstrong said.
Until her mom sent those text messages to the family last year, Beale said, she had no idea either had gone to Freaknik. "It's fun to hear when my mom had a life -- where she went out to parties, doing some of the things that I do now," she said.
The two have plans to watch the documentary together. And if she's lucky, Armstrong said, maybe she'll even catch a glimpse of her former self.
"I wouldn't be embarrassed at all," Armstrong said. "I lived my life; I enjoyed it. I'm here to tell my kids and my grandkids about it."
"I think it's dope that you had an amazing time," Beale replied. "I love that for you."
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Is Kevin Hart funny?
He's getting the Mark Twain Prize for humor. That, and $4 billion at the box office, must mean something ... right?
By Travis Andrews | 2024-03-21
Kevin Hart insists he's never written a joke.
Which is odd, because he's this year's recipient of the Mark Twain Prize for American Humor.
Hart is one the most famous comedians alive, but comedy is a mere sliver of his portfolio. He's a restaurateur, a rapper, an actor, a businessman, a brand wholly unto himself. He has built an empire from fast-casual restaurants, a tequila brand, a protein-shake line, a production company, more than $4 billion at the box office and sold-out arena shows -- ostensibly by telling jokes.
Other comics crave comedic legacies. He craves generational wealth.
He hopes to be a billionaire by the time he turns 45. That's in July.
"For me, it's about becoming a mogul, owning my own projects and establishing myself as a funding producer," Hart told Collider in 2013.
"For me, it's about history," he said on an episode of "Hot Ones" in 2016. "It's about making sure that last name Hart means something when it's all said and done."
"For me, it's building an empire," he said to Marc Maron in 2017.
Comedy, it seems, is merely the empire's cornerstone -- and some other comedians think it's sort of weak.
"I hear so many comics say, 'Kevin Hart's not funny,'" Donnell Rawlings said in February on the "My Expert Opinion" podcast, though he didn't say if he agreed with them.
"I still don't think yo ass funny," Mike Epps wrote on Instagram in 2018, addressing Hart.
In January, on Shannon Sharpe's YouTube show, Katt Williams suggested that Hart is a humorless, meritless commodity -- what he called an industry "plant." Williams's comments went viral. Hart pushed back, telling Fox 5 D.C. that Williams takes entertainment too seriously. At the circus, Hart said, "when a lion comes out and rides a bike, you don't think about it too hard. You just go, 'Okay, that's crazy.'"

Hart in 2018. (Kevin Kwan)


Hart has built something massive. But does the last name Hart mean something in comedy? Does he consider his comedy to be impactful? Or is he a lion riding a bicycle?
We would like to ask Hart himself about all this. We spent months trying to schedule him. The Kennedy Center -- which will host and confer the prize March 24 -- tried helping. Maybe the interview would be in Qatar, where he had a show. Or maybe on a film set in Atlanta? Then maybe just over Zoom?
But Kevin Hart had other things to do. So we bought a $135 ticket for a bad seat in a North Charleston, S.C., concert hall, to see his "Brand New Material" tour, and listen for answers.
Hart's small, athletic frame -- he's 5-foot-4 -- prowls the stage like an NBA player on the court. All 2,300 members of the audience have locked their phones in secure pouches. All eyes are on Hart.
It's clear what he means when he says he doesn't write jokes. Instead, he shouts his way through meandering stories.
They usually end with a laugh line that he'll repeat several times -- each one louder -- while he pantomimes, say, his explosive defecation after eating a spicy Chick-fil-A sandwich, or his family's eye-rolling when his nephew came out as gay.
"I think I speak for the whole family when I say: We know," he says. "We know! WE KNOW!"
The audience devours it, laughing louder with each repetition.

Onstage last year in Sydney. (Kevin Kwan)


He was born in North Philadelphia in 1979. His father, largely absentee, was a drug addict who pulled stunts such as gifting his son a stolen dog, only to have its furious owners knocking at the door 15 minutes later. His mother was so strict that she didn't allow him to have a bedroom door. Desperate to keep her son off the streets, she kept Hart busy with extracurriculars. He writes about all this in his 2017 memoir, "I Can't Make This Up: Life Lessons."
He credits his eventual success to both parents -- his father for teaching him how not to act, and his mother for instilling discipline, though this last lesson took a while to take hold.
After dropping out of the Community College of Philadelphia before the end of the first semester, Hart took a job as a shoe salesman in a local sporting-goods store and found himself addicted to making a sale -- a skill that came naturally to him, which he attributes to his charm.
A co-worker suggested he try stand-up at an amateur night at the Laff House, a comedy club in Philly. His first set was frenetic but scored a few cheers, he wrote. The second went better. He began winning stand-up competitions.
His addiction to selling shoes transformed into winning laughs. He quit the sales job to pursue comedy. His mother said she would support him for one year. If he didn't make it, he would go back to college.
But he was confident.
He wrote, "I could do what I did best: be the fun, loud guy."
For nearly an hour in North Charleston, Hart is the fun, loud guy. He tells stories trafficking in broad, well-trod topics such as aging. He gets injured now but doesn't know how! He's scared to walk down stairs! In one bit, he pretends to pull his groin.
He spends an inordinate amount of time mocking Michael Jordan's children.
He says he takes penis-enlargement pills from the gas station. He performs so well in bed that his wife screams more than his name -- she also bellows his Social Security number. Later, when his erection ebbs, she murmurs those same numbers in disappointment rather than glee.
Hart delights in trying to cross a line, repeatedly shouting, "That's why I took your phones tonight!"
He asks about a medical emergency that occurred during his opener's set. The punchline is he's only pretending to care. He tells a story about his diabetic amputee family members trying to goad him into eating sweets, and it ends with him hobbling around stage like his one-footed uncle.
The audience roars.
So: Is Kevin Hart funny?
Comics such as Keith Robinson, Patrice O'Neal and Dave Attell thought so. They helped him get his start in respected New York stand-up clubs. Media mogul Damon Dash thought so. He put him in the Roc-A-Fella-produced movie "Paper Soldiers" (2002) alongside Jay-Z, Charlie Murphy and Michael Rapaport. Judd Apatow thought so. He cast him in a few episodes of his Fox sitcom "Undeclared" with Seth Rogen and Jay Baruchel, 23 years ago.
Jerry Seinfeld, Chris Rock and Dave Chappelle are scheduled to toast him at the Kennedy Center.

From left, Hart, Jason Alexander, Jerry Seinfeld and Judd Apatow in 2015 in Beverly Hills. (Richard Shotwell/Invision/AP)


The fish-out-of-water persona he honed in movies -- such as "Ride Along," "Get Hard" and several films with Dwayne Johnson -- draws big box-office receipts.
His movie character -- there is really only one -- is an extension of his stand-up act: frenetic, self-deprecating yet overconfident, fast-talking and, most important, LOUD.
Funny is in the ear of the listener, but perhaps the proof is in the empire, cornerstone be damned. Hart has modeled underwear for Macy's. He's played in major poker tournaments. He co-created a TV show in 2013 called "Real Husbands of Hollywood." He founded a production company that pumps out the schlocky comedies he appears in. He started a venture capital firm that invests in companies that make beds, energy drinks, snacks and cleaning products.

Chris Rock, left, and Hart in December in New York. (Johnny Nunez/WireImage/Getty Images)


This "fusion between comedy and business, comedy and capitalism" is a modern phenomenon, according to stand-up historian Kliph Nesteroff, who wrote "The Comedians: Drunks, Thieves, Scoundrels and the History of American Comedy." "These are things that George Burns and Jack Benny never did, or that Moms Mabley or Eddie Murphy ever did."
Hart's bio on X focuses on the effort: "My name is Kevin Hart and I WORK HARD!!! That pretty much sums me up!!! Everybody Wants To Be Famous But Nobody Wants To Do The Work."
His mentor, Robinson, confirms this by phone. "He's the hardest-working man in show business," Robinson says. "The James Brown of comedy."
Hart's empire seems impervious to threats. He cheated on his pregnant wife in 2017. No one seemed to care. In 2015 he said he would never play a gay character. No one really blinked.
In 2018, the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences announced he would host the 2019 Oscars. Almost immediately, Twitter users and journalists began sharing a slew of his old homophobic tweets and stand-up bits. The academy asked him to apologize. He refused, resigned the gig and then gave a non-apology on Twitter.
But controversy rolls off him because he never fully admits wrongdoing. Never earnestly apologizes. Instead, he talks about personal growth -- he's always evolving and growing -- and complains about cancel culture.
A bit from his 2013 special "Let Me Explain" -- about how his infidelity broke up his first marriage -- captures the cycle: "Yes, people, I cheated. Am I ashamed of it? No, I'm not. Do I wish I could take it back? No, no I don't. Let me tell you why. You can't evolve as a man if you never make a mistake."
"I've been canceled, what, three or four times?" he said to the Sunday Times, unbothered, in 2021. In the same interview he suggests that anyone who wants to cancel someone should "Shut the f--- up!"

Ice Cube, left, and Hart in "Ride Along 2" in 2016. (Quantrell D. Colbert/Universal Pictures/Everett Collection)


Hart says that in high school, he dragged a bully across a football field by his face mask, ripped off his helmet and began punching him in the face, according to his memoir. Not long after, he sucker-punched another bully. "I would have thought that a fight would escalate things," he wrote. "But the fact that it stopped the bullying taught me a lesson: Defend yourself at all times."
On a 2022 episode of the podcast "SmartLess," after Hart boasted that he had been drinking, co-host Jason Bateman asked him about his appearance on the entrepreneur reality show "Shark Tank." Bateman wanted to know whether Hart was pitching or judging.
"What the f--- is that?" Hart yelled. Bateman asked again, and Hart yelled, louder, "I'm Kevin Hart, b----!"
And yet ...
"He's got a certain vulnerability," said Charleston resident Georgette "Cookie" Palasis, when asked before the show about her opinion of Hart. "He pulls at your heartstrings."
One phrase came up repeatedly among fans in Charleston: He's relatable. Who among us hasn't, um, taken penis-enlargement pills from a gas station and then commanded his spouse to recite his Social Security number during sex?
But maybe we're thinking too literally. What's relatable isn't the taking of the pills but the insecurity that leads to them. There is a deep, universal anxiety at the heart of Hart's jokes. And there is a deep, universal anxiety in the way he talks about himself.
"I'm as talented as f---," he felt the need to tell the Sunday Times.
He's particularly fond of explaining how talented, often in defense of his funniness.
"The 'He's not funny' slander is the best" began a tweetstorm in 2021, when Hart highlighted that his movies have made $4 billion in the box office and that three of his stand-up specials are among the top-10 highest grossing of all time.
"I have also turned my comedic talent into a place of business and branding and radio and other revenue streams," he tweeted. "The hate/slander fuels me to do more."
Is the Twain Prize about being funny? Is "fun" and "loud" close enough?
By declamation, the prize honors "an artist whose humor, much like the award's namesake Mark Twain, has impacted American society." Humor is subjective, but impact is a bit more measurable. One could reasonably argue that Lorne Michaels, the 2004 recipient, fathered generations of comedic talent through "Saturday Night Live," or that Ellen DeGeneres, the 2012 recipient, used humor to change perceptions of gay people.
Deborah F. Rutter, the president of the Kennedy Center, praised Hart's "iconic characters, inimitable physical comedy, and relatable narratives" -- there's "relatable" again -- and his "lasting contributions to the comedic landscape."

Hart in London in January. (Scott A Garfitt/Invision/AP)


But Nesteroff, the stand-up historian, notes that Hart -- and last year's winner, Adam Sandler -- are difficult to contextualize because they're technically midcareer.
"Kevin Hart really belongs to one generation of show business," Nesteroff says. "I don't know if we're there yet to see specific comedians or performers that have been influenced by Kevin Hart."
Nesteroff thinks the Twain Prize celebrates not just Hart's comedy but the empire he built on it.
"It almost feels like we're honoring fame," Nesteroff says.
Which, of course, is exactly what Hart is proud of.
The Mark Twain Prize for American Humor ceremony will stream on Netflix on May 11.
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The new Princess Peach game is high femme, low tech and good fun
"Princess Peach: Showtime!" is endlessly charming and perfect for kids. But its gameplay and technical limitations leave a little to be desired.
By Gene Park | 2024-03-21

Princess Peach becomes a daredevil thief in her first solo title since 2005. (Nintendo)


Just after the year of Barbie, the first princess of video games is in a new title that definitively answers, "Yes, a woman can have it all."
"Princess Peach: Showtime!," out March 22 for the Nintendo Switch, is the first solo title in nearly 20 years for Princess Peach, an iconic character notoriously cast as gaming's first damsel in distress. Maybe few are expecting a fictional royal to portray more than surface-level feminism and deconstruct the patriarchy. But "Showtime!" is notably leagues more progressive than her 2005 release, "Super Princess Peach," which was a very fun Nintendo DS game with an outdated perspective on the kind of power a woman can wield (all of her powers revolved around "emotions").
So it is heartwarming to see Peach finally "have it all" in 2024, especially after Anya Taylor-Joy's wonderful portrayal in last year's blockbuster film "The Super Mario Bros. Movie." The premise is simple: This theater full of magical beings that put on performances is overrun by a dark force, and Peach will take on each "stage" as the lead performer, becoming the hero of every story, whether she's a sheriff of the Old West, a thief with a code of honor or a dancing pastry chef. It's much like Mario and his different outfits for powers. But instead of red overalls to throw fireballs, Peach is a kung fu martial artist.
The controls for this game are alarmingly simple: There are two buttons. One of them jumps, and the other does an action specific to the role she plays, whether she's swinging a sword in action-focused "swordmaster" stages or plopping whipped cream as she dances on a swing dangling over a giant cake. Nintendo makes games for all ages, but "Showtime!" is firmly in a suite of games that make greater allowances for children or less experienced players.

"Princess Peach: Showtime!" is a collection of levels that act as self-contained games, like this cake decoration sequence unique to the pastry chef job. (Nintendo)


Veteran players will find little new here outside of Peach's charming animations. Many of these levels are closer to minigames. The pastry chef levels about decorating cakes evoke "Mario Party" more than "Mario Bros." The mechanical limitations do restrict the inventiveness of play possible. "Showtime!" is akin to the Kirby games, with more challenging levels tucked away at the end.
Good thing that some of these performances can be breathtaking. The weirder the job, the more interesting the play, and the most creative performances avoid straight action. You'd expect the superhero play to just be about punching bad guys, but Peach uses her superpowers to "act out" being a superhero, including ferrying people to safety. A detective portion turns the game into a rudimentary but lively point-and-click adventure. The ice skating portion needs to be seen to be believed.
The Switch console is showing its age as the frame-rate performance of "Showtime!" often hitches, even during the loading sequences. It's jarring to see curtains flow like stop-motion photography, and Peach's luxurious animations call for more horsepower. "Showtime!" is high femme, low tech.
"Showtime!" displays great promise for a Peach franchise. It's too bad the project feels more like a dainty step toward more substantive gameplay opportunities. There's plenty already here, but it leaves you wishing some of these concepts had more room to stretch their legs. Any game that earnestly places femininity on center stage deserves it.
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A Gershwin Prize jam for a grateful Elton John and Bernie Taupin
The legendary songwriting duo Elton John and Bernie Taupin thank their American influences as Joni Mitchell, Metallica, Billy Porter and others perform. 
By Emily Yahr | 2024-03-21

Bernie Taupin, left, and Elton John arrive Wednesday at Washington's DAR Constitution Hall for the Library of Congress Gershwin Prize for Popular Song. (Kevin Wolf/AP)


While much of the world is fixated on whatever is happening with the royals in the United Kingdom right now, two British legends came to Washington to receive one of America's highest cultural honors.
Elton John, 76, and Bernie Taupin, 73, were awarded the Library of Congress Gershwin Prize for Popular Song -- a lifetime achievement award given annually to an artist whose music has left a lasting impact -- during a nearly three-hour tribute concert Wednesday night at DAR Constitution Hall. The duo's songwriting launched John's six-decade career and spurred record sales of some 300 million and counting. The men are the third pair of writing partners to win the prize since it was established in 2007. (Burt Bacharach and Hal David received the Gershwin Prize in 2012; Gloria and Emilio Estefan received it in 2019.)
John and Taupin are also the second and third Brits to receive the honor (after Paul McCartney in 2010), though in their acceptance speeches, they gave nearly all the credit to musical influences from the United States.
"When I grew up as a little boy in suburban London, the only good music that I heard was American. British music sucked," John said, name-checking his inspirations such as Nat King Cole, Doris Day, Ella Fitzgerald, Little Richard, Ray Charles and Elvis Presley, whose "Heartbreak Hotel" made him want to play rock-and-roll. "Thank you, America, for the music you've given us all over the world. ... I'm so proud to be British and to be here in America to receive this award because all my heroes were American."

John shares a laugh with Taupin, left, and Librarian of Congress Carla Hayden on Wednesday. (Kevin Wolf/AP)


"Pretty much everything that I've written emanates from this country, whether it's the heartland, whether it's the urban jungle. It's all been a palette for everything I've written," said Taupin, who noted that he has lived in the United States since 1970. "I have an American heart, an American soul. ... I have an American family, I have an American wife, I have American children. I am America, believe me."
"But he drives a Volvo," John said dryly.
John and Taupin, who specialize in irresistible up-tempo rock along with ballads that still bring listeners to tears, have perfected a system since they started working together in 1967: Taupin writes lyrics and gives them to John, who composes and creates the song on his piano.
"Elton's music and Bernie's words are so embedded in our collective songbook it instantly takes you over," Carla Hayden, the librarian of Congress, told the crowd. "First, you hear Elton in the opening crescendo of the piano. Then you hear Bernie's writing in the opening lyrics: 'I remember when rock was young.' And before you know it, you're on your feet singing the famous chorus of 'Crocodile Rock.'"

Brandi Carlile performs Wednesday. (Kevin Wolf/AP)



Jacob Lusk of Gabriels also paid tribute. (Kevin Wolf/AP)


"And you know that feeling," said Hayden, who looked like she was ready to start dancing. "I'm getting it now."
The audience -- which included members of Congress, British Ambassador to the United States Karen Pierce and Supreme Court Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson -- was on its feet quite a bit; John and his husband, David Furnish, sat front-row center alongside Taupin and his wife, Heather, and beamed throughout the event. Recent Gershwin Prize winners Joni Mitchell and Garth Brooks were featured performers, as Brooks sang two ballads and Mitchell brought down the house with "I'm Still Standing" (she was given permission from the duo to change some of the lyrics for the occasion), accompanied by Annie Lennox and Brandi Carlile.
Earlier in the night, Carlile sang "Madman Across the Water" and said that the songs of John and Taupin changed her life when she first heard them at age 11.

Bernie Taupin speaks Tuesday at a Library of Congress event honoring him and Elton John with the annual Gershwin Prize for Popular Song. (Kevin Wolf/AP)



John, seen here at Tuesday's Gershwin Prize event, shares the honor with Taupin, his songwriting partner. Other duos who have won the Gershwin prize include Burt Bacharach and Hal David in 2012, and Gloria and Emilio Estefan in 2019. (Kevin Wolf/AP)


"Elton was wild and outrageously, dangerously fabulous, and he sang the most beautiful stories I had ever heard. I'll never stop thanking them for the wonderful life their music allowed me to dream into existence," Carlile said. "Elton John and Bernie Taupin are complexity hidden inside of gorgeous and free-spirited rock-and-roll."
Metallica kicked things off with a rollicking rendition of "Funeral for a Friend/Love Lies Bleeding," while Billy Porter (who also served as host) lit up the audience with "The Bitch is Back." Jacob Lusk of the band Gabriels delivered an electrifying "Bennie and the Jets" for one of the biggest standing ovations of the night -- particularly poignant given that Lusk is a former "American Idol" contestant who once sang "Sorry Seems to Be the Hardest Word" on the show and now counts John as a friend.
An emotional segment highlighted the duo's charitable giving, particularly the Elton John AIDS Foundation that started in 1992 and has raised more than $600 million; Carlile returned to the stage to sing "Skyline Pigeon." Charlie Puth took on "Don't Let the Sun Go Down on Me," and Maren Morris belted out a soaring version of "I Guess That's Why They Call It the Blues." On the red carpet before the event, Morris spoke admiringly of John and Taupin's working relationship.
"I feel like this is certainly the longest partnership in songwriting history. It's amazing that they've been able to nurture it for many decades," she said. "But when you find a partner that you have chemistry with lyrically, musically, and can grow through the years with one another -- I mean, there is nothing more special."
During his speech at the end of the show, John concurred. "Bernie and I have been together for over 50-something years. We're closer than we've ever been, and I think that's pretty remarkable in this day and age for two people in the business to be closer than they were when they started. I'm thrilled to be here with him. Because if it wasn't for him, I wouldn't be here," he said, adding, "Being able to share success with somebody is the greatest thing you could ever have."
"I love what he's become, how happy he is. I love what I've become and how happy I am," John continued. "We've both been through hell, and we've come through the other side, and it feels good."
John wrapped up the night behind a red piano with "Mona Lisas and Mad Hatters" and "Saturday Night's Alright for Fighting." Hayden, the librarian of Congress, asked him to play just one more.
So John launched into "Your Song," and as Taupin leaned against the piano right near him, John sang the lyrics that his friend wrote: "I know it's not much, but it's the best I can do / My gift is my song, and this one's for you."
"Elton John & Bernie Taupin: The Library of Congress Gershwin Prize for Popular Song" will air Monday, April 8, at 8 p.m. on PBS.

John and Taupin perform Wednesday. (Kevin Wolf/AP)






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/music/2024/03/21/gershwin-prize-concert-elton-john-bernie-taupin/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



'3 Body Problem' is a great drama (and decent sci-fi)
Rarely does a show with multiple protagonists -- and timelines -- handle the challenge well. "3 Body Problem" manages it with apparent ease.
By Lili Loofbourow | 2024-03-21

Jess Hong as Jin Cheng in Netflix's "3 Body Problem." (Ed Miller/Netflix)


Peppery comparisons to "Game of Thrones" were inevitable. Once news broke that David Benioff and D.G. Weiss, the duo responsible for the HBO juggernaut's failures as well as its successes, were joining Alexander Woo (of "The Terror: Infamy") to adapt Liu Cixin's best-selling novel "The Three-Body Problem," reactions online ranged from excitement to dread. I stood with the pessimists. Like most TV critics, I've had to write an enormous amount about "Game of Thrones." My view (summarized) is that the show's last half pivoted away from the rich dialogue, juicy political intrigue and careful character work that made the series great to favor shocking but underdeveloped twists, baffling character arcs and a whole lot of spectacle for spectacle's sake.
More pertinently, given the prospect of committing to a new multiyear Benioff and Weiss project, was how brutally the series ended up punishing fans who took its ideas (and lore) seriously. The payoff to storylines whose importance the show had repeatedly asserted -- Bran's long journey to become the Three-Eyed Raven (which cost many characters their lives), the Night King and his growing armies, the coming of winter -- was slim to nonexistent. By the end, the show's technically brilliant set pieces and terrific scores only emphasized how philosophically barren the story had become.
I can report with pleasure and surprise that "3 Body Problem," which drops Thursday, has almost precisely the opposite problem. What the show lacks in style it more than makes up for with exquisite character work that complements its deeper philosophical questions. Evincing no interest at all in "world-building" as we traditionally understand it, the series sketches out the emotional landscapes its characters occupy with astonishing speed and depth. The networks of relationships are almost instantaneously legible. Rendered with remarkable, lived-in specificity, the intimacy feels real. So does the despair.

From left, Eiza Gonzalez as Auggie Salazar, Jess Hong as Jin Cheng, Saamer Usmani as Raj Varma, Jovan Adepo as Saul Durand, Alex Sharp as Will Downing and John Bradley as Jack Rooney in Netflix's "3 Body Problem." (Ed Miller/Netflix)


Put differently: This is better drama than science fiction. The Netflix adaptation of a brilliant novel so conceptually complicated that it has long been called unfilmable is perfectly decent (albeit simplified) sci-fi. Sure, it's a puzzle box. "Science is broken," someone says as Clarence (Benedict Wong), a schlubby, no-nonsense operative for a shadowy government agency investigates a rash of suicides among the world's most gifted researchers. That formulation captures just how hard this show works to make the science bits go down easy. This "spoonful of sugar" approach extends to one of the show's central mysteries -- an Oculus-type helmet that mysteriously appears in people's homes -- and provides a handy excuse for long and sometimes tedious video game sequences explaining various theories of how a hypothetical world might work.
The series (unlike the book) is set mostly in the United Kingdom instead of China. That's probably a concession to Anglophone audiences, but it also reinforces the way the show's present-day timeline performs an almost principled indifference to place. Cultural specificity is diluted. The younger set of protagonists, a group of trained scientists called the "Oxford Five" who studied with Vera Ye (Vedette Lim), a physicist who dies in the pilot, are from all over the world. Their attachments are to one another, not to any particular culture or country or place. As in the video game, which starts characters off in a kind of blasted heath, the surroundings are visually competent but forgettable. "You're beautiful. In a boring way," one character tells another, ventriloquizing the show's serviceable aesthetic, which manages to make even Oxford -- where much of the action happens -- seem generic. "You're like a movie star, but in really bad movies."
Tempering the featurelessness of the present-day timeline, where the five friends gather to grieve and mourn and plan, is a storyline so precisely and historically rooted that it manages to osmotically anchor the rootless present. The show begins in 1966, with a young astrophysicist named Ye Wenjie (Zine Tseng) watching in despair as her father -- also a physicist -- is beaten to death by Red Guards during the Chinese Communist Revolution. His crime was teaching the big-bang theory, which "leaves space for God." Easily the show's most compelling character (Tseng is a revelation), Ye Wenjie haunts the series. Her subsequent experiences, first as a prisoner and then as a scientist forced to work on a secret government project, are historically contingent and massively, even universally, consequential.
Ye Wenjie's storyline also permits "3 Body Problem" to grapple with a specific sense of place -- that is to say, with Earth, and nature -- in precisely the terms the contemporary timeline's glossy and anonymous urban geography rejects. Horrified by the cataclysmic deforestation she's unwillingly abetting, Ye Wenjie bonds with an American environmentalist (and future oil magnate) named Mike Evans (Ben Schnetzer). Radicalized by Rachel Carson's "Silent Spring" and a shared conviction that humanity cannot save itself, the pair (played in the present by Rosalind Chao and Jonathan Pryce) seek solutions elsewhere.

Jovan Adepo as Saul Durand, left, and Eiza Gonzalez as Auggie Salazar in Netflix's "3 Body Problem." (Ed Miller/Netflix)


Rarely does a show with multiple protagonists -- and timelines -- handle the challenge well. "3 Body Problem" manages it with apparent (and deceptive) ease. The series juggles the perspectives and quandaries of its flawed and confused scientists with sympathy and nuance. The dialogue is intelligent, witty and believable. So are the friends' disagreements over how to address the looming crisis. There's Jin (Jess Hong), a brilliant working physicist who watched her parents be swept out to sea as a child and was subsequently raised in New Zealand. Her friend and admirer Will Downing (Alex Sharp, in a devastating performance), convinced of his inadequacy as a researcher, settles for teaching high school. Jack Rooney (John Bradley), an amiable bon vivant, left the sciences to build a snack food empire. Saul (Jovan Adepo), brilliant but lazy, prefers being a research assistant and getting high to running his own lab. And Auggie, (Eiza Gonzalez) left to work in the applied sciences -- specifically, to develop a new nanofiber technology. All five are recruited to figure out how to handle a peculiar emergency with a twist: the disaster is four hundred years in the future.
One of the show's underlying themes -- in an obvious nod to climate change -- concerns how, and at what level of intensity (or violence), the event in question should be understood as a present-day crisis. And how a civilization calibrated to focus on the near-term could possibly be motivated to address a challenge on that time scale. Or sacrifice for a future they'll never live to see. That the first season productively pairs those theoretical questions with the sometimes soapy melodrama of five 20-somethings -- and the despair of an old woman who survived a revolution and lost hope before finding it again -- is pretty extraordinary. The pacing is great. The story is good. Here's hoping the show can sustain that balance, and that future seasons will deliver on its considerable present-day potential.
3 Body Problem (8 episodes) will be available for streaming March 21 on Netflix.
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'Ghostbusters: Frozen Empire' is a shade of the original
The spirits are willing but the script is weak in the effective but formulaic sequel "Ghostbusters: Frozen Empire."
By Ty Burr | 2024-03-20

From left, Annie Potts, Bill Murray, Dan Aykroyd and Ernie Hudson in "Ghostbusters: Frozen Empire." (Jaap Buitendijk/Sony Pictures Entertainment/Columbia Pictures)


Whatever element of surprise there once was in the Ghostbusters franchise has long been exorcised, but that's okay: Hollywood assumes audiences don't want to be surprised anymore, and it's probably right. The 2016 all-female "Ghostbusters" wasn't half bad but got caught in the culture war's crossfire, whereas the 2021 reboot "Ghostbusters: Afterlife" played like a mashup of the original 1984 film and TV's "Stranger Things," and it did well enough to spawn a sequel: "Ghostbusters: Frozen Empire." The new film is professionally made, well-acted, entertaining enough, and possessed of no earthly reason to exist aside from the care and feeding of intellectual property.
It could be worse. Under Gil Kenan's workmanlike direction -- the screenplay is by him and Jason Reitman, son of the first film's director, Ivan Reitman, who died in 2022 and to whom "Frozen Empire" is dedicated -- the family from "Afterlife" is reassembled in New York City, in the refurbished firehouse where it all started. Mom Callie Spengler (Carrie Coon), her sardonic son Trevor (Finn Wolfhard of "Stranger Things"), brainiac daughter Phoebe (Mckenna Grace) and mom's boyfriend Gary (Paul Rudd) are carrying on the ghostbusting mission of Grandpa Egon (the late Harold Ramis), bankrolled by original fourth Ghostbuster Winston (Ernie Hudson), now a besuited Manhattan tech entrepreneur.
Where are the other two of the famous crew? Ray (Dan Aykroyd) is running a paranormal notions shop when he is visited by the shifty Nadeem (Kumail Nanjiani), who's unloading his grandmother's effects, among which is a mysterious metal orb glowing with demonic energy. Aykroyd seems delighted to be here, and I guess we shouldn't mind paying for an aging comedian's version of Social Security -- let's call it a pop-culture pension. That's more than can be said for Bill Murray as Peter Venkman. Murray shows up in two scenes, punches the clock, gets his laughs, picks up his check and goes home.
Which points at what's changed in 40 years. Murray carried the original "Ghostbusters" on the strength of his unflappable sarcasm, turning a pretty good special-effects horror comedy into a classic of breezy, gritty New York City wit. "Ghostbusters: Frozen Empire" is less a horror comedy and more a reasonably successful pastiche of things that have worked before, and not necessarily in this series alone. The icy eldritch god who serves as the main villain is a rehash of every CGI monster from the last 20 years. The miniature army of Stay-Puft Marshmallow men are this movie's Minions, and, honestly, by the internal logic of the Ghostbusters universe, they shouldn't even be here. Wasn't the first movie's giant version a projection of Ray's imagination and not an actual spectral embodiment? Or am I taking all of this way too seriously?

Phoebe Spengler (Mckenna Grace) and a Stay-Puft Marshmallow. (Sony Pictures Entertainment/Columbia Pictures)


Really, it could be worse, and "Ghostbusters: Frozen Empire" serves as an effective, forgettable family night at the movies or in-flight time waster. Nanjiani gets the most dependable laughs as a deadpan goofball with an unsuspected gift, and it's nice to see Patton Oswalt as an expert in ancient languages down in the bowels of the New York Public Library, whose famous lions get a ghostly goosing. Fans of the first movie will be happy to see the return of Annie Potts as mother-hen Janine, William Atherton as the persnickety mayor, and Slimer, the globby green junk-food junkie who in 1984 was a tip of the ectoplasm to the recently deceased John Belushi.
With the sizable talents of Coon, Rudd and Wolfhard mostly wasted on exposition and reactive one-liners, though, what little honest emotion exists in "Frozen Empire" comes from Grace's Phoebe, who's stuck in an adolescent funk made worse by the city's sidelining her from ghostbusting for being a minor. In particular, Phoebe's scenes with a sad-eyed teenage specter named Melody (Emily Alyn Lind) have a tenderness that the actresses and filmmakers perch exactly and intriguingly on the line between friendship and physical attraction. Maybe the next "Ghostbusters" should be a straight-to-streaming young adult same-sex rom-com. Who you gonna call? Netflix.
PG-13. At area theaters. Contains supernatural action/violence, language and suggestive references. 115 minutes.
Ty Burr is the author of the movie recommendation newsletter Ty Burr's Watch List at tyburrswatchlist.com.
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Daniel Snyder pulls Maryland mansion from market, donates it to charity
The former Commanders owner listed the home in 2023 for $49 million. He stands to reap a large tax deduction after donating it to the American Cancer Society.
By Nicki Jhabvala | 2024-03-21

Former Washington Commanders owner Daniel Snyder and his wife, Tanya, donated their Potomac estate to the American Cancer Society. (John McDonnell/The Washington Post)


Eight months after selling the Washington Commanders, Daniel Snyder donated his mansion overlooking the Potomac River in Maryland to the American Cancer Society, reaping what could be a significant tax deduction on a property that had been on the market for more than a year.
Snyder purchased part of the property from the estate of King Hussein and Queen Noor of Jordan in 2001 for $8.64 million. He went on to acquire additional parcels, amassing 15 total acres, according to property records. The 30,000-square-foot estate, which he named River House, was completed in 2004.
The home, which served as Snyder's primary residence for close to two decades, went on the market in February 2023 with an asking price of $49 million. Snyder reduced the price to $34.9 million after it sat on the market for six months.
The listing was removed on Monday, according to Zillow.
Property records show that on March 7, ACS Development Company I Inc., which owns and operates real estate for the American Cancer Society, purchased the home for $0. A spokesperson for the American Cancer Society said the organization intends to sell the property and use the proceeds "to advance our mission of improving the lives of cancer patients and their families."
Snyder's wife, Tanya Snyder, the former co-CEO of the Commanders, was diagnosed with breast cancer in 2008 and, after undergoing surgical treatment, was a noted advocate for cancer awareness. She helped launch the NFL's "Think Pink" campaign, and ACS recognized her as its "Mother of the Year" in 2013.
"We are incredibly grateful for the gift, and the generosity cannot be overstated," Karen Knudsen, CEO of the American Cancer Society, wrote in a release by the organization.
The donation has significant tax benefits for Snyder. He had reportedly been trying to sell River House since 2018 and, absent a buyer, donating the property was a more practical solution than sitting on it and paying taxes; the property's assessed tax value for 2022 was close to $18 million.
By donating the real estate to a charity, Snyder can claim a deduction to his income tax that is equal to the appraised value of the property. So, for instance, if the property were appraised at $45 million, he would receive a tax deduction of $45 million. And he would not pay taxes on the gain, which he would have had he sold the property to a private buyer.
Snyder could not be reached for comment.
In a 2022 filing in the United Kingdom, Snyder listed England as his usual residence.
Snyder also owns a 16.5-acre property near Mount Vernon that he purchased for $48 million in November 2021, as well as property in Aspen, Colo.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/sports/2024/03/21/daniel-snyder-house/
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