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U.S. Sues Apple, Accusing It of Maintaining an iPhone Monopoly



The lawsuit caps years of regulatory scrutiny of Apple's wildly popular suite of devices and services, which have fueled its growth into a nearly $3 trillion public company.




By tightly controlling the user experience on iPhones and other devices, Apple has created what critics call an uneven playing field where it grants its products and services access to core features that it denies rivals.




By David McCabe and Tripp Mickle


Mar 21, 2024


The Justice Department joined 16 states and the District of Columbia to file an 
antitrust lawsuit against Apple
 on Thursday, the federal government's most significant challenge to the reach and influence of the company that has put iPhones in the hands of more than a billion people.



In an 88-page lawsuit, the government argued that Apple had violated antitrust laws with practices that were intended to keep customers reliant on their iPhones and less likely to switch to a competing device.



The tech giant prevented other companies from offering applications that compete with Apple products like its digital wallet, which could diminish the value of the iPhone, the government said. Apple's policies hurt consumers and smaller companies that compete with some of Apple's services, in the form of "higher prices and less innovation," the lawsuit said.



"Each step in Apple's course of conduct built and reinforced the moat around its smartphone monopoly," the government said in the lawsuit, which was filed in the U.S. District Court for the District of New Jersey.



The lawsuit caps years of regulatory scrutiny of Apple's wildly popular suite of devices and services, which have fueled its growth into a nearly $2.75 trillion public company that was for years the most valuable on the planet. It takes direct aim at the iPhone, Apple's most popular device and most powerful business, and attacks the way the company has turned the billions of smartphones it has sold since 2007 into the centerpiece of its empire.



By tightly controlling the user experience on iPhones and other devices, Apple has created what critics call an uneven playing field, where it grants its own products and services access to core features that it denies rivals.
 
Over the years, it has limited finance companies' access to the phone's payment chip and Bluetooth trackers from tapping into its location-service feature. It's also easier for users to connect Apple products, like smartwatches and laptops, to the iPhone than to those made by other manufacturers.



The company says this makes its iPhones more secure than other smartphones. But app developers and rival device makers say Apple uses its power to crush competition.



"This lawsuit threatens who we are and the principles that set Apple products apart in fiercely competitive markets," an Apple spokeswoman said. "If successful, it would hinder our ability to create the kind of technology people expect from Apple -- where hardware, software, and services intersect. It would also set a dangerous precedent, empowering government to take a heavy hand in designing people's technology."



The lawsuit asks the court to stop Apple from engaging in current practices, including blocking cloud-streaming apps, undermining messaging across smartphone operating systems and preventing the creation of digital wallet alternatives. It also asks for Apple to pay an unspecified financial penalty.



It's unclear what implications the suit -- which is likely to drag out years before any type of resolution -- would have for consumers.



Apple has effectively fought off other antitrust challenges. In a lawsuit over its App Store policies that Epic Games, the maker of Fortnite, brought in 2020, Apple persuaded the judge that customers could easily switch between its iPhone operating system and Google's Android system. It has presented data showing that the reason few customers change phones is their loyalty to the iPhone.




The lawsuit takes direct aim at the iPhone and attacks the way Apple has turned the billions of smartphones it has sold since 2007 into the centerpiece of its empire.




It also has 
defended its business practices in the past
 by saying its "approach has always been to grow the pie" and "create more opportunities not just for our business, but for artists, creators, entrepreneurs and every 'crazy one' with a big idea."



Every modern-day tech giant has faced a major federal antitrust challenge. The Justice Department is also pursuing a case against Google's search business and another focused on Google's hold over advertising technology. The Federal Trade Commission filed a lawsuit accusing Meta, which owns Facebook, of thwarting competition when it bought Instagram and WhatsApp and another accusing Amazon of abusing its power over online retail. The F.T.C. also tried unsuccessfully to block Microsoft from acquiring Activision Blizzard, the video game publisher.



The lawsuits reflect a push by the regulators to apply greater scrutiny to the companies' roles as gatekeepers to commerce and communications. In 2019, under President Donald J. Trump, the agencies opened antitrust inquiries into Google, Meta, Amazon and Apple. The Biden administration has put even more energy behind the effort, appointing critics of the tech giants to lead both the F.T.C. and the antitrust division of the Department of Justice.



In Europe, regulators recently punished Apple for preventing music streaming competitors from communicating with users about promotions and options to upgrade their subscriptions, levying a 1.8 billion-euro fine. 
App makers have also appealed to the European Commission
, the European Union's executive arm, to investigate claims that Apple is violating a new law requiring it to open iPhones to third-party app stores.



In 
South Korea
 and the 
Netherlands
, the company is facing potential fines over the fees it charges app developers to use alternative payment processors. Other countries, including Britain, Australia and Japan, are considering rules that would undercut Apple's grip on the app economy.



The Justice Department, which began its investigation into Apple in 2019, chose to build a broader and more ambitious case than any other regulator has brought against the company. Rather than narrowly focus on the App Store, as European regulators have, it focused on Apple's entire ecosystem of products and services.



The lawsuit filed Thursday focuses on a group of practices that the government said Apple had used to shore up its dominance.



The company "undermines" the ability of iPhone users to message with owners of other types of smartphones, like those running the Android operating system, the government said. That divide -- epitomized by the green bubbles that show an Android owner's messages -- sent a signal that other smartphones were lower quality than the iPhone, according to the lawsuit.



Apple has similarly made it difficult for the iPhone to work with smartwatches other than its own Apple Watch, the government argued. Once an iPhone user owns an Apple Watch, it becomes far more costly for them to ditch the phone.



The government also said Apple had tried to maintain its monopoly by not allowing other companies to build their own digital wallets. Apple Wallet is the only app on the iPhone that can use the chip, known as the NFC, that allows a phone to tap-to-pay at checkout. Though Apple encourages banks and credit card companies to allow their products to work inside Apple Wallet, it blocks them from getting access to the chip and creating their own wallets as alternatives for customers.



The government also said that Apple refuses to allow game streaming apps that could make the iPhone a less valuable piece of hardware or offer "super apps" that let users perform a variety of activities from one application.



The government's complaint uses similar arguments to the claims it made against Microsoft decades ago, in a seminal lawsuit that argued the company was tying its web browser to the Windows operating system, said Colin Kass, an antitrust lawyer at Proskauer Rose. He added that the most compelling allegation -- and the one that brings it closest to the Microsoft case -- is that Apple could be contractually preventing rivals from developing apps that work with other app providers, as "super apps" could.



Other legal experts noted that companies are legally allowed to favor their own products and services, so the government will have to explain why that is a problem with Apple.



"This case is about technology," Mr. Kass. "Can the antitrust laws force a company to redesign its product to make it more compatible with competitors' products?"



Apple has defended itself against other antitrust challenges by arguing that its policies are critical to make its devices private and secure. In its defense against Epic Games, it argued that restraining the distribution of apps allowed it to protect the iPhone from malware and fraud. The practice benefited customers and made the iPhone more attractive than competing devices with Android's operating system.



The government will try to show that the effect of Apple's policies was to hurt consumers, not help them.



"Competition makes devices more private and more secure," said Jonathan Kanter, assistant attorney general of the Justice Department's antitrust division. "In many instances, Apple's conduct has made its ecosystem less private and less secure."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/21/technology/apple-doj-lawsuit-antitrust.html
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Menendez Won't Run as Democrat but Leaves Door Open to Independent Bid



Senator Robert Menendez of New Jersey faces federal bribery charges. His trial is scheduled to begin in May.




The announcement by Mr. Menendez, whose electoral plans had been the subject of speculation for months, came just days before a deadline to formally enter the June 4 Democratic primary.




By Nicholas Fandos and Tracey Tully


Mar 21, 2024


Senator Robert Menendez of New Jersey announced on Thursday that he would not run for re-election as a Democrat this year, bowing to intense political pressure and federal charges that place him at the center of an international bribery scheme.



But in 
a nine-minute video
 posted on social media, Mr. Menendez, 70, insisted he would be exonerated at a trial scheduled to begin in May and he left the door open to running as a political independent if he is cleared.



"I am hopeful that my exoneration will take place this summer and allow me to pursue my candidacy as an independent Democrat in the general election," he said.



Still, Mr. Menendez's decision to forgo the competition for his party's nomination amounted to a painful concession that his political career was teetering on the edge.



He was all but certain to lose the June primary for his own seat. Nearly every Democratic ally has abandoned him in recent months, and two prominent Democrats -- Representative Andy Kim and Tammy Murphy, the wife of Gov. Philip D. Murphy -- are trouncing him in primary polls.



"Unfortunately, the present accusations I am facing -- of which I am innocent and will prove so -- will not allow me to have that kind of political dialogue and debate with political opponents who have already made it a cornerstone of their campaign," he said in the video on Thursday.



A campaign as an independent is unlikely to be much easier, even if he were to prevail in court. It could also jeopardize Democrats' already tenuous hold on the Senate.



Although polls show that as many as three quarters of New Jersey voters believe Mr. Menendez is guilty of the charges against him, he could still siphon enough votes from the Democratic nominee to tip a close race.



Even just preserving the possibility in the short run, though, allows Mr. Menendez to continue raising money to pay the lawyers representing him and his wife, Nadine Menendez.



He had already spent $2.3 million from his campaign account on legal fees from October through December, federal filings show. He has spent at least $295,000 more from a separate 
legal defense fund
. Those costs are likely to spike in the weeks ahead as his trial approaches.



Mr. Menendez's legal troubles have been a nonstop distraction since September when he and Ms. Menendez were charged in an elaborate bribery scheme. Hours before Mr. Menendez's announcement, his wife appeared in federal court in Manhattan for a hearing on whether her lawyers would be precluded from representing her at trial because of a potential conflict of interest.



Mr. Menendez's daughter, 
Alicia Menendez, a news anchor on MSNBC
, was on the air, filling in as the host of "Deadline: White House," when details about her father's announcement began to spread.



Mr. Menendez's announcement was the latest twist in the slow-motion collapse of a man who just six months ago was seen as among the most powerful political figures in New Jersey and a leading national voice on foreign policy and immigration issues.



Mr. Menendez effectively 
outran the law for decades
 as he rose from mayor of his hometown, Union City, to one of the country's first Cuban American members of Congress. He avoided charges in one federal criminal inquiry. Then, after being indicted in 2015 on separate bribery charges, he avoided conviction two years later when the trial 
ended in a hung jury
 and the government dropped the case after the judge dismissed the most serious charges.



The case was costly nonetheless. Mr. Menendez spent more than 
$5 million on lawyers
, and a little-known challenger got 
nearly 40 percent
 of the vote in the Democratic primary the next year. Party leaders rallied behind Mr. Menendez in the general election, and he defeated his well-funded Republican opponent, 
Bob Hugin
, by 
11 percentage points
.



Mr. Menendez insisted that history could repeat itself when federal prosecutors in Manhattan initiated the latest round of charges in September. But longtime allies who had stood by him through his earlier travails concluded that this case was different and cut their ties to him.



In July, before the charges were announced, John F.X. Graham, a New Jersey insurance executive and member of the Democratic National Committee, donated $10,000 to Mr. Menendez's defense fund.



But Mr. Graham said in an interview this week that he felt "betrayed and disappointed" after the details of the government's case against Mr. Menendez emerged.



He said he had told Mr. Menendez's fund-raising consultant that he would never again contribute. In response, he said he got a handwritten note from the senator assuring him he would "beat this thing."



"Bob Menendez's career is over," said Mr. Graham, who believes Mr. Menendez should resign. "It's that simple and he just hasn't admitted it to himself yet."



An initial indictment
 last fall said Mr. Menendez and his wife had conspired with others to accept 
gold bars
, 
a Mercedes-Benz convertible
 and other lavish bribes in exchange for using his position as chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
to aid a foreign power, Egypt,
 and 
throttle two criminal investigations
 in New Jersey.



The charging papers included photos of the gold, wads of cash and the Mercedes, all of which were found during a search of the senator's home.



In the months since then, prosecutors have added more than a dozen charges, accusing Mr. Menendez and his wife of 
plotting to have him act as a foreign agent
, 
taking steps to aid another foreign nation, Qatar
, and 
obstructing justice
.



The couple and two other defendants have pleaded not guilty to 
all counts
. But a fifth defendant, a former New Jersey insurance broker, 
pleaded guilty
 this month to trying to bribe the couple with the Mercedes. In a setback for the senator's defense, the former broker, Jose Uribe, has agreed to cooperate with prosecutors.



Mr. Menendez, a skilled and pugnacious political fighter, has accused those prosecutors of being overzealous and trying to smear him, making his case 
directly to fellow senators
 and voters. His lawyers 
argue
 that the indictment criminalizes normal legislative activity and flouts constitutional protections afforded to members of Congress.



Those arguments may prevail in court, but they have had little effect on the voters, Democratic officials and even some members of his own staff who would have helped determine his political fate.



Nearly 75 percent of New Jersey voters disapprove of Mr. Menendez's Senate performance, a recent 
Monmouth University poll
 found -- roughly the same percentage that consider him guilty.



In Washington, Mr. Menendez has been urged to resign by more than half of the Senate's Democrats. His longtime political adviser and some key congressional staff members quit.



Back at home, if he remains on the ballot in November, he will most likely face either Mr. Kim or Ms. Murphy, who are locked in a highly competitive race for the Democratic nomination.



There are several Republican primary contenders, including a mayor and a former television reporter, both of whom have endorsed former President Donald J. Trump as the party's standard-bearer this year, and a hotel developer from the Jersey Shore who has been critical of Mr. Trump.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/21/nyregion/robert-menendez-reelection.html
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America First Legal, a Trump-Aligned Group, Is Spoiling for a Fight



The group, headed by the former Trump adviser Stephen Miller, has filed more than 100 legal actions against "woke" companies and others. But winning may be beside the point.








By Robert Draper


Mar 21, 2024


The legal group has filed complaints with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission asserting that "woke corporations" like Disney, Nike, Mattel, Hershey, United Airlines and the National Football League discriminate against white males. It has filed lawsuits arguing that school districts in Pennsylvania, Virginia, Maryland and Arizona promote "radical" pro-transgender and pro-gay attitudes. It has filed amicus briefs to protect Florida minors from drag shows and former President Donald J. Trump from a federal jury trial.



For those who wonder what Stephen Miller has been up to since he left the Trump White House as senior policy adviser, the answer is litigating loudly.



His conservative nonprofit group, America First Legal Foundation, is no ordinary law firm, beginning with the fact that Mr. Miller, 38, is not a lawyer. But judging by the flurry of filings it has generated over the past three years -- more than a hundred lawsuits, E.E.O.C. complaints, amicus briefs and other legal demands -- the foundation's small in-house legal team punches above its weight.



Assessing its success rate is more complicated, partly because many of the group's cases are still pending, while the E.E.O.C. does not publicize which complaints it investigates. But winning may be beside the point.



America First Legal is primarily notable as a policy harbinger for a second Trump term, and for the considerable trouble it causes. "There are lots of conservative legal organizations out there," said Thomas Healy, a professor of law at Seton Hall University. "What distinguishes America First Legal from the others is its unabashed connection to MAGA ideology."



Mr. Miller, who declined to be interviewed for this article, is highly likely to return to a second Trump administration should the former president win in November. His legal group includes several lawyers who worked in Mr. Trump's Justice Department, and who share his hard-line views on immigration, gender and race.



Mr. Miller has in the meantime maintained close alliances with elected Republicans. Representative Jim Jordan of Ohio, the chairman of the House Judiciary Committee, along with 44 other G.O.P. members of Congress, enlisted America First Legal to submit a brief to the Supreme Court ahead of 
a hearing on Monday
 arguing that the Biden administration had pressured social media companies to censor conservative free speech.



Mr. Miller's group performed the same service for Mr. Jordan and 22 other elected Republicans in January, arguing that the Justice Department had misapplied statutes in the harsh sentencing of several Trump supporters who were found guilty of storming the Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021.



At a recent Judiciary Committee hearing on border security, the group's executive director, Gene Hamilton, contrasted the Trump administration's record with that of the Biden White House. "They don't actually want an end to this crisis," he said of the current administration. When Representative Pramila Jayapal, Democrat of Washington, reminded him of the Trump administration's policy of separating undocumented immigrant families at the border, Mr. Hamilton dismissed her criticisms as "crocodile tears."



An Opening Act




Mr. Miller at the White House in 2018. He lasted all four years of the Trump presidency, a rarity among senior staff members in a chaotic administration.




Mr. Miller founded the America First Legal Foundation two months after the Trump presidency ended. He declared it to be "the long-awaited answer to the A.C.L.U.," referring to the century-old civil liberties advocacy group that first came to prominence in 1925, when it challenged a Tennessee law banning the teaching of evolution in what came to be known as the Scopes trial.



"I guess imitation is the greatest form of flattery," the A.C.L.U.'s executive director, Anthony D. Romero, said in an interview. "Still, it's like saying the El Segundo Little League champions are the answer to the Texas Rangers."



Mr. Miller is not known for a lack of bravado. A former communications director to Senator Jeff Sessions, Republican of Alabama, Mr. Miller joined Mr. Trump's presidential campaign in early 2016 and soon became the candidate's warm-up act. "Are you prepared to seize a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity?" he exclaimed to one crowd in Indiana.



As the White House architect of Mr. Trump's immigration policy, Mr. Miller frequently pushed for restrictions greater than what other administration officials were comfortable with. More often than not he prevailed because of his relentlessness and views that aligned with the president's. He was the driving force behind Mr. Trump's travel ban on immigrants from mostly Muslim countries and the use of Title 42 public health restrictions to shut down immigration at the southern border during the pandemic.



He lasted the full four years of the Trump administration, a rarity among senior staff members in a chaotic White House. His loyalty served him well. Mr. Miller made contacts with conservative state attorneys general, including Ken Paxton of Texas, and developed first-name-basis relationships with Republican senators.



He also met his wife, Katie Waldman, at the White House, where she served as Vice President Mike Pence's press secretary. Mr. Trump attended their wedding, held at his Washington hotel, in February 2020. A year later, the former president bestowed his seal of approval on Mr. Miller's new project.



"The era of unilateral legal surrender must end," Mr. Trump said in a statement, "and I hope all America First patriots will get behind America First Legal."



In reality, Mr. Miller's group joined a crowded field of conservative legal advocacy organizations that included Citizens United, Students for Fair Admissions and Alliance Defending Freedom, each of which has scored landmark victories at the Supreme Court.



Mr. Miller's group, with fewer than 10 lawyers on its payroll, is considerably smaller than the others. (Alliance Defending Freedom has roughly 100 full-time lawyers. The A.C.L.U. has about 550 lawyers.)




Mr. Miller met his wife, Katie Waldman, at the White House, where she served as Vice President Mike Pence's press secretary.




The group's abilities may be somewhat hamstrung by its budgetary choices. In 2022, the most recent publicly available tax filing, America First Legal paid $1.7 million of its $44 million budget to lawyers, while devoting $29.6 million to promotion and advertising.



To fill in the legal gaps, Mr. Miller has relied heavily on two conservative law firms with considerable experience in high-profile cases: Consovoy McCarthy, based in Arlington, Va., whose nine partners include five who served as clerks to Justice Clarence Thomas; and the Austin-based office of Jonathan Mitchell, who devised the legal mechanism for the Texas legislation that all but banned abortion in the state.



Many of America First Legal's early actions took place in Texas, where it scored a victory in 2021 when it joined the Texas agriculture commissioner, Sid Miller, in successfully suing the Biden administration for including billions of dollars in debt relief to Black farmers as part of the American Rescue Plan. Mr. Hamilton, of Mr. Miller's group, exulted that the debt relief program had "effectively been crushed in court by America First Legal on behalf of its clients."



A year later, the administration devised a workaround with a provision in the Inflation Reduction Act that offered more than $5 billion to aid "distressed borrowers," or farmers who had "experienced discrimination." The original language targeting the money to "farmers of color" was removed.



In other cases, Mr. Miller's group has provided free
 
counsel to people who seek action against better-financed entities. Recent clients include a white male freelance scriptwriter, Brian Beneker, who claims that CBS's diversity policies have favored less qualified writers of color at his expense, and a white male law professor, Scott Gerber, who contends that he was fired from Ohio Northern University for speaking out against what he says is the school's quota-hiring policy.



"When you're going against a government, a corporation or a university with big budgets, having a nonprofit with an experienced legal team on your side can make a huge difference," said Zach Greenberg, the senior program officer for the Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression, a free-speech advocacy nonprofit that has also consulted with Mr. Gerber.



'More Heat Than Light'




Mr. Miller is highly likely to return to a second Trump administration should the former president win in November.




Mr. Romero of the A.C.L.U. said that some of Mr. Miller's cases, like the lawsuit against Black farmers, had merit. But he added that while the A.C.L.U. had shown a historical willingness to take on First Amendment cases even when the clients were the Ku Klux Klan or the National Rifle Association, "I don't see that in the cards for Stephen Miller's group."



"They seem less interested in defending core principles and more about cherry-picking cases that feed the grievances of the MAGA wing of the Republican Party," he said.



Last month Mr. Miller's group sued Arizona's largest public school district, whose headquarters are in Mesa, for what the amended complaint described as "an astonishing situation that once would have been unthinkable." It claimed that the district's policy was to "encourage" students to change their gender identification and to forbid notifying parents if students chose to do so. The complaint then predicted several outcomes of such a policy, including sexual violence and genital mutilation.



The lawyer for the Mesa district, Robert D. Haws, declined to comment, citing the pending status of the litigation. But in his motion to dismiss the case filed this month, he said that the "parade of potential horribles" imagined by America First Legal was "completely off the rails." Mr. Haws also said the school district was simply following a policy that forbids discrimination, including against transgender students.



Some of the litigation pursued by Mr. Miller's group has suffered from questionable timing, at least from a legal perspective. In April 2021, America First Legal sued the San Antonio City Council for "canceling" Chick-fil-A (whose chairman, Dan T. Cathy, opposes same-sex marriage) by refusing to issue the chain a contract at the city's airport. But the complaint was filed six months after Chick-fil-A, which has more than 40 restaurants in the San Antonio area, abandoned its plans for an airport location.



If the Chick-fil-A complaint seemed belated, a more recent filing by America First Legal might appear premature. In October, the group sued New York University on behalf of a first-year law student, a white male, who asserted that if he applied to the school's law review he would most likely be turned down because of his race and gender. The school's lawyers have filed a motion to dismiss, arguing that the lawsuit engages in "fanciful speculation" about a selection process that has yet to occur.



Kenji Yoshino, a law professor at N.Y.U., said that, America First Legal's track record seems to suggest "more heat than light." The group has yet to argue a case before the Supreme Court, and more than two years have passed since it succeeded in thwarting the Biden administration's agenda.



Last week, during 
a federal court hearing in the Trump documents case
, Judge Aileen M. Cannon rejected the argument made by Mr. Miller's group in an amicus brief that the case should be dismissed because the National Archives and Records Administration lacked the authority to make a criminal referral. She called it "a red herring."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/21/us/politics/stephen-miller-america-first-legal.html
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The Shift



Reddit's I.P.O. Is a Content Moderation Success Story



The site's journey from toxic cesspool to trusted news source illustrates the business value of keeping bad actors at bay.








By Kevin Roose


Mar 21, 2024


A decade ago, no one in their right mind would have put "Reddit" and "publicly traded company" in the same sentence.



At the time, Reddit was known as one of the darkest parts of the internet -- an anything-goes forum where trolls, extremists and edgelords reigned. Light on rules and overseen by an army of volunteer moderators, Reddit -- which once hosted popular communities devoted to 
nonconsensual pornography
, 
overt racism
 and 
violent misogyny
, among other topics -- was often spoken of in the same breath as online cesspools like 4chan and SomethingAwful.



Few could have predicted back then that Reddit would eventually clean up its act, shed its reputation for toxicity and go public, as it is expected to on Thursday 
at a $6.4 billion valuation
.



Today, Reddit is a gem of the internet, and a trusted source of news and entertainment for millions of people. It's one of the last big platforms that feel unmistakably human -- messy and rough around the edges, sure, but a place where real people gather to talk about real things, unmediated by algorithms and largely free of mindless engagement bait. Many people, me included, have gotten in the habit of appending "Reddit.com" to our Google searches, to ensure we actually get something useful.



There are a lot of lessons in Reddit's turnaround. But one of the clearest is that content moderation -- the messy business of deciding what users are and aren't allowed to post on social media, and enforcing those rules day to day -- actually works.



Content moderation gets a bad rap these days. Partisans on the right, including former President Donald J. Trump and Elon Musk, the owner of X, 
deride it
 as liberal censorship. Tech C.E.O.s don't like that it costs them money, gets them yelled at by regulators and doesn't provide an immediate return on investment. Governments don't want Silicon Valley doing it, mostly because they want to do it themselves. And no one likes a hall monitor.



But Reddit's turnaround proves that content moderation is not an empty buzzword or a partisan plot. It's a business necessity, a prerequisite for growth and something every social media company has to embrace eventually, if it wants to succeed.



In Reddit's case, it's no exaggeration to say content moderation saved the company.



In its early years, Reddit -- much like a certain, Musk-owned social network today -- styled itself as a free-speech paradise. Its chief executive from 2012 to 2014, Yishan Wong, 
proudly defended
 the site's commitment to hosting even gross or offensive content, as long as it was legal.



But eventually, amid growing scrutiny, Reddit decided that it needed to police its platform after all. The company put in place rules 
banning harassment
 and nonconsensual nude images, 
nuked thousands of noxious communities
 and signaled it would no longer allow trolls to run the place.



Redditors howled at these changes -- and Mr. Wong's successor as C.E.O., Ellen Pao, was 
chased out by a horde of angry users
 -- but the company's pivot to respectability was an undeniable success. Reddit's image has gradually improved under a co-founder, Steve Huffman, who came back in 2015 to run the site as chief executive, and Reddit was able to build the ad-based business model that sustains it today.



In particular, I want to single out three steps Reddit took to clean up its platform, all of which were instrumental in paving the way for the company's public debut.



First, the company took aim at bad spaces, rather than bad individuals or bad posts.



Reddit, unlike other social media sites, is organized by topic; users can join "subreddits" devoted to gardening, anime or dad jokes. That meant that once the company made new rules banning hate speech, harassment and extremism, it faced an important question: Should we enforce the new rules user by user or post by post, as new violations are reported, or should we proactively shut down entire subreddits where these rules have been consistently broken?



Reddit, to its credit, decided on the less popular option. It nuked thousands of offensive and hateful subreddits, attaching culpability not to individual posts or users but to the spaces where toxic things frequently happen, on the theory that online spaces, like offline ones, often develop customs and norms that are hard to dislodge.



Harsh as it was, the approach worked. Years later, when researchers studied these changes, they found that Reddit's subreddit bans had 
led to a measurable reduction
 in overall toxicity on the site. Users who had frequented the banned communities largely either left Reddit entirely or changed their behavior. The toxic spaces didn't reconstitute themselves, and rule-abiding Redditors got the benefits of a cleaner, less hateful platform.



The second good decision Reddit made, when it came to content moderation, was to empower an army of volunteer moderators, rather than trying to do it all itself.



Most social media sites are policed in a centralized, top-down way, with either employees or paid contractors doing the daily janitorial work. But Reddit already had thousands of unpaid moderators who were often experts in their forums' subjects and were passionate about keeping their communities clean and safe.



It tapped those existing moderators to help enforce its new, stricter rules, and built tools to help them root out bad behavior, such as an automated tool known as Automoderator, which moderators can customize to take certain actions on their behalf. It also allowed them to set rules for their forums that went beyond Reddit's base-line policies.



At times, Reddit's decision to empower moderators has been a double-edged sword. Last year, the company faced a 
revolt from moderators
 after it made changes to its pricing structure for third-party apps, charging developers more if they wanted access to the company's data. (Reddit stood its ground, and most of the moderators eventually relented.)



But on the whole, the company has benefited enormously from giving its volunteer moderators wide latitude to create and enforce their own rules.



Finally, Reddit policed behavior rather than morality, and it did so without worrying too much about being seen as capricious or biased.



One impressive thing about Reddit's approach to content moderation is that -- rather than tying itself in knots trying to maintain the appearance of political neutrality and avoid angering right-wing partisans, as executives at Facebook did for years under heavy pressure from the company's lobbying and policy division -- Reddit focused on getting rid of users who were making things worse for other users, regardless of their politics.



This approach was memorialized in a 
2018 article in The New Yorker
 that is required reading for anyone interested in the story of Reddit's revival. The article showed Reddit employees grappling with tough decisions about barring Nazis, racists and violent ideologues from their platform. As they contemplated these moves, they weighed trade-offs and considered the implications. But they didn't feel the need to, say, ban a left-wing subreddit for every right-wing subreddit they banned, or hide the fact that they were making what amounted to judgment calls.



"I have biases, like everyone else," Mr. Huffman, Reddit's chief executive, told the magazine. "I just work really hard to make sure that they don't prevent me from doing what's right."



I don't want to paper over Reddit's flaws. Its users still have plenty of complaints, and the site itself isn't exactly Disneyland. (Among other things, it hosts one of the web's largest repositories of porn, a fact that has hurt it with advertisers.) Reddit has also struggled to make money, and lags behind larger social media networks when it comes to introducing new features.



But by taking content moderation seriously earlier than many of its rivals, and coming up with a sensible, scalable plan to root out despicable behavior, Reddit was able to shed its image as the sewage pit of the internet and become a respectable (if not yet profitable) public company.



Other social media companies should take note.
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Surgeons Transplant Pig Kidney Into a Patient, a Medical Milestone



The man continues to improve, doctors said. Organs from genetically engineered pigs one day may make dialysis obsolete.




Surgeons performed the world's first genetically modified pig kidney transplant into a living human at Massachusetts General Hospital on March 16.




By Roni Caryn Rabin


Mar 21, 2024


Surgeons in Boston have transplanted a kidney from a genetically engineered pig into an ailing 62-year-old man, the first procedure of its kind. If successful, the breakthrough offers hope to hundreds of thousands of Americans whose kidneys have failed.



So far, the signs are promising.



Kidneys remove waste products and excess fluid from the blood. The new kidney began producing urine shortly after the surgery last weekend and the patient's condition continues to improve, according to physicians at Massachusetts General Hospital, known as Mass General. He is already walking the halls of the hospital and may be discharged soon.



The patient is a Black man, and the procedure may have special significance for Black patients, who suffer high rates of end-stage kidney disease.



A new source of kidneys "could solve an intractable problem in the field -- the inadequate access of minority patients to kidney transplants," said Dr. Winfred Williams, associate chief of the nephrology division at Mass General and the patient's primary kidney doctor.



If kidneys from genetically modified animals can be transplanted on a large scale, dialysis "will become obsolete," said Dr. Leonardo V. Riella, medical director for kidney transplantation at Mass General. The hospital's parent organization, Mass General Brigham, developed the transplant program.



Over 800,000 Americans have kidney failure and require dialysis, a procedure that filters toxins from the blood. Over 100,000 are on a waiting list to receive a transplanted kidney from a living or dead human donor. End-stage kidney disease is three times more common among Black Americans than among white people. 



In addition, tens of millions of Americans have chronic kidney disease, which can lead to organ failure.



While dialysis keeps people alive, the gold-standard treatment is an organ transplant. Thousands of patients die annually while waiting for a kidney, however, because there is an acute shortage of organs. Just 25,000 kidney transplants are performed each year.



Xenotransplantation -- the implantation of an animal's organ into a human -- has for decades been proposed as a potential solution that could make kidneys much more widely available. But the human immune system rejects foreign tissue, causing life-threatening complications, and experts note that long-term rejection can occur even when donors are well matched.



In recent years, scientific advances including gene editing and cloning have edged xenotransplants closer to reality, making it possible to modify animal genes to make the organs more compatible and less likely to be rejected by the immune system.



The kidney came from a pig engineered by the biotech company eGenesis, which removed three genes involved in potential rejection of the organ. In addition, seven human genes were inserted to enhance human compatibility. Pigs carry retroviruses that may infect humans, and the company also inactivated the pathogens.



In September 2021, surgeons at NYU Langone Health in New York attached a kidney from a genetically modified pig to a brain-dead man and watched as it began to function and make urine. Shortly afterward, scientists at the University of Alabama at Birmingham announced they had performed a similar procedure with similar results.



Surgeons at the University of Maryland have twice transplanted hearts from genetically modified pigs into patients with heart disease. While the organs functioned and the first did not appear to be rejected, both of the patients, who had advanced disease, died shortly afterward.



(Patients who agree to these cutting-edge experimental treatments are usually extremely ill and have few options available; often they are too sick to qualify for the waiting list for a precious human organ or are not eligible for other reasons.)



The transplant patient in Boston, Richard "Rick" Slayman, a state transportation department supervisor, had suffered from diabetes and hypertension for many years, and had been under treatment at Mass General for over a decade.



After his kidneys failed, Mr. Slayman was on dialysis for seven years, eventually receiving a human kidney in 2018. But the donated organ failed within five years, and he developed other complications, including congestive heart failure, Dr. Williams said.



When Mr. Slayman resumed dialysis in 2023, he experienced severe vascular complications -- his blood vessels were clotting and failing -- and he needed recurrent hospitalization, Dr. Williams said.



Mr. Slayman, who kept working despite his health problems, faced a long wait for another human kidney, and "he was growing despondent," Dr. Williams said. "He said, 'I just can't go on like this. I can't keep doing this.' I started to think about extraordinary measures we could take."



"He would have had to wait five to six years for a human kidney. He would not have been able to survive it," Dr. Williams added.



When Dr. Williams asked Mr. Slayman about receiving a pig's kidney, Mr. Slayman had many questions but eventually decided to proceed.



"I saw it not only as a way to help me, but a way to provide hope for thousands of people who need a transplant to survive," he said in a statement provided by Mass General.



Mr. Slayman's new kidney seems to be functional, so far, and he has been able to stop dialysis. The new pig kidney is making urine and filtering out creatinine, a waste product.



Other measures are also improving daily, his doctors said. Doctors will continue to monitor Mr. Slayman for signs of organ rejection.



"He looks like his own self. It's remarkable," Dr. Williams said.



The surgery was not without critics. Xenotransplantation raises the prospect of still greater exploitation of animals and may introduce new pathogens into human populations, said Kathy Guillermo, senior vice president at People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals.



"Using pigs as a source of spare parts is dangerous to the human patients, deadly for the animals and may bring about the next pandemic," she said. "It's impossible to eliminate, or even identify, all the viruses that pigs carry. Researchers need to focus on cleaning up the organ donation system and leave the animals alone."



The four-hour operation was carried out by a team of surgeons, including Dr. Tatsuo Kawai, director of the Legorreta Center for Clinical Transplant Tolerance at Mass General, and Dr. Nahel Elias.



The procedure was performed under a Food and Drug Administration protocol known as a compassionate use provision, which is granted to patients with life-threatening illness who might benefit from an unapproved treatment. New drugs to suppress the immune system and prevent rejection of the organ were also used under the protocol.



"He's remarkably courageous to step forward," Dr. Williams said of Mr. Slayman. "Hats off to him. He's making a huge contribution with this."
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Martin Greenfield, Tailor to Sinatra, Obama, Trump and Shaq, Dies at 95



He dressed six presidents, coached designers and made thousands of suits for TV shows and movies. But his beginnings were dismal: He learned to sew at Auschwitz.




Martin Greenfield in 2010 at his men's suit-making shop in Brooklyn. Arriving in the United States with just $10 to his name, he built a thriving business and a reputation as one of the country's best men's tailors. 




By Alex Traub


Mar 20, 2024


Defying boundaries of taste and time, Martin Greenfield made suits for President Dwight D. Eisenhower, the gangster Meyer Lansky, Leonardo DiCaprio and LeBron James. Men skilled in the arts of power projection -- along with fashion writers and designers -- considered him the nation's greatest men's tailor.



For years, none of them knew the origins of his expertise: a beating in Auschwitz.



As a teenager, Mr. Greenfield was Maximilian Grunfeld, a skinny Jewish prisoner whose job was to wash the clothes of Nazi guards at the concentration camp. In the laundry room one day, he accidentally ripped the collar of a guard's shirt. The man whipped Max in response, then hurled the garment back at the boy.



After a fellow prisoner taught Max how to sew, he mended the collar, but then decided to keep the shirt, sliding it under the striped shirt of his prison uniform.



The garment transformed his life. Other prisoners thought it signified that Max enjoyed special privileges. Guards allowed him to roam around the grounds of Auschwitz, and when he worked at a hospital kitchen, they assumed that he was authorized to take extra food.




Mr. Greenfield, in the middle of the second row, found temporary safe harbor in an unidentified camp for displaced persons in 1947, the year he emigrated to the United States as a refugee. 




Max ripped another guard's uniform. This time, it was deliberate. He was creating a clandestine wardrobe that would help him survive the Holocaust.



"The day I first wore that shirt," Mr. Greenfield 
wrote
 seven decades later, "was the day I learned clothes possess power."



He never forgot the lesson. "Two ripped Nazi shirts," he continued, "helped this 
Jew
 build America's most famous and successful custom-suit company."



Mr. Greenfield died on Wednesday at a hospital in Manhasset, N.Y., on Long Island, his son Tod said. He was 95.



The miseries and triumphs of Mr. Greenfield's life exemplified the classic tale of immigration to America. He faced agony abroad, then penury in his adopted home. With workaholic energy, he built a business and made a name for himself, gaining fortune and esteem. Late in life, he finally reckoned with the tragedies of his youth that he had tried to leave behind.




Mr. Greenfield in 2010 at Martin Greenfield Clothiers, in the East Williamsburg section of Brooklyn. It is the last surviving union clothing shop in New York City.




The culmination of his hopes and efforts was his business, Martin Greenfield Clothiers. It managed the improbable feat of thriving by doing the opposite of the rest of its industry.



Local garment manufacturing had been 
declining
 for decades by the late 1970s, when Mr. Greenfield set up shop in the East Williamsburg section of Brooklyn, in a four-story building that had housed clothiers since at least 1917. He refused to manufacture overseas and never changed his standards.



As a result, Greenfield Clothiers was able to offer services that New York's designers and wealthy suit-wearers could hardly find anywhere else. It is now New York City's last surviving union clothing factory, Tod Greenfield said in an interview for this obituary in March last year.



There, some 50 garment workers, each with a particular expertise, put together a single suit over about 10 hours. They operate machinery manually, allowing them to customize every press and fold of fabric; to align patterns over suit jacket pockets flawlessly; and to render fabric stitching invisible.



The traditionalism of the shop's techniques is embodied by several century-old buttonhole-cutting machines still in use. A year ago this month, a rusted dial on one of the contraptions indicated that it had cut about 1,074,000,000 buttonholes.



The old factory became a congenial setting for political, artistic and athletic patriarchs. The acknowledgments section of Mr. Greenfield's 2014 memoir, "Measure of a Man: From Auschwitz Survivor to Presidents' Tailor," enumerates the people "we have had the privilege of working alongside": Gerald R. Ford, Bill Clinton, Barack Obama, Donald J. Trump, Joseph R. Biden, Colin Powell, Ed Koch, Michael R. Bloomberg, Frank Sinatra, Paul Newman, Martin Scorsese, Denzel Washington, Michael Jackson, Kobe Bryant and Carmelo Anthony -- among many, many others.




Mr. Greenfield, center, celebrated his 90th birthday in 2018 at the Friars Club in Manhattan. With him, from left, were former Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg; Mr. Greenfield's son Jay; former Secretary of State Colin Powell; Mr. Greenfield's wife, Arlene; and his son Tod.




A hand-sewn Greenfield suit became a low-frequency status signal most of all in New York City. The former police commissioners Raymond Kelly and William J. Bratton have both been Greenfield patrons.



Proximity to power gave Mr. Greenfield a stock of quips and anecdotes. Making a suit for the 7-foot-1 Shaquille O'Neal, he wrote in his memoir, "required enough suit fabric to make a small tent." When The New York Post in 2016 asked him about Mr. Lansky's tastes, Mr. Greenfield 
recalled
 that mobster's orders exactly: 40-short, navy, single-breasted suits.



But he knew when to be discreet. "I met him once at the hotel," Mr. Greenfield said of Mr. Lansky. "He was a very nice guy to me, and I knew he was in charge. That's all I'm saying!"




Mr. Greenfield in his company office in Brooklyn in 2010. His clients included presidents, movie stars and professional athletes.




Initially, Greenfield Clothiers' main business was manufacturing ready-to-wear suits for department stores like Neiman Marcus and for brands like Brooks Brothers and Donna Karan. Mr. Greenfield worked directly with designers, including Ms. Karan, who 
confessed
 to The Times that he had taught her garment terminology like "drop," "gorge" and "button stance." She added, "His genius is in interpreting my vision."



The business changed direction after Mr. Greenfield agreed to make 1920s-style outfits for the HBO series "Boardwalk Empire" (2010-2014). His shop produced more than 600 suits for 173 characters.




Photos and plaques on Mr. Greenfield's office wall testify to the esteem with which he was held as a tailor.




Other film and TV projects followed, including for the Showtime series "Billions" (2016-2023); and the movies "The Great Gatsby" (2013), "The Wolf of Wall Street" (2013) and "Joker" (2019). The latter featured what might be Greenfield's most recognizable creation: the crisp red suit and mismatched orange vest worn by Joaquin Phoenix, who played the title character, the Batman nemesis.



In a testament to his longevity, Mr. Greenfield dressed the early 20th-century comedian Eddie Cantor as well as the actor playing him decades later on "Boardwalk Empire."



Maximilian Grunfeld was born on Aug. 9, 1928, in the village of Pavlovo, which was then in Czechoslovakia and is now in western Ukraine. His family was prosperous: His father, Joseph, was an industrial engineer; his mother, Tzyvia (Berger) Grunfeld, ran the home.




Mr. Greenfield was known as Maximilian Grunfeld, center, as a boy in Pavlovo, Czechoslovakia. In 1934, he posed with, from left, his sister Rivka; his mother, Tzyvia; his father, Joseph; and his sister Simcha. Max was the only one who survived the Holocaust. A brother, Sruel Baer, not shown, also perished. 




When Max was about 12, the German Army occupied towns around Pavlovo, and he was sent to live with relatives in Budapest. Sensing he was not wanted, he fled the night he arrived and spent about three years living in a brothel -- the women there sympathetically took him in -- and earning a living as a junior car mechanic.



But after sustaining a hand injury that made it difficult for him to work, he returned to Pavlovo. Before long, the Nazis forced him and his family onto a train to Auschwitz. On arrival, he was separated from his mother; his sisters, Rivka and Simcha; and his brother, Sruel Baer. He remained with his father only briefly. All of them died in the Holocaust.



He witnessed many horrors. Building a brick wall once, he worked alongside another boy who was randomly used for target practice and killed.



After a harrowing death march from Auschwitz, followed by a freezing train transfer to Buchenwald, Max was finally freed in the spring of 1945. General Eisenhower himself toured the camp, unaware that a teenage prisoner there would one day become his tailor. In his memoir, Mr. Greenfield recalled thinking that Eisenhower, an ordinary 5-foot-10, was 10 feet tall.



He emigrated to the United States in 1947, arriving in New York as a refugee with no family, no knowledge of English and $10 in his pocket. Within weeks, he changed his name to Martin Greenfield -- an attempt to sound "all-American," he wrote -- and a boyhood friend, also a refugee, got him a job at a clothier called GGG in Brooklyn.



He started as a "floor boy," ferrying unfinished garments from one worker to another. He studied every job in the factory: darting, piping, lining, stitching, pressing, hand basting, blind armhole work and finishing.



"If the Nazis taught me anything, it was that a laborer with indispensable skills is less likely to be discarded," he wrote.



Over time, Mr. Greenfield became a confidant of GGG's founder and president, William P. Goldman, who introduced him to the firm's clients, including some of the leading tuxedo-wearers of postwar America. He got to pal around with Sinatra and Sammy Davis Jr.




Mr. Greenfield opened his business in the late 1970s in a four-story building in East Williamsburg, Brooklyn, that had housed clothiers since at least 1917.




In 1977, 30 years after he had started, he bought the factory and renamed GGG after himself.



Decades later, he began discussing his experience of the Holocaust more widely, culminating with the publication of his memoir. Around the same time, he found himself labeled America's best tailor by 
GQ
, 
Vanity Fair
 and 
CNN
.



In recent years he handed off the business to his son Tod and another son, Jay.



In addition to them, Mr. Greenfield is survived by his wife, Arlene (Bergen) Greenfield, and four grandchildren. He lived in North Hills, a Nassau County village on Long Island's North Shore.



On his first day in Auschwitz, Max's father, Joseph, told him that he was more likely to survive if they separated, Mr. Greenfield wrote in his memoir. The next day, the camp guards asked which prisoners had skills. Joseph grabbed Max's wrist, thrust the boy's hand in the air and announced, "A4406" -- Max's tattooed inmate number. "He is a mechanic. Very skilled."



Two German soldiers hauled Max away. He did not see his father again.



Before they parted, Joseph said to Max, "If you survive, you live for us."



The rest of Mr. Greenfield's life was an attempt to follow that commandment, his son Tod said: "And that's what he did."
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They Thought Their Freaknik Days Were Behind Them. No, Cue the Tape.



Attendees of the rowdy '80s and '90s-era spring festival in Atlanta are wondering whether -- and how -- they might show up in a new documentary about it.




Freaknik participants from New York pass off a video camera on Marietta Street in Atlanta in April 1997. 




By Rick Rojas


Mar 21, 2024


Back then, hundreds of thousands of young people, mostly Black college students, descended on Atlanta every spring for the rowdy and raunchy event called Freaknik. Performers like Notorious B.I.G., OutKast and Uncle Luke put on shows all over the city. The traffic hardly budged, and why should it? The party was right there in the street.



Three decades went by. Partyers became professionals. Children were born. Wardrobes evolved. All the while, some who had been in the middle of it all were perfectly content knowing their youthful exploits that might be a bit embarrassing today were tucked away. They had their memories. Photographs were stowed in shoe boxes. As for whatever was captured on tape, who has a VCR anymore?



But a new documentary risks shaking things up.



"Freaknik: The Wildest Party Never Told" promises to be more than a racy expose, exploring the transformation over the 1980s and 90s of a modest spring break cookout for students at the city's historically Black colleges into a sprawling spectacle that consumed Atlanta.



Even so, for months, the conversation surrounding the documentary, which was released on Thursday on Hulu, has included curiosity and concern of attendees now in their 40s and 50s, wondering whether they might show up in it.



The worrying led to threats of legal action. One attendee pre-emptively requested divine intervention. "I'm praying that Jesus just be a big, tall privacy fence," she wrote on the social media platform X.



In a nod to the unease, producers have said that releases were signed by those who shared their footage, and faces were blurred to shield identities in scenes that were more explicit.




Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard during Freaknik in 1994.





Hundreds of thousands of young people, mostly Black college students, used to descend on Atlanta every spring for the rowdy and raunchy event. 




In any case, much of the talk has been good-natured and fun, with a sense that whatever shows up in the film is more likely to provoke a cringe than a scandal. Nevertheless, it has suddenly shoved members of the camcorder generation into a TikTok-era predicament.



"You're not thinking, 'Twenty, 30 years from now, someone is going to see me,'" said Ronda Racha Penrice, a cultural 
historian and writer
 who took part in Freaknik twice in the 1990s.



That said, she and others contend that any discomfort is worth it if it means exploring the complexities of a gathering often remembered in Atlanta for the disruption it caused and its ignominious demise. City officials 
cracked down on Freaknik, and effectively killed it
, ahead of the 1996 Olympics. (Smaller variations using the Freaknik name have continued.) In the mid-1990s, there were allegations of sexual assault, public intoxication and looting during the days-long event.



"To some it was a headache, and I get it," said DJ Mars, who performed at Freaknik as a student at Clark Atlanta University before launching 
a career that included tours with Usher
 and other major artists. "As an adult, I see what the problem was."



But for young people immersed in it, the vibe was electric. Freaknik -- a mash-up of "freak" and "picnic" -- has been described as a Black alternative to both Woodstock and the spring break madness that took over Florida beaches.



"It was like a takeover, an epic takeover," said Lori Hall, the co-founder of 
a marketing agency
, who lived in Atlanta and started taking part in Freaknik festivities as a teenager. "We were living life and we felt like we had the power, the power to just be, and that was a very cool thing for the culture."



The event, especially at its height, introduced the promise of Atlanta to a new generation. Many who came for a weekend ended up returning for good, including Tyler Perry, the media mogul, who built one of the country's largest film studios on 330 acres in the city.




Freaknik participants line up for gas before heading home in 1995. 





Atlanta police officers remove Freaknik revelers from the back of a pickup truck in 1998. 




"While all the kids were getting numbed out, drinking and partying, I was waking up to possibility," Mr. Perry, who grew up in New Orleans, wrote in his book "Higher Is Waiting." "I saw there were Black people doing great things with their lives. There were Black doctors, lawyers, business owners," he added. "I knew Atlanta was the place for me."



For many, Freaknik represented something bigger than a festival: It was an annual transfusion of music, fashion and culture.



"It was not the era of cellphones," said Ms. Penrice, who attended Freaknik for the first time in 1994 while studying at Columbia University in New York. "There wasn't the internet. It was really word of mouth. It's hard to explain how everyone knew, but everyone knew."



The filmmakers have collected footage from those who held onto their camcorder tapes, using it to capture the energy pulsing through the event and the city. The documentary, which premiered at South by Southwest this month, has high-profile backers. Jermaine Dupri, the rapper and producer, is an executive producer, as is the rapper 21 Savage and Uncle Luke.



In a recent appearance on Tamron Hall's daytime talk show, the host put the question directly to Uncle Luke: "Should people be afraid of this documentary on Freaknik?"



"Yes," he said, erupting into laughter.



His response likely did little to quiet the discourse that popped up as soon as the film was announced and has dragged on for months on social media, podcasts, YouTube videos and blogs.




Piedmont Park in 1994. 





Freaknik -- a mash-up of "freak" and "picnic" -- has been described as a Black alternative to both Woodstock and the spring break madness that took over Florida beaches.




"'Freaknik aunties' are shook," 
reported Revolt
, an outlet covering hip-hop culture. On butter.atl, a popular Instagram account in the city, the comment threads 
on posts about the film
 included those who had similar concerns or others who were eager to watch closely to see if they could spot people they knew.



"Me zooming in tryna find my husband in his heyday," one person wrote.



"Puttin the Mamas and grandmas business in the streets," wrote another.



And perhaps, most important: "Who handed over the footage tho."



Whether it was the filmmakers' intention or not, the consternation has made for a "dream marketing maneuver," said Miles Marshall Lewis, a pop culture 
critic and author
.



"Everyone who experienced Freaknik in real time will watch at least once," he added, "in order to mark themselves safe from incriminating film footage."



Mr. Lewis took part for the first time in 1989, as an 18-year-old student at Morris Brown College, one of the historically Black institutions in the city, along with Spelman, Morehouse and Clark Atlanta.



"Everyone of a certain age attended at least once or knew someone who went," he said, "and came away with scandalous stories of what went down."



DJ Mars was not all that interested in seeing which of those stories made it into the documentary. He wanted to hear the music. He wanted to see the fashion: the "Homey the Clown" bootleg T-shirts, the Nike Cortez sneakers, the African American College Alliance sweatshirts, the tennis skirts that were not complete without a pager clipped on.



"It's a throwback to my youth, essentially," he said.
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Reddit Opens Up 38%, as Shares Begin Trading



The social media company's debut on the New York Stock Exchange was one of the first major tech initial public offerings of the year.




Snoo, the Reddit mascot, rang the New York Stock Exchange bell on Thursday morning.




By Mike Isaac and Lauren Hirsch


Mar 21, 2024


Reddit shares opened up about 38 percent on Thursday in their first day of trading, in a sign of investor eagerness that set the stage for more tech companies to reach the stock market this year.



Shares of the social media company began trading on the New York Stock Exchange at $47 after 
pricing at $34 on Wednesday
 in its initial public offering and continued to rise. The pop put Reddit's market capitalization around $9.2 billion, less than 
the $10 billion it was valued at in the private markets three years ago
.



The listing is a milestone on a 
long road
 for Reddit, which was founded in 2005 in San Francisco. The site is best known for its message boards, where users can congregate on forums known as subreddits to research and discuss everything from parenting to power washing to Labrador retrievers. Over the years, the company struggled through many of the issues facing the largest social media firms, such as how to moderate speech and make money.



"The process of becoming a public company has made us so much better," Steve Huffman, Reddit's chief executive, said in an interview on Thursday morning. "We're shipping better products, faster."




Reddit's chief executive, Steve Huffman, center, at the opening of the New York Stock Exchange on Thursday with colleagues, friends and family for the ringing of the opening bell.




Reddit's performance signaled that the public markets have an appetite for more tech offerings after public listings fizzled amid rising interest rates and economic uncertainty. Just over 100 companies went public in the United States last year, roughly a quarter of the number of companies that went public in 2021, according to data compiled by Renaissance Capital, which manages I.P.O.-focused exchange traded funds.



Reddit's I.P.O. was not guaranteed to be a success. The company is growing, but it is unprofitable and has faced questions about the strength of its advertising and data-licensing businesses.



On Wednesday, Astera Labs, an artificial intelligence company, rose 72 percent in its first day of trading on the stock market, which combined with Reddit's debut could encourage other private tech companies to go public. Those include Rubrik, a cloud data management company; SeatGeek, a ticketing provider; and ServiceTitan, a software company for home services.



A key question for tech companies mulling an offering is whether they must moderate their valuation expectations. Many private tech companies that raised money during an euphoric investing environment 
have since raised money at lower valuations.



Given that backdrop, some larger well-funded technology companies, like the payments processor company Stripe, appear to be in no rush to go public. Stripe, which is based in San Francisco, 
said last month
 that it had bought shares from its employees, allowing them to partially cash out of their stake in the company without an I.P.O.



Reddit's first day of trading was also a test of whether it would become a "
meme stock
," which is when a company attains a herd-like following across social media and its stock can be promoted or pilloried for the financial gain of its followers. One subreddit, WallStreetBets, has developed a powerful role in the financial markets as a promoter of meme stocks, serving as a place where traders coalesce, trade tips and talk.



In its public offering, Reddit offered up to up to 8 percent of its shares to Redditors, the people who regularly use the site, an unusual move to reward some of its most loyal users.




The New York Stock Exchange during Reddit's first day of trading.




Typically, large financial institutions can buy into an initial public offering the evening before the company lists. Those institutions are the ones that can most benefit from selling into the "pop" of interest from retail investors the next day.



"It's a way of creating loyalty," said Jay Ritter, a professor of finance at the University of Florida. "The company is saying, 'Look, we want the people who have been successful to get some benefits.'"



That also creates risks. Shares of Robinhood, a stock trading and investment app that decided to sell as much as a third of its offering to retail traders via its own app in its own I.P.O., 
closed down 8 percent its first day trading
 when it went public in 2021.



One of the biggest winners of Reddit's public offering was 
the Newhouse family
, the media dynasty that controls Conde Nast through its holding company, Advance Publications. The Newhouses were set to reap a windfall of roughly $1.4 billion from the approximately 30 percent stake they own of Reddit. Other 
major shareholders
 include Tencent, the Chinese internet company, and Sam Altman, the chief executive of OpenAI.



"We did it, mom," Alexis Ohanian, one of the site's co-founders, said in a social media 
post
 on Thursday. Mr. Ohanian, who previously was the chair of Reddit's board, is no longer a principal shareholder, nor does he have an operational role at the company. He and Mr. Huffman parted ways after differences over how discriminatory speech should be 
moderated
 on the site.



From the floor of the New York Stock Exchange on Thursday, Mr. Huffman pointed to the company's improved cadence of adding new features over the last year and improving the tools for moderators, the thousands of volunteer users who oversee the site's subreddits.



Those changes -- and the specter of more to come -- are still a source of tension for many of Reddit's more than 70 million daily users. Many have worried about how the pressures of quarterly reports and the demands of Wall Street could affect how the site functions, saying that profit over products could harm what made Reddit, Reddit.



"It's a natural feeling, and one we share," Mr. Huffman said in Thursday's interview. "But we love Reddit -- that's the emotion we all have in common. And it's important to us to treat Reddit with respect as we move ahead."



He added, "But there's only so much telling I can do -- now we have to show it."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/21/technology/reddit-stock-ipo-market.html
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U.S. Draft Resolution Would Call for 'Immediate and Sustained Cease-Fire'



A resolution for the U.N. that American diplomats are circulating was notable for its strong language in seeking a cease-fire in Gaza and the release of hostages.




Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken arriving in Cairo on Thursday to discuss the war in Gaza with Mideast leaders.




By Michael Crowley and Thomas Fuller


Mar 21, 2024


Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken, traveling in the Middle East on Thursday, pressed for a halt to fighting in the Gaza Strip as the United States prepared to introduce a resolution at the United Nations on Friday calling for "an immediate and sustained cease-fire."



The Security Council resolution drafted by the United States contains the strongest language that Washington has supported so far, and was an apparent shift for Israel's closest ally. In February, the United States 
vetoed
 a Council resolution demanding an immediate humanitarian cease-fire.



The new resolution also condemns the Hamas-led attacks on Israel of Oct. 7 that set off the war and the hostage-taking that day, and expresses support for the negotiations to free those still being held in Gaza.



When the United States vetoed the earlier resolution, American officials said they had done so because they were concerned that it could disrupt hostage negotiations. But Biden administration officials have grown more outspoken in recent weeks in their push for a cease-fire, as experts have warned of 
imminent famine in Gaza
 and pressure grows for stronger international action.



The resolution being circulated by U.S. diplomats and obtained by The New York Times on Thursday said that the Council 
"
determines the imperative of an immediate and sustained cease-fire to protect civilians on all sides, allow for the delivery of essential humanitarian assistance, and alleviate humanitarian suffering, and towards that end unequivocally supports ongoing international diplomatic efforts to secure such a cease-fire in connection with the release of all remaining hostages."



The resolution also notes the "deep concern about the threat of conflict-induced famine and epidemics."




The aftermath of an Israeli bombardment in the southern Gaza Strip on Wednesday.




The call for an "immediate and sustained" cease-fire was markedly stronger language than a draft Security Council resolution that the United States circulated in February, which called for a temporary cease-fire "as soon as practicable."



The Biden administration also used the resolution to reiterate its opposition to Israel's planned invasion of the southern Gazan city Rafah, which is packed with war refugees. It expresses "concern that a ground offensive into Rafah would result in further harm to civilians and their further displacement including potentially into neighboring countries."



In Egypt on Thursday, Mr. Blinken met with President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi as well as with several Arab foreign ministers -- including those from Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Jordan and the Palestinian Authority -- to discuss how postwar Gaza could be governed and kept secure.



The group also planned to discuss providing Gazan civilians, trapped in a humanitarian crisis, with more aid.



Mr. Blinken had arrived from Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, where, 
in an interview
 with the Saudi-run news channel 
Al Hadath
, he said that he hoped other countries would back the U.S.-proposed Security Council resolution. "I think that would send a strong message, a strong signal," he said.



He also said that cease-fire negotiations mediated by Egypt and Qatar between Hamas and Israel were "getting closer" to reaching an agreement. Negotiators have been in Qatar since Monday 
for the latest round of talks
, after several previous attempts ended without a resolution.



On Thursday, Mr. Blinken said obstacles to a deal remained.



"There's still real challenges," he said, speaking alongside his Egyptian counterpart at a news conference in Cairo. "We've closed the gaps, but there are still gaps."




Palestinians crossing to southern Gaza on Thursday. Thousands have been displaced by the war.




Last week, Hamas presented a new proposal that 
excluded a previous demand
 that Israel immediately agree to a permanent cease-fire in return for beginning an exchange of hostages for Palestinians in Israeli prisons, according to people familiar with the negotiations. Israeli 
officials said
 ahead of this week's talks that the broad proposal being discussed included a 42-day pause in fighting, in exchange for the release of 40 of the more than 100 hostages believed to be in Gaza.



Mr. Blinken also held a late-night meeting with the Saudi crown prince, Mohammed bin Salman, in which he emphasized the Biden administration's eventual goal of "the establishment of a future Palestinian state with security guarantees for Israel," the State Department spokesman, Matthew Miller, said in a statement on Thursday.



He said Mr. Blinken and the crown prince had "continued discussions on achieving lasting regional peace and security, including through greater integration among countries in the region and enhanced bilateral cooperation between the United States and Saudi Arabia."



The reference was to discussions between the Biden administration and Saudi Arabia about 
a possible deal
 in which the kingdom would establish normal diplomatic relations with Israel for the first time. In return, the Saudis have asked the United States for security guarantees, arms sales and backing for a civil nuclear program.



Such a deal would most likely require Israeli support for a path to Palestinian statehood.




Mr. Blinken, far right, with representatives from the Palestine Liberation Organization, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Egypt, Jordan and the United Arab Emirates in Cairo on Thursday.




Mr. Blinken 
plans to travel on to Israel
, where he will discuss the potential Saudi normalization agreement, as well as ways to protect and deliver more aid to civilians there.



The diplomatic efforts on Thursday came as the Israeli military's raid on the largest medical center in Gaza stretched into a fourth day. The military said on Thursday that it had killed dozens of people it described as terrorists in the previous 24 hours in and around the hospital, Al-Shifa, in central Gaza.



Israel has staged a series of raids on the hospital. Since the latest attack began on Monday, the Israeli military has reported killing more than 140 people it said were terrorists, far more than in past raids. On Thursday, the military said it had also detained 600 people at the hospital.



Israel has said that Hamas has used the hospital as a command center and concealed weapons and fighters in underground tunnels there.



Reporting was contributed by 
Victoria Kim
, 
Matthew Mpoke Bigg
, 
Hiba Yazbek
 and 
Lauren Leatherby
.
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Far Right's Success Is a Measure of a Changing Portugal



Memories of dictatorship are fading. Dissatisfaction is mounting. It was a ripe moment for the Chega party to appeal to voter frustrations.




Migrant agricultural workers unloading fruit crates in a citrus grove in Faro, Portugal, on Tuesday.




By Emma Bubola


Mar 21, 2024


The sun-soaked Algarve region on Portugal's Southern coast is a place where guitar-strumming backpackers gather by fragrant orange trees and digital nomads hunt for laid-back vibes. It is not exactly what comes to mind when one envisions a stronghold of far-right political sentiment.



But it is in the Algarve region where the anti-establishment Chega party finished first in 
national elections this month
, both unsettling Portuguese politics and injecting new anxiety throughout the European establishment. Nationwide, Chega received 18 percent of the vote.



"It's a strong signal for Europe and for the world," said Joao Paulo da Silva Graca, a freshly elected Chega lawmaker, sitting at the party's new Algarve headquarters as tourists asked for vegan custard tarts at a bakery downstairs. "Our values must prevail."



Chega, which means "enough" in Portuguese, is the first hard-right party to gain ground in the political scene in Portugal since 1974 and the end of the nationalist dictatorship of Antonio de Oliveira Salazar. Its formula for success mixed promises of greater law and order with tougher immigration measures and an appeal to economic resentments.



Chega's breakthrough has presented Portugal as the latest version of a now 
familiar quandary for Europe
, where the inroads of hard-right parties have made it 
increasingly difficult for mainstream competitors to avoid them
.



The leader of Portugal's center-right coalition, which won the election, has refused to ally with Chega, but experts say the result is likely to be an unstable minority government that may not last long.



Chega showed once again that taboos that had kept hard-right parties out of power, foremost the long shadow of a right-wing dictatorship from last century, were falling. Today the hard right has made gains in Italy, Spain and Germany, among other places.




Visitors in the afternoon sun at a beach in Faro.





Joao Paulo da Silva Graca, a newly elected Chega lawmaker from the Faro district, covered up a hole left by protesters who threw rocks at the party's headquarters in Algarve.




Portugal had been considered the exception. It emerged from the Salazar dictatorship as a progressive society that supported liberal drug laws and showed little appetite for the far right. In recent years it became a booming tourist destination, 
flush with foreign investment
, 
expatriates
 and a growing economy.



Even so, this month more than a million Portuguese cast what many saw as a protest vote for Chega.



The Socialist and the mainstream conservative Social Democratic party in recent decades have presided over a painful financial crisis and tough austerity period. But even in the country's recent 
economic upturn
, many have felt left out, anxious and forgotten.



Huge numbers of young Portuguese are leaving the country. Many of those who stay work for low salaries that have not kept up with inflation and left them priced out of an unaffordable housing market. Public services are under stress.



Chega campaigned promising higher salaries and better conditions for workers, who the party said had been impoverished by a greedy elite. It fought against mixed-gender bathrooms in schools and restitutions for former colonies.



A corruption investigation into the handling of clean energy projects, which brought down the Socialist government last year, handed Chega another talking point with which to attack the ruling class.



The party's message struck a chord with many Portuguese who did not vote before and attracted young voters through powerful social media outreach. It also resonated with voters in Algarve who had voted reliably for the Socialist Party in the past.



"Here we have to work, work, work and we get nothing," said Pedro Bonanca, a Chega voter who drives tourists on a boat to the fishing island of Culatra, off the Algarve coast.



"When I ask old people why they vote the Socialist Party, the only thing they can say is that they took us out of the dictatorship," said Mr. Bonanca, 25. "But I don't know about that. It was a long time ago."



The top of his Instagram search bar featured Andre Ventura, the charismatic former soccer commentator who once trained as a priest before founding Chega in 2019.




Patrons at a bar sang a song in Faro.





Tiago Capela Rito, 30, a waiter at a bar in Albufeira, at his grandmother's house.




In earlier campaigns, Chega used the slogan "God, Homeland, Family, Work," similar to the Salazar dictatorship's "God, Homeland, Family." Before the recent election, Chega promised a mix of social policies that experts described as unrealistic, including plans to increase the minimum wage and pensions while also cutting taxes.



"Chega became a sort of catchall party of all anxieties," said Antonio Costa Pinto, a political scientist with the Institute of Social Sciences at the University of Lisbon.



In the Algarve region, Chega appealed to underpaid waiters with unstable jobs, priced out of their hometowns or forced to emigrate. The party's message resonated with aging fishermen who had to keep working to make a living. It spoke to farmers who said that they felt forsaken and that the government had prioritized watering golf courses despite looming drought.



"If we die, it's because of them," Pedro Cabrita, a farmer, said of the government. "My vote for Chega is a protest vote," he said as he gazed anxiously at his orange grove, which he feared might dry out this summer.



In Olhao, an impoverished tourist town where Chega won nearly 30 percent of the vote, Jose Manuel Fernandes, a fishmonger, wondered why, despite the fact that Portugal is in the European Union, he could not aspire to the lifestyle of the German or French tourists around him.



"In the summer I see couples having a good time here, living in camper vans," said Mr. Fernandes, who voted for Chega, as he cleaned a giant cuttlefish. "I have wanted to go on vacation abroad for 30 years," he added, "but that moment never came."




Jose Manuel Fernandes, 55, a fishmonger who voted for the Chega party, worked at a fish market in the town of Olhao.





Pedro Cabrita, 43, an orange farmer in Faro who voted for Chega.




Economists say Portugal, which started from a lower economic point when it joined the European Union in 1986, has made progress but not the kind of productivity gains needed to catch up to its wealthier European partners. Instead it remains a relative bargain for European tourists and retirees, while many Portuguese feel increasingly plundered.



In the seaside town of Albufeira, as British bachelorette squads in blinking bunny ears cruised the streets, Tiago Capela Rito, a 30-year-old waiter, closed the cocktail bar where he worked. Despite working since he was 15, he still lives with his mother because he cannot afford his own apartment, he said.



He had never voted before, but he voted for Chega. "Ventura is telling us that we don't have to leave the country to survive," said Mr. Rito, who in the off season juggles construction and kitchen jobs, "that we can stay here and have a life."



Down the road, Luis Araujo, 61, a waiter who also voted for Chega, said his son, 25, made more than triple his salary at a restaurant in Dublin.



"Our young people leave and these guys stay here," he said of the influx of workers from Nepal and India who have arrived to fill low-paying jobs.



Though the numbers of immigrants arriving in Portugal has been smaller than in Italy or Spain, Mr. Ventura has cast a recent influx of South Asian immigrants as a threat.



"The European Union is being demographically replaced by the children of immigrants," he said in Parliament in 2022, evoking the "great replacement" conspiracy theory. "Nobody wants that in 20 years Europe will be mostly made up by individuals from other continents."



For some, Chega's rise has brought back old fears, especially for members of the Roma community, one of Mr. Ventura's early targets.



For some older Portuguese, too, the specter of the hard right's revival has been unsettling.



As he cleaned his nets from small crabs and cuttlefish, Vitor Silvestre, 67, a fisherman on Culatra, said he still remembered being fearful to talk to the cobbler or even friends during the dictatorship years, never knowing who could be an informant.



"And now we are voting for the far right again?" he asked.




Vitor Silvestre, 67, a fisherman on the island of Culatra, cleaned his nets. "And now we are voting for the far right again?" he asked.




Tiago Carrasco contributed reporting from Faro, Portugal.
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Trump Told Pence Certifying Election Would Be 'Career Killer,' Valet Testified



President Donald J. Trump warned his vice president against failing to overturn the 2020 election results, according to an account by the White House valet by his side on Jan. 6.




President Donald J. Trump speaking during the rally on the Ellipse that preceded the attack of Jan. 6, 2021.




By Luke Broadwater and Maggie Haberman


Mar 21, 2024


The threat from President Donald J. Trump to his vice president, Mike Pence, was clear and direct: If you defy my effort to overturn the 2020 election by certifying the results, your future in Republican politics is over.



"Mike, this is a political career killer if you do this," Mr. Trump told Mr. Pence by phone on the morning of Jan. 6, 2021, according to the White House valet who was with the president for much of the day and told Congress he had overheard the conversation.



The testimony of Mr. Trump's valet, provided to the now-defunct House Jan. 6 Committee in 2022 but not previously released publicly, offers a rare firsthand look into the former president's behavior in the hours before, during and after a mob of his supporters stormed the Capitol seeking to halt the certification of President Biden's victory.



In the valet's account, 
laid out in a transcript obtained by The New York Times
, an agitated Mr. Trump pressured Mr. Pence to overturn the election and stewed about Mr. Pence's refusal for hours after violence engulfed Congress. Told that a civilian had been shot outside the House chamber amid the mob attack, he recalled, Mr. Trump appeared unconcerned.



"I just remember seeing it in front of him," the valet said of a note card Mr. Trump was given bearing news of the casualty as he watched the riot unfold on television. "I don't remember how it got there or whatever. But there was no, like, reaction."



As unflattering as portions of the aide's testimony were to Mr. Trump, he did not confirm some of the more graphic and damning claims made by witnesses in front of the Jan. 6 committee.



For instance, the valet said he did not remember hearing Mr. Trump use vulgar language in describing his view that Mr. Pence was a coward, or agree with rioters who were chanting for Mr. Pence to be hanged. And he did recall hearing the president ask about contacting top officials on the possibility of dispatching the National Guard to Capitol Hill -- though there is no indication that he ever followed through.




Vice President Mike Pence officiating over the electoral vote confirmation on the night of Jan. 6, 2021. A White House valet testified that President Donald J. Trump had pressured Mr. Pence to overturn the election and stewed about his refusal to do so for hours after violence broke out.




"Did you hear the president say that?" a staff investigator for the House Jan. 6 committee asked the valet, inquiring about reports that Mr. Trump had called Mr. Pence an expletive meant to refer to a wimp.



"I did not -- no, sir," the valet responded.



Mr. Trump himself has not disputed using that language, and Ivanka Trump's chief of staff testified that Ms. Trump had told her that Mr. Trump had an "upsetting" conversation with Mr. Pence and that the president had 
accused him of cowardice, using "the 'p' word."
 The valet also acknowledged that he wasn't with the president at all times, and that he had left the Oval Office during a portion of Mr. Trump's call with Mr. Pence.



At another point, the valet was asked whether he remembered "any comments that the president or anybody around him made with respect to those chants, 'Hang Mike Pence.' "



He answered that he recalled the refrain, "but I don't remember any comments from the president or anybody on staff."



Mr. Trump has previously defended the rioters' use of the chant, telling ABC News' Jonathan Karl that "the people were very angry," and calling that anger "common sense."



House Republicans furnished the transcript to The Times after they obtained it from the White House, which was reviewing and redacting it along with a handful of others provided by the House Jan. 6 committee. The copy reviewed by The Times is heavily redacted, and the valet is referred to simply as "a White House employee."



For more than a year since winning control of the House, Republicans have been investigating the work of the Jan. 6 committee, looking for signs of bias. They have suggested that the panel did not release certain transcripts because 
they contradict some of the testimony
 from a prominent witness, Cassidy Hutchinson, who served as an aide to Mark Meadows, the White House chief of staff at the time. While much of her testimony has been corroborated, Ms. Hutchinson acknowledged that in some cases she was relying on secondhand or thirdhand accounts of events in her testimony to the panel.



"It took a whole lot of work to get these," Representative Barry Loudermilk, a Republican of Georgia who is leading the G.O.P.'s investigation, said of the transcript of the valet's testimony and a batch of others he obtained from the White House and the Department of Homeland Security.



Mr. Loudermilk conceded there was "some testimony in it that may not be favorable to Trump," but he added: "We're putting it all out there, not doing what the select committee did, and putting things out there that will be favorable to our side."



In court filings, though, federal prosecutors who have charged Mr. Trump with crimes for his role in the effort to overturn the 2020 election have said some of the committee's transcripts were subject to confidentiality agreements, and those were sent to the White House and Secret Service for review and redactions before they could be released. Federal prosecutors said they had provided these "sensitive, nonpublic transcripts" to Mr. Trump and his legal team, 
according to a court filing last year.




Trump supporters fighting with security forces outside the Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021. 




Representative Bennie Thompson, the Mississippi Democrat who chaired the House Jan. 6 committee, said nothing in the valet's account changes the essential facts of what his panel uncovered about Mr. Trump's role in summoning supporters to Washington to challenge the election results and doing nothing to stop their attack at the Capitol.



"Despite Mr. Loudermilk's attempts to rewrite the violent history of Jan. 6, the facts laid out in the select committee's final report remain undisputed -- and nothing substantive was left out nor hidden," he said. "While the valet did not witness everything that happened in the White House that day, the testimony confirms Trump's indifference to the violence and his anger at Vice President Pence for performing his duty under the Constitution."
The valet also shed more light on how Mr. Trump's White House had devolved into dysfunction during his final weeks in office. He said Mr. Trump was often "frustrated," "upset" and "mad" at Pat A. Cipollone, the White House counsel who frequently served as a check on some of the former president's more extreme impulses -- so much so that the valet asked aides to keep the lawyer away from the president at lunchtime to avoid upsetting him.



The valet also confirmed Mr. Trump's penchant for tearing up documents and other material given to him, which by the law governing presidential records are 
supposed to be preserved
.



"That's typically what he would do once he's finished with a document," the valet said of Mr. Trump. "But that was his sign of, like, he was done reading it, and he would just throw it on the floor. He would tear everything -- tear newspapers, tear pictures."



The valet also testified that Mr. Trump expressed an interest on Jan. 6 in speaking to General Mark A. Milley, then the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and Speaker Nancy Pelosi about sending the National Guard to the Capitol -- a step that has been a matter of much dispute given the hourslong delay 
in the troops' eventual arrival.



Mr. Loudermilk said it was that aspect of the valet's account that caught his eye.



"That stood out to me like, 'OK, this is totally in contrast to what we've seen, and I've never seen this before.' And so that's when we started digging," Mr. Loudermilk said.



Ultimately, though, Mr. Trump made no such call, General Milley told the House panel.



The valet also testified about the contrast between the reaction of White House staffers and Mr. Trump as the riot was underway.



After he returned from giving a speech to a raucous crowd at the Ellipse, Mr. Trump was informed that "they're rioting down at the Capitol," the valet recalled.



"And he was, like, 'Oh, really?' And then he was like, 'All right, let's go see,'" and went to watch the violence on television.



The valet spoke of a sense of "disbelief" and then panic that fell over the staff.



"It was like, 'What are we going to do?' " He said officials were "running around pretty much -- running from office to office and all over the place," while Mr. Trump appeared calm.



Hours later, though, the president was still stewing about Mr. Pence.



"Me and him,
 
I think close to the end of the day, he just mentioned that Mike let him down," the valet said. "And that was it."
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Republicans Are Counting on Millionaires to Flip the Senate



With Democrats at a fund-raising advantage, the G.O.P. has backed candidates who can self-fund. But their wealth is likely to factor in the fight for Senate control.




Bernie Moreno, right, won the Republican primary race for Senate in Ohio on Tuesday, benefiting from former President Donald J. Trump's endorsement. Mr. Moreno is one of several wealthy Republicans vying for Senate seats this year.




By Jonathan Weisman


Mar 21, 2024


Since his rise to the presidency, Donald J. Trump has claimed enormous wealth as proof that he is an anti-establishment ally of the working class, not beholden to corporate donors or special interests.



The Republican Party, eyeing control of the Senate next year, is trying to mimic his success with a cohort of candidates who in the past might have been attacked as a bunch of rich men but this year will be sold as successful outsiders in the Trump mold.



The decision by Ohio voters on Tuesday to nominate Bernie Moreno to take on Senator Sherrod Brown, a Democrat, is the capstone of a year that has crowned nominees -- or anointed clear front-runners -- with remarkable wealth in Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, West Virginia, Montana and now Ohio.



That might match the party's presumptive nominee, Mr. Trump, but with backgrounds in banking and hedge funds, properties in Connecticut and Laguna Beach, Calif., and education credentials from Princeton and the Naval Academy, some in the 2024 class feel more like the days of Mitt Romney, 
worth around $174 million
, and John McCain, a Naval Academy graduate who married into a beer-distributing empire, than the current moment when blue-collar credibility is the currency of the realm.



The intentional decision by Republicans in Washington, D.C., to get behind candidates with enormous personal fortunes will most likely give the party a boost as it struggles for campaign cash against the Democrats' formidable grass-roots fund-raising operations. But the sheer affluence of the candidates -- and how they made their money -- is sure to be a factor in the fight for Senate control.




David McCormick, who is running for Senate in Pennsylvania, and his wife, Dina Powell McCormick, reported assets worth $116 million to $290 million in 2022.




"That's who they are," Mr. Brown, who is worth about $263,000, said in an interview on Wednesday, commenting on the lineup of millionaire Republicans arrayed against Democratic incumbents. "I guess I'm not surprised by that."



Republicans say their candidates will make the case that they are successful political outsiders, running against career politicians who used their years in Washington to raise their net worth and enrich their families.



"We've recruited a roster of candidates with impressive backgrounds in business and, in many cases, military service," said Mike Berg, a spokesman for the National Republican Senatorial Committee. "Democrats have a roster of career politicians with questionable ethics. We'll take that contrast any day of the week."



But if a clash over net worth comes down to numbers in bank accounts, the Republicans will have the bigger figures to answer for.



To call Mr. Moreno a former auto dealer, for instance, is to miss the scale of his business and investment fortune. In 2023, Mr. Moreno, a Colombian-born businessman, filed financial disclosure forms that revealed assets valued from $25.5 million to $105.7 million and an annual income nearing $6 million. Those assets include a $2.3 million 
Aston Martin Vulcan
, one of only 24 ever made, a house listed in Ocean Reef, Fla., worth as much as $25 million, land in Zapotal, Costa Rica, condominiums in New York, Washington, D.C., and Columbus, Ohio, and a home in Avon, Ohio, valued at up to $5 million.



But like Mr. Trump, whose endorsement helped deliver his victory, Mr. Moreno is confident he can speak to the blue-collar voters who have been the backbone of Mr. Brown's support since the Democrat was elected in 2006.



"We are not the party of the elites in big business," Mr. Moreno told reporters on Tuesday. "We're the party of the working class."



An unusually wealthy crop of candidates



Affluence has been a hallmark of the Senate perhaps since its inception, in both parties. The richest senator, Rick Scott, Republican of Florida, is running for re-election this fall, and has shown 
a ready willingness to tap his fortune
 to ensure electoral success. The second-richest is a Democrat, Mark Warner of Virginia.



But the Republican Party, wary of the Democrats' fund-raising prowess in recent cycles, has recruited candidates from a significantly higher economic echelon than the working-class voters it is trying to woo in swing states. With Democrats holding 51 seats, Republican control is a hairbreadth away.



The retirement of Senator Joe Manchin III, a conservative Democrat in West Virginia, virtually assures the loss of one seat to that state's governor, Jim Justice, whose 
days as a billionaire coal baron
 may have passed, according to Forbes, but who is still worth hundreds of millions.




Gov. Jim Justice of West Virginia and his dog, Babydog, during a groundbreaking ceremony last year. Mr. Justice remains worth hundreds of millions of dollars, after becoming a billionaire earlier in his career.




In Pennsylvania, David McCormick, the former chief executive of Bridgewater Associates, one of the largest hedge funds in the world, is challenging Senator Bob Casey. Mr. McCormick and his wife, Dina Powell McCormick, a Trump administration official and former partner at Goldman Sachs, 
reported assets in 2022 worth
 $116 million to $290 million.



In another key swing state, Wisconsin, Republicans are banking on Eric Hovde, the 
chairman and chief executive of Sunwest Bank
, a $2.8 billion commercial lender, to challenge Senator Tammy Baldwin.



Sunwest, based in Sandy, Utah, has operations in the West and in Florida. He considers his home to be Madison, Wis., but has been 
listed as a mover and shaker in Orange County, Calif.
, business circles. Democrats have 
repeatedly hit him over his $7 million home
 in Laguna Beach, Calif.



In Montana, Senator Jon Tester, a Democrat, faces a re-election battle in a state that gave Mr. Trump 
57 percent of its vote in 2020
, and his opponent, Tim Sheehy, is leaning on his background as a decorated former Navy SEAL and a firefighting pilot. But there is another piece of his resume: Bridger Aerospace, an aerial firefighting company he founded, went 
public in 2022, valued at $869 million
.



So far, the candidates are leaning into their success. Mr. Hovde 
released an advertisement on Friday saying
 he has "worked hard, been fortunate" and does not need special-interest money. He vowed to donate his Senate salary to a Wisconsin charity.



On Wednesday, 
in a new advertisement
 airing statewide in Montana, Mr. Sheehy interspersed images of his combat duties with a promise to tap his own wealth: "I don't need the money from lobbyists," he said. "I can do the right thing in office because it's the right thing for America."



Democrats see openings for attack



For Democrats, their opponents' backgrounds offer them a choice: tie them to Mr. Trump and his brand of what they call extremism, or fall back on a tried-and-true strategy to portray them as out-of-touch elitists, with histories of harming employees and customers alike.



"The roster of Republican Senate recruits come with enough baggage to fill a bank vault," said David Bergstein, a spokesman for the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee. "Their finances demonstrate a wealth of vulnerabilities against them, from conflicts of interest to outsourcing to questionable financial practices."



In Ohio, Mr. Moreno's Republican opponents, especially the Republican establishment's choice, State Senator Matt Dolan, repeatedly went after him 
for a lawsuit filed by an employee
 of one of his car dealerships, who 
sued him in 2017
 for failure to pay overtime. The judge in the case determined that Mr. Moreno "either did not retain or shredded" monthly reports on overtime hours. The Moreno campaign has countered repeatedly that the suit stemmed from a change in Massachusetts overtime law, not the actions of Mr. Moreno's management. But Mr. Moreno 
did lose the suit and was ordered to pay $416,160
 to his employees.




Mr. Moreno at one of his car dealerships in Coral Gables, Fla., in 2020. He was sued by an employee in Massachusetts in 2017 for failure to pay overtime.




Democrats have hinted that they have many more potentially damaging stories to tell about Mr. Moreno, one reason their leadership-aligned super PAC, the Senate Majority PAC, spent big in the last days of the Ohio primary to boost the businessman's chances against Mr. Dolan.



Republicans will counter with Mr. Brown's failure for years to disclose his wife's pension assets, worth $250,001 to $500,000. Last year, 
he amended several years' worth
 of disclosure forms to account for the pension.



Mr. McCormick, Mr. Hovde and Mr. Sheehy will all face questions about their commitments to the states they seek to represent in the Senate. Mr. McCormick's home in Connecticut was the main point of attack in 2022 when he lost the Republican primary to Mehmet Oz for a vacant Senate seat in Pennsylvania.



Mr. Hovde was raised in Wisconsin, attended the University of Wisconsin-Madison and counts Madison as his home. But his ties to California will be central to the Democratic case against him.



Mr. Sheehy appears to be a dream candidate for Montana, but in facing Mr. Tester, a flat-topped farmer from Big Sandy, Mont., his recent arrival in the state could prove to be an issue. He grew up in Shoreview, Minn., a suburb of Minneapolis, in a multimillion-dollar lake house, went to private preparatory school, and then to the Naval Academy in Annapolis, Md., before being discharged from the military with a Bronze Star and a Purple Heart. He moved to Bozeman, Mont., in 2014 and founded Bridger Aerospace and Ascent Vision Technologies, the latter of which he sold for $350 million in 2020.



Republicans involved in the general-election campaigns say they have plenty of issues to counter those charges with, at least to muddy the waters: a 
$1.3 million condominium
 in Washington, D.C., that Ms. Baldwin bought with her partner, Maria Brisbane, in 2021; the rising net worth of Mr. Tester; and family lobbying ties connected to Mr. Casey.



As for their standard-bearer, Mr. Trump, his scramble to come up with hundreds of millions of dollars in the coming days to meet the judgment against him for business fraud is raising questions not over how he made his money, but whether he can keep it.



His campaign, facing myriad financial pressures amid mounting legal bills stemming from the criminal cases against him, 
is scrambling to raise cash
.
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Los Angeles, to drivers, has never been for the faint of heart. A land where most cannot fathom life without wheels, it offers a daily parade of frustration: congestion, accidents, construction, road rage, tedium.



Every transplant has a story about learning to adapt.



"You get in the rhythm of matching everyone else's energy," said Tamara Siemering, 30, an actor who relocated from Sacramento a year ago. The difference in car culture here, she said, is wild.



"It feels very self-centered," she said. "Everyone is like, 'I've got somewhere to be, out of my way.' There's not a lot of cooperative driving -- there's a lot of honking at each other and speeding and zooming around."



Now joining the fray is an entirely new type of motorist -- one that touts itself as measured and unemotional, respectful and obedient. Which is to say, there is no driver at all.



Waymo, a fleet of autonomous taxis that is already operating in San Francisco and Phoenix, has begun carrying passengers across a small swath of Los Angeles County. The white Jaguar sport utility vehicles -- notable for their spinning black domes that cover an array of cameras and sensors -- have been cleared for commercial rides, with free trips available to a select few. It will soon offer a paid service with prices comparable to those charged by Uber and Lyft.



Owned by Alphabet, the parent company of Google, Waymo bills its autonomous vehicles as "the world's most experienced drivers." There is already a list of 50,000 people waiting for a chance to ride one in Los Angeles. For some, the intrigue is the technology. Others are drawn to the idea of avoiding small talk and the pressure to tip.



Still, civic leaders have protested Waymo's arrival, warning of safety risks, while labor unions are wary of how it might affect jobs in an already saturated market. And many residents are not so sure they would trust an empty driver's seat.



Ms. Siemering is among them. She wants to hear more about how robot cars are navigating the city's intense car culture before hopping in one herself.



"It's a little sketchy -- I want to wait and see how it plays out," she said. "I don't really want to be the test, the guinea pig." Her own 1996 Ford Taurus was in a fender bender in January. But she plans to stick to the bus or rely on the human drivers of Uber and Lyft to get to her day job as a bartender at a caviar bar in West Hollywood.



Waymo's footprint will, at first, be tiny. With fewer than 50 cars, its territory is limited to about 63 square miles, extending from Santa Monica to downtown Los Angeles. For now, it will not operate at the airport, and its cars do not travel on the freeways that are such fixtures in the region.



The company recognizes those drawbacks but wants to be thoughtful about expansion while serving those who need rides close to home, said Chris Ludwick, the director of product management for Waymo. He hopes that nervous riders soon learn there are few experiences similar to being chauffeured entirely alone in a luxury car.



"Having your own space that you can control feels kind of magical," Mr. Ludwick said. "You can put on any music you want, you can change the temperature. It's your space. You can be what you want to be, do what you want to do."




Civic leaders are worried about risks with Waymo while labor unions are concerned about the impact on jobs.




He added that safety is at the forefront of the company's endeavors. "We take our driving behavior extremely seriously," Mr. Ludwick said.



Last fall, Mayor Karen Bass of Los Angeles sent a letter to the California Public Utilities Commission insisting that autonomous vehicles needed more testing and that local jurisdictions should have more agency over them.



She cited numerous issues in San Francisco, including instances where vehicles ignored yellow emergency tape and warning signs, entered an active fire scene and parked on top of the fire hose, contributed to the death of a person by blocking an ambulance, and dragged a pedestrian 20 feet. Some of the most troubling incidents involved Cruise, an autonomous vehicle company that was 
ordered by state regulators
 in October to stop its taxi service.



But dozens of groups supported Waymo's expansion to Los Angeles when the utilities commission weighed its decision this year. Among them were disability rights organizations that argued that autonomous taxis give their constituents the freedom to travel without having to rely on other people.



"This fulfills the dreams of countless blind Americans to have full autonomy over our transportation in the same manner as every other citizen who has a driver's license," Mark A. Riccobono, president of the National Federation of the Blind, 
wrote to the commission
 in February.



Waymo, which began hosting pop-up tours in Los Angeles in October, was approved earlier this month for its wider rollout. It also has plans to offer service in San Mateo County, which is in Northern California, and in Austin, Texas.



Labor unions and workers fear that the arrival of autonomous vehicles threatens livelihoods and will put even more pressure on drivers, who say they are already suffering from inflation, high gas prices and low compensation.



"We're having to work twice as many hours to make the same amount of income while we see robots taking over the industry," said Nicole Moore, president of Rideshare Drivers United, an organization of 20,000 drivers across California.



Many drivers for ride-hailing services do see the industry shifting to computers one day. But some are also sharing a collective smirk. Good luck, they say, handling the quirks of pickups and drop-offs.



Passengers have been unknowingly pampered by ride-share customs that adjust to their needs and bend the rules. That means you can stand wherever you like and expect your car to appear. Those in a hurry can request stepping on the gas. And alternate routes can be suggested.



"Waymo's going to go the speed limit, it's not going to pick you up at red curbs or fire hydrants or bus zones -- they're going to make you walk to the car," said Sergio Avedian, who drives for Uber in Los Angeles and contributes to The Rideshare Guy, a website for gig drivers.



"If I'm doing drop-off in Hollywood at 1 in the morning, I'm double-parked, if not triple-parked, because there's a million people there," he said.



Mr. Avedian rode in a Waymo car a few weeks ago and came away impressed with the quality of the driving. But he saw how passengers could get annoyed at its code that might force it to avoid a construction zone and park two blocks away.



And although Waymo has devoted fans in Phoenix and San Francisco, some worry it is not a good fit for a city where about 340 people died in traffic incidents in 2023. It was the first time in nine years that traffic-related deaths outnumbered homicides.



"I don't trust them in something weighing 4,000 pounds going 60 miles per hour," said Jim Honeycutt, a construction manager working on the building of several Los Angeles Metro stations.



Mr. Honeycutt, 75, does not buy the idea that software could make better decisions where humans might err. "Because," he said, "humans invented computers."
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From Russia, Elaborate Tales of Fake Journalists



As the Ukraine war grinds on, the Kremlin has created increasingly complex fabrications online to discredit Ukraine's leader and undercut aid. Some have a Hollywood-style plot twist.








By Steven Lee Myers


Mar 19, 2024


A young man calling himself Mohamed al-Alawi appeared in a YouTube video in August. He described himself as an investigative journalist in Egypt with a big scoop: The mother-in-law of Ukraine's president had purchased a villa near Angelina Jolie's in El Gouna, a resort town on the Red Sea.



The story, it turned out, was not true. Ukraine denied it, and the owner of the villa refuted it. Also disconnected from reality: Alawi's claim to being a journalist.



Still, his story caromed through social media and news outlets from Egypt to Nigeria and ultimately to Russia -- which, according to researchers, is where the story all began.



The story seemed to fade, but not for long. Four months later, two new videos appeared on YouTube. They said Mohamed al-Alawi had been beaten to death in Hurghada, a town about 20 miles south of El Gouna. The suspected killers, according to the videos: Ukraine's secret service agents.



These claims were no more factual than the first, but they gave new life to the old lie. Another round of posts and news reports ultimately reached millions of internet users around the world, elevating the narrative so much that it was even echoed by members of the U.S. Congress while debating continued military assistance to Ukraine.



Ever since its forces 
invaded two years ago
, Russia has unleashed a torrent of disinformation to try to discredit Ukraine's leader, Volodymyr Zelensky, and undermine the country's support in the West.



This saga, though, introduced a new gambit: a protracted and elaborately constructed narrative built online around a fictitious character and embellished with seemingly realistic detail and a plot twist worthy of Netflix.



"They never brought back a character before," said Darren Linvill, a professor and director of the Media Forensics Hub at Clemson University, who has extensively studied Russian disinformation.



The campaign shows how deftly Russia's information warriors have shifted to new tactics and targets as the war in Ukraine has dragged on, just as Russian forces on the ground in Ukraine have adjusted tactics after devastating battlefield losses.



Groups with ties to the Kremlin continue to float new narratives when old ones fail to stick or grow stale, using fake or altered videos or recordings and finding or creating new outlets to spread disinformation, including 
ones purporting to be American news sites
.



A video appeared on TikTok last month claiming to show a Ukrainian doctor working for Pfizer accusing the company of conducting unlawful tests on children. On the social network X, a man claiming to be an associate producer for Paramount Pictures spun a tale about a Hollywood biopic on Mr. Zelensky's life.



The tale attributed to Mohamed al-Alawi is not even the only baseless allegation that Mr. Zelensky had secretly purchased properties abroad using Western financial assistance. Other versions -- each seemingly tailored for a specific geographic audience -- have detailed a mansion in Vero Beach, Fla., and a retreat in Germany once used by Joseph Goebbels, the Nazi minister of propaganda.



The Russians have "demonstrated adaptability through the war on Ukraine," Microsoft wrote in a recent report that disclosed Russia's 
fraudulent use of recorded messages
 by famous actors and celebrities on the Cameo app to try to smear Mr. Zelensky as a drug addict.



Even when debunked, fabrications like these have proved exceedingly difficult to extinguish entirely.



YouTube took down the initial video of the character Mohamed al-Alawi, linking it to two other accounts that had previously violated the company's policies. The accusation still circulates, however, especially on platforms, like X and Telegram, that experts say do little to block accounts generating inauthentic or automated activity. Some of the posts about the video appear to have used text or audio created with artificial intelligence tools; many are amplified by networks of bots intended to create the impression that the content is popular.



What links the narratives to Russia is not only the content disparaging Ukraine but also the networks that circulate them. They include news outlets and social media accounts that private and government researchers have linked to previous Kremlin campaigns.



"They're trolling for a susceptible (and seemingly abundant) slice of citizens who amplify their garbage enough to muddy the waters of our discourse, and from there our policies," said Rita Katz, the director of the SITE Intelligence Group, an American company that tracks extremist activity online and investigated the false claims about the villa.



The Making of a Fake Journalist








The video first appeared on Aug. 20 on a newly created YouTube account that had no previous activity and almost no followers, according to the Institute of Strategic Dialogue, a global nonprofit research organization in London, which traced the video's spread.



The man appeared in a poorly lit room reading from his computer screen, which was reflected in his thick glasses. He appeared to be a real person, but it has not been possible to verify his actual identity. No one by the name of Mohamed al-Alawi appears to have produced any previous articles or videos, as would be expected of a journalist. According to Active Fence, an internet security company, the character has no educational or work history, and no network of friends or social connections online.



The video, though, showed what purported to be photographs of a purchase contract and of the villa itself, creating a veneer of authenticity for credulous viewers. The property is, in fact, part of a resort owned by Orascom Development, whose 
website
 highlights El Gouna's "year-round sunshine, shimmering lagoons, sandy beaches and azure waters."



An article about the video's claim appeared two days later as a paid advertisement, or 
branded content,
 on Punch, a news outlet in Nigeria, as well as three other Nigerian websites that aggregate news and entertainment content.



The article had the byline of Arthur Nkono, who according to internet searches does not appear to have written any other articles. The article quoted a political scientist, Abdrulrahman Alabassy, who likewise appears not to exist except in accounts linking the villa to the corrupt use of Western financial aid to Ukraine. (Punch, which later removed the post, did not respond to requests for comment.)



A day later, the claim made its first appearance on X in a post by Sonja van den Ende, an activist in the Netherlands, whose articles have previously appeared on propaganda outlets linked to the Russian government, according to the Institute for Strategic Dialogue. (She also served as an election observer in an occupied territory of Ukraine during Russian parliamentary elections in September.)



Within days, reports about the villa appeared on X in French and Romanian, and in English on three different Reddit forums.



According to Roberta Duffield, director of intelligence for Blackbird.AI, an internet security company, nearly 29 percent of the accounts amplifying the reports appeared to be inauthentic bots, an unusually high number that would normally indicate a coordinated campaign.



Eight days after the video appeared, Russia state television networks like Channel One, Rossiya 24 and RT (in Arabic and German) reported it as a major revelation uncovered by a renowned Egyptian investigative journalist.



The story seemed to stall there. Naguib Sawiris, the scion of the Egyptian family that owned the development, curtly denied the sale in 
a reply
 on X.



And no more was heard from or about the character called Mohamed al-Alawi -- until late December.



That was when two new videos emerged on a YouTube channel called "Egypt News," claiming that he was dead.



The channel had been created the day before. One video showed a man identified as Alawi's brother, Ahmed, answering questions from another man.



The police, he said, told him that they suspected his brother had been beaten to death by "Ukrainian special forces who acted on behalf of President Zelensky or another high-ranking official."



He spoke with his hand cupped over his face to obscure his identity. The other video showed what was said to be the site of an attack, though the images were indistinct. "I can't tell you anything else," he said in the video, which YouTube later removed. "I'm afraid for my family."



The video also tried to explain away some of the obvious holes in the initial story, including why there was no evidence online of Alawi's previous work. "It was his first big assignment," the man said.



The new episode spread as the first video had. A day later, an article about the death appeared on an obscure website created last year called El Mostaqbal, a name similar to but unrelated to the 
actual news organization
 in Lebanon.



"A reporter who announced that Zelensky's mother-in-law brought a luxury village has died under mysterious circumstances," the headline read. Other reports that followed dropped any uncertainty and began referring to his "murder."



In fact, Egypt's Ministry of the Interior said there were no reports or evidence that anyone resembling the man in the video had been "subjected to harm." The statement went on to note that the property itself had not been sold.



Still, according to the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, posts about the supposed killing were viewed a million times on X on Dec. 25.



It also appeared on the website of the Middle East Monitor, or MEMO, operated by a well-known nonprofit organization in London and financed by the government of Qatar. A journalist who once reported from Moscow for The Telegraph of London, Ben Aris, cited it at length on the platform, though, when challenged, he said he had just made note of the rumor. "I don't have time to check all this stuff myself," he wrote.



It appeared in English on a site, Clear Story News, that Mr. Linvill of Clemson's Digital Media Hub had previously linked to Russia's disinformation efforts. (The site lists no contact information)



Mr. Linvill described the process as a form of "narrative laundering" -- moving false claims from unknown or not credible sources to ones that, to the unwitting at least, seem more legitimate.



More Elaborate Narratives








The Institute for Strategic Dialogue studied three other complex narratives about Ukraine, as well.



One featured a French journalist who claimed that the son of George Soros -- a regular target of Russian and far-right political attacks -- had secretly acquired land for a toxic waste dump in Ukraine. An unnamed doctor in Africa said in another that an American medical charity, the Global Surgical and Medical Support Group, was harvesting the organs of wounded Ukrainian soldiers for transplants for NATO officers.



Then there was the case of a man calling himself Shahzad Nasir, whose profile on X identifies him as a journalist with Emirates 24/7, an English-language news outlet in Dubai, though he has no apparent bylines on the site.



In November, he claimed that cronies of Mr. Zelensky bought two yachts -- Lucky Me and My Legacy -- for $75 million. His evidence, like Mohamed al-Alawi's, includes photographs of the vessels and purported purchase agreements.



In fact, as the BBC 
documented
 in December, the yachts had not been purchased and remained for sale. Despite numerous efforts by fact checkers to dispel it as rumor, the claim circulated extensively.



Last month, the character Nasir reappeared in another video. This time he had a new version of the tale, claiming that the purchases had been scuttled after he exposed the secret deal.



The ramifications of these campaigns is difficult to measure precisely. There are signs, though, that they resonate even when proved false.



Senator J.D. Vance, a Republican of Ohio and an outspoken critic of Ukraine aid, seemed to embrace the claim in December during an interview on "War Room," the podcast hosted by Stephen K. Bannon, the onetime adviser to former President Donald J. Trump.



"There are people who would cut Social Security -- throw our grandparents into poverty -- why?" Mr. Vance said. "So that one of Zelensky's ministers can buy a bigger yacht?"



That prompted a public rebuke this month from a Republican colleague, Senator Thom Tillis of North Carolina, who ridiculed those who repeat unproven allegations.



"They've heard somebody say that if we pass this bill, that we're all going to go ride to Kyiv with buckets full of money and let oligarchs buy yachts!" he said of critics of the assistance to Ukraine, in what he later called a reference to Mr. Vance's comments. "I wonder how the spouses of the estimated 25,000 soldiers in Ukraine who have died feel about that? I mean, really, guys?"



Karoun Demirjian
 contributed reporting.
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Large Grocers Took Advantage of Pandemic Supply Chain Disruptions, F.T.C. Finds



A report found that large firms pressured suppliers to favor them over competitors. It also concluded that some retailers "seem to have used rising costs as an opportunity to further hike prices."




The report concluded that supply chain disruptions did not affect companies equally across the grocery industry.




By Madeleine Ngo


Mar 21, 2024


Large grocery retailers took advantage of supply chain disruptions to beat out smaller rivals and protect their profits during the pandemic, according to a report released by the Federal Trade Commission on Thursday.



The report found that some large firms "accelerated and distorted" the effects of supply chain snarls, including by pressuring suppliers to favor them over competitors. Food and beverage retailers also posted strong profits during the height of the pandemic and continue to do so today, casting doubt on assertions that higher grocery prices are simply moving in lock step with retailers' own rising costs, the authors argued.



"Some firms seem to have used rising costs as an opportunity to further hike prices to increase their profits, and profits remain elevated even as supply chain pressures have eased," the report read.



The report's release comes as the F.T.C. cracks down on large grocery retailers. Last month, the commission and several state attorneys general 
sued to block Kroger
 from completing its $25 billion acquisition of the grocery chain Albertsons. They argued that the deal would weaken competition and likely lead to consumers paying higher costs.



The independent federal agency's actions have helped 
bolster the Biden administration's efforts
 to address rising prices. In recent weeks, President Biden has taken a 
tougher stance on grocery chains
, accusing them of overcharging shoppers and earning excess profits. Although food prices are now increasing at a slower rate, they surged rapidly in 2022 and have not fallen overall. As a result, the high cost of food has continued to strain many consumers and posed a political problem for the administration.



Mr. Biden has also tried to tackle the issue by fixating on food companies, denouncing them for reducing the package sizes and portions of some products without lowering prices, a practice 
commonly called "shrinkflation."
 During his 
State of the Union address earlier this month,
 Mr. Biden again called on snack companies to put a stop to the practice.



In its report, the F.T.C. concluded that supply chain disruptions did not affect companies equally across the grocery industry. Compared with larger firms, small grocery retailers faced more difficulties getting products during the pandemic.



"The F.T.C.'s report examining U.S. grocery supply chains finds that dominant firms used this moment to come out ahead at the expense of their competitors and the communities they serve," Lina Khan, the F.T.C. chair, said in a statement.



The report comes after the regulator 
ordered several companies in late 2021 to turn over "detailed information"
 that would help shed light on the causes behind supply chain snarls and how business practices could have worsened disruptions.



The report found that large firms put pressure on suppliers to gain access to scarce products by imposing strict delivery requirements and threatening suppliers with large fines if they failed to fill their orders. Because these measures helped large retailers boost their stock of products, they effectively helped them gain a competitive advantage over smaller rivals, according to the report.



"In some cases, suppliers preferentially allocated product to the purchasers threatening to fine them," the report read.



Retailers did not have "unlimited freedom" to impose these penalties, however, since some suppliers already had contractually defined requirements in place, according to the report.



F.T.C. officials also argued that consumers are still "facing the negative impact of the pandemic's price hikes," given that retailers' profits remain elevated.



Using public data on profits in the grocery retail industry, the F.T.C. found that in the first three quarters of 2023, food and beverage retailer revenues reached 7 percent over total costs. That was up from more than 6 percent in 2021 and the most recent peak of 5.6 percent in 2015.



"These elevated profit levels warrant further inquiry by the commission and policymakers," the report read. 



After the onset of the pandemic, the 
nation's food supply chain
 saw vast disruptions. Households quickly shifted away from eating at restaurants, and panicked shoppers stockpiled food, boosting demand for groceries. Workers fell ill with the coronavirus, which strained labor supply in grocery stores, warehouses and meat processing plants. Truck drivers, who were already scarce before the pandemic, could not make deliveries fast enough. The confluence of those factors resulted in major product shortages and higher food costs.



In late 2021, there was an even bigger surge in food prices. As supply chain disruptions and labor shortages led to higher transportation and raw material costs, companies passed along cost increases to consumers for many products. In August 2022, food inflation reached a peak of 11.4 percent. Since then, food price gains have continued to cool. In March, food prices climbed 2.2 percent.



Companies across the industry have said they are 
planning smaller price increases
 this year, in part because some consumers have started to push back and cut their spending, which has led to some firms experiencing drops in sales.
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Critic's Pick



'Water for Elephants' Review: Beauty Under the Big Top



The circus-themed love story, already a novel and a movie, becomes a gorgeously imaginative Broadway musical.




Puppets play the circus animals in "Water for Elephants" at the Imperial Theater in Manhattan, making them products of human imagination, including ours in the audience.




By Jesse Green


Mar 22, 2024


First come her ears, floating like ginkgo leaves. Then, from behind a screen, her shadow appears, followed by the marvelous sound of her trumpet. Next to arrive is her disembodied trunk, with a mind of its own, snuffling out friends and enemies and food. Finally, at the end of Act I of 
the new musical "Water for Elephants,"
 she is fully assembled: Rosie, the star of the circus, big as a bus and batting her pretty eyes.



This gorgeous sequence, played out over perhaps 20 minutes, is emblematic of the many wonders awaiting audiences at the Imperial Theater, where "Water for Elephants" opened on Thursday. After all, Rosie is not a living creature potentially vulnerable to abuse. Nor is she a C.G.I. illusion. She is not really an illusion at all, in the sense of a trick; you can see the puppeteers operating and inhabiting her. Rather she is a product of the human imagination, including ours in the audience.



What a pleasure it is to be treated that way by a brand-extension musical, a form usually characterized by craftlessness and cynicism. Indeed, at its best, "Water for Elephants" has more in common with the circus arts than it does with by-the-books Broadway. Sure, it features an eventful story and compelling characters, and apt, rousing music by 
PigPen Theater Co
., a seven-man indie folk collective. But in the director Jessica Stone's stunning, emotional production, it leads with movement, eye candy and awe.



That's only appropriate, given the milieu. The musical's book by Rick Elice, based not just on the 2011 movie but also on 
the 2006 novel by Sara Gruen
, is set among the performers and roustabouts of a ramshackle circus at the depths of the Depression. Escaping an unhappiness we learn about only later, Jacob Jankowski (Grant Gustin) jumps onto a train heading (as his introductory song tells us) "Anywhere." But really, because the train houses the failing Benzini Brothers troupe, it's heading everywhere -- downhill and fast.



Elice has smartly sped up the action by eliminating one of the two introductory devices that kept the movie's story at a distance. In the one he retains, a much older Jacob (Gregg Edelman) serves as the narrator of the long-ago events. With pride but also anguish he recalls how, as a young man trained as a veterinarian, he quickly established himself in the chaotic and sometimes violent company of the circus: a hunky James Herriot caring for the medical needs of the animals. Soon, though, he becomes involved in more complicated, dangerous ways.



The complication comes in the form of Marlena, the circus's star attraction, who performs on horseback. The danger comes from her husband, August, Benzini's possibly bipolar owner and ringmaster.




Isabelle McCalla cradling her white stallion, played by the puppeteer Antoine Boissereau. Gregg Edelman, as an older Jacob, is in the shadow at left.




How we are introduced to them, and the central conflict, is typical of the production's theatrical intelligence. First we find Marlena (Isabelle McCalla) tending to Silver Star, her beautiful white stallion, who is clearly in pain. Silver Star is played by two acrobats: Antoine Boissereau operating the head and mane, and Keaton Hentoff-Killian trailing with silks that suggest the body. Jacob, watching Marlena caress and calm the creature with a lovely lullaby called "Easy," begins to fall in love with her. He also realizes that the horse needs weeks of rest if it's to survive at all.



But when August (Paul Alexander Nolan) enters the scene, the temperature changes. As he argues that he cannot afford to lose Silver Star even for a day, we see that his hardheadedness and jealousy will put him in danger of losing Marlena as well. The triangle plot is thus established without having to be named, and so is the interconnectedness of love and loss that will emerge as the story's theme. That theme is then turned wrenchingly poignant as Silver Star's soul flies up from his body in the form of Boissereau's aerial act.



The entire show moves in a similar fashion, somehow both concerted and Cubist. Nothing serves just one purpose, including the circus acts; whether hammer throwing or wire walking, they are striking in themselves and also narratively expressive. Watching them we understand, as the story requires, that danger is everywhere, but they also imply the possibility of rescue: Acrobats drop from heights but land as lightly as paper planes.



One reason this works so well is that Elice's book, especially in the first act, trusts the audience to live with (and profit from) a certain amount of uncertainty. Stepping away from the musical theater handbook, he delivers information not when you expect it but when it serves an underlying emotional logic.



He also steps away more literally, letting the design and movement elements take precedence: the puppetry (by Ray Wetmore & JR Goodman and Camille Labarre), the choreography (Jesse Robb and Shana Carroll), the circus acts (Carroll again) and the design (sets by Takeshi Kata, costumes by David Israel Reynoso, lighting by Bradley King, sound by Walter Trarbach, projections by David Bengali). They really have to be credited en masse because, as sewn together by Stone's direction, there are no seams between their disciplines.



Stone's emotionally vivid but not especially visual approach to the staging of "Kimberly Akimbo" -- 
the winner of last year's Tony Award for best musical
 -- did not prepare me for her work on "Water for Elephants." You could easily follow the story (if not the characters' sometimes muddy motivations) even if you didn't understand English; indeed, I sometimes didn't because the words, though excitingly sung, are too often mushy. Despite some backloaded, pro forma power ballads, PigPen's tunes are ideally suited to the setting, but their trenchant lyrics might be more intelligible if they rhymed more accurately.



Still, the songs ace the double-duty test, never repeating catchy choruses just to drill holes in our ears but to expand, modify and turn ideas in different directions. The actors do much the same, playing the full range of their characters' contradictions, not planting themselves at some bland midpoint. Treated that way, Nolan's August is a more compelling character than a precis might suggest, and McCalla makes Marlena's devotion to him as palpable and powerful as her revulsion.




A love triangle comes into view: Standing, from left, are Grant Gustin as Jacob, Paul Alexander Nolan as August and McCall as Marlena, August's wife.




But there are really no weak links. Gustin is dashing and suitably anguished. Edelman dries up what could be the damp narrator role without resorting to too much twinkle. (One glitch: It's hard to see how the younger and older Jacobs align.) And the supporting roles are all filled with piquant performers (Sara Gettelfinger, Stan Brown, Wade McCollum) who are credibly circuslike, except for one strange anomaly: The clown (Joe De Paul) is actually funny.



Well, miracles do happen, even on Broadway. In building such a huge and heart-filling musical one image at a time, the creators of "Water for Elephants" have disproved the old circus adage behind the title, which holds that you can never deliver enough sustenance for a creature so large and thirsty. Apparently, you can.



Water for Elephants
At the Imperial Theater, Manhattan; 
waterforelephantsthemusical.com
. Running time 2 hours 40 minutes.
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Apple Keeps Losing Patent Cases. Its Solution: Rewrite the Rules.



After losing two complaints before the U.S. International Trade Commission, Apple has stepped up its lobbying to change the agency's practices.








By Tripp Mickle


Mar 19, 2024


Over the past decade, some of Apple's biggest regulatory headaches have come from a little-known federal agency called the U.S. International Trade Commission. The agency's patent judges have found Apple guilty of appropriating innovations in smartphones, semiconductors and smartwatches. And recently, they forced 
Apple to remove a health feature from Apple Watches
.



Now the tech giant is pushing back. While it defends itself from patent complaints before the I.T.C., Apple has begun lobbying lawmakers to help rewrite the agency's rules.



The company has been campaigning across Washington for legislation that would make some patent owners ineligible to bring complaints before the I.T.C. It has sought to influence the language of committee reports that could affect how the agency levels punishments. And it has added to its lobbying might by enlisting one of the agency's former commissioners.



The lobbying effort comes as Apple is enmeshed in a multiyear legal battle with two U.S. medical device makers over technology in the Apple Watch. The companies, 
AliveCor
 and 
Masimo
, filed complaints in the I.T.C. against Apple in 2021 for appropriating innovations they had developed to measure the heart's electrical activity and people's blood oxygen levels.



After losing both cases, Apple 
this year removed the technology to measure blood oxygen
 in its watches, which infringed on Masimo's patent. It is appealing the I.T.C.'s decision. A similar punishment is on hold as court proceedings continue related to the 
I.T.C.'s finding that Apple infringed on AliveCor's innovations
 with the Apple Watch's electrocardiogram feature.



Apple is trying to blunt the agency's signature power. Unlike traditional patent courts, where juries or judges typically issue fines, the I.T.C.'s judges can discipline a company that violates a patent by banning imports of the infringing product.



Because Apple makes all its signature devices overseas, a block on the import of its devices would be perilous to the company. To avoid that penalty in the future, the company says, it wants the agency to put the public interest of a product ahead of a ban. The company is betting that the court would then give more credence to Apple's argument that Americans would be harmed by an import ban because they would lose access to the communication and health features in iPhones and Apple Watches.



An Apple spokeswoman said the existing law requires that the I.T.C. consider how the public interest could be affected before ordering an import ban. But it said 
public data showed
 that the agency had made public-interest evaluations in only one-fifth of cases it had heard since 2010. As a result, 
its lobbyists have been talking
 with White House and congressional leaders about the I.T.C., as well as other issues such as privacy and domestic manufacturing.



Adam Mossoff, a patent law expert and a professor at George Mason University, said Apple was misinterpreting the law, which requires the I.T.C. to block a product if it finds that it infringes on a patent. An import ban is supposed to be overruled only if there's a proven threat to health or safety, he said. Blocking sales of an Apple device wouldn't qualify as harmful.



"The problem with their lobbying is that they're trying to neuter a well-functioning court by closing its doors to Americans who have had their rights infringed," he said.



When Congress set up what became the I.T.C. in 1916, it wanted to protect American innovation by allowing the U.S. government to ban the import of products with stolen technology. But as manufacturing moved overseas, the federal agency's court system became a forum for disputes between U.S. companies.



The I.T.C.'s judges, who are appointed by the commission, hold hearings with different standards for patent disputes than those that govern District Court cases. The cases are fast and compressed and can culminate with the judge's punishing a patent abuser by blocking its products.



Before a ban is put into effect, a company that's found guilty can appeal to the White House for a reprieve. But it's rare for an administration, which oversees the agency, to go against a judge's recommendation.



Apple has become the pre-eminent example of how the I.T.C. can be used. Because the company manufactures almost all its products overseas, the judges who have found it guilty of infringing on patents in smartphones, semiconductors and smartwatches say it should be punished by blocking the import of iPhones, iPads and Apple Watches.



Apple has largely escaped the import bans. In 2013, the 
Obama administration vetoed
 the I.T.C.'s plan to block iPhone imports after the agency determined that Apple had 
infringed on one of Samsung's smartphone patents
. In 2019, 
Apple agreed to pay Qualcomm a royalty
 for some wireless technology patents, heading off an I.T.C. ruling that could have blocked iPhone sales. And after losing the Masimo case, Apple agreed to remove the infringing health feature to dodge an Apple Watch ban.



For years, Apple avoided the kind of lobbying that was customary for a large corporation. It kept a small office in Washington staffed by just a few people and employed only one lobbying firm, two people familiar with the company's practices said. But as regulatory challenges to its business have risen, its policy team has swelled to include dozens of people and 11 lobbying firms.



In the face of the patent complaints from AliveCor and Masimo, Apple's team in Washington gave priority to lobbying to change the I.T.C. In 2022, it began working with the ITC Modernization Alliance, a loose-knit coalition of companies that includes Samsung, Intel, Dell, Google, Verizon and Comcast. The group worked with members of Congress as it wrote the Advancing America's Interest Act in 2019 and 
supported its reintroduction in 2023
.



The bill's backers -- Representatives David Schweikert, a Republican from Arizona, and Donald S. Beyer Jr., a Democrat from Virginia -- have promoted it as a way to curb abuse of the I.T.C. by patent trolls. It would prohibit patent holders from suing unless they manufactured a product that used the patented technology or had licensed the technology to someone else already.



AliveCor and Masimo are medical companies that have focused on selling products to health care providers and consumers more than licensing innovations to consumer technology companies like Apple.



Last year, Apple's lobbyists filed three reports disclosing that it had campaigned on behalf of the bill, according to Open Secrets, a campaign finance research nonprofit. It also added to its lobbying ranks by 
hiring Deanna Tanner Okun
, a former 
I.T.C. chair
 who works for the 
law firm Polsinelli.
 (The hiring was previously reported by 
Politico
.)



The lobbying campaign coincided with an effort to argue in Washington that an I.T.C. ban on Apple Watch imports would deprive people of a device that was crucial to their health, two people familiar with the lobbying said.



In addition to lobbying directly on legislation, Apple worked with a member of Congress to put language on Page 97 of a committee report for the 2024 Appropriations Bill, said Representative Ken Buck, a Republican from Colorado. The language would require the I.T.C. to review how it determined the value to the public of a product before suggesting a ban and to report to Congress on that process.




Representative Ken Buck said Apple had played a role in adding language to a bill that would affect the I.T.C.




"To me, this went around the legitimate process," said Mr. Buck, who is 
leaving Congress this month
. He told Representative Thomas Massie, a Republican from Kentucky who is on the Rules Committee, that he had 10 votes and would block the bill unless the language was removed. Mr. Massie's office confirmed that the language had been removed at Mr. Buck's request but declined to comment further.



An Apple spokeswoman disagreed with Mr. Buck's claims that its lobbying circumvented the legitimate legislative process. She said its public federal lobbying reports detailed how it worked on issues important for its products and customers.



The spokeswoman also pointed to the Senate's passage of a committee report with a sentence expressing its support of the I.T.C.'s doing thorough analysis of the public health implications of a product ban before issuing one, which is what Apple wants in the future.
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A Little-Known Way That Trump Could Raise Money to Pay His Legal Bills



The former president's social media company is finally set to go public. He could borrow against the value of his stake in the company.




Shares of former President Donald J. Trump's social media company could start trading as early as next week, potentially bumping up his net worth by $3 billion.




By Matthew Goldstein


Mar 21, 2024


Shares of former President Donald J. Trump's social media company could start trading on the stock market as early as Monday, immediately raising his net worth by around $3 billion -- wealth that Mr. Trump may be able to tap to pay his mounting legal bills as he seeks a second presidential term.



Mr. Trump urgently needs to come up with cash by Monday to cover a $454 million penalty imposed by a New York judge, who 
found that he had fraudulently
 inflated the value of his real estate properties in dealings with banks. This week, he asked an appeals court to pause the judgment or accept a much smaller bond. Last year, 
one of his political action committees
 spent $50 million on legal bills.



The imminent public debut of Trump Media & Technology Group -- the parent company of the Truth Social digital platform -- could provide Mr. Trump a way to raise cash, but it won't be straightforward.



Trump Media is going public by merging with a publicly traded shell company called Digital World Acquisition Corporation. Shareholders of Digital World are expected to approve the merger on Friday after years of delay caused by regulatory and criminal investigations that came close to derailing it.



Under the terms of the merger agreement, major shareholders of Trump Media are barred from selling their shares for six months. The so-called 
lockup provision
, which typically applies to any company going public, is meant to limit the number of shares available for sale and trading, and to avoid the perception that early shareholders don't have faith in the company's future.



But because Mr. Trump holds enormous sway over the company with his stake of more than 60 percent, and because his brand is critical to Trump Media's success, he could try to get around those provisions. Mr. Trump could ask the board of Digital World to waive his restrictions on selling shares before its planned merger with Trump Media goes to a vote.



Or he could wait for Trump Media to start trading before asking its board members -- some of whom are also on Digital World's board -- to waive the lockup period. Trump Media's seven-member board is likely to be amenable to such a request partly because it is expected to include three former members of his administration. His eldest son, Donald Trump Jr., will also join the board.



Mr. Trump could also obtain the board's blessing to transfer his shares into a trust, or give them to a family member as a gift. By placing them in a trust, Mr. Trump would be able to use the shares as collateral for a loan; a family member, too, could borrow against those shares.



If the shareholder vote goes as expected on Friday, Trump Media will begin trading next week under the stock symbol DJT. Based on Digital World's current stock price, Mr. Trump's 79 million shares will be worth more than $3 billion, on top of the $2.6 billion 
that Forbes estimated Mr. Trump
 was worth in October.



But it is hard to predict how shares of Trump Media will trade, given that it is losing tens of millions of dollars and generated just $3.3 million in advertising revenue over the first nine months of last year. 



Once the merger is complete, Digital World's roughly 400,000 shareholders -- most of them individual investors -- will become stockholders of Trump Media. And many of Digital World's shareholders have long been boosters of the stock -- and Mr. Trump -- on Truth Social. Beginning in January, as Mr. Trump got closer to securing the Republican nomination and as the deal's likelihood of approval grew stronger, shares of Digital World soared, rising more than 140 percent this year, making the former president's stake ever more valuable. 



For Truth Social, the merger will allow the social media site to widen "the realm of free speech and vigorous debate at a time of unprecedented censorship by Big Tech and by the government itself," a spokeswoman for Trump Media said.



Trump Media, based in Sarasota, Fla., came into existence in an almost improbable manner. In early 2021, two former contestants on his old reality TV show, "The Apprentice," Andy Litinsky and Wes Moss, hatched a plan to 
create a conservative media giant
 centered on Mr. Trump after he was barred from Twitter in the wake of the Jan. 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol.



Mr. Trump was taken with the idea, and an agreement was signed just weeks later. Mr. Litinsky and Mr. Moss would provide consulting services to the new entity, called Trump Media, while Mr. Trump would lend his brand and support to it -- taking a majority stake in exchange.



Truth Social, which has become Mr. Trump's primary bullhorn for pillorying his critics and political opponents, launched in 2022 as part of Trump Media. The company early on had signed a licensing agreement with Mr. Trump to ensure that he would post on Truth Social and not other platforms.



The goal all along was to take Trump Media public through a merger with a special purpose acquisition company, or SPAC. The sole purpose of such companies is to raise money from investors and merge with an operating business, which then becomes the publicly traded entity.



Digital World, a SPAC run by Patrick Orlando, a Florida businessman, had gone public in September 2021 and raised $300 million from investors. The next month it announced a merger with Trump Media, but soon afterward, 
it was discovered
 that Mr. Orlando and representatives for Trump Media had begun deal talks months ahead of Digital World's initial public offering. Securities rules prohibit SPACs from engaging in meaningful merger talks before going public.



The Securities and Exchange Commission opened an investigation into those deal talks, and Digital World later 
agreed to pay an $18 million penalty
 to the regulator, a settlement that allowed the deal to move forward.



A February lawsuit filed by Mr. Litinsky and Mr. Moss, who claimed Trump Media was trying to diminish their stake, also had threatened to delay the merger before the judge in the case indicated 
he would let the deal proceed
 while the dispute gets sorted out.



Beyond the immediate personal benefit to Mr. Trump, the biggest question now facing Trump Media is its business future, and what it plans to do with the $300 million that will transfer from Digital World if the merger is approved.



The deal is beneficial not only to Mr. Trump but also to Truth Social and Trump Media, which has exhausted most of its available cash. Truth Social remains a minnow in the social media universe compared with far bigger platforms like X (formerly Twitter) and Meta's Facebook, Instagram and Threads. To date, about 10 million people have downloaded the Truth Social app -- all of them in the United States, according to Sensor Tower, a data provider.




Promoted on Truth Social, shares in Digital World have soared 140 percent this year, making Mr. Trump's stake ever more valuable.
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News Analysis



What $8.5 Billion Can Buy: Biden Aims to Bolster Chip Manufacturing



The president hopes the money will kick-start semiconductor production in America, but that might take a lot more investment in the future.




President Biden announced a federal grant for Intel at the company's campus in Chandler, Ariz., on Wednesday.




By David E. Sanger


Mar 20, 2024


President Biden's 
announcement on Wednesday of an $8.5 billion federal grant to Intel
 to build some of the world's most advanced computer chips is one of the most remarkable American experiments in industrial policy since Dwight D. Eisenhower used federal funds to build the nation's highway system.



But rather than a new beginning in America's effort to restore a technological ability it invented -- and then all but lost -- there is significant risk it could be the high point of the effort.



When the CHIPS and Science Act passed two years ago, it was promoted as a down payment on the kind of long-term investment in critical sectors of the economy that made Taiwan the world's dominant player in chip manufacturing. It is a strategy China began emulating nearly a decade ago, pouring new money, year after year, into chips and high-capacity batteries, quantum computing and artificial intelligence, to name just a few.



But while Mr. Biden celebrated the construction of Intel's plant as a turning point in American industrial and national security strategy, there is no prospect of a follow-on program anytime soon. And quietly, Congress has sliced away at the billions of dollars that were authorized -- but never fully allocated -- for research, training and production.



So as Mr. Biden ticks off the immediate benefits of the Intel investment -- 10,000 manufacturing jobs in Arizona, New Mexico, Oregon and Ohio, and 20,000 construction jobs to get things rolling -- many in his administration worry privately that their strategy may not survive this moment of political polarization.



That is the reason Mr. Biden and his commerce secretary, Gina Raimondo, do not talk much about the scale of additional government investment that may be needed if the country is serious about spurring investment in everything from the most expensive semiconductor plants to the technologies carmakers will need to meet emissions mandates.



"President Biden often talked about this act as an 'inflection point,' a new role for the federal investments in the hardest problems in high technology," said Doug Calidas, a fellow at the Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs at Harvard and a senior vice president for Americans for Responsible Innovation, an advocacy group for emerging technologies, especially artificial intelligence.




Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo with Mr. Biden at the Intel campus on Wednesday.




"And he was right, it was," said Mr. Calidas, who recently 
published a study of the changing politics of the CHIPS Act
. "But if it is a one-and-done effort, there is reason to question how effective it will be."



There was a hint of that concern in comments to reporters on Tuesday night by Patrick Gelsinger, Intel's chief executive.



"It doesn't get fixed in one three- to five-year program," Mr. Gelsinger said. "I do think we'll need at least a CHIPS 2 to finish that job."



That was an optimistic appraisal. Many involved in the industry say they believe the federal investments will have to be repeated as technological challenges shift, along with assessments about which technologies are simply too critical for the United States to depend on foreign supply chains for. Past efforts to bolster the chip industry with one- or two-shot investments, back when Japan was the primary competitor, turned into spectacular failures.



The passage of the CHIPS Act in 2022 was the result of the confluence of some extraordinary events. The most vivid was the discovery during the coronavirus pandemic of how fragile the supply of critical goods could be -- from surgical masks to the precursors for vaccines to the run-of-the-mill chips needed to produce cars and washing machines. Added to the mix was the growing fear of China's power, both to disrupt the American economy and to threaten Taiwan, where more than 90 percent of the world's most complex and advanced semiconductors are made.



Ms. Raimondo and Avril D. Haines, the director of national intelligence, briefed senators in the weeks before the bill's passage about the remarkable vulnerabilities of America's defense industrial base and how a cutoff of certain technologies could ground missiles and bring fighter-plane production to a halt. The specter of a rising, manipulative China that could hold Taiwan's semiconductor production centers hostage brought over enough Republicans to win a truly bipartisan majority. In the Senate, the bill passed 64 to 33.



Even then, there were doubters. Morris Chang, the M.I.T.-educated engineer who left Texas Instruments and founded Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company, argued that money alone would not be enough to reproduce the magic he had created. He called the billions in subsidies "
a very expensive exercise in futility
."



At the core of Mr. Chang's critique was an argument that even if Intel copied Taiwan Semiconductor's core strategy, becoming a "foundry" that produces chips designed by the likes of Apple and Nvidia, American engineers would not put in the grueling hours and perfectionism needed to be successful.



But there was a different critique, coming from the advocates of industrial policy: that Mr. Biden's drive to bring manufacturing home had come too late, and that the bill was far too small to propel the private investment needed to bring about a real manufacturing renaissance.



The politics of an election year add yet another layer of difficulty.



Former President Donald J. Trump has launched regular attacks on another form of industrial policy: Mr. Biden's incentives to purchase electric vehicles, a key part of his climate agenda.



Those cars have become part of Mr. Trump's campaign rally diatribes. He argues, with no evidence, that electric cars will "kill" the American auto industry and said that the Biden administration had "ordered a hit job on Michigan manufacturing" by enticing buyers to electric vehicles through tax breaks and other subsidies. 



But even Mr. Biden seems somewhat hesitant to fully back his own policy. The original CHIPS Act authorized the United States to spend $35 billion on science and innovation research through government agencies in 2025; Mr. Biden's budget request, issued last week, is closer to $20 billion.



"The rhetoric is a lot more impressive than the budget numbers," Mr. Calidas said.
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Bank of England Holds Rates After U.K. Inflation Slows



Britain's central bank held its key interest rate at the highest level in 16 years for the fifth straight meeting.




The Bank of England has held interest rates as policymakers look for signs that inflation has been tamed.




By Eshe Nelson


Mar 21, 2024


The Bank of England held interest rates at the highest level in 16 years, even as inflation in Britain has fallen to its slowest pace in more than two years.



On Thursday, policymakers at the central bank left their key rate at 5.25 percent for the fifth consecutive meeting. The decision to hold was widely expected, but analysts were tracking the votes by the nine-person rate-setting committee to see if a consensus was emerging about whether price increases were under control and when rate cuts may begin.



Eight members of the committee voted to hold rates, with the two policymakers who voted for higher rates last month dropping their stance. One member voted to cut rates.



The Bank of England held rates "because we need to be sure that inflation will fall back to our 2 percent target and stay there," Andrew Bailey, the governor of the central bank, said in a statement. "We're not yet at the point where we can cut interest rates, but things are moving in the right direction."



Monetary policy needed to be "restrictive for an extended period," according to the minutes of this week's meeting. But, officials added, policy could remain restrictive even after interest rates were reduced, providing the clearest signal so far that rate cuts were on their way.



For much of last year, inflation in Britain was stubbornly high. Prices rose faster than in neighboring European countries and a tight labor market pushed up wages. Those concerns have recently started to ease. Data published on Wednesday showed that the annual rate of inflation dropped to 3.4 percent last month, down from 4 percent in January and the lowest reading since September 2021.



Economists expect inflation to slow sharply over the next few months, possibly going below the central bank's target of 2 percent, as household energy bills fall. Core inflation, which strips out food and energy prices that tend to be more volatile and influenced by international prices, dropped to 4.5 percent last month, the lowest in more than a year. At the same time, the weakness of the economy has put pressure on the central bank to cut rates. 
Britain ended last year in a recession
.



Policymakers have warned that the impact of lower energy prices will eventually fade and the rate of inflation will go higher again. Rather than just touching 2 percent, policymakers want to be sure they can return inflation to that rate over a long period before cutting interest rates.



So officials have been closely watching wage data to see if growing pay packets are seeding longer-term inflationary pressures. Annual pay growth, excluding bonuses, rose 6.1 percent in the three months to January, the latest data showed.



The debate over the timing of interest rate cuts is preoccupying policymakers at several major central banks. On Wednesday, U.S. Federal Reserve officials 
held rates steady
 but said they still expected to make several rate cuts this year. The same day, Christine Lagarde, the president of the European Central Bank, said that by June, eurozone policymakers would have more data, particularly on wages, to give them confidence that inflation was under control, fueling speculation that rate cuts could begin in the summer.



Earlier on Thursday, the Swiss National Bank unexpectedly cut interest rates, the first to move among central banks in advanced economies. Inflation peaked at about 3.5 percent in Switzerland, much lower than elsewhere in Europe, and has been below 2 percent for several months. The strength of the Swiss franc was also a consideration in the decision to cut rates, officials said. A strong currency can be a drag on the economy by making exports more expensive -- after the rate move, the franc fell sharply against the euro and dollar.



Officials at the Bank of England have been split on how to tackle high inflation for a while. Swati Dhingra, who again voted to cut rates, has argued that the weakness of the British economy means that inflation would come down and that the last rate increases might have been excessive and would need to be reversed more forcefully.



Last month, Jonathan Haskel and Catherine L. Mann, voted to raise rates, emphasizing the tightness of the labor market and the risk of deeply embedded inflationary pressures. But they both abandoned that position this month, and joined the majority to hold rates.



Still, all eight members who voted to hold rates said they needed to see more evidence about the persistence of inflation before loosening the bank's policy stance.
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Biden Approves $5.8 Billion in Additional Student Debt Cancellation



The incremental relief brings the canceled total to $143.6 billion for nearly four million Americans.




West Virginia University in August. On Thursday, the Biden administration erased the debt of an additional 78,000 borrowers in the Public Service Loan Forgiveness program.




By Tara Siegel Bernard


Mar 21, 2024


The Biden administration continued its effort to extend student debt relief on Thursday, erasing an additional $5.8 billion in federal loans for nearly 78,000 borrowers, including teachers, firefighters and others who largely work in the public sector.



To date, the administration has canceled $143.6 billion in loans for nearly four million borrowers through various actions, fixes and federal relief programs. That's the 
largest amount of student debt
 eliminated since the government began backing loans more than six decades ago, but it's still far less than President Biden's initial proposal, which would have canceled up to $400 billion in debt for 43 million borrowers but was blocked by the Supreme Court.



The latest debt erasures apply to government and nonprofit employees in the Public Service Loan Forgiveness program, which can eliminate their balance after 120 payments. The P.S.L.F. program, which was plagued with administrative and other problems, has 
improved
 in recent years after the administration 
made a series of fixes
.



"For too long, our nation's teachers, nurses, social workers, firefighters and other public servants faced logistical troubles and trap doors when they tried to access the debt relief they were entitled to under the law," Education Secretary Miguel Cardona said.



Since those October 2021, more than 871,000 public service and nonprofit workers have received debt cancellation totaling $62.5 billion; before that, just 7,000 had reached forgiveness since the program was created more than 15 years ago.



Starting next week, borrowers who are set to receive the latest round of debt cancellation through the P.S.L.F. program will receive an email notification from Mr. Biden -- a reminder of his 
administration's work
 just eight months before the presidential election.



An additional 380,000 federal borrowers in the P.S.L.F program who are on track to have their loans forgiven in less than two years will receive emails from the president notifying them that they will be eligible for debt cancellation if they continue their public service work within that period.



Many of these borrowers have been 
helped by
 
programs
 that tried to address past errors that may have failed to credit individuals for payments. As a result, many borrowers received account adjustments, or additional credits, pushing them closer to the repayment finish line.



Millions of borrowers with certain types of loans are still eligible for some of those adjustments, but they will need to 
apply to consolidate
 those loans by April 30 to qualify.



"There are a lot of people who need to consolidate by this deadline to benefit and potentially access life-changing student loan relief," said Abby Shafroth, co-director of advocacy at the National Consumer Law Center. They include borrowers with privately held loans in the 
Federal Family and Education Loan
, Perkins Loan and Health Education Assistance Loan programs, she added. (People with direct loans or loans held by the Education Department don't need to do anything to have their payment counts adjusted; it happens automatically.)



Besides P.S.L.F., the administration has extended relief through a variety of other federal relief programs: About 935,500 borrowers were approved for $45.6 billion in debt cancellation through income-driven repayment plans, which base monthly payments on a borrower's earnings and household size. After a set period of repayment, usually 20 years, any remaining debt is erased.



Another 1.3 million people had $22.5 billion wiped out through the federal borrower defense program, which provides relief to those defrauded by their schools.



The administration's latest round of completed debt relief comes on the heels of its 
bungled rollout
 of the 
new
 Free Application for Federal Student Aid, or FAFSA, which was supposed to simplify the process. Instead, technical and other problems have created delays, leaving colleges without student financial information that they need to make aid offers. Students have been left in limbo, unable to make decisions on where they'll attend college.
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Conde Nast's Owners Set to Reap a $1.4 Billion Windfall From Reddit



The Newhouse family, which controls the Advance media empire, made a 2006 investment of $10 million in the social site, which plans to go public on Thursday.




Conde Nast, with headquarters at One World Trade Center, is owned by Advance Publications, which controls more than 42 million shares in Reddit.




By Michael M. Grynbaum and Mike Isaac


Mar 20, 2024


The internet has not been kind to Conde Nast, the publisher of starry magazines, like Vogue and Vanity Fair, whose fortunes and influence have waned in the digital age.



But while the web taketh, it occasionally giveth, too.



The Newhouse family, the media dynasty that controls Conde Nast through its holding company, Advance Publications, is set to reap a windfall of roughly $1.4 billion on Thursday when the social site Reddit is 
listed on the New York Stock Exchange
. Conde Nast acquired Reddit for a mere $10 million in 2006, later spinning it out into a stand-alone company.



With its anarchic culture of amateur commenters, Reddit is a far cry from the meticulously curated guides to haute living in the Conde Nast stable. But its public offering will reward an early and prescient bet on the company by the Newhouses, who own roughly one-third of the outstanding shares.



Advance, which also has major stakes in Charter Communications and Warner Bros. Discovery, among other investments, is privately held, and its finances are closely guarded. It is uncertain whether Conde Nast itself would benefit from the value of the Reddit stock; representatives declined to comment. Both Charter and Warner Bros. have seen significant dips in their stock price over the past year.



Advance is subject to a six-month lockup period during which it cannot sell its more than 42 million Reddit shares.



Conde Nast, like many other media organizations, recently announced a round of layoffs, and more cuts are expected after the company resolves a dispute with its union. In January, the company 
moved
 Pitchfork, the hipster music magazine, under the auspices of GQ. The chief executive, Roger Lynch, said this month that revenue in 2023 was unchanged from the year before, blaming in part a tough advertising market.



Reddit was spun off in 2011, and one of the website's founders, Alexis Ohanian, later 
credited
 the Newhouses for providing Reddit with "a ludicrous level of autonomy."



In a sense, the Newhouses' prospective windfall is in keeping with a business strategy set by the family's patriarch, Samuel I. Newhouse, a real-life Horatio Alger who rose from poverty to create one of the country's richest media dynasties. Newhouse, who founded Advance in 1922, was an early specialist in distressed assets, buying up struggling newspapers at cut-rate prices and turning them into profit makers.



Conde Nast itself was a fading grande dame when Newhouse bought the publisher in 1959, sensing opportunity in fashion magazines.



Robert A. Sauerberg Jr., a former Conde Nast chief executive who remains on the board of Reddit, also owns nearly 50,000 shares in the tech company, according to public filings. His stake would potentially be worth $1.6 million under the price target of $34 a share.



Katie Robertson
 contributed reporting.
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Why the Panama Canal Didn't Lose Money When Ship Crossings Fell



A water shortage forced officials to reduce traffic, but higher fees increased revenue.




The Panama Canal Authority introduced hefty increases in tolls before a water crisis started.




By Peter Eavis


Mar 21, 2024


Low water levels have forced officials to slash the number of ships that are allowed through the Panama Canal, disrupting global supply chains and pushing up transportation costs.



But, remarkably, the big drop in ship traffic has not -- at least so far -- led to a financial crunch for the canal, which passes on much of its toll revenue to Panama's government.



That's because the canal authority introduced hefty increases in tolls before the water crisis started. In addition, shipping companies have been willing to pay large sums in special auctions to secure one of the reduced number of crossings.



In the 12 months through September, the canal's revenue rose 15 percent, to nearly $5 billion, even though the tonnage shipped through the canal fell 1.5 percent.



The Panama Canal Authority declined to say how much money it earned from auctions. At a maritime conference last week in Stamford, Conn., Ilya Espino de Marotta, the canal's deputy administrator, said the auction fees, which reached as much as $4 million per passage last year, "helped a little bit."



But even now, during a quieter season for global shipping, auction fees can double the cost of using the canal. This month, Avance Gas, which ships liquefied petroleum gas, paid a $401,000 auction fee and $400,000 for the regular toll, said Oystein Kalleklev, the company's chief executive. Auction fees are ultimately borne by the company whose goods are being shipped.



The canal's financial stability in the face of 
a dire water shortage
 shows how the people who manage crucial links in global supply chains are adapting as climate change disrupts operations. It also helps that there are no viable alternatives in Latin America to the canal, an engineering marvel that opened in 1914 and handles an 
estimated 5 percent
 of seaborne trade.



If delays continue and the cost keeps rising, however, shipping companies may find ways to avoid the canal. Last year, as the canal became backed up, ships that wanted to travel from Asia to the East Coast of the United States began going through the Suez Canal, a far longer voyage that uses much more fuel.



Many vessels are still using a western route from Asia even after the Houthi attacks in the Red Sea 
forced shipping companies to avoid the Suez Canal
 and go around Africa. Mr. Kalleklev said that, after his vessels had delivered their cargo and were empty, they now typically returned to the United States via the Cape of Good Hope.



Though Panama is one of the world's wettest countries, a sharp drop in rainfall last year deprived the canal of the water it needs for locks that raise and lower vessels into and out of the 40-mile passage between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. Climate experts say such water shortages may become more common.



The weather pattern known as El Nino initially causes hotter and drier conditions in Panama, and scientists say climate change may be prolonging dry spells. Last year, there was 1.85 meters (six feet) of rainfall in the Panama Canal's watershed, well below the historical annual average of 2.6 meters, according to the canal authority. Rainfall in the watershed was below average in six of the last 10 years, including years that were the second, third, sixth and seventh driest since 1950, the authority added.



To conserve water, the authority gradually reduced passages from a normal range of 36 to 38 vessels 
a day to 22 by December
. But higher-than-expected rainfall and the canal's water conservation measures enabled 
it to since raise crossings to 27
 a day.



Though the number of passages is still below normal, the canal is in decent financial shape, analysts said.



Veronica Amendola, an analyst for S&P Global Ratings, expects that the canal's revenue in the 12 months through next September will be roughly the same as a year earlier, primarily because of the toll increases. S&P Global estimates that the cost of shipping through the canal will rise to $10 a ton from $6 a ton.



This is good news for Panama's government, which relies heavily on payments from the canal and is facing skepticism about its deficit from investors in the international bond market. The canal authority expects to pay the government $2.47 billion this year, down modestly from the record $2.54 billion that it paid last year.



Canal tolls and dividends were 24 percent of government revenue in 2023, said Todd Martinez, a co-head for the Americas at Fitch Ratings who analyzes Panama's government finances.



"The good news is that the drought doesn't have a terrible near-term impact on Panama's public finances, because the canal has a lot of pricing power," Mr. Martinez said. "But the bigger problem is the government can no longer keep relying on the canal to solve all of its other fiscal problems."



Faced with the prospect of permanently lower rainfall, the canal authority plans to create a big new reservoir that would supply enough extra water to handle an additional 12 to 15 passages a day. Lawmakers still need to approve the project, which the authority estimates will take four to six years to complete. Panama has elections in May, but Ms. Marotta, the deputy administrator, said last week that all the presidential candidates had told the authority that they supported the reservoir.



"There's a great understanding in Panama that life without the canal would be very difficult to deal with," said Sebastian Briozzo, an analyst for S&P Global Ratings.
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Biden Targets Private Jets in Hunt for Tax Revenue



The White House's new focus on corporate aviation is drawing backlash from an industry that says it supports manufacturing.




Private air travel has long been portrayed to exemplify lavishness and excess.




By Alan Rappeport


Mar 21, 2024


The Biden administration is looking to the skies for government revenue, scrutinizing corporate jets as it tries to get big 
companies to pay more in taxes
 and to 
crack down on rich tax evaders
.



From Taylor Swift to Fortune 500 chief executives, private air travel has for years been portrayed to exemplify lavishness and excess, putting it on the radar of Democrats who want to rid the tax code of incentives that promote its use.



Companies have long benefited from laws that allow them to write off the cost of jets more quickly than commercial airlines can, and to pay less in fuel taxes. Included in the $5 trillion of tax increases proposed by the White House were plans to target corporate aviation and ramp up scrutiny of executives who use company planes for private trips.



President Biden raised the taxation of corporate jets at his State of the Union address this month and at a campaign event in Philadelphia last week as he laid out his ideas to make big companies "pay their fair share."



At a Senate hearing on Thursday, Treasury Secretary Janet L. Yellen praised the Internal Revenue Service for embarking on a "new initiative to end abuse of corporate jet write-offs."



The ideas have drawn swift backlash from the corporate aviation industry, which argues that the proposals unfairly undercut American companies that rely on private planes to allow their executives to more easily visit factories and remote offices.



"We haven't seen any real justification on why an important and essential American industry is being targeted for tax increases," said Ed Bolen, president and chief executive of the National Business Aviation Association. "Proposals have been made, impressions may have been left and we would like to understand the facts behind it."



Mr. Biden's budget, which is unlikely to be approved by Congress, would hit corporate and private jet users in two ways.



It would raise the tax on jet fuel to $1.06 per gallon from 21.8 cents per gallon over five years. The money goes to the 
Airport and Airway Trust Fund
, which helps finance federal investments in the airport and airway system. The Biden administration contends that the current rate is too low because private jets represent 7 percent of flights handled by the Federal Aviation Administration but contribute just 0.6 percent of the taxes in the fund.



The other proposal would target a lucrative tax break that allows companies to deduct the cost of their planes quickly. Currently, a business can write off a jet's expense over five years, instead of the seven-year period that applies to commercial airplanes. The budget proposed the same seven-year tax treatment for corporate and commercial jets, which is known as "bonus depreciation."



The White House estimates that the proposals would raise $4 billion over a decade.



"This is about leveling the playing field for the middle class by making big corporations and the wealthy finally pay their fair share -- whether it's cracking down on wealthy tax cheats or closing loopholes for corporate jet purchases -- so we can cut the deficit and invest in the American people," Michael Kikukawa, a White House spokesman, said.



The White House proposals came just weeks after the Internal Revenue Service announced that it would begin cracking down on corporate jet owners that abused the tax code. It wants to stop companies from claiming millions of dollars in deductions on airplanes that executives sometimes used for personal travel.



Scrutiny of corporate jet use will involve new data analytics tools, which the I.R.S. has been developing with $80 billion granted through the Inflation Reduction Act of 2022. The tax collector plans to begin dozens of new audits that will focus on large companies, partnerships and wealthy taxpayers.



The tax code allows companies to deduct the cost of maintaining a corporate jet if it is used for business purposes. But many allow executives, shareholders and partners to use company planes for personal trips while continuing to claim the full value of those deductions.



The I.R.S. audits will also include the planes' wealthy passengers, who the agency says should report those trips as income. It estimates that there are tens of thousands of corporate jets in the United States and that a substantial amount of tax revenue is falling through the cracks.



In a speech at American University on Monday evening, Daniel Werfel, the I.R.S. commissioner, said the focus on business aviation was made possible by new funding the agency had received to upgrade its technology, which has allowed it to more rigorously analyze flight data.



"A more digital I.R.S. unlocks our ability to audit the inappropriate write-offs for personal use of corporate assets, such as corporate jets," 
he said
.



Ryan DeMoor, head of aviation tax at MySky, said he didn't expect the I.R.S. audits to bring in as much missing tax revenue as the agency anticipated. He said many executives were required to fly on corporate airplanes, even for personal travel, and argued that finance departments tended to be overly cautious about how they reported aviation taxes because of the risk and cost of getting them wrong.



"They're falling into the fat-cat executive trope out there, which is just not the case," said Mr. DeMoor, whose business helps companies manage their flight expenses. "Why would a Fortune 500 company put themselves at risk by trying to save a tiny bit of tax money on their flight department?"
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Guest Essay



When African Women Are Raped, Where Is the Outrage?








By Maebel Gebremedhin


Mar 20, 2024


In the summer of 2023, while I was negotiating the price of a pair of cloud-shaped wire sunglasses, a man walked behind me and sexually assaulted me. I was at a stall in one of the many open-air markets in Mekelle, Ethiopia's second largest city.
 
The man touched my body, attempting to feel as much of me as possible. I stood for a few seconds, unsure of what was happening, until his hands went further and his body got closer.



Jolted out of my shock, I turned to face him and started yelling. My mother, who was standing next to me, did her best to diffuse the confrontation and quietly shooed the man away. As soon as he left, many people who had witnessed what happened -- from the boys selling peanuts nearby to a woman strolling with her children -- laughed. The laughter is what stays with me.



It was not the first time I would encounter the troubling consequences of sexual assault during my trip to Mekelle last year, nor was it the last. My assault was just one of many painful encounters that highlighted the pervasiveness and intense normalization of sexual violence in Ethiopia, especially in regions like Tigray that are warped by other kinds of violence.



Two weeks earlier, I had flown to Mekelle from Brooklyn. It was the first time I was back in Ethiopia in 
20 years
. One of my reasons for visiting was to speak with women who were survivors of conflict-related sexual violence as part of my work with Tigray Action Committee, a nonprofit my sister and I co-founded to raise awareness about people's suffering during the two-year civil war between Ethiopia and Tigray, the country's northernmost regional state. Many of the women I spoke to had been assaulted during the central government's war on Tigray, which has been described as one of the 
deadliest
 of the 21st century with an estimated death toll of 
over half a million
. Although a cease-fire was reached in 2022, sexual violence 
continued for months after that
, countless families 
remain displaced
 and the country is at risk of 
sliding into famine
.



Women in Tigray have been subjected to unimaginable crimes during both the war and its ongoing, tumultuous aftermath. Over 
100,000 women
 in Tigray are thought to have experienced conflict-related sexual violence. 
Health experts
 recently estimated that over 40 percent of Tigray's women experienced some type of gender-based violence during the war. Most of them -- a whopping 89.7 percent -- never received any post-violence medical or psychological support.



Survivors have reported that 
foreign objects
 were inserted in their bodies, that their 
children
 were murdered in front of them, that they were forced into 
sexual slavery
, starved and 
intentionally infected
 with H.I.V. and other sexually transmitted infections. One victim recalled being told that she was being raped because "
a Tigrayan womb should never give birth
." Some survivors are now taking care of 
children fathered by their rapists
. Others are likely becoming 
new survivors
 of conflict-related sexual violence themselves, with little hope of 
recourse
 from the government.



Unfortunately, the women of Tigray are not alone. Today, conflict-related sexual violence remains a persistent issue across the Horn of Africa. United Nations experts have expressed alarm about the reported widespread use 
of
 
rape by the Rapid Support Forces
 in Sudan's ongoing war, a horror eerily reminiscent of the genocide in Darfur, where women experienced sexual violence en masse. In Eritrea, Tigray's neighbor to the north, women conscripted into the federal army have been reportedly 
subjected to sexual violence
 during compulsory national service. In Somalia, to the east, women living in refugee camps and centers for internally displaced people 
face high numbers of gender-based violence
 and are often targeted by predatory clan militias and soldiers. Outside of the Horn, the Democratic Republic of Congo has witnessed 
alarming levels
 of sexual violence during its ongoing conflict, with especially high numbers of child victims.



It's a practice that continues to be used with impunity despite international pledges to 
eliminate
 it. In 2022, President 
Biden released a memorandum
 on conflict-related sexual violence, pledging to strengthen the U.S. government's commitment to combat and hold accountable those responsible for such violence. The European Union continues to 
release statements on the need to end C.R.S.V.
 worldwide. And 
U.N. Resolution
 1325, passed nearly 25 years ago, calls on "all parties to conflict" to take special measures to protect women and girls from gender-based violence, particularly sexual abuse, in the context of armed conflict. Still, the violence and impunity continue.



To put an end to conflict-related sexual violence, women's voices must be included at every level of decision-making. Research shows that when women participate in a peace process, 
it lasts longer
; maintaining peace is one way to ensure that conflict-related atrocities do not continue. In the context of Tigray, this will require the active engagement and participation of women in designing and implementing protection measures, shaping legal and judicial actions, and contributing to sustainable peace-building initiatives. One good example to follow would be Liberia, where women, 
including survivors
, 
spearheaded movements
 that played a critical role in ending a brutal civil war 
characterized by extensive rape
.



Outside of Tigray, the United States and other powers must put pressure on the Ethiopian government to follow the terms of the 2022 cease-fire, which includes a clause about condemning "any act of sexual and gender-based violence," to allow unfettered humanitarian access and refrain from restricting or shuttering internet access. International aid organizations must prioritize setting up health care infrastructure for the countless survivors in Tigray today, and local organizations who are committed to this work should be better funded.



The 
relative Western disregard
 for the Tigrayan war, and the horrific acts of violence against Tigrayan women, presents a lesson to learn from; Tigray stands as one of many stark examples of what happens when C.R.S.V. goes unchecked. It is time the world speaks up for African women and holds governments, armies and all perpetrators accountable for the crimes they are committing. If not, they may continue to suspect that when it comes to them, accountability and justice are only buzz words.



During my trip last summer, I spoke to women in every town I visited, asking about their lives, experiences, hopes and dreams. I asked them if they saw a future for themselves in Tigray or anywhere at all. Overwhelmingly, they said their goal was to leave Ethiopia, or to help their children leave if they could not. They wanted their daughters to experience a different life, to have a chance at something else.



Maebel Gebremedhin is the co-founder and president of 
Tigray Action Committee
 and 
United Women of the Horn
 and the mother of three boys.
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DAvid wallace-wells



When We See the Climate More Clearly, What Will We Do?








By David Wallace-Wells


Mar 20, 2024


This month MethaneSAT, an $88 million, 770-pound surveillance satellite conceived by the Environmental Defense Fund and designed at Harvard to precisely track the human sources of methane being released so promiscuously into the atmosphere, was 
launched
 by SpaceX, to great fanfare.



Methane, a somewhat less notorious greenhouse gas than carbon dioxide, is produced by industrial and natural processes -- leaking oil and gas infrastructure, decomposing melted permafrost, the belching of cows and the microbial activity of wetlands. We've known that methane is 
producing a lot of warming
 and that 
there is a lot more of it in the atmosphere now
, but we didn't have the full picture. Beginning next year, MethaneSAT will begin beaming down everything picked up by its spectrometer, providing a publicly available quick-turnaround methane-monitoring system that has filled the hearts of climate advocates and data nerds with anticipation. What will it see?



The hope is that it will see a map of climate malfeasance that doubles as a global to-do list. MethaneSAT is not the first effort to track emissions from space, but its launch has been accompanied by a wave of can-do climate optimism for four big reasons.



The first is that methane really matters. By some 
accounts
, it explains about one-third of warming since the Industrial Revolution, with estimates 
steadily growing
 in recent years, along with the astonishing rise of its concentration in the atmosphere. The second is that actually doing something about the emissions from fossil-fuel infrastructure 
shouldn't be
 that hard or that expensive. Human activities are responsible for about 60 percent of all methane emissions, and according to the International Energy Agency, 40 percent of industrial emissions are 
avoidable
 at no net cost, with the balance of the industrial problem solvable for the price of just 5 percent of last year's fossil-fuel profits. The third is that those benefits would arrive quickly. Methane, unlike carbon dioxide, dissipates quickly, whereas you have to wait for centuries or even millenniums to get the full temperature benefit of zeroing out carbon dioxide, so we can clear the atmosphere of human-produced methane in about a decade. And the fourth is that all of the pretty granular MethaneSAT data will be publicly available, scrollable and shame-able for anyone who cares to scan its website for burps or flares of planet-heating gas from at least 80 percent of the world's fossil-fuel facilities.



This probably sounds like progress, which it is, on balance. But the satellite will probably bring some bad news, too. One of the scientists who developed it described the launch as "like looking over the edge of the cliff," and almost invariably, whenever we get a better look at methane emissions, the problem appears bigger than we'd thought. The latest example is a 
revelatory paper
, published in Nature last week, which surveyed U.S. oil and gas infrastructure and found that the country's fossil-fuel industry is producing three times as much methane as previously estimated by the E.P.A.



The figure is both shocking and predictable. Previous Environmental Defense Fund 
research
 suggested that annual methane emissions from oil and gas were 60 percent higher than the E.P.A. had estimated. Last year, work published in The Proceedings of the National Academy of the Sciences suggested 
it was 70 percent higher
. Globally, the International Energy Agency 
estimates
, only about 5 percent of methane emissions were reported to the United Nations by the companies responsible. Reporting by countries was a bit better but still covered less than half of the total estimated by the agency. The Guardian 
documented
 more than a thousand superemitter events around the world in 2022. Leaks from just two fossil-fuel fields in Turkmenistan that year 
warmed
 the planet more than all the carbon emissions produced that year by Britain.



At least at first, this will probably be the message of MethaneSAT: In most parts of the world, we are doing worse than we had hoped. This should be reason to act, especially because methane is perhaps the lowest hanging fruit of the green transition.



But one of the unfortunate lessons of recent years is that such knowledge of the problem alone is rarely sufficient to drive us to solve it. Since 2021, more than 155 countries have pledged to reduce methane emissions by 30 percent from 2020 levels by 2030, in what was widely hailed as a major breakthrough for climate diplomacy and perhaps the most significant new global warming agreement since the landmark Paris Agreement of 2015. In the years since, new pledges 
have been extended
; if all promised cuts are made, methane emissions from fossil fuels will be cut in half by the end of the decade -- a radical goal requiring a precipitous and immediate decline.



In order to keep the world in contact with its most ambitious warming targets, 
cuts of 75 percent would be required this decade
. But methane from fossil-fuel infrastructure climbed again last year, the International Energy Agency 
reported
 last Wednesday, after climbing in 2021 
and
 2022. The organization believes a decline may be right around the corner, and there is considerably more global momentum for tackling methane now than in even the quite recent past. But the agency's report noted that large leaks of the kind documented by The Guardian in 2022 grew last year by more than 50 percent. One such leak in Kazakhstan spewed gas for more than 200 days.



Though most of the attention paid to methane emissions these days focuses on that leaky industrial infrastructure and the climate risks of new liquid natural gas facilities, what worries me most is how much of it seems to be coming from natural sources, which may be responsible for 40 percent of the annual total -- and the share may be growing, thanks to the effects of warming on emissions from wetlands, in particular, where higher temperatures promote more microbial activities that generate methane.



In 2020 the Covid pandemic suppressed industrial activity and reduced emissions of methane, but additional emissions from wetlands, researchers 
found
, might have offset that industrial decline five times over. Last year a group of scientists published 
research
 documenting the exceptional surge from wetlands, which 
exceeded average projections
 from even the most pessimistic warming scenarios drawn up by the U.N.'s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. From 2007 to 2021, wetlands emissions were already outpacing those extreme scenarios, and beginning in 2020, the rate of release roughly doubled the rate from 2000 to 2006.



This is not good. It is also another sign that over the past few years, we have somewhat left behind what the statistician Erica Thompson memorably 
called
 "model land" and begun to enter -- or crash up against -- a much messier climate reality.



In some ways, the news has been encouraging. As I 
wrote
 previously, perhaps the single most significant climate story of the past half-decade is the realization that extreme warming long considered the business-as-usual base line for our future is now looking much less likely.



But along other dimensions the reality has been more dispiriting than the models predicted. At the beginning of last year, it 
seemed unlikely
 that the planet would set a record for global average temperature, but by December, we had not just broken but 
shattered the record
. Carbon concentrations in the atmosphere are increasing 
at eye-popping rates
. An 
annual review
 by the World Meteorological Organization published this week declared, "The state of the climate in 2023 gave ominous new significance to the phrase 'off the charts.'" And off-the-charts exceptional heat across the world's oceans continues to 
perplex and worry an awful lot of climate scientists
. The earth's energy imbalance, which is about the best measure of the greenhouse effect over time, 
roughly doubled from 2005 to 2019
 (though by some measures, it 
recently peaked
).



This, ultimately, is what MethaneSAT will see, circling the planet 15 times daily and keeping a watchful eye on human activities: that down here on the surface we are continuing to run a climatological experiment at a geologically unprecedented pace and scale. The world is warming faster than it had in tens of millions of years, and the rate of warming is accelerating. We're adding carbon to the atmosphere at record levels, and the stuff we've put up there 
weighs more
 than the 
total
 of everything we've built on the earth's surface. Because carbon dioxide dissipates so slowly, it will probably last much longer, too, making that planet-heating blanket of CO2 perhaps the largest monument to human civilization we've managed yet. In theory, we could get rid of the blanket of methane much more quickly. But will we? And if not, what does that tell us about the harder parts of the problem?
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Pamela Paul



Adding Insult to Injury








By Pamela Paul


Mar 21, 2024


During a recent group email for my book club, one member said she couldn't make the next meeting because she'd accidentally frost-burned her rear end with an ice pack meant to soothe a strained muscle. That's nothing, a second member replied, describing a friend who'd thrown out her back sneezing on the subway. "It seems to be the season for silly but painful injuries," she wrote.



The runway thus cleared, it was impossible not to own up to my own debilitating excuse. After sitting with a cat on my lap for over an hour, I'd managed to tear my meniscus while uncrossing my legs, I wrote, hitting send before I could add a single exculpatory detail. For a month, I'd been enhancing this story with a preamble about going on a 15-mile bike ride beforehand, mumbling some nonsense about overly loosened muscles. The unvarnished truth was that I'd hurt myself trying to stand up. There was no valor to be found here.



The human body has all sorts of ways of getting hurt and just as many ways of thinking about those injuries. There are minor bruises and major mishaps. There are injuries visited upon one's body by someone else and those that are self-inflicted. Deliberate wounds and accidental injuries. Active and passive ways to subject oneself to pain. Like many writers, I tend to think of injury in terms of the kind of story it tells: comedy or tragedy, a tale brave and self-sacrificing, or mortifying but useful at a cocktail party. A good account of injury can reveal strength, character, forbearance, humility.



The most exemplary stories of all are of the 
Jeremy Renner-run-over-by-a-snowplow-while-saving-a-nephew
 variety. Both tragic and heroic -- and who would expect anything less from an Avenger? Similarly heroic are injuries endured by women who give birth under all manner of difficult but "natural" circumstances. And of course, there are sporting injuries that involve skydiving, parasailing or jumping across rooftops. The story of 
Tom Cruise's broken
 ankle makes for an excellent tale, by turns terrifying, excruciating and inspiring. These are all instances of well-earned pain. They even have happy endings.



This is not how I come by my hurt. Which isn't to say I don't get injured all the time; I do. As someone with both low pain tolerance and low body awareness (I move through the world like a pair of eyes, as if no shoulders or limbs were attached), I am constantly walking into poles and walls. I chipped the bridge of my nose fumbling to the bathroom one night. I walked into a glass wall at a Miami restaurant after only one drink. An old boyfriend nicknamed me Lumpy, and careening with three left feet from one unexpected doorstep to another, I couldn't even pretend to be offended. Growing up, I'd managed to fall three times from high places and land flat on my back, once off the second story of an A-frame house.



This last produced enormous merriment among my brothers, and in hindsight, it makes me laugh, too. (I was too concussed to find humor in the moment.) Of course, of course, it's terrible getting hurt; injuries aren't funny. Yet the stories we tell about our injuries often are, especially for people who, like me, have a banana-slip sense of humor. I've had to defend myself many times for laughing at injuries, because it seems to betray a sadistic streak or profound malevolence. What could be more sinister than laughing when someone gets hurt?



But having given it some thought -- call it defensiveness if you like -- I think people laugh at stories about injuries because they reveal something endearing about the human condition. It's what makes 
slapstick humor
 deeper and more sophisticated than tends to get recognized. We all like to think of ourselves as in control, at least in control of our own bodies, if not of the nation's electoral system or of world peace. This is what makes our eternal surprise at getting hoisted by our own petard so amusing. We never think we will tumble down the stairs until we're actually falling. We are forever startled by our ability to trip ourselves up.



By the time we reckon with this, we are likely to be old and inclined to injury all the more. I'm well past the period when I can pin a torn shoulder labrum on a college rugby match. When I pull a muscle in my back now, it's while reaching for the alarm clock.



The saddest thing about the injuries of aging is not that they occur so frequently but also that they contain so little drama; it's only to be expected. There's less surprise to the injury, less to relish in the precipitating circumstance. No one expects a good story or anything heartier than a wry chuckle as your injuries become attributable to age. At a certain point, you recognize you are becoming the aging parents you used to roll your eyes at when you were a kid, the kind who willingly pass hours discussing their knees. The tone -- 
your
 tone! -- is full-on earnest, deeply engaged and liable to bore anyone under the age of 40 to tears. The story, if there is one, is entirely predictable and a little sad.



Source photographs by Mariya Borisova and 101cats /Getty Images
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Paul Krugman



What's the Matter With Ohio?




A tattered flag outside a shuttered auto factory in Lordstown, Ohio.




By Paul Krugman


Mar 21, 2024


For many years, Ohio has been thought of as a bellwether state: With rare exceptions, whoever won Ohio in a presidential election won the nation as a whole. But in 
2020
, Donald Trump won Ohio by about eight 
points
 even as Joe Biden led the national popular vote by more than four 
points
 and, of course, won the Electoral College vote.



Then Ohio's 2022 
Senate election
 was won by J.D. Vance, who has staked out a 
hard-line ideological position
 that may be more thoroughly MAGA than that of Trump himself. And in Tuesday's Republican Senate primary, Trump's endorsement 
was enough to propel
 Bernie Moreno, a former car dealer who has never held elected office, to victory over the preferred candidates of the state's relatively moderate Republican establishment.



So I've been trying to understand what happened to Ohio, and what it can teach us about America's future. My short answer is that the United States of America has become the Disconnected States of America, on several levels.



Once upon a time, Ohio's bellwether status could be explained by the fact that in some sense it looked like America. These days, no state really looks like America because the economic fortunes of different regions have diverged so drastically. And Ohio has found itself on the losing side of that divergence.



You might expect Ohio voters to support politicians whose policies would help reverse this relative decline. But there's a striking disconnect between who voters, especially working-class white voters, perceive as being on their side and politicians' actual policies. For that matter, as I 
wrote
 earlier this week, there's a striking disconnect between voters' views of what is happening with the economy and their personal experiences. It's vibes all the way down.



OK, some facts.



One quick way to see the divergence in regional fortunes is to compare 
per capita income
 of a given state with income in a relatively rich state like Massachusetts. During the generation-long boom that followed World War II, Ohio and Massachusetts were basically tied. Since around 1980, however, Ohio has been on a long relative slide; its income is now about a third less than that of Massachusetts.



A lot of this has to do with the loss of well-paid manufacturing jobs. There are considerably fewer 
manufacturing jobs
 in Ohio than there used to be, partly because of foreign competition, including the famous "
China shock
" -- the surge of Chinese imports between the late 1990s and around 2010 that resulted in manufacturing job losses -- although deindustrialization has been happening almost everywhere, 
even in Germany
, which runs huge trade surpluses.



And wages for production workers in Ohio have 
lagged behind inflation
 for 20 years. That probably has a lot to do with the collapse of unions, which used to represent a 
quarter
 of Ohio's private-sector workers, but are vanishing from the scene.



More broadly, the 21st-century economy has favored metropolitan areas with highly educated work forces; Ohio, with its relatively low share of 
college-educated adults
, has been left behind.



So it makes sense for Ohio voters to feel disgruntled. But again, you might have expected disgruntled voters to support politicians actually trying to address the state's problems. The Biden administration certainly hoped that its industrial policies, which have led to a 
surge
 in manufacturing investment, would win over more blue-collar voters. You might also have expected Democrats to get some dividend from the fact that unemployment in Ohio is now 
significantly lower
 than it was under Trump, even before the Covid-19 pandemic struck. But that doesn't seem to have happened.



What about Trump? In most ways he governed as a conventional right-wing Republican, among other things trying to reverse the success of Obamacare, which had greatly reduced the percentage of Ohioans 
without health insurance
. Trump did, however, break with G.O.P. orthodoxy by launching a trade war, with substantial tariffs on some manufactured imports.



In economic terms, the trade war failed. A 
new paper
, whose authors include the authors of the original China shock analysis, confirms the results of other studies finding that the Trump tariffs didn't raise manufacturing employment. The authors go further by breaking down the regional effects and find specifically that the trade war "has not provided economic help to the U.S. heartland."



Yet, they found, the trade war appears to have been a political success. Regions whose industries were protected by tariffs became more likely to vote for Trump and Republicans in general, even though the tariffs didn't result in a boost to employment. This, as the authors rather discreetly note, is "consistent with expressive views of politics." That is, in 2020, many working-class voters in Ohio and elsewhere saw Trump as being on their side even though his policies didn't help them. And if you look at some of today's 
polling
, it appears that they refuse to give President Biden credit for policies that actually do help workers.



I'm not making a prediction for November. Perceptions of the economy 
have improved
, even if they're still somewhat depressed. So the economy may be good enough for other issues, like reproductive rights, to carry Biden over the top.



But it's still disturbing to see just how disconnected views about politicians have become from what those politicians really do.
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letters



U.S. Efforts to Force the Chinese Owner to Sell TikTok


Mar 21, 2024







To the Editor:



Re "
Raising Stakes, House Passes a TikTok Bill
" (front page, March 14):



The bill passed by the House of Representatives would require TikTok's Chinese parent company, ByteDance, to sell the platform to an American company in order to continue operating in the United States.



We understand that TikTok has inspired joy and creativity for millions of users. But we also know that the Chinese Communist Party has used similar technology in the past to 
steal sensitive information
 and make Americans less safe.



We simply cannot allow entertainment software -- no matter how fun and engaging it may be -- to compromise our national security. Therefore I support this bill and encourage ByteDance to divest, so that Americans can continue to enjoy TikTok with peace of mind.



Paul Bacon
Hallandale Beach, Fla.



To the Editor:



Re "
TikTok Creators Travel to D.C. to Fight a Ban
" (Business, March 15):



TikTok creators descended on Washington to fight for an app they claim changes lives. For them and a very select few this might be true, but what about most people who use the platform?



Kids spend hours glued to a screen while short clips of their peers living it up, some of them making millions doing it, are fed to them. This cannot be good for their mental health, and 
China's limits
 on the app's use by its own children confirms it.



I'm not an out-of-touch boomer trying to ban it, as one of the creators you interviewed said of those pushing for the bill. I have been freaking out about turning 30, and I understand how TikTok works. I just don't think it's a net positive, especially for developing brains.



Ann Grace Evans
Raleigh, N.C.



To the Editor:



Re "
What Trump's TikTok Flip-Flop Tells America
" (column, March 18):



David French rightly points out Donald Trump's incoherent and inconsistent foreign policy when it comes to the question of banning TikTok. But he and almost every commentator on the subject fail to mention the reason for Mr. Trump's original opposition to the app. It was only after a group of K-pop fans on the app embarrassed him by reserving thousands of 
seats for no-shows at a Tulsa rally
 nearly four years ago that he 
suggested banning the app.



Mr. French is correct to examine the transactional nature of Mr. Trump's change of heart. But it suggests his sea change started from a principled policy position, rather than -- as is always the case -- petty grievances and score-settling.



Chris Bowers
Brooklyn



To the Editor:



China has 
banned Facebook, Google
 and WhatsApp among many other apps and websites that bring out inconvenient truths they would rather keep their nation unaware of. It is long overdue that we understand its approach and simply give it a dose of its own medicine.



Wolfgang D. Fernandez



Mr. Trump, Don't Tell Jews How to Vote








To the Editor:



Re "
Trump Condemns Jews Backing Democrats
" (news article, March 20), about the former president's assertion that they "hate Israel" and "their religion":



There might be an American somewhere whose lecture to me about my Judaism would be less grating than Donald Trump's, but I can't think of one.



My votes for Democrats this year won't come because I hate my religion or I hate Israel. I love both. My vote against Mr. Trump and the Republicans will come about because I love America and our nearly 250-year-old democracy, and I don't believe that Mr. Trump and his followers feel the same.



When the votes are counted in November, I will accept the outcome. If Donald Trump and his followers would do the same, we would all be better off. Until then, stop telling the Jewish people how we should feel or vote. We'll be better off thinking for ourselves.



Elliott Miller
Bala Cynwyd, Pa.



Meddling in the Other Party's Primary




Bernie Moreno, former President Donald Trump's preferred candidate in Ohio's Senate primary, received an unusual boost from the Democratic Party last week.




To the Editor:



Re "
Democrats Are Meddling in Republican Primaries
," by Lisa Lerer (On Politics newsletter, nytimes.com, March 18):



Ms. Lerer correctly observed that the Democratic campaign tactic of meddling in Republican primaries could risk undercutting President Biden's overarching campaign message about "the threat to democracy" these days.



Ms. Lerer pointed out that a Democratic group recently spent $2.7 million on an ad "boosting" the Republican Senate primary candidate Bernie Moreno as "a MAGA Republican" who is "too conservative for Ohio."



Sure enough, on Tuesday Mr. Moreno won the Ohio primary by more than 15 percentage points over the runner-up, Matt Dolan, a more moderate candidate who supposedly would have been a tougher opponent for Senator Sherrod Brown, a Democrat, to beat in the November general election.



The cynical incentive for one party to meddle in another party's primary could perhaps be reduced with ranked-choice voting.



That's because empowering voters to rank their preferred candidates -- instead of voting for just one candidate -- could make the election outcome harder to predict and thus harder to game through boosting.



And perhaps there would be one less "threat to democracy" to worry about.



Bob Ryan
San Francisco



Kids Selling Candy on the Subway in New York




Children selling candy in the subway have become a frequent sight as migrant families try to make a living in the city.




To the Editor:



Re "
Officials Shrug as Youths Miss School to Work
" (front page, March 14):



I urge New Yorkers not to call children's services or the police on families selling candy in the subway.



Let's be clear: Children should be in school. But children should also have enough to eat. They are selling candy to help their families pay for necessities such as food, clothing and shelter.



New York 
does
 have a solution to migrant children who sell candy on the subway: Dozens of charities and mutual aid groups, many of which receive government funding, enroll children in school, distribute food and connect adults to work. The New York Community Trust has funded these efforts for decades.



Parents are in the best position to decide how to balance the needs of their families. When they need help, nonprofits -- rather than the police or the child welfare system -- are the best place to turn.



Eve A. Stotland
Queens
The writer is senior program officer, education and human justice, at the New York Community Trust.



To the Editor:



For the last few months, every time I'm at the 34th Street-Herald Square subway station, I've encountered children selling candy -- on the stairs, in the station and on the trains. That New York City's child welfare agency has not gotten more directly involved is close to negligence.



I've seen toddlers playing at their mothers' feet on the station platform, just five to six feet from the tracks. Simply put, is it going to take a child getting killed for Mayor Eric Adams to wake up and send the proper authorities into the stations to safeguard these children?



Another question: How is it proper for an infant, toddler or child to be in a subway station all day with the constant noise and congestion? To me, that, together with the purposeful absenteeism from schools, is child abuse.



Aaron Isquith
Brooklyn
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Suicide Bombing in Afghanistan Targets Taliban Heartland



The blast targeted a bank in Kandahar, where Taliban members had gathered to collect their salaries, witnesses said.




Relatives of a victim of the bombing during a funeral ceremony at a mosque in Kandahar, Afghanistan, on Thursday.




By Taimoor Shah and Christina Goldbaum


Mar 21, 2024


A suicide bombing outside a bank in southern Afghanistan on Thursday killed
 
at least 20 people, including several members of the Taliban, according to hospital staff, in a bloody reminder of the terrorist threats that have persisted in the country since the U.S.-led war ended.



The attack occurred about 8:30 a.m., when a bomber detonated explosives in front of a branch of the New Kabul Bank in Kandahar City, the capital of Kandahar Province, according to Taliban officials. The blast appeared to have targeted Taliban members who had gathered at the bank to collect their salaries, witnesses and hospital staff said.



About 50 others were injured, according to a doctor and a nurse at Mirwais Regional Hospital in Kandahar City who insisted on anonymity because they were not authorized to speak to the news media.



Taliban officials, disputing that higher death toll, said that three people had been killed and a dozen others injured in the blast.



No group immediately claimed responsibility for the attack. Taliban officials at the Ministry of Interior said their initial investigations suggested that the Islamic State affiliate in the region -- the Islamic State-Khorasan, or ISIS-K -- had been behind the blast.



The government "condemns this attack and assures people that the perpetrators of this attack will be identified, arrested and handed over to judicial centers as soon as possible," according to 
a statement from the ministry that was published on X
.



Kandahar is the birthplace of the Taliban movement and home to the government's supreme leader, 
Sheikh Haibatullah Akhundzada
. The explosion appeared to send a message that even Taliban soldiers in the group's heartland were not safe.




An Afghan security officer checking a motorcycle rider near the site of the attack.




While overall security in the country has improved since the U.S.-led war ended in August 2021 and the Taliban seized control, there have been sporadic attacks across Afghanistan, mostly targeting Taliban security forces and the Hazara ethnic minority.



The Islamic State affiliate in the region has claimed responsibility for many of the attacks. Since seizing power, Taliban security forces have carried out a ruthless campaign to eliminate ISIS-K. Last year, the Taliban killed at least eight leaders of the group, according to American officials, and pushed many other ISIS-K fighters into 
neighboring Pakistan
.



But the group, which has been antagonistic toward the Taliban, saying they are not carrying out true Shariah law, continues to pose a threat in Afghanistan. It has also launched large-scale attacks in Pakistan over the past two years, fueling concerns that the region is becoming a hotbed of international terrorism.




Attending the funeral of a person killed in a suicide attack. There have been sporadic attacks across Afghanistan, mostly targeting Taliban security forces and the Hazara ethnic minority.




Hameedullah Sherzad, 40, said he was asleep in his home next to the bank in Kandahar City on Thursday when his apartment building suddenly shook, waking him. He ran outside and saw the Taliban police rushing to the bank and others loading mangled bodies onto the back of their pickup trucks.



"People were bloodied and lying on the bed of the vehicles," he said. As more police vehicles arrived, Mr. Sherzad said, he helped carry four bodies and eight other injured people to be taken to the hospital.



Dastagir Wafaiee, 24, a local resident, said he, too, had been awakened by the sound of the explosion. Rushing to the roof of his apartment building, he saw Taliban vehicles racing to the scene.



As the Taliban police loaded the dead and wounded into their vehicles, others collected victims' clothes and shoes, and swept up shards of broken glass, said Mr. Wafaiee.



A photo from the aftermath of the attack circulating in Taliban WhatsApp groups and viewed by The New York Times shows shattered windows on the second floor of the bank and streaks of blood staining the ground outside the bank's entrance.



Immediately after the explosion, Taliban officials sought to downplay the severity of the attack and to allay concerns that it represented a security lapse by their intelligence and military forces.



"The wounded people are not in serious condition; they have superficial injuries," Inamullah Samangani, director of information and culture of Kandahar Province, said in a statement. "The situation is under control."



Yaqoob Akbary
 and 
Safiullah Padshah
 contributed reporting from Kabul, Afghanistan.
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Russia Targets Kyiv With Biggest Missile Attack in Weeks



Ukraine said it had intercepted all 31 missiles fired at the capital. But debris injured at least 13 people and damaged several buildings.



By Constant Meheut


Mar 21, 2024


Russian missiles streaked into Kyiv early Thursday in the biggest assault on the Ukrainian capital in weeks, injuring at least 13 people and damaging several residential buildings and industrial facilities, according to 
local officials.



The 
Ukrainian Air Force
 said that air defense systems had intercepted all 31 of the Russian missiles that targeted Kyiv. Still, debris from the downed missiles fell in various parts of the city, causing the injuries and damage. No deaths have been reported so far.



"Such terror continues every day and night," President Volodymyr Zelensky of Ukraine said in a 
social media post
 that included a video of firefighters dousing burning buildings with water.



The attack began in the early morning with loud blasts jolting residents awake around 5 a.m. as air defense systems went into action. Many people rushed to take shelter in subway stations. Several orange fireballs lit up the sky, apparently the result of missile interceptions.



Air-raid alerts ended at 6:10 a.m. just as sun rose, revealing the damage.



Vitali Klitschko, Kyiv's mayor, 
said on Telegram
 that missile debris had caused fires in at least three residential buildings and in parking lots. He said emergency responders had been deployed to help victims. Four people were hospitalized, the city's military administration said.



Photos of the aftermath of the attack
 released by Oleksiy Kuleba, the deputy head of Ukraine's presidential office, and the local authorities showed burned-out cars in front of a building with a facade blackened by fire, a large hole at the foot of a pink building with all of its windows shattered, and a destroyed house on charred ground.



In the Podilskyi district, which is home to industrial facilities that Russia has targeted in the past, a plume of black smoke was rising early in the morning, suggesting a hit. 
Mr. Klitschko said
 a fire had broken out at a power substation in the area.



Ukrainian officials rarely confirm strikes on strategic industrial and military targets.



The assault Thursday came at a 
difficult time for Ukraine's military
, with Russian forces pressing ahead with ground attacks at several locations along the front line of more than 600 miles.



Faced with a shortfall of troops and ammunition, Ukraine has struggled to contain Russian assaults in its east and south. Ukrainian officials have vowed to launch a counteroffensive this year, but experts say the military has 
yet to receive the kinds of weapons that would let it regain the initiative on the battlefield
, with American aid held up in Congress.



On Wednesday, Jake Sullivan, President Biden's national security adviser, 
made an unannounced trip to Kyiv
 in an effort to show the White House's continued commitment to Ukraine's defense. He urged Republican lawmakers to pass the stalled package of billions of dollars in aid.



"It has already taken too long," Mr. Sullivan told reporters in a briefing at Ukraine's presidential office. "And I know that -- you know that."



Thursday's attack on Kyiv echoed a 
strategy used by Russia during air assaults in late December
 that consisted of overwhelming Ukraine's air defenses with multiple launches of various types of missiles, including ballistic and hypersonic ones.



Russia has launched relatively few large-scale missile attacks in recent months, despite a capacity to produce more than 115 long-range missiles per month, according to 
Ukrainian officials
.



Mr. Zelensky said on Thursday that Ukraine urgently needed more air defense systems from Western allies. He pointed to recent missile attacks on the cities of Kharkiv, Odesa and Kherson that claimed many lives.



"We need the support of our partners," Mr. Zelensky said. "We must prove that terror is always the loser."



Oleksandra Mykolyshyn
 contributed reporting.
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Vaughan Gething of Wales Is Europe's First Black Head of Government



Mr. Gething, 50, was narrowly elected leader of Wales's governing Labour Party this week, and then was elected first minister by the Senedd, or Welsh Parliament.



By Sopan Deb


Mar 21, 2024


Vaughan Gething on Thursday became the first Black person to lead a national government in Europe, a day after he was elected the first minister of Wales.



In a speech to the Welsh Senedd, or Parliament, Mr. Gething, who was born in Zambia, noted the historical nature of his election in a country where 
nearly 94 percent of the population of about three million is white
, according to government data.



"It is a matter of pride, I believe, for a modern Wales, but also a daunting responsibility for me and one that I do not take lightly," he said. "But today, we can also expect a depressingly familiar pattern to emerge with abuse on social media, racist tropes disguised with polite language, people questioning my motives. And yes, they will still question or deny my nationality, whilst others will question why I am playing the race card."



To those critics, Mr. Gething said: "It is very easy not to care about identity when your own has never once been questioned or held you back. I believe the Wales of today and the future will be owned by all those decent people who recognize that our Parliament and our government should look like our country."



Mr. Gething, 50, was narrowly elected leader of Wales's governing Labour Party this week, and then was elected first minister by the Senedd. He also received approval from King Charles III, a ceremonial administrative step.



Mr. Gething's elevation as first minister of Wales means that, for the first time, none of the four governments in the United Kingdom will be led by a white man. Prime Minister Rishi Sunak of Britain is of Indian descent, and Humza Yousaf, the first minister of Scotland, is of Pakistani descent. Michelle O'Neill 
became first minister of Northern Ireland last month
.



Mr. Sunak's government oversees the operation of the civil service and government agencies and 
makes decisions
 for England, but some responsibilities are left to elected officials in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland -- the result of a decades-long process called devolution.



Mr. Gething has 
spent much of his life
 in politics. He became active in the Welsh Labour Party at 17, campaigning unsuccessfully in the 1992 general election. He become a trade union lawyer and eventually a partner at the trade union firm Thompsons. He was also the first Black person -- and the youngest -- to serve as president of the Wales Trades Union Congress, a consortium of dozens of unions.



In 2011, he became the first Black minister to serve in any of the devolved United Kingdom countries and has since served in several roles in the Welsh Parliament, including as minister of economy and as health minister during the height of the coronavirus pandemic.



Mr. Gething 
faced criticism
 for accepting 200,000 pounds (about $253,000) in donations to his leadership campaign from a recycling company run by a man who had been found guilty of 
illegally dumping waste
 on protected land in South Wales. Asked about the donations in a BBC debate, he said that they had been "checked and filed properly with the Electoral Commission and declared to the Senedd," 
The Guardian reported
.



In his speech on Thursday, Mr. Gething said he wanted Wales "to thrive in the sunshine that hope and social justice can offer all of us, no matter what our background, what we look like or who we love." 



He added, "We can embrace fresh optimism and new ambition for a fairer Wales built by all of us."
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Tax Dispute Becomes Political as India Freezes Opposition's Accounts



Just weeks before pivotal elections, the authorities have blocked access to several of the Indian National Congress's main bank accounts, the party said.




Supporters carrying flags and large cutouts of Indian opposition leaders, including Rahul Gandhi of the Indian National Congress, at a rally in Mumbai on Sunday.




By Sameer Yasir


Mar 21, 2024


India's largest opposition party accused the national authorities on Thursday of paralyzing its political activities by blocking the party's access to its bank accounts, in what it described as a heavy-handed response to a tax dispute just weeks before a pivotal general election.



Officials with the party, the Indian National Congress, said that eight of its 11 main accounts at four banks had been frozen, and that there was no clear indication of when the party would regain access to the money.



"We can't support our workers; we can't support our candidates," Rahul Gandhi, an Indian National Congress leader, said at a news conference in New Delhi. "Our leaders can't fly. Forget flying -- they can't take a train."



"Our ability to fight elections has been damaged," he said.



Campaigning is heating up for a six-week-long election that starts on April 19 and will determine the next prime minister for the world's most populous democracy. To run election campaigns from the Himalayan mountains to India's southern shores, political groups 
spend billions of dollars
 in what is seen as one of the world's most expensive elections.



Under Indian law, political groups are exempted from paying income taxes on their funding from individuals and corporations, but must declare their income to the tax authorities each year. The current dispute relates to how heavily the Indian National Congress should be penalized for past irregularities.



Last month, the country's Income Tax Department, which is controlled by Prime Minister Narendra Modi's government, froze the Congress party's accounts on accusations that it had been 45 days late in filing tax returns on its cash contributions for the 2017-18 financial year. The department also took from the 
party's bank accounts
 $2 million of the $16 million that it said was owed in penalties.



The Congress party has acknowledged filing the tax returns late, but argues that the penalty should be in the thousands of dollars rather than millions.



Last week, a Delhi high court declined to interfere with the tax authorities' order, saying that it was unable to stop the authorities from freezing the party's accounts.



In recent years, opposition groups have accused Mr. Modi's governing Bharatiya Janata Party of establishing a near monopoly over political funding. They accuse Mr. Modi of using the powers of his office to enrich his party and dry up funding for competitors.



Leaders in the Congress party said that freezing its accounts so close to the elections was a political move aimed at crippling India's main opposition group and pushing the country toward one-party rule.



"The idea that India is a democracy is a lie," Mr. Gandhi said.



Mr. Modi's officials rejected those claims, describing them as a desperate attempt by a political opposition that is struggling in an election campaign that is likely to return the B.J.P. to power.



Ravi Shankar Prasad, a leader from the governing party, said the tax exemption for any political group remained valid only if the group declared any contributions to the national tax authorities on time.



"In utter desperation of imminent defeat, the Congress party at the highest level sought to create an alibi today," Mr. Prasad said on Thursday.



The issue of political financing has exploded in India in recent weeks. The country's top court recently forced the government-owned State Bank of India to release a list of all those who had made anonymous political donations through a financing mechanism known as "electoral bonds," removing a veil of secrecy that opposition groups had long argued was helping those in power.



Mr. Modi's party received the highest amount of the funds, more than 10 times that going to the Indian National Congress.
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U.S. Searching for a Way to Keep Troops in Niger



A top Pentagon official said the United States was "seeking clarification" after the ruling junta decided to revoke a military cooperation deal.




Supporters of Niger's junta in the country's capital, Niamey, in August. The junta's decision to rescind the military deal has upended the Biden administration's security strategy in a volatile swath of Africa.




By Eric Schmitt


Mar 21, 2024


A senior Pentagon official on Thursday sought to soften the impact of Niger's recent decision to revoke its military cooperation deal with the United States, which has upended the Biden administration's security strategy in a volatile swath of Africa.



The announcement by Niger's military junta on Saturday, if finalized, could force the withdrawal of 1,000 U.S. military personnel and contractors from a country that for years has been a linchpin of U.S. counterterrorism efforts in the Sahel region, an arid area south of the Sahara.



But in testimony before the House Armed Services Committee on Thursday, Celeste A. Wallander, an assistant secretary of defense, told lawmakers that the junta's pronouncement might not be as dire as first thought, and that U.S. officials were trying to find a way for American troops to stay in the country.



"The self-identified government of Niger has not asked or demanded that the United States military depart," Ms. Wallander said. "There is actually quite a mixed message. We are following up and seeking clarification."



Ms. Wallander said that for now, the junta has declared an end to formal military ties, but that "they have assured us that American military forces are protected and they will take no action that would endanger them."



Last week a high level-delegation of U.S. officials, including Ms. Wallander; Molly Phee, the State Department's top Africa official; and Gen. Michael E. Langley, the head of the Pentagon's Africa Command, traveled to Niger to meet with members of the military junta.



In meetings that Pentagon and State Department officials described as tense, the Americans expressed serious concerns about the junta's growing security ties with Russia, its negotiations to give Iran access to Niger's vast uranium reserves and the lack of a clear road map to restore democratic rule after the coup that ousted President Mohamed Bazoum last July.



"We made clear in Niger, including very recently, that we had a number of very real concerns in several areas and were troubled by the path that Niger was on," Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken said this week.



The junta bridled at the tone and substance of the discussions, American and Nigerien officials said, and announced its decision a few days after the U.S. officials left.



Niger's rejection of military ties with the United States follows the 
withdrawal
 of French troops from the country. France, the former colonial power, has led foreign counterterrorism efforts against jihadist groups in West Africa for the past decade but has lately been perceived as a 
pariah
 in the region.



U.S. officials and Western analysts said it was unclear how committed the junta was to ousting the American military presence rather than using its pronouncement in negotiations to extract more benefits from cooperating with the Americans.



Ms. Wallander made the administration's position clear, telling lawmakers that "countries that are run by military juntas are not reliable security partners." She added that "part of the value proposition for us having access in Niger would be a return to democratic civilian rule in Niger."



Many of the Americans posted to Niger are stationed at 
U.S. Air Base 201
, a six-year-old, $110 million installation in the country's desert north. But since the coup, the troops there have been largely inactive, with most of their drones grounded except to fly surveillance missions to help protect the Americans.



Because of the coup, the United States 
suspended security operations
 and development aid to Niger.



American officials say they have tried for months to salvage relations with the junta and to reverse its course. The Pentagon, however, has been planning for the worst-case contingencies if the talks failed. The Defense Department has been discussing establishing new drone bases with several coastal West African countries as backups to the base in Niger, which is landlocked. The talks are still in early stages, officials said.



U.S. security analysts said a final decision by the junta to revoke the agreement would be particularly damaging following a spate of other coups in the region, including in Mali and Burkina Faso, and because of the rising influence of Russia and China on the continent.



"It's a total mess for the United States," said Colin P. Clarke, a counterterrorism analyst at the Soufan Group, a security consulting firm based in New York. "I'm concerned that the end of any U.S. assistance to Niger not only opens the door for Russia and the rebranded Wagner forces operating under the banner of Africa Corps, but also exacerbates the counterterrorism challenge at a time when Al Qaeda and Islamic State affiliates have grown into a formidable regional threat."



Mr. Clarke added that JNIM, the Qaeda affiliate in the Sahel, "has expanded significantly, not just in terms of manpower, but in the overall amount of territory the group now operates across."



He said that while some U.S. Army Green Berets are training local troops in West African coastal countries like Benin, "the lack of a U.S. presence, coupled with weak governance and porous borders, has offered jihadists free rein to continue expanding."
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Luis Rubiales, Former Spanish Soccer Chief, Faces Arrest



Mr. Rubiales, who resigned after kissing a player at the Women's World Cup, is a focus of Spanish investigators looking into accusations of corruption and money laundering.




Officers seized evidence on Wednesday a home in Granada, Spain, owned by the former Spanish soccer federation chief Luis Rubiales.




By Tariq Panja and Rachel Chaundler


Mar 21, 2024


Luis Rubiales, the disgraced former Spanish soccer head who was forced out after kissing a female player against her will, faces new legal troubles after the Spanish police were given permission to arrest him as part of a wide-ranging investigation into accusations of corruption and money laundering.



Investigators from the Spanish civil guard carried out a series of raids Tuesday, including searches at the headquarters of the Spanish soccer federation on the outskirts of Madrid and at a home owned by Mr. Rubiales in the southern city of Granada.



The public prosecutor's office in Madrid said 11 homes and a number of other buildings were searched as part of an investigation into what it described as "alleged criminal acts associated with corruption in business, unfair administration and money laundering."



Seven people were arrested on Tuesday but Mr. Rubiales was not among them. He was in the Dominican Republic but is expected to return to Spain on April 6, according to a letter sent to the presiding judge by his lawyer. Spain's civil guard has been authorized to arrest him upon arrival in Spain if necessary.



Mr. Rubiales's lawyer did not immediately respond to a request for comment on Wednesday.



Investigators are looking into contracts related to the federation's sale of lucrative rights to a prominent soccer tournament, the Spanish Super Cup, to Saudi Arabia in a deal brokered by one of Spain's most celebrated players, Gerard Pique.



Mr. Rubiales is also under investigation on allegations of hiring detectives to spy on the head of Spain's players union; misusing federation funds to pay for personal expenses; and 
hosting a sex party
 -- paid for with federation funds -- in Granada in 2020 -- all claims that emerged after official complaints were made to prosecutors.



Mr. Rubiales, once one of the most powerful men in world soccer, saw his career collapse in the wake of his actions after Spain's triumph at the Women's World Cup final in Australia last year. In front of tens of thousands of fans in Sydney's Stadium Australia and millions more watching on television, Rubiales planted an unwanted kiss on the mouth of the Spain midfielder Jennifer Hermoso on the medals stand.



The episode resulted in an outcry in Spain and beyond, and 
a criminal complaint
 filed by Ms. Hermoso weeks after the tournament. That complaint allowed the Spanish authorities to open a case against Mr. Rubiales, and in January she 
testified at a hearing
 to determine if he would be charged with sexual assault and coercion.



In January, a judge found enough evidence of wrongdoing to recommend that Mr. Rubiales face trial over the kiss and the subsequent coercion of Ms. Hermoso. If found guilty of sexual assault, he could be punished with between one and four years in prison.



Mr. Rubiales, who had initially -- and 
defiantly
 -- refused to surrender his position as the head of Spain's federation amid the furor over the kiss, eventually resigned after he was 
provisionally suspended
 by soccer's global governing body, FIFA. He was later 
banned from the sport
 for three years.




Mr. Rubiales, leaving the National Court in Madrid in September.




Even before news that Mr. Rubiales may be arrested upon his return to Spain, it quickly became apparent that he would be a central focus for investigators. In images broadcast on Spanish television, officers could be seen carrying a box labeled with Mr. Rubiales's name among the items seized from the property in Granada.



The police operation was the latest turn in the stunning fall from grace for Mr. Rubiales, whose influence in soccer once extended beyond Spain's borders. At the time of his resignation, just weeks before his FIFA ban, he was a vice president of UEFA, European soccer's governing body, and one of the leaders of Spain's bid to host the 2030 World Cup with Portugal and Morocco.



But even before his ouster, he had faced questions about his conduct. Bald and brash, Mr. Rubiales first attracted international attention only months into his tenure as federation president when he fired the men's national team coach only days before its first game at the 2018 World Cup in Russia.



He later engaged in a yearslong public feud with Javier Tebas, the equally outspoken president of Spain's top soccer league, and drew criticism for backing the Spanish women's coach, Jorge Vilda, in the midst of 
a revolt by the squad's players
.



In 2022, a leak of text and voice messages involving Mr. Rubiales and Mr. Pique drew the attention of the Spanish police because of their mention of commissions paid to Mr. Pique, still an active player at the time.



It was then that details emerged of the multiyear deal between Spain's federation and Saudi Arabia in which the Gulf nation would pay 40 million euros annually (about $43 million) to host an expanded version of the Super Cup. The most stunning revelation was the involvement of Mr. Pique, through his holding company Kosmos, in brokering the deal, and the commission -- 10 percent, or just over $4 million a year -- that he was set to receive for his role.



Mr. Pique, who was a defender for the Spanish club F.C. Barcelona, and who would go on to appear in the relocated event before his retirement in late 2022, 
denied wrongdoing at the time
. It is unclear if he will be questioned as part of the current police investigation.



A different Spanish soccer official, Miguel Angel Galan, who leads the country's national training center for coaches, was the principal complainant in the Super Cup investigation. In an interview with a Spanish television broadcaster on Wednesday, Mr. Galan, who denounced the Super Cup contracts and the commission paid to Mr. Pique in statements to prosecutors, demanded the money be returned.



 The commission, Mr. Galan noted, was more than what at least one of participating clubs earned. 
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Belching Volcano and Flowing Lava Dent Tourism in Icelandic Region



In a country that relies heavily on visitors, hotels faced repeated evacuations, and one resort was temporarily shut.




Viewing the flow of molten lava from a fissure on the Reykjanes Peninsula, north of the evacuated town of Grindavik, Iceland, on Saturday.




By Emma Bubola


Mar 20, 2024


The Blue Lagoon resort in the south of Iceland is a scenic network of steaming azure pools surrounded by dark rocks, where tourists dip in the geothermal water, have spa treatments and enjoy what the resort advertises as "a universe of radiant well-being."



But last week, a 
stream of radiant lava burst
 from a crater a few miles from the resort, forcing it to evacuate hundreds of guests, in yet another eruption of a volcano system in the Reykjanes Peninsula that had been dormant for 800 years.



The outbursts began in 2021, and the eruptions and earthquakes in the peninsula have destroyed some houses and forced villagers from their homes. One construction worker went missing in the town of Grindavik after falling down a crack caused by an earthquake.



The effects of the volcanic eruptions have rippled out beyond the peninsula, disrupting the tourism operations of a country that relies heavily on visitors.



Arnar Mar Olafsson, director general of the Icelandic Tourist Board, said that when a looming volcanic eruption led to the evacuation 
of Grindavik
 in November, it resulted in global anxiety that brought a drop in tourists.



"A spouting volcano doesn't sound very inviting," he said.



Icelandair, the country's national airline, said it also saw a "significant negative impact on bookings" in the last months of 2023. And the low-cost Icelandic airline Play said that news of the eruption "cooled demand for Iceland as a destination."



The tourism board did not release an estimate for the financial losses, and the airlines, while saying they experienced significantly slowed sales, did not quantify them.



Airline officials and the tourism board director stated emphatically in interviews and in the national news media that the reaction was unwarranted because the eruptions did not represent a direct threat to visitors or flights. They accused the news media of "alarmism."



"In the international press, it just looks as if Iceland is ruined," Birgir Jonsson, then Play's chief executive, 
said in an interview
 published in December by a financial magazine.




Lava crossed the main road to Grindavik and flowed onto the road leading to the Blue Lagoon resort last month.




Tourists used to flock to the Reykjanes Peninsula to watch the northern lights or bathe in the waters of the Blue Lagoon resort. But since the November earthquakes, the Blue Lagoon has 
had to close for
 
some days
. It said in a statement on Wednesday that it had also shut down from March 16 until at least Thursday and would continue to follow the authorities' safety guidelines.



The Northern Light Inn, a family-run hotel, has also had to evacuate its guests four times since January and close for weeks, said Fridrik Einarsson, the inn's owner. Now, they are compensating for the drop in tourists by serving lunches to the construction workers building protection walls in the area.



"If this continues for a long period of time, it will eventually be very, very challenging for us
,"
 Mr. Einarsson said.



Mr. Olafsson said that any threat to the Blue Lagoon geothermal resort undermined a key component of Iceland's tourism sector.



"Without the Blue Lagoon, it would be a different destination," he said, "like Egypt without the pyramids or Paris without the Eiffel Tower."



The resort is particularly popular with visitors from the United States, and every year, hundreds of thousands of people visit the spa, according to the Blue Lagoon's website. The spa is now protected by barriers.



The resort owes its existence to the geothermal energy generated by the volcanic system, which heats up its waters. But that same system is also now its main threat.



That paradox, many say, is at the heart of Iceland's identity as an adventure travel destination where tourists seek out untamed nature in the form of waterfalls, glaciers and hot springs. And 130 volcanoes.



During the volcanic eruptions last year, as tourists 
flocked to sites
 where they could see the glowing river of lava, the government had to warn people to steer clear of the area since the situation could turn dangerous.




The red glow of the lava as seen from Grindavik on Monday.




Now, Icelandic tourism operators say, the anxiety has eased somewhat, and tourism demand has gone up again since January. But for those remaining in the peninsula, there seems to be no immediate end in sight to the disruption of their businesses.



Last week, as Mr. Einarsson, the inn owner, evacuated his guests to another hotel because of the volcanic eruption, he said they could see lava from the parking lot.



"It's quite a magnificent experience, to see a volcano," he said.



Mr. Einarsson called his relationship to volcanoes a "tricky love and hate situation."



On one hand, he said, "people are understandably concerned to stay in a hotel next to an eruption site." On the other, he said, people come to Iceland for its nature, and the nature would not be the same without the country's volcanoes.



"And I would not be in the business," he said.



Egill Bjarnason
 contributed reporting from Gran Canaria, Spain.
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Climate Change Made an Early Heat Wave in West Africa 10 Times as Likely



Temperatures in the region rose above 40 degrees Celsius in February, with humidity pushing the heat index even higher.




Henock Inonga, of the Democratic Republic of Congo's national soccer team, cooled off before a match with Ivory Coast in Abidjan on Feb. 7. Players in the Africa Cup of Nations tournament had to take extra breaks to hydrate because of the heat wave.




By Delger Erdenesanaa


Mar 21, 2024


A remarkably early, record-breaking heat wave hit the southern part of West Africa in mid-February. Climate change made this extreme heat 10 times as likely, 
according to a new analysis
 by an international team of scientists. It also pushed the heat index about four degrees Celsius higher than it would have been without the extra greenhouse gases in the atmosphere from burning fossil fuels.



Officials saw the unusual temperatures coming, and national weather agencies in Ghana and Nigeria issued warnings to the public. The 
Africa Cup of Nations soccer tournament
 took place in Ivory Coast during the heat wave, and players had to take extra breaks during games to hydrate.



What was particularly arresting about this heat wave was the onset of high temperatures so early in the year, when people have had less time to adjust to rising temperatures. "Many, many people wouldn't have been acclimatized to the heat," said Wasiu Adeniyi Ibrahim, head of the Nigerian Meteorological Agency's central forecast office and an author of the study.



During the heat wave, humidity raised the danger. During the worst of the event, temperatures rose above 40 degrees Celsius, or 104 degrees Fahrenheit. But high humidity meant the air felt even hotter. The heat index, which measures the combined effect of heat and humidity on the human body, rose to around 50 degrees Celsius, or 122 degrees Fahrenheit.



Researchers have limited data about how this heat affected people more broadly across West Africa, and whether it led to many hospitalizations and deaths. But there's reason to believe there may have been widespread harm, according to Maja Vahlberg, a risk consultant at the Red Cross Red Crescent Climate Centre and one of the authors of the analysis.



Many residents of the region don't have adequate access to water, energy and sanitation. That means that during heat waves, "people are left with very limited options for individual coping strategies, such as using air-conditioning and drinking or taking more showers," Ms. Vahlberg said. About half of the region's urban population lives in informal housing, including homes built with sheet metal, which traps heat.



Older people, those with existing illnesses and outdoor workers are especially vulnerable to extreme heat.



The analysis, by a group known as World Weather Attribution, took longer than 
similar
 
studies
 the group's scientists 
have done
 on other extreme weather events. West Africa has less data available from weather stations than other regions of the world, which makes studies linking weather there to climate change more difficult to conduct. But last month's extreme heat was an early sign, before spring had even started, of things to come both in this region and the rest of the Northern Hemisphere this summer.
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Ireland's Prime Minister Stepped Down. So What Happens Now?



Leo Varadkar, the prime minister of the Republic of Ireland, resigned unexpectedly, prompting a political scramble. Here's what to know about what happens next.




Ireland's prime minister, Leo Varadkar, at a European Council summit in Brussels on Thursday, a day after he said he would step down.




By Megan Specia


Mar 21, 2024


The leader of the Republic of Ireland, Leo Varadkar, resigned on Wednesday, prompting a political scramble in the government after his announcement in front of the parliament building in Dublin.



Mr. Varadkar's decision, which he attributed to both "personal and political" reasons, was unexpected, with some members of his government given only a few hours' notice of his plans.



A medical doctor and former health minister, Mr. Varadkar first became taoiseach, or prime minister, in 2017, at a time when his Fine Gael party was still one of the country's two dominant parties, a position it had enjoyed nearly uninterrupted since the founding of the Irish state.



During his years in office, though, public opinion shifted, and as Fine Gael's popularity dipped, his departure seemed inevitable, experts said. Now, as Ireland grapples with what comes next for its government, here's what to know.



Who might be Ireland's next leader?



Despite calls from the opposition for a general election, Mr. Varadkar's resignation does not mean an end to the current government.



Fine Gael, a center-right party, currently governs in coalition with two other parties, Fianna Fail, its longtime rival, and the Green Party. Under the terms of their power-sharing arrangement, it is up to Fine Gael to appoint a new leader, who will then become the prime minister.



Because of the surprise nature of Mr. Varadkar's announcement, there was no immediate successor waiting in the wings, leading to an initial rush of speculation about who might fill his position.



By Thursday evening, though, it appeared that Simon Harris, the minister for education, might be vying for the role uncontested. For years he has spoken of his desire to one day lead the party, and on Thursday evening he confirmed to the national broadcaster RTE, "I want to be the next leader of Fine Gael," adding, "If given the opportunity, I will give this my all."



Mr. Harris, who is 37, will become the youngest-ever taoiseach if he does become the party's leader, edging out Mr. Varadkar, who initially took up the leadership role at 38. So far, it appears that other members of the party are rallying around him.



Other potential contenders included party stalwarts like Paschal Donohoe, the minister for public expenditure and reform, and Heather Humphreys, the minister for social protection. Both are longtime Fine Gael lawmakers, but in the past 24 hours both have said they have no intention of putting themselves forward.




Simon Harris, Ireland's minister for education, so far is the only declared candidate to lead the Fine Gael party and become prime minister.




How long until the new leader is announced?



In his resignation speech, Mr. Varadkar laid out an aspirational timeline for Fine Gael to appoint a new leader, saying that he wanted a successor to be elected before the party's annual conference on April 6. That person would then become prime minister when parliament resumed on April 9, after an Easter break.



The process to get there, though, could become complicated if more than one lawmaker contests the election. 



One reason for the urgency to choose a new leader is that Ireland will hold local and European elections in June.



In addition, Ireland's Dail, the popularly elected lower house of parliament, has a maximum term of five years, so a national election must be held before March 22, 2025. That means that whoever replaces Mr. Varadkar will serve as taoiseach for less than a year before an election is called.



What does this mean for Irish politics?



Mr. Varadkar, the young, gay son of an Irish mother and an Indian father, once seemed like an emblem of a new, more energetic and inclusive Ireland. Now, he is the face of an increasingly unpopular establishment.



His resignation follows years of waning support for the long-dominant parties, Fine Gael, which dropped to the third most popular in the country's last general election in 2020, and Fianna Fail. It crystallizes the perception that Irish politics is in a moment of flux and uncertainty.



Meanwhile, Sinn Fein, once the political branch of the I.R.A., rose from its position as a fringe player to 
win the most votes in the last election
. No party came close to a majority, forcing the formation of a coalition.



All of the major parties are fighting political headwinds, as Ireland faces a number of domestic challenges. 
A severe housing shortage
 -- caused partly by the failure of successive governments to invest in affordable housing -- and a cost-of-living crisis have created widespread frustration with the political establishment.



With the number of asylum seekers arriving in the country rising sharply, the government has had to contend with an anti-immigration backlash driven in part by far-right rhetoric online. That has increasingly spilled over into violence, with arsonists targeting 
planned housing for asylum seekers
 and a 
violent riot in Dublin late last year that drew international attention.



Concerns about immigration seem to be benefiting independent candidates. Even Sinn Fein, still the most popular party in the polls, has seen 
its support fall
. And with a general election on the horizon, the country's leading politicians must now grapple with how to address a deeply divisive issue without inflaming it further.
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        High Winds Fuel Wildfires in Virginia and Other Mid-Atlantic States
        Thousands of acres burned from Maryland to North Carolina, and more fire-friendly conditions were expected on Thursday ahead of soaking rains over the weekend.

      

      
        More Studies by Columbia Cancer Researchers Are Retracted
        The studies, pulled because of copied data, illustrate the sluggishness of scientific publishers to address serious errors, experts said.
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High Winds Fuel Wildfires in Virginia and Other Mid-Atlantic States



Thousands of acres burned from Maryland to North Carolina, and more fire-friendly conditions were expected on Thursday ahead of soaking rains over the weekend.



By Derrick Bryson Taylor and Remy Tumin


Mar 21, 2024


Firefighters continued to battle wildfires across parts of the Mid-Atlantic on Thursday, a day after high winds and low humidity sparked dozens of fires in four states, prompting officials to issue air-quality alerts.



Wildfires were reported in parts of Maryland, North Carolina, Virginia and West Virginia.



The Virginia Department of Forestry said 
in a statement on Thursday
 that firefighters had responded to more than 100 wildfires in the previous 48 hours, and that more than 7,500 acres had burned. Firefighters were working with emergency responders in Albemarle, Louisa, Page, Rockingham, Tazewell and Dickenson Counties "to contain several large wildfires," it said.



Wildfire risk remains high because of continued low humidity and winds, the department said.



One of the biggest fires in the state was burning in Rockingham County, Va., about 140 miles northwest of Richmond, the state capital. The Rockingham County fire chief, Jeremy Holloway, said about 2,000 acres had burned, 
according to WHSV-TV
 of Harrisonburg, Va. As a result, some residents in neighboring communities were asked to evacuate.



Another large fire in Page County near Shenandoah National Park had also burned through 2,000 acres 
and was 0 percent contained
 as of Thursday morning. Park officials closed a 
portion of Skyline Drive
. A 
section of the Appalachian Trail
 was also closed because of nearby fires.




A wildfire burning near Luray, Va., on Wednesday.




In response to the fires, local states of emergency were declared in Augusta, Page and Shenandoah Counties in Virginia. Public schools were also closed in Page County on Thursday.



Wildfire season in the northeastern United States typically peaks in April and can continue into May, 
according to the National Weather Service
. The pre-green period across the region, in combination with increasing solar radiation and high-pressure systems, can help fuel these fires.



The Virginia Department of Environment Quality issued an air quality health alert on Wednesday, saying that people with heart or lung conditions, including children and older adults, should restrict their outdoor activities.



Crews fought 39 brush fires on Wednesday
 in Prince William County, in Northern Virginia, just outside Washington, according to local reports. The flames in that area temporarily closed a portion of U.S. 1, a major highway that runs from Florida to Maine.



Officials in West Virginia were working to contain wildfires across the state, including in Grant, Hardy, and Pendleton Counties, 
WHSV reported
. Officials with the Bruceton Brandonville Volunteer Fire Department in Hardy County said on Thursday that 
14 structures were on fire
 and "many more are already a complete loss."



Jim Justice, the governor of West Virginia, 
declared a state of emergency
 on Thursday for Grant, Hampshire, Hardy, and Pendleton Counties "due to extensive forest fires in those counties."



In the southern portion of West Virginia, at least five brush fires were reported on Wednesday, with 
some burning hundreds of acres
.




Crews working to control a fire in Prince William County, Va., on Wednesday.




Fire crews around the Mid-Atlantic region were again at the ready on Thursday as weather forecasts call for conditions conducive to more fires.



The Weather Service office in Blacksburg, Va., said that despite diminishing winds Thursday, the combination of low relative humidity, northwesterly winds and dry fuels would again make for ideal fire weather across southwestern Virginia and southeastern West Virginia through the evening. Similar statements were also issued for parts of Maryland and North Carolina.



"Residents are urged to exercise caution handling any potential ignition source," including machinery, cigarettes and matches, weather officials said.



While the weather will be dry on Thursday, a system is expected to bring soaking rains, with possible flash flooding, to much of the Mid-Atlantic and Northeast coastline this weekend.



Poor air quality was also affecting parts of Alabama because of fires, some of which were prescribed burns. In Alabama, the health department in Jefferson County, which includes Birmingham, issued 
an air quality alert for Thursday
 and urged some groups, including children, older adults and people with respiratory issues, to limit prolonged outdoor activities.



The department said the air quality worsened overnight because smoke from prescribed burns got trapped in an inversion, when a layer of cool air is below a layer of warmer air.



Air quality is expected to be moderate on Friday, 
the department said
, as another inversion will trap smoke from prescribed fires.



Judson Jones
 contributed reporting from Atlanta, and Aimee Ortiz from New York.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/21/us/virginia-wv-wildfires.html
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More Studies by Columbia Cancer Researchers Are Retracted



The studies, pulled because of copied data, illustrate the sluggishness of scientific publishers to address serious errors, experts said.








By Benjamin Mueller


Mar 20, 2024


Scientists in a prominent cancer lab at Columbia University have now had four studies retracted and a stern note added to a fifth accusing it of "severe abuse of the scientific publishing system," the latest fallout from research misconduct allegations recently leveled against several leading cancer scientists.



A scientific sleuth in Britain last year 
uncovered discrepancies in data
 published by the Columbia lab, including the reuse of photos and other images across different papers. The New York Times 
reported last month
 that a medical journal in 2022 had quietly taken down a stomach cancer study by the researchers after an internal inquiry by the journal found ethics violations.



Despite that study's removal, the researchers -- Dr. Sam Yoon, chief of a 
cancer surgery division
 at Columbia University's medical center, and Changhwan Yoon, a more junior biologist there -- continued publishing studies with suspicious data. Since 2008, the two scientists have collaborated with other researchers on 26 articles that the sleuth, Sholto David, 
publicly
 
flagged
 for misrepresenting experiments' results.



One of those articles was 
retracted last month
 after The Times asked publishers about the allegations. In recent weeks, medical journals have 
retracted
 
three
 
additional
 studies, which described new strategies for treating cancers of the stomach, head and neck. Other labs had cited the articles in roughly 90 papers.



A major scientific publisher also appended a blunt note to the article that it had originally taken down without explanation in 2022. "This reuse (and in part, misrepresentation) of data without appropriate attribution represents a severe abuse of the scientific publishing system," it 
said
.



Still, those measures addressed only a small fraction of the lab's suspect papers. Experts said the episode illustrated not only the extent of unreliable research by top labs, but also the tendency of scientific publishers to respond slowly, if at all, to significant problems once they are detected. As a result, other labs keep relying on questionable work as they pour federal research money into studies, allowing errors to accumulate in the scientific record.




Sholto David, a scientist-sleuth who detects image manipulation in published scientific papers.




"For every one paper that is retracted, there are probably 10 that should be," said Dr. Ivan Oransky, co-founder of Retraction Watch, which keeps a database of 47,000-plus retracted studies. "Journals are not particularly interested in correcting the record."



Columbia's medical center declined to comment on allegations facing Dr. Yoon's lab. It said the two scientists remained at Columbia and the hospital "is fully committed to upholding the highest standards of ethics and to rigorously maintaining the integrity of our research."



The lab's 
web page
 was recently taken offline. Columbia declined to say why. Neither Dr. Yoon nor Changhwan Yoon could be reached for comment. (They are not related.)



Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center, where the scientists worked when much of the research was done, is investigating their work.



The Columbia scientists' retractions come amid growing attention to the suspicious data that undergirds some medical research. Since late February, medical journals have 
retracted seven
 
papers
 by 
scientists at Harvard's Dana-Farber Cancer Institute
. That followed investigations into data problems 
publicized by Dr. David
, an independent molecular biologist who looks for irregularities in published images of cells, tumors and mice, sometimes with help from A.I. software.



The spate of misconduct allegations has drawn attention to the pressures on academic scientists -- even those, like Dr. Yoon, who also work as doctors -- to produce heaps of research.



Strong images of experiments' results are often needed for those studies. Publishing them helps scientists win prestigious academic appointments and attract federal research grants that can pay dividends for themselves and their universities.



Dr. Yoon, a robotic surgery specialist noted for his treatment of stomach cancers, has helped bring in 
nearly $5 million
 in federal research money over his career.



The latest retractions from his lab included articles from 2020 and 2021 that Dr. David 
said contained
 
glaring irregularities
. Their results appeared to include identical images of tumor-stricken mice, despite those mice supposedly having been subjected to different experiments involving separate treatments and types of cancer cells.



The medical journal Cell Death & Disease retracted two of the latest studies, and Oncogene retracted the third. The journals found that the studies had also reused other images, like identical pictures of constellations of cancer cells.



The studies Dr. David flagged as containing image problems were largely overseen by the more senior Dr. Yoon. Changhwan Yoon, an associate research scientist who has worked alongside Dr. Yoon for a decade, was often a first author, which generally designates the scientist who ran the bulk of the experiments.



Kun Huang, a scientist in China who oversaw one of the 
recently retracted studies,
 a 2020 paper that did not include the more senior Dr. Yoon, attributed that study's problematic sections to Changhwan Yoon. Dr. Huang, who made 
those comments
 this month on PubPeer, a website where scientists post about studies, did not respond to an email seeking comment.



But the more senior Dr. Yoon has long been made aware of problems in research he published alongside Changhwan Yoon: The two scientists were notified of the removal in January 2022 of their stomach cancer study that was found to have violated ethics guidelines.




Dr. David said he found an array of identical images of mice, demarcated by colored lines around overlapping portions of the pictures, that appeared in studies describing different experiments.




Research misconduct is often pinned on the more junior researchers who conduct experiments. Other scientists, though, assign greater responsibility to the senior researchers who run labs and oversee studies, even as they juggle jobs as doctors or administrators.



"The research world's coming to realize that with great power comes great responsibility and, in fact, you are responsible not just for what one of your direct reports in the lab has done, but for the environment you create," Dr. Oransky said.



In their latest public retraction notices, medical journals said that they had lost faith in the results and conclusions. Imaging experts said some irregularities identified by Dr. David bore signs of deliberate manipulation, like flipped or rotated images, while others could have been sloppy copy-and-paste errors.



The 
little-noticed removal by a journal of the stomach cancer study
 in January 2022 highlighted some scientific publishers' policy of not disclosing the reasons for withdrawing papers as long as they have not yet formally appeared in print. That study had appeared only online.



Roland Herzog, the editor of the journal Molecular Therapy, said that editors had drafted an explanation that they intended to publish at the time of the article's removal. But Elsevier, the journal's parent publisher, advised them that such a note was unnecessary, he said.



Only after the Times article last month did Elsevier agree to explain the article's removal publicly with the stern note. In an 
editorial this week
, the Molecular Therapy editors said that in the future, they would explain the removal of any articles that had been published only online.



But Elsevier said in a statement that it did not consider online articles "to be the final published articles of record." As a result, company policy continues to advise that such articles be removed without an explanation when they are found to contain problems. The company said it allowed editors to provide additional information where needed.



Elsevier, which publishes nearly 3,000 journals and generates 
billions of dollars in annual revenue
, has 
long been criticized for its opaque removals
 of online articles.



Articles by the Columbia scientists with data discrepancies that remain unaddressed were largely distributed by three major publishers: Elsevier, Springer Nature and the American Association for Cancer Research. Dr. David alerted many journals to the data discrepancies in October.



Each publisher said it was investigating the concerns. Springer Nature said investigations take time because they can involve consulting experts, waiting for author responses and analyzing raw data.



Dr. David has also raised concerns about studies published independently by scientists who collaborated with the Columbia researchers on some of their recently retracted papers. For example, Sandra Ryeom, an associate professor of surgical sciences at Columbia, published an article in 2003 while at Harvard that Dr. David 
said contained a duplicated image
. As of 2021, she was married to the more senior Dr. Yoon, according to a mortgage document from that year.



A medical journal appended a 
formal notice
 to the article last week saying "appropriate editorial action will be taken" once data concerns had been resolved. Dr. Ryeom said in a statement that she was working with the paper's senior author on "correcting the error."



Columbia has sought to reinforce the importance of sound research practices. Hours after the Times article appeared last month, Dr. Michael Shelanski, the medical school's senior vice dean for research, sent an email to faculty members titled "Research Fraud Accusations -- How to Protect Yourself." It warned that such allegations, whatever their merits, could take a toll on the university.



"In the months that it can take to investigate an allegation," Dr. Shelanski wrote, "funding can be suspended, and donors can feel that their trust has been betrayed."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/20/science/columbia-cancer-research-retractions.html
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Once a Sure Thing, Newsom's Homelessness Measure Barely Passes



The measure known as Proposition 1, which includes $6.38 billion for treatment and housing, was a top priority for Gov. Gavin Newsom to reduce homelessness in the state.




Gov. Gavin Newsom saw Proposition 1 as a way to fund efforts to reduce homelessness and provide treatment for people living on the street.




By Shawn Hubler


Mar 21, 2024


A key piece of California's strategy to address its homelessness crisis was narrowly approved by voters in the state, The Associated Press determined on Wednesday, in a stunningly close margin that had Democrats on edge for more than two weeks.



The measure, known as Proposition 1, includes a $6.4 billion bond to fund treatment and housing for homeless people with severe mental illnesses and addiction. Last year, when Gov. Gavin Newsom and a bipartisan group of California legislators placed Proposition 1 on the spring ballot, early polls suggested that it would pass easily.



Its approval was considered such a sure thing that most voters and political donors were scarcely aware that opposition existed. But after the March 5 election, it took 15 days of tallying mail-in ballots for The Associated Press to determine that the measure had squeaked by.



The count took so long that Mr. Newsom decided to postpone his annual state of the state address, which was originally scheduled for Monday, because he had wanted to celebrate Proposition 1 during his speech and highlight his efforts on homelessness and mental health.



On Wednesday, the governor framed the win less as a close call than a bold choice by Californians who have been frustrated for  years with the scale of the state's homelessness problem. 



"This is the biggest change in decades in how California tackles homelessness, and a victory for doing things radically different," Mr. Newsom said in a statement. "Proposition 1's passage means we can begin repairing the damage caused by decades of broken promises and political neglect to those suffering from severe mental illness."  



In California, more people have been living on the streets since the coronavirus pandemic began four years ago, and residents have repeatedly listed homelessness as a top state concern.



On Wednesday, however, 
returns
 showed the measure on track to pass with just 50.2 percent of voters approving. The gap was less than 30,000 votes out of more than 7 million cast in the race. Outside of heavily Democratic cities, which have been affected most by encampments, approval was lower than expected.



"The Bay Area, Los Angeles, some of the North Coast supported it," said Mark Baldassare, the survey director at the Public Policy Institute of California, who is writing a book on California ballot measures. "But a lot of the state did not."



There were several theories as to why Mr. Newsom and Democrats had struggled to galvanize support for the measure. A growing budget chasm in the tens of billions of dollars could have discouraged voters from approving more spending. 
In a poll conducted in January
 by the Institute of Governmental Studies at the University of California, Berkeley, 54 percent of likely voters characterized the state deficit as "extremely serious."



Mr. Newsom scheduled Proposition 1 for the primary to avoid competition with other measures in November, when the ballot is typically more crowded. But primary elections typically draw a more conservative electorate with fewer voters, especially when there isn't a competitive presidential or governor's race at the top of the ticket, and polls showed Republicans overwhelmingly opposed Proposition 1.



Only about a third of registered voters cast ballots in the California primary, and Republicans comprised about 31 percent despite making up less than a quarter of registered voters.



"This was pure turnout, which we knew would be low, but no one could have predicted it would be this low," said David Townsend, a Sacramento political consultant whose specialties include bond measures. 



A related theory was that the Democratic establishment nearly foiled itself by spending tens of millions of dollars on 
ads promoting Steve Garvey
 as the "too conservative" Republican candidate in the Senate primary to succeed the late Dianne Feinstein. In doing so, they created an easier path for Representative Adam Schiff to win the seat in November, but also risked turning out more voters who could reject a key priority for Mr. Newsom.



Paul Mitchell, a Democratic political consultant and political data expert, said that in exit polls he conducted, some segments of the Garvey vote had cited the Senate race as their main reason for casting a ballot. Overall, he said, they represented only a tiny sliver of the electorate, but may have helped to make the Proposition 1 outcome closer than it would have been.



Mr. Baldassare said it was more likely that voters had been confused by a ballot measure that touched on complex social and psychological problems. "The default for voters is to always vote no if they don't understand something about an issue," he said.



Moreover, he said, the campaign for Proposition 1, with more than $13.6 million worth of ads on television and online, was dominated not by mental health professionals or frustrated downtown business owners, but by Mr. Newsom, whose approval rating in California has 
fallen below 50 percent
 for the first time in almost five years.



When the outcome was still undecided more than a week after Election Day, Mr. Newsom began seeking volunteers to help find voters whose ballots had gone uncounted because their mail-in ballot signatures did not match those on file. Under California law, those voters are supposed to be notified of a discrepancy and have the opportunity to fill out a form to have their ballots counted.



Democrats and Republicans have conducted similar outreach before in smaller races, but such efforts are rare in statewide contests involving millions of ballots.



Mr. Newsom made homelessness a signature priority when he first became governor in 2019. Public concern intensified during the pandemic as downtown tent camps spread in Los Angeles, San Francisco and other cities that had been emptied by lockdowns.



California's Democratic leadership has been under intense pressure to remove the camps, even as soaring housing costs and an influx of fentanyl have exacerbated homelessness in cities. Proposition 1 was crafted to target one of the thorniest aspects of the problem: severe mental illness and addiction.



The state has already pumped hundreds of millions of dollars into housing people in hotels and motels. Proposition 1 will further expand that program, financing about 11,000 treatment beds and housing units with health care and social services for homeless people with mental illnesses and addiction.



Most of the money would be raised by borrowing, through the bond measure, with an additional $140 million more per year redirected from an existing state tax on millionaires. 
At last count
, more than 180,000 people were homeless in California.



A 
wide-ranging study
 released last summer by the Benioff Homelessness and Housing Initiative at the University of California, San Francisco, found that about two-thirds of the homeless people interviewed had serious symptoms of mental illness, but only about 18 percent had recently been treated. Like many states, California has 
an acute shortage of adult psychiatric treatment beds
.



California also needs more subsidized inpatient options for people with substance abuse disorders. And the state has some of the nation's strongest civil rights protections for people with mental illness. 



Some of California's biggest interest groups contributed to Mr. Newsom's campaign account supporting the measure. State records show that Proposition 1 collected more than $15.7 million, with a donor list that included a Bay Area tribe, labor unions, builders, health care providers, Uber and the California Chamber of Commerce. The only organized opposition collected only about $1,000.



Still, there were concerns. Some counties and smaller mental health organizations argued that diverting mental health dollars to homeless people could cut into funding for local programs serving people of color, L.G.B.T.Q. communities and other groups.



And civil liberties groups charged that Proposition 1 would lead to more involuntary treatment. Last year, Mr. Newsom signed legislation that could allow for more conservatorships. This year, the state rolled out a program that would allow courts to compel people with severe, untreated mental illness into treatment. Proposition 1 will help underwrite that court program, known as 
CARE Court
.



In a statement
 issued days before The Associated Press called the race, Californians Against Prop. 1, a coalition of civil rights groups, people with disabilities and local mental health programs, said that the measure "could be a humanitarian disaster if it is not well managed."



"The incredibly narrow approval of Prop. 1 is the voters saying, 'Do not let that happen,'" the coalition said.
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Biden Widens His Financial Lead Over Trump



New federal filings on Wednesday showed the president's campaign with a nearly $40 million advantage over the Trump campaign at the end of last month.



By Rebecca Davis O'Brien


Mar 21, 2024


President Biden's re-election campaign had $71 million
 
on hand at the end of February, more than double the $33.5 million in former President Donald J. Trump's campaign account,
 
as Democrats continued to expand their fund-raising advantage over Republicans in the presidential race.



The cash disparity was detailed in filings with the Federal Election Commission on Wednesday, when campaigns and some presidential committees had a deadline to file fund-raising and spending reports for February.



Mr. Trump did pad his campaign's account in February, adding more than $3 million to the cash on hand since January, when he ended the month with about $30 million on hand. But Mr. Biden's campaign, which 
ended January with $56 million on hand
, added $15 million in February.



While Mr. Trump is leading Mr. Biden in most national polls, Mr. Biden and the Democratic Party have a growing cash advantage -- a gap that has become one of the most pressing issues facing Mr. Trump, who has been busy wooing some of the Republican Party's biggest financiers at 
private dinners at Mar-a-Lago
, his club and residence in Palm Beach, Fla.



Still, the financial picture remains incomplete: Both Mr. Trump and Mr. Biden are raising money through joint fund-raising committees, which will not file reports until mid-April. These committees transfer funds to the campaigns, which are better able to pay salaries and to buy advertising time at the lower rates guaranteed to candidates.



Over the weekend, Mr. Biden's team reported 
raising a combined $53 million
 
in February across the committees backing his re-election bid, with a combined total of $155 million, up from $130 million at the end of January. The April reports will provide more detail on how this money was raised, and from whom.



Mr. Biden, as the incumbent, has been raising money for months alongside the Democratic National Committee -- an enormous operation that builds out the fieldwork needed in the general election.



Mr. Biden will also be backed by more than 
$1 billion
 that outside groups have pledged to support his bid -- money that is separate from the party accounts that filed on Wednesday.



Mr. Trump's campaign told Fox News on Wednesday that it had raised a combined $20.3 million with a joint fund-raising committee, with $42 million on hand between the two groups.



Some of Mr. Biden's advantage is that of a traditional incumbent. Mr. Trump became the presumptive Republican nominee only in February, and immediately proceeded to gut the Republican National Committee and fill it with loyalists. The committee itself reported raising $10.7 million in February, and ended the month with $11.3 million on hand.



Mr. Trump's legal battles have also been a drain on his overall election funds. He faces four criminal indictments along with civil cases, which are 
proving costly
. Last year, committees backing him 
spent at least $50 million
 on legal expenses, filings show, and those costs are likely to balloon as he prepares for potential trials this year.



A super PAC backing Mr. Trump, Make America Great Again Inc., reported raising $12.8 million in February, with $25.5 million on hand, up from $19.7 million at the end of January.



The report filed on Wednesday for one of Mr. Trump's committees -- a leadership PAC called Save America, which he has used to pay his legal bills -- reported $4 million on hand at the end of February, down from more than $6 million in January.



That change appears to be attributable to an uptick in Mr. Trump's legal expenses. The group spent nearly $5.6 million in February on bills to the legal teams defending him.
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Bragg Says Newly Disclosed Papers in Trump Case Contain Little of Value



A week after agreeing to a brief delay, Manhattan's district attorney, Alvin L. Bragg, said his office's criminal prosecution of Donald J. Trump should begin April 15 as scheduled.




Alvin L. Bragg, the Manhattan district attorney, said most of the newly disclosed documents merely echo evidence that has already surfaced.




By Jesse McKinley and Kate Christobek


Mar 21, 2024


The Manhattan district attorney's office said in court papers Thursday that a large cache of newly disclosed documents contained little that might influence or delay the criminal trial of Donald J. Trump, which is scheduled to begin in mid-April.



In a surprising move, the district attorney, Alvin L. Bragg, 
agreed last week to allow a short delay in the trial
 to give Mr. Trump's lawyers time to review the records. The documents had been turned over by federal prosecutors who had previously investigated Michael Cohen, the former president's longtime fixer who is expected to be a key witness in Mr. Bragg's prosecution.



Mr. Trump's lawyers had cast the documents as a potential game-changing development in the intensely litigated case, which had been set to go to trial on Monday. But in Thursday's filing, Mr. Bragg's office played down the documents' import, though it said its review was continuing.



"The people now have good reason to believe that this production contains only limited materials relevant to the subject matter of this case and that have not previously been disclosed to defendant," the office said in the filing, adding: "The overwhelming majority of the production is entirely immaterial, duplicative or substantially duplicative of previously disclosed materials."



It said that the trial's currently scheduled start date -- now set for April 15 -- provides "a more than reasonable amount of time for defendant to review the information provided."



Mr. Trump's lawyers have asked the judge in the case, Juan M. Merchan, to dismiss the charges entirely or delay the trial until the summer and penalize the district attorney. A hearing before Justice Merchan is scheduled for Monday.



That same day, Mr. Trump faces a deadline to post a half-billion dollar bond in his civil fraud case in New York, which was brought by the state's attorney general and led to a judge's finding that the former president is liable for inflating his net worth. If he fails to secure the bond -- and his lawyers have said it would be a "practical impossibility" -- the attorney general can move to collect a $454 million judgment from Mr. Trump.



It could be quite painful for the former president. The attorney general, Letitia James, could freeze some of his bank accounts and potentially seek to seize some of his New York properties. Although it could be difficult to seize his assets, public records show that Ms. James has formally posted the civil judgment against Mr. Trump in Westchester County, a preliminary step needed to stake a claim to his private estate and golf club there.



The deadline in the civil case and the hearing in the criminal one come as Mr. Trump contends with a dizzying array of legal entanglements. He faces four criminal indictments, including charges for his role in trying to subvert democracy after the 2020 election.



In the Manhattan case, the lawyers have blamed Mr. Bragg's prosecutors for the belated disclosure. The documents in question came from the office of the U.S. attorney for the Southern District of New York, which obtained a guilty plea from 
Mr. Cohen
 in 2018.



Mr. Bragg's office has denied responsibility for the delay, noting that it was Mr. Trump's lawyers who waited until early this year to subpoena the documents from the Southern District.



Some of the recently disclosed records relate to Mr. Cohen's phones. Mr. Bragg's prosecutors argued that they had originally asked for the data, but federal prosecutors denied the request as "unduly burdensome." When Mr. Trump requested the records this year, federal prosecutors obliged, authorizing disclosure "under the extraordinary circumstances of this case."



Mr. Bragg's prosecutors argued that much of the other information produced by the federal government was irrelevant to the district attorney's case and instead related to other investigations into Mr. Cohen.



Mr. Trump is on the precipice of becoming the first former American president to be tried criminally, the result of an indictment by a Manhattan grand jury 
almost exactly a year ago
.



The case centers on a hush-money payment Mr. Cohen made in the lead-up to the 2016 presidential election to a porn star, Stormy Daniels, who said she had an affair with Mr. Trump. The district attorney has argued that the cover-up cheated voters of the chance to fully assess Mr. Trump's candidacy.



Mr. Trump, who is again the presumptive Republican nominee for president, has denied the charges, casting the case as a politically motivated hit job by Mr. Bragg, a Democrat. He has also denied an affair with Ms. Daniels, who has said that she and the former president 
slept together once in 2006
. She later tried to sell her story, leading to the payment from Mr. Cohen in exchange for her silence.



The Trump campaign's communications director, Steven Cheung, blasted Mr. Bragg's filing, saying he and his office "are still trying to explain away why they obfuscated and lied about these incredibly late disclosures."



"No amount of dishonesty from their team can overshadow truth and transparency," Mr. Cheung said.



Ben Protess contributed reporting.
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At Long Last, a Gold Medal for America's World War II 'Ghost Army'



Only seven of the original 1,100 soldiers who carried out psychological operations against the Axis powers are believed to survive.








By John Ismay


Mar 21, 2024


For most of his life, Bernie Bluestein was not allowed to say anything about what he did during World War II in Western Europe.



Mr. Bluestein was a sophomore at Cleveland School of the Arts in 1943 when he left to join the U.S. Army. He then trained in a secret unit that landed at Normandy, France, shortly after D-Day in June 1944.



"What we did is we attracted the Germans' attention so that the real units could do whatever they had to do elsewhere," Mr. Bluestein, age 100, said in an interview.



As a private first class serving in the 603rd Camouflage Engineer Battalion, he created fake shoulder patches that his fellow soldiers wore on their uniforms to impersonate different elements of an infantry division. He also painted truck bumpers to falsely display markings of Army units that were actually elsewhere.



In his final mission, Mr. Bluestein said, the ruses devised by the roughly 360 soldiers of his battalion forced German commanders to spread their defenses thin in eastern France. That, he said, allowed the U.S. Army's 90th Division -- which was actually 10 miles north of the 603rd -- to cross the Rhine River with less resistance.



"We saved the lives of about 30,000 soldiers
," 
Mr. Bluestein said.




An aerial photograph of dummy tanks and other vehicles during Operation Viersen, near the German border, in 1945. The decoy helped stretch the defenses of the Germans, alleviating pressure on other U.S. forces. 




The 603rd and similar units came to be known as the 
"Ghost Army,"
 which numbered about 1,100 troops. Together, they inflated rubber tanks, created fake airfields, blasted the sounds of troops marching from speakers placed on trucks and designed other diversions to fool German soldiers.



The mission of these lightly armed soldiers, who were a precursor to the Army's current psychological warfare units, was officially declassified only in 1996.



On Thursday, Mr. Bluestein and two other members of the Ghost Army -- Seymour Nussenbaum, age 100, and John Christman, 99 -- received the Congressional Gold Medal on Capitol Hill before a crowd of more than 600 that included family members and friends.



Many in attendance wore lapel pins depicting a shield with a cartoon ghost that has orange lightning bolts coming from its left hand, the unofficial insignia of a unit whose mission went unacknowledged for more than 50 years.



President Biden signed the legislation authorizing the medal in 2022
.



Only seven of the original 1,100 soldiers of the Ghost Army are believed to survive.




Speaker Mike Johnson handing the Congressional Gold Medal to Mr. Bluestein, who was seated next to Seymour Nussenbaum. John Christman, a third fellow soldier, was standing third from left.




Mike Bagby flew from Birmingham, Ala., to attend the ceremony in honor of his father, Wilbur Wright Bagby, who served as an officer in the Ghost Army but died in 1992, before his unit's activities were declassified.



"He took it to the grave with him," his son said. "He just didn't want to talk about it."



"The way I found out about it was I hired a guy to research his history while he was in the war, just to get a timeline. And the researcher said 'Wow. Your dad was in the Ghost Army, huh?' I said, 'Really?' I had no idea."



Mr. Bagby said his father left the service shortly after the war and worked as a structural and mechanical engineer, mostly in the coal industry.




Mike Bagby attended the ceremony on behalf of his father, Wilbur Wright Bagby, who was a soldier in the Ghost Army. "He took it to the grave with him," he said of his father's secretive work during the war. 




"He had a temper like a match head, No. 1, but he had an amazing vocabulary and did the New York Times Sunday crossword in 15 minutes," Mr. Bagby said. "But all of his conversational language surrounded four letters."



"This was a unit of nothing but a bunch of liars," he joked. "You know, they presented themselves as a lot of different armies."



He said that in a letter to his mother during the war, his father wrote, "I've worn more insignias than most people in the whole army."



Getting the Congressional Gold Medal for the soldiers took years of work, much of it initiated by Rick Beyer, a film producer. He learned about the unit 19 years ago from a friend's colleague who said someone should make a documentary about them.



"It took us four sessions of Congress to do it, and it took a whole team," Mr. Beyer said in an interview. "We had 40 or 50 people who were volunteer lobbyists. They were emailing. They were calling. They were visiting offices in person. Covid hit in the middle of that, but we readjusted our way of doing things and kept going. And by God, we made it happen."




Members of the unit, including Mr. Nussenbaum, in a white T-shirt, and Mr. Bluestein, in the back of the truck. 




In a small theater off Emancipation Hall, where military and congressional leaders greeted the veterans before the ceremony, Mr. Beyer reflected on the enormous effort coming to fruition.



"These men, these three guys and the four who are watching at home, and the thousand or so who are no longer with us, are finally being honored the way they should be for what they did in World War II."



Mr. Beyer, who co-wrote a book about the Ghost Army and produced a documentary about it, said it had been difficult to see so many survivors pass away.



"I always say that the Ghost Army is turning into an army of ghosts, but at least we have done this," he said. "We've stuck this flag in the hill while some of them are still alive. And I think that's important."




Many in attendance wore lapel pins depicting the unofficial insignia of a unit whose mission went unacknowledged for more than 50 years.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/21/us/ghost-army-gold-medal.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Biden Suggests a Bigger Federal Role to Reduce Housing Costs



A new report focuses on the prolonged struggle to build affordable housing across America and suggests federal incentives to help.




The recommendations in the annual Economic Report of the President could serve as a blueprint for a major housing push next year if President Biden wins a second term.




By Jim Tankersley and Conor Dougherty


Mar 21, 2024


Economists in the Biden administration are calling for more aggressive federal action to drive down costs for home buyers and renters, taking aim at one of the biggest economic challenges facing President Biden as he runs for re-election.



The policy proposals in a White House report being released on Thursday include what could be an aggressive federal intervention in local politics, which often dictates where homes are built and who can occupy them. The administration is backing a plan to pressure cities and other localities to relax zoning restrictions that in many cases hinder affordable housing construction.



That recommendation is part of a new administration deep dive into a housing crisis, decades in the making, that is hindering the president's chances for a second term. The proposals, included in the annual Economic Report of the President, could serve as a blueprint for a major housing push if Mr. Biden wins a second term.



The report includes a suite of moves meant to reduce the cost of renting or buying a home, while encouraging local governments to change zoning laws to allow development of more affordable housing.



"It's really hard to make a difference in this space, in this affordable housing space, without tackling land use regulations," Jared Bernstein, the chairman of the White House Council of Economic Advisers, said in an interview.



Mr. Bernstein added that administration officials believed many local leaders were encouraging a bigger federal role in zoning reform -- which can help override objections from local groups that oppose development. "I feel like we're kicking through more of an open door now than we ever have before," he said.



The report is full of statistics illustrating why housing has become an acute source of stress for American families and an electoral liability for Mr. Biden.



The administration has acknowledged that it has limited power over local zoning rules, which tend to dictate the design and density of homes in particular neighborhoods. Most of the president's recommendations for expanding supply involve using the federal budget as a carrot to encourage local governments to allow more building -- including adding low-income housing and smaller starter homes.



Such policies are unlikely to be put into law this year, with an election ahead and Republicans in control of the House.



But the focus on housing, and the endorsement of a comprehensive set of policies to increase its supply and affordability, could serve as a blueprint for a potentially bipartisan effort on the issue if Mr. Biden wins re-election. It could also add momentum to a housing reform movement that is well underway in state legislatures around the country.



The report documents how, over the past decade, home prices have significantly outpaced wage growth for American families. That has pushed ownership out of reach for middle-income home shoppers and left lower-income renters on the brink of poverty.



A quarter of tenants -- about 12 million households -- now spend more than half their income on rent. Prices are so high that if a minimum-wage employee worked 45 hours a week for a month, a median rent would consume every dollar he or she made.



Behind all this, the report said, is a longstanding housing shortage. The lack of housing has become a rare point of agreement among Democratic and Republican lawmakers.



The shortage is the product of decades of failing to build enough homes, a trend that worsened after the 2008 financial crisis. It has been exacerbated by the rising cost of construction along with the many local zoning and land use rules that make housing harder and more expensive to build. These rules also limit what kinds of units can go where, for instance by making it illegal to build apartments in single-family neighborhoods.



The lack of affordable housing particularly hurts lower-income families and couples starting out. Millions of lower-cost apartments have essentially disappeared over the past decade, either through rising rents or by falling into disrepair. At the same time, smaller and lower-cost "
starter homes
" are a shrinking share of the market.



Over the past several years, a 
bipartisan group
 of legislators in both red and blue states have pushed dozens of state laws to limit cities' control over development. The report cheered them and noted the administration's efforts to encourage such reforms, including the 
Housing Supply Action Plan
, which was released two years ago.



Mr. Biden has focused heavily on housing in recent weeks, in part to show voters he is fighting to lower one of their major monthly costs. Privately, his aides have expressed hope that Federal Reserve interest rate cuts this year will drive down mortgage rates and possibly home prices, if a new supply of homes hits the market in response.



Publicly, Mr. Biden has seized on the initiative, calling on lawmakers to pass big federal investments in housing supply and tax credits for people buying homes.



"If inflation keeps coming down -- and it's predicted to do that -- mortgage rates are going to come down as well, but I'm not going to wait," Mr. Biden said on Tuesday in Las Vegas. "I'm not going to wait."
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Leaders Release $1.2 Trillion Spending Bill as Congress Races to Avert Shutdown



The bipartisan bill emerged one day before the federal funding deadline, and it was not clear whether Congress could complete it in time to avoid a partial shutdown after midnight on Friday.




Speaker Mike Johnson during a news conference at the Capitol on Wednesday. House Republican leaders were signaling that they intended to hold a vote on the bill on Friday.




By Catie Edmondson


Mar 21, 2024


Top congressional negotiators in the early hours of Thursday unveiled the $1.2 trillion spending bill to fund the government through September, though it remained unclear whether Congress would be able to complete action on it in time to avert a brief partial government shutdown over the weekend.



Lawmakers are racing to pass the legislation before a Friday midnight deadline in order to prevent a lapse in funds for over half the government, including the Department of Homeland Security, the Pentagon and health agencies. They are already six months behind schedule because of lengthy negotiations to resolve funding and policy disputes.



Now that they have agreed on a final package, which wraps six spending bills together, passage could slip past 12:01 on Saturday morning because of a 
set of arcane congressional rules
. House Republican leaders were signaling that they intended to hold a vote on the bill on Friday, bypassing a self-imposed rule requiring that lawmakers be given at least 72 hours to review legislation before it comes up for a vote.



There could be additional hurdles in the Senate, where any one lawmaker's objection to speedy passage of legislation could prolong debate and delay a final vote.



Democrats and Republicans both highlighted victories in the painstakingly negotiated legislation. Republicans cited as victories funding for Border Patrol agents, additional detention beds run by Immigration and Customs Enforcement, and a provision cutting off aid to the main United Nations agency that provides assistance to Palestinians. Democrats secured funding increases for federal child care and education programs, cancer and Alzheimer's research.



"We had to work within difficult fiscal constraints -- but this bipartisan compromise will keep our country moving forward," said Senator Patty Murray, Democrat of Washington and the chairwoman of the Appropriations Committee.



The legislation funds roughly 8,000 more detention beds than last year's bill, a provision House Republicans bitterly fought for. Congress funded 34,000 beds through the fall of 2023, but under the stopgap measure currently funding the department, the number of beds rose to about 42,000. Negotiators agreed to keep funding flowing to support that higher number.



It also increases funding for technology at the southern border by about 25 percent.



Lawmakers wrote the measure to comply with the debt and spending deal negotiated last year by the speaker at the time, Kevin McCarthy, and President Biden. It called for keeping spending on domestic programs essentially flat -- even as funding for veterans' programs continues to grow and military spending increases slightly.



That translated, in part, to cuts to the State Department's budget and foreign aid programs, a frequent target of G.O.P. criticism.



Republicans also successfully inserted a provision in the legislation 
barring funding from going to UNRWA
, the main U.N. agency that provides aid to Palestinians in Gaza, through March 2025, which could create a shortfall of hundreds of millions of dollars for the agency. The measure would extend a pause in funding that the White House and lawmakers from both parties supported after 
Israel accused at least 12 UNRWA employees
 in January of participating in the Oct. 7 attack on southern Israel led by Hamas.



"House Republicans made a commitment to strategically increase defense spending, make targeted cuts to overfunded nondefense programs and pull back wasteful spending from previous years," said Representative Kay Granger, Republican of Texas and the chairwoman of the Appropriations Committee. "I am proud to say that we have delivered on that promise, and this bill is proof."



Democrats were able to secure significant increases in spending on child care and education programs, as well as health research, driven by the two top Democratic appropriators, Ms. Murray and Representative Rosa DeLauro of Connecticut, who 
have spent decades
 working on initiatives to lift children out of poverty.



The legislation contains a 9 percent increase in funding for the Child Care and Development Block Grant, the nation's primary child care program, and a $275 million increase for Head Start. It also includes a $120 million increase in funding for cancer research.



"This bipartisan bill ensures our work force is strong, that families are healthy and safe, and that the future of our children is secure," Ms. DeLauro said.
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Apple's Problems Around the Globe Are Piling Up



The Justice Department's lawsuit against Apple is the latest in a series of regulatory actions that are hitting the tech giant at the same time.




Apple is facing a number of regulatory and legal challenges around the world.




By Tripp Mickle


Mar 21, 2024


For more than a decade, Apple could do almost no wrong. The iPhone made it the world's most valuable company. The App Store helped launch businesses such as Uber and Airbnb. And the company's new products made it a player in health, Hollywood and finance.



Now, the difficulties are piling up. The Justice Department filed an antitrust lawsuit against Apple on Thursday for giving its own products advantages that it deprived rivals of having. The suit is the latest in a series of actions brought against the company by regulators on three continents.



The troubles are testing the resiliency of Apple's brand and undermining its business dominance, even though Apple's products remain popular and continue to power an extremely profitable business. The company reported $97 billion in profit last year on $386 billion in sales.



Here's a look at the challenges ahead.



U.S. v. Apple



The Justice Department 
filed a sweeping antitrust lawsuit
 against Apple on Thursday that takes direct aim at the company's most important business: the iPhone. The government argued in an 88-page lawsuit that Apple broke antitrust laws by preventing other companies from offering applications that compete with Apple products, like its digital wallet.



The suit follows a yearslong investigation into Apple that focused on the ways that the company has controlled the user experience on iPhones and other devices to create what critics call an uneven playing field. It has granted its own products and services access to core features like its NFC chip and notification system that it denies rivals like PayPal and Garmin smartwatches.



It could be months before the case goes to trial.



European Regulators v. Apple



On March 4, the European Commission 
fined Apple 1.8 billion euros
 ($1.95 billion) for thwarting competition by preventing music streaming rivals from offering users promotions and subscription upgrades. Because Apple is the sole gatekeeper controlling developers' access to iPhone customers, European regulators said that it wrote the rules for the App Store in ways that allowed Apple Music to offer benefits that it denied rivals like Spotify.



"From now on, Apple will have to allow music streaming developers to communicate freely with their own users," said Margrethe Vestager, the European Commission executive vice president who oversees competition policy. The size of the fine, she added, "reflects both Apple's financial power and the harm that Apple's conduct inflicted on millions of European users."



Since the fine was issued, Apple has delayed a request by Spotify to inform users of offers on its website, Spotify said. The European Commission has said that Apple could face additional fines if it fails to comply with orders.



South Korea and the Netherlands v. Apple



Apple is 
facing fines from regulators
 in the Netherlands and South Korea, as well.



In 2021, Dutch regulators ruled that Apple violated competition laws in the dating app market by preventing services such as Tinder from using payment systems other than the one Apple provides. Rather than allow other payment systems to collect that money, Apple reduced its commission to 27 percent on the price paid per user, from its usual rate of 30 percent. But Dutch regulators said that move didn't comply with the law and last year fined Apple EU50 million ($53 million).



A similar situation is playing out in South Korea, where lawmakers were among the first in the world to respond to developer complaints about App Store commissions by passing legislation to force Apple to allow alternative payment systems. Apple relaxed its requirement to 
26 percent
. The country's telecommunications regulator said it 
might fine Apple $15.4 million
 for "unfair practices."



Apple said that it disagreed with the findings of Dutch and South Korean regulators. It is appealing the Dutch fine and awaiting the results of a South Korean investigation.



Japan, Australia and Britain v. Apple



Several other countries are exploring legislation or regulation that could force Apple to loosen its grip, including Japan, Australia and Britain. The regulatory changes they are discussing could require Apple to offer alternative payment options and reduce its commissions. Having watched how Apple has complied with similar laws elsewhere, the lawmakers could choose to be more prescriptive in their rule making.



The rules would be the latest to fracture what was once a single App Store into a jumble of digital shops across national borders.



China v. Apple



Last fall, China began 
telling employees of government agencies not to use iPhones
 for work. The 
authorities made no public pronouncements
 beyond pointing out that there were "media reports" about security flaws in iPhones. But the directive has rippled through the country's smartphone market.



Sales of iPhones in China fell 24 percent in the first six weeks of the year, 
according to Counterpoint Research
, which tracks the smartphone industry. At the same time sales of Huawei, once China's largest smartphone maker, surged 64 percent behind the introduction of a new phone with 5G wireless capabilities.



Epic v. Apple



Apple largely triumphed over Epic Games, the maker of Fortnite, after the video game company sued Apple in 2020 over the App Store. But a federal judge struck a serious blow against Apple's control of the App Store, ruling that it violated California's competition laws by preventing app makers from providing alternative ways to pay for services.



After the Supreme Court decided not to take up the case, Apple said that it would comply with the ruling just as it has complied in the Netherlands: by cutting its commission to 27 percent for developers who use alternative payment options.



Last week, Epic filed a motion in court challenging Apple's compliance, saying that the new fees and rules subvert the judge's order. Meta and Microsoft have filed a brief in support of Epic, setting the table for the court to have to rule again on whether Apple is violating California law.



Developers v. Apple



Before European regulators began enforcing a new competition law to give customers more choice this month, 
app makers were complaining
 that Apple's response to the law defied the rules. The company was supposed to open the iPhone to alternative app stores and payment systems, but it added those capabilities alongside 
new commissions and requirements
.



On Monday, developers met with Apple in Europe and questioned how the fees complied with the law, which has several "free of charge" provisions. Apple has insisted that its policies are consistent with the new rules.



European regulators could open a formal investigation into Apple's plans. The process could set up a lengthy legal battle that could force Apple to change or risk fines up to 10 percent of its global annual revenue, which was nearly $400 billion last year.



Wall Street v. Apple



Apple's investors are clamoring for it to jump into the world of generative artificial intelligence. The technology, which can answer questions, create images and write code, has been heralded for its potential to create trillions of dollars in economic value.



But at a time when peers such as Microsoft and Google are beginning to build generative A.I. businesses, Apple has yet to introduce a product. Tim Cook, Apple's chief executive, has assured investors that something is coming later this year. The company has held 
talks with Google about adding its A.I. model called Gemini
 to iPhones.



Investors have sent shares of Apple down more than 3.75 percent this year. At the same time, the Nasdaq Composite Index, which is chock-full of tech stocks, has risen nearly 11 percent.
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What Is Antisemitism? A Columbia Task Force Would Rather Not Say.



Definitions of the term are highly contested, so a group monitoring antisemitism on Columbia University's campus has avoided picking sides. It is still facing criticism.




A debate over how to define antisemitism is dividing campuses.




By Sharon Otterman


Mar 21, 2024


A Columbia University task force set up to combat antisemitism on campus in the wake of the Oct. 7 Hamas attacks is attempting to avoid one of the most contentious issues in university debates over the war: Its members have refused to settle on what the definition of "antisemitism" is.



Competing factions on campus and beyond are pushing for two different definitions. The 
first
, favored by the U.S. State Department and many supporters of Israel, says "targeting of the state of Israel" could be antisemitic, a definition that could label much of the pro-Palestinian activism sweeping campus as antisemitic.



The 
second
 is narrower. It distinguishes between anti-Zionism and antisemitism and could lead to criticism that the school is not taking antisemitism seriously enough.



The debate over the definitions has become a lightning rod for the Columbia task force and for other universities around the country. The task force is charged with "understanding how antisemitism manifests on campus" and improving the climate for Jewish faculty and students. But the refusal to pick a definition has also been met with harsh criticism on both sides.



"If you don't diagnose the problem, you don't have to deal with it," said Shai Davidai, a Columbia professor who is Israeli and favors the more sweeping definition. He added, "Saying we don't want to define it so we don't have a problem, that's copping out."



Pro-Palestinian and anti-Zionist faculty and students, quite a few of whom are Jewish, fear that without a definition, the antisemitism task force could be too sweeping in the speech and activity it seeks to regulate.



Columbia's dilemma illustrates the broad challenge universities are facing as they attempt to walk a line between protecting free speech and avoiding discrimination lawsuits from Jewish students.



Universities are also facing enormous outside pressure. Columbia's president, Nemat Shafik, and the co-chairs of its board of directors have been called to 
testify
 at a congressional hearing on antisemitism on April 17. Ms. Shafik did not attend the contentious 
December hearing
 where the presidents of Harvard University, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and the University of Pennsylvania 
struggled to answer questions
 about whether a call for the genocide of Jews would violate school policies.



Columbia has already been sued in a 
federal civil rights lawsuit
, filed by more than a dozen Jewish students, which describes the university as an institution where "mobs of pro-Hamas students and faculty march by the hundreds shouting vile antisemitic slogans, including calls to genocide." 



Pro-Palestinian demonstrators dispute that chants like "By any means necessary" and "There is only one solution, intifada, revolution" are antisemitic calls to genocide.



For the task force, the university chose three Jewish professors as co-chairs because they are seasoned senior faculty who know how Columbia works. They are not academic experts in antisemitism research, however.



The professors argue that their 15-member task force does not need to define antisemitism, because they don't see it as their task to label things as antisemitic or not. Rather, they want to hear why Jewish students and faculty are upset and see if there are practical solutions that can be found to help them feel more comfortable.



 "I get letters from parents every single day, just regular people, students," one of the co-chairs, 
Nicholas Lemann
, a former dean of the journalism school, said in an interview. He said that many of them ask: "'Why aren't you listening? Why aren't you doing anything?'"



"Our job is not to define antisemitism," he said, adding, "Our job is to listen to them, make them feel that somebody at Columbia cares about them, and to try to figure out what is causing this great discomfort and distress, and whether anything can be done to ameliorate it that's consistent with the values of the university."



Pro-Israel Jewish advocacy groups have been pushing for years for organizations and governments to adopt the more sweeping definition developed by the 
International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance
, which wraps in anti-Zionist speech. Since 2016, it has been endorsed by more than 40 countries, including Israel.



There is no dispute about the core of the definition -- antisemitism, it states, is a "certain perception of Jews that may be expressed as hatred" toward them. But its examples about Israel can be broadly interpreted, in ways that critics say would unfairly silence political criticism.



For example, the definition says that "denying the Jewish people their right to self-determination, e.g., by claiming that the existence of a State of Israel is a racist endeavor" could be antisemitic.



Left-wing Jews often support the newer, 
Jerusalem Declaration
 definition, which takes a more tolerant approach toward criticism of Israel, including toward boycotts and sanctions of the Jewish state. Another definition, known as the 
Nexus Document
, stands in the uneasy middle.



At Harvard and Stanford, antisemitism task force members have 
faced harsh criticism
 for not supporting the more sweeping definition; that tension was one reason the co-chair of the task force at Stanford decided to 
resign
.



At Columbia, the task force chairs are trying to avoid falling into a similar trap. But fighting something without defining it could prove difficult.



"If you want to understand any issue and any problem, you need to have an understanding of what it is," said Dov Waxman, an expert on antisemitism at UCLA. "You can't count something if you're not able to understand what it is."



He recommended that the Columbia task force refer to more than one definition, as the Biden administration did last year in outlining its 
antisemitism strategy
. The task force has not ruled out such a step, Mr. Lemann said.



Some of the Columbia task-force listening sessions on campus have become tense. At a March 1 session with graduate students, for example, several anti-Zionist Jews demanded to know what the definition of antisemitism would be and whether their views would be included in it.



Ester Fuchs
, an urban policy professor and task force co-chair, interrupted them and became hostile, four students charged in a subsequent letter to Ms. Shafik and other administrators in which they called on Professor Fuchs to be replaced on the task force by an anti-Zionist.



Caitlin Liss, a Jewish graduate student who signed the letter, said she is part of a "long Jewish tradition of anti-Zionism" that includes many students at the school. But, she said, "you would never know that on campus from the way that the administration talks about it, from the way that the task force talks about it."



Professor Fuchs said the students "attempted to disrupt the session and ignore its purpose -- to listen to students' concerns and experiences with antisemitism on campus."



Joseph Howley, a Jewish classics professor and 
supporter
 of Columbia's pro-Palestinian movement, was invited to attend a listening session, but didn't go. "I have no reason to believe I'll be taken seriously," he said. In the end, only a few of the roughly 40 faculty members who had been invited to a listening session intended for critics of Israel attended.



In another session, Amy Werman, a professor at the School of Social Work who supports Israel, brought up a question about whether the task force might just be window dressing to appease Congress.



"Ester, oh, boy, she did not take to that kindly," she said, referring to Professor Fuchs. "I would almost say I felt like she was attacking me."



Professor Fuchs disputed that and said she had replied: "You obviously don't know us. We have never been window dressing, and we don't intend to be now."



Still, at least some Jewish students who have felt ostracized or unsafe on campus have found the listening sessions helpful, said 
Rebecca Massel
, a sophomore who covers antisemitism for The Columbia Spectator.



"It's been an outlet for students to raise concerns," she said.



The task force is now hiring a 
research director
 to develop a study on antisemitism at Columbia and recommend training materials for the university.



Earlier this month, it issued its first report. The 
24-page document
 called for additional 
limits on protests
 and better enforcement of existing rules, to address a key complaint of Jewish students who say the environment at Columbia has become intolerable.



Protests were the first focus, Professor Fuchs said, because they are the "most overtly disruptive to life on campus and make people feel like they're unsafe, like they're unwelcome and they should find another place to go to school."



As for whether some common anti-Israel protest chants like "Death to the Zionist State" could amount to discriminatory harassment of Jewish or Israeli students, the report largely punted, saying that was ultimately a question for lawyers.



Under federal law, "our policy definition of discriminatory harassment needs to be general, not tailored only to protect Jews and Israelis," said David M. Schizer, another co-chair and former dean of Columbia's law school, explaining why the report didn't define antisemitism in that context. 



In its report, the task force suggested the university take on the issue. "We urge the university to provide more guidance on the meaning of 'discriminatory harassment,' including antisemitic harassment," the report said.
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In N.Y. Suburbs, Republicans Seek Edge by Targeting Transgender Athletes



A debate over transgender women and girls in sports in Nassau County spurred a legal fight, a visit from Caitlyn Jenner and a mixed response from residents.




Caitlyn Jenner, a former Olympian who is transgender, expressed support for an order preventing sports teams that include transgender women and girls from using Nassau County facilities.




By Liam Stack and Nate Schweber


Mar 20, 2024


A ban on 
transgender women playing on women's sports
 teams at county-owned sports facilities has turned a Long Island county into the latest battleground for conservatives who have put cultural issues at the center of a nationwide political strategy.



Restricting the rights of transgender people has become the focus of those efforts, and the ban in densely populated Nassau County has infuriated L.G.B.T.Q. activists and Democratic officials, who have challenged it in court.



But it is unclear whether the ban, which was introduced last month through an executive order signed by the Republican county executive, Bruce Blakeman, will provoke broader anger in a place where 
Republicans have gained ground in recent years
. Or, by contrast, if it might motivate conservative and moderate voters in a place where Democrats hold a fragile majority.



It is also unclear whom it might affect, if anyone. The executive order applies to more than 100 facilities in Nassau County, including playing fields in parks; baseball, football, and soccer fields; basketball and tennis courts; ice skating rinks; and indoor and outdoor swimming pools, according to the state attorney general's office.



The county ban does not apply to facilities owned and run by the area's public school districts, though it could affect students whose teams practice or play at county facilities.



The ban could also pose a problem for youth or adult recreation leagues with transgender players. Last week, one such group that uses county facilities, the Long Island Roller Rebels, an adult roller derby league, 
sued
 Nassau County, arguing that the ban violates state civil rights law.



When asked if there currently were or had ever been any transgender women or girls who competed at sports facilities run by the county's parks department, Mr. Blakeman said he believed the answer to be no. But he wanted to make sure there never would be, he said.



"You don't have to get punched in the nose in politics to take action," Mr. Blakeman told reporters on Monday.



Nassau County is next to New York City, the 
seat of Democratic power
. But, like 
Republicans elsewhere
, Mr. Blakeman has found culture war issues to be a winning campaign topic -- often casting them in terms of parents' rights. In 2021, he used opposition to pandemic-era mask mandates to revive his political career and defeat a centrist for his current job.



On Monday, his effort drew the endorsement of Caitlyn Jenner, the former Olympian and longtime Republican who is today best known as a reality television star. She appeared onstage beside Mr. Blakeman to declare her love for the L.G.B.T.Q. community and her support for the ban, which she said would protect women and girls and defeat "the woke agenda."



"If the left wants to fight this battle on this hill, it's a losing battle," said Ms. Jenner, a transgender woman. "We will win the battle."



Ms. Jenner's appearance in Nassau County seemed designed to telegraph to voters that one might support the gay and transgender community while still opposing certain rights for some of its members.



"For obvious reasons, Caitlyn's the star of the show; she's an Olympic hero," Mr. Blakeman told reporters, with a broad grin. "And I'll tell my legal team to take everything Caitlyn said and put it in the brief."



Democratic leaders have pushed back strongly on Mr. Blakeman's order, which requires any sports organization that wants to use a county parks department facility to "expressly designate" its teams as male, female or coed based on the birth sex of its members.



After the order was signed, Gov. Kathy Hochul accused Mr. Blakeman of "bullying trans kids." The state attorney general, Letitia James, called the move "transphobic and deeply dangerous."



The order has been challenged by the New York Civil Liberties Union, which filed suit last week on behalf of the roller derby league, and by Ms. James, who issued a 
cease-and-desist order
 earlier this month seeking to stop it from being enforced. In response, Mr. Blakeman 
filed his own lawsuit
 and said he wants a federal judge to rule that his order is legal.



It is unclear how urgent the issue is to voters in New York.



There is no local polling data on the issue available in Nassau County. National polls suggest that while the number of Americans who know a transgender person is rising, so too is the number of Americans who oppose their inclusion in sports teams that align with their gender identity.



According to a 
Gallup poll last year
, large majorities of independent (67 percent) and Republican (93 percent) voters say they oppose allowing transgender athletes to play on teams that align with their gender identity. The number of Democrats who support their right to do so fell from 55 percent in 2021 to 47 percent in 2023.



Interviews with Long Island residents show a similarly complicated range of opinion.



Claire Kelty, 38, a physical therapist who works in Mineola, said she and a transgender friend had talked about the issue and agreed there were differences in physical strength between those who were assigned male or female at birth.



"It could very well be an unfair advantage," Ms. Kelty said. She said she understood why Ms. Jenner would support Mr. Blakeman's executive order.



"That makes sense, for her of all people," Ms. Kelty said. "I respect Caitlyn Jenner."



But Marissa Blanko, 21, a nursing student in Mineola, did not. She said Ms. Jenner was a hypocrite for opposing the rights of transgender athletes.



"Why would she be, like, 'Oh, no, I'm against it'?" Ms. Blanko said. "Look at yourself."



Others, though, said Ms. Jenner's athletic career in men's sports -- a gold medal at the 1976 Olympic Games in Montreal, a star turn on the front of a Wheaties box -- was exactly the point.



"If it was the other way around, I'd take her in her prime to compete against females -- she'll just dominate," said Ronnie Stephen, 36. "I'm all about change, but it's all about fairness."



The L.G.B.T.Q. movement has long relied on the idea that knowing a gay or transgender person would make a straight or cisgender person more likely to support L.G.B.T.Q. rights.



But it is not clear if that assumption holds true when it comes to sports: In the last two years, support for transgender athletes has actually fallen slightly more among those who know a transgender person than among those who do not.



According to the Gallup poll
, 40 percent of those who knew a transgender person in 2021 said that person should be allowed to play on the sports team of their choice, but that figure fell by 10 points to just 30 percent by 2023. Among those who do not know a transgender person, support for transgender athletes fell 8 points in the same time frame, to 23 percent.



With a critical election looming in November, Democratic and Republican candidates have both said they plan to campaign vigorously in Nassau County.



But it is unclear if Mr. Blakeman's new signature issue will motivate voters to turn out. "This shouldn't be a partisan issue," he said on Monday. "This is a common sense issue."



Some residents said they never thought about the issue at all. One resident, Maria Williams, 21, a nursing student in Jericho, said transgender athletes were none of her concern.



"I really don't think about this stuff," she said. "I just don't care."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/20/nyregion/nassau-trans-women-sports.html
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Is New York Better Off Than It Was 7 Years Ago? New Yorkers Say No.



From public safety to schools, New Yorkers across all five boroughs feel that their city's quality of life has worsened in recent years, according to a survey.




Less than a third of the survey's 6,600 respondents rate the city's quality of life as excellent or good.




By Dana Rubinstein


Mar 19, 2024


In the South Fordham section of the Bronx, residents give their neighborhood a Bronx cheer. In Park Slope in Brooklyn -- known and parodied for its self-consciously liberal politics and wealth -- residents are much happier.



But if there's one thing that New Yorkers can agree upon, it's that the quality of life in New York City has suffered.



Only half of New Yorkers plan to stay in the city, according to 
the survey
 of more than 6,600 New York City households conducted in the second half of 2023 by the nonpartisan Citizens Budget Commission -- a follow-up to similar studies in 2017 and 2008.



Only 39 percent are content with the state of public education. Only 37 percent are happy with the level of public safety in their neighborhood, and only 34 percent are satisfied with their neighborhood's cleanliness. Less than a third rate the city's quality of life as excellent or good. Less than a quarter are content with the overall quality of government services.



And in nearly every category, New Yorkers felt worse about the city in 2023 than they did in 2017 and 2008.



"The drop is stark," said Andrew Rein, president of the Citizens Budget Commission, even as he stressed that context matters. In 2017, New York City was "seven years into a really robust recovery," he said. In 2023, New York City was still emerging from a pandemic that brought economic and social upheaval. 



While New Yorkers largely agreed that quality of life in New York City was unimpressive, they diverged widely on how that manifested itself in their particular neighborhoods -- an apparent reflection of neighborhood wealth.



Residents of Brooklyn's Community Board 6, which includes Carroll Gardens, Gowanus, Park Slope, Cobble Hill and Red Hook, were the city's most content, with more than 38 percent describing their local quality of life as "excellent." The nearby communities of Downtown Brooklyn, Brooklyn Heights, Fort Greene and Dumbo clocked in next, with 37.8 percent calling their neighborhoods "excellent," followed by Manhattan's Greenwich Village.



"Gosh," said Andrew Gounardes, a state senator whose district encompasses several of those Brooklyn neighborhoods. "I would guess that that's due to a combination of factors, probably access to parks -- whether it's Prospect Park or the waterfront parks, green space, lots of strong schools, lots of vibrant nightlife and commercial corridors and restaurants and small businesses."



In no other neighborhood did more than 30 percent rate of residents rate their neighborhood as highly.



On the flip side, 54 percent of residents in the Bronx's Community Board 5, which encompasses South Fordham, ranked the quality of life in their neighborhood as "poor" -- the worst ranking in New York City. The next two lowest-ranking community boards were also in the Bronx, including neighborhoods of Mott Haven, Melrose, Port Morris, Belmont and East Tremont.



Pierina Sanchez, the Bronx councilwoman whose district includes Community Board 5, said she was not surprised. "Our crime rates in the district, they've not been great, right?" she said.



"The perceptions of New York City going in the wrong direction are compounded with a district that has a harsher socioeconomic reality," Ms. Sanchez said. "It's facing generations of disinvestment."



Fifty percent or less of New Yorkers rated positively 52 of 68 metrics, from overall quality of life in New York City and the quality of after-school programs and public housing, to ease of travel within the five boroughs, neighborhood cleanliness and rat control. They expressed more satisfaction with New York's Fire Department, emergency medical services, libraries, neighborhood parks and garbage collection.



The survey was sent to a random sampling of nearly 126,000 households, 6,632 of which participated. The respondents included at least 90 households from each of New York City's 
59
 community boards, and each board's responses are available on an 
interactive map
 on the commission's website.



Sixty-two of the survey metrics were similar to topics in the 2017 survey. In 54 of those, residents expressed more dissatisfaction than in 2017, with the satisfaction level relatively unchanged in the other eight.



Of particular note were New Yorkers' feelings about crime. There were 
more
 murders, robberies, felony assaults, burglaries and grand larcenies last year than in 2019, before the pandemic began, and the survey questions reflected a marked unease in how people felt riding the subway or walking the streets at night.



Mayor Eric Adams, a retired police captain, ran for office in 2021 on an anti-crime platform, and the Citizens Budget Commission gave him credit for trying to target areas of concern to New Yorkers.



"We will continue to advance Mayor Adams's bold plans to make the city safer, more prosperous, and more livable, and we look forward to working with our partners at the City Council, in Albany, and in Washington, D.C., to ensure the city continues to work for working-class New Yorkers," said Charles Lutvak, a spokesman for the mayor.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/19/nyregion/new-yorkers-poll-survey.html
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Top Adviser to Mayor Adams Is Accused in a Lawsuit of Sexual Harassment



A New York City police sergeant said she was demoted and later quit after she rebuffed the advances by Timothy Pearson, whose conduct has already drawn scrutiny.




Timothy Pearson, center, earns $242,600 as one of the closest advisers to Mayor Eric Adams, right.




By Dana Rubinstein and William K. Rashbaum


Mar 21, 2024


A top aide and close confidant to Mayor Eric Adams whose behavior has drawn scrutiny from city investigators has been accused in a lawsuit of sexually harassing a police sergeant and then punishing her when she refused his advances.



The aide, Timothy Pearson, is already the subject of a continuing investigation by the city's Department of Investigation stemming from a brawl with security guards at a Midtown Manhattan migrant center in October. The department is expected to investigate the new accusations against him, a person with knowledge of the matter said.



The sergeant, Roxanne Ludemann, is now retired. She claims in the suit that Mr. Pearson, who oversaw a special mayoral department where Ms. Ludemann was the chief of staff, often put his hands on female subordinates.



In an interview on Thursday, Ms. Ludemann described how Mr. Pearson had cornered her at an office party in December 2022 and had asked her to show him the designs for the new work space for the department, the Mayor's Office of Municipal Services Assessment, which Mr. Adams created to improve government efficiency.



"He's like, 'Show me where my office is,'" Ms. Ludemann recounted in the interview. "And while he's doing this, his hands are on my shoulders, and then he's like rubbing it up and down, and I'm like trying to move my body a little bit away from him and he's holding on."



Ms. Ludemann said in the interview and in court papers that her direct supervisor, Miltiadis Marmara, then walked in.



"And he moves his hand rapidly off me, like a snake retracting its body," Ms. Ludemann said.



Mr. Pearson and Mr. Marmara did not respond to requests for comment.



Mr. Adams and Mr. Pearson have known each other for more than 30 years. Their relationship attracted attention after the mayor 
appointed
 Mr. Pearson, a retired police inspector, as a senior adviser with a salary of $242,600 and, in an unusual arrangement, let him keep a lucrative second job as the security chief at a Queens casino.



After The New York Times reported that Mr. Pearson was 
simultaneously collecting a city paycheck and a police pension
, he 
left his job at the casino, Resorts World New York City Casino, the city's biggest gambling
 enterprise.



Last year, the Department of Investigation, which investigates corruption and malfeasance, waste and abuse, 
opened an inquiry
 into his involvement in the violent melee at the migrant center.



In December, the mayor 
described
 Mr. Pearson as "a value asset" and "a good public servant." In October, he 
called
 him "a sharp, ethical, nonviolent person."



Commenting on Ms. Ludemann's suit on Thursday, Kayla Mamelak, a spokeswoman for Mr. Adams, said: "We will review the lawsuit and respond in court."



The suit
, filed in State Supreme Court in Manhattan, also names Jeffrey Maddrey, the Police Department's chief of department, and Joseph Profeta, a deputy police inspector, as defendants. She accuses them of being complicit in retaliatory actions Mr. Pearson took against her.



Inspector Profeta declined to comment. Chief Maddrey did not immediately response to a request for comment.



The accusations against Mr. Pearson come just days after Mr. Adams 
was accused
 in a lawsuit of sexually assaulting a police colleague in 1993. He has denied any wrongdoing.



Mr. Pearson's loosely defined portfolio at City Hall has encompassed such disparate responsibilities as advising the mayor on the city's recovery from the Covid-19 pandemic, meeting with business leaders and managing the unit where Ms. Ludemann served. According to Ms. Ludemann, members of the unit were required to sign nondisclosure agreements that precluded them from discussing their work in any detail.



Ms. Ludemann said she initially loved her job with the unit, which at first was under the direct authority of Philip Banks, Mr. Adams's deputy mayor for public safety, and operated out of a building where Mr. Pearson also worked. It was a break from routine policing, she said, and she felt like she was making a difference.



But when the unit was moved from Mr. Banks's direct supervision to Mr. Pearson's, she said the incidence of sexual harassment increased.



Mr. Pearson would regularly touch women when talking to them, according to Ms. Ludemann's suit, which was first reported by 
The New York Daily News
. He would also "lick his lips" and "open his legs when speaking to women in an overtly sexual way."



Before the unit was shifted to Mr. Pearson's oversight, Mr. Marmara had recommended Ms. Ludemann for a promotion to sergeant special assignment, a title that can come with extra pay of more than $25,000 a year.



After Mr. Pearson took over, he told Ms. Ludemann that if she wanted the promotion, she would have to become his personal driver, a de facto demotion that would also have required her to spend time alone with a supervisor who she said was harassing her.



Ms. Ludemann, a married mother of four, declined the offer.



Following the episode at the office party, Ms. Ludemann said, Mr. Marmara insisted that she file a complaint with the Police Department's equal employment opportunity office. She did not do so, saying that similar complaints against police officials never seemed to result in anything positive.



As a compromise, Mr. Marmara told the unit's supervisors that Mr. Pearson should never be left alone with a woman in the office.



Ultimately, Ms. Lundemann says in the suit, she was denied a promotion, her colleagues rose up in protest and Mr. Pearson and his colleagues subjected her to demotion, disciplinary proceedings and several transfers. In the end, she resigned.



Now, she is suing for compensatory and punitive damages.



"If they care about the safety of the women employees who work in City Hall and around Tim Pearson, they need to remove him from his position," said John Scola, the lawyer representing Ms. Ludemann.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/21/nyregion/timothy-pearson-sexual-harassment-lawsuit.html
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M. Emmet Walsh, Character Actor Who Always Stood Out, Dies at 88



His roles in films like "Knives Out" and "Blade Runner" were sometimes big, sometimes small. But he invariably made a strong impression.




M. Emmet Walsh in a 2004 stage production of Sam Shepard's "Buried Child" in London. He performed in regional theaters early in his career before making his Broadway debut in 1969, the same year he began making movies.




By Matt Twomey


Mar 21, 2024


M. Emmet Walsh, a paunchy and prolific character actor who was called "the poet of sleaze" by the critic Roger Ebert for his naturalistic portrayals of repellent lowlifes and miscreants, died on Tuesday in St. Albans, a small city in northern Vermont. He was 88. 



His death, in a hospital, was announced by his manager, Sandy Joseph.



The most enduring praise Mr. Walsh received also came from Mr. Ebert: He coined the Stanton-Walsh Rule, which asserted that "no movie featuring either 
Harry Dean Stanton
 or M. Emmet Walsh in a supporting role can be altogether bad."



In "Straight Time," a 1978 film featuring both Mr. Stanton and Mr. Walsh, Mr. Walsh played a patronizing parole officer to Dustin Hoffman's teetering ex-con. Mr. Walsh's performance caught the eye of two brothers who aspired to be auteurs and were writing their first feature-film script.



The unknown Joel and Ethan Coen wrote the pivotal character of a detective in "Blood Simple" for Mr. Walsh. To their surprise, and despite offering little more in compensation than a per diem stipend, he accepted the role.




A performance by Mr. Walsh in "Straight Time" led to a role in "Blood Simple" (1984), the first feature film by Joel and Ethan Coen.




Reviewing "Blood Simple"
 for The New York Times in 1984, Janet Maslin said that Mr. Walsh had captured "a mischievousness that is perfect for the role." Writing in Salon on the occasion of the release of Janus Films' digital restoration in 2016, 
Andrew O'Hehir praised Mr. Walsh's portrayal
 of a "sleazy, giggly and profoundly disturbing private detective."



On the set, he took pleasure in hazing the neophyte directors. "Let's cut this sophomoric stuff, it's not N.Y.U. anymore," Joel Coen recalled him saying, according to 
a Times article
 in 1985. "One time I asked him to do something just to humor me, and he said, 'Joel, this whole damn movie is just to humor you.'"



After the film's critical success -- Mr. Walsh won the first Independent Spirit Award for best performance by an actor -- the Coen brothers brought Mr. Walsh back for a cameo in their second movie, "Raising Arizona."



Also in that movie, in addition to Nicolas Cage and Holly Hunter, was John Goodman, who went on to become a Coen Brothers regular -- while Mr. Walsh did not. With Mr. Goodman on board, Mr. Walsh said in an interview for the Janus Films edition of "Blood Simple," "their casting needs didn't involve me anymore."



Michael Emmet Walsh was born on March 22, 1935, in Ogdensburg, N.Y. His father, Harry Maurice Walsh Sr., was a customs agent on the Vermont-Quebec border; his mother, Agnes Katherine (Sullivan) Walsh, ran the household.




Mr. Walsh performed more than 120 movie roles over the next five decades, and even more television parts. 




Mr. Walsh was raised in rural Swanton, Vt., and attended nearby Clarkson University in northern New York State, earning a bachelor's degree in business administration while dabbling in stage productions.



"I had a good faculty adviser up there who said, 'Why wait to be 40 to wonder whether you should have been an actor? Get rid of it now, or find out!'" Mr. Walsh said in 
a 2011 interview
 at the Silent Movie Theater in Los Angeles. "So I went to New York."



He was schooled in acting at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts and also, less formally, in New York theaters. Unable to afford tickets, he would slip in amid the crowd at intermission.



"There was always an empty seat. And you see everything!" he said. "I saw Annie Bancroft do 'Miracle Worker' with Patty Duke, probably 40 times; 'Raisin in the Sun' with Sidney Poitier. And I just watched them."



Deaf in his left ear since a mastoid operation when he was 3 years old, and with a clipped Vermont accent, Mr. Walsh said, "It was obvious I wasn't going to do Shaw and Shakespeare and Moliere -- my speech was simply too bad."



"People go and try to become the next Pacino," he continued, "or the next Meryl Streep or something -- they don't want that. They want something new, something different -- they want you! And actors have a hard time figuring that out. So I had to figure out who I was and what I could do, that no one else could do."



He performed in regional theaters throughout the Northeast for most of a decade, then made his Broadway debut in "Does a Tiger Wear a Necktie?" (1969), starring Al Pacino.



A few parts in television commercials led to an uncredited role in "Midnight Cowboy" that same year. He then landed the part of the irate and incomprehensible Group G Army sergeant in Arthur Penn's screen adaptation of Arlo Guthrie's song "Alice's Restaurant."




Mr. Walsh in "Blade Runner" (1982). In 2018 the star of that movie, Harrison Ford, inducted Mr. Walsh into the Character Actor Hall of Fame. 




Then came about 120 movie roles over the next five decades, and even more television parts. The critics took notice: He was a "cynical small-town sportswriter" in "Slap Shot" (1977), a "bonkers sniper" in "The Jerk" (1979), a "hard-drinking, sleazy and underhanded police veteran" in "Blade Runner" (1982) and an "unsympathetic swimming coach" in "Ordinary People" (1980).



In a 2011 profile for L.A. Weekly
, 
the critic
 
Nicolas Rapold called Mr. Walsh "a consummate old pro of the second-banana business."



"My job is to come in and move the story along," he said in the Silent Movie Theater interview. "The stars don't do the exposition ... So I come on with Redford or Newman or Dustin or somebody, and I throw the ball to them, and they throw it back, and it starts to become that tennis match, back and forth, and that's what makes the dynamics of the whole thing."



"And I'm driving the movie forward," he added. "They don't want an Emmet Walsh. They want a bus driver. They want a cop. They don't want an Emmet Walsh cop. I just try to sublimate myself and get in there and do it."



Mr. Walsh had confidence in his ability to deliver, and he knew how valuable that was to harried filmmakers. "You're casting something, and you've got 12 problems; if they've got me, they only have 11 problems."



He said that directors sought him out for his ability to elevate subpar material. "They'd say, 'This is terrible crap -- get Walsh. At least he makes it believable.' And I got a lot of those jobs."



Reviews reflected that. Mr. Walsh was often singled out in otherwise forgettable films -- for a "good individual performance" in "The Fish That Saved Pittsburgh" (1979), as a "dependable talent" in "The Best of Times" (1986).



That is not to say he never had a miss; his performance in "Wild, Wild West" (1999) prompted Mr. Ebert to deem the Stanton-Walsh Rule "invalidated."



In 2018, Mr. Walsh's "Blade Runner" co-star, Harrison Ford, inducted him into the Character Actor Hall of Fame. At that same ceremony, he was honored with the Chairman's Lifetime Achievement award.



He continued acting in recent years, including in the 2019 movie 
"Knives Out"
 and in a 2022 episode of the Showtime series "American Gigolo."



Mr. Walsh leaves no immediate survivors. He lived in St. Albans and in Culver City, Calif.



Of his own body of work, he told the comedian Gilbert Gottfried in a 2018 episode of his podcast: "There's a lot of stuff out there. They're not all 'Hamlet.' But I'm not ashamed of any of it."



"The parts are all your children," Mr. Walsh said in a 1989 interview with the trade newspaper Drama-Logue. "They'll be my epitaph when they throw in that last shovelful of dirt."



Alex Traub
 contributed reporting.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/20/movies/m-emmet-walsh-dead.html
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Jean Maria Arrigo, Who Exposed Psychologists' Ties to Torture, Dies at 79



Risking ostracism by her colleagues, she fought against the use of psychologists in coercive interrogations by the military and the C.I.A.




Jean Maria Arrigo in an undated photo. In 2015, The Guardian referred to her as "a national hero" for her efforts.




By Trip Gabriel


Mar 19, 2024


Jean Maria Arrigo, a psychologist who exposed efforts by the American Psychological Association to obscure the role of psychologists in coercive interrogations of terror suspects in the aftermath of the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks, died on Feb. 24 at her home in Alpine, Calif. She was 79.



The cause was complications of pancreatic cancer, her husband, John Crigler, said.



A 
headline
 about her as a whistle-blower in The Guardian  in 2015 put it succinctly: "'A National Hero': Psychologist Who Warned of Torture Collusion Gets Her Due."



A decade earlier, Dr. Arrigo had been named to a task force by the American Psychological Association, the largest professional group of psychologists, to examine the role of trained psychologists in national security interrogations.



The 10-member panel was formed in response to news reports in 2004 about abuse at the American-run 
Abu Ghraib prison
 in Iraq and at Guantanamo Bay in Cuba, which included 
details about psychologists
 aiding in interrogations that, according to the International Committee of the Red Cross, were "tantamount to torture."



Dr. Arrigo later asserted that the A.P.A. task force was a sham -- a public relations effort "to put out the fires of controversy right away," as she told fellow psychologists in a wave-making 
speech in 2007
.



The task force met and deliberated for just three days in 2005, she revealed. It was stacked with members who had ties to the Pentagon and conflicts of interest. Its 
conclusion
, written by the top ethics official at the A.P.A., was that psychologists had an important role to play in interrogations, keeping them "safe, legal, ethical and effective" -- intentionally broad language supplied by an official at the Defense Department.




Prisoners from Afghanistan being guarded by the military police in 2002 at Guantanamo Bay in Cuba.




Though the proceedings of the task force, formally known as the A.P.A.'s Presidential Task Force on Psychological Ethics and National Security, were meant to be secret, Dr. Arrigo publicized what took place, spoke to journalists and turned over emails and records to the Senate Armed Services Committee.



She argued that the Geneva Convention, with its strict ban on torture, should guide psychologists, not the looser standards of President George W. Bush's administration, whose lawyers had written 
secret memos
 indicating that "enhanced interrogation techniques" meant to break the will of detainees, including waterboarding, or simulated drowning, were permissible.



After Dr. Arrigo went public with her objections, a former A.P.A. president attacked her in unusually personal terms, claiming that a "troubled upbringing" and her father's supposed suicide explained her dissenting views. (Dr. Arrigo's father was alive at the time.)



"Without her participation as a whistle-blower," Roy J. Eidelson, a past president of Psychologists for Social Responsibility, said in an interview, "the A.P.A. in all likelihood would have continued to collaborate covertly with the Department of Defense and the C.I.A. in support of psychologists' involvement in operations that we now know are abusive and torturous toward war-on-terror detainees."



For years, Dr. Arrigo was part of a small group, the 
Coalition for an Ethical Psychology
, which criticized the A.P.A.'s close ties to military intelligence, which dated back to World War I, when psychologists were hired to test and assess recruits.



The pre-9/11 military employed hundreds of clinical psychologists and made large research grants. The A.P.A.'s critics said that it was motivated in the Bush years by a desire for career opportunities and lucrative contracts in military intelligence during the so-called war on terror. Defenders of the A.P.A. said the advice of psychologists in interrogations ensured that they were safe and ethical.



As reporting 
during
 and 
after
 the Bush years revealed, two psychologists developed the harsh interrogation techniques used by the C.I.A. at its black site prisons after 9/11, adapting a U.S. Air Force program to steel pilots in case of capture, known as SERE, for Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape. SERE, in turn, which included waterboarding and sleep deprivation, was based on Chinese techniques of the 1950s that had led to false confessions by American prisoners.



Though the Bush administration claimed harsh interrogations were justified, "there was a broad consensus among the professionals who knew best, who knew that SERE was torture," according to the book "Pay Any Price: Greed, Power and Endless War" by James Risen, a New York Times national security reporter.



In 2015, 
an independent investigation
 of the A.P.A.'s work with the Pentagon vindicated most of Dr. Arrigo's criticisms, documenting what it called "collusion" between the psychologists' group and the Department of Defense. The A.P.A. had sought to "curry favor" with the C.I.A. and the Pentagon, the report found, which had the effect of giving cover to abusive interrogations.



The 
explosive
 report, commissioned by the A.P.A.'s board, found that its ethics office "prioritized the protection of psychologists -- even those who might have engaged in unethical behavior -- above the protection of the public."



The objections of Dr. Arrigo, who is mentioned more than 150 times in the 542-page report, were suppressed in an "intentional effort to curb dissent," the report added.



The investigation produced an upheaval at the A.P.A., including 
the departure of the ethics director and other top officials
. In 2015, 
the A.P.A. banned psychologists
 from assisting in interrogations of prisoners held by any military or intelligence body. The group's immediate past president at the time, Nadine J. Kaslow, 
told
 The Guardian that Dr. Arrigo was owed an apology. "I'm going to personally thank her when I see her," Dr. Kaslow said. "I'm going to personally apologize to her for the fact that other people mistreated her."




Dr. Arrigo hiking earlier this year in California, where she lived. In 2016, she received an award for her "courage and persistence in advocating for ethical behavior among her fellow psychologists."




Jean Maria Arrigo was born on April 30, 1944, in Memphis to Joseph Arrigo, a career Army officer who worked in military intelligence for part of his career, and Nellie (Gephardt) Arrigo, a schoolteacher.



Besides Mr. Crigler, Dr. Arrigo is survived by two sisters, Sue Arrigo Clear and Linda Gail Arrigo.



Dr. Arrigo's first career was in mathematics; she earned a B.A. in the subject in 1966 and an M.A. in 1969, both from branches of the University of California. For 11 years, she taught math as an adjunct college professor, including at San Diego State University.



She returned to school to train as a social psychologist, earning an M.A. in 1995 and a Ph.D. in 1999, both from 
Claremont Graduate University
. Her doctoral research, she wrote in a resume, explored the "ethics of military and political intelligence, a theme I inherited as daughter of an undercover intelligence officer."



In 2004 she 
published
 "A Utilitarian Argument Against Torture Interrogation of Terrorists" in the journal Science and Engineering Ethics.



In 2016, Dr. Arrigo 
received the Scientific Freedom and Responsibility Award
 from the American Association for the Advancement of Science, which cited her "courage and persistence in advocating for ethical behavior among her fellow psychologists and the importance of international human rights standards and against torture."



Dr. Eidelson, the author of "Doing Harm: How the World's Largest Psychological Association Lost Its Way in the War on Terror" (2023) said in an interview that Dr. Arrigo was a quiet person, one whom few people would have pegged as likely to stand up to the national leadership of her profession.



She was "unassuming, mild-mannered, careful, fact-oriented, no-nonsense," he said. "Not everybody was happy with her, but the profession has benefited tremendously from her commitment to the truth."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/19/us/jean-maria-arrigo-dead.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Obituaries
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Weekend Arts
          
        

      

      Pages A2-A3 and Corrections

      
        Shelters Are Overloaded. Will a New Agreement Help?
        The city has negotiated a deal that will limit single migrants to 30-day shelter stays. Officials hope it will ease the crunch without increasing street homelessness.

      

      
        
          	
            Obituaries
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Weekend Arts
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




New York Today



Shelters Are Overloaded. Will a New Agreement Help?



The city has negotiated a deal that will limit single migrants to 30-day shelter stays. Officials hope it will ease the crunch without increasing street homelessness.



By James Barron


Mar 18, 2024


Good morning. It's Monday. Today we'll get details on how the city's so-called right-to-shelter requirement is being scaled back amid the continuing struggle to house thousands of migrants.








Most adult migrants without children will now have to leave shelters in New York City 
after 30 days
 unless they meet certain criteria to extend their stay.



That was the most significant change in a legal agreement modifying a longstanding requirement that the city provide shelter to anyone who asks for it. Migrant families with children will not be affected.



The settlement ended months of legal wrangling that began in May, when Mayor Eric Adams, a Democrat, sought permission to change the 42-year-old consent decree that established New York's right-to-shelter requirement, which is unique among cities in the U.S.



I asked Luis Ferre-Sadurni, who reports on immigration and the migrant crisis in New York, to explain the changes.



The shelters are overloaded. How will this settlement make a difference?



Officials say this settlement will give the city more flexibility to get migrant adults out of the shelter system. Right now, migrant adults without children make up about 22 percent of the 65,000 migrants in shelters.



It's important to note that the underlying right-to-shelter requirement that was established more than 40 years ago is still intact. This settlement does not change the fact that New York is the only city in the U.S. with a requirement to provide a bed to anyone who needs it.



The new rules in the settlement are meant to apply very narrowly to the migrant crisis. These rules don't apply to homeless people who are not recent migrants. The new rules are important to city officials who do not want the migrants in their care staying in the shelter system indefinitely.



So the changes in the settlement are mainly aimed at that 22 percent -- roughly 14,000 adult migrants. Will there be a rise in homeless people on the streets?



Not necessarily. For one thing, the settlement allows adult migrants to reapply for a bed in the system if they meet certain requirements. If they can show they are making significant efforts to get out of the system, but still haven't found a home, the city is required to give them a bed again.



That said, it remains to be seen how the city is going to accomplish this and meet its legal requirements. The city is required to consider extensions on a case-by-case basis. City officials have not said how they're going to handle all the requests they're bound to get from migrants who say they need to stay longer than 30 days.



What the city does will be watched closely. The city will put together weekly reports showing how many extensions have been granted and how many have been denied. The lawyers from the Legal Aid Society, who represent the plaintiffs in the case, have said very clearly that they'll be monitoring the city's actions and that they are ready to go back to court if they think the city is, for example, denying shelter to people who are actually eligible under the settlement.



What will happen to migrants who reach the 30-day limit and don't have an exception?



It remains to be seen.



If the city denies their request to stay longer than 30 days, they might not have access to a bed in the shelter system and might have to figure out some other living arrangements. That could mean that some are effectively left homeless. But Legal Aid lawyers note there's nothing in the agreement preventing a migrant from trying to apply for a bed again, even after his or her extension request has been turned down.



The 30-day rule is not new. Isn't the difference that the city can now say no to migrants who want to stay longer than that?



Right. Under the previous rules, adult migrants without children could stay in city shelters for 30 days and could then reapply for another bed, no questions asked.



There have been backlogs. Over the past few months, we've seen that adult migrants who reapplied for beds after 30 days have had to wait, sometimes more than a week, for the city to get them another bed. Many of them were effectively homeless while they were waiting. Some had to wait in the cold outside the processing center in the East Village where they go to reapply. Often they were made to sleep on the floor of what the city calls "waiting rooms," which are basically the lobbies of shelter buildings where they're trying to be assigned another bed.



The agreement says exceptions will be made only under "extenuating circumstances." What are they?



Adult migrants would be able to stay longer than 30 days if they can prove to the city that they're making "significant efforts" to get out of the shelter system and find housing but haven't yet. They could show that they've applied for a job or a job-training program or that they've been searching for an apartment.



They could also stay longer than 30 days if they show that they have plans to leave New York City soon but need a few more days in the shelter. Similarly, if they have an immigration hearing in the next 30 days or a lease for an apartment that starts in the next few weeks but need a place to stay in between, they could stay longer.



All of this is at the discretion of the city.



Does the city have the personnel to process requests for exceptions?



The city already has a heavily staffed infrastructure in place to handle the migrant shelter system across shelters, hotels and dormitories. It remains to be seen if officials will have to redirect some of those resources or hire more people to make sure they can process all this in a timely manner.



There are a lot of open questions here. The next few weeks will be very important to see how this plays out, to see how many people are being denied shelter and what happens to adult migrants who are unable to gain access to the shelter system anymore. Do they end up on the streets? Do they leave New York City? Those are things that advocates for immigrants and for the homeless will be watching for.



Weather



Expect a mostly sunny day in the low 50s. The evening will be mostly cloudy, with temperatures dropping to the mid-30s.



ALTERNATE-SIDE PARKING



In effect until Sunday (Purim).



The latest New York news








METROPOLITAN diary



Gun Hill Road








Dear Diary:



My flight from Milan arrived at Kennedy Airport amid torrential downpours. I struggled into the mass of dripping humanity outside the arrivals area.



"I'm here," said the text from my daughter Karin. "You'll find me."



I saw her ancient Toyota at the curb, near a service truck whose driver was struggling to remove a flat tire from her car. The rusted bolts finally gave way with the help of a couple of cabbies and a sledgehammer.



Unfortunately, we soon found that the temporary spare was no good.



"Where do you have to go?" someone asked.



"New London," I said.



It was 10 o'clock on a Sunday night, and the consensus was that we were doomed.



"Think you can make it to the Bronx?" someone asked. "There's an all-night tire repair on Gun Hill Road."



"Yeah," a cabby said, "I know that place."



A quick search online turned up the number, and a sleepy voice answered: "Get here before I take my break at midnight."



Off we went to the Gun Hill Road exit off Route I-95, and then west to a dimly lit storefront with a jack on the sidewalk out front. A soul food restaurant was open next door.



"I'm starving," Karin said, making a beeline for the restaurant. I dashed after her and soon found her, with her purple hair, chatting with the cashier, a young woman with bright blue hair.



The food was great and the new tire was reasonably priced. Having once lived nearby on Decatur Avenue, I felt as if I had come home again.



-- Stu Reininger



Illustrated by Agnes Lee. 
Send submissions here
 and 
read more Metropolitan Diary here
.



Glad we could get together here. See you tomorrow. -- J.B.



P.S. Here's today's 
Mini Crossword
 and 
Spelling Bee
. 
You can find all our puzzles here
.



Melissa Guerrero and Ed Shanahan contributed to New York Today. You can reach the team at nytoday@nytimes.com.



Sign up here to get this newsletter in your inbox.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/18/nyregion/shelters-are-overloaded-will-a-new-agreement-help.html
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With an Eye on War at Home, a Ukrainian Conductor Arrives at the Met



Oksana Lyniv, who is leading "Turandot" at the Metropolitan Opera, has used her platform to criticize Russia and promote Ukrainian culture.




The conductor Oksana Lyniv at the Metropolitan Opera House, where she is conducting Puccini's "Turandot."




By Javier C. Hernandez


Mar 21, 2024


The Ukrainian conductor Oksana Lyniv was preparing for a performance of Puccini's "Turandot" at the Metropolitan Opera this month when she saw the news: A Russian drone had hit a building in Odesa, not far from the home of her parents-in-law.



She called her family to ensure they were safe. But images of the attack, whose victims included a young mother and children, lingered in her mind. When she conducted that night, she felt the pain of war more acutely, she said, praying to herself when Liu, a selfless servant, dies in the opera's final act and the chorus turns hushed.



"In that moment, I saw all the suffering of the war," she said. "How do you explain such sadness? How do you explain who gets to be alive and who has to die?"



Since the invasion, Lyniv, 46, the first Ukrainian conductor to perform at the Met, has used her platform to denounce Russia's government. She has also set out to promote Ukrainian culture, championing works by Ukrainian composers and touring Europe with the Youth Symphony Orchestra of Ukraine, an ensemble that she founded in 2016.



The war has raised difficult questions for artists and cultural institutions. Russian performers have come under pressure to speak out against President Vladimir V. Putin. Ukrainians have faced questions too, including whether to perform Russian works or appear alongside Russian artists.



Lyniv, who now lives in Dusseldorf, Germany, has sometimes felt caught in the middle. She 
protested
 last month when a festival in Vienna announced plans to pair her appearance with a concert led by the conductor 
Teodor Currentzis
, who has 
come under scrutiny over his connections to Russia
. (The festival canceled his appearance.)




The Russian soprano Elena Pankratova in the title role of "Turandot" at the Met. Lyniv has been criticized in Ukraine for continuing to work with Russian artists.




She has also faced criticism in Ukraine for continuing to perform Russian music and work with Russian artists, like the soprano Elena Pankratova, who is singing the title role in the Met's "Turandot," which Lyniv is conducting through April 19.



Lyniv defended her work, saying, "We can't be against each other just because of nationalities" and added that it was important that great composers be heard.



"The masterpieces by Tchaikovsky or Stravinsky and Prokofiev -- these are not the property of Putin," she said. "We can't let politicians misuse the music, the art. Tchaikovsky would be against this war, I am sure of it."



The choreographer Alexei Ratmansky, who grew up in Kyiv and 
recently created a ballet about the war
, got to know Lyniv after seeing her impassioned posts on social media, where she has written remembrances of young victims and posted photos of bombed-out buildings.



"She has an unshakable inner strength," he said. "She knows what she's doing, and she's very determined. It's just beautiful to observe such a full artist and character."



Lyniv, who trained in the opera houses of Ukraine and later at the Bavarian State Opera in Munich with 
Kirill Petrenko
, has earned praise for the sensitivity of her conducting.



She has also emerged as something of a pioneer in a field still heavily dominated by men. In 2021, she led "Der Fliegende Hollander" at the Bayreuth Festival in Germany, 
becoming the first woman
 to conduct there in its 145-year history. And in 2022, she took over as music director of the Teatro Comunale in Bologna, Italy, the first woman to serve in that role.



Lyniv has had a warm reception at the Met, whose leaders have been 
critical of the war
 and have worked to 
promote Ukrainian artists
 and 
culture
. Her portrait now hangs in a gallery alongside a dozen other Ukrainian artists who have performed at the Met, beginning with the mezzo-soprano Ina Bourskaya, who made her debut in 1923 in Bizet's "Carmen."



Peter Gelb, the Met's general manager, said that Lyniv had brought energy and focus to the house's beloved production of "Turandot."



"She's very clear in what she wants," he said. "There's always a danger for a work that has been played so many times to become stale. But these performances feel fresh and alive."



Born into a family of musicians in Brody, a city in western Ukraine, Lyniv grew up playing piano, flute and violin, and singing in choirs. By the time she was 4, she knew she wanted to be a musician.



After conducting a school orchestra when she was 16, a teacher told her that while she was no Arturo Toscanini, the famed maestro, she could have a good career.



She enrolled in conducting studies at an academy in Lviv, and was the sole woman in the department. Her family had doubts about her choice, saying conducting was not a good profession for women. Some colleagues warned that her career would be confined to youth ensembles and choirs.




"The masterpieces by Tchaikovsky or Stravinsky and Prokofiev -- these are not the property of Putin," Lyniv said.




"But I didn't hear any orchestra musicians say, 'We cannot play with you because you are a woman,'" she said. "So I thought, OK, I will go on, and just to try to think in small steps."



In 2004, when she was 26, she arrived on the global scene when she placed third at the Gustav Mahler Conducting Competition in Bamberg, Germany. (
Gustavo Dudamel
, now a superstar conductor, took first place that year.)



After the competition, she enrolled at the Hochschule fur Musik Carl Maria von Weber in Dresden to hone her skills. Ekkehard Klemm, her teacher there, said that she came as a "gemstone that still needed to be polished."



"I could see that she had enormous talent, an irrepressible will and a great deal of energy and creativity," he said, adding: "She combines her art with the challenges of the times -- that is the greatest treasure of her talent."



She took a job as a conductor at the Odesa Opera and won engagements at European opera houses, including Graz Opera in Austria, where she served as chief conductor from 2017 to 2020.



Then came her Bayreuth debut. "The fact that I am a woman," she told Deutsche Welle at the time, "does not make the score any easier or harder."



The festival invited her back in 2022, as well as last summer, when she was joined by 
Nathalie Stutzmann
, who leads the Atlanta Symphony Orchestra. The pair had their 
photo
 taken in a hall lined with portraits of conductors who have appeared at Bayreuth, smiling in front of a sea of male faces.



Lyniv's success at Bayreuth, Stutzmann said, "proved at least that the mentality had changed in a good way."



"The fact that we both succeeded," she added, "means also that it's not so risky to invite a woman there."



At the Met, Lyniv has approached "Turandot" as a scholar, poring over scores, photos of the 1926 premiere and texts about Puccini.



The soprano Aleksandra Kurzak, who is singing the role of Liu, said that while it was clear that Lyniv "is connected to Ukraine with her heart and soul," she was focused on the music.



"You feel very secure with her in the pit," she said. "She gives a positive energy, and her gestures are very precise."



After her Met debut last month, Lyniv sent a video of the extended applause for "Turandot" to her parents in Ukraine. She visited them last Christmas, in her first trip home since the war began. She watched her father conduct carols at a church in Brody, and ate her mother's sweet varenyky, dumplings filled with berries, a favorite dish.



On the phone after that first night at the Met, she told her parents it was her dream to bring them to New York.



"I hope there is a day when the war will end," she said. "I hope life can go back to normal."



Anna Tsybko contributed reporting.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/21/arts/music/oksana-lyniv-metropolitan-opera-ukraine.html
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The Watching Newsletter



What to Watch This Weekend: A Rapid-Fire Sitcom



"Great News," a gone-too-soon comedy on Netflix, descended from "30 Rock" and has a similar sensibility and jokes-per-minute rate.




John Michael Higgins and Nicole Richie in "Great News."




By Esther Zuckerman


Mar 21, 2024


Like many TV fans, I was thrilled when Netflix saved the ridiculous and wonderful "
Girls5eva"
 from cancellation at the hands of Peacock. A cheeky treat about a '90s girl group reuniting, "Girls5eva" belongs to a category of show I like to call "30 Rock" Offspring. It's not exactly a spinoff of that beloved, long-running NBC sitcom about the making of a sketch comedy show, but "30 Rock" alumni are involved and the quality and rapid pace of its jokes are similar. You barely catch your breath after one punchline before the next comes hurtling toward you.



Not all children of "30 Rock" have cheated death, but the unlucky ones are still worthy of your viewing time. Once you've finished "Girls5eva" on Netflix you can stay on that platform to watch "Great News," the sitcom created by Tracey Wigfield and produced (of course) by Tina Fey and Robert Carlock. The news is indeed "great." You'll have a blast.



"Great News," which premiered in 2017, lasted only two seasons on NBC, but its mere 23 episodes are gloriously funny. The premise centers on Katie Wendelson (Briga Heelan), a stressed-out cable news producer with an overattentive mother Carol (Andrea Martin). After one of Carol's friends dies (she is described as "the other Carol"), she decides to go back to school and get an internship at Katie's network. Katie is annoyed, but it turns out Carol is the only person who can handle the bombastic and self-involved anchor Chuck Pierce (John Michael Higgins).



As in any good sitcom, the plot of the pilot just jump starts the action. Katie and Carol will continuously bicker and make up, but they are only one part of the newsroom. Chuck has a similarly delusional co-anchor in the vain Portia (Nicole Richie), and Katie develops a will-they-or-won't-they with her boss, Greg (Adam Campbell).



Most of the pleasure of watching "Great News" comes from the jokes and the way the cast delivers them. Martin and Higgins are consummate pros, but you may be surprised to find that Richie more than holds her own. (Or maybe not, if you saw her deadpan on "The Simple Life.")



There's a moment in the second season I think about all the time. The crew has planned a surprise birthday party for the uptight and very British Greg. When he's shocked by the burst of confetti, instead of saying, "Oh my God" or something similar he shouts, "Tiny Dunkirk!" This is a man who likens an innocent celebration to war and It is genius in its specificity.



I wish there were more episodes of "Great News," but alas its time on the air was brief. The good news is that after "Great News" you can head over to Peacock to watch Wigfield's hilarious reboot of "Saved by the Bell," which was also canceled too soon. "Girls5eva" is still going strong, and there is also "Unbreakable Kimmy Schmidt," another Fey-Carlock production -- that one got a nice long run on Netflix with a movie to boot. After that, maybe it's time to just go back and watch "30 Rock" again.
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Review: Looking for Love With Burt Bacharach, and Finding a Prayer



Mark Morris's "The Look of Love" at the Brooklyn Academy of Music is uneven, but you can't fight its swing.




Members of Mark Morris Dance Group in "The Look of Love" at the Brooklyn Academy of Music.




By Gia Kourlas


Mar 21, 2024


In most parts of the world, it's true that love -- the sweeter the better -- is the only thing that there's just
 
too little of. In 
Mark Morris's "The Look of Love," set to music by Burt Bacharach
 with new arrangements by Ethan Iverson, love is the fuel, the pursuit, the ultimate destination. There are hugs, there are outstretched arms -- to say a little prayer for you, Morris-style -- and there is heartbreak. In some moments the dancers' bodies wilt, as if caught in a sigh.



The 
work
, set to 14 songs and running at just over an hour, opened with the curtain down and an instrumental overture of "Alfie" by Iverson, whose piano playing was delicate but still cut through the air, quieting the energy of the crowd. When the curtain rose to "What the World Needs Now," it felt apt, setting the tone for a dance in which love is the wellspring for choreographic expression.



But fully entering the world of "The Look of Love," which opened Wednesday at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, was not always smooth sailing, especially in the beginning when the movement echoed the lyrics so pointedly and with such repetition that it was hard for anything to stick. The experience was like standing in gentle ocean waves and watching them wash over your slowly sinking feet. Again. And again.



For all its lovely moments and wonderful musicians, "Look of Love" didn't seem full enough to stand alone as an evening-length work. Morris makes dances because of music; it is a firm part of his artistic aesthetic that the two are in relationship, but they weren't always on equal footing. In many instances the music overpowered the movement, especially when Marcy Harriell, the marvelous vocalist and Broadway actress, was belting from the pit. She gives Bacharach's songs, with Hal David's lyrics, a captivating modernity complete with warmth and power.



But as the dance progressed, a certain softness prevailed, reinforced by the choreography's buttery plies, shapely arms and softly bent knees in leg extensions. That helped to focus the frame for Morris's look at love, which was only occasionally saccharine. There were times when it was weird, too, for better -- the spooky comedic number set to music (by Bacharach and Mack David) for the 1958 sci-fi horror movie, "The Blob" -- and for worse, as when Dallas McMurray lip-synced "Message to Michael" as though he was a beatnik in a cafe run by Doris Day.



As for its look? Isaac Mizrahi's costumes and production design are like an unquenchable desire for hope. The dancers wear separates that pop in a sunny array of orange, pink, purple, red and yellow and glow under Nicole Pearce's lighting design, which saturates the stage with color. Folding chairs and cushions, moved by the dancers throughout, make for a malleable, D.I.Y. set.




Courtney Lopes and Noah Vinson.




As the dance started to find its way, "Raindrops Keep Fallin' on My Head" was the first bright spot -- obvious yet sweetly so as dancers hopped onto the stage like drops of water and held out their arms, palms up, for a trace of drizzle. (Along with Iverson, the music ensemble, led by Colin Fowler, was a vibrant force and included Jonathan Finlayson on trumpet, Simon Willson on bass, Vinnie Sperrazza on drums and Clinton Curtis and Blaire Reinhard on backup vocals.)



Flashes, like lightning, broke up the joviality and caused them to leap in fear. But throughout it all, Courtney Lopes, radiantly slinky and in a long orange dress, morphed into Gene Kelly as she performed a soft-shoe routine as though she were dancing in rain. As the dancers gathered around her, she seemed to be a mermaid in a fountain.



While the others tried to hide from the rain, she basked in it, with the kind of dance joy that is fully identifiable with Morris -- the way he can present the expected in unexpected ways. The car driving formations in "Do You Know the Way to San Jose?" -- complete with the round cushions as steering wheels -- were a bit much. But "Walk on By," a seemingly simple walking dance, amplified Bacharach's lively rhythms and turned the song into a story about life and how its converging paths contain innumerable choices.



The lively grapevines in "Always Something There to Remind Me" etched sleek patterns across the floor, while "The Look of Love" was full of softly turning lifts for Noah Vinson and Lopes, that showed Morris's elegant restraint. It was also a reminder that this dance isn't about the look of lust; if anything, it's a platonic, two twin beds kind of love.



When "I Say a Little Prayer" began, the dancers were slumped over, seemingly asleep, the moment before Harriell sang the first line: "The moment I wake up." Alas, this was the kind of too-pat moment that made 
my
 body sigh.



But when they did swirl to life, you know, putting on their makeup, they were at their most free-spirited and communal, slipping in jaunty phrases -- stepping side to side while stiffly flapping their arms slightly behind their backs like adorable penguins -- alongside sweeping, robust movement. They formed a circle, one of Morris's most satisfying choreographic motifs, and created something of a carousel as they passed one dancer onto the next.




The dance begins and ends with a circle.




Circles with outstretched arms and flexed hands pressed together returned, mirroring patterns from the start of the dance, just as another rendition of "Alfie" came back, this time with full orchestration. The dancers positioned themselves on the chairs with decorative, curving arms that they later held out like offerings in which to absorb troubles of the world. "Are we meant to take more than we give" -- as the lyrics, unsung in this instance, to "Alfie" go -- "or are we meant to be kind?" More than capturing the look of love, this dance is a prayer, to and for love.



"The Look of Love"



Through March 23 at the BAM Howard Gilman Opera House, Brooklyn; 
bam.org
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Critic's Pick



'Do Not Expect Too Much From the End of the World' Review: A Wild Romanian Trip



In Radu Jude's shambling, acidly funny movie set in Bucharest, a foul-mouthed gofer named Angela tours the troubled heart and soul of her country.




The sneakily charismatic Ilinca Manolache plays Angela in "Do Not Expect Too Much From the End of the World."




By Manohla Dargis


Mar 21, 2024


Late in Radu Jude's "Do Not Expect Too Much From the End of the World," the movie shifts tones. Our heroine, a funny, foul-mouthed gofer who's racking up miles driving in Bucharest, has just told her passenger about a road outside the city that has more memorials edging it than it has kilometers. The movie then cuts to one after another roadside memorial -- some stone, others metal, some with photos, others with flowers -- for an astonishing four silent minutes, and this near-unclassifiable, often comically ribald movie turns into a plaintive requiem.



The woman, Angela -- the sneakily charismatic Ilinca Manolache -- is a production assistant toiling for a foreign company that's making a workplace safety video in Romania. Among her tasks is interviewing men and women who have been injured on the job, the idea being that one will make a camera-friendly cautionary tale for workers. As she changes gears, and the movie switches between black-and-white film and color video, Angela flips off other drivers, acidly critiques all that she encounters, creates TikTok videos and effectively maps the geopolitical landscape of contemporary Romania. At one point, she meets the German director 
Uwe Boll
, who's known to have trounced a few of his critics in boxing matches.



I don't think that Jude wants to beat up critics (even if the interlude with Boll, who's shooting a "bug-killer film," is almost endearing); among other things, his movies tend to be well-received. Jude's shaggy provocation "Bad Luck Banging or Loony Porn," for instance, 
earned high praise
 as well as top honors at the Berlin Film Festival in 2021. At the same time, there's a pushy, borderline abrasive aspect to how Jude strings out Angela's time behind the wheel in "Do Not Expect Too Much From the End of the World," forcing you to share in her tedium. The movie is overflowing with ideas -- about history, capitalism, cinema, representation -- but it also tests your patience before amply rewarding it.



It's still dark when Angela stumbles out of bed one early morning, naked and cursing. (One of her favorite expletives is featured both in the first and final words in the movie, a fitting bookending blurt that seems like a cri de coeur and one of the movie's more unambiguously authorial statements.) Before long, she's dressed and out in the streets, making the first in a series of TikToks in which she takes on the guise of her bald social-media avatar, a bro named Bobita, an extravagantly offensive vulgarian who brags about hanging out with his pal Andrew Tate, the online influencer and self-anointed "king of toxic masculinity."



Tate's trajectory is lurid and gross, but the references to him are more symbolically than specifically germane to the movie. (Tate moved to Romania in 2017; he was arrested there in 
May 2023
 on an assortment of charges, including human trafficking.) For Angela -- for Jude -- Tate basically functions as yet another emblem of Bobita's grotesqueness and of a larger worldview, one that has reduced everything to its market value. Everything is part of his unending hustle, including the Maserati he brags about owning, the women he boasts about sexually conquering and, of course, himself. "Remember," Bobita says, "like and share!" With her avatar, Angela entertains her audience with a very sharp sting.



The same can be said of "Do Not Expect Too Much," which gradually gathers shape and force as Angela motors around Bucharest. As she does, Jude cuts between her and the title heroine of "
Angela Goes On
," a 1981 Romanian film directed by Lucian Bratu about a taxi driver. Produced in the waning years of the 
Ceausescu dictatorship
, the earlier film serves as a fascinating counterpoint to Jude's movie visually and thematically. (The opening credits announce that this movie is a "conversation" with the 1981 film.) From one angle, not much has changed, but if the roads are still jammed and people hungry, it's now capitalism rather than communism that keeps this world busily spinning.



At one point, as her endless work drags on, Angela drives to the airport to pick up an executive from the company producing the safety video. The executive, Doris, towers above Angela, and in a perfect bit of casting is played by the great German actress Nina Hoss. Casually if chicly dressed, Doris has come to Bucharest in advance of the video shoot, the team now having found a palatable star (its "raw material"). It's a charge that she handles with impeccable manners and the kind of nonchalant, world-dominating hauteur that I imagine old-regime royals expressed with a lazy wave of the hand as they ordered someone to death.



Doris only makes chitchat with Angela, although in a killer touch -- and in another of Jude's sly comments about high and low culture, East Europe and West -- the executive turns out to be related to Goethe. Eventually, Angela ends up in an alley, where many of the story's pieces converge, including its wounded worker, the star of the Ceausescu-era film and, of course, Bobita. By that point, Jude has taken you all over, bridged the past with the present and shown the country's many double faces, comic and tragic. He's also come close to exhausting you with his movie, which is as relentless, pessimistic, heartbreaking and enlivening as the amazing Angela, who -- like Jude, I suspect -- keeps going because she must.



Do Not Expect Too Much from the End of the World
Not rated. In Romanian, with subtitles. Running time: 2 hours 43 minutes. In theaters.
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'Ghostbusters: Frozen Empire' Review: Something Weird, Multiplied



This overstuffed entry in the franchise is an eclectic, enjoyable barrage of nonsense.




Mckenna Grace in "Ghostbusters: Frozen Kingdom."




By Amy Nicholson


Mar 21, 2024


How many spirits can "Ghostbusters: Frozen Empire" fit in a firehouse? This overstuffed, erratically funny entry in the 40-year franchise crams in four main characters from the original 1984 blockbuster, six characters from the 2021 Oklahoma-set spinoff, 
"Ghostbusters: Afterlife,"
 and introduces three new occultists along with an assortment of ghosts, poltergeists, horned phantoms and miniature marshmallow men. At one point, a dozen or so heroes amass at the old Ghostbusters headquarters in Manhattan to protect a storage trap of ghouls that has, like the movie itself, gotten perilously sardined. 



In the scenes where the director, Gil Kenan, who wrote the script with Jason Reitman, ponders what it might feel like to let the dead dematerialize for good, the film seems to be asking its fan base if it's ready to release Bill Murray's weary parapsychologist, Peter Venkman, from haunting the series when his soul clearly isn't in it.



"Afterlife" introduced the estranged daughter of Harold Ramis's Egon Spengler, a single mother named Callie (Carrie Coon), and her teenage children, Phoebe (Mckenna Grace) and Trevor (Finn Wolfhard). After the death of their paterfamilias, the family fended off his killer, the Sumerian deity Gozer, with a helpful boost from a high school physics teacher named Gary (Paul Rudd); two young pals, Lucky (Celeste O'Connor) and Podcast (Logan Kim) -- yes, Podcast; and the first generation of Ghostbusters, Ray Stantz (Dan Aykroyd), Winston Zeddemore (Ernie Hudson), Dr. Venkman (Murray) and the sassy secretary, Janine (Annie Potts).



Now, the Oklahomies (even the unrelated children!) have relocated to Manhattan to speed around town harpooning wild ghosts from the Ectomobile, that beloved vintage hearse. In New York, the posse meets an ancient languages expert (Patton Oswalt), a paranormal engineer (James Acaster, a kooky English comic making his big-screen Hollywood debut) and an in-over-his-head huckster (Kumail Nanjiani) who inherits a nasty little spherical cryptogram with a very bad thing locked inside that's yearning to unleash a fatal attack of the shivers -- a neat idea that, in execution, just looks like a Roland Emmerich disaster movie.



My fingers have taken to their death bed simply typing out the basics. Yet, "Frozen Empire" is an eclectic, enjoyable barrage of nonsense -- a circus act that kicks off with a Robert Frost poem and climaxes with Ray Parker Jr.'s titular synth banger. Each scene gets laughs. Strung together, they sputter along with the fragmentary logic of a dream: Characters vanish at key moments and then reappear unexpectedly covered in goo. A demon goes to a vape shop. Once, I could swear the fire station's brass pole was smelted down. A few beats later it was back in place. 



And the subplots are so gauzy and intangible that you're not sure if they're real. Is Phoebe, lonely and 15, trying to connect romantically with a pretty blond ghost (Emily Alyn Lind)? Are Callie and Gary actually dating or was that a buddy-buddy fist bump about the time they hooked up as demon dogs? Is 18-year-old Trevor's entire story arc just that he wants to drive the Ectomobile?



Grace, as Dr. Spengler's geeky granddaughter, bears much of the mechanics. She can really act, and her Phoebe is quirky and cerebral with an intriguing tickle of goth. You can see hints that the series would be game to have her shoulder the whole thing in a kiddie comedy spin on the "Conjuring" franchise, with Phoebe poking into fresh ghost stories while exploring her own attraction to the Great Beyond.



Perhaps that might have happened if the franchise hadn't been scarred by the internet flame wars over the 
2016 all-female reboot
 (which does not exist in this timeline). But the film seems spooked to stray from its touchstones: the particle streams, the New York Public Library, Slimer and Murray rattling their chains. At least it reworks them in ways that make us chuckle, like when tiny maggoty versions of the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man torture each other with cigarette lighters, or when Paul Rudd recites the Ghostbusters theme song with utter sincerity, as if he were convincing his therapist that busting 
does
 make him feel good.



Kenan and Reitman seem to accept that the core audience is over 30. No one younger would giggle as hard as I did at a Discman possessed by an evil Spin Doctors CD. Yet, the nostalgia works best when it captures the rude tone -- not the totems -- of classic 1980s comedies. The family has an incuriosity about one another's lives that feels refreshing, a throwback to a time when parents could quip about their kids getting tattoos. And Kenan deftly modulates the tension, toggling between screeching bombast and an eerie hush.



It's all pleasant enough in a warm-bath-of-ectoplasm kind of way that by the time things wound around to the familiar sight of the Ghostbusters engulfed in a throng of cheering civilians, I felt a flush of futility that I'd bothered to question any of the confusion that herded us toward the inevitable. At risk of provoking Benjamin Franklin's ghost, nothing can be said to be certain, except death and proton packs.



Ghostbusters: Frozen Empire
Rated PG-13 for language, suggestive references and Ghostbuster-on-ghost violence. Running time: 2 hours 5 minutes. In theaters.
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Critic's Pick



'Immaculate' Review: Sydney Sweeney Is Wide-Eyed but Sly



The actress stars as a fresh-faced nun who, by the end of this erotic thriller-horror mash-up, runs amok in her convent.




In "Immaculate," Sydney Sweeney plays an American nun at a creepy Italian convent where danger is lurking for her.




By Manohla Dargis


Mar 21, 2024


Damsels in distress take different forms and come with diverse temperaments, skill sets and screams. The standard-bearer tends to be a pretty young thing who has enough life in her that you don't want it or her snuffed out (well, usually). Sometimes she's babysitting in suburbia; at other times she is tiptoeing around a mansion with dark secrets and groaning floorboards. Every so often, she turns up wearing a nun's habit, cloistered in a convent where things are never as they seem, as is the case in the slickly diverting, undercooked shocker "Immaculate."



Set in the Italian countryside far from Rome -- in more ways than one -- "Immaculate" is a scare-fest with a plucky heroine, an irreverent hot-button twist and just enough narrative ambiguity to give viewers something to argue about. The time is the present, give or take a few years, and the place is a grim, gray stone convent with sweeping grounds and formidably high walls. With a remodel and better lighting, the building could pass for one of those castles for princesses and their happily-ever-afters. The creepy opening scene and sepulchral vibe here, though, suggest that whatever happens next will definitely be very unhappy.



Working from Andrew Lobel's script, the director Michael Mohan delivers his damsel -- a fresh-faced American, Cecilia, played by Sydney Sweeney -- to the convent with unceremonious briskness. As she meets and greets her new sisters in faith, Mohan zips around, providing a sense of its scale and labyrinthine interior (and exits). The overly compressed 89-minute running time doesn't allow him to linger, so he tends to go fuzzy and generic. Cecilia's back story is conveniently vague, for one: She's come to serve God and surrender herself body and soul. Mostly, she is there because it strategically isolates the character, limits her choices and gives the movie a dank whiff of Old World exoticism.



Some details and faces quickly stand out, including an ingratiating, uneasily friendly priest (Alvaro Morte) and the no-nonsense mother superior (Dora Romano), who keeps both old and young in line. As Cecilia settles in, she befriends one of the other novices (the appealing Benedetta Porcaroli) and fields puzzling hostility from a young nun (Giulia Heathfield Di Renzi). Cecilia also encounters a wizened nun with large cross-shaped scars on the soles of her feet. That's certainly a grabber, but so too is a communal bathing scene in which Cecilia and some of the other younger women pose prettily in a vaulted room, lounging and grooming in semitransparent bathing gowns that reveal just how fit they are.



Much as Mohan did in the 2021 movie "
The Voyeurs
," his take on the old-fashioned (a.k.a. 1980s and '90s) erotic thriller, he is doing his part in "Immaculate" to resurrect another disreputable film favorite. In the earlier thriller, Sweeney plays a Peeping Tom whose habit of spying on her hot, hump-happy neighbors leads to a familiar overheated mix of sex, violence and vengeance. If the milieu and Sweeney's character are more interesting in "Immaculate," it's partly because of the convent's relative foreignness. What Mohan has largely done here, though, is whip up a genre pastiche that shrewdly combines horror-movie frights, paranoid-woman thrills and the special kinky pleasures of 1970s-style nunsploitation.



"Immaculate" is considerably tamer than that subgenre's wilder exemplars, like the 1974 Japanese film "
School of the Holy Beast
" with its whips, thorny roses and weird nuns. (Paul Verhoeven's "
Benedetta
," from 2021, is ostensibly higher brow.) Even so, things get strange and stranger when Cecilia becomes pregnant and her "Song of Bernadette" adventure edges into "Rosemary's Baby" terrain, or so it seems. Like a lot of contemporary movies that play like feature-length elevator pitches, "Immaculate" works best at the start, when mystery still envelops the characters and their world. Once its parts are in place, the movie skims and skimps, rushing to wrap everything up before its banging finale.



"Immaculate" doesn't try to reinvent anything but instead cheerfully embraces the familiar, which is part of what makes the movie enjoyable. It borrows from established genres and reliable conventions, deploys shock cuts and jump scares and simultaneously winks at the audience and tries to make it squirm. Better yet, Mohan and Sweeney together turn a vaguely sketched, potentially iffy character into the kind of heroine whose survival becomes the movie's very reason for being. Sweeney's full-throttle performance is crucial in this regard because it smartly exploits her looks, or rather our perceptions of what a wide-eyed, innocent babe is capable of, slyly drawing us in before she goes deliriously, bloodily amok.



Immaculate
Rated R for horror-movie gore and violence against chickens. Running time: 1 hour 29 minutes. In theaters.
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'Free Time' Review: Take This Job and Shove It. (Now What?)



Colin Burgess carries this comedy by Ryan Martin Brown about a 20-something who quits his job and finds that life without work isn't all that thrilling.




Colin Burgess, left, and James Webb in "Free Time," a film directed by Ryan Martin Brown.




By Glenn Kenny


Mar 21, 2024


In "Free Time," a movie written and directed by Ryan Martin Brown, it quickly becomes clear that Drew (Colin Burgess), a New Yorker in his late 20s with a steady job in data analysis, doesn't like how his work is defining him. So one day, after querying his boss, Luke (James Webb), on his options, Drew just up and quits.



"I think I'm going to go out and live life. Live life to the fullest," Drew proclaims to his roommate Rajat (Rajat Suresh), who works from home "writing clickbait," Rajat says, which Drew briefly considers as a new employment option.



Drew spends an afternoon biking, downs four edibles before going solo bar hopping and annoys his roommate's hostile girlfriend, Kim (the comedian known as Holmes, who's very funny throughout) with his loud television. He is soon desperately bored and in need of another job.



This may be because Drew, played with dry, middle-class-Everyman goofiness by Burgess, appears to have no interests -- a cursory involvement in an unpromising music project notwithstanding -- and a barely discernible inner life. He unexpectedly finds himself a guru to the unemployed before the movie winds down.



Burgess carries this succinct (and arguably slight, narratively disjointed) comedy without making you want to strangle his often willfully naive character. Which is no mean feat, especially in the scene in which he obliviously squanders an erotic opportunity that almost literally drops into his lap.



Free Time
Not rated. Running time: 1 hour 18 minutes. In theaters.
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'Limbo' Review: Pensive in the Outback



Long on atmosphere and short on plot, this stylish Australian noir pulls through thanks to a haunted performance by Simon Baker.




Simon Baker in "Limbo."




By Elisabeth Vincentelli


Mar 21, 2024


Those who know Simon Baker only as the sleek title character on the TV series 
"The Mentalist"
 might do a double take when they discover his Travis, a stern detective sent out to close a 20-year-old cold case in Ivan Sen's "Limbo." Projecting an austere, old-fashioned gravitas, the actor calmly stitches conventional markers from the Genre 101 textbook (drug habit, terseness, tattoos, broken relationships) into a whole that feels organic and lived in.



Archetypes are very much on the mind of Sen, an Indigenous Australian filmmaker whose best-known movies, "Mystery Road" (2013) and 
"Goldstone
" (2018), are often called neo-noir, though they're equally neo-western. At its best, his work lays bare his country's poisoned roots in striking tableaux. Here, Travis tries to figure out what happened to a First Nations girl who went missing in the titular desert mining town -- the movie was shot in Coober Pedy, a surreal outpost where many facilities, including pubs and hotels, are underground, creating a feeling of simultaneous openness and claustrophobia. But the solving of the mystery takes a back seat to Travis's relationship with the girl's siblings, Charlie (Rob Collins) and Emma (Natasha Wanganeen), who must navigate their distrust.



Sen, who also handled both the black-and-white cinematography and the editing, has a terrific eye for shot composition and sets a deliberate pace that feels implacable rather than merely slow. Tellingly, "Limbo" is more effective in building atmosphere than in plotting, but it's hard not to want to know more about the haunted people we barely got to meet.



Limbo
Not rated. Running time: 1 hour 48 minutes. In theaters.
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'Late Night With the Devil' Review: Selling Your Soul for the Ratings



An occult-obsessed nation is nimbly captured in this found-footage horror film about a late night show gone horribly wrong.




David Dastmalchian in "Late Night With the Devil."




By Alissa Wilkinson


Mar 21, 2024


"Late Night With the Devil" is trimly effective horror of a rare sort: I found myself wishing, halfway through my screening, that I was watching it on my TV. Not because it doesn't work in a theater -- horror almost always benefits from being seen in a crowd -- but because its writer-director duo, the brothers Colin and Cameron Cairnes, make shrewd use of some of the uniquely creepy things about television, especially its intimacy. The TV set is in your house, and you're sitting six feet away from it, and especially in the wee hours of the night, whatever's staring back at you can feel eerie, or impertinent. Over time, the late night TV host becomes your best friend, or a figure that haunts your fitful dreams.



That's why people watch late night TV, of course: to laugh, to be entertained and to feel some kind of companionship when the rest of the world goes to bed. "Late Night With the Devil" twists that camaraderie around on itself, layering in familiar 1970s horror tropes about demonic possession, Satanism and the occult. The result is a nasty and delicious, unapologetic pastiche with a flair for menace. I had a blast.



The host of the movie's invented late night talk and variety show is Jack Delroy (David Dastmalchian), a younger, snappier Johnny Carson who is desperate to climb to the top of the ratings. Framed as found footage wrapped in a pseudo-documentary, the film briefly fills us in on Delroy's career trajectory hosting "Night Owls With Jack Delroy," a show that can't quite overtake its competitors. As narration informs us that Delroy is risking going down in history as an also-ran -- always Emmy nominated, never the winner -- we learn that we're about to watch the night that "shocked a nation."



On Halloween night, 1977, the first in the crucial sweeps week for "Night Owls," Delroy and his producers come up with a desperate, last ditch idea to spike ratings: they design a show full of spectacle that will tap into the cultural craze for all things occult. The guest list that night includes a medium and a skeptic, plus a parapsychologist and the girl she's been treating for demonic possession. The master tapes have been found, the narrator informs us, and that's what we're about to see. Buckle up.



All of these characters seem familiar. Carmichael the Conjurer (Ian Bliss), the film's abrasive skeptic, seems based on 
James Randi
, who appeared on "The Tonight Show" to debunk others' claims to paranormal abilities, most notably the illusionist Uri Geller in 1973. Randi also confronted mediums on live TV (such as this film's Christou, played by a hammy Fayssal Bazzi) and was an outspoken critic of parapsychology.



"Late Night With the Devil" also evokes 
"Michelle Remembers,"
 the now-discredited 1980 best seller by the psychiatrist Lawrence Pazder about his patient, Michelle Smith, who claimed to have been subjected to ritual satanic abuse. Here the doctor is a parapsychologist played by Laura Gordon, whose performance combines vulnerability and conviction in a fruitful counterbalance to some of the camp. She's accompanied by her charge, Lilly (Ingrid Torelli), whose oscillation from dead-eyed to vibrant is devilishly disquieting. (If there's one rule in horror, it's that there's nothing creepier than a little girl.)



The film moves a little slowly, unfolding at the speed of the "Night Owls" episode. That's good. We're forced to watch it all in real time, just as the audience at home would have, which more or less transforms us into those people in 1977, sitting on the couch in the middle of the night, by turns titillated, captivated and horrified by what's unfolding on live television. Eventually they -- we -- are sucked into the whole illusion, an effect I can only imagine is enhanced if you're watching it all unfold on your actual TV set. You aren't watching a movie anymore; for a few minutes, you're part of it.



All of this would have been completely seamless, but for one disappointing formal choice. We're told the master tape we're about to watch will be accompanied by previously unseen backstage footage shot during commercial breaks. Though it might have been interesting to leave those scenes out, it makes sense that they're there -- it keeps the film from getting too abstract by filling us in on what's actually happening between segments.



However, the "footage" is shot in a more traditional shot/reverse shot format, like any film might be, which is weirdly inconsistent with the idea that some rogue cameraman was just hanging out backstage, accidentally capturing footage. Instead it feels scripted, like there were filmmakers present to document the unfolding panic. A more hand-held, one-camera approach might have helped to maintain the movie's illusion -- and made everything far more effectively creepy. (I have a similar quibble with a sequence near the film's ending, though that feels more subject to the suspension of disbelief.)



But this is relatively minor, in the scheme of things. "Late Night With the Devil" reflects something that movies have often explored -- the strangely queasy codependent nature of the live TV host and the audience -- through an old trope, which suggests that while you might ask God to save your soul, only the devil will give you what your vanity requires. Invert that, refract it and drag it through sludgy, bloody mud, and you get "Late Night With the Devil": diabolically good fun.



Late Night With the Devil
Rated R: Demons, death and disgusting destruction. Running time: 1 hour 33 minutes. In theaters.
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'Shirley' Review: A Woman Who Contained Multitudes



This staid biopic of Shirley Chisholm, the first Black woman elected to the U.S. Congress, is less interested in what she did than what she represented.




Regina King as Shirley Chisholm in "Shirley," from John Ridley.




By Devika Girish


Mar 21, 2024


Shirley Chisholm was an American heroine who challenged simplistic political narratives of victory and defeat. Though her most famous effort -- her bid for the Democratic Party's presidential nomination in 1972 -- wasn't successful, it was one chapter in a life's worth of grit and innumerable wins, only a few of which can be measured by votes or contests.



She was the working-class daughter of Caribbean immigrants who achieved academic excellence despite financial struggles; an educator who advocated powerfully the rights of children, particularly those from immigrant backgrounds; a self-made politician who, at the local and state levels, fought successfully for better representation for women and minorities; and, in 1968, the first Black woman elected to the U.S. Congress.



It is a pity, then, that "Shirley," John Ridley's new biopic starring Regina King, focuses rather narrowly on Chisholm's failed presidential campaign. The film reaches for the urgency of a political thriller, jumping between campaign meetings, backroom negotiations and rousing speeches. But the staid visuals -- bright period colors softened by a nostalgic glow -- and a script made up of a string of losses convey a dull sense of a fait accompli.



Complex, meaningful events from Chisholm's life and career become reductive paving stones in a despairing story of ill-timed ambition. An early scene, set soon after her election to Congress, shows her railing against her appointment to the Agriculture Committee and convincing the speaker of the House to reassign her. No mention is made of the fact that she served for two years on the committee, and found a way to use her position to expand the food stamp program.



The problem is that "Shirley" is interested less in what Chisholm actually did than in what she represented, as a Black woman daring to see herself as the leader of the nation. At home, Chisholm struggles to maintain her relationships with her husband and her sister, who resent the self-absorption her career requires. Her advisers (played suavely by Terrence Howard and Lance Reddick) clash with her over her unwillingness to take partisan stances; younger, more radical supporters dislike her liberalism; and in public, she receives both support and racist, sexist barbs.



King is magnetic onscreen, nailing Chisholm's accent and her steely persona. But there is little for her to do other than trade quips with the other characters, in a drama that is too content with telling rather than showing.



Shirley
Rated PG-13 for discomfiting depictions of misogynoir. Running time: 1 hour 57 minutes. 
Watch on Netflix.
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'William Shatner: You Can Call Me Bill' Review: Living Long



A documentary on the "Star Trek" actor unboldly goes where other profile movies have gone before.




William Shatner in the documentary "William Shatner: You Can Call Me Bill."




By Ben Kenigsberg


Mar 21, 2024


The line between star and character gets thoroughly blurred in 
"William Shatner: You Can Call Me Bill,"
 a profile documentary that treats Shatner, the sole interviewee, as if he were as polished as Capt. James T. Kirk -- as opposed to merely being the durable, hard-working actor who played him on "Star Trek" and a terrific raconteur.



The director, Alexandre O. Philippe, churns out movie-themed documentaries that veer between insightful (
"78/52: Hitchcock's Shower Scene"
) and obsequious (
"Memory: The Origins of Alien"
). The fawning "You Can Call Me Bill" makes you like Shatner. Still, listening to the actor's wit, wisdom and drippy insights for 96 minutes is enough to tempt any viewer to channel his or her inner Spock. ("Most illogical!")



"You Can Call Me Bill" is tedious when Shatner shares his thoughts on animals and spirituality ("You reach a connection with a horse that can be something mystical") but sharp when he reflects on acting. It's interesting to hear that he felt influenced both by the traditionalism of Laurence Olivier and the Stella Adler training of Marlon Brando; he suggests that split was related to his being Canadian, torn between British and American cultures. He probes deeply into his craft when speaking of selecting differentiated traits that an audience could identify in scenes that featured multiple Kirks and of wanting another take of his death scene close-up in 
"Star Trek: Generations"
 (1994).



It's hard not to smile during footage of Shatner, then 90, 
becoming the oldest person ever to travel to space
. But "You Can Call Me Bill" is fundamentally a case of an actor presenting himself as he wants to be seen.



You Can Call Me Bill
Rated PG-13 for some language that would mostly pass on 1960s television. Running time: 1 hour 36 minutes. In theaters.
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'Riddle of Fire' Review: Tiny Terrors



Three children embark on a mystical journey in this charming but shapeless first feature.




From left, Charlie Stover, Phoebe Ferro and Skyler Peters in "Riddle of Fire."




By Jeannette Catsoulis


Mar 21, 2024


In "Riddle of Fire," Weston Razooli's too-fanciful-for-words debut feature, three adventuresome children set off on a mythic quest for a speckled egg. They need the egg to bake a blueberry pie; they need the pie to unlock a television password; they need the password to play their new video game. Viewers may need the patience of Job to remain in their seats.



Not that this fairy-tale western is a chore to watch, exactly. Set in Wyoming (and shot in Utah by Jake L. Mitchell, using 16-millimeter film), the movie captures a natural world of golden light and rustling grassland. As Jodie (Skyler Peters), Alice (Phoebe Ferro) and Hazel (Charlie Stover) follow a family of miscreants known as the Enchanted Blade Gang into a forest, their progress is monitored by soaring mountains and stretching skies. Enya-adjacent music and a smattering of inscrutable narration enforce the dreamlike mood, as does the gang's matriarch, a stag-hunting taxidermist (Lio Tipton) who uses witchcraft to control her brood.



Despite its ethereal vibe, "Riddle of Fire" has minor flares of violence and a central trio who curse, drink and thieve with some regularity. The young actors are winsome but inexperienced, too often forced to wrangle improbably precocious turns of phrase. Razooli wants us to see the fantastical narratives children conjure to manage real-world uncertainties, but his vision lacks focus. Indoor spaces heave with clutter, and odd religious touches -- the video game is called Angel, and the gang's truck is inscribed with the weirdly punctuated "destination; heaven" -- distract the eye.



Aside from a cheekily entertaining opening sequence, "Riddle of Fire" is frustratingly slack and in dire need of whittling. Had Razooli reassigned his editing duties, this unusual picture might have gained the shape and volition it so clearly requires.



Riddle of Fire
Rated PG-13 for menaced kids and mumbled dialogue. Running time: 1 hour 53 minutes. In theaters.
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Critic's Pick



Francesca Woodman's Crowning Achievement, and Mystery



"Blueprint for a Temple (II)" is accorded pride of place in a show that includes more than 50 lifetime prints.




Francesca Woodman's "Blueprint for a Temple (II)," 1980, which was discovered 41 years after her death at age 22.




By Arthur Lubow


Mar 21, 2024


In the year before she jumped to her death in January 1981, Francesca Woodman toiled furiously on her most ambitious project, "Blueprint for a Temple." A soft-focus blue collage that measured more than 14 feet high, it transformed a few of her female friends into sculptural caryatids and melded the tile work of dilapidated New York tenements with the grandeur of ancient Greece.



Composed primarily of diazotypes, an inexpensive kind of photocopy typically used for architectural and technical drawings, the large piece was exhibited in 1980 at the now-defunct Alternative Museum in downtown New York.



Francesca's parents, the artists George and Betty Woodman, donated 
"Blueprint for a Temple
" in 2001 to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, where it was displayed in a group show in 2012. There things stood until 2018, when an appraisal of the estate after the death of both her parents turned up an overlooked bag that contained 24 rolled-up diazotypes and four gelatin silver prints.




In Francesca Woodman, "Untitled," circa 1979-80, she posed nude with her work-in-progress, juxtaposing her body with those of the friends she had enlisted as caryatids.




Unwrapping them in summer 2022, Lissa McClure, executive director of the Woodman Family Foundation, and Katarina Jerinic, collections curator, realized what they had discovered: "Blueprint for a Temple (II)," another version of Woodman's crowning achievement. No one had thought to look for it because no one even knew that it existed. It was another mystery in a life that engendered more questions than answers.



Although George and Betty apparently believed otherwise, documentation confirms that the overlooked "Blueprint for a Temple (II)," not the work owned by the Met, is the piece displayed at the Alternative Museum. It is looser -- less polished, more conceptual and experimental -- than the previously known iteration. On one side of the taped and stapled diazotypes that constitute the temple, Woodman attached photographic prints and a hand-annotated diagram to reveal how the collage was made. At Gagosian, which has just begun representing the artist's estate, "Blueprint for a Temple (II)" is accorded pride of place in the show 
"Francesca Woodman,"
 which also includes more than 50 lifetime prints.



For Woodman, "the temple," as she casually called it, departed radically from the small black-and-white gelatin silver prints -- largely depictions of her own body, often in the nude -- that she had previously produced. "She wanted to get away from the intimate personal work," McClure said in an interview. The diazotype collages opened a new door that her suicide, at age 22, slammed shut.



This is an auspicious time for Woodman. She is currently paired with Julia Margaret Cameron in an 
exhibition
 at the National Portrait Gallery in London; and last year her reputation was burnished by the publication of a sumptuous facsimile 
edition
 of eight artist's notebooks that she created by adding photographs and scrawled captions to 19th- and early-20th-century address books, ledgers and schoolbooks.



Like a comet, she burned out quickly and left behind a trail of posthumous appreciation. I am sometimes reminded of Edwin Mullhouse, the novelist protagonist of Steven Millhauser's mock literary biography, who dies on his 11th birthday and is then subjected to intense critical scrutiny. What does it mean to categorize "periods" if an artist's career spanned roughly six years and consisted in numerous instances of student assignments?




"Untitled," circa 1977-78, Woodman's portrait of a friend standing straight as a column between two columns as she gazes up at a statue.




Although her early death arouses inevitable conjectures on what she might have achieved, Woodman in her brief life developed a distinct style and explored recurring themes. Playing off the centerpiece, the Gagosian show is organized to reveal one of the through lines: her preoccupation with the body as sculpture.



In the two "Blueprint for a Temple" collages, Woodman arranged diazotypes of female figures, who wear pleated dresses like the caryatids that support the entablature of the south porch of the Erechtheion, a temple on the Acropolis in Athens. But as early as 1976, when Woodman was a student at the Rhode Island School of Design, she already photographed her bare legs, as smooth and white as marble pillars, planted firmly on the pine board floor and juxtaposed with torn scraps of wallpaper. Perhaps around the same time in Providence, she depicted her nude body for a photographic triptych in an erect pose that resembles the one she later used in "Temple."




"Lightning or Lightning Legs," 1976, depicts the artist's fleshly columns of legs alongside the peeling wallpaper in her college digs.





"Untitled," circa 1975-78, in which Woodman depicted her nude body in an erect pose that resembles the one she later used in "Temple."




During her junior year in Rome in 1977-8, surrounded by classical relics that she knew well from a childhood that was partly spent in Italy, she made a portrait of a friend wearing her polka-dot dress and standing straight as a column between two columns as she gazes up at a statue; and, once again in a museum, she photographed a nude body, probably her own, from behind, as she lies alongside a crumpled sheet on the floor beneath a plinth that might have once supported the fallen figure.



With the detached insouciance of a young person whose body is untouched by the ravages of time, Woodman romanticized decay. She said that she adopted diazotypes because they provided a cheap and quick way to make large prints and construct imposing pieces. (The two "Blueprints for a Temple" each measure more than 14 feet tall.) But it seems likely that she also was attracted to their fragility. Without modern-day conservation efforts to stabilize them, the diazotypes would have soon deteriorated in light.



The underlying conceit of the "Blueprint for a Temple" project stemmed from Woodman's observation that the old bathrooms and hallways of the East Village apartments she saw in her last year in New York frequently featured Greek-key motifs in the tile floors and sculptural claw feet on the bathtubs. She wrote that she liked the "tension" between the image of the temple and the building blocks that derived from "the everyday banality of the bathroom."




She posed a nude female body, probably her own, as if it were a sculpture toppled from a plinth in a museum. Francesca Woodman "Untitled," circa 1977-78.




There is also a tension between the dreamy, blurry photographs that Woodman made and the tougher truths beneath them. Her salient predecessor is the French Surrealist photographer Claude Cahun, who made groundbreaking self-portraits in the period before World War II. A gender-shifting lesbian who might identify today as nonbinary, Cahun proclaimed, "Masculine? Feminine? It depends on the situation. Neuter is the only gender that always suits me."



It's uncertain if Woodman even knew of Cahun. But like Cahun, she photographed herself, often in the nude, confined to corners and crammed into cupboards, dramatizing ways in which the human body, and particularly the female body, is placed and displaced. Both recognized and openly defied the conventions that restrain women in society, and both celebrated their (very different) sexualities with startling openness and distinctive flair. They combined the mundane with the mythic. Largely unknown in their lifetimes, today they are heralded as visionaries and venerated as cult figures.



Francesca Woodman



Through April 27, Gagosian, 555 West 24th Street, Manhattan; (212) 741-1111; 
gagosian.com
.
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Art Review



Modernism, but Make It Cool



Britain exported the architectural style to West Africa and India, but local practitioners adapted it for a different climate and a new kind of politics.




Sick Hagemeyer, a shop assistant, outside of the United Trading Company Headquarters in Accra, Ghana, in 1971.




By Emily LaBarge


Mar 18, 2024


If you've spent a recent summer in Britain, where the mercury can now climb past 100 degrees, you've probably noticed how inhospitable the buildings are in hot weather. And good luck finding air conditioning, which only accelerates climate change, in any case.



And yet the principles of "tropical modernism," a postwar architectural movement born in West Africa and India, were pioneered by two Britons, Maxwell Fry and Jane Drew. An archival exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London, "
Tropical Modernism: Architecture and Independence
," running through Sept. 22, charts how these regions ultimately made the style their own.



Across four rooms painted in bright hues of burnt orange, mustard yellow, fern green and cobalt blue, the show vividly illustrates -- in photographs, artifacts, models, architectural plans and art works -- the importance of architecture and aesthetics for two newly independent nations transitioning into their postcolonial eras.




Jane Drew and Maxwell Fry with a model of one of their Ghanaian buildings in 1945.




Fry and Drew were part of a group of architects in mid-1930s England who imagined radical new buildings and urban planning methods. Influenced by the Swiss-French Le Corbusier, and the German Walter Gropius, who arrived in London in 1934 fleeing Nazi Germany, these designers saw the new materials, minimal ornamentation and sweeping, simple lines of modernism as the way forward.



Few in Britain agreed, including the painter Wyndham Lewis, who described the spare modernist aesthetic as "cod-liver oil to the sweet Anglo-Saxon palette" -- an odd statement in an artistic period dominated by grubby grays and muddy browns. Gropius left for the United States in 1937, proclaiming England an "inartistic country."



During World War II, Fry was stationed in the Gold Coast, the British colony that later became Ghana; Drew joined him there in 1944, leaving behind the all-female practice she had founded five years earlier. Britain's Colonial Development and Welfare Act of 1940 had allocated 5 million pounds a year to build institutions and educational facilities across the colonies. (In the decade after 1946, Britain invested PS120 million, equivalent to billions today.) Fry and Drew advised colonial administrations in the Gold Coast, Nigeria, Gambia and Sierra Leone on town planning, turning West Africa into an experimental laboratory for the style that had failed to impress back home.



Letters, notes and manuals on display show the initiative was both progressive and patrician. The British architects studied climate data to develop what would become characteristic features of their work: buildings oriented East-West, so the sun passed overhead; deeply shaded ground floors with wide eaves; adjustable window louvers to block the sun at multiple angles; and -- perhaps the most stunning -- "brise-soleils." These varied geometric patterns cut through cement walls provide cross-ventilation but also throw shadows in elaborate designs on surrounding surfaces. Partition walls in the exhibition charmingly nod to this effect with their own cutouts.




Fry and Drew's buildings, including the University of Ibadan in Nigeria, are known for their "brise-soleils," geometric patterns cut through cement walls to provide ventilation.




Fry and Drew, however, ignored local traditions ("There seemed to be no indigenous architecture," Fry wrote), lived in segregated areas and characterized their work in empire-building terms. They also treated all the world's tropical regions, around 40 percent of the globe, as interchangeable in their architectural needs, regardless of cultural differences.



Things got more exciting when Ghanaian architects got involved. When Ghana became independent in 1957, the country's new leader Kwame Nkrumah's ruled that all new developments must involve local architects. A once-colonial style became an embodiment of independence.



Enduring buildings from this moment include universities, libraries and apartment complexes, as well as built environments like the site of the International Trade Fair of 1967, held in Ghana's capital, Accra, and designed to showcase the country's growing wealth and the striking Black Star Square, an open-air plaza for national celebrations, completed in 1961. This latter public space is dominated by a massive cement "Independence Arch," conceived by the architect Victor Adegbite as a gateway of return for the formerly enslaved African diaspora.



In the era after India gained independence in 1947, Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru had similar ideas about appropriating Western modernism for political purposes: to him, it was an aesthetic that embodied optimism, innovation and a new secularism. One exhibition space is devoted to Le Corbusier's sprawling design for the new city of Chandigarh in northern India. Rather than the classic Le Corbusian images of bombastic concrete lines and curves, the display presents some of the lesser-known figures who contributed to the project. Elegant teak and cane chairs by Eulie Chowdhury (and formerly attributed to her colleague Pierre Jeanneret), stand near a film documenting the arduous labor undertaken by the Indian workers who clambered up scaffolding with bowls of cement balanced on their heads.




Men working on a model for the capitol complex in Chandigarh, India, in around 1960.




The legacy of tropical modernism in Ghana and India is as complex as its origins. In 2017, India destroyed one of the most beloved modernist buildings in New Delhi, 
the elaborate pyramidal Hall of Nations
 -- a move seen by many as the increasingly conservative state openly rejecting the country's progressive past. When 
a C.I.A.-backed coup toppled Nkrumah
, his statue in front of Accra's parliament was toppled too. At the Victoria and Albert Museum, a replica statue watches over a film about Ghana's architects, past and present, and the contemporary challenges of global warming.



Architecture has the power to shape lives, and to challenge how we exist and think as citizens of countries who also live on a shared planet. What we can learn from tropical modernism isn't just isolated to homogeneous regional concerns, as Fry and Drew envisioned, but extends to how we might live sustainably, no matter where, or who, we are.



Tropical Modernism: Architecture and Independence
Through Sep. 22 at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London; 
vam.ac.uk
.
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At the Met Opera, the Show Goes On After a Technical Mishap



The company put on a semi-staged version of Puccini's "Turandot" at the last minute, after a backstage lift got jammed.




Singers performing Puccini's "Turandot" at the Metropolitan Opera on Wednesday, on a set improvised shortly before the show began.




By Javier C. Hernandez


Mar 21, 2024


The Metropolitan Opera's production of Puccini's "Turandot" is one of the most lavish and intricate in the company's repertoire, a spectacle that includes an imperial palace, a glittering throne room and expansive gardens.



But on Wednesday evening, audience members had to make do without the opera's usual visual delights. A jam in the Met's main lift backstage forced the company to put on a semi-staged version at the last minute, with the cast and chorus singing from an improvised set instead.



Peter Gelb, the Met's general manager, walked onstage before the show to explain the situation.



"Ladies and gentlemen, I'm sorry to say that this is not going to be a normal night at the opera," he said. "Although our scenery will not be working, the show will go on."



Audience members were offered a refund if they wished to leave, and about 150 people did, the Met said. But most stayed, offering a hearty applause when the conductor, Oksana Lyniv, entered the pit. (The Met, which has about 3,800 seats, said that the performance's paid attendance was about 80 percent of capacity before the problem was announced.)



Gelb said in an interview that the machinery jammed around 4:30 p.m. on Wednesday, while the Met was changing sets for "Turandot" after a rehearsal for Puccini's "La Rondine," which opens next week. Crew members tried using saws to cut through steel bars to free the lift, but their efforts were unsuccessful.



By about 6:30 p.m., one hour before the show was to begin, Gelb had to make a decision: cancel the show, or move forward with a pared-down version. He said he was reluctant to turn audiences away.



"Everybody rallied together," he said.



The Met used a piece of scenery from the second act of "Turandot" -- a wall in the imperial palace -- as a backdrop, to provide some color. The action was confined to roughly the first 20 feet of the stage.



Gelb tried to encourage the singers by telling them that their music would be more powerful, telling the tenor SeokJong Baek that when he sang the famous aria "Nessun dorma," "you'll be that much closer the audience."



Technical mishaps have rarely stopped productions at the Met. In 1966, when the Lincoln Center house was opened, a turntable malfunctioned at a dress rehearsal for Barber's "Antony and Cleopatra." The soprano Leontyne Price narrowly escaped being trapped inside the pyramid on top of it. And in 2011, a performance of Wagner's "Die Walkure" was 
delayed
 for 45 minutes because of a technical problem with the 45-ton set.



Gelb said that he expected things to be back to normal in time for a performance of Verdi's "La Forza del Destino" on Thursday.



"Tonight as soon as show ends," he said, "it will be all hands on deck to free this lift."
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Martin Luther King Jr. Biographer Wins American History Prize



The New-York Historical Society honor goes to Jonathan Eig, whose "King: A Life" presents the civil rights leader as a brilliant, flawed 20th-century "founding father."




Jonathan Eig, the author of "King: A Life," a recent biography of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.




By Jennifer Schuessler


Mar 19, 2024


Jonathan Eig, the author of 
"King: A Life,"
 has been named the winner of the New-York Historical Society's 2024 Barbara and David Zalaznick Book Prize, which is awarded annually for the best work of American history or biography.



Billed as the first major biography of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in decades, Eig's book draws on recently declassified government records and other new sources to take a panoramic yet intimate look at Dr. King. The book places him in the context of the many figures, inside and outside the civil rights movement, who shaped his thinking and actions.



The biography, almost 700 pages long, shows a young King struggling to establish himself in the shadow of his father, a prominent Baptist preacher and community leader in Atlanta. As King and his movement grew, Eig shows him in a complicated dance with white leaders like President Lyndon B. Johnson, who sometimes supported and sometimes hampered him, and with more radical Black activists who increasingly saw him as dedicated to an outmoded form of "
respectability politics
."



While hailing King as "one of America's founding fathers," Eig doesn't stint on his personal struggles and flaws, including his marital infidelities and posthumous revelations of plagiarism in his doctoral dissertation. Reviewing the biography last year in The New York Times, Dwight Garner 
called it
 "a very human, and quite humane, portrait" that is "worthy of its subject."



The historical society's prize, which comes with a cash reward of $50,000, honors books that are accessible to a general readership. It generally focuses on works of 
political history
 that keep founders, presidents and other prominent figures at the center of the frame, if not always in a celebratory way. Last year's winner was 
"G-Man,"
 Beverly Gage's biography of J. Edgar Hoover, who as director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation 
worked to undermine Dr. King
, authorizing wiretaps of his home and office and planting bugs in his hotel rooms.



In a statement, the historical society's board chair, Agnes Hsu-Tang, called Eig's biography of Dr. King "a deft, multidimensional portrayal" that avoids hagiography, showing how "America -- and its many founders -- can be both heroic and imperfect."



Other past winners of the prize include 
Alan Taylor
, Drew Gilpin Faust and Jill Lepore.
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