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        Biden warns Netanyahu the situation in Gaza is 'unacceptable'
        Yasmeen Abutaleb, Matt Viser

        In his call with Israel's leader, President Biden said U.S. policy will change if Israel does not take "specific, concrete, and measurable" steps to address the devastation in Gaza.

      

      
        Nebraska lawmakers vote against Trump-fueled push to change electoral vote system
        Patrick Svitek, Michael Scherer

        Nebraska is one of only two states that divide electoral votes among statewide and congressional district winners, which allowed Joe Biden to pick off an electoral vote in 2020.

      

      
        RFK Jr. campaign describes Jan. 6 defendants as 'activists,' then disavows email
        Meryl Kornfield, Rachel Weiner

        The independent presidential candidate's team later said the communication, which stated the defendants had been stripped of their rights, "does not reflect Mr. Kennedy's views."

      

      
        Trump urges Netanyahu to 'get it over with,' questions Israel's approach to war in Gaza
        Maegan Vazquez

        The former president and presumptive Republican presidential nominee has in recent weeks found himself increasingly at odds with the GOP's unwavering loyalty to Israel.

      

      
        Harris returns to N.C. as Democrats seek to put state in play
        Maegan Vazquez, Mariana Alfaro, Amy B Wang, Patrick Svitek

        Live updates from the 2024 campaign trail, with the latest news on presidential candidates, polls, primaries and more.

      

      
        Musk's X pivots again, restoring blue checks to popular accounts
        Will Oremus, Kelly Kasulis Cho

        The social network formerly known as Twitter is now gifting premium features to users with at least 2,500 verified followers.

      

      
        Why Trump wants to game Nebraska's electoral vote, mapped
        Aaron Blake

        Trump and his allies are trying to get Nebraska to change its system to deprive Biden of one electoral vote. Here's why.

      

      
        Judge Cannon shoots down Trump's presidential records act claim
        Devlin Barrett, Perry Stein

        The ruling in Donald Trump's classified documents trial could cool a looming standoff between special counsel Jack Smith and Judge Aileen M. Cannon.

      

      
        The problem of perceived police partisanship
        Philip Bump

        Politicians have long tried to align with law enforcement. It's deeply problematic if the police align back.

      

      
        Centrist group No Labels won't field a ticket in presidential election
        Michael Scherer

        No Labels struggled to find anyone with significant stature to run, in the face of opposition from Democrats who believed the effort would help Donald Trump.

      

      
        Judge to backers of Jan. 6 rioter: Don't condone political violence
        Spencer Hsu

        U.S. Judge Royce C. Lamberth's move to send letters to a rioter's supporters is the latest in broad, public push by federal judges against Jan. 6 revisionism.

      

      
        Trump defends Judge Cannon in fight over classified documents trial
        Devlin Barrett, Perry Stein

        Known for attacking other judges, former president Donald Trump called U.S. Judge Aileen M. Cannon "highly respected" amid a dispute over presidential records law.

      

      
        1 in 5 GOP primary voters keep bucking Trump. What does it mean?
        Aaron Blake, Hannah Dormido, Lenny Bronner

        The Republican presidential nominating contest effectively came to an end nearly a month ago, but the protest vote against Trump is still going strong.

      

      
        The new border fearmongering: China is 'building an army' in the U.S.
        Philip Bump

        Former president Donald Trump made this claim in a radio interview Thursday.

      

      
        Far-right politics could hurt business in North Carolina, some fear. Again.
        Danielle Paquette

        Critics say the economic hit from a 2016 "bathroom bill" foreshadows the financial pain some MAGA candidates could unleash.

      

      
        Trump's 'immunity' claim is blocked in N.Y. -- where it's most fraught
        Philip Bump

        The alleged crime in the Manhattan case is specifically about Trump's attaining the power that he claims confers sweeping immunity from criminal sanction.

      

      
        How Steve Bannon guided the MAGA movement's rebound from Jan. 6
        Isaac Arnsdorf

        This is an excerpt from "Finish What We Started," by Isaac Arnsdorf, which will publish next Tuesday, April 9.

      

      
        Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s running mate and the vaccine wars
        Glenn Kessler

        Newly minted vice presidential candidate Nicole Shanahan made a numbers of claims that do not stand up to scrutiny.
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Biden warns Netanyahu the situation in Gaza is 'unacceptable'
In his call with Israel's leader, President Biden said U.S. policy will change if Israel does not take "specific, concrete, and measurable" steps to address the devastation in Gaza.
By Yasmeen Abutaleb, Matt Viser | 2024-04-05

President Biden and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu spoke Thursday amid growing anger over an Israeli strike that killed seven aid workers from World Central Kitchen. (Demetrius Freeman/The Washington Post)


President Biden told Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu on Thursday that the United States would reassess its policy toward the war in Gaza if the Jewish state does not take immediate steps to address the disastrous humanitarian situation in the enclave and protect aid workers.
"In the coming hours and days, we will be looking for concrete, tangible steps that they're taking," said White House spokesman John Kirby.
The phone call between the two leaders came three days after seven workers from the Jose Andres-run World Central Kitchen were killed by an Israeli strike on a clearly marked convoy, igniting outrage in the United States and abroad. The president held the call with Netanyahu specifically because of the deadly strike, Kirby said, adding that Biden was "shaken" by the attack.
In Thursday's call, Biden "made clear the need for Israel to announce and implement a series of specific, concrete, and measurable steps to address civilian harm, humanitarian suffering, and the safety of aid workers," according to a White House summary of the call. "He made clear that U.S. policy with respect to Gaza will be determined by our assessment of Israel's immediate action on these steps."
It marked the first time Biden has indicated a willingness to reassess his unwavering support of Israel's campaign in Gaza, as pressure grows among prominent Democrats to condition weapons sales to Israel as the death toll in Gaza has surpassed 33,000, according to the Gaza Health Ministry. The president's rhetoric has grown increasingly sharp regarding Israel's handling of the crisis, but until now he had not directly warned Israel of consequences if it does not change course.
It also marked a rare moment in recent decades when the United States has suggested its support for Israel was anything but unconditional.
Secretary of State Antony Blinken reiterated the message in Brussels on Thursday. And Sen. Chris Coons (D-Del.), a close Biden ally and a staunch supporter of Israel, said the United States is "at that point" where conditions must be placed on military aid to Israel.

Secretary of State Antony Blinken on April 4 said that he is 'outraged' by the Israeli strikes on World Central Kitchen workers.


The changing dynamic comes as Israel plans to invade the southern Gaza city of Rafah, where up to 1.5 million Palestinians are sheltering in decrepit conditions after fleeing there under Israeli orders. U.S. officials have warned Israel against a major campaign in Rafah that would endanger numerous civilians.
"If Benjamin Netanyahu were to order the [Israel Defense Forces] into Rafah at scale ... and make no provision for civilians or for humanitarian aid, I would vote to condition aid to Israel," Coons said on CNN. "I've never said that before. I've never been here before."
Despite the explicit warning, the White House offered no details about how it would assess whether Israel had complied with Biden's demands, or how U.S. policy could change if the administration determined it had not done so.
"If we don't see changes from their side, there will be changes from our side," Kirby said. "But I'm not going to preview what that might look like." He declined to say whether Washington might suspend military aid to Israel.
Among the changes Biden wants to see, Kirby said, are "a dramatic increase in humanitarian aid getting in, additional crossings opened up, and a reduction in violence against civilians." He added that the United States expected to see Israel not just "announcing" changes, but "executing" and "implementing" them.
Later Thursday, Israel announced initial steps to address Biden's demands. They included opening the Ashdod port  for direct delivery of aid into Gaza; opening Israel's Erez crossing to help facilitate the delivery of aid into northern Gaza, where law and order has collapsed and aid groups have warned that famine is already underway; and increasing aid deliveries from Jordan.
The White House welcomed the moves, saying they "must now be fully and rapidly implemented." U.S. policy on Gaza "will be determined by our assessment of Israel's immediate action on these and other steps," White House National Security Council spokeswoman Adrienne Watson said in a statement.
The White House summary of the Biden-Netanyahu call said Biden had told the Israeli prime minister that the humanitarian situation in Gaza was "unacceptable" and had called for an "immediate ceasefire."
Israel launched its military campaign in Gaza after Hamas militants stormed through the border and killed 1,200 people, including many civilians, and took 253 people hostage.
Biden on Thursday urged Netanyahu to "empower his negotiators to conclude a deal without delay to bring the hostages home," according to the White House, suggesting that the Israeli leader could be doing more to secure a six-week cease-fire that would see the release of many of the remaining hostages taken by Hamas on Oct. 7. Biden officials have been pushing for the cease-fire for months.
Biden and his top aides have repeatedly pressed Israel to allow more aid into Gaza, reduce civilian casualties and protect relief workers. But they have so far been unwilling to impose any punitive actions even as Netanyahu has become increasingly defiant of U.S. requests despite unprecedented military support.
Andres, a renowned chef and the founder of World Central Kitchen, told Reuters on Wednesday that Israel targeted his workers "systematically, car by car." He questioned how the Biden administration could provide humanitarian assistance in Gaza while continuing to supply Israel with weapons.

Chef Jose Andres on April 3 said that the World Central Kitchen aid group had clear communication with the Israeli military before the strike.


Netanyahu told Biden during their call that the Israel Defense Forces had not targeted the convoy deliberately, Kirby said. Israeli officials have apologized for the strike.
Despite increased statements of anger and frustration over Israel's conduct in Gaza, Biden and his senior aides have emphasized that U.S. support for Israel remains strong, particularly as the threat of an escalation with Iran and Hezbollah has risen this week. An Israeli airstrike in the Syrian capital of Damascus on Monday killed two senior members of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, along with five other officers.
"Our support for Israel's self-defense remains ironclad," Kirby said Thursday. "They face a range of threats, and the United States isn't going to walk away from helping Israel defend itself. That said ... the president does and still believes that the manner in which they are defending themselves against a Hamas threat needs to change."
Israel's incursion into Gaza has created a humanitarian catastrophe, with dozens of children having died of malnutrition and starvation, according to the United Nations. More than 80 percent of Gaza's population has been displaced, and the entire population is facing high levels of acute food insecurity, according to U.S. officials and aid groups.
About 200 humanitarian aid workers, mostly Palestinians, have been killed during the war, which a top U.N. official said is nearly three times the death toll recorded in any other conflict in a year. Biden is close to Andres, whom he calls a "friend," and the killing of the World Central Kitchen workers has moved the president to use significantly stronger language than he has previously during the six-month war.
Netanyahu has defied the United States on a series of major issues despite Biden's support. The prime minister has rejected or brushed off Biden's calls for a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, his demands that more aid be allowed into Gaza and his warnings against a full-scale operation in Rafah.
Kirby said the issues of humanitarian aid and the pending Rafah invasion are inextricably linked.
"Today's call was really focused on humanitarian assistance, civilian casualties, and that includes humanitarian aid workers," Kirby said. But "you can't talk about Rafah and the possibility of operations going after those Hamas battalions in Rafah without also talking about the humanitarian situation down there, which is dire."
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Nebraska lawmakers vote against Trump-fueled push to change electoral vote system
Nebraska is one of only two states that divide electoral votes among statewide and congressional district winners, which allowed Joe Biden to pick off an electoral vote in 2020.
By Patrick Svitek, Michael Scherer | 2024-04-04

Former president Donald Trump acknowledges the crowd after speaking at a campaign rally in Green Bay, Wis., on Tuesday. (Joshua Lott/The Washington Post)


Former president Donald Trump's push to get the Nebraska legislature to change the way it awards electoral votes faced a major setback Wednesday night, when lawmakers voted overwhelmingly to prevent the change from being attached to an unrelated bill.
Nebraska is one of only two states that divide electoral votes among statewide and congressional district winners, which allowed Joe Biden to pick off an electoral vote in the red state in 2020 by carrying a swing district in the Omaha area. But Gov. Jim Pillen (R) and Trump on Tuesday endorsed a proposal to return the state to a winner-take-all system, possibly upending the final days of the state's legislative session, which ends April 18.
The effort was put to an early test Wednesday night when Republican state Sen. Julie Slama tried to add the winner-take-all proposal to an unrelated bill as an amendment. The chair of the legislature ruled that the amendment was not germane to the underlying bill, prompting an effort to overrule the chair.
"If you want winner-take-all in the state of Nebraska, this is your last chance. This is the last train out of the station," Slama said before the vote. "If we can't overrule the chair here, I can't imagine this passing on any other bill this session."
The vote to override needed 23 yes votes to pass, given the attendance in the chamber at the time of the vote. Only eight voted yes.
In a text message after the vote, state Sen. John Cavanaugh (D), who represents Omaha, said Republicans had few other options for trying to pass winner-take-all this session. 
"They could attempt again, but we have put blocking motions and amendments on anything we think they could attempt to attach it to," he wrote.
Lawmakers did not take any action on the proposal Thursday, but Pillen addressed the proposed changes in an unrelated news conference.
"Conservative Nebraskans have to get in the game and have your voice be heard," the governor said. "We can't fix winner-take-all in 30 hours. It's been a problem for 30 years."
The sponsor of the winner-take-all proposal has said he does not have the votes to overcome a filibuster, but Trump's intervention has raised speculation that Republicans could regroup.
"Ultimately, the Nebraska legislature does not legislate in response to tweets from anyone," Cavanaugh said earlier in the day. Democrats, he added, are "firmly in support of maintaining the division of the electoral vote. It is part of what makes Nebraska special."
A group focused on civic engagement in the state, Civic Nebraska, vowed to organize a November ballot initiative if the legislature "succumbs to this last-minute pressure from outside interests."
Republicans acknowledged they had very little time to get the stand-alone proposal to the governor's desk. The bill's sponsor, state Sen. Loren Lippincott (R), noted in a statement Wednesday that there were two days left for bills to be scheduled for floor consideration.
"My staff and I are doing everything we can to seek options for getting this to the finish line," Lippincott said. "However, the harsh reality of a two-day time frame is limiting."
The speaker of the legislature, John Arch (R), said in a statement that the bill was "not prioritized and remains in committee."
"I'm not able to schedule a bill that is still in committee," he said.
Another Republican, Sen. Mike Jacobson, said Wednesday night that he supported winner-take-all but would vote against adding it to underlying legislation he supports if the amendment has the effect of preventing that legislation from passing.
The one electoral vote in Nebraska's 2nd Congressional District has become increasingly important for Democrats as they can no longer rely on the "blue wall" trifecta of Wisconsin, Michigan and Pennsylvania, after recent redistricting reduced those states' weight in the electoral college. Maine is the only other state that does not award all of its electoral votes to the winner of the statewide vote.
Trump's endorsement of the proposal came hours after a prominent ally, Charlie Kirk, rallied his large social media following to pressure Pillen and Nebraska state lawmakers to advance the legislation. Pillen issued a statement of support within hours.
The Trump campaign had looked into the possibility of a late legislative push weeks ago and concluded that there were significant obstacles, according to a person familiar with the discussions who spoke on the condition of anonymity to describe internal campaign efforts. But Trump decided Tuesday night after an event in Wisconsin to push hard for a shift, after he saw the statement from the governor.
Nebraska has a unicameral legislature, with 49 lawmakers, referred to as senators, serving in one chamber that is officially nonpartisan. While registered Republicans hold a majority, it was not filibuster-proof as of Tuesday.
At the start of the day Wednesday, there were 16 Democrats and a progressive independent member from Omaha, Megan Hunt, who was previously a Democrat. Thirty-three votes are needed to break a filibuster, so if all 16 Democrats and Hunt stuck together, they could form a firewall against legislation they opposed.
Hunt spoke out fiercely against winner-take-all on the floor Wednesday night, warning Republicans that they were inviting doxing efforts by conservative activists if they even held a vote on the bill. "By having a recorded vote on this, you are going to be a target for them," she told Republicans in the chamber.
She suggested that Trump supporters campaign harder in Nebraska if they are concerned about him losing an electoral vote. "They think he can't do it without the one vote from Omaha," Hunt said. "I say he should come here and earn it."
By the end of the day, one of the Democrats, Mike McDonnell, announced he was switching to the GOP. But McDonnell told Politico and reporters at the state Capitol that he would continue opposing any proposed changes to the electoral vote system and would not vote to end a filibuster on the issue.
McDonnell's switch nonetheless buoyed GOP hopes for the Trump-backed proposal. U.S. Sen. Pete Ricketts (R-Neb.) said in a statement that the timing of the party switch is "an awesome opportunity to mobilize our Republican majority to a winner-take-all system."
The Trump campaign also was encouraged by McDonnell's decision. A Trump campaign official who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss strategy said Wednesday that Nebraska Republicans "should expect to see continued efforts and pressure, because Republicans have a filibuster-proof majority" now.
Jane Kleeb, chair of the Nebraska Democratic Party, said Wednesday morning that Democrats believed passing the vote was "unrealistic" at this point but were closely monitoring the situation.
"Charlie Kirk is obviously not an idiot and sent out that tweet for a reason," Kleeb said. "We're on guard. We're shoring up our 17 votes."
Even then, it is not clear that all Republicans want to prioritize the bill, which had languished in committee and was assumed dead until Tuesday.
"Until yesterday, this wasn't a discussion at all, and then suddenly it blew up, and several of our legislators that are process-oriented will take a skeptical line," said Gavin Geis, executive director of Common Cause Nebraska.
A Democratic state senator, Wendy DeBoer, was more blunt.
"It would literally take a complete distortion of all our rules," she said. "It would be incredibly unprecedented to try to make all of this happen now."
Kirk, founder and CEO of Turning Point USA, on Tuesday urged his nearly 3 million followers on X to call Pillen and state lawmakers to urge support for the proposal. Kirk asked Nebraskans to "demand their state stop pointlessly giving strength to their political enemies."
Within hours, Pillen released a statement saying he is a "strong supporter" of the bill and has "been from the start." He called on Republicans in the legislature to send it to his desk.
Trump quickly reacted on his Truth Social platform, sharing Pillen's statement and calling it a "very smart letter." In a longer second post, Trump thanked Pillen for his "bold leadership" and said he hopes the legislature "does the right thing," urging Nebraskans to call their representatives.
Kirk has scheduled a rally next Tuesday in Omaha to continue pushing for the change.
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RFK Jr. campaign describes Jan. 6 defendants as 'activists,' then disavows email
The independent presidential candidate's team later said the communication, which stated the defendants had been stripped of their rights, "does not reflect Mr. Kennedy's views."
By Meryl Kornfield, Rachel Weiner | 2024-04-04

Independent presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy Jr. speaks at a Cesar Chavez Day event he hosted in Los Angeles last week. (Mario Tama/Getty Images)


Independent presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy's campaign told supporters Wednesday that those facing charges in the Jan. 6, 2021, Capitol riot are "activists sitting in a Washington DC jail cell stripped of their Constitutional liberties."
Kennedy's campaign used the language in an email urging his followers to sign a petition calling for the release of WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange. In the email, titled "We Must Free Assange!," the campaign compared those jailed for their actions on Jan. 6 to Assange and Edward Snowden, a former National Security Agency contractor who leaked information about top-secret U.S. surveillance programs and is now living in Moscow.
The campaign claimed Thursday that Kennedy did not approve of the wording in the email, blaming the "error" on a contractor who the campaign later said has since been terminated. But Kennedy himself has previously downplayed the Jan. 6 attack and said he is open to pardoning convicted rioters.
The email, sent from "Team Kennedy," refers to a British court's decision to delay Assange's extradition to the United States until he is guaranteed free-speech protections and U.S. officials offer assurances that he will not incur the death penalty in a U.S. trial. Kennedy -- an anti-vaccine activist who rails against government censorship as a major plank of his third-party campaign -- has said he would pardon Assange if elected president.
"The Brits want to make sure our government doesn't kill Assange," the email says. "This is the reality that every American Citizen faces -- from Ed Snowden, to Julian Assange to the J6 activists sitting in a Washington DC jail cell stripped of their Constitutional liberties."
It's unclear which Jan. 6 defendants Kennedy's campaign is referring to -- very few of them are in the D.C. jail, where a small percentage await trial, sentencing or transfer to a federal prison to serve out their sentences. Despite complaints from some far-right lawmakers, no court has found that the detention violated their rights.
The naming of the defendants as "activists" echoes Donald Trump's decision to align himself with the Jan. 6 rioters. He has called them "patriots" and "hostages" and glossed over the violence committed that day in a bid to prevent Joe Biden from being confirmed as president.
At campaign rallies, Trump has played a musical tribute to the jailed Capitol defendants. Meanwhile, President Biden has slammed Trump's refusal to accept the results of the 2020 election or take responsibility for the violence. Kennedy has mostly avoided talking about Jan. 6 on the campaign trail, in speeches or social media postings. He did not post on Twitter, now called X, about the riot.
But Kennedy shared his views about the Capitol attack with Politico's David Freedlander, who asked him in October whether he remembered where he was on Jan. 6, 2021. Kennedy's comments came after the two had discussed the candidate's views on government censorship.
"What do you think is more dangerous," he asked Freedlander. "The censorship by the government of Americans who disagree with its policies or Jan. 6?"
He added: "Jan. 6 was an attack on a building. And we have lots of layers of government behind that building."
Kennedy previously told The Post that he accepted the results of the 2020 election but would not commit to accepting the results of the 2024 election. He said he would consider pardoning those convicted of their role in the riot.
"If prosecutorial malfeasance is demonstrated, then yes," he said. "Otherwise, no."
On Thursday, the campaign said in a statement that the email was "an error that does not reflect Mr. Kennedy's views."
The statement "was inserted by a new marketing contractor and slipped through the normal approval process," campaign spokeswoman Stefanie Spear said. 
Kennedy faced criticism when he argued this week that Biden was a greater threat to democracy than Trump, who still falsely claims that Biden was not legitimately elected in 2020. Kennedy's assertion was based on the Biden administration's push for social media companies to monitor their sites for medical misinformation; Kennedy was temporarily banned from Instagram for spreading misinformation about vaccines.
"Him trying to overthrow the election clearly is a threat to democracy," Kennedy told CNN of Trump. "But the question was, who is a worse threat to democracy and what I would say is ... I'm not going to answer that question, but I can argue that President Biden is."
Kennedy started his run for the presidency as a Democrat but decided in October to mount a campaign as an independent and has increasingly ramped up his attacks on Biden. The descendant of the prominent political family holds some appeal for both Republicans and Democrats in what looks to be a Biden-Trump rematch as he seeks ballot access across the country.
More than three years after the Capitol attack, only 30 of the nearly 1,400 people charged with committing crimes that day are in the D.C. jail. All but a few of them have been charged or convicted of assaulting police officers during the riot. Most are awaiting sentencing or transfer to a prison facility. Among the handful being held before trial are a man with a long criminal history charged with firing a gun outside the Capitol building, a man who showed up armed outside former president Barack Obama's house, and people accused of attacking officers with such weapons as explosive devices and a metal whip.
In late 2021, a federal judge asked the Justice Department to investigate complaints from Jan. 6 defendants that they were being mistreated in the D.C. jail. A surprise inspection found that the facility was unsanitary and that staff members were engaged in abusive behavior -- but not in the section where the alleged rioters were being held, where conditions were found to be "largely appropriate and consistent with federal prisoner detention standards."
The same judge, U.S. District Judge Royce C. Lamberth, has joined several colleagues in pushing back publicly on claims that riot participants are being punished for their beliefs or for demonstrating in support of Trump. The Capitol attack, Lamberth said in sentencing one rioter this week, "was neither First Amendment-protected activity nor civil disobedience ... because it was violent, not peaceful; opportunistic, not principled; coercive, not persuasive; and selfish, not patriotic."
Fifty-five percent of Americans believe the storming of the Capitol on Jan. 6 was "an attack on democracy that should never be forgotten," according to a Post-University of Maryland poll from January. However, Republicans increasingly view the rioters in a positive light, with only 18 percent saying they were "mostly violent," compared with 77 percent of Democrats and 54 percent of independents.
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Trump urges Netanyahu to 'get it over with,' questions Israel's approach to war in Gaza
The former president and presumptive Republican presidential nominee has in recent weeks found himself increasingly at odds with the GOP's unwavering loyalty to Israel.
By Maegan Vazquez | 2024-04-04

Republican presidential candidate and former president Donald Trump speaks at the Republican Jewish Coalition's annual leadership meeting in Las Vegas on Oct. 28. (John Locher/AP)


Former president Donald Trump sharpened his criticism of Israel over the country's handling of the war in Gaza on Thursday, expressing concerns about bad optics and questioning Israel's approach to the conflict.
When asked by conservative radio host Hugh Hewitt on Thursday whether he was "100 percent with Israel," the former president did not give a direct answer but emphasized the optics of the ongoing conflict, saying the country is "losing the PR war."
"They're releasing the most heinous, most horrible tapes of buildings falling down," Trump said. "And people are imagining there's a lot of people in those buildings ... and they don't like it. And I don't know why they released, you know, wartime shots like that. ... To me, it doesn't make them look tough."
Trump said his advice to Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu would be to "get it over with," and "get back to normalcy."
"I'm not sure that I'm loving the way they're doing it. ... You have to have a victory, and it's taking a long time," he continued.
Trump, the presumptive Republican presidential nominee, has in recent weeks found himself increasingly at odds with the Republican Party's de facto position of steadfast loyalty to Israel.
In an interview last month with the Israeli newspaper Israel Hayom, Trump similarly urged Israel to "finish up your war" and said that "Israel has to be very careful, because ... you're losing a lot of support."
At the same time, Trump has also criticized Biden's handling of the conflict. During his interview with Hewitt, Trump hit Biden for his handling of Israel's war, saying, "The whole world is blowing up with this idiot president we have." The former president also repeated his assertion that "October 7th would have never happened" if he was president, but he didn't clearly outline what he would do differently about the war if reelected.
Republicans in Congress, meanwhile, have been rallying around Netanyahu and the Jewish state, particularly since Senate Majority Leader Charles E. Schumer (D-N. Y.), who is the highest-ranking Jewish official in the United States and a staunch ally of Israel, took to the Senate floor last month to call on Israel to hold a new election to replace Netanyahu.
Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-Ky.), who has been critical of Schumer's remarks, said last month that "bipartisan support for Israel seems to be cracking on the political left in this country." House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) has said that he wants Netanyahu to address Congress and called Schumer's comments "highly inappropriate." He also said it's "plain wrong for an American leader to play such a divisive role."
After Schumer's call for new elections in Israel, Netanyahu updated Senate Republicans on the status of the war and criticized Schumer, as multiple GOP lawmakers reassured him that they strongly disagreed with the majority leader's critiques.
Trump made support for Israel a cornerstone of his presidency and brokered the 2020 Abraham Accords, a set of treaties negotiated during his administration that normalized relations between Israel and the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Sudan and Morocco.
But since leaving office, he's been harshly critical of Netanyahu -- once one of his greatest allies.
According to interviews in 2021 about his Middle East peace efforts, Trump was incensed with Netanyahu for congratulating President Biden on his 2020 election victory as Trump disputed the results. Trump said the call was a betrayal of their relationship and all the work he'd done to help Israel during his presidency.
Trump has also criticized Israel's approach to the war since it began nearly six months ago. Just days after the deadly Hamas attack on Oct. 7, Trump said at a rally that Netanyahu "was not prepared and Israel was not prepared." He also called Hezbollah terrorist attackers "very smart" and said Netanyahu "let us down" in the lead-up to a U.S. drone strike that killed Iranian general Qasem Soleimani in 2020.
Republican presidential candidates still in the primary race at the time -- including his former vice president Mike Pence and his former U.N. ambassador Nikki Haley -- condemned Trump's comments.
Biden, meanwhile, continues to face pressure from members of his party who are concerned about the growing humanitarian crisis and are calling for the administration to cut off U.S. military aid to Israel. The tension has amplified since seven humanitarian aid workers were killed this week in an Israeli airstrike.
On Thursday, in his first call with Netanyahu since the strike, Biden pushed for "an immediate cease-fire" and "made clear the need for Israel to announce and implement a series of specific, concrete, and measurable steps to address civilian harm, humanitarian suffering, and the safety of aid workers," according to a White House summary of the call.
U.S. policy with respect to Gaza, the White House said in the summary, "will be determined by our assessment of Israel's immediate action on these steps."
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Harris returns to N.C. as Democrats seek to put state in play
Live updates from the 2024 campaign trail, with the latest news on presidential candidates, polls, primaries and more.
By Maegan Vazquez, Mariana Alfaro, Amy B Wang, Patrick Svitek, Aaron Blake, Philip Bump, Spencer Hsu, Meryl Kornfield, Hannah Dormido, Lenny Bronner, Devlin Barrett, Perry Stein, Michael Scherer, Danielle Paquette, Adam Taylor, Leigh Ann Caldwell, Theodoric Meyer, Emily Rauhala, John Hudson, Hannah Knowles, Isaac Arnsdorf, Glenn Kessler, Maxine Joselow | 2024-04-04
Vice President Harris returned Thursday to North Carolina, a state not carried by a Democratic presidential ticket since 2008. Her visit to Charlotte, which included a campaign office opening, follows a trip that she and President Biden made to Raleigh last week.
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Musk's X pivots again, restoring blue checks to popular accounts
The social network formerly known as Twitter is now gifting premium features to users with at least 2,500 verified followers.
By Will Oremus, Kelly Kasulis Cho | 2024-04-04

Elon Musk had said X accounts with over 2,500 verified followers will get Premium features free. (Kirsty Wigglesworth/AP)


A year after his controversial decision to remove verification from popular Twitter accounts unless they paid a monthly subscription fee, Elon Musk has thrown users another curveball. Starting Wednesday, the social network now named X began restoring the blue checks to popular users who aren't paying for them -- and mostly don't want them.
Users with large followings were surprised Wednesday evening to find they had been gifted premium subscriptions to the service, along with the blue verification badge. The development seemed to roll out  a change Musk posted about on March 27: "Going forward, all X accounts with over 2,500 verified subscriber followers will get Premium features for free and accounts with over 5000 will get Premium+ for free."
On its face, the newest blue-check revamp appears to be a bid to attract or retain popular accounts as X faces increasing competition from Meta's Threads and other text-based social platforms. But it might also represent an effort to restore some luster to an icon once reserved for accounts belonging to well-known people but which can now be bought by anyone.
The changes further muddle a business model that Musk has overhauled since buying the social media platform for $44 billion in October 2022, dismissing the majority of its workforce and reversing years of rules about what can and cannot be posted. The company recently named a new head of global safety, filling a position that had been vacant for nine months, and appointed another executive to head up "brand safety and advertiser solutions" amid advertisers' concerns about what kinds of material their ads run alongside.
X did not respond to requests for comment and has made no official announcement about the verification changes since Musk's March post.
Threads attracted more than 130 million active users in its first six months, and Meta recently began testing cash bonuses for select creators who post engaging content on the platform, the company confirmed Thursday. But the site has frustrated some journalists and public figures by distancing itself from overtly political content, leading some to remain on or return to X.
As for X, Musk claimed Wednesday that its desktop site's "organic traffic" reached an all-time high, but the company no longer reports industry-standard metrics, and independent analyses suggest its active usage on mobile devices has steadily declined since he bought it in October 2022.
The latest verification gambit comes a year after Musk controversially removed the badges from most users who had them, reserving the famous blue checks and a suite of "premium" features for paying subscribers, as he moved toward a subscription-based business model. Those premium features include reduced ads and higher placement in replies to other users' posts.
But not everyone who had their blue check restored Wednesday was thrilled. Some users rushed to make clear that they had not sought the status, lest followers think they had become supporters of Musk or X.
"What's with the random blue check I didn't ask for or pay for?" MSNBC host Katie Phang wondered.
Attorney and political commentator Elie Mystal posted: "To be clear, even though Elon has forced the mark of the beast upon me, without consent or permission, I will still make fun of people who paid for blue checks."
Some users who had the badges added to their account Wednesday traded tips on how to hide it from their profiles. Among them was Timnit Gebru, an AI ethicist and founder and executive director of the nonprofit Distributed AI Research Institute.
"I despise Elon Musk and I don't want to be associated with endorsing anything he's doing," Gebru said, explaining why she hid the blue check after it appeared on her account Wednesday. She said she remains on X because there are some news topics for which it remains a critical information source, such as the conflicts in Sudan, Gaza and Ethiopia's Tigray region.
Once a mark of authenticity -- and, some argued, privilege -- reserved largely for politicians, celebrities and journalists, the blue badge's significance has changed dramatically under Musk. After opening verification as a premium feature to anyone willing to pay soon after Musk bought Twitter, his team began removing the badges from previously verified users in April 2023 if they didn't become paying subscribers.
While some X users and Musk supporters cheered the move as democratizing, it alienated other longtime accounts. Critics, backed by some research, argued that it made it harder to find reliable information on the site. As X has loosened its speech rules and cut back on content moderation, verified users have been among those purveying scams, pro-Nazi memes and nonconsensual deepfake pornography. Accounts identified by Meta as part of a Chinese disinformation campaign have also been verified on X even as Meta removed them from its platforms.
Musk's changes to the verification system also served to diminish the influence of mainstream media on X as he sought to elevate "citizen journalists" and tilt the platform's politics toward the right.
In anti-Musk circles, however, the badge became a punchline.
That may help explain why X is now restoring it to prominent accounts, said Karen North, a professor of digital social media at the University of Southern California's Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism.
"In a world where the celebrities and public figures refuse to pay for the check mark, then the verification loses its value," she said. By restoring verification to famous and influential users, whether they like it or not, X increases the value of verification for those who pay for it.
"I think that Elon Musk has made a decision that there are two ways to get verified: One is to prove who you are and pay money, and the other is to earn it through popularity," North added.
Marcy Wheeler, an independent journalist covering national security who greeted her blue verification badge Wednesday by posting an expletive, said she remains on X mostly to monitor right-wing narratives and disinformation so she can push back on them. She said she believes the verification changes are part of an effort to restore X's status as a "public square" so that Musk can use it to "mainstream far-right ideas."
On Thursday, Musk amplified various posts from verified X users defending a Jan. 6, 2021, suspect, decrying a rise in the "foreign-born" population under President Biden, highlighting crimes by Syrian migrants, mocking diversity and inclusion programs, and suggesting that leftists want to disarm American citizens "because they intend to do things that American citizens would want to shoot them for."
In between, he agreed with a post that said that "a blue checkmark is a stamp of authenticity."
Kelly Kasulis Cho contributed to this report.
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Why Trump wants to game Nebraska's electoral vote, mapped
Trump and his allies are trying to get Nebraska to change its system to deprive Biden of one electoral vote. Here's why.
By Aaron Blake | 2024-04-04

A leafy neighborhood of Omaha in October 2020. (Stephen Groves/AP)


A transparent Donald Trump-backed attempt to reconfigure -- dare we say "rig" -- the electoral college to be more in his favor in 2024 has fallen short. At least for now.
The technically nonpartisan but heavily Republican Nebraska legislature late Wednesday overwhelmingly rejected an attempt to change the state's rules from awarding electoral votes by congressional district to awarding them on a winner-take-all basis.
The idea is to prevent President Biden from winning one of the state's five electoral votes; both he in 2020 and Barack Obama in 2008 carried the state's swingy 2nd District. (Maine is the only other state that divvies up electoral votes like this.)
But the backers in the Nebraska case aren't giving up yet. Wednesday's tactic was to attach the change to an unrelated bill, but the effort could take another form if its supporters can overcome significant procedural hurdles. And Biden's team is reportedly engaged in the fight, too.
All over a single electoral vote -- 1 of 435. Why?
Because even if it's unlikely that Nebraska's 2nd District could ever be decisive in a presidential race, it's not unforeseeable. There are a few plausible scenarios in which this could matter.
The most frequently invoked scenario is this: Trump flips Arizona, Georgia and Nevada from blue in 2020 to red in 2024, while Biden hangs on to the crucial trio of Michigan, Pennsylvania and Wisconsin. Democrats have already isolated those three states as Biden's firewall, hoping his appeal to Midwestern voters holds up.
Arizona and Georgia were the most closely decided states in 2020, and Trump would just have to flip them and Nevada, which polls suggest is pretty favorable for him right now.
Under the current rules -- and if nothing else changed from 2020, including in Nebraska's 2nd District -- Biden would win 270 electoral votes to 268. The map below is courtesy of 270 to Win, where you can craft your own scenarios:
If Nebraska changes its rules, that would mean a 269-269 tie, to be settled by the House of Representatives. (Each state's delegation would receive one vote, and Republicans would seem likely to hold more delegations.)
Other scenarios are even less likely.
One involves Trump flipping just two states from 2020 -- Michigan and Pennsylvania. That would create a 269-269 tie before a potential Nebraska change, and a 270-268 Trump win if the change is made.
But Michigan (which went for Biden by 2.8 points) and Pennsylvania (Biden by 1.2) were not as close as other key swing states last time. And it's difficult to see a situation in which Biden loses them but holds on to Arizona, Georgia and Wisconsin.
Other scenarios involve Trump flipping Michigan, but Biden also somehow flipping North Carolina (which he lost by 1.3 points).
Trump could flip Michigan, Nevada, Pennsylvania and Wisconsin, while Biden flips the Tar Heel State. That would be a 269-269 tie before any Nebraska change.
Trump could also flip Georgia, Michigan and Pennsylvania, with Biden flipping North Carolina. Again: a 269-269 tie, in which Nebraska's 2nd District could swing the race to Trump.
Trump could also flip Pennsylvania, Wisconsin and New Hampshire, creating a 270-268 Biden map before a Nebraska change, and a 269-269 tie if Nebraska makes the change.
But New Hampshire favored Biden by 7.4 points, which points to how unlikely these scenarios are getting.
You can also get to a 270-268 Biden or a 269-269 map by moving Maine's 2nd District (which Trump won by 7.4 points) or Florida (Trump by 3.4 points) to Biden, in combination with other changes. But red would have to turn blue and blue to red in very unlikely ways -- especially given that we're talking about the very same candidates on the ballot that we had in 2020.
And then we get into other possibilities. One is that faithless electors withhold their votes from a candidate. Another is Maine responding to a Nebraska change by also going winner-take-all (effectively helping Biden by offsetting the change). Another would be a third-party candidate somehow winning a state, throwing the majority math into flux for each candidate.
All unlikely, especially in ways that would matter. But we have seen close electoral college votes. George W. Bush got 271 electoral votes just 24 years ago. Rutherford B. Hayes won by a single electoral vote in 1876. John Adams got one more electoral vote than he needed in 1796.
Those three races account for 5 percent of all presidential elections in U.S. history.
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Judge Cannon shoots down Trump's presidential records act claim 
The ruling in Donald Trump's classified documents trial could cool a looming standoff between special counsel Jack Smith and Judge Aileen M. Cannon. 
By Devlin Barrett, Perry Stein | 2024-04-04

Boxes of records at a bathroom at Mar-a-Lago in Palm Beach, Fla. The image was part of the indictment against former president Donald Trump. (Justice Department/AP)


U.S. District Judge Aileen M. Cannon on Thursday rejected Donald Trump's bid to have his charges of mishandling classified documents dismissed on the grounds that a federal records law protected him from prosecution.
The judge also defended her handling of the issue, which had surprised legal experts and rankled prosecutors.
Trump's defense team argued that the Presidential Records Act (PRA) took priority over the Espionage Act when it came to highly classified documents that went to his private residence in Florida after his presidency. On Thursday, Cannon shot down that argument, saying the PRA "does not provide a pre-trial basis to dismiss" either the mishandling charges or the related obstruction charges against Trump.
By defusing a looming confrontation with prosecutors, Cannon's ruling may clear a path for her to decide a host of other unresolved pretrial issues, including the most basic question of when the trial will be held. The dispute over the possible relevance of the PRA to this case had led some legal experts to worry that there was little chance the case would go to trial this year.
Cannon's decision comes three weeks after she held a hearing on Trump's PRA motion, and two days after special counsel Jack Smith blasted the rationale behind the judge's demand for prospective jury instructions that seemed to largely adopt Trump's interpretation of the act.
Smith said in a court filing that Cannon was pursuing a "wrong" legal premise about the PRA and urged her to rule quickly on the issue so that if she ruled against him, he could appeal.
Cannon's focus on jury instructions at this stage of the process flummoxed legal experts -- both because it misapplied the law and because judges typically first resolve a host of more pressing questions about the beginning of the trial, rather than addressing the wording of jury instructions that come at the end.
Even as she ruled against Trump's motion, Cannon's three-page order also revealed her displeasure over Smith's characterization of her order, suggesting this may not be the last such battle in the historic prosecution of a former president and the presumptive GOP presidential candidate.
Cannon wrote that "to the extent the Special Counsel demands an anticipatory finalization of jury instructions prior to trial, prior to a charge conference, and prior to the presentation of trial defenses and evidence, the Court declines that demand as unprecedented and unjust."
She said her request for the proposed jury instructions "should not be misconstrued as declaring a final definition on any essential element or asserted defense in this case."
Instead, it was "a genuine attempt, in the context of the upcoming trial, to better understand the parties' competing positions and the questions to be submitted to the jury in this complex case of first impression," the order said.
Cannon did not indicate whether she believed the PRA could be a permissible defense for Trump to use later, leaving open the possibility that she or the former president could revive the issue during a trial.
Trump was indicted on 32 counts of violating the Espionage Act, each for a specific classified document that he is alleged to have illegally retained at Mar-a-Lago, his Florida home and private club, after his presidency ended. He has pleaded not guilty to those charges as well as eight additional counts of obstructing government efforts to retrieve the sensitive papers.
Trump's lawyers argue that their client had the authority as president under the PRA to declare even highly classified documents to be his personal records and property.
Cannon said in her ruling that she rejected Trump's request in part because the wording of the indictment is not based on the PRA. The indictment "specifies the nature of the accusations against Defendant Trump in a lengthy speaking indictment with embedded excerpts from investigative interviews, photographs, and other content," she wrote.
In seeking the proposed jury instructions from prosecutors and defense lawyers, Cannon outlined two scenarios -- both of which misstated what the PRA does, legal experts have said.
In one scenario, Cannon sought instructions that assume the PRA allows presidents to designate any documents as personal at the end of a presidency, which is what Trump's legal team has argued he had the authority to do. She also told them to write jury instructions for a second scenario in which the jury has to determine which of the documents Trump is accused of illegally retaining are personal and which are presidential.
Smith responded in writing this week that Cannon's instruction was based on a "fundamentally flawed legal premise" that would "distort the trial." The filing made clear that the special counsel was willing to risk a direct confrontation with the judge because he believed Cannon's approach to the PRA issue could pose a significant danger to his case.
Trump's team said in its own filing that Cannon's assignment was consistent with the former president's position that the "prosecution is based on official acts" he took while in the White House -- not illegal retention of materials.
Before Cannon's ruling Thursday, Trump -- whose strategy in fighting four criminal indictments has largely centered around attacking the legal system -- came to the judge's defense on social media.
He said Smith "should be sanctioned or censured for the way he is attacking a highly respected Judge, Aileen Cannon, who is presiding over his FAKE Documents Hoax case in Florida. He is a lowlife who is nasty, rude, and condescending, and obviously trying to 'play the ref.'"
Robert Mintz, a former federal prosecutor, said that given the stakes of the case, Trump's comments were not surprising but did carry risks.
"What is surprising is just how quickly the judge herself has become the central focus of this case," Mintz said. "Turning the trial into a referendum on the judge may be effective from a public relations standpoint, but as a legal matter, it runs the risk of further politicizing the case and creating even more legal issues that could later backfire on the defense."
Cannon, a Trump nominee who has been on the bench since late 2020, has been spared the attacks that Trump has thrown at the judges that are presiding over two of his other criminal cases: a federal election interference case brought in D.C. as well as a state trial related to alleged falsification of business records linked to a hush money payment that is slated to begin April 15 in Manhattan.
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The problem of perceived police partisanship
Politicians have long tried to align with law enforcement. It's deeply problematic if the police align back.
By Philip Bump | 2024-04-04

Donald Trump attends a campaign event in Grand Rapids, Mich., on Tuesday in which he gave a speech with a group of law enforcement officials standing behind him. (Rebecca Cook/Reuters)


When former president Donald Trump described immigrants accused of committing crimes as "animals" who are "not human" in a Michigan speech this week, the phalanx of police standing behind him onstage didn't react. There was no nodding in agreement or shaking heads of disapproval. If they hadn't been instructed not to indicate their opinions of Trump's comments, they certainly behaved as though they had been. Stoic. Dispassionate.
Yet they were still there, standing behind Trump's words. Not simply literally, either. The Grand Rapids campaign stop included the announcement that the former president's bid to regain his old job was receiving the endorsement of the Police Officers Association of Michigan.
An endorsement of a political candidate by a police organization is hardly an exceptional moment by itself. Police unions often offer endorsements to candidates; those endorsements have historically been eagerly sought, given the respect afforded law enforcement officials among the general public. But Trump's effort to ingratiate himself to law enforcement is different, occurring at a different moment and engendering a different response.
Most importantly, though, Trump is not a typical candidate. He has promised to deploy law enforcement against his political opponents and repeatedly demanded that protesters with whom he disagrees be dealt with more harshly by police. That makes perceived agreement with his approach much more fraught for the police.
Trump's ascent in the 2016 Republican primary was a function of his focus on immigration. It also carefully leveraged the Republican backlash against the Black Lives Matter movement, which had gained public prominence the previous year. That movement, focused on the killings of Black Americans by police, triggered a conversation about systemic racism in law enforcement, among other governmental systems. It also prompted a rally-around-the-blue effect, with "Blue Lives Matter" -- that is, police lives -- emerging as a rhetorical rebuttal to "Black Lives Matter." The thin-blue-line flag became a totem on the political right.
Asked about one such shooting in July 2015, soon after announcing his candidacy, Trump insisted that he was "a huge fan of the police."
"I think the police have to be given back power," he told CNN's Anderson Cooper. He had used the same language in 1989 when he bought a full-page ad demanding that New York reinstate the death penalty after a group of teenagers were arrested and accused of assaulting a woman in Central Park. The teens were later exonerated, though Trump refused to acknowledge that during his 2016 campaign.
As a candidate and president, Trump would regularly engage and praise police. A group of officers in Texas were reprimanded during the 2016 campaign after they sported "Make America great again" hats while on duty. During his first summer in office, Trump spoke in front of several police officers at an event on Long Island.
"When you see these thugs being thrown into the back of a paddy wagon," he said, "you just see them thrown in, rough -- I said, please don't be too nice." The officers behind him laughed.
Trump was on Long Island again last week, attending the wake of an officer killed in the line of duty. He was warmly received, which does not appear to have been the case for New York Gov. Kathy Hochul (D) during her subsequent visit.
Trump described his visit during a radio interview on Thursday.
"They had 11,000 police there, but over the course of that weekend, I think 50- or 60,000 police showed up, not just from New York, from all over the country," Trump said. "The wife is an incredible woman. I spoke to her for a long time. We stood over the casket together. And they really appreciated what I did for the police. They did not appreciate other people, I can tell you that."
Rep. Anthony D'Esposito (R-N.Y.), a former member of the New York Police Department -- like the officer who was killed -- shared an image from the tribute.
"Don't ever cross us," he wrote.
This sort of sentiment is where the overlap of politics and police gets tricky.
Soon after the 2020 election, an analysis of campaign contributions showed a sharp uptick in contributions from police employees to Republican candidates and committees. This is in part because of the introduction of a tool, WinRed, that better tracks small-dollar contributions.




It is probably also in part because of the increased partisan polarization around police that followed the emergence of Black Lives Matter and the Blue Lives Matter response. In 2014, there was a 17-point gap between Democrats and Republicans in Gallup polling when respondents were asked how much confidence they had in police. By 2020 -- when Trump was running for reelection and the Black Lives Matter movement was resurgent -- the gap had expanded to 54 points.




Since 2020, that gap has narrowed again, in part because Republican confidence in the police has dropped by 20 points.
The natural question that arises is how partisan police officers are. Research released in June offers an analysis of that question, matching personnel data of a quarter-million officers from 98 law enforcement agencies with voter registration data from the firm L2.
Overall, the researchers -- faculty at such schools as Duke University, Princeton University and the University of Rochester -- found a fairly even distribution of party identities (including modeled identities in places that don't have partisan registration). But there's a catch: These were officers who served in most of the largest agencies in the country, generally meaning large cities.
"[R]elative to civilians in their jurisdictions," the researchers write, "police officers are not only more likely to affiliate with the Republican Party, they also have higher household income, vote more often, and are more likely to be White."
A chart from the report shows that divide. The black dots indicate the density of Republicans in the police force (with ranges of uncertainty), and the gray stars indicate the density of Republicans among residents in their jurisdictions.

Chart from "Political diversity in U.S. police agencies" showing the density of identified Republicans in each municipality's police force relative to the density of Republicans in the population. (Ba et al, 2023) 


What's more, the officers often lived in places that were dissimilar from the communities where they served.
"Officers' home tracts tend to have higher shares of Republicans (+9 [percentage points]) and White residents (+13 p.p.)," the report indicates. " ... In the same vein, officers tend to live in areas with lower shares of Black ([?]7 p.p.) and Hispanic ([?]5 p.p.) residents than the jurisdiction-wide average."
The officers standing behind Trump as he spoke in Michigan were mostly White men. So was James Tignanelli, the president of the association that gave its endorsement -- an endorsement that wasn't solely about Trump's support for law enforcement.
"There's no way we can have a president in the United States that allows 3 million people a year -- or more, I'm sure -- to come into our country illegally," Tignanelli said when announcing the endorsement. "We can't allow that to continue."
This is inaccurate. A large number of immigrants have been stopped at the border in recent years, but many of them are subsequently detained or deported. Many others are allowed to remain in the country while their claims of asylum are adjudicated.
Again, this rhetoric isn't coming from a state legislator who's offering his endorsement, it's coming from the head of a police organization. It is offered in support of a candidate who touts his backing from law enforcement even as he is actively trying to code support for the police as partisan. (Not to mention in support of a candidate who has been indicted four times, including once over his role in the Jan. 6, 2021, attack on the U.S. Capitol, which injured numerous officers.)
The difference in partisan identity between police officers and those they serve should not matter; the officers' service, overwhelmingly, is independent of politics (though, the research cited above suggests, partisanship does correlate with the approach officers take to their work). If police are seen as allied with Trump and the political right, though -- a perception Trump encourages and which police officers and their allies have at times embraced as a response to criticism -- the damage to community trust could be severe. Gallup's polling already indicates that some damage has been incurred.
Then there's the question of how law enforcement officials respond should Trump regain the presidency. We have already seen examples of members of law enforcement leveraging their authority in support of extreme political movements or working with fringe actors. Police were beaten during the riot at the Capitol in support of Trump -- but some police officers were part of the mob.
It's a moment when police departments are under particular scrutiny. It is in Trump's interest to heighten a sense of embattlement among police officers, as he does with other groups.
It is also a moment when even the perception of partisan alignment is fraught.
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Centrist group No Labels won't field a ticket in presidential election
No Labels struggled to find anyone with significant stature to run, in the face of opposition from Democrats who believed the effort would help Donald Trump. 
By Michael Scherer | 2024-04-04

Sen. Joe Manchin III (D-W.Va.), left, and former Utah governor Jon Huntsman (R) participate in an event in Manchester, N.H., sponsored by the centrist group No Labels on July 17. (John Tully for The Washington Post)


The centrist group No Labels abandoned its ambitions for a third-party 2024 presidential campaign Thursday, saying it had failed to find candidates who had a credible path to victory in the November elections.
"Americans remain more open to an independent presidential run and hungrier for unifying national leadership than ever before," the group said in a statement. "But No Labels has always said we would only offer our ballot line to a ticket if we could identify candidates with a credible path to winning the White House. No such candidates emerged, so the responsible course of action is for us to stand down."
The group had gained ballot access in 21 states and claimed to have a clear way of getting on the ballot in the remaining states, once candidates were nominated. But the group struggled to find anyone with significant stature who was willing to take on the role, in the face of significant opposition from Democrats who believed the No Labels effort would help elect former president Donald Trump.
Many of the potential candidates they courted ruled out a bid, including Sen. Joe Manchin III (D-W.Va.), former Maryland governor Larry Hogan (R) and former Georgia lieutenant governor Geoff Duncan (R). More recently, former New Jersey governor Chris Christie (R) declined to run on the ticket after spending weeks looking at whether he could mount a successful third-party run. He commissioned polling in 13 states before ruling out a bid.
News of the group's decision was first reported Thursday by the Wall Street Journal.
Tyler Cymet, the chair of Maryland's No Labels party, said discussions about finding a candidate, including from nonpolitical spheres such as the military and academia, continued up until Thursday, but the consensus was reached that there was no path forward for any person. The group also discussed putting in a stand-in name, such as that of former senator Joseph I. Lieberman (I-Conn.), a No Labels co-chair who died last week after a fall, in states where the group had ballot access. That idea was also ruled out.
Tim Kneeland, a No Labels delegate from Iowa, said that the group has been in discussions about what comes next and that most involved wanted to avoid putting a ticket forward that wouldn't win. Many realized that potential candidates would face a steep climb persuading voters and others who considered any No Labels contender a spoiler.
"What we learned is the environment is so toxic for anyone who has been considering this," he said. "We were having a real hard time finding quality candidates."
The No Labels presidential project was premised on the idea that President Biden and Trump would be the major-party nominees this spring, despite widespread voter desire for other candidates. From the start, the group's leaders, who did not disclose the donors funding the effort, said they did not want to help Trump win another term and were not interested in running a protest campaign.
"I just wanted to emphasize on the spoiler question: I would not be involved if I thought in any account that we would do something to spoil the election in favor of Donald Trump," co-chair Benjamin Chavis Jr. said in early 2023. "That's just not going to happen."
But the effort nonetheless caused deep divisions within moderate Democratic circles, as old friends who had arrived in Washington during the Clinton presidency in the 1990s turned against one another. William Galston, a Brookings Institution scholar and former Clinton adviser who had co-founded the group, left in protest over its presidential ambitions.
No Labels later filed a federal lawsuit against a group of liberal activists who had created a spoof website, hoping to reveal secrets about its opponents during discovery. The group's leaders also asked the Justice Department to investigate alleged efforts by political opponents to intimidate No Label's supporters.
No Labels fury was directed at a sprawling campaign against it that included the moderate Democratic group Third Way, the anti-Trump Lincoln Project and a new group called Citizens to Save Our Republic, founded by former House minority leader Richard A. Gephardt (D-Mo.).
Third Way, a group run by former friends and colleagues of No Labels's leadership, focused on dissuading any potential candidates from participating in the No Labels bid.
They contacted the potential No Labels candidates to make their case, and then recruited others to do the same. Family friends, college roommates, business partners and even clergy of the potential candidates were all put to work in an effort to pressure those politicians, said Matt Bennett, the Third Way vice president who helmed much of the effort.
Opponents also produced extensive polling analysis showing the dangers of a third-party campaign with Trump in the race, and recruited a No Labels delegate to feed them real-time information about the group's plans.
A June strategy meeting at Third Way's offices, which included top Democratic policy and political operatives, including former Biden chief of staff Ron Klain, demonstrated the reach of their effort.
"We are deeply relieved that everyone rejected their offer," Bennett said in a statement Thursday.
Democrats continue to be concerned about third-party and independent campaigns run by attorney Robert F. Kennedy Jr., scholar Cornel West and Green Party leader Jill Stein.
"Now, it's time for Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to see the writing on the wall that no third-party has a path forward to winning the presidency," said Rahna Epting, the executive director of MoveOn, a progressive group that also opposed No Labels. "We must come together to defeat the biggest threat to our democracy and country: Donald Trump."
No Labels leaders said Thursday that they will continue to try to build a centrist middle ground in federal politics.
"We will remain engaged over the next year during what is likely to be the most divisive presidential election of our lifetimes," the group said in its statement. "Like many Americans, we are concerned that the division and strife gripping the country will reach a critical point after this election regardless of who wins. Post-election, No Labels will be prepared to champion and defend the values and interests of America's common-sense majority."
Meryl Kornfield contributed to this report.
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Judge to backers of Jan. 6 rioter: Don't condone political violence 
U.S. Judge Royce C. Lamberth's move to send letters to a rioter's supporters is the latest in broad, public push by federal judges against Jan. 6 revisionism.
By Spencer Hsu | 2024-04-04

U.S. Judge Royce C. Lamberth. (Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post)


A Republican-appointed judge said he plans to send a written response to supporters of a Jan. 6 rioter who claimed that he did nothing wrong, warning the man's friends and family members that justifying political violence risks further violence in a "vicious cycle" that "rots republics."
In an unusual step, U.S. District Judge Royce C. Lamberth filed on the public docket the statement he prepared to sentence Taylor James Johnatakis to more than seven years in prison. Even more atypically, he said he would order his clerk to mail copies to 20 people who wrote letters supporting the defendant -- the first time he had done so in his 37-year career -- to explain his reasoning.
"January 6 must not become a precedent for further violence against political opponents or governmental institutions," Lamberth wrote. "This is not normal. This cannot become normal. We as a community, we as a society, we as a country cannot condone the normalization of the January 6 Capitol riot."
The judge's move is the latest in a wider public push by federal judges in Washington to counter what polling shows is an uptick in public acceptance of the violent breach of the U.S. Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021, fueled by former president Donald Trump's escalating rhetoric casting defendants as "political prisoners" and "hostages" who did nothing wrong. Trump has pledged to pardon Capitol riot defendants, including those who assaulted police.
Johnatakis did not directly address the judge's comments but told Lamberth after his sentence: "I do honor what you have done for the country, and what you've done in your career." In an interview Thursday, Johnatakis's father -- who gave his name as J. Johnatakis -- said he did not condone violence and appreciated the judge's response to his letter for his son. But he said he believes the government is punishing conservatives at the Capitol on Jan. 6 more harshly than liberals who committed violence during racial justice protests in 2020.
"I think a lot of it was overblown, especially when you compare it to other things," he said.
In federal court in D.C. on Wednesday, Lamberth said he took "no great pleasure in locking up defendants who led good lives until their actions on January 6, 2021," but explained, "In our system of justice, we punish people not for their overall character, but for their actions."
The judge -- a Texas-born son of an Army pool mechanic who served in Vietnam as an Army lawyer and who was appointed to the bench in 1987 by Ronald Reagan -- said Johnatakis, a 40-year-old from Washington state, appeared to show no true remorse for what he did. The judge also said he was struck that few of his supporters "seem to know what he actually did." One wrote that the defendant "never would" do anything violent and another said he got "caught up" in the crowd, the judge said.

Taylor James Johnatakis at the U.S. Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021. (AP)


"In fact it was Mr. Johnatakis himself who organized protesters to violence that day," Lamberth said. "Mr. Johnatakis was a leader. He knew what he was doing that day."
One day before the riot, trial evidence showed, Johnatakis posted on social media, "Burn the city down. What the British did to DC will be nothing."
As he marched to the Capitol the next day, he posted video of himself saying, "We're walking over to the Capitol right now, and I don't know, maybe we'll break down the doors."
There, he made his way to the front of a mob. Yelling through a megaphone he brought, Johnatakis organized a charge against police, shouting, "One, two, three, go!" and getting rioters to raise a metal bike rack barricade and slam it against police. The assault was confirmed on body-camera video and by officers who said they were seriously injured and feared for their lives.
"Mr. Johnatakis and the others then raised the barriers higher until they were about head-level with the officers, so that the mob could brawl with the officers without the barriers getting in the way," Lamberth wrote in the filing.
The attack permitted rioters to overwhelm the final police line defending a staircase on the southwest side of the Capitol and to breach the building immediately afterward, forcing the evacuation of the Capitol.
As he left, Johnatakis boasted on video, "We probably would have murdered a few of" the lawmakers "had we seen exactly who they were."
Johnatakis apologized to his police victims at trial. But his message changed following his conviction in November on felony counts of obstruction of an official proceeding, rioting and assaulting police as well as four misdemeanors, Lamberth said. In a YouTube video, the defendant said, "We did nothing. We touched a gate. We got pepper-sprayed. We moved back. That was it," adding "Everything about January 6 is just overblown."
Johnatakis, a self-employed installer of septic systems and father of five who was supported by family members in attendance, represented himself at trial with an attorney on standby. He invoked anti-government "sovereign citizen" arguments, asking the court after sentencing, "Does the record reflect that I repent in my sins?"
Lamberth's remarks came one week after another U.S. trial judge in Washington, Reggie B. Walton, denounced Trump's social media attacks against the judge presiding over his hush money trial in Manhattan and his daughter, calling them assaults on the rule of law that could lead to violence and tyranny. Lamberth previously decried the mainstreaming of "meritless justifications of criminal activity" by Republican politicians defending the actions of Jan. 6 rioters, saying: "I have been dismayed to see distortions and outright falsehoods seep into the public consciousness."

The Post obtained hours of video footage, some exclusively, and placed it within a digital 3-D model of the building.


Five people died in the Jan. 6 attack or in the immediate aftermath, as pro-Trump rioters injured more than 100 police officers, ransacked Capitol offices and forced lawmakers to evacuate. About 486 defendants have been charged with assaulting or impeding officers or employees, including 127 charged with using a deadly or dangerous weapon or causing serious bodily injury.
Lamberth's remarks appeared to be part of an ongoing civics lesson by judges to a nation deeply split over the meaning of and lessons from Jan. 6. Lamberth stressed that the First Amendment enshrines the American public's rights to freedom of speech and protest, but it "obviously does not give anyone the right to assault the police."
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Trump defends Judge Cannon in fight over classified documents trial
Known for attacking other judges, former president Donald Trump called U.S. Judge Aileen M. Cannon "highly respected" amid a dispute over presidential records law.
By Devlin Barrett, Perry Stein | 2024-04-04

Former president Donald Trump is seen in Fort Pierce, Fla., departing federal court on March 14. He is facing charges related to his handling of classified documents. (Joe Raedle/Getty Images)


Former president Donald Trump, whose legal strategy in fighting four indictments has largely centered around attacking the legal system, on Thursday publicly defended the judge overseeing his classified documents mishandling case, calling her "highly respected" even as he regularly lambastes jurists in two of his other criminal cases.
Trump spoke out about the ongoing dispute between special counsel Jack Smith and U.S. District Judge Aileen M. Cannon after Smith filed court papers saying Cannon is pursuing a legal theory that is "wrong." The special counsel's filing urged Cannon to rule quickly on whether the Presidential Records Act allowed Trump to keep highly classified documents after leaving the White House, so that if she says it does, he can ask a higher court to overrule her.
Trump, who has been hit with three separate gag orders after criticizing judges, their staffs, their relatives or trial participants, attacked Smith and leaped to Cannon's defense in a social media post Thursday morning.
The special counsel "should be sanctioned or censured for the way he is attacking a highly respected Judge, Aileen Cannon, who is presiding over his FAKE Documents Hoax case in Florida," the post said. "He is a lowlife who is nasty, rude, and condescending, and obviously trying to 'play the ref.'"
Nothing about Smith's filing is likely grounds for punishing him; he did what Cannon told him to do, albeit with a detailed argument about why the reasoning behind the request was wrong. Smith's criticism was focused on Cannon's specific order, not her general handling of the trial.
Former federal judge Jeremy Fogel, who now runs the Berkeley Judicial Institute, said the timing of Trump's statement is as significant as what he said, because it could create the impression that when Cannon rules, she is responding in part to what the former president has said.
"Statements like that give rise to the impression that they are in a position to influence the judge," Fogel said. "The context is very important. Mr. Trump's post on Truth Social comes at a critical juncture in the documents case and effectively is a response to the special counsel's filing yesterday. The best practice in a situation like this is for the judge to make a statement to the effect that their decision will be influenced solely by the facts and the law and not the out-of-court statements of a party or anyone else."
Robert Mintz, a former federal prosecutor, said Trump's comments were not surprising but did carry risks for him as a defendant.
"Given the enormously high stakes for both the prosecution and the defense, it is not surprising to see heated rhetoric and strident arguments from both sides," Mintz said. "What is surprising is just how quickly the judge herself has become the central focus of this case. ... Turning the trial into a referendum on the judge may be effective from a public-relations standpoint, but as a legal matter it runs the risk of further politicizing the case and creating even more legal issues that could later backfire on the defense."
Cannon is weighing Trump's claims that the Presidential Records Act, or PRA -- a law that designates official presidential papers as belonging to the government, rather than individuals -- overrides the enforcement of the Espionage Act under which Trump has been charged.
Trump faces 32 counts of violating the Espionage Act, each for a specific classified document that he is alleged to have illegally retained at Mar-a-Lago, his Florida home and private club, after his presidency ended. He has pleaded not guilty to those charges, as well as eight additional counts of obstructing government efforts to retrieve the sensitive papers.
His lawyers argue that the former president had the authority under the PRA to declare even highly classified documents to be his personal records and property. Last month, Cannon asked prosecutors and defense lawyers to submit proposed jury instructions in the case based on two scenarios, one which largely adopts Trump's legal interpretation. Legal experts say both scenarios significantly misstate the law.
Smith responded in writing this week, just before a midnight deadline, saying Cannon's instruction was based on a "fundamentally flawed legal premise" that would "distort the trial."
The filing was unusual in that prosecutors rarely seek direct confrontations with judges overseeing their cases. In doing so, Smith made clear he sees significant potential danger for his prosecution in Cannon's approach to the PRA issue. How Cannon, a Trump nominee who has been on the bench since late 2020, responds to his filing will be critical.

Special counsel Jack Smith made clear in a filing this week that he sees significant potential danger for his prosecution of Trump in U.S. District Judge Aileen M. Cannon's approach to an issue involving the Presidential Records Act. (Tom Brenner for The Post; U.S. Senate/AP)


If she rules that the PRA protects Trump, Smith could appeal. If she retreats from the disputed legal premise, the issue could fade into the background as she decides a pretrial hearing schedule and sets a trial date.
Cannon's court docket includes a host of undecided legal questions, and prosecutors have urged her to move quickly. It's possible that on this issue too, she simply takes time to make her next move.
In the meantime, Trump is scheduled to stand trial in New York on April 15 for allegedly falsifying business records to cover up a hush money payment during the 2016 election. Two other criminal cases stemming from Trump's efforts to block Joe Biden's 2020 election victory have been moving slowly through pretrial proceedings and appeals.
In the documents case, Trump's lawyers argue that the PRA allows the former president to keep even highly classified government documents as his personal property.
Prosecutors and legal experts have said such claims badly misstate the law, which was passed to ensure that presidential records would be turned over to the National Archives and Records Administration at the end of a presidency. Cannon's focus on jury instructions at this stage of the process has flummoxed legal experts, because judges typically first resolve a host of more pressing questions about the beginning of the trial, rather than the jury instructions that come at the end.
Trump's team said in its own late-night filing that Cannon's assignment is consistent with Trump's position that the "prosecution is based on official acts" he took as president -- not illegal retention of materials.
The judge told lawyers to write jury instructions for two legal interpretations. Legal experts said she could use those instructions to help inform her eventual ruling on a request that Trump made to dismiss the case because the PRA allowed him to designate any presidential record as personal.
In one scenario, Cannon asked them to craft jury instructions that assume the PRA allows presidents to designate any documents as personal at the end of a presidency -- which is what Trump's legal team has argued he had the authority to do. She also told them to write jury instructions for a second scenario in which the jury has to determine which of the documents Trump is accused of illegally retaining are personal and which are presidential.
Cannon held a hearing more than a month ago to determine a new date for the classified documents trial. Prosecutors asked for a trial date in early July, while Trump's lawyers asked to wait until after the election or to start in August at the earliest. The judge has not yet ruled, making further delay more likely.
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1 in 5 GOP primary voters keep bucking Trump. What does it mean?
The Republican presidential nominating contest effectively came to an end nearly a month ago, but the protest vote against Trump is still going strong.
By Aaron Blake, Hannah Dormido, Lenny Bronner | 2024-04-04
The Republican presidential nominating contest effectively came to an end nearly a month ago. But the protest votes against Donald Trump are proving stubborn.
Nearly 1 in 5 GOP primary voters across four contests Tuesday voted for an option other than the presumptive nominee. That's about the same proportion that voted against him on the last big primary day, March 19.
While President Biden continues to cede votes as well -- largely protests over his Gaza war policy, reflected in choices like "uncommitted" -- Trump is ceding more.
Since Nikki Haley dropped out of the campaign after Super Tuesday on March 5, an average of 17 percent of those voting in GOP contests have voted against Trump, compared to 11 percent against Biden.
If you exclude low-turnout caucuses and deep-red Southern states, Trump is ceding an average of 20 percent since Super Tuesday.
The question from there is how much it matters in November -- whether these are voters who a) will also balk at voting for Trump in the general election, and b) might have otherwise voted Republican.
The evidence is inconclusive. But we do have clues.
The first is that many of these roughly 1 in 5 voters are indeed threatening not to vote for Trump.
In North Carolina on Super Tuesday, Haley got 23 percent of the vote. An exit poll showed the vast majority of her voters -- nearly 1 in 5 primary voters overall -- declined to commit to backing the eventual GOP nominee (who at that point, it was pretty clear, would be Trump).
In Ohio on March 19, 84 percent of Republican primary voters said they would at least probably vote for Trump, while not quite 1 in 10 said they would at least probably vote for Biden.
Even losing 1 in 10 voters who might otherwise vote Republican could prove damaging to Trump in a close general election.
But there is some evidence that many of these protest votes come from voters who probably leaned Democratic or voted for Biden in 2020. Political independents can vote in either primary in most states, and Haley has vastly over-performed among them.
While Trump has claimed these are Democrats voting against him, exit polls in the few states where we have them generally show 6 percent or less identify personally as Democrats. But that still leaves independents who might lean that way.
In Georgia, roughly 3 percent of primary voters voted in the 2020 Democratic presidential primary, and about 10 percent had voted in at least one Democratic primary since 2016.
Haley has also consistently done significantly better among early and absentee voters. Given that they tend to be more left-leaning, that could be instructive.
We don't have in-depth exit polling and voter data for many states that have voted so far, but these numbers suggest many of these voters would have been difficult for Trump to get regardless.
The plot has thickened in recent primaries, though. As the primary calendar has advanced, we've seen more states featuring "closed" primaries -- ones in which only registered Republicans can vote.
Since Super Tuesday, closed primaries in Florida, Kansas, Connecticut and New York have yielded an average of 21 percent of voters voting against Trump -- again, all of them registered Republicans. So despite independents not being allowed to participate, the protest vote has remained consistent.
Of course, even if these are gettable Trump voters casting protest votes and even threatening to vote against him in November, we don't know whether they would follow through on that threat. The GOP primary electorate isn't generally reflective of the broader electorate or even Republican voters who will turn out in November; it tends to be older, more White, more informed and more partisan.
There is also some precedent for large numbers of protest votes even after a primary contest is basically over.
John McCain dropped out of the 2000 Republican primaries against George W. Bush after Super Tuesday. McCain averaged nearly 15 percent of the vote in the remaining contests.
Similarly, Bernie Sanders averaged more than 16 percent of the vote even after dropping out of the 2020 Democratic nominating contest against Biden.
Regardless, Bush and Biden went on to win the presidency.
Kati Perry and Adrian Blanco contributed to this report.
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The new border fearmongering: China is 'building an army' in the U.S.
Former president Donald Trump made this claim in a radio interview Thursday.
By Philip Bump | 2024-04-04

Men from China line up to be processed by border agents in Boulevard, Calif., in December. (Zaydee Sanchez for The Washington Post) 


We are by now largely inured to Donald Trump's more extreme observations about the world, having spent nearly nine years immersed in them. This is particularly true when he's discussing the U.S.-Mexico border, the subject of his first exaggerations and fearmongering back when he announced his 2016 candidacy and an acute point of commentary as the 2024 contest approaches.
It is with that baseline, then, that we must point out that Trump's comments about the border Thursday are unusually alarmist (if not unusually exaggerated) -- even by his standards.
Trump was speaking with conservative radio host Hugh Hewitt. Hewitt brought up a segment that had aired on Laura Ingraham's Fox News program Wednesday evening, centered on immigrants from China.
Ingraham and former secretary of state Mike Pompeo, Hewitt said, "went over the numbers, and it's really startling. In the last year that you were president, 342 Chinese nationals crossed our southern border. Last year, 24,000 did, and this year thus far, 22,200 -- 46,000 Chinese nationals in 18 months. What do you think they're up to?"
Trump riffed about border security and immigrants from Congo for a while before Hewitt refocused him. What did the former president think the "Chinese nationals" were doing?
"They're probably building an army," Trump replied. "They're probably building an army from within. I mean, you look at what's happening, because they're very healthy young men for the most part. And it's up to over 30,000 now. That's a lot of people. It's up to over 30,000."
It is true that the number of immigrants from China that have arrived at the southern border is up since Trump's last year in office -- a year in which immigration was exceptionally low thanks to the coronavirus pandemic. But there is no reason to think that they are coming to the United States to "build an army."
Before we explore that point, though, let's go back to the Ingraham-Pompeo conversation itself, one that Trump probably saw, given his loyalty to Fox News.
Ingraham began by showing a clip of National Security Council spokesman John Kirby speaking to reporters this week about a conversation between President Biden and Chinese President Xi Jinping.
"The two leaders held a candid and constructive discussion on a range of bilateral, regional and global issues, including ... continuing efforts on climate change and people-to-people exchanges," Kirby was shown saying.
"Climate change!" Ingraham remarked, then introducing Pompeo.
"You know," Pompeo began, "it's very interesting -- if you read the Chinese readout, what they say took place? Very different than what Admiral Kirby described."
Particularly in the video snippet Ingraham aired. It clipped out most of what Kirby said about the call, that the two presidents discussed "areas of cooperation and areas of differences. They encouraged continued progress on issues discussed at the Woodside Summit, including counternarcotics cooperation, ongoing military-to-military communications, talks to address artificial-intelligence-related risks" -- and climate change.
Pompeo quickly transitioned into this question about immigrants from China.
"It doesn't sound like [Biden] made a single statement about them coming across our southern border," he said to Ingraham. "There's no chance that this is accidental, that these folks are actually seeking asylum. The Chinese Communist Party has enormous control over who gets to leave their country. And so, there's something afoot here when we now having more come across the border in the last two years than the previous decade combined."
He went on for a bit, with Ingraham marveling at his observations. Then he offered that we did know some things about those arriving.
"We know for sure that we don't have any idea who they are," Pompeo said. "Not only are they mostly got-aways, but even the vetting that we're doing with them is just a handful of simple questions and then we release them."
This is perhaps the most important point: The numbers being cited are numbers of immigrants being stopped at the border. These are not "got-aways," people who enter the United States without being detained. Pompeo knows this, since he immediately follows up that claim by saying that we ask them questions. (Try asking a question of someone who is not in your presence and see how successful that is.) It means, too, that we do know who they are. Because most are, in fact, single adults, they are also less likely to be released from custody.
None of this is a mystery, despite the collective presentation of Ingraham, Pompeo, Hewitt and Trump. In March, Meredith Oyen, an associate professor of history and Asian studies at the University of Maryland at Baltimore County, wrote an essay for the Conversation exploring the increase in southern-border arrivals.
"The dramatic uptick is the result of a confluence of factors," Oyen wrote, "that range from a slowing Chinese economy and tightening political control by President Xi Jinping to the easy access to online information on Chinese social media about how to make the trip."
Those arriving are largely members of China's middle class, she noted, "not rich enough to use education or work opportunities as a means of entry, but they can afford to fly across the world."
A large percentage of those arriving in the United States over the southern border do so to claim asylum. For immigrants from China, Oyen notes, those claims are more likely to be successful, given the oppression and religious intolerance in their home country.
In other words, there's every indication that the increase in immigrants from China is a function of their seeking to live in the United States and enjoy its freedoms and economy -- not that they are here to "build an army." (The logistics of arming and aggregating a fighting force of thousands of people within a foreign country would seem to make that idea incorrect from the outset, but again, this is Trump theorizing.)
The point is obvious, just as it is obvious when Trump and others describe immigrants as "military-aged males": People coming to the United States seeking work or safety are inherent threats to public safety or elections or, apparently, national security. It isn't that anyone could realistically assume that 3,500 people from China coming into the United States in February -- 680 of whom were members of families with kids, mind you -- were preparing for a fourth-column assault on the country. It's that it is politically beneficial for Trump and his allies (including Pompeo, Ingraham and Hewitt) to pretend that Biden's border policies are indisputably dangerous to American voters.
It's just caravans all over again.
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Far-right politics could hurt business in North Carolina, some fear. Again. 
Critics say the economic hit from a 2016 "bathroom bill" foreshadows the financial pain some MAGA candidates could unleash.
By Danielle Paquette | 2024-04-04

People line up at one of Durham's music venues, Motorco, in downtown Durham, N.C. (Cornell Watson for The Washington Post)


DURHAM, N.C. -- Taco Tuesday was oddly slow, but Elizabeth Turnbull wasn't worried. If roasted pork on homemade tortillas failed to lure diners on this pollen-dusted spring evening, the 42-year-old restaurant owner could count on private parties. Three companies had booked her space for next week.
Firms and universities around North Carolina's Research Triangle buoyed her Cuban eatery when tables otherwise sat empty. With a new Google office in town and Apple projected to expand nearby, she expected group orders for crispy octopus to only grow -- as long as politics didn't get in the way.
Turnbull, a registered Independent, was alarmed when candidates she viewed as bad for business, all MAGA devotees prone to trumpeting conspiracy theories, recently clinched the Republican nominations for crucial state offices. There was Dan Bishop for attorney general, who'd echoed false claims the 2020 election was stolen. There was Michele Morrow for the top education seat, who'd commented "Death to ALL traitors!!" under an illustration of former president Barack Obama in an electric chair. And there was Mark Robinson for governor, who'd declared that transgender women should be arrested if they enter the ladies' restroom.
"My ballot is normally purple," Turnbull said. "But this? It makes me sick."
As far-right contenders dominate the GOP ticket in a state known for its flourishing economy, the business community is bracing for potential fallout -- the kind that stung North Carolina eight years ago when industry rebelled against America's first "bathroom bill." That decree, which restricted public restroom use by "biological sex," crumbled just 12 months later after PayPal, CoStar, Deutsche Bank and Adidas all scrapped projects. Bruce Springsteen and other artists canceled shows. The NBA and the NCAA shuttled games and tournaments elsewhere.
The law's defenders blamed Democrats for whipping up a national controversy that spooked investment. Backlash to HB2 cost the state almost $4 billion, Gov. Roy Cooper (D) said at the time, citing an analysis by the Associated Press that measured the impact's 12-year tail. The PayPal deal alone would have contributed more than $200 million annually to North Carolina's economy, the state's Commerce Department estimated.

Roberto Copa Matos, who co-owns COPA restaurant, preps for the restaurant opening. (Cornell Watson for The Washington Post)



Roberto Copa Matos finishes a dish for a customer. (Cornell Watson for The Washington Post)



Elizabeth Turnbull, who co-owns COPA restaurant, helps seat customers. (Cornell Watson for The Washington Post)


Today, however, Republicans dismiss concerns about a repeat, saying North Carolina is more shielded from culture war blowouts as once-fringe conservatism gains mainstream appeal. Since the HB2 restrictions were lifted, they've pointed out, ten other states have passed their own bathroom bills.
Yet the demand to embrace inclusivity has swelled, too. The North Carolina Chamber of Commerce rebuked "partisan ideologues that cause division and create controversy" in an unusually biting statement last month, saying the March primary results offer a "startling warning of the looming threats to North Carolina's business climate." Officials there did not put a dollar amount on projected losses.
Rhetoric widely condemned as discriminatory could remind executives of the HB2 chaos and chill recruitment efforts, said Michael Walden, an economist at N.C. State University, who tracked the damage in 2016.
"You lose jobs," he said. "You lose construction activity. You lose an additional tax base. You lose some prestige."
Centrism, beloved in boardrooms, is eroding across the country but hanging by a thread in Raleigh, where the Democratic governor adds fragile balance to a Republican legislative supermajority. High-income workers flocking to urban centers have pushed the state left, though not enough to flip power regularly. The November elections could unleash a consequential reset as lawmakers tackle abortion access, education curriculum and LGBTQ rights. Social policy could hold steady, strategists predict, or veer sharply right.
And that, Turnbull thought, could determine if her business blossoms or tanks.
Robinson, the GOP gubernatorial candidate in a tight race, had especially freaked her out. He'd climbed from laboring in a furniture factory to serving as the current lieutenant governor, and she could see why people respected that. But why did he have to quote Adolf Hitler on Facebook and refer to homosexuality as "filth?"
Then at one February campaign stop, Robinson charged back into the bathroom fight, asserting he aimed to protect women.
"That means if you're a man on Friday night, and all of a sudden Saturday you feel like a woman and you want to go in the women's bathroom in the hall, you will be arrested," he told a crowd 19 miles southeast of Turnbull's kitchen, "or whatever we got to do to you."
Robinson's team argues he'd nourish the economy by cutting taxes, slashing onerous regulations and curbing unnecessary spending, offsetting any upset from his positions on LGBTQ issues.
"As governor, Mark Robinson will not allow men in bathrooms with girls," Mike Lonergan, Robinson's communications director, told The Washington Post in an email, reprising the arguments of eight years ago. "Radical leftists," he added, are "trying to force teenage girls to share bathrooms with men."
Former president Donald Trump has praised Robinson, who is Black, as "Martin Luther King on steroids." Concerns that he and others in the right's lineup would curb growth again are overblown, said Dallas Woodhouse, a Republican strategist in Raleigh.  Morrow and Bishop did not respond to requests for comment.
"There are certainly cases where they've said stuff in the past that is problematic or is easy to take out of context or was done in frustration," Woodhouse said. "But they're serious people with serious proposals."

Roberto Copa Matos and Elizabeth Turnbull are concerned about extreme Republican candidates. (Cornell Watson for The Washington Post)


Turnbull disagreed. Scanning the candlelit bar of COPA, the restaurant she started with her husband in 2018, she mulled what they stood to lose. Like, perhaps, the guy sipping red wine at her quartz counter and typing on a MacBook, who she'd never seen before.
Was he here for a conference, the kind that might again get canceled if transgender people could get arrested for their restroom choice? Or maybe he was one of Google's fresh hires, who probably had the budget to splurge on three tacos for $15.
The core of COPA's clientele was "highly educated professionals," she said, the bracket of spenders Apple was supposed to draw here by the thousands over the next two years. That deal was well underway before Robinson announced his candidacy. But if he won and started signing laws Big Tech detested ...
Turnbull recalled then-Gov. Pat McCrory (R) applauding PayPal's decision to hire 400 workers in Charlotte -- only to doom that 2016 plan weeks later by enacting the restroom restrictions.
"There's a real, tangible ripple effect," Turnbull said. "We lose our ability to recruit companies and people with the income to eat here."
In Durham, a college town one of her friends described politically as "a blueberry plunked in tomato soup," plenty of entrepreneurs mounted their own protests back then, installing gender-neutral stalls with signs that read, "We don't care."
Yet the city still lost at least $10 million from called-off conferences and conventions, said Shelly Green, former head of Discover Durham, who led the tourism board through the blowback. "And that accounts only for events we had on the books," she said, "not the calls we didn't receive."

A family sits after eating ice cream under the downtown Durham bull statue, a reference to Durham being called the "Bull City." (Cornell Watson for The Washington Post)



Gender neutral bathrooms can be seen throughout downtown Durham, including Hotel 21c. (Cornell Watson for The Washington Post)



Aerial view of downtown Durham, N.C. (Cornell Watson for The Washington Post)


That's why the city's Democratic mayor, 43-year-old Leonardo Williams, was already brainstorming ways to ward off another financial blow. Durham's hospitality industry, he said, had just shaken off the pain of the pandemic. Downtown was humming back to life.
"We don't need to screw this up," he said.
Sitting at the Zimbabwean restaurant he owns with his wife, Williams held up a picture on his phone of him and Sheryl Sandberg, who'd scouted sites in town a couple years ago for Meta. Facebook's parent company soon after confirmed plans to launch a 100-employee office a few blocks away in the old American Tobacco Campus. No move-in date has been unveiled, though.
"Now I'm wondering if they want to wait until after November," Williams said. (Meta did not respond to The Post's requests for comment.)
He hesitated to blame Republicans. At the city level, he worked peacefully with Republicans. They celebrated together last July when CNBC named North Carolina the top business state for the second year in a row.
Both sides had "crazies," Williams said, like the lefties who push to defund the police -- a terrible idea for business, he thought.

Leonardo Williams, the mayor of Durham, N.C., near a mural in  downtown Durham that commemorates the Black and civil rights history of the city. (Cornell Watson for The Washington Post)


But Morrow, the GOP candidate for state superintendent, had perpetuated a myth that Jim Carrey, among other actors, drinks the blood of children. And Robinson had criticized school shooting survivors lobbying for stricter gun laws as "media prosti-tots."
"That stuff isn't a 'both sides' issue," Williams said. "It's sane vs. insane."
So he began drafting invitations to lawmakers and politicos across the state, friends from both sides of the aisle, to stand with him this month as he delivers his State of the City address. The topic: the importance of restoring balance to politics.
"Getting back to being sane," Williams said.
One name on that guest wish list was Immanuel Jarvis, 47, the former head of Durham's GOP.
That morning, as Jarvis unlocked his family farm-slash-event space on Durham's rural outskirts, he noticed the WELCOME banner at the end of his gravel driveway was torn.

Immanuel Jarvis enters his home beside the farm he owns in Durham, N.C. (Cornell Watson for The Washington Post)



Immanuel Jarvis, 47, was the former head of Durham's GOP. (Cornell Watson for The Washington Post)



Timothy Jarvis opens a gate to feed goats at Jireh Farms. (Cornell Watson for The Washington Post)


If he were, say, a gubernatorial candidate, would the opposition highlight that tattered sign? And the fact that his pool, before its post-winter scrubbing, resembled what he jokingly called the Everglades?
If so, folks might miss that he'd renovated a decaying house into a thriving business. Or that his daughter, now a teacher, had sold enough eggs from the chickens she'd raised here to buy her first car.
"It's all about what you choose to focus on," Jarvis said.
Robinson and Morrow, he said, were being judged by snippets circulating on the web, rather than the full context of their proposals. When Jarvis listened to the candidates at length, he heard people who, yes, could be sloppy. But ultimately, he said, he appreciated their vision for North Carolina.
Not that he would defend any comments that have sparked outrage. Rather, he believed, everyone steps in it. As a Black man, he thought it was pretty racist of President Biden to say, "If you have a problem figuring out whether you're for me or Trump, then you ain't Black."
"Was that repeated as much as 'bloodbath' has been?" Jarvis asked, referring to Trump's language on what would come if he lost in November.
So no, he isn't worried about the economy. Plenty of people, he said, agreed with Robinson and Morrow. They had money to spend, too. The businesses that ditched North Carolina during the bathroom-bill saga, he added, "already had ideology baked into them."
Firms like Toyota, which hired thousands more workers for a battery plant south of Greensboro last year, weren't as likely to cave to liberal pressure, he said. (The carmaker does, however, bill itself as a "welcoming space for everyone" and celebrates Pride Month.)
If his schedule allowed, Jarvis said, he would stand with the mayor during "the State of the City" address.
Then he would turn to his blueprint for a fancy new barn on his four-acre property -- a great spot for corporate retreats and private parties, he thought, assuming demand stays high.
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Trump's 'immunity' claim is blocked in N.Y. -- where it's most fraught
The alleged crime in the Manhattan case is specifically about Trump's attaining the power that he claims confers sweeping immunity from criminal sanction.
By Philip Bump | 2024-04-04

Former president Donald Trump arrives for an April 2023 court appearance in New York. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


New York Supreme Court Justice Juan Merchan didn't spend long dismissing former president Donald Trump's request that his Manhattan trial should be postponed until the U.S. Supreme Court rules on Trump's claim that he had broad immunity for actions taken as president. Merchan sidestepped the question of whether Trump had any such immunity, instead determining that the request was untimely, that Trump could have made the request months ago but failed to do so. The trial will move forward -- for now anyway.
In a sense, though, it's too bad that Merchan didn't or wouldn't engage with the argument that Trump was immune from prosecution for his actions in this matter. Unlike the other indictments leveled against Trump, the one in Manhattan deals centrally with how he became president in the first place. It is rooted in actions he took to become president and, according to him and his lawyers (if not many other people), earned the ability to take any official action without worrying about indictment.
In other words, the Manhattan case could offer an admittedly imperfect test of a scenario that sits near the bottom of the slippery slope: A candidate takes actions to become president that would warrant criminal charges which he then claims are covered by the immunity he attained.
The 34-count indictment obtained by Manhattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg last year centers on an alleged violation of a fairly arcane statute: that Trump falsified business documents. But that was just the purported coverup, an effort to keep people from knowing that he and his then-attorney Michael Cohen had paid an adult-film star a six-figure sum so she wouldn't reveal their (alleged but repeatedly bolstered) sexual encounter several years before.
That payment was made only days before the 2016 election, as established by the district attorney's office in its statement of facts, and by the Justice Department in its articulation of the federal criminal offenses to which Cohen later pleaded guilty.
The Justice Department narrative begins soon after Trump's June 2015 announcement of his candidacy. David Pecker, then chairman and chief executive of the parent company of the National Enquirer, spoke with Cohen and members of Trump's campaign. He "offered to help deal with negative stories about [Trump's] relationships with women by, among other things, assisting the campaign in identifying such stories so they could be purchased and their publication avoided."
There were several such stories, as a former National Enquirer staffer detailed in the New York Times just this week. One centered on the relationship with adult-film actress Stormy Daniels, which came to Pecker's attention a month before the election. Cohen spoke with Daniels's attorney and agreed to pay her $130,000 to remain quiet about it. He didn't pay until Daniels, in late October, began shopping the story elsewhere. On Nov. 1, 2016, one week before the election, the deal was closed.
Cohen was out $130,000. According to the Justice Department, he sent an invoice to the Trump Organization for his costs in January 2017 and began receiving reimbursements for the payments -- plus an add-on to offset his tax liability -- the following month.
Here's where the Manhattan charges arise.
"Each check was processed by the Trump Organization, and each check was disguised as a payment for legal services rendered in a given month of 2017 pursuant to a retainer agreement," the statement of facts in that case alleges. "The payment records, kept and maintained by the Trump Organization, were false New York business records. In truth, there was no retainer agreement, and [Cohen] was not being paid for legal services rendered in 2017."
The resulting charges could have been misdemeanors, except that they were in service of another alleged crime: the avoidance of federal campaign contribution laws.
Had Cohen gotten $130,000 from the Trump campaign to pay Daniels, he would not have been culpable of one of the federal laws to which he pleaded guilty -- the one focused on "making an excessive campaign contribution." See, it's perfectly legal for Trump's campaign (or any campaign) to spend legally raised campaign money to pay off people alleging an affair. But Cohen spent $130,000 to aid the campaign (as he admitted), meaning he donated more than the federal limit on what can be contributed. And Trump allegedly helped him cover that up by claiming that he was being paid as a retained attorney.
Now we come to the immunity.
"In early February 2017, the Defendant and [Cohen] met in the Oval Office at the White House and confirmed this repayment arrangement," the statement of facts in the New York case alleges. In other words, Trump was president, and it was at this point that he engaged in the alleged crime.
The request from Trump's attorneys to postpone the trial centered heavily on evidence Bragg plans to offer that's focused on the former president's public statements about Cohen after the Daniels payment came to light. But their March 7 request for delay also suggests that maybe the whole thing counts as an "official act" that is covered by this purported immunity.
"[W]hile it is clear that the People" -- that is, Bragg -- "intend to offer documents and testimony relating to the period in 2017 when President Trump was in office," that filing argues, "they have not provided sufficiently specific notice of the nature and extent of that evidence to allow President Trump or the Court to distinguish between personal and official acts."
It seems unlikely that a claim of immunity for official actions would apply to Trump's alleged conversation with Cohen, but it would not be without precedent. You might recall that, in the Senate trial following Trump's first impeachment, one of his attorneys argued that his efforts to be reelected could be viewed as serving the public interest and were therefore not impeachable. One could see a similar argument about, say, preserving confidence in the chief executive being an official action.
Merchan's rejection of the request to delay means that this argument will probably not emerge in the New York case. The immunity argument being considered by the Supreme Court, though, will move forward as scheduled.
In February, a survey of nearly 700 political scientists suggested that this question is unusually fraught. More than 90 percent of those surveyed said they thought a Supreme Court finding that Trump (or any president) has blanket immunity would be a threat to American democracy; nearly two-thirds said the threat posed was "extraordinary."
The New York case offers a glimpse of why that view was prevalent. Trump's narrow win in 2016 might (might!) have been sidelined had the Stormy Daniels story emerged in the last days of the campaign. The payoff was potentially determinative. But the effort to hide that payment from the public, likely to be illegal in the eyes of a Manhattan grand jury, might presumably be presented by the president's attorneys as an official action for which he can't be prosecuted.
A presidency obtained through actions that the presidency protects from sanction.
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How Steve Bannon guided the MAGA movement's rebound from Jan. 6
This is an excerpt from "Finish What We Started," by Isaac Arnsdorf, which will publish next Tuesday, April 9.
By Isaac Arnsdorf | 2024-04-04
A shroud of black mesh fence closed around the bright marble colonnades of the U.S. Capitol campus. The twelve-foot barrier, topped with razor wire and guarded by troops in combat fatigues with flak vests and long rifles, had sprung up to secure the seat of government after it was overrun by a mob of Trump's supporters trying to stop the formal certification of his electoral defeat. Whether the fortifications were too much or too little, they were clearly too late. Their effect now was to sever the federal office buildings from the adjacent neighborhood of Capitol Hill, a picturesque historic district of low, colorful row homes. In the basement of one of these townhouses, Stephen K. Bannon was about to take to the airwaves.
Seated in his podcast studio, Bannon looked, as usual, under-slept and over-caffeinated, but on this morning, the first Saturday in February 2021, his beady eyes were bright with excitement. He wore chunky black headphones that swept back his long gray mane until the tips grazed the epaulets of an olive-green field jacket. This MAGA Che Guevara look was new for Bannon, a transformation from the preppy layered collars that he used to wear in 2017 to his West Wing office, which he'd called "the War Room."
If White House strategist to podcast host sounded like a fall from grace, for Bannon it was more of a return to form. He was in his natural mode, playing a role that came easily to him: the outside agitator with a huge online following. This same basement, years earlier, had been the headquarters of Breitbart News, the rising voice of reactionary right-wing nationalism, rebranded for an online generation as "the alt-right." Official Washington, Democrat or Republican, didn't know what to do with Bannon when he showed up, with his scruffy neck and multiple shirts. Bannon relished that air of foreignness, dubbing this townhouse the "Breitbart Embassy." Fittingly, the upstairs rooms were decorated as if for a state visit, with yellow brocade curtains, crystal chandeliers, filigree mirrors and white stars dotting a dark-blue rug running up the stairs to a Lincoln-themed bedroom. It was in those rooms, during a book party in November of 2013, that Bannon had once announced, "I'm a Leninist."

(Little, Brown and Company)


"What do you mean?" asked his shocked interlocutor, a historian at a conservative think tank across town. The historian, Ronald Radosh, was all too familiar with Lenin's contributions to the ledger of human suffering. Lenin's most influential and enduring innovation, laid out in his 1902 treatise, "What Is To Be Done?," was the revolutionary party: an institution for organizing society not according to competition or merit, but rather based on adherence to an ideology.
"Lenin wanted to destroy the state, and that's my goal too," Bannon answered. "I want to bring everything crashing down, and destroy all of today's establishment."
Bannon's Manichaean worldview started young. At a Catholic military school in Richmond, Virginia, he learned about the 1492 reconquest of Spain as the turning point in an ongoing clash of civilizations between the Christian West and the Muslim world. As an adult, he devoured books on Attila the Hun and great military campaigns. He was obsessed with history, specifically the concept of historical cycles -- the idea that time was not, as Americans usually learned, a linear march of progress, but rather, more like the view of ancient traditions, a recurring pattern of distinct phases. Bannon especially liked the version of this theory in "The Fourth Turning," a 1997 book by historians Neil Howe and William Strauss, which ordered American history into generation-long periods of highs, awakenings, unravelings and crises. The book predicted a coming rise of nationalism and authoritarianism, across the world and in America.
Bannon was not merely a student or passive observer of this prophecy; he wanted to be an agent of it, and an architect of the era that came next. So when he watched Trump glide down a golden escalator to announce his campaign for president, in 2015, his first thought was, "That's Hitler!" By that he meant someone who intuitively understood the aesthetics of power, as in Nazi propaganda films. He saw in Trump someone who could viscerally connect with the general angst that Bannon was roiling and make himself a vessel for Americans' grievances and desires.

Presidential adviser Stephen K. Bannon during a panel discussion at the Conservative Political Action Conference on Feb. 23, 2017. (Bill O'Leary/The Washington Post)


Bannon's thinking on building a mass movement was shaped by Eric Hoffer, "the longshoreman philosopher," so called because he had worked as a stevedore on the San Francisco docks while writing his first book, "The True Believer." The book caused a sensation when it was published in 1951, becoming a manual for comprehending the age of Hitler, Stalin and Mao. Hoffer argued that all mass movements -- nationalist, communist, or religious -- shared common characteristics and followed a discernible path. "The preliminary work of undermining existing institutions, of familiarizing the masses with the idea of change, and of creating a receptivity to a new faith, can be done only by men who are, first and foremost, talkers or writers and are recognized as such by all." (How about a reality TV star?) But such leaders cannot alone create the conditions that give rise to mass movements. "He cannot conjure a movement out of the void," Hoffer wrote. "There has to be an eagerness to follow and obey, and an intense dissatisfaction with things as they are, before the movement and leader can make their appearance."
Rather than focusing on movement leaders, Hoffer's inquiry concerned the followers -- how ordinary people became fanatics. Successful, well-adjusted people did not become zealots. Sometimes they glommed onto mass movements to serve their own ambitions, but that came later. The true believers were seeking not self-advancement but rather "self-renunciation" -- swapping out their individual identities, with all their personal disappointments, for "a chance to acquire new elements of pride, confidence, hope, a sense of purpose and worth by an identification with a holy cause." The kinds of people who were most susceptible to becoming true believers were, in Hoffer's idiom, poor, struggling artists, misfits, unusually selfish, or just plain bored. "When our individual interests and prospects do not seem worth living for, we are in desperate need of something apart from us to live for," Hoffer wrote. "All forms of dedication, devotion, loyalty and self-surrender are in essence a desperate clinging to something which might give worth and meaning to our futile, spoiled lives."
For Bannon, as he was building Breitbart's audience, the ready supply of true believers came from disaffected young men. Bannon had first discovered this untapped resource in, of all places, Hong Kong, while working with a company that paid Chinese workers to play the video game World of Warcraft, earning virtual commodities that the company could flip to Western gamers for real money. The business collapsed, but not before introducing Bannon to an online subculture of young gamers and meme creators, whose energies he learned to draw out and redirect toward politics.
Breitbart's traffic figures confirmed Bannon's hunch that candidate Trump was catching fire in 2015, and Bannon positioned the site as the Trump campaign's unofficial media partner in thrashing the Republican primary field. By the time Bannon officially took over Trump's ragtag campaign, in the wake of a chaotic convention and spiraling Russia scandal, he supplied a closing message that, if not exactly lucid, did have a kind of coherence. The message was that Trump, the "blue-collar billionaire," was here to blow up the established political order that was plainly failing to serve the needs and interests of the common public, and would be a champion for the forgotten and left-behind Americans. Bannon was not alone in seeing Hoffer's influence on what he was doing: Trump's opponent, Hillary Clinton, dusted off "The True Believer" and shared it with her campaign staff, recognizing in those pages the description of a destructive energy that she concluded she was powerless to subdue.
In the White House, as Trump's chief strategist, Bannon heralded the dawn of a "new political order," but he lasted only seven months. Trump threw him out after white supremacists and neo-Nazis marched in Charlottesville, Virginia, against removing a statue of Confederate general Robert E. Lee, and one of them drove a car into a crowd of counterprotesters, killing a young woman. Trump was the one who defended the torch-carrying mob as including "very fine people," but Bannon, as the face of right-wing nationalism inside the White House (and what a face it was), made a fitting scapegoat. Though the dismissal set Bannon, temporarily, at odds with Trump, it did not shake his commitment to their shared political project. Bannon moved back into the Breitbart Embassy to plot his comeback.

White House Chief Strategist Stephen K. Bannon walks in during a listening session with cybersecurity experts at the White House on Jan. 31, 2017. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


Bannon was constantly testing things out. With so many bombastic schemes in motion, it could be hard to tell when Bannon was onto something or when he was just blowing smoke. He looked overseas, finding common cause with rising right-wing authoritarians around the world, from Hungary to Brazil. He went to court against the Italian government over a medieval monastery near Rome where he unsuccessfully tried to start a training academy for European nationalists. He found a new patron, the fugitive Chinese billionaire Guo Wengui, who cast himself as the shadow-boxing action hero in music videos about taking down the Chinese Communist Party. Together, Bannon and Guo landed in the SEC's crosshairs for a cryptocurrency offering, called G-Coins or G-Dollars. (Guo was arrested in 2023 and charged with wire fraud, securities fraud, bank fraud and money laundering amounting to more than $1 billion.) Bannon started a podcast, calling it "War Room," and playing Guo's music video as the interlude for commercial breaks. And he reunited with some old friends in a bid to crowdsource money for Trump's border wall. More than 250,000 people donated, many saying they could only afford a few bucks but desperately wanted to help fulfill the president's signature campaign promise (never mind that Mexico was originally supposed to foot the bill). Bannon and his buddies dutifully assured the donors, publicly and privately, that they were all volunteers and all the money was for the wall.
By the summer of 2020, it might have been easy to laugh Bannon off as a has-been and a sideshow. There he was, reading a book, having a coffee, relaxing on the deck of Guo's 150-foot superyacht in Long Island Sound, when who showed up but the Coast Guard with federal agents to arrest him. Prosecutors accused Bannon and his friends of misusing the millions they'd raised from Trump supporters, spending the money on their own salary, travel, hotels and credit-card debts. Trump shrugged to reporters in the Oval Office, "I haven't been dealing with him for a very long period of time."
In truth, they had started talking again. Trump was by then running for reelection, and though he'd entered 2020 in a formidable position, the COVID-19 pandemic had paralyzed the economy and showcased a president in ineffectual denial, refusing to wear a mask, demanding to suppress case counts by slowing down testing and musing about injecting bleach. By June, Joe Biden had put up a double-digit lead in national surveys, and Trump was longing to replace his campaign manager (digital strategist Brad Parscale, who was about to have a mental-health crisis) and recapture his 2016 magic. But Bannon turned down the job. Based on how badly the White House was squandering the covid emergency, leaving the response to Jared Kushner, Mike Pence and Dr. Fauci, Bannon thought the race was already over. The Trump campaign was beyond saving. Undermining a Biden presidency, however, was something Bannon said he knew how to do, and he could start laying the groundwork in advance.
On his "War Room" podcast and in speeches to Republican groups around the country, Bannon addressed audiences who were feeling sure that Trump would win, because they'd seen massive boat parades of Trump supporters, and they didn't personally know anyone who was voting for Biden. Bannon warned them to stay focused, pay attention. Trump had been saying since the summer that the Democrats would use mail ballots to steal the election, using covid as an excuse to change the rules. Bannon explained how it would all play out. The Election Day votes would show Trump ahead, and he would declare victory that night. But the Democrats and the media would cry, No, you have to wait for the mail ballots. The electoral college results would be disputed, and it would be up to Congress to settle the outcome when it met to formally certify the results on Jan. 6, 2021. At that point, Bannon promised, Congress would either return the election to Republican- controlled state legislatures or decide it in the U.S. House of Representatives, where Republicans controlled a majority of state delegations.
Could they really pull it off? Didn't matter. "I had no downside," Bannon would later say. His aim was to use the occasion to stage such a spectacle that it would undermine Biden's legitimacy with millions of Americans -- "shred that f---er on national TV," permanently hobble his ability to govern, "kill the Biden presidency in the crib." All that mattered was for Trump supporters to believe it was possible for Congress to block the election results that day.
So while Trump was busy calling Republican officials in Georgia, Arizona and Michigan to pressure them to declare him the winner; and while Trump's lawyers were filing far-fetched lawsuits seeking to invalidate Biden's victory, and rounding up Republicans to put themselves forward to the electoral college, and lobbying Vice President Pence to accept them as the rightful electors; and while Republican activists around the country organized Stop the Steal rallies to protest the results; and while militia groups bought weapons and drew up attack plans for the biggest rally of all, Bannon kept hyping Jan. 6 to his hundreds of thousands of podcast listeners. "This is more important than November 3, this is more important than even Trump's presidency," he'd say on the show. "This is more important than this fight between the nationalists and the globalists. This is more important than the fight between progressives and conservatives. It's more important than this fight between Republicans and Democrats. This gets to the heart -- you go read Roman history, this is like toward how the republic fell, right, and became a totalitarian or authoritarian empire. We're at that moment."
He didn't say exactly what everyone was supposed to do once they got to Washington on Jan. 6. His point was that his listeners, the "War Room posse," needed to show up, they didn't want to miss this. They had to be there. Their success depended on it. "I know people have work, family, kids, school, everything like that -- however, these types of days happen very rarely in the history of our country. This is something you can participate in. This is something they're gonna be able to tell their kids and their grandkids about, 'cause this is gonna be history. Living history."
When the day finally dawned, as the crowd he'd conjured took shape, Bannon marveled at how his plan was materializing, like the invisible sound waves of his podcast finding physical, human form. "This is a massive turnout, I think it overwhelms everybody's -- every anticipation of what was going to happen," he said on the show that cold morning. "Because of this audience. You have brought this to the cusp. We are right on the cusp of victory."

Supporters of President Trump storm the U.S. Capitol building on Jan. 6, 2021. (Evelyn Hockstein/For The Washington Post)


Behind him in the studio, on a white fireplace mantel lined with MAGA hats, a TV was streaming CNN. The chyron read, SOON: TRUMP TO SPEAK TO SUPPORTERS IN DESPERATE COUP ATTEMPT. Bannon was saying, "This is not a day for fantasy. This is the day for maniacal focus. Focus, focus, focus. We're coming in right over the target, OK? Exactly. This is the point of attack we always wanted. OK? ... I said from day one, for months and months and months and months -- because they're trying to steal it, they're gonna be caught trying to steal it -- President Trump's massive victory is going to be affirmed in a contingent election in the House of Representatives ... Today, the trigger can get pulled on that. We are on, and when everybody out there, people getting fired up -- we are on the cusp of victory because of you. Don't ever forget that."
Soon the lawmakers in the Capitol could hear the crowd roaring outside. The mob broke in and the lawmakers fled. For hours the counting and certification of the electoral votes was stopped. Once police and National Guardsmen secured the Capitol and the lawmakers reconvened, Pence refused to do what Trump demanded, and not enough Republicans objected to the votes to force a contingent election in the House. The massive victory Bannon had promised did not come to pass.
Whose fault was that? Not Bannon's. Not the "War Room" posse's. Bannon knew his listeners were angry, he knew they were disappointed. He wanted them to understand: "These were not Democrats that were thwarting us," he said on the next day's show. "These were Republicans."
In the weeks that followed, Bannon's show got booted from YouTube, Trump was banned from Twitter, rioters started getting arrested, Trump got impeached, Biden got inaugurated, and at the last possible minute before Trump left office, he pardoned Bannon. The pardon did more than rescue Bannon from criminal jeopardy (his co-defendants in the fraud case, by the way, were still on the hook); it also restored Trump's imprimatur. Whatever their disagreements over the years ("Stephen K. Bannon has nothing to do with me or my presidency," Trump said in 2018, "he lost his mind"), Bannon must have done something worth rewarding or retained some value to Trump. As Trump skulked off to Mar-a-Lago, Bannon kept rising as the essential voice of the MAGA universe.
The pro-Trump media ecosystem splintered into alternative platforms and fringe websites such as Rumble, Telegram and BitChute. MyPillow sponsorships for all. But Bannon stood out from the pack by any measure: he reached more listeners, had the most in-demand guests, churned out more content, set the agenda. He kept distributing through Apple's podcast app, repeatedly topping the charts. He also streamed his episodes as videos, and his "War Room" became like a far-right "Meet the Press," the go-to interview for Trumpworld celebrities and aspiring candidates.

Nigel Farage, former Brexit Party leader, speaks with Stephen K. Bannon on the second day of the Conservative Political Action Conference on March 3, 2023. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


For three hours every weekday, and two on Saturdays, Bannon and his guests developed a canon of the Stolen Election myth. The fraud was just the first part. The Democrats always tried that; it was a given. The second part, the crucial step, was the stab in the back -- the Republican election officials and state legislators who knew the election was stolen and let the Democrats get away with it. All the tumult of 2020 had, as Hoffer foretold, done the preliminary work of undermining institutions and creating a receptivity to a new faith. Now it was up to Bannon to transform the defeat of January 6 into the galvanizing moment for the next phase of the MAGA movement.
"OK, live from the nation's capital, you're in the War Room," your host began today's show. "It's still an occupied capital. The question still needs to be asked, why are seven thousand National Guard, up-armored National Guard, still in the nation's capital?" The answer, according to Bannon, was that the show of force was a "psyop" -- a form of psychological warfare meant to cow the MAGA movement, to break Trump supporters' will to resist. That was also the purpose, he would say, of the Democrats' vote to impeach Trump for inciting the insurrection, and the Senate trial that was about to begin.
Bannon announced the date, as he usually did at the top of the show, in a grandiose way: "Saturday, the sixth of February, the year of our Lord 2021. The podcast," he went on, assuring his listeners that they were not alone and that he was not speaking into a void, was "closing in on 34 million downloads."
Bannon wasn't messing around with basement kids anymore. The MAGA movement had matured. His audience now was grayer -- people in their 50s, 60s and beyond, a lot of empty nesters and retirees -- but with a similar need for connection, and perhaps even memories of a gentler time. He was speaking to people who didn't look like radicals, and certainly didn't think of themselves as extremists; it was the world around them that had lost its mind. The social critic Christopher Lasch, another Bannon influence, had written about this beginning in the 60s: how liberalism was a failure because people looked at the world that "freedom" got them and decided they didn't want it. It sucked. Modern life was so fragmented, so disembodied, so alienating. Dealing with that alienation was what War Room was all about. "Action, action, action," Bannon would say. "This is all about your agency." He was offering his listeners a path to self-empowerment, and in the dark days that followed Jan. 6, Trump supporters were starving for a sense of direction, a suggestion of where to go next, an idea of what to do with their feelings of shock and disaffection.
One idea that was now generating buzz with Trump supporters was starting a third party, a Patriot Party, to fight for Trump in all the ways the Republican Party had so clearly failed. The source of this proposal was Trump himself, who meant it as a threat to the Republican senators about to try his impeachment. But Trump's rank-and-file supporters were getting carried away with the third-party idea, and Bannon needed to put a stop to it. He knew a third party would be a fool's errand, a waste of everyone's time and money. Even Teddy Roosevelt couldn't win back the White House on a third-party ticket. All third parties did was help elect someone from the two major parties. George Wallace helped give you Richard M. Nixon. Ross Perot got you Bill Clinton. Bannon had a better idea.
The way Bannon saw it, there already was a third party: that was the establishment he hungered to destroy. The neocons, neoliberals, big donors, globalists, Wall Street, corporatists, elites. He sometimes called them "the uniparty," because they were the only ones who ever got power, no matter whether Democrats or Republicans won elections. This formulation was not entirely wrong-headed, to the extent that the structure of having two pluralistic, big-tent parties pushed them both toward the center, producing a measure of stability and continuity. Nor was Bannon baseless in believing that this stasis could produce bad outcomes, particularly in foreign affairs, the domain of the so-called Washington Blob. Outside the uniparty, as Bannon saw it, there was the progressive wing of the Democratic Party, which he considered a relatively small slice of the electorate. And the rest, the vast majority of the country, was MAGA. Bannon believed the MAGA movement, if it could break out of being suppressed and marginalized by the establishment, represented a dominant coalition that could rule for a hundred years.
In his confidence that there were secretly millions of Democrats who were yearning to be MAGA followers and just didn't know it yet, Bannon was again taking inspiration from Hoffer, who observed that true believers were prone to conversion from one cause to another since they were driven more by their need to identify with a mass movement than by any particular ideology. Bannon was not, like a typical political strategist, trying to tinker around the edges of the existing party coalitions in the hope of eking out 50 percent plus one. Bannon already told you: he wanted to bring everything crashing down. He wanted to completely dismantle and redefine the parties. He wanted a showdown between a globalist, elite party, called the Democrats, and a populist, MAGA party, called the Republicans. In that matchup, he was sure, the Republicans would win every time.
How to put the Patriot Party idea in its place, and harness the MAGA movement through the Republican Party where it belonged? Bannon had just the man for the job, someone he'd known for years, someone who used to blog for him back at Breitbart. His name was Dan Schultz, and his time had come.
During a break, before bringing Dan Schultz on the air, Bannon asked him, "How should I introduce you?" This was a standard question for any of his guests; usually everyone had a website or a podcast or a book or a PAC or a 501(c)(4) -- some hustle to promote. "What organization are you representing?"
But this guest had a different sort of answer. "The Republican Party," Dan Schultz said.
There was a long pause. Then Bannon chuckled. "The Republican Party."

An image of Stephen K. Bannon is seen as people attend CPAC at Gaylord Resort and Convention Center on Feb. 22 in National Harbor, Md. (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)
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Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s running mate and the vaccine wars
Newly minted vice presidential candidate Nicole Shanahan made a numbers of claims that do not stand up to scrutiny. 
By Glenn Kessler | 2024-04-04

Independent vice presidential candidate Nicole Shanahan (John G Mabanglo/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


"Pharmaceutical medicine has its place, but no single safety study can assess the cumulative impact of one prescription on top of another prescription, and one shot on top of another shot on top of another shot, throughout the course of childhood. We just don't do that study right now and we ought to. We can and we will. Conditions like autism used to be one in 10,000. Now here in the state of California it is one in 22."
-- Independent vice-presidential candidate Nicole Shanahan, remarks in Oakland, March 26
Shanahan, a technology lawyer tapped by Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to be his running mate in his independent bid for president, has a child who she says was diagnosed with autism. She has said the discovery prompted her to delve deep into research on autism. In her first news conference as a candidate, she devoted a lengthy passage to describing what she had learned, including suggesting that vaccines play a role.
Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is an umbrella diagnosis covering a range of neurological and developmental disorders that include autism and Asperger's syndrome. Symptoms and severity vary dramatically from one person to another, but they typically impair a person's ability to communicate and interact with others or result in restricted, repetitive behaviors.
We checked with five autism experts about her full comments, repeated below, and they said much of what she claimed is misguided, wrong or lacks context. Kennedy himself is a longtime purveyor of falsehoods about vaccines, spreading misinformation. He has repeatedly claimed that vaccines cause autism, despite study after study showing there is no link. (Our colleagues at FactCheck.org last year published a three-part series that closely examined his vaccine claims.)
In recent interviews, Shanahan has expressed skepticism about vaccines but said she and Kennedy are not "anti-vaxxers." In an interview with Newsweek after being named his running mate, she said Kennedy is "not an anti-vaxxer; he's just someone who takes vaccine injuries seriously." In February, she told the New York Times "I do wonder about vaccine injuries," adding, "I think there needs to be a space to have these conversations."
The Kennedy-Shanahan campaign did not respond to a request for comment.
Here are Shanahan's full comments about autism from her news conference:
Let's address these claims in order.
'Toxic substances' and 'electromagnetic pollution'
This is speculative and so far without evidence. First of all, genetic factors are estimated to contribute a significant portion of risk from ASD, with more than 100 genes identified.
Paul A. Offit, director of the Vaccine Education Center, an attending physician at Children's Hospital of Philadelphia and author of the 2008 book "Autism's False Prophets," said in a telephone interview that there is no evidence that post-birth events, like the environment, result in a diagnosis of ASD, whereas there is increasing evidence of pre-birth factors.
For instance, a significant increase in risk has been found depending on the age of a father, especially if he is in his 40s or older. Moreover, Valproate, a drug used to treat epilepsy and other neuropsychological disorders, has been found to significantly increase the risk if used during pregnancy.
"Every piece of legitimate evidence we have suggests that the causes of autism are present in utero," said David Mandell, director of the Penn Center for Mental Health at the University of Pennsylvania, in an email. "To the extent that environmental factors are causative, they likely interact with genetic risk factors in the womb."
"Abnormalities in brain function and organization are likely present during fetal development, even though the behavioral ramifications may not be seen for years in some children," Catherine Lord of the Center for Autism Research and Treatment at the University of California-Los Angeles said in an email.
Of course, even if a link to air pollution is not yet proved, that does not mean it can be ruled out. "It's hard to disagree with the opinion that exposure to neurotoxins and air pollution is bad for our health and that we should be doing more to protect our environment and prevent these exposures," Maureen Durkin, chair of the Department of Population Health Sciences at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, said in an email. "Credible research into the causal links of these exposures to autism specifically is difficult to do but should be done and critically evaluated to inform environmental policies."
Shanahan told Newsweek that she "wholeheartedly attributes" her daughter's autism "to environmental toxins."
'Our own medications'
"Pharmaceutical medicine" sounds like code for vaccines, given that she links it in the same sentence with "one shot on top of another shot on top of another shot" during childhood -- and it's hard to imagine what that might refer to other than multiple vaccines, a mainstay of childhood medicine. But a link to autism has been debunked in study after study.
Fears about a link between autism and vaccines started in 1998 after the publication of a genuine hoax -- the Wakefield study, in the journal Lancet. Based on a supposedly random sample of 12 children, now-discredited anti-vaccine activist and former physician Andrew Wakefield suggested that the measles, mumps and rubella (MMR) vaccine led to gastrointestinal symptoms, which in turn put harmful proteins in the bloodstream that resulted in autism.
Dozens of studies followed, including one that studied 1.8 million children over 14 years, all of which showed there was no link. Eventually, it was revealed that Wakefield had received secret payments from a lawyer seeking to sue MMR manufacturers and who supplied some of the patients, had filed a patent application for his own measles vaccine, and had misrepresented or altered medical histories of the 12 patients. In 2010, the article was retracted and Wakefield lost his medical license.
But the damage has never been erased, as fears about a link between vaccines and autism persist among parents. "There are dozens of studies looking at autism and vaccines, and they don't show a link," said Alison Singer, president of the Autism Science Foundation, which has posted dozens of studies on its website. "It is not even a case of needing to do more research."
'No single safety study can assess the cumulative impact'
This is a false construct, asking for a study that experts say would be unethical -- as a randomized study would require a group that took no vaccines, exposing them to potentially dangerous risks -- and would not be informative. "It is an untestable hypothesis," Offit said.
In 2002, Offit co-wrote a report for the American Academy of Pediatrics that reviewed existing studies and concluded that children respond to multiple vaccines given at the same time in a manner similar to individual vaccines. "Current studies do not support the hypothesis that multiple vaccines overwhelm, weaken, or 'use up' the immune system,' " the study said. "On the contrary, young infants have an enormous capacity to respond to multiple vaccines, as well as to the many other challenges present in the environment."
"No single study can assess the cumulative effects of everything (all medicines and vaccines) on autism risk over the life course," Durkin said in her email. "Neither a randomized controlled trial nor an observational study design would be feasible for this. Most pharmaceutical safety studies focus on one or a few medications or vaccines at a time and invariably find some adverse effects, but if the benefits don't outweigh the adverse effects, the medication should not be approved."
Offit and Mandell said the call for a study is an example of Kennedy and other vaccine skeptics often changing the goal posts.
"This is fearmongering," Mandell said, noting that Wakefield first said autism was the result of the MMR vaccine and no link was found. Then "RFK Jr. said that the thimerosal in vaccines caused autism. Then thimerosal was removed from vaccines, with no change in increasing rates of diagnosis. ... Then they said that it was the number of vaccines or the timing of the vaccines."
'Autism used to be one in 10,000. Now ... it is one in 22 [in California].'
These numbers are in the ballpark but lack context. The percentage of people diagnosed with ASD has gone up mainly because of expanded definitions and better detection. There is no blood test for autism, so a diagnosis is based on observations of a person's behavior.
"Much of the rise in autism prevalence in recent years is likely due to expansion of the concept of autism from a narrowly defined condition to a spectrum, and to more screening, better tools and training for diagnostic assessments, and more access to therapies and services," Durkin said. Mandell agreed, adding that there "may be effects of increased parental age and our increased ability to keep compromised infants alive."
"Infantile autism" was first coined in 1943, But not until 1980 did autism receive its own diagnosis in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders; the category was broadened in 1987 and then again in 1994. Finally, in 2013, for the DSM-5, autism, Asperger syndrome and pervasive developmental disorder-not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS) were folded into a single diagnosis.
That's why the earliest studies of autism in the 1960s and 1970s estimated that autism was in 2 to 4 people per 10,000, which "led to the impression that autism was a rare childhood disorder," according to a 2015 book published by the the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. The 1 in 22 estimate for California is based on a survey by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in one county in the state. Nationally, the 2023 CDC estimate of autism prevalence at age 8 years is 1 in 36 children, compared with 1 in 150 children in 2000, when CDC began monitoring the prevalence of autism in the United States.
Indeed, while diagnosis of autism has increased, those of intellectual disability have decreased, indicating that previously children may have been misdiagnosed with other conditions.
Shanahan does not quite say that vaccines cause autism, but she implies it, demanding a study that is not feasible because it would be unethical. She cites numbers that claim that autism has spiked, without acknowledging the main reason is because the definition of autism has been greatly expanded. This is textbook anti-vaccine rhetoric. The overall effect is to cast doubt on the safety of vaccines. She earns Four Pinocchios.
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How to 'Trump-proof' Ukraine aid and your own life
Plus: Prescription drug costs. Crumbling infrastructure.
By Drew Goins | 2024-04-04
You're reading the Today's Opinions newsletter. Sign up to get it in your inbox.
In today's edition:

People view rifles on display during a celebration for Estonia's NATO membership 20th anniversary, in Tallinn, Estonia, on Thursday. (Sergei Grits/AP)


Faced for the first time in decades with the prospect of a hot war, Europe, a continent that has for decades lagged behind the United States in military readiness and weapons production, is finally stepping up its security.
The Editorial Board reports that the European Union just announced $550 million it will spend to increase arms production, along with the bloc's "first-ever blueprint for updating the continent's sagging defense industrial base."
The board writes that these are encouraging developments, but it cautions that "the road to heightened European security will be long and difficult" no matter what. The European attitude toward paying more for defense is still one of fierce opposition, and recruiting and retaining military volunteers will be an even bigger challenge.
Meanwhile, NATO is also pushing more military spending, in particular a $100 billion package that Lee Hockstader reports is meant to "Trump-proof" aid for Ukraine. Lee says the idea to lock in assistance before former president Donald Trump possibly wins the White House again could indeed "help Kyiv withstand Russia's onslaught." But it, again, ignores all the defense work that needs doing across the rest of Europe, when a hot war with Russia could ignite before the decade is out.
Closer to home, Amanda Ripley has some ideas for defenses to deploy this election season. Her column explains how to Trump-proof, or Biden-proof -- or, most accurately, Trump-Biden-proof -- our own lives.
Start with her proposal for "demilitarized zones" wherein "certain core relationships ... remain outside the zone of political debate." Arguing political differences with loved ones in such a polarized environment can quickly turn sour, Amanda writes, and "severed relationships harden our hearts and freeze our minds in place."
Her other tactics include figuring out exactly whom you can or can't influence, keeping tabs on your bodily responses to election news and simply thinking longer-term. It's a playbook worth checking out, because this autumn's offensive is coming, and you owe yourself a solid defense.




From researchers Avik Roy and Gregg Girvan's op-ed correcting the conventional wisdom that big pharmaceutical firms need to charge lots of money for their drugs so they can keep creating new ones. If you want a drug for Disease X one day, the argument goes, you better keep paying out the wazoo for the one that treats Disease Z.
Roy and Girvan's new analysis shows "that the biggest drug companies largely fail to turn their enormous profits into discoveries," they write. Most innovation occurs at companies that are not only small, but actually unprofitable.
Big companies often hamstring their labs with bureaucracy, overcautious risk aversion and, yes, a hyperfocus on profitability. Besides, they can just buy up the best drugs that start-ups create and take them to market themselves.
Thankfully, Roy and Girvan explain, that model is starting to change -- and hopefully drug prices with it.
When a chunk of the Pacific Coast Highway crumbled into the sea this week, Alexandra Petri knew it was time for another literary sendup.
Throw some ash and a little snow over the gorgeous California shoreline, then mix in a few more bleakeries and you've got a dead ringer for the world of Cormac McCarthy's "The Road." Thus was born Alex's imagined excerpt from companion novel "The Infrastructure." It's a fun dig mostly at the speed of America's infrastructure investment, but she can't resist throwing an elbow at McCarthy, too:
Do I have a name, said the boy.
Possibly, the man said. You talk too much.
Am I talking, the boy said. Where are my quotation marks.
We don't have those any more, the man said. They were a luxury of the before times. Anyway this is supposed to be about infrastructure.
Chaser: The United States is a big country with a ton of infrastructure, some of which needs updating, Chuck Lane wrote in 2021. That does not make it "crumbling."
It's a goodbye. It's a haiku. It's ... The Bye-Ku.
Fierce defense once meant
Fending off plaza pigeons
Europe's before times
***
Have your own newsy haiku? Email it to me, along with any questions/comments/ambiguities. See you tomorrow!
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The Checkup With Dr. Wen: Cancer rates are rising among younger people. Here's what they can do.
Even though overall cancer rates are falling, young people are at greater risk.
By Leana Wen | 2024-04-04

Catherine, Princess of Wales, attends the Remembrance Sunday service in London on Nov. 12. (Kin Cheun/(AP photo) (Kin Cheung/AP)


You're reading The Checkup With Dr. Wen, a newsletter on how to navigate covid-19 and other public health challenges. Click here to get the full newsletter in your inbox, including answers to reader questions and a summary of new scientific research.
Many were shocked when Catherine, Princess of Wales, announced recently that she had been diagnosed with cancer and was receiving chemotherapy -- and for good reason. Her diagnosis is rare for a 42-year-old. (Only 12 percent of people with cancer are under 50.)
But while cancer risk increases with age, it's also true that cancer is becoming more common among younger age groups -- even as cancer rates are falling in older cohorts.
The numbers are startling. The American Cancer Society reported this year that every age group had a decrease in overall cancer incidence between 1995 and 2020 except for those under 50. For this group, the rate has been rising by 1 to 2 percent each year.
These trends are particularly pronounced for certain types of cancers. One study, published in JAMA Network Open, found that early-onset breast cancer rose by almost 4 percent among American women younger than 50 each year between 2016 and 2019. Another found a 2 percent annual increase in uterine cancer in younger women. The incidence of colorectal cancer in people under 50 has also risen rapidly since the 1990s.
These numbers are mirrored in global data. A sweeping investigation published in the British Medical Journal last year documented a nearly 80 percent increase in the number of people younger than 50  diagnosed with cancer since 1990. This was accompanied by a 27 percent increase in cancer deaths among adults in their 40s, 30s or younger.
These troubling statistics probably have multiple causes. A Lancet study links obesity with higher incidence of early-onset cancers; thus, as obesity rates have increased, so has cancer. Similarly, there are links between cancer and common lifestyle factors such as increased consumption of ultra-processed food, low levels of physical activity and high alcohol use.
Screening recommendations have been changing to account for the shifting demographics. In 2021, an influential federal task force changed its colorectal screening guidelines to recommend colonoscopies at 45 rather than 50. Last year, it proposed revising its breast cancer screening guidelines to start mammograms at 40 rather than 50.
These are moves in the right direction. Everyone should see their primary-care provider at least once a year and receive their recommended screenings. I often hear from patients that they don't need these tests because they have no symptoms. But that's why they are called screening exams -- the tests are done among asymptomatic people to try to detect cancer in early stages before it spreads.
Younger people should also know their family history and whether it puts them in a higher-risk category. For instance, women with a sister or mother who had breast cancer have double the average risk of breast cancer. If they have two first-degree relatives who had breast cancer, their risk is five times the average. Their provider may recommend genetic testing, and they could begin screening exams earlier than those at average risk.
It's also essential that people seek help for health concerns, no matter their age. People who consider themselves young and healthy often downplay certain symptoms that would raise red flags among older individuals. A breast lump, blood in the stool, abdominal cramping, irregular menstrual bleeding -- all of these should prompt a visit to your health-care provider.
Health professionals, too, may not be thinking of cancer as a diagnostic possibility in younger patients. It's true that when patients present a problem, chances are there is a more benign explanation than cancer. But patients should ask what that explanation is. Does that provisional diagnosis fully explain your symptoms? Are there additional tests that should be done, just in case?
The American Cancer Society estimates that an American woman has a 1 in 17 chance of being diagnosed with cancer before the age of 50. For men, it's 1 in 29. That makes early-onset cancer uncommon but possible.
For many of us, these statistics are deeply personal. My mother was diagnosed with metastatic breast cancer in her 40s, when I was a young adult and my sister was only 8. As I approach my mother's age at that time, I think back to the bewilderment, anger and sadness she must have experienced. My heart goes out to Catherine and to all the other people given a life-altering diagnosis of cancer. Tragically, it can happen to anyone -- at any age.
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Did Sam Bankman-Fried get what he deserved?
Readers debate the convicted crypto fraudster's sentence.
By Letters to the Editor | 2024-04-04

Sam Bankman-Fried's parents, Joseph Bankman and Barbara Fried, arrive at the Daniel Patrick Moynihan Courthouse in Manhattan for their son's trial on Nov. 1. (Aristide Economopoulos for The Washington Post)


Regarding the March 29 front-page article "25 years in prison for FTX founder":
It is a travesty of justice in some ways that Sam Bankman-Fried was sentenced to 25 years in prison while Donald Trump walks around freely. Mr. Bankman-Fried's trial and sentencing took place in a fraction of the time that it is taking to prosecute and try Mr. Trump. Mr. Bankman-Fried's crime was monetary. Mr. Trump was the president of the United States, took an oath to defend the Constitution, and was expected to have higher morals and actions in that role. His alleged offenses are far more varied -- including fraud and illegal possession and mishandling of national security documents, thus jeopardizing national security -- and stretch from before his presidency to after. For all of these potential crimes and misdemeanors, Mr. Trump most likely will get little, if any, jail time and might even get a second term as president. Mr. Bankman-Fried might not have been able to buy his way out of consequences for his actions. But the treatment of Mr. Trump also suggests that justice is not exactly blind.
Peter Dunner, Bethesda
FTX founder Sam Bankman-Fried's sentence was deserved. It does reveal, though, a bias toward traditional institutions when his punishment is compared with the relative lack of consequences for bankers and officials whose actions contributed to the real estate crash and subsequent global economic downturn.
David Steele, Regina, Saskatchewan
I think 25 years in prison is excessive and the wrong sentence for Sam Bankman-Fried, even realizing the heinous fraud he committed. What will this long sentence do to correct this crime or make him a better person? This immature entrepreneur made bad decisions and absolutely must repay the more than $11 billion he bilked from so many. But I think a shorter prison term in concert with a few years of community service and then ongoing monitoring would be the better approach.
He has already been appropriately shamed. In combination, repaying the money he owes, performing meaningful community service and serving some prison time should send a strong message to anyone wanting to commit a white-collar crime. Twenty-five years is excessive for someone with no previous record. There are people who have killed someone with shorter prison sentences.
Larrie Greenberg, Washington
The sentencing of Sam Bankman-Fried for charges related to fraud and money laundering ought to prompt close scrutiny of the money flowing into political campaigns. The Biden Victory Fund and the Maryland Democratic Party were both beneficiaries of his donations, as were many other candidates and organizations in both parties; some national Democratic organizations moved to return the money, which is a complicated process given civil litigation over the wreckage of Mr. Bankman-Fried's company. Accepting ill-gotten funds to influence elections is unethical, undermining democracy's core.
Transparency is paramount in handling political contributions. Voters deserve to know the true funding sources for candidates' political operations. Refusing to return tainted donations or redirecting them to charity to evade responsibility is insufficient. As many campaigns and organizations have done with Mr. Bankman-Fried's money, candidates who learn that contributions came from ill-gotten gains must promptly return such funds and fully cooperate with investigations.
While Mr. Bankman-Fried's trial is over, the reckoning over his influence must continue. Anyone who was willing to accept what turned out to be tainted donations should reflect what the ease with which Mr. Bankman-Fried bought influence and access says about a larger crisis of ethics.
Hampton E. Brown III, Fulton
Regarding the March 27 news article "Trump's mother-in-law came to U.S. via process he derided, records show":
I take issue with the implication that President Donald Trump's late mother-in-law would not have been allowed to live in the United States under the Raise Act that he advocated.
That would not be the case. While the Raise Act would have indeed taken the parents of immigrants "off the fast-track list" for green cards, it would have allowed those parents to apply for continuously renewable visitor visas good for five years at a time.
Few immigration restrictionists object to foreigners living in the United States, even on a quasi-permanent basis, to spend quality time with their children and grandchildren. We simply object to giving those individuals priority for green cards -- which entitle them to taxpayer-funded benefits, U.S. jobs and sponsorship of additional relatives for future green cards, a process known as "chain migration." Renewing the visitor visas that would have been created by the Raise Act might seem like an inconvenience, but it would have been an improvement on the shorter terms of current visitor visas and the correct balance for immigration policy as a whole.
Despite the quoted immigration attorney's suggestion that stopping chain migration was "some of the silly politics of the day," the idea wasn't original to Mr. Trump. Civil rights icon Barbara Jordan, who was chair of the Clinton-era U.S. Commission on Immigration Reform, recommended that spouses and minor children of recent immigrants be prioritized for family-based green cards and that other relatives could try to qualify through alternate paths, such as their job skills. Jordan was hardly ever "silly."
Roy Beck, Arlington
The writer is the founder of NumbersUSA.
Regarding the March 28 news article "Appeals court continues to block Texas immigration law":
The crisis at our southern border involves more than managing the incoming flood of undocumented immigrants. It requires the country to think hard and collectively about where asylum seekers go, once they have crossed the border.
Concentrating the refugees in border states or sanctuary cities such as New York, San Francisco and Chicago hasn't worked. State and local services are overwhelmed by the unannounced busloads of people immediately needing shelter, food, clothes, health care and education.
Rather, we need to rally every community's school districts, religious institutions, Red Cross and Salvation Army aid workers, and private-sector businesses to work together to host a few families and guide them to jobs, financial independence and a stable legal status. Perhaps a single school or house of worship might take on no more than six families depending on the community's population.
The federal government should build a constantly updated national database listing potential destinations, the number and kind of job openings there, and the number of families a community can absorb at any one time. Buses would be scheduled according to destination, and migrants would have both choices about where to go and better information about what awaits them when they get there.
As an added benefit: If small numbers of migrant families arrive in English-dominant communities, the newcomers will have a strong incentive to learn English. This would improve their chances to thrive. At the same time, they would have the comfort of the other immigrant families supported by the community.
During World War II, American families helped the war effort in many ways, including by planting victory gardens and holding scrap drives. The nation rallied then, it can rally again. Even if this vision is ambitious, I hope it starts a conversation. What we are doing hasn't worked.
Ann Rauma Laciura, Grosse Pointe Farms, Mich.
Regarding the March 25 news article "Wealthy Sedona's answer to housing crisis: A parking lot to sleep in":
Could one answer to the housing crisis in the wealthy Arizona community described in The Post be dormitory-style housing? Surely that would be more affordable than traditional apartments, just as the "single-room occupancy" dwellings that were once common in American cities filled a valuable niche in urban housing markets. College dormitories are built and often developed by private companies so cities would not have to start from scratch in finding architects and contractors, though they might have to amend their zoning laws to provide for dormitories. Public opposition to such developments could be dampened by ensuring that these dormitories are zoned for areas that would otherwise have intensive uses such as warehouses and high-density housing. It should be quite simple to ensure that these are not built in traditionally low-density areas such as those zoned for single-family homes. In addition to meeting an immediate material need, dormitory-style housing could become the basis for communities so many Americans badly need.
Nicholas Kalis, McLean
Regarding the March 27 online news article "Kia invests in new compact car even though the segment is shrinking as Americans buy SUVs and trucks":
I was excited to read that Kia will offer a new K4 compact in the United States. I was disappointed, however, to discover the "compact" was over six feet wide. Automobiles have been bloating for decades. Compact and subcompact options are very limited in the North American market. Sport utility vehicles and trucks are crammed into parking spaces and block narrow roads. Larger vehicles are contributing to greater numbers of traffic fatalities. Meanwhile, European and Asian drivers can tootle around their cities in a Honda Jazz or the Toyota Aygo, both of which are roughly 51/2 feet wide. Even smaller city cars are available to the smart European consumer.
While light regulation is typically better, North American vehicles are too large for the existing roadways. Smaller cars stress the infrastructure less and can be nimble enough to avoid accidents with their behemoth counterparts. It's time for the Transportation Department to encourage automobile producers to open the North American market to smaller, narrower, shorter cars available to consumers elsewhere.
Chris Centner, Columbia
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What should we expect from Judge Aileen Cannon? I answered your questions.
Perry's live chat with readers starts at 1 p.m. ET on Thursday. Read the transcript.
By Perry Bacon | 2024-04-04
Columnist Perry Bacon Jr. is online for a live chat where he'll interact with readers, discuss his columns and answer questions on the politics and news of the week. Read the transcript below.
This will be Perry's last regular live chat. Read Perry Bacon's columns and past live chats, sign up to receive his latest columns in your inbox, and listen to him on "Impromptu," the new Post Opinions podcast.
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Europe is finally cranking up its creaky defense factories
The road to heightened European security will be long and difficult.
By Editorial Board | 2024-04-04

A Ukrainian soldier holds an NLAW antitank weapon outside Kyiv in 2022. (Efrem Lukatsky/AP Photo)


At a moment when Congress cannot move forward with U.S. military aid to Ukraine, it is welcome news to see that the European Union is taking important steps to fill the gap --  and begin to address its own defense procurement woes. The E.U. announced it will  spend about $550 million to bolster ammunition and artillery shell production at weapons plants in more than a dozen E.U. nations, among them Greece, Slovakia and Hungary. The new funds are the first in a series of planned E.U. infusions to get more munitions in Ukrainian hands and modernize Europe's spotty and scattered defense industries.
As if to underscore the point, the E.U. released its first-ever blueprint for updating the continent's sagging defense industrial base, outlining ways for nations to overhaul production lines and buy weapons from neighbors as well as stepping up their joint defense planning. Nearly two-thirds of all European-made weapons are purchased only by the country where they are manufactured, McKinsey reported last year, a predictable but costly inefficiency. At the same time, E.U. nations moved forward with plans to spend the interest on roughly $300 billion in frozen Russian assets to help pay for other Ukraine-bound weapons. Washington has been nudging E.U. nations to consider the approach since last fall and, at roughly $3 billion a year, some nations appear ready to do so.
But even if these initiatives are all successful, the road to heightened European security will be long and difficult. While NATO reported in February that 18 of its 32 members will spend 2 percent of their GDP on defense in 2024 (a huge advance from five years ago)  several of the richest nations -- France, Germany and Canada, for example -- struggle with that goal and with years of underfunding their militaries.
Since the end of the Cold War, most Europeans have remained fiercely opposed to paying for more security. The result is that NATO infantry units are overstretched, combat ships are understaffed and defense ministries often cannibalize equipment from one unit to get another ready to deploy. Britain has committed to provide one heavy armored division to NATO in the event of a crisis, but a recent House of Commons report suggested it could not deploy at full strength unless another country provided a third of the force. Germany has pledged to station a brigade of troops in Lithuania; some Bundeswehr soldiers are there, but the unit won't be fully combat-ready until 2027.
Recruitment and retention for what are mostly volunteer forces is a vexing challenge (just as they are in the United States) and ammunition and spare parts shortages are common. Some of the largest NATO countries buy their weapons year by year, rather than with more economical long-term contracts, which makes both front-end research and back-end maintenance harder. And shipments of available weapon stockpiles to Ukraine since 2022 have deepened NATO's readiness problems.
The United States has guaranteed Europe's security for the past 75 years. Partly as a result, no other Western nation can afford to conduct sustained, complex military operations far from home. But NATO does not need every member nation to be a bristling, multi-mission superpower. NATO -- newly bolstered by formidable militaries in Sweden and Finland -- is designed to mount a collective defense. Individual countries have excellent specialties: the Dutch excel at special operations; the Norwegians are the world's best at underwater operations. U.S. officials praise the Carl Gustaf, an 84mm recoilless rifle made by Sweden's Saab Bofors that is, said one, "cheaper and better than anything we have." A British-Swedish system, the NLAW close support weapon, has been credited with helping Ukraine destroy a third of Russian armor. Poland will spend 4 percent of its GDP on its military this year; its navy has been credited with helping Ukraine destroy large numbers of Russian tanks.
Washington needs to make its own overdue adjustments in how it buys weapons, such as investing more in uncrewed ships and aircraft, modernizing its shipyards, and buying inexpensive drones and drone countermeasures like those in action over Ukraine. The good news is that, after years of dismissing the problem, Europe is now beginning to tackle its military to-do list. Alliances work best when all parties make the most of their strengths -- and act together to address their shared weaknesses.
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The mournful isolation of Israel six months after terrorists attacked
Six months after the Oct. 7 attack by Hamas, I made a gut-wrenching visit to Israel.
By Ruth Marcus | 2024-04-04

Family members of hostages held by Hamas and supporters gather at the site of the Nova Music festival near Re'im, Israel, on Feb. 28. (Heidi Levine for The Washington Post). 


RE'IM, Israel -- To visit this traumatized country as an American Jew is to begin -- just begin -- to grasp what one U.S.-born Israel Defense Forces soldier described to me as the "existential loneliness of Israel."
 Israelis, of all political persuasions and degrees of observance, feel besieged and misunderstood. Six months after a day on which more Jews were murdered than since the Holocaust, Israel finds itself nearing the status of international pariah. How could this have happened?
Is this the predictable denouement of a struggle for survival that was inevitably going to involve heartbreaking numbers of civilian casualties and suffering, and the resulting criticism? Or is it the product of a war waged with such heedlessness toward humanitarian concerns that Israel has squandered whatever public sympathy was initially inclined in its direction?
Is this the bitter fruit of years of Israeli mistreatment of Palestinians and mistaken policies in the disputed territories? Or does it reflect the ugly reality that much of the world has never accepted the existence of Israel as a Jewish state?
A short visit -- I came here on a trip organized by my synagogue -- cannot answer these questions. But it does suggest a different, and more layered, perspective than from the comfort of the suburban Maryland kitchen table from which I ordinarily write.
To visit the sites of the Oct. 7 atrocities, as well as to speak with survivors, feels as gut-wrenching as visiting a concentration camp, but it's as though the Holocaust were only months in the past, and the enemy as yet undefeated.
To bear witness is to come to a nearly deserted  Kfar Aza, the kibbutz just a few miles from the Gaza border, with the smoky skyline of Gaza City visible past the barbed-wire gate and empty fields. It is to see the youth dormitories pockmarked with bullet holes and burned by Hamas terrorists -- and to understand how shattering Oct. 7 was even for those who had become inured to rocket fire and warning sirens.
It is to meet with a farmer who displays the chair, broken by rambunctious grandchildren and stashed in a Kfar Aza safe room, that saved his family. On Oct. 7, the farmer's son jammed the chair under the handle of the door of the safe room, designed to protect against rocket attacks, not terrorists in the house.
Elsewhere in the kibbutz, his son's brother- and sister-in-law were not so lucky. The terrorists murdered them -- and his son has now adopted their 10-month-old twins, who remained safely out of the line of fire, crying together in a single crib before being rescued 14 hours after the attack began.
And it is to come here to Re'im, the site of the music festival where 364 concertgoers were murdered, and walk among the individual memorials to each of them, 364 saplings planted in their memory.
It is to light yahrzeit memorial candles and recite Kaddish for the dead underneath a grove of olive trees, with the intermittent boom of Israeli artillery shells sounding unnervingly nearby, and to recognize: This threat is not remote -- it is palpable and accompanied by anxiety over the potential for an even more dangerous war erupting on Israel's northern border with Lebanon.
None of this dictates answers, but it provides essential context about the degree to which Israelis experienced Oct. 7 as a threat to their existence and continue to believe their country will remain in peril if the enterprise of destroying Hamas's military capabilities is left unfinished.
At home, I mourn the deaths of innocents, especially children. I worry that the toll of casualties, whatever the correct number and whatever the mix of terrorists and civilians, has become too great to accept as moral and justified. I understand concerns about humanitarian assistance being diverted to help Hamas, but I fear that Israel's stance has been unnecessarily counterproductive -- even before the horrific killing of the World Central Kitchen workers who were feeding Gazans.
Here in Israel, my worries remain, but they are tinged by the understanding of how vulnerable this tiny country is and how present the threat. On the surface, much of ordinary life has resumed, but with a mournful pall. On Easter weekend, Jerusalem's Old City, normally thronged with pilgrims, was disquietingly empty.
Tens of thousands of Israelis are still displaced from their homes near Gaza and the border with Lebanon, many living in hotel rooms. "Have you recognized how sad we all are?" asked one Israeli friend. People profess optimism but ask a few questions, and it is hard not to hear the lingering anxiety and trauma.
Some surprises, both welcome and disappointing, about the Israeli response:
On the positive side, I was not prepared for the gratitude that members of the Israeli public would express to us Americans simply for visiting. This reaction -- we had done nothing to merit praise beyond a long plane ride -- occurred across the political spectrum, from what remains of the Israeli left to more conservative precincts, and most unsettling of all, it included soldiers thanking us for our non-service. But it illustrated Israel's deepening sense of isolation -- including, most disturbingly, from American Jews.
On the less attractive side, I did not realize the extent to which the Israeli public resists providing humanitarian aid to Gaza while the hostages remain in captivity. From the moment you deplane, you see posters of the hostages' faces, so many, so young and so old, under the banner of "Bring Them Home." Though missing, they are everywhere.
This has brought out the worst in the Israeli public, with some protesters going so far as to block aid convoys. An overwhelming majority of Israeli Jews say the suffering of civilians in Gaza should be taken into account to a small extent or not at all -- a hardening of the heart that, to me, feels fundamentally un-Jewish.
And yet, to be here, to witnesses the effectively zero degrees of separation between the public and the hostages, is to better understand the imperative to do whatever it takes to bring them home now -- Achshav! -- even if that means inflicting suffering on other innocents.
So, I am haunted by that phrase: "existential loneliness." Few other countries have had to worry, for so long and with such new intensity, about their very survival. Few have felt so isolated in that enterprise.
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Israel is at a crisis point: The world has had enough 
The country's strikes that killed food aid workers trying to ease famine in Gaza might be the last straw.
By Jennifer Rubin | 2024-04-04

Palestinians inspect a World Central Kitchen vehicle wrecked by an Israeli airstrike in the Gaza Strip on Tuesday. (Ismael Abu Dayyah/AP) 


Israel's strikes killing seven World Central Kitchen personnel, who were working for Jose Andres's nonprofit to feed the hungry in Gaza, were, by Israel's account, a mistake. Saying that, however, does not absolve the country of responsibility for the latest tragedy in a war that has killed nearly 200 aid workers. Plainly, Israel has failed to construct or observe adequate rules of deconfliction to protect humanitarian aid workers.
Moreover, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's statement that, in essence, mistakes happen in war is utterly insufficient -- and revealing of his utter tone-deafness. Innocents do get killed -- which is precisely why you want to avoid wars, carve out safe passage for innocents including humanitarian relief workers and make every effort to bring conflicts to a negotiated end.
"Several humanitarian groups said Tuesday that they would suspend their operations in Gaza after seven World Central Kitchen workers were killed in an Israeli strike, threatening already precarious deliveries to the aid-starved enclave," The Post reported. "The strike sent shock waves through the international aid community. WCK and at least two other groups said they would pause their operations in Gaza." 
Israel has vowed to abide by the laws of war, but that requires its military action not "cause incidental loss of civilian life, injury to civilians, damage to civilian objects, or a combination thereof, which would be excessive in relation to the concrete and direct military advantage anticipated." When massive civilian casualties including aid workers continue, there is reason to question compliance with international law.
A war launched for self-defense can lose legitimacy if the means of fighting violate international norms. Andres's plea for Israel to "stop restricting humanitarian aid, stop killing civilians and aid workers, and stop using food as a weapon" will resonate with many Americans. Accordingly, Israel cannot continue to fight for diminishing returns if it is not willing or able to protect innocents.
Israel seems to be wearing out the patience of even the Biden administration, arguably the most pro-Zionist in history. (Matters have gotten so bad that, before the latest strike, even Netanyahu's BFF, former president Donald Trump, was telling Israel to wrap up the war.) The Times of Israel  quotes an anonymous U.S. official furious that adequate measures to coordinate with aid workers are "only being put in place now." Indeed, even in Israel there is recognition that not enough has been done. An Israeli official told the Times of Israel, "Soldiers are operating under immense pressure in very difficult conditions in which Hamas embeds itself within the civilian population, but the rules of engagement are designed to help deal with such conditions, and they're too often being ignored."
White House spokesman John Kirby was remarkably blunt. "We were outraged to learn of an IDF strike that killed a number of civilian humanitarian workers yesterday from the World Central Kitchen, which has been relentlessly working to get food to those who are hungry in Gaza," he said on Tuesday. Expressing "hope" that the investigation's results would be made public, Kirby declared, "This incident is emblematic of the larger problem and evidence of why distribution of aid in Gaza has been so challenging. But beyond the strike, what is clear is that the IDF must do much more to improve deconfliction processes so that civilians and humanitarian aid workers are protected."
Later in the day, President Biden issued his own blistering statement, emphasizing that "this is not a stand-alone incident." In some of his harshest language yet, he declared, "Israel has not done enough to protect aid workers trying to deliver desperately needed help to civilians. Incidents like yesterday's simply should not happen." He reminded Israel, "The United States has repeatedly urged Israel to deconflict their military operations against Hamas with humanitarian operations, in order to avoid civilian casualties." Promising to do all the United States can to deliver aid to Gaza, Biden stressed: "I will continue to press Israel to do more to facilitate that aid. And we are pushing hard for an immediate cease-fire as part of a hostage deal." Rarely have we seen Biden criticize Israel in such emotional terms.
Protests in Israel against the government had already grown in size and intensity before international fury erupted over the strikes. Demonstrations have expanded from weekly Saturday night vigils to support the hostages to days-long demonstrations challenging Netanyahu's leadership of the war and hold on power. Tens of thousands of Israelis have taken to the streets on four consecutive nights to demand Netanyahu step down immediately. Tuesday night, some demonstrators who began at the Knesset moved to near Netanyahu's home, where they clashed with police.
The combination of domestic and international pressure, not to mention scorching criticism from hostage families and even the Israel Defense Forces, has not yet forced Netanyahu from power. However, in a dramatic move, opposition war cabinet member Benny Gantz called for elections in September. That might accelerate pressure on Netanyahu to depart. (Netanyahu's statements concerning the necessity of a Rafah operation -- with no concrete plans provided to the United States on its execution, according to the administration -- increasingly sound like a political strategy to raise the Biden administration's ire, force Netanyahu's right-wing partners to circle the wagons and extend the war indefinitely.)
In any event, the pressure from within Israel and the international community certainly has intensified on the besieged, overwhelmingly unpopular prime minister, who is also on trial on corruption charges. The vise must get tighter and opposition more dramatic -- for instance, a national strike, a major IDF resignation, a threat to cut off U.S. military aid -- if Netanyahu is to depart sooner rather than later. Put differently, only when consensus builds that he represents an existential threat to Israel will there be enough pressure to force him out during wartime.
When Netanyahu finally does depart, Israel will be left more isolated, unstable and bereft of goodwill than at any point in its history. It might take decades to recover from Netanyahu's legacy.
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Springtime, in charts 
Beginning to shed layers, exposing the pallid form beneath. 
By Edith Pritchett | 2024-04-04

(Edith Pritchett/The Washington Post)
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Pay Ronna McDaniel
If only there were a tort for NBC's lazy management practices.
By Erik Wemple | 2024-04-04

Republican National Committee Chair Ronna McDaniel at the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library in Simi Valley, Calif., on Sept. 27, 2023. (Melina Mara/The Washington Post)


Leadership at NBC last week fired contributor Ronna McDaniel, former chair of the Republican National Committee, after a tenure stretching just beyond a weekend. Which aspect of this managerial flip-flop was most embarrassing: Was it the on-air rebellion among network talent, featuring Chuck Todd and Rachel Maddow? Was it the feeling that the networks' C-suite wasn't in charge of the airwaves? Or was it the sense that McDaniel understood MSNBC a bit better than those executives did?
Door No. 3, for sure.
As Sarah Ellison and Josh Dawsey reported last week in The Post, McDaniel expressed a preference to limit her appearances to NBC News, as opposed to MSNBC, where she feared that "she would face particularly harsh interviews, and the liberal-leaning viewers would not respond to her positively." Whatever her misgivings, she signed up for double duty under a contract that would pay her about $300,000 per year. Carrie Budoff Brown, senior vice president for politics coverage at NBC News, celebrated the development: "It couldn't be a more important moment to have a voice like Ronna's on the team."
"The team" didn't agree -- and intramural criticism took on an extramural aspect with several MSNBC anchors devoting airtime to slamming the McDaniel contract. On March 26, NBCUniversal News Group Chairman Cesar Conde wrote in a staff memo: "After listening to the legitimate concerns of many of you, I have decided that Ronna McDaniel will not be an NBC News contributor. No organization, particularly a newsroom, can succeed unless it is cohesive and aligned." He also issued this quasi-mea culpa: "While this was a collective recommendation by some members of our leadership team, I approved it and take full responsibility for it." Dylan Byers, a media reporter for Puck who broke the news of McDaniel's termination, said that almost every member of the NBC News leadership team "either encouraged" McDaniel's hiring "or at least signed off on it."
The unpleasant episode hasn't swayed NBC from the time-tested principle of having diverse voices on its airwaves, or at least from reciting the cliche. "We continue to be committed to the principle that we must have diverse viewpoints on our programs, and to that end, we will redouble our efforts to seek voices that represent different parts of the political spectrum," wrote Conde in the staff memo.
Let's hope the company's redoubled efforts include checking some transcripts. A look back at McDaniel's mentions on MSNBC airwaves, after all, yields a hint or two that key talent might just object to sharing office space with her. In November 2020, for instance, host Chris Hayes pointed to a CNN video in which McDaniel faced questions from a Republican voter in Georgia who wondered why she should bother voting if the result had already been decided. "It's not decided," responded McDaniel. "This is the key." Hayes went after the GOP chair: "She is staring into the eyes of the addicts that she helped create. They consumed the drugs she sold them."
In a January 2023 show, MSNBC host Ari Melber referred to McDaniel as a "coup enabler." The GOP chair was a third-tier supporter of President Donald Trump's attempts to challenge the 2020 election -- not a sufficiently vocal activist to please Trump but one who left her fingerprints on the undertaking nonetheless. The final report of the Jan. 6 select committee, for instance, cites McDaniel's assistance in a scheme to put forth a slate of fake electors for Trump.  The federal indictment against Trump for conspiracy to defraud the United States also makes mention of McDaniel's involvement, a point noted by host  Maddow in her monologue on MSNBC arguing why McDaniel shouldn't be on the company's payroll.  "What was the project? It was to use the power of the Republican Party ... to reject election results, to take over the government and hold power by other means," said Maddow.
Like any contemporary pol, McDaniel monitored her media and pushed back from time to time. In tweets over the years, she lashed out at "MSNBC's prime time propagandists," accused the network of spreading "lies" about Trump, called it "completely unhinged," hammered it for "astounding" bias.
So a master's in library sciences wasn't required to determine that McDaniel would land with a thud on an MSNBC set. Executives at the company get paid millions of dollars each year to provide high-level direction -- that includes identifying contributors who can add value to the network, as well as sussing out how on-air folks would respond to a potential strategic hire. Here the failure was total. In an appearance this past Sunday on "This Week," ABC News political analyst (and former Republican National Committee chair) Reince Priebus commented, "I've never been hired without the management bringing me in, meeting with people, doing interviews where I wasn't on a signed contract, finding out whether I could get off the talking points or not." NBC News declined to comment when asked whether such steps were taken.
Into the wreckage step the attorneys: Politico reported last week that McDaniel was seeking representation for a legal strategy to recoup damages beyond what her contract would have paid her, perhaps by pursuing claims for defamation and a hostile workplace. Those sound like weak options, in part because a defamation complaint would require proving that the MSNBC accusations were false. They were not only factual but compelling -- I wouldn't want to call McDaniel a colleague, either.
Yet McDaniel's exploration of her legal options seems not only rational but also righteous: She had every reason to believe that the people who hired her would stand by her, but they bailed almost immediately. If only there were a tort for lazy management practices -- then McDaniel would get her due.
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Excerpts from Cormac McCarthy's 'The Infrastructure'
Roads crumbling into the sea and ash falling from the sky. Lots of ash.
By Alexandra Petri | 2024-04-04

Cars are escorted by a section of southbound Highway 1 that broke off and fell into the ocean at Rocky Creek Bridge on Tuesday near Big Sur, Calif. (Justin Sullivan/Getty Images)


A piece of road slid off the cliff down into the sea. A large boulder the size of a small boulder. The man and the boy watched it slide. It disappeared in the dark water. The infrastructure was in bad condition, and this was Cormac McCarthy's "The Infrastructure." The road wound along the ocean. Along the sheer loess. Past the midden heaps. In the dark it waited for repair to come. Repair had not come in years. Not in decades. All was black and asphalt.
Sun rose over cracked asphalt. Road waited for repair. Would repair come? Road cursed God. Appropriations. Who allowed this to happen? Whose budget could be throttled? Infrastructure sat crumbling. Infrastructure waited. It remembered a long time back. There had been a week. Infrastructure Week. It seemed ludicrous now. A mockery. The infrastructure shuddered and waited, large cracks forming in it.
*
Is it okay to go on the road, the boy said.
No, the man said. The infrastructure is in bad shape.
Oh, the boy said. Will they ever fix it?
Ever is a long time, the man said.
But they said they would, the boy said. They appropriated funds. They're investing in it.
Where did you get that?
It was something you said a long time ago.
Oh, said the man.
Should I be scared? the boy asked. To go on the roads? And to go on planes?
Just some planes, the man said. You can still go on planes mostly.
I'm glad, the boy said. Otherwise, how would they feed toddlers.
What, said the man.
The boy flew a piece of food toward his mouth. He made an airplane sound.
Oh, the man said.
It was a joke, the boy said.
Of course, the man said. Jokes. Yes. Ash fell from the sky and the man coughed.
Jeez, the boy muttered.
*
Elsewhere on the road lots of cars were driving. Some ash gray, some bone white. Some black as the obsidian waters. The boy could not remember a time before the word obsidian was something he encountered daily. Some cars white as the nightmare things that the man saw in his dreams, lapping in the stilldark caves with their alabaster bones. Some cars red. Red as the angry scorch of fire. Others of the cars were blue. Lead paint could be blue. You could ingest lead paint and die. Other cars were yellow. Yellow as jaundice, a deadly disease.
This seems very bleak, the boy said. Maybe unduly bleak.
Ash fell down on them from somewhere. Where is the ash coming from, the boy said.
It's to show this is a post-apocalyptic wasteland, the man said.
Do I have a name, said the boy.
Possibly, the man said. You talk too much.
Am I talking, the boy said. Where are my quotation marks.
We don't have those any more, the man said. They were a luxury of the before times. Anyway this is supposed to be about infrastructure.
Right, the boy said.
And how bleak it is, the man said. Some more ash fell from the sky. It fell in a bleak manner. The man coughed blood into the snow. There was snow there also. To make things bleaker.
*
The man cursed God, but God had died long ago, right about the same time that Eisenhower had built the interstate highway system.
They saw a figure coming down the road toward them. Walking a jagged line. Wearing an old uniform. Who is it, said the boy. Should we wait and see?
Let's wait and see, said the man.
It was Dwight D. Eisenhower. I built these roads, he said. But now they are too old, and the climate is changing, and we have not invested adequately. Also, God is dead.
We covered that, the man said. He had a flare gun and he brandished it.
Don't shoot the flare gun, Eisenhower said. Flares used to be beside the roads when they repaired the roads. But now no repairs will ever come.
*
The man shaded his eyes and looked to the horizon, where the bridges were. The man remembered when the bridges' condition had been downgraded from good to fair. Fair was still fair, but it was not ideal.
Fair isn't bad, though, said the boy. Or is it.
It's bad, the man said.
But it says fair.
That's true.
Is it?
He coughed.
Which one of us is talking now?
I don't know.
*
Compare us to other countries, the man said. We compare unfavorably.
That's true, the boy said. But it is improving. Last year, the number of bridges in need of repairs decreased. We've gone up from a D+ to a C-.
The man spat. Don't let that get in the way of feeling bleak about all the aging infrastructure. It's older than some politicians.
No it isn't, said the boy.
No it isn't.
The politicians are older.
That's true. They kept walking as the ash fell.
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'A lot of grim realism': What our columnists heard in Ukraine
On the latest episode of Impromptu, David Ignatius and Jim Geraghty share their impressions with Charles Lane.
By David Ignatius, Jim Geraghty, Charles Lane | 2024-04-04
With America still dithering on providing Ukraine with vital aid, deputy opinion editor Charles Lane sat down with two of our columnists -- David Ignatius and Jim Geraghty, who both recently traveled to Kyiv -- to get a sense of how the war is going.
Use the audio player or The Post's "Impromptu" podcast feed to listen to the entire conversation.
Charles Lane: It sounds like both of you encountered a lot of grim realism. David, you interviewed President Zelensky.
David Ignatius: [I asked him] "what happens if you don't get the aid from Congress?" And he gave a straight-up answer: We will have to begin to pull back. And he pulls out a piece of paper and he draws me a little map of the battlefront, and he says, "Here's our line. The only way we can preserve this line is to is to shrink it, because we don't have enough artillery to protect the whole one, which means we're going to have to retreat step by step."
It was really extraordinary to hear him say that and then to hear him say, "The only way we really can protect ourselves is to do to the Russians what they're doing to us. They're taking out our energy grid. They're trying to just blackout our country. We're going to have to do the same thing to them. They have to feel that same fear, or we have no deterrence against their weapons."
Lane: With Speaker Mike Johnson trying to wrangle the far-right anti-Ukraine Republican members, tell us what you were hearing from Ukrainians about that point. How closely are they paying attention, and what is their assessment is of how they would fare, with or without that military aid?
Jim Geraghty: I got a very direct quote from a woman I spoke to who's worked as a translator. I asked if she had a message for Americans, what would [she] say? And she just immediately started talking about Mike Johnson and said, "I would want to tell 'the obstacle' ..." That's how he's referred to over there right now. So there is a very clear sense that without American support, this war is going to get a lot tougher really quickly.
There has been an effort in Europe to try to make up some of the slack. The Czech Republic has always been very active in arms sales, and they're doing everything they can to get as many 155 millimeter shells [as possible]. Apparently, Denmark said they're turning over their entire supply of artillery shells.
But the hole left by the lack of U.S. support in the last six months or so is a really big hole to fill, and I don't think it's reasonable to expect the Danish to single-handedly step in and fill that. And it's deeply frustrating -- particularly you're an old Cold War kid like myself -- to believe that we don't want to help people fight Russians when they're invading. Really? That's what we're about these days? We live in strange times.
Listen to the full conversation here:
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No, Big Pharma's high prices don't drive innovation
Smaller pharmaceutical startups are the real driver of drug development.
By Avik Roy, Gregg Girvan | 2024-04-04

Prescription drugs in a glass flask at a lab in Taylorsville, Utah. (Rick Bowmer/AP) 


Avik Roy is president of the Foundation for Research on Equal Opportunity and a former policy adviser to Mitt Romney, Rick Perry and Marco Rubio. Gregg Girvan is a resident fellow at FREOPP.
This year, for the first time, a handful of prescription drug manufacturers will negotiate with the Centers for Medicare and  Medicaid Services over how much taxpayers will pay for their costly drugs. Big pharmaceutical companies have long argued that such price negotiations will lower their profits, reducing their ability to innovate. But is that true?
Not according to an analysis we published at our think tank, the Foundation for Research on Equal Opportunity. Our research shows that the biggest drug companies largely fail to turn their enormous profits into discoveries. Instead, most innovation is taking place at small, unprofitable start-ups, whose drugs are largely excluded from Medicare's new price negotiation system. When it comes to pharmaceutical innovation, smaller is better.
For our analysis, we reviewed 428 recent drug approvals by the Food and Drug Administration and surveyed financial data from more than 4,000 pharmaceutical and biotech companies. We found that large companies, defined as those with more than $10 billion in annual sales, produced 86 percent of the industry's revenue but that  only 36 percent of the drugs approved by the FDA. By contrast, emerging start-ups with less than $500 million in annual sales or less than $200 million in annual R&D spending produced 3 percent of the industry's revenue but discovered more than half of all newly approved drugs.
You'd think that the biggest drug companies with the biggest R&D budgets would have the most productive research labs. But it doesn't work that way.
Large companies tend to be bureaucratic, risk-averse and much more focused on increasing profits from their existing drug product lines. That's partly because their largest and most influential shareholders care more about quarterly returns than long-term success. As a result, big companies overinvest in low-quality but "safe" ideas and underinvest in better but risky ones.
By contrast, smaller companies are nimbler and can better attract top scientific talent. The most creative scientists work at start-ups where they often have more freedom. Start-ups also let them generate far more wealth through stock options rather than through modest year-end bonuses at behemoths like Eli Lilly or AstraZeneca.
If large companies' labs are so unproductive, you might ask, why are so many of the world's top-selling drugs manufactured by bigger companies? Because of the FDA's high regulatory costs. Smaller companies can't always afford to conduct the large billion-dollar clinical trials required for approval. As a result, big companies treat emerging start-ups like their farm team, buying off their best drugs, raising their prices and reaping the profits.
The good news is this is beginning to change. Emerging companies are increasingly taking their best drugs to market by themselves. In 2013, only 23 percent of successful drugs developed by emerging companies reached FDA approval under the original developer. By 2022, that share increased to 75 percent. If this trend continues, patients will benefit from a more competitive and diverse ecosystem of drug developers.
Opponents of drug-price negotiation on Wall Street and in Silicon Valley have no problem with large multinationals gobbling up smaller companies. Mergers and acquisitions, they argue, enable investors in those smaller companies to generate quicker returns, incentivizing further investment in start-ups.
But investors also make money if start-ups take their innovations all the way to market. In fact, over the long term, investors can make more money if start-ups become multibillion-dollar success stories rather than selling out at an earlier stage for lower acquisition prices. A more diverse ecosystem of successful, profitable biopharmaceutical companies will lead to more innovation, not less.
The drug negotiation provisions in the Inflation Reduction Act were designed with these considerations in mind. The law exempts from its process any drug representing more than 80 percent of a company's sales to the Medicare program, effectively excluding emerging start-ups with one FDA-approved medicine.
And more affordable medicines benefit all Americans, not just seniors in Medicare, because all taxpayers fund the program through payroll taxes.
That's why President Biden has proposed expanding Medicare price negotiations from 20 drugs a year to 50, a reasonable idea that would reduce the federal deficit and Medicare premiums. People often think the only way to make Medicare sustainable is to raise taxes or cut benefits. But reducing what Medicare must pay for the care seniors receive can also help accomplish this goal.
We can do other things to lower drug prices while protecting innovation. First, we can eliminate the Inflation Reduction Act's punitive tax for companies that refuse to negotiate with the Medicare program. In a true negotiation, manufacturers should have the right to walk away from Medicare. They rarely will, given the value of Medicare's 65-million-person market, but the right to do so will incentivize Medicare to negotiate in good faith.
Second, we can reduce red tape at the FDA and enable more drugs to reach patients after compelling midstage clinical trials. We already do this for cancer and HIV, and there's no reason we shouldn't do it for chronic diseases when scientifically appropriate.
The real barrier to innovation in drug development isn't manufacturers' ability to charge extortionate prices; it's the ever-increasing cost of navigating the FDA's approval process. In the rest of the economy, innovation drives lower prices for valuable goods and services. The pharmaceutical industry -- and its regulator -- should follow suit.
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We will have a huge tax debate in 2025. We might want to start it now.
If Congress does nothing, the law will automatically impose tax increases and spending cuts that neither party wants and that the public would hate.
By Ramesh Ponnuru | 2024-04-04

(iStock) 


The issue most likely to consume the time and energy of Congress next year is not anything President Biden or former president Donald Trump is talking about during this campaign season. Congress might take up legislation on the campaign flash points of immigration and abortion. But there are budget issues it will definitely have to tackle.
That's because if Congress does nothing, the law will automatically impose tax increases and spending cuts that neither party wants and that the public would hate.
Major provisions of the Tax Cut and Jobs Act of 2017 -- the main legislative accomplishment of Trump's presidency -- expire at the end of 2025. That means that, absent action, tax rates will rise and the standard deduction and the child credit will shrink. Businesses will lose some tax breaks. There will also be automatic tax cuts: The deduction for state and local taxes will expand for high earners, as will the mortgage deduction for people who buy expensive homes. The personal and dependent exemptions, eliminated by the 2017 law, will come back. But the tax increases will be larger than the cuts.
On the same day that all these changes to the tax code are scheduled to take place, an expansion of health-care programs that Biden signed into law will expire. And if that's not enough, the federal government will hit the debt limit earlier in 2025.
We have a rough sense of what both parties want to happen. Republicans, including Trump, say the tax policies they put into law in 2017 should be extended as far as possible. Biden and the Democrats want to keep only the tax cuts for single people making less than $400,000 a year and married couples making less than $450,000 a year -- and keep the health-care subsidies, too.
The Democrats would also like to take corporate tax rates half the way back to their higher, pre-Trump level. The corporate tax rate will not rise automatically. If they have enough power after the elections, Democrats could either pass an increase on their own or insist it be part of a deal.
The parties have some experience at making budget deals even in these contentious times. They reached an agreement just last year on the debt ceiling. At the end of 2012, the parties made a bargain to soften some spending cuts and tax increases that were scheduled to take place. Biden, then the vice president, was a top negotiator.
That "fiscal cliff" is the nearest analogue to what will hit Congress next year. But there are two complications that will make it more difficult to reach a compromise this time. First, both interest rates and the federal debt have risen a lot since 2012. That means that the easiest bargain -- give the Democrats most of the spending they want, and the Republicans most of the tax cuts, at the cost of several trillion dollars of added federal debt -- is less attractive, and less responsible, now. At the same time, both Trump and Biden have declared themselves against cutting two of the largest federal spending programs: Medicare and Social Security.
Second, the tax increases that were scheduled to take place if Congress did nothing at the end of 2012 were comparatively simple. Republicans under President George W. Bush had cut several tax rates, and those rates were poised to spring back up. Democrats wanted to preserve the tax cuts for households making less than $250,000, Republicans wanted to preserve them for everyone. That was a splittable difference: The tax cuts ended up being extended for households making less than $400,000. The Democrats got a tax increase on the highest earners, but had to settle for less than they had wanted.
Trump's tax law, by contrast, cut some taxes and raised others. Some upper-middle-class households came out ahead, others behind. Congress can't simply pick a number and extend the tax cuts for everyone whose income falls below it -- at least, not without making the tax code a lot more complex and perverse. (Should the standard deduction revert to its smaller pre-2017 level as soon as a taxpayer hits the new income threshold?)
One more thing: Much of the discussion of these policies is going to be confusing to normal people. That's not just because very few voters follow the ins and outs of the federal budget. Republicans and Democrats are also going to be measuring these policies from different starting places.
Let's say that a bill before Congress lets some scheduled tax increases happen and averts others. Would that be a tax increase, because on balance people will pay higher taxes the year after it passes? Or would it be a tax cut, because on balance people will pay lower taxes than if Congress passed nothing? Republicans and Democrats are going to pick different answers and there will be a lot of terminological debate that's impossible to resolve because both sides will be right.
The legislative outcome will depend a great deal on who wins the elections for the presidency, House and Senate this year. But these issues stand in an odd relation to the campaign: Trump is the one who wants to keep more of the status quo than the incumbent. It seems pretty likely that the eventual winners are not going to think about how to reach a deal until after the elections are over.
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How to survive another Trump-Biden election
What if -- humor me here -- we found a way to step back from the ride?
By Amanda Ripley | 2024-04-04
Here we are, queuing up for an election-year roller coaster that almost no one is looking forward to -- one that will make us turn on our neighbors and fear enemies we will never meet. It's nauseating and expensive, this roller coaster, and yet we're buckling up and lowering the safety bar once again.
But what if -- humor me here -- we found a way to step back from the ride?
I've spent the past few weeks asking people across the political divide this question to crowdsource a playbook for election-year sanity. At this point, we may not have a choice about the candidates. But we do have a choice about how we respond to them.
After all, we are now, all of us, experts in how to live through a hyperpolarized election -- with these exact presidential candidates. Whatever happens, we can't keep doing what we've always done.
Our elections have gotten so bad that just anticipating them causes adverse health effects, according to research by psychology professor Shevaun D. Neupert. A quarter of us have seriously considered moving because of politics, political psychologist Kevin B. Smith has found. Even worse: One in 20 adults in America have had suicidal thoughts linked to politics. "Politics is a chronic stressor, saturating popular culture and permeating daily life through social media, various entertainment platforms and a 24-hour news cycle," Smith concluded in a 2022 PLOS ONE study aptly titled "Politics is making us sick."
This is no way to live. And the temptation, for me at least, is to withdraw. But disengagement creates new problems, says theologian Russell Moore, author of "Losing Our Religion: An Altar Call for Evangelical America." "There's a worry for me that there's a numbness, an exhaustion," says Moore, who went through a very public split from the Southern Baptist Convention over his position on sexual abuse and racial reconciliation within the denomination. "I think that's dangerous. I want to still be shocked to some degree. Shocked but not thrown, I suppose."
How can we be shocked -- but not thrown? Engaged -- but not enraged? I suspect that trying to find this balance may be the most important thing most of us can do in the next eight months. More important even than voting. (Yes, I said it.)
One thing Moore is doing differently these days is to allow certain core relationships to remain outside the zone of political debate. "There are relationships where the argument can't be won," he says, "but the relationship really does matter."
This feels counterintuitive. After all, the stakes for this election are high. We now know exactly what these two candidates are capable of. The laws and policies we are fighting over -- on abortion, the border, guns and so much more -- affect millions of people's lives in profound and intimate ways. There is little room for denial or doubt.
So why avoid talking about politics now, of all times, with anyone?
Here's the answer I've come to, for now: Staying in relationship with one another is the only way to get lasting change. Hard conversations matter, but some people are not ready -- not now. They don't want to hear it -- and maybe neither do you. Severed relationships harden our hearts and freeze our minds in place. Long term, that retrenchment can make everything worse by leaving us more isolated from one another.
Even when everyone in a family agrees on politics, it's healthy to create a no-fly zone. Kelly Corrigan, the podcaster and host of "Tell Me More" on PBS, is trying to resist the urge to trade breaking-news outrages with her husband this time around. Nothing good comes from grievance swaps. "We've been married for almost 25 years, and we feel exactly the same way. We'd just walk around livid, just crazed."
The goal is strategic as much as it is spiritual. "I would like my side to win," Corrigan told me. "And I'm going to do things to help my side win. I'm going to use my platform to say some things." But she wants to make what she says hearable -- even to people who disagree. "I don't want to insult anybody," she says. "I can't approach people with disgust, with superiority, with a desire to explode their every argument."
To maintain that equanimity out in the world, you need to practice it at home. In previous election years, I might have told myself that these gripe sessions would make me feel less alone; now I know they just leave me feeling more aggrieved. There is usually nowhere good for that energy to go.
Next, look around. Who trusts you -- and to do what? We can all let go of the grandiose idea that we can coerce Democrats to vote for a Republican or vice versa. "I wish I could be like Thanos and snap my fingers and get change, but that's just not what it is right now," says Kessonga Giscombe, a therapist and meditation teacher on the Headspace mindfulness app. "You have to accept that there are certain things that you can do and certain things you can't."
Understand your superpower, however modest it may be. "My intention," Giscombe says, "is to make this world a healthier and happier place. I believe, very humbly, that mindfulness can change the world. At least it's a start, right?"
If that doesn't sound sufficiently political, then maybe our definition of politics is too small. That's the conclusion of Caleb Follett, a corrections officer and Marine Corps veteran in Lansing, Mich. "Good politics start with your family and spread to the rest of the world. Are you a moral individual that's doing good things in the world? Are you teaching [your kids] good things?"
In the past, Follett loved debating politics on social media. He supported Trump in 2016 and 2020. But this year, almost everyone following him is already voting for Trump. "I feel like, 'What more can I say?'" Also, he's noticed that negative political posts kept him in a state of perpetual indignation. "I realized, man, when I used to be posting all the time, it was fueled by anger."
This year, so far, he's been posting exercise tips -- fun, high-energy videos where he weight-lifts his kids or explains how to set up an inexpensive home gym. "It's like I stepped back, and I found a problem that I can help people with," Follett told me. "What's more powerful? Me getting one person to change their vote, or me getting one person to change their life?"
When you do get on the election roller coaster, pay attention -- so you know when to get off. "I'm fully aware of what I'm feeling when I'm looking at the news," says Giscombe, the meditation teacher. "And the moment I feel that anxiety creeping up, it's like, 'Okay, it's time to pause.'" In 2020, he would have tried to power through that distress; now, he puts his phone down immediately. "That's been a game changer."
Personally, I'm trying to ask myself, "What will I get out of reading this story?" before I wade in. I don't always have the discipline to do this, but I wish I did. I can't do anything about a brutal murder in a distant community. There's enough tragedy to contemplate in my own city. At the same time, I've learned I have to nudge myself to read less-frightening stories -- to help my brain see a fuller picture. Wait, America's violent-crime rate was near its lowest level in more than 50 years last year? I need to know more about that, even if my first instinct is to scroll on by.
Interestingly, on some days, Giscombe notices, he can read many alarming stories in a row in relative peace. But, on other days, if, say, he's had an argument with his wife that morning, the alarm sounds much sooner. The key is to listen.
This is a long game. Things are likely to get worse in America before they get better, politically speaking. "There will be many, many attempts made this year to colonize your imagination," the writer Jake Meador recently warned in the journal Mere Orthodoxy. "Cable news and political podcasts and morning radio and social media reactionaries will all be there, demanding your attention."
Even if the candidate you support wins, this roller-coaster ride won't stop in November. As soon as one ride ends, another one comes chugging around the bend. The difference is, many of us are now less vulnerable to manipulation. We have some immunity, which may be the one upside to this deja vu election.
"The narrative of this election is not as compelling because it's so familiar. And that is, strangely, an opportunity," says April Lawson, who has spent the past six years working for the depolarization organization Braver Angels. "We're looking for something fresh, something different. There's the potential for a new story -- not about Trump and Biden but about who we are, as Americans."
We are craving a new kind of politics, a new story about ourselves. We need to carve out enough space in our heads to be able to imagine it -- and build it. I don't know what that looks like, but I know it requires getting off the old roller-coaster ride.
It's paradoxical: This is an important election. There are real threats on the horizon, with some of us facing more risks than others. Which is why it is so hard to pull away. But we are all human. Pulling away, temporarily and intentionally, is the only way to live to fight another day.
What are you doing differently this election year in your own life? What have you learned about how to stay sane in a hyperpolarized country? Share your thoughts with us.
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NATO chief's 'Trump-proofing' proposal is a half-step forward
NATO chief Jens Stoltenberg proposed a $100 billion package to ensure military aid to Ukraine for five years. Europe also needs to ensure its own preparedness. 
By Lee Hockstader | 2024-04-04

U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken and NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg at a news conference in Brussels on April 3. (Omar Havana/Getty Images) 


PARIS -- As a parting gift of wisdom to the alliance he has led since 2014, NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg is pushing a $100 billion package seen as a move to "Trump-proof" military aid for Ukraine over five years.
If the idea is workable, it could help Kyiv withstand Russia's onslaught. Yet it leaves unanswered the critical question of how Europe will assure its own security in the face of Moscow's mounting aggression.
Stoltenberg's proposal, which might be finalized when NATO meets for its 75th anniversary summit in Washington this summer, reflects Europe's waking realization that Donald Trump could regain the White House. The former president opposes a new U.S. aid package for Ukraine that has been stalled in Congress for months.
Stoltenberg wants to shift the West's current, relatively uncoordinated flow of weapons and munitions to NATO's control to protect Kyiv from "the winds of political change," according to the Financial Times. Major issues remain, including whether all 32 NATO member states are onboard -- notably Hungary, where Prime Minister Viktor Orban has resisted backing Ukraine.
Even if Stoltenberg succeeds, he leaves office this year as it dawns on the alliance's European members that they themselves might face a hot war with Russia before this decade is out.
That poses a timeline problem, underlying the existential one. Defense experts believe the Kremlin will be prepared in as little as five years to attack a soft target on Europe's eastern flank. But it will take the continent at least a decade to meet that threat by rebuilding armies, weapons stockpiles and industrial capacity that have shriveled since the Soviet Union's collapse.
The peril isn't lost on Europe's leaders, yet few are taking the steps to avoid or prepare for it. They call to mind Leo Tolstoy's observation in "War and Peace" that "nothing was ready for the war that everybody expected."
Poland and the Baltic states, the likely front line in a Russian attack that could test NATO's mutual assistance pledge, have undertaken major military buildups. They are the exceptions.
Five of Germany's most prominent historians have warned Chancellor Olaf Scholz that growing calls for appeasing Russia from his Social Democratic Party -- to which the historians also belong -- is a "fatal" error, blind to history.
Yet Scholz himself, leader of the world's No. 3 economy, is a portrait of ambivalence. Despite sending arms and munitions worth billions of dollars to Ukraine, he refuses to give Kyiv the bridge-busting Taurus missile system, and opposes joint European borrowing that could raise billions for the continent's rearmament.
That idea is championed by French President Emmanuel Macron, who has come around to the view that Russia poses an "existential" threat. But France itself, on a per capita basis, is among Europe's biggest laggards in funding Ukraine's defense, despite providing some key weapons systems.
NATO's European members have patted themselves on the back for making tens of billions of dollars of progress toward meeting the alliance's defense-spending target over the past decade, though they remain well short of the mark.
Yet the NATO benchmark to which they aspire -- annual military spending equal to 2 percent of economic output -- is itself obsolete.
To fund the alliance's updated war plans, drafted by U.S. Gen. Christopher G. Cavoli, the supreme allied commander in Europe, would mean a 50 percent increase in collective defense outlays by the bloc's European members, alliance officials have told me. That means well over $100 billion more annual spending, a massive fiscal and political lift.
"We are moving in the right direction but too slow and too late," foreign ministers Radoslaw Sikorski of Poland and Jan Lipavsky of the Czech Republic wrote last month.
Abraham Lincoln identified will as the product of two elements: moral sense and self-interest. In Europe today, the moral resolve of leaders who grasp Moscow's threat is subverted by the muddy self-interest of politics as usual.
Macron and another major European leader, Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk, are clear-eyed about the mounting risks and the importance of defending Kyiv. The French leader even floated the idea of sending European troops to Ukraine. Yet both have pressed to restrict European Union imports of Ukrainian food, fearing they would depress domestic prices and provoke local farmers already angered at foreign competition and climate-change measures.
Washington has engaged in similar equivocations. President Biden has insisted that Russia must be stopped. But the White House has pleaded with Ukraine to halt air attacks on oil refineries inside Russia, perhaps worried they will drive up the cost of global oil -- and gas prices for American drivers in an election year.
The cost of dissonance between real-world dangers and political hypocrisies is that Moscow will read it as evidence of the West's weakness. Miscalculation could heighten that risk, drawing the world toward the most daunting precipice it has faced since the Cold War.
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Teenager fatally shot in D.C.'s Brookland Metro station 
The teen was shot on the platform of the station by an unidentified gunman, police said.
By Peter Hermann, Emily Davies | 2024-04-05

A Metro transit police vehicle is stationed outside the Brookland Metro station after the fatal shooting of a teenager on a subway platform. (Peter Hermann/TWP)


A teenager was fatally shot Thursday afternoon on a platform at the Brookland Metro station in Northeast Washington, police said, at a time when the area was teeming with students who had just finished school for the day.
The teen was involved in a fight with other young people when a person who was not involved in the altercation pulled out a gun and fired, said Metro Transit Police Department Deputy Chief Maurice McKinney.
The incident occurred just before 4 p.m. Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority said on X that trains were temporarily bypassing the station. Catholic University told students on its main campus, about a 10-minute walk from the Metro station, to shelter in place because of " an active threat," according to the school's website.
An armed security guard on the platform was able to "shield patrons and get them to safety," McKinney said.
By the evening, police were still searching for a male with a black jacket, light blue jeans and a square gray backpack. The D.C. police department published a picture of him on X; in it, he was on an escalator with a hood over his head and a mask over his mouth.

D.C. Police Chief Pamela A. Smith addresses reporters after the shooting. (Peter Hermannn/TWP)


D.C. Police Chief Pamela A. Smith, speaking to reporters from behind crime-scene tape Thursday evening, said the city needs to examine "how our young people are engaged in conflict resolution."
The deceased teen, whom authorities did not publicly identify, is the third juvenile to be slain in the District and the first homicide reported inside a train station this year. Police announced Thursday night that the victim of a fatal shooting whose body was found Wednesday morning on Fort Dupont Drive in Southeast was also a juvenile, 14-year-old Irving Laboard, who lived in Northeast D.C. In 2023, the District's deadliest year since 1997, violence soared both inside the Metro system and among children and teens -- two trends that top public safety officials in Washington have vowed to reverse.
As part of the effort to curb crime, D.C. Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) said she would boost police presence at certain Metro stations in the city. Just yesterday, she introduced a bill that would require the Office of the Attorney General in D.C. to more aggressively prosecute children and teens who commit certain crimes and take action to resolve all truancy cases.
Killings in the city are down by 32 percent this year compared with the same period in 2023, according to the latest police data.
Angry Brookland residents joined in the brief news conference outside the Metro station Thursday evening, where they peppered law enforcement with questions about safety. Abdur-Rahman Muhammad, 60, who has lived in Brookland for 10 years, told Smith that "young people who have guns and who use them need to be locked up and kept locked up."
Smith pointed him to the bill on truancy and public safety that the mayor introduced Wednesday.
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Maryland town apologizes, offers amends to settle voting rights lawsuit
Federalsburg, Md. settled a voting rights by agreeing to apologize for its history of racism and committing to reconciliation.
By Joe Heim | 2024-04-04

Brandy James made history last year by becoming one of the first two Black people elected to the Federalsburg, Md., town council in its 200-year history. (Jeremiah Cephas)


The small town of Federalsburg on Maryland's Eastern Shore settled a federal voting rights lawsuit Wednesday by agreeing to apologize for its history of racism, committing to actions that acknowledge Black contributions to the town and promote reconciliation.
The town also will pay $260,000 in legal fees by 2030 to the American Civil Liberties Union of Maryland, which brought the lawsuit. The organization hailed the agreement as a landmark victory.
"Through the Town's public acknowledgment of its history of past racism, genuine expressions of regret, and by undertaking amends to bring healing to a community that has endured two centuries of racial oppression, officials and residents seize this opportunity to move beyond the wrongs of the past, and toward a new day of equity in Federalsburg," Deborah A. Jeon, legal director for the ACLU of Maryland, said in a statement.
Last year, following changes to the voting system overseen by a judge, the 200-year-old town with a population that is 43 percent Black elected its first Black representatives.
But the financial component of the settlement, which was negotiated down from $500,000, has sparked some criticism in Federalsburg, including from one of the recently elected Black representatives, who feels it takes critical funds away from a town whose annual operating budget is approximately $2.8 million.
As part of the agreement signed by Federalsburg Mayor Kimberly Abner, the town of about 2,800 people in Caroline County offered an apology, saying it "formally acknowledges responsibility and expresses its deep regret for actions and inactions contributing to racial discrimination and exclusion of Black residents, including its use of an election system that prevented any Black person from holding a position on the Town Council over 200 years. As officials of the Town, we accept moral accountability for the harms these actions inflicted upon Black residents, their families and ancestors before them."
With its apology, the city said that "we seek to turn the page on this shameful history, and to begin a process of reconciliation among all of the Town's residents."
The historic settlement -- the first of its kind in a Maryland voting rights case, according to the ACLU of Maryland -- was agreed to through mediation overseen by U.S. Magistrate Judge Erin Aslan.
"The mediation deliberations leading to the settlement afforded opportunities for Federalsburg's Black residents and the Town's governance leadership to move forward with greater understanding, unity, and harmony critical to the future success and strength of the town," Willie Woods, president of the Caroline County NAACP, said in a statement.
The agreement resolves a voting rights lawsuit filed last year by the Caroline County NAACP, the Caucus of African American Leaders, and residents of Caroline County that said Federalsburg maintained a "white stranglehold on municipal power" with its long-standing use "of a racially dilutive at-large, staggered term election system, rather than a racially fair system that would afford Black Federalsburg voters an equal opportunity to elect candidates of their choice."
The effort to change Federalsburg's voting system began in 2022 with the ACLU's routine review of whether census data matched representation in Maryland communities. "When we saw the town is half-Black and there's no Black representation, we reached out to the community and asked, 'What did you think about this?' " Jeon told The Washington Post last year.
The lawsuit alleged that the town's voting system was out of compliance with Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which bans practices that give racial minorities "less opportunity than other members of the electorate to participate in the political process and to elect representatives of their choice."
In addition to the apology, Federalsburg promised to take additional steps including commissioning a plaque to be posted in the town hall acknowledging the voting rights case; installing a photo display featuring Black contributions to Federalsburg; erecting a historical marker in the Black community of Brooklyn celebrating contributions of its residents and their ancestors; renaming Gerardi Boulevard as Brooklyn Avenue; and issuing a proclamation naming Sept. 26 of each year as Voting Rights Day in recognition of Black voters' historic win on that day last year.
The agreement also called for the formation of a unity committee to focus on community engagement in future elections and the establishment of an annual multicultural celebration.
Last summer, under a judge's supervision to create a plan that did not violate the Voting Rights Act, town leaders changed the election from at-large representation into a two-district system. The plan called for two of the four town council members to represent the predominantly Black part of town.
Brandy James, who became one of the first two Black elected representatives in Federalsburg when she and Darlene Hammond were elected to the city council last September, said she supported the nonfinancial aspects of the settlement but was disappointed with the $260,000 awarded in legal fees.
"I don't agree with the monetary part of it because we all know Federalsburg is trying to come out of a hole of debt. However, I do respect the court's decision," James said in an interview. "I think everyone knew there was a lawsuit, but I don't think they knew there was a monetary amount that large that was going to come with that lawsuit."
Hammond said she could not comment on the settlement because she was a plaintiff.
Abner, the town's mayor, did not respond to requests for comment on the agreement. The two other council members also did not reply to requests for comment.
"Federalsburg residents tried to get the town to do the right thing without a lawsuit needing to be filed," Nehemiah Bester, a spokesperson for the ACLU of Maryland, said in an email. "Legal action shouldn't have been necessary, but it was."
The town is required to submit its official written apology by May 1. It will be framed and permanently posted in Federalsburg's town hall.
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'It just came over me': Officials show man's confession in 1994 Va. killing
Stephan Smerk appears in court, accused in the formerly cold-case killing of 37-year-old Robin Warr Lawrence in Fairfax County in 1994.
By Olivia Diaz | 2024-04-04

Jessie and Robert Warr, hold a photo of their daughter, Robin Warr Lawrence, who was killed in November 1994 in Springfield, Va. (Tom Allen/The Washington Post)


One autumn night in the 1990s, after downing two beers and taking a dose of ephedrine, a stimulant, then-Army soldier Stephan Smerk left what is now Joint Base Myer-Henderson Hall, near Arlington National Cemetery, and drove toward his friends' house, he would later tell police. He said he wanted to go to a familiar area as he searched for a person to stab.
"It's hard to explain," Smerk said to a Fairfax County detective last September, adding: "I knew I was going to kill somebody. I did not know who I was going to kill."
In a video of that police interview played Thursday in a Fairfax County courtroom, Smerk described how he parked his white Chevrolet pickup truck in a driveway beside his friends' home, and used a branch to break into a sliding-glass door of a neighbor's residence. After glancing at what he thought was a child's crib, he said, he ventured into the master bedroom and watched as a woman got down on her knees and begged for her life.
He said he then stabbed her in the throat.
Smerk, now 52, who was arrested in September in the three-decade-old cold case, said he did not recall the woman's name or say what neighborhood the incident occurred. But prosecutors argue that Smerk fatally slashed Robin Warr Lawrence, 37, in her West Springfield, Va., home in November 1994. On Thursday, Judge Gary H. Moliken in Fairfax General District Court found probable cause that Smerk killed Lawrence and allowed the case to proceed to a grand jury.
Smerk's arrest came 29 years after Lawrence's death had vexed officials for decades. Fairfax police had initially considered Ollie Lawrence, Robin Lawrence's husband at the time, to be a possible suspect even though he was in the Bahamas the weekend she was killed. Police ultimately ruled him out.
"It didn't impact me much because I knew I didn't do it," Ollie Lawrence said at the time of Smerk's arrest. "But I was seriously concerned they were focusing on the wrong person in the case."
Parabon NanoLabs, a DNA technology company in Northern Virginia, used DNA found at the crime scene to create a genetic profile of a possible suspect and link it to a family tree, authorities have said. Detectives then concentrated on Smerk, who was living with his wife and two high school-aged children in Niskayuna, N.Y. Fairfax Detective Melissa Wallace testified on Thursday that she went to Smerk's home and swabbed his cheeks for a DNA sample.
"He called me approximately a half-hour later on my cellphone," Wallace said in court. The two then met at a Niskayuna police station later that day, she said.
In the video statement taken during that meeting, Smerk said he killed an African American woman because "something inside of me compelled me to do it." He said he "did everything they taught me in the military" and "hand-to-hand combat."
After the stabbing, he told Wallace, he took his knife and drove over a bridge, tossing the weapon in the Chesapeake Bay. He returned to the barracks and took a shower, tossing his clothes in the dumpster. Smerk told Wallace that after the killing, he looked up Lawrence's background and learned that she was a wife and a mother.
Smerk continued living in the barracks and remained in the Army for three more years. Officials have said he had been honorably discharged.
Chief Public Defender Dawn Butorac said there were inconsistencies between Smerk's statement and Lawrence's killing. Smerk described breaking in through a sliding-glass door, but officials say the person who killed Lawrence had cut the screen of a window. The defendant also said he dropped the knife in the Chesapeake Bay, but Butorac reminded the court that the bay is nowhere near Springfield. Smerk didn't tell Wallace what year the crime occurred, but instead agreed with Wallace when she posited 1994, Butorac said.
"I understand Mr. Smerk has described a terrible and heinous crime," she said. "But it isn't this one."
Assistant Commonwealth's Attorney Kelsey Gill argued that Smerk's statement connected him to the crime scene, such as his description of the home's back deck and that he used a knife to commit the crime. Gill further alleged that his research of the victim was an admission of guilt.
"This is a brutal murder," Gill said.
On Sunday, Nov. 20, 1994, Laurie Lindberg received a call from Ollie Lawrence. Lindberg testified on Thursday that she had known Robin Lawrence since the 1980s, after meeting at a dance class in Danbury, Conn. Ollie Lawrence, who was traveling for business, had told Lindberg that he called his wife on Friday night and Saturday but did not hear from her. He asked Lindberg to check on her.
At the house, newspapers were piled on the front stoop, Lindberg said in court. She and a friend went to the backyard and entered the home through the window with the broken screen. Once inside, she testified that Lawrence's 2-year-old daughter walked into the room, wide-eyed and quiet.
Lindberg began walking down a hall toward the master bedroom, calling "Robin." As she inched closer to the room, she saw that blood had been smeared across the wall.
"I didn't even get to the bedroom," she said.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2024/04/04/it-just-came-over-me-officials-show-mans-confession-1994-va-killing/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



PM Update: Showers end this evening, and remaining cool tonight through Friday
Some icy precipitation fell on the area this afternoon, making it feel a bit wintry. It'll stay cool to end the workweek. 
By Ian Livingston | 2024-04-04

Following April showers on Wednesday. (Tim Brown/Flickr)


It was a nice start to the day before very cold air aloft helped clouds bubble up any bit of midday warmth we could muster. Then came the showers and icy offerings from the somewhat ominous clouds. Highs in the mid-50s are almost 10 degrees below average for the date as our chilly spell persists. Not to mention that showers dropped temperatures to the upper 30s and low 40s in spots. Seasonably cool conditions rule the night before a similar day unfolds tomorrow.
Listen to our daily D.C. forecasts: Apple Podcasts | Amazon Echo | More options
Through Tonight: The heaviest showers are shifting east, but a few additional ones can dot the area into evening. Skies will clear out quickly with sunset, and any showers end, leaving us mainly starry late tonight. Lows end up ranging from the upper 30s to low 40s.
View the current weather at The Washington Post.
Tomorrow (Friday): It'll be at its sunniest early once again Friday. It will be similar to today, with a lower but nonzero chance of a shower. Highs end up in the mid-50s in most spots.
See David Streit's forecast through the weekend. And if you haven't already, join us on Facebook and follow us on Twitter and Instagram. For related traffic news, check out Gridlock.
Pollen update: One positive with all the rain lately is that it's kept pollen at bay. The past 24-hour count was washed out, as they have been all month.
A taste of winter: Very cold air aloft prompted "convective" (think thunderstorms) showers this afternoon, some of which dropped graupel. Graupel -- also called snow pellets -- is small, soft frozen pellets made of snow rimed with ice. Like hail in a spring storm, if enough falls it can cause temperatures to dip significantly. CWG's Dan Stillman reported a car thermometer reading of 37 degrees in a graupel shower in Rockville this afternoon.
Spring comeback: After a couple weeks of cooler weather, warmth is on the horizon. Most of next week should be in the 70s, and we could even rise to around 80 on a day or two. Prepare for a pollen comeback, as well -- regionally dominant oaks are still on the way to peak.

National blend of models forecast for temperatures for the next 10 days. (weatherbell.com)


Want our 5 a.m. forecast delivered to your email inbox? Subscribe here.
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They're sustaining Baltimore's bridge recovery, one sandwich at a time
Small business owners in Baltimore have donated food to first responders and other recovery workers in the week and a half since the Key Bridge collapsed.
By Danny Nguyen | 2024-04-04

Jackie Mearman, the owner of Kitsch, a cafe across from Johns Hopkins University, points at art from family, staff and neighbors that hangs on her restaurant's wall on April 1. (Danny Nguyen/The Washington Post)


BALTIMORE -- If you're a regular at Kitsch, Jackie Mearman probably knows your name. She'll greet Johns Hopkins University students crossing the street for a pick-me-up at the cafe and neighbors dropping in for a pastry. And on Monday, as a woman loudly chatted up another customer by the front door, Mearman whispered to a reporter, "I know she's going to talk forever."
That kind of connection is the Baltimore way, said Mearman, the owner of the 400-square-foot eatery filled with pictures of family and staff, paintings by customers and cork bulletin boards for locals to advertise community street cleanups and book clubs. And it wouldn't waver when a cargo ship took down the Francis Scott Key Bridge on March 26, a disaster that temporarily closed the port and is presumed to have killed six construction workers.
Mearman is among the many small-business owners in Baltimore who have donated food to first responders and other recovery workers in the week and a half since the accident. Some of the businesses, like Kitsch's, are in the heart of Baltimore, more than half an hour away from the bridge site. Members of the community have also raised more than half a million dollars for the families of the six victims.
Local, state and federal responders "have received generous donations of meals and provisions from local establishments, which has helped our members stay focused on the task at hand," said Matthew West, a spokesman for the unified command of the bridge response, an umbrella group of agencies led by the Coast Guard, in an emailed statement.

On Monday, nearly a week after the Francis Scott Key Bridge collapse, Kitsch was preparing to donate more food to workers stationed around Baltimore. (Danny Nguyen/The Washington Post)


Mearman first heard of the bridge collapse on Instagram at 3 a.m. on March 26, moments after rushing to the hospital to help a friend who was in labor.
Later that morning, Mearman said her mother texted her to ask, "Are you going to donate food?" She knew her cafe could help. She raised $500 from friends and neighbors and contributed a few hundred dollars of her own, all of which went to making food for first responders.

Workers start to clear the channel of the twisted metal and concrete of the Francis Scott Key Bridge on March 31, as authorities turn their focus to salvage operations to remove wreckage from the Patapsco River after a container ship caused the bridge to collapse. (Jonathan Newton/for The Washington Post)



Kitsch employees Becca Gohn, left, and Bryan Subock take orders from customers on Monday. (Danny Nguyen/The Washington Post)


To help coordinate the food donations, she reached out to Bobby LaPin, a local boat captain and community linchpin. Since then, he has worked with 12 restaurants to give food to aid and rescue workers.
Over the next days, more businesses joined in the effort, and hundreds of sandwiches and drinks poured in. The Coast Guard asked for energy drinks, LaPin said; businesses donated them. Some stranded ship crew members asked for cookies and other snacks -- a "morale booster," Mearman said. They got those, too. LaPin said a hot dinner is particularly important. "It soothes the soul after a long day on the front lines of a disaster," he said. "We made sure those coming to the aid of Baltimore had a hot meal every night."

Sandwiches are loaded in a van from Nick's Fish House to take to the workers at the Key Bridge site on March 30. (Jonathan Newton/for The Washington Post)


Large businesses such as Wawa are donating, too, LaPin said. "But it's an especially good feeling when local businesses, who struggle on a normal day to make ends meet, dig even deeper and work even harder to take care of their hometown," he said.
The donations come as Gov. Wes Moore (D) and other public officials warn about the economic crisis that could arise from the shutdown of the Port of Baltimore, which handled 52.2 million tons of foreign cargo last year, worth nearly $81 billion, and created more than 15,000 jobs.

Maryland Gov. Wes Moore arrives for a news conference on March 30. (Jonathan Newton/for The Washington Post)


When a disaster like this happens and federal organizations such as the Coast Guard are deployed, a catering contract is typically established to feed these workers. As of Monday morning, Mearman hadn't heard about a finalized contract. "So ... we're going to do dinner tonight," she said.
She and her staff prepared a meal that included mac and cheese and grilled broccoli. "Some even came back for seconds," Mearman said the next morning.
Witt O'Brien's, a crisis and emergency management group affiliated with the Dali's owners, finalized a food catering contract on Tuesday, a week after the collapse, West said. Until then, he said, responders "received meals and provisions through the generous, unsolicited contributions of local establishments" and the community.
If the Key Bridge workers wanted quintessential Baltimore cuisine -- meat and fish sandwiches seasoned with Old Bay -- Nick's Fish House was on it. Staff there volunteered to work early-morning shifts to prepare food donations of hundreds of sandwiches at a time, said Carly Eutsler, the restaurant's director of operations.

Carly Eutsler, director of operations for Nick's Fish House, gets in a van to deliver sandwiches to the workers at the Key Bridge site on March 30. (Jonathan Newton/for The Washington Post)


"We make food. That's what I have to give," Eutsler said. On the day of the collapse, Nick's Fish House fed about 200 people in the morning and 200 in the evening, she said. By day three, it was feeding about 400 people just for breakfast.
Mearman and Eutsler weren't sure how long they'd need to provide food donations. Now that the catering contract is in place, Mearman said she would turn her attention to feeding the ship workers stuck on vessels in the port without visas. But she said if food was no longer needed, she could switch to lending financial and spiritual support.
Eutsler declined to specify how much money Nick's Fish House had spent on donated food. "I won't even talk about that," she said. (The restaurant typically charges $13 to $25 per sandwich.)
Then Eutsler and her crew loaded a van with tuna, turkey and ham sandwiches and drove down the fish house's gravel-filled alley, headed for the first responders by the port, just in time for lunch.
The Washington Post is exploring how the bridge collapse is affecting regional business owners. We would like to hear about your experience and may include it in a collection of reader stories. If you would like to share your story, please get in touch here.
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Educators who nurture our young children deserve a raise, not a pay cut
D.C.'s preschool teachers are crucial to shaping the future of the District. Mayor Muriel E. Bowser's budget doesn't value them. 
By Petula Dvorak | 2024-04-04

(iStock)


Miss Joyce, Miss Tameca, Miss Parker and Miss Dewey.
These are my co-mothers.
They are the women of Hill Preschool who helped tame my feral little boys. They taught them how to stand in line, how to share the cool firetruck toy with 10 other badgers who all wanted it, who (so very patiently) showed them how to hold hands during a walk across a busy Washington street.
They are the early childhood educators who teach most American children how to treat others with respect, how to obey rules in a group and how to be a cooperative and productive people.
"We are a child's first teacher," said Tasha Brown, one of the assistant directors at the preschool on Capitol Hill where my boys were caterpillars and butterflies before they became kindergartners. "We are teaching them how to be kind citizens of the world."
And yet, our society routinely undervalues these workers, who are overwhelmingly women and 38 percent of whom are women of color, according to a Center for American Progress analysis.
We saw this in stark relief Wednesday in our nation's capital, where the budget proposal for the next fiscal year from Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) showed deep and insulting cuts to a program set up to assure these valuable professionals a living wage.

D.C. Council Chairman Phil Mendelson (D) speaks to council member Christina Henderson (I-At Large) following her questioning of D.C. Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) and her proposed cuts to child care. (Craig Hudson for The Washington Post) 


"It feels as though we are proposing to balance this budget on the backs of Black and Brown women," said council member Christina Henderson (I-At Large), in emotional testimony about a proposal that critics say will devastate the city's preschool teachers, many of whom struggle to afford to live here on meager pay.
In a city where thousands of people are paid millions of dollars to do, what exactly -- PowerPoints? White papers? Studies? -- preschool teachers shape the future, and make all of that other work possible.
And for a few years, the District government acknowledged it.
This was thanks to the Early Childhood Educator Pay Equity Fund, a fantastic plan to elevate salaries using the city's earned income tax credit. Early childhood educators' pay went from unsustainable and shameful ($48,000 annually for a lead teacher in the bumblebee room at Hill Preschool) to livable and respectful (up to $75,000 annually for those with degrees).
The fund has paid out more than $80 million to 4,000 day-care teachers since it was created in 2021. Bowser said its elimination was a cut she didn't want to make, but that it was necessary to fulfill Chief Financial Officer Glen Lee's requirement to replenish one of the city's reserve funds at a time the District's revenue outlook is bleak.
The discourse around such cuts as D.C. offers the billionaire owner of the Caps and Wizards a $515 million deal to stay downtown is reductive; the money comes from a different pot. But targeting the program will impact a nationwide push to get early educators the respect and pay they deserve. It was the only initiative of its kind in the country and was being carefully watched.
"This changed teachers' lives," said Brown, who marched downtown to tell the mayor what she thought of the budget proposal this week.
"You could just see the boost in morale, the excitement and joy when it began," Brown said. "Teachers were finally able to look into becoming homeowners for the first time or finally trading in their old cars for reliable transportation."
The subsidies raised their pay to bring them in line with public school teachers. The howls were -- yawn -- familiar:
"If you can't afford children, don't have any."
"I don't have kids. Why should I pay for other people's kids?"
"Why should I subsidize private child cares?"

(iStock)


Most of the people who like to talk about affording children wouldn't be alive if their babyhood's economy looked like it does today and their parents heeded that advice.
It takes an annual income of around $235,000 for a family of four live comfortably in most American cities today -- from $186,784 if you're in Wichita to $275,642 in Washington, according to a report by Smart Asset.
Most families need two incomes and, in most cases, that means they need child care until kids are of school age.
The annual cost is staggering for most folks -- $24,400 on average per child in the D.C. area, according to a report by the Annie E. Casey Foundation.
And it's not because child care is a luxurious, highflying business.
I was looking back at my emails from Hill Preschool while writing this, when I was on the board (ah, the volunteer spirit of a young parent). I found memos begging families to join for fall and spring cleanup, when we painted the school walls and pulled weeds. We had long discussions in that church basement about balancing the budget and squeezing a raise out of tuition payments for teacher salaries. We pushed ourselves to ensure the program's health, but our 3 percent pay increase yielded only about 50 cents more per hour for many of these women who loved our kids.
So when the city stepped in with a morally righteous use of taxpayer funds amid a pandemic-fueled moment of introspection -- raising the pay, and therefore the standards in child-care centers throughout the nation's capital -- it was a relief.
And now, asking those teachers who went out and financed the degrees to help them reach these salaries, who bought their first homes and traded in their broken-down cars, will set them all back.
"If they said they're going to try this for a three- or a five-year period, educators would've had an understanding of how to treat this money," Brown said. "But now you're asking educators to go back to those low salaries and do the same job? We have teachers in tears."
Here's the thing.
Investing in kids at this impressionable, crucial age is an investment in the future, for everyone. For a future workforce, for safer neighborhoods, for stable employees.
"A lot of times, you hear people talking about, you know, crime and youth and problems," Brown said. "But they say that without realizing how what we are doing in the early-childhood education industry can affect how those kids behave as they grow older."
Henderson's voice was shaky when she spoke about the issue, describing the betrayal she felt this was.
"I don't know how many different ways to scream it or to say it," Henderson said. "Child care is not just about education. It is an economic issue. It is a workforce issue."
And it's a humanity issue.
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The Dali ship crew is still on board after hitting the Baltimore bridge
What to know about the crew still on board the ship that struck the Baltimore bridge.
By Emily Davies, Rachel Weiner | 2024-04-04

A massive container ship, Dali, caused Baltimore's Key Bridge to collapse. (Jonathan Newton/for The Washington Post)


Days after the Dali lost power and hit the Francis Scott Key Bridge on Tuesday, the crew remains on the massive cargo ship stuck in the middle of Baltimore's harbor. Here's what we know about the people on board and their condition.
There are 21 sailors on the Dali, 20 from India and one from Sri Lanka. The two pilots have left the ship, officials with the Key Bridge Joint Information Center said Monday. That "unified command" is handling outreach for federal and state agencies involved in the disaster, as well as the company that manages the Dali.
There are seven other ships stuck in the harbor and 136 other foreign national crew members remaining on board those vessels, according to an April 3 memo by the Maryland Department of Emergency Management.
About 316,000 Indians work as seafarers, nearly 20 percent of the global total, according to data published by India's Ministry of Ports, Shipping and Waterways. Ship companies often look to India, as well as the Philippines and Indonesia, for trained seafarers who will work for lower salaries than American or European crews. "India has a rich history in the maritime space" going back centuries, said Chirag Bahri, international operations manager for the International Seafarers Welfare and Assistance Network. And in recent years, "it has been government policy to promote Indian seafarers and Indian shipping," including through seafarer training colleges.
Companies have also been shrinking their onboard staff even as cargo ships grow in size, experts say, as more tasks are automated.
"The first ship I was on was 42 people -- it's literally cut in half," said David Ledoux, a consultant and retired ship captain who started seafaring in 1984. That ship was about a third of the size of the Dali as well, he said.
Shri Randhir Jaiswal, a spokesman for the country's Ministry of Foreign Affairs, said on March 28 that one crew member was injured in the collision and had to be taken off the ship to receive stitches. Now, he said, "All of them are in good shape, good health."
Salvage crews over the weekend delivered WiFi hotspots, SIM cards, a handful of DVDs and 40 homemade muffins to mariners aboard the Dali, said Andrew Middleton, director of the local Apostleship of the Sea, and the Port of Baltimore's chaplain, Joshua Messick.
The deliveries, packaged by Middleton and Messick, went out Saturday and Sunday in response to requests made by crew members for help communicating with family back home. The muffins were flavored with poppy seed and blueberry and baked by a local mother.
"We are very much thankful for your help at the right time," one crew member messaged Middleton over the weekend.
Middleton said he planned to send out books and magazines to the mariners in the next few days. Before the crash, Middleton had taken some of the crew members shopping in Dundalk. He said the men were prepared for a month-long trip to Sri Lanka with food and other essentials.
National Transportation Safety Board Chair Jennifer Homendy told reporters that when she boarded the ship Wednesday, a cook was in the kitchen, making a meal. "It smelled very good, and I was very hungry," she said.
Messick said members of his group, the Baltimore International Seafarers' Center, had also visited each ship in the harbor to see if anyone needed to be transported to land.
Not yet, according to the Key Bridge unified command. In a statement Friday, authorities said they "do not have a plan for getting the crew members of the Dali off the vessel." Instead, unless safety concerns change, the crew "will most likely disembark when the boat is moved or taken out of the water." For the other ships, U.S. Customs and Border Protection "is allowing shore leave and coordinating with the vessels directly," Maryland emergency officials said, but "Dali crew members will remain on the ship until further notice and will report crew emergencies to" the U.S. Coast Guard.
A spokesman for the Dali management said Monday that the crew would not leave the ship until the NTSB and the U.S. Coast Guard finished investigating what caused the ship to lose power and crash into the Key Bridge.
"The crew is busy with their normal duties on the ship as well as assisting the NTSB and Coast Guard investigators on board," said the spokesman, William Marks. "At this time we do not know how long the investigation process will take and until that process is complete, the crew will remain on board."
At a news conference Friday, officials said moving the ship was a second priority, after reopening the shipping lane in and out of the Port of Baltimore. Ledoux said moving the ship would require a damage assessment once the bridge parts are removed, including divers checking for damage underwater, and then clearance from authorities to tug the boat.
The crew of the Dali is covered by an International Transport Workers' Federation (ITF) contract through the Singapore Maritime Officers Union, mandating salaries, sick pay and other standards. An inspector from the ITF has visited every ship stuck in the harbor except the Dali, said the group's coordinator of inspectors, Steve Trowsdale, and has communicated with the Dali crew by phone.
"Our inspector will try to get on board, but that's up to U.S. authorities," Trowsdale said. "We're specifically not asking what happened; our main concern is the welfare of the crew and their mental well-being."
Under the Dali's contract with the sailors, tours without leave are limited to 11 months. But Trowsdale said it would again be American authorities who decide when the crew will be allowed leave Baltimore.
Sailors from India and other countries where incomes are relatively low and work is hard to come by are often taken advantage of by shipping companies, Trowsdale said: "They are supremely scared of not getting another job if they complain." When allegations of abuse do occur, ITF inspectors step in.
But Trowsdale said reports of mistreatment are less common on big container ships such as the Dali than on smaller cargo vessels.
"They cannot afford to be held up in port" by an investigation into contract violations, he said. "They are on very tight schedules. They get in, they load or they unload, and they get out again."
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Bowser aide investigated second time in domestic incidents
D.C. police are again investigating an aide to Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) in connection with a domestic dispute five months he was arrested during another argument with his now ex-wife.
By Peter Hermann, Michael Brice-Saddler | 2024-04-04

Christopher Rodriguez, the assistant city administrator, was placed on temporary leave following an incident in November with his now ex-wife. (Amanda Andrade-Rhoades/For The Washington Post)


D.C. police are again investigating an aide to Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) in connection with a domestic dispute, a department spokesman said, five months after the aide was accused of assaulting his now ex-wife and briefly placed on leave.
The aide, Christopher Rodriguez, the assistant city administrator, has not been charged with a crime in the more recent incident, which occurred last week and involved alleged harassment. Asked about the new allegations, Rodriguez's attorney said, "Any claims of misconduct by Mr. Rodriguez are absolutely false."
A spokeswoman for Bowser declined to comment.
Police had arrested Rodriguez in connection with the November incident, but prosecutors did not pursue a misdemeanor simple-assault charge. At that time, Bowser put Rodriguez on leave. She later reinstated him.
Reporters learned Rodriguez had returned to city government in February when he appeared in the background of a news conference Bowser held to open the first Commercial Corridor Hub, an office in Chinatown to help combat crime and drug addiction. Questioned by reporters at that time, Bowser said an internal investigation "showed me that Chris could return to work and be a high-level and high-functioning official in our administration."
The mayor said her review "sends the message that I take domestic violence very seriously. I have conducted an investigation and after that investigation, I treated my employee fairly." According to the city salary database, Rodriguez earns $246,930 a year.
The incident in November came amid an argument between Rodriguez and his then wife, Amanda Rodriguez, at their home near American University in Northwest Washington. The police report says Amanda Rodriguez alleged her husband "pushed her on the ground with both hands."
Later, attorneys representing Amanda and Christopher Rodriguez issued a joint statement agreeing that neither harmed the other or intended for either to be arrested "as a result of their verbal dispute." They said a family medical emergency had "created extreme stress and anxiety."
Court documents show the couple proceeded toward a divorce, granted Friday morning. Amanda Rodriguez said in an interview she was granted sole use of the house until June 5.
On Friday afternoon, hours after the divorce was finalized, Amanda Rodriguez called D.C. police and told them her former husband had unlawfully entered her home and left only when she notified authorities. D.C. police classified the report as an "unlawful entry" investigation but made no immediate arrest.
Paris Lewbel, a police spokesman, said the case "remains under investigation."
On Monday, Amanda Rodriguez, using her maiden name, Augustenborg, filed a petition for a temporary protection order in D.C. Superior Court, naming Christopher Rodriguez as a respondent and making several allegations, according to court documents. A judge granted it the next day.
In those documents, she alleged that on the Friday their divorce was finalized, Rodriguez called her eight times and then came to the house and repeatedly rang the doorbell. He left, she wrote, and then returned and "forced his way into my home through the back yard." She alleged in the document that he went into her bedroom and was "shouting and cursing" at her and another man, and initially refused to leave. The document does not elaborate precisely on how he reportedly entered the home.
Rodriguez's attorney, Peter Kent Odom, said that as of Thursday morning, his client had not been served with court papers and that Rodriguez learned of the new allegations from The Washington Post.
"It is most unfortunate that one party has decided to publish in the newspaper highly personal and sensitive family matters," Odom said in a statement. He added that Rodriguez "looks forward to answering each and every one of these claims at the appropriate time and in the appropriate forum."
The terms of the temporary restraining order are in effect until April 15, when a hearing is set and a judge will decide whether to grant a full civil protection order. Amanda Rodriguez is asking that her former husband be barred from contacting her and to stay away from her work, home and vehicle. She is also requesting temporary custody of their three children.
Before becoming an assistant city administrator last year, Christopher Rodriguez had led the city's Homeland Security and Emergency Management Agency, putting him in charge of responding to crises, including the pandemic.
His arrest in November came three weeks after Bowser had promoted him to acting chief technology officer, which requires confirmation by the D.C. Council. When Bowser reinstated him, that job was no longer offered, and he returned to being the assistant city administrator.
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Advocates criticize Bowser's proposed defunding of ombudsperson's office
The Office of the Ombudsperson for Children provides oversight for children involved with D.C.'s Child and Family Services Agency.
By Ellie Silverman | 2024-04-04

Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) has proposed eliminating the Office of the Ombudsperson for Children as part of her fiscal 2025 budget. (Craig Hudson for The Washington Post)


Advocates for children and families criticized D.C. Mayor Muriel E. Bowser's proposal Wednesday to defund an office that provides oversight for children involved with the city's Child and Family Services Agency.
They emphasized the essential role they say the Office of the Ombudsperson for Children plays as a resource for children and families who need help navigating the complexities of the child welfare system. Without the office, "no one is looking at what the agency is doing ... because it is very much behind the wall of privacy," said Sharra Greer, the policy director at the Children's Law Center.
"These are children who have been abused and neglected. They're in the care of the city," Greer said. "It's really important that there be an independent look at how they're being cared for and whether or not the legal requirements are being met."
The office's budget was one of about $500 million in cuts the Democratic mayor included in her $21 billion budget proposal. She said Wednesday that she viewed the work of the Office of the Ombudsperson for Children as "duplicative" and "costly." The D.C. Council is tasked with providing oversight, she said, and a separate office is unnecessary.
But Ombudsperson Petrina Jones-Jesz said in a statement that the work her office does is "critical" and said she remains hopeful it will be funded. The proposed cut comes after a year in which her office began receiving constituent complaints and signed a lease for an office space.
"Now that the infrastructure is in place," Jones-Jesz said, "we will be able to provide more support to District residents who contact us."
Council member Janeese Lewis George (D-Ward 4), who chairs the committee that oversees the ombudsman office, and Brianne K. Nadeau (D-Ward 1), who wrote the bill that established it, expressed concern over slashing the office's nearly $1.2 million operating budget.
"For over a year, OFC has given families critical support and pushed forward policy recommendations that will improve CFSA and our child welfare system," Lewis George said in a statement. "Today's budget proposal eliminates a service families won't be able to find anywhere else."
The city council's Facilities and Family Services Committee is scheduled to hold hearings related to the budget in the coming weeks before proposing modifications. But it's unclear whether the office will survive.
The D.C. Council established the Office of the Ombudsman for Children in 2021, overriding a mayoral veto. Among its responsibilities are investigating complaints, providing policy recommendations and monitoring CFSA's performance. The District has  about 500 children involved in foster care and serves  more than 1,000 children in their homes, according to the latest CFSA data.
"The mayor's rush to eliminate the agency disregards its potential impact," Nadeau said. "The value of safeguarding children and families far outweighs the modest cost."
Marla Spindel, the executive director of DC KinCare Alliance, a nonprofit organization that serves relative caregivers, has brought clients to the ombudsperson to talk about complicated issues, including relatives' concerns that a child is unsafe at home with a birth parent.
"It was empowering for them," Spindel said. "They have somebody that's listening, and they're able to say out loud what's happening because it's so upsetting and frustrating and horrifying to know things are happening and you just feel powerless to do anything about it."
In 2023, the office fielded 49 complaints, most of which were from biological mothers, and closed 32 of them. Of those closed cases, 41 children were involved, according to the office's latest annual report.
The report highlights three cases where the ombudsperson's office assisted children and families, including cases related to a mother's complaint of visitation issues with her children; a grandmother's ability to provide for grandchildren after their parents died; and issues a caregiver faced obtaining a birth certificate for a baby.
"There's a huge power dynamic between the agency that has your child and  the birth family," said Tami Weerasingha-Cote, the senior supervising attorney with the policy team at the Children's Law Center. "Having the ombuds there to help families navigate, answer questions, problem solve, to be that intermediary ...  is really, really important."
Meagan Flynn and Michael Brice-Saddler contributed to this report.
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D.C.-area forecast: Chilly afternoon showers could produce graupel
It dries out but remains cool into the weekend.
By David Streit | 2024-04-04
A somewhat subjective rating of the day's weather, on a scale of 0 to 10.
5/10: The morning is almost mild but the afternoon is a little wild. Showers pop with downpours and ice chunks to drop.
Today starts out okay but showers erupt in the afternoon and drench the unsuspecting. The showers could also produce pellets of ice, also known as graupel. An isolated shower is still possible tomorrow afternoon but then it is dry through the weekend though cooler than normal. Our local view of the partial solar eclipse Monday looks promising.
Today (Thursday): Sunshine helps take the chill off in the morning. However, cold air at high altitudes is spiraling into the area inciting showers and thundershowers in the afternoon. Because it is so cold aloft some of the raindrops could actually turn to graupel in the most intense cells. Highs reach the mid- to upper 50s before the showers. Winds are likely to be a little gusty from the southwest. Confidence: Medium-High
Tonight: Showers taper off in the evening and skies gradually clear. A west breeze makes lows in the mid- to upper 30s chilly. Confidence: Medium
Follow us on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram for the latest weather updates. Keep reading for the forecast through the weekend...
Tomorrow (Friday): Sunshine is in good supply but again it warms up enough to puff up clouds in the afternoon. Moisture is lacking but a few very light showers are possible. Highs struggle to reach upper 40s to lower 50s and gusty winds from the northwest make it feel even colder. Confidence: Medium
Tomorrow night: The clouds from the afternoon gradually dissipate overnight and lows again fall to the mid- to upper 30s. If perchance you are up in the pre-dawn darkness, the crescent moon is flanked by Saturn and Mars on the eastern horizon. Confidence: Medium-High

Rain and mist along the Potomac River near the Key Bridge on Wednesday. (Jeannie in D.C./Flickr)


Sunshine dominates Saturday but again clouds pop up in the afternoon. This time shower chances are close to nil. Highs only in the upper 40s to lower 50s with gusty northwest winds are a bit of a disappointment. Overnight lows fall to the mid-to-upper 30s under mainly clear skies. Confidence: Medium-High
Sunday finally qualifies as a nice spring day with sunny skies, light breezes, and highs in the upper 50s to lower 60s. Calm winds and clear skies still allow lows to reach the mid- to upper 30s (lower 40s downtown) Confidence: Medium-High
Clouds from a weekend storm out in the Plains approach the area on Monday but should be broken enough to give us a partly sunny day. That should allow a view (with protective glasses!) of the partial eclipse here. Starting around 2 p.m. it maxes out at a respectable 89 percent around 3:20. Highs reach the low to mid-60s. Confidence: Medium
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D.C. mayor's bill targets truancy, mandates aggressive prosecution
The District's deputy mayor for public safety and justice said she was 'okay' if the bill meant more youths would be locked behind bars.
By Lauren Lumpkin, Emily Davies, Meagan Flynn | 2024-04-04

D.C. Mayor Muriel E. Bowser speaks at a news conference after testifying before the D.C. Council on April 3. (Craig Hudson for The Washington Post) 


D.C. Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) unveiled legislation Wednesday that would require the Office of the Attorney General in D.C. to more aggressively prosecute children and teens who commit certain crimes and take action to resolve all truancy cases -- a proposal that would limit prosecutorial discretion as local leaders try to address a crisis among young people in the District.
In a move decried by some advocates and attorneys, the bill would restrict prosecutors from using plea agreements for youths charged with violent offenses and ban diversion programs for those facing gun charges. The District's deputy mayor for public safety and justice said she was "okay" if the bill meant more youths would be locked behind bars, continuing the administration's push for more punitive criminal justice policies after a historically violent 2023 in the nation's capital.
"If it increases commitment, we're okay with that," Lindsey Appiah, the deputy mayor, said of the bill. "We're committed to ensuring that our kids get the right services [and] supports to make them and the community safe."
The bill, which targets changes in the criminal justice system and schools, comes as elected officials face pressure to address two separate issues hurting children and teens in the District: an increase in violence and alarmingly high truancy rates. Local leaders have been careful not to link the two issues, as most kids who miss school are not committing crimes. But Bowser and members of the D.C. Council have said that increasing school attendance is a necessary part of keeping children safe and out of trouble. Two council members recently introduced separate measures addressing truancy -- defined as a student missing at least 10 full days of school without a formal excuse -- and absenteeism.
The Office of the Attorney General has publicly stated that it does not view prosecution as the appropriate response to truancy, a position echoed in a 2019 report commissioned by the mayor. Last year, the office received 295 truancy referrals -- a fraction of the number of students who are often absent from D.C. schools.
Some research suggests the potential of more legal consequences for children is not helpful. A study published by the Criminal Justice Coordinating Council, an independent D.C. agency, found that recidivism for children and teens in a 2018 cohort increased as they moved deeper into the system. In the last fiscal year, the attorney general's office said it diverted 15 cases with a lead charge of violence.
The office declined to comment on the mayor's proposal. "We just received the bill this morning and are reviewing," a spokesperson said. "We look forward to offering an analysis once we've had a chance to assess it in full."
The mayor's bill, which she unveiled with her long-awaited $21 billion budget for the next fiscal year, would also allow middle school principals to suspend students who bring drugs or weapons to school, create an alternative campus for students with severe behavioral problems, and modify the referral process for children with poor attendance.
"We are glad that there's some focus and attention on the issue of school disengagement and absenteeism," said Danielle Robinette, a senior policy attorney at Children's Law Center in D.C. "I think the 'but' there is that the focus really needs to be on breaking down those barriers. When we're thinking about commonly reported barriers to attendance, it comes down to things like health-care access, behavioral-health-care concerns, unstable housing, food insecurity, not feeling safe in their communities, not having transportation to begin with."
Last year in D.C., 37 percent of students -- and 47 percent of high-schoolers -- were truant. Overall, 43 percent of students were chronically absent, which includes excused and unexcused absences, for at least 10 percent of the school year, or about 18 days. Those figures are improvements from the 2021-2022 school year, but still higher than pre-pandemic attendance levels, mirroring patterns nationwide as schools struggle to get students in the habit of attending every day.
Meanwhile, 106 children and teens were shot in 2023, 16 of them fatally. Two other youths were fatally beaten and another was fatally stabbed. More youths were also accused of pulling the trigger last year than in the previous one.
Last week, three girls ages 12 and 13 were charged with fatally beating a man. None of the girls had previous arrests, but all three had long-standing truancy issues, according to information released in court. Bowser, in a recent television interview addressing the crime, teased the forthcoming bill.
Under the mayor's bill, the city would refer students who are truant but have fewer than 25 absences to the Department of Human Services, to give families resources such as case management and group therapy to determine why a child is missing class. Children between 5 and 13 would be sent to the agency after 10 unexcused absences. Older students would be referred after 15 absences.
If a younger student continues to miss school, up to 20 days, they will be sent to the city's Child and Family Services Agency, where investigators are tasked with finding signs of abuse or neglect that may contribute to absences, according to the bill.
Any student -- regardless of age -- who racks up 25 unexcused absences will be referred to D.C.'s attorney general for consequences. That office in recent years has not prosecuted any parents -- who, by law, can be fined or imprisoned if their child is truant -- and referred 21 percent of students to court diversion programs, a spokesperson said. In the remaining 79 percent of cases, the office said in a statement, attorneys "could not address those cases for a variety of reasons, including insufficient information from the schools: addresses could be wrong, the contact information outdated, families moved, situation has changed and kids are now in school."
The mayor's bill, however, would force the attorney general to do more in all cases -- either by referring a family for mandatory participation in a group conference, compelling the family to take part in a court diversion program, or prosecuting a parent or guardian.
"Currently, there are many instances in which young people are referred either to [court] or the [Office of the Attorney General] and nothing happens," said Paul Kihn, the city's deputy mayor for education. "And so this legislation is disallowing that."
Robinette said including the human services agency is a "step in the right direction," but shared concerns about prosecuting parents -- even if it is seen as a last resort. "We've looked at jurisdictions across the country and time and time again, best practice is to point away from punitive responses."
School officials in neighboring districts have also been focused on efforts to bring children back into the classroom. Virginia launched a statewide chronic absenteeism task force in the fall. In Fairfax County, where about 13 percent of students are chronically absent, the district is trying to understand the individual reasons for absences and better communicate the importance of being in the classroom.
In Montgomery County, Maryland's largest school district, a truancy prevention program aims to encourage family relationship-building, not punishment. A truancy review board handles about 10 truancy cases a month in Montgomery, The Washington Post previously reported.
In addition to proposing more ways to improve attendance, Bowser's bill also calls for changes in how to address the behavior of students while they're in school buildings. One provision would make it easier for middle schools to deal out harsher punishments for serious offenses. It follows what schools in D.C. and across the country have described as an uptick in violence and socio-emotional problems since the pandemic started.
Eduardo Ferrer, visiting professor at the Georgetown Law Juvenile Justice Clinic and policy director for the Georgetown Juvenile Justice Initiative, criticized the provision that would make it easier to suspend middle-schoolers. "We can't tell [kids] you have to go to school at the same time that schools are telling kids they don't want them to be there," Ferrer said.
He also criticized portions of the bill that would increase punishment for certain youths. "The research is clear and it's supported by data here in the District, that our goal should be to provide people with what they need to succeed with the lightest touch possible from the juvenile justice system," Ferrer said.
Bowser's bill also calls for creating an alternative school for students with the most severe behavioral problems -- such as bringing a weapon to school or hurting another student -- that would be run by D.C. Public Schools. She has requested $1.6 million to fund the project, slated to be piloted with 10 to 20 students.
The site would offer an alternative to in-school suspensions, Kihn said. Students would spend between 11 and 45 days there -- the location has not been determined yet -- and receive behavioral and academic support from social workers and teachers.
Robinette said the idea seems reminiscent of the now-defunct CHOICE Academy Middle/High School, where students served out long-term suspensions. "CHOICE didn't work," Robinette said, adding that it isolated students from their school communities and did not provide sufficient special education services.
Kihn said the new program will be mirrored after an approach taken in D.C.'s traditional public school district, where students in in-school suspension spend time with a counselor. "The idea behind this alternative to suspension model is you will now go to this new location and you will receive those intensive behavioral supports and you will maintain, as far as you are able to, the progress you are making academically at your own school."
The bill from Bowser joins legislation put forward by council members Zachary Parker (D-Ward 5) and Charles Allen (D-Ward 6) in recent days to address truancy. Parker says his approach would put higher expectations on schools, parents and city agencies to report and address unexcused absences, as well as amend the truancy referral process. Allen's bill proposes changes including directing more resources to schools with high rates of chronic absenteeism and requiring more reporting from certain agencies to make sure truant students are participating in court diversion program.
Karina Elwood contributed to this report.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2024/04/03/dc-truancy-youth-violence-bowser-bill/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Local
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Technology
          
        

      

      Sports

      Breaking news and analysis on politics, business, world national news, entertainment more. In-depth DC, Virginia, Maryland news coverage including traffic, weather, crime, education, restaurant reviews and more.


      
        A firm targeted MLB stars' pay. Next up: College athletes.
        Gus Garcia-Roberts and Albert Samaha

        Read more

      

      
        How N.C. State came out of nowhere and wound up in the Final Four
        Gene Wang

        Read more

      

      
        Amid a messy split, A's announce temporary move to minor league park
        Chelsea Janes

        Read more

      

      
        Josiah Gray endures another rough start as Nats drop series to Pirates
        Spencer Nusbaum

        Read more

      

      
        Caps fall to Penguins, running winless streak to four at most inopportune time
        Bailey Johnson

        Read more

      

      
        Projecting the first-round QBs, including J.J. McCarthy to Washington
        Jason La Canfora

        Read more

      

      
        Early Commanders win total paints pessimistic view for 2024
        Neil Greenberg

        Read more

      

      
        Ovi and Sid: An enduring rivalry's enduring relevance
        As they prepare for yet another important showdown, Alex Ovechkin and Sidney Crosby are still the leading men on teams they have carried for two decades.

      

      
        Tour de France champion Jonas Vingegaard injured in multi-cyclist crash
        A scary incident during a tour in Spain also resulted in major injuries to other competitors and could impair Vingegaard's ability to win a third straight Tour de France.

      

      
        USWNT planning to play final Olympic tuneup at Audi Field
        Steven Goff

        Read more

      

      
        Mississippi adds women's basketball coach who faced bullying allegations
        Cindy Boren

        Read more

      

      
        Alex Morgan, Lindsey Horan denounce teammate's anti-LGBTQ+ online activity
        Steven Goff

        Read more

      

      
        Sports TV and radio listings for D.C. region
        Channels and times for today's games.

      

      
        Former Cardinals executive sues team, Michael Bidwill after arbitration award
        Mark Maske and Nicki Jhabvala

        Read more

      

      
        
          	
            Local
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Technology
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A firm targeted MLB stars' pay. Next up: College athletes.
Big League Advantage made waves paying baseball prospects for a cut of their future pay. Now it's stirring controversy in the murky NIL market.
By Gus Garcia-Roberts, Albert Samaha | 2024-04-05
By the spring of 2022, the football future of Gervon Dexter was coming into focus. A hulking defensive lineman, he had started every game for the University of Florida the previous season, racking up 51 tackles in college football's toughest conference.
Off the field, though, Dexter, then 20, was spiraling. After securing his scholarship, he had taken out high-interest loans to finance two aging cars, a Dodge Charger and Mercedes-Benz, that he couldn't afford. He sued the dealership but failed to pay the filing fee, and the court threatened to send him to collections. He was evicted from his apartment for not paying the rent. He was about to become a father any day. His own dad had recently died.
And then the Facebook message landed.
"We have a 6 figure financial/NIL opportunity for you," the messenger wrote, identifying himself as a former college quarterback and representative of a "data & analytics firm" called Big League Advantage. "Would love to discuss more if you're interested."
It was a fortuitous if fraught time for college athletes. The U.S. Supreme Court had ruled a year earlier that athletes could no longer be deprived earnings from their personal brands, enshrining their so-called "name, image and likeness" (NIL) rights. Lawmakers, universities and the NCAA were scrambling to codify NIL policies as hefty checks began rolling in. Suddenly permitted to earn money for their stature, college athletes started showing up on television commercials, at trading card shows and at whatever marketing events sponsors could come up with. Companies rushed in to associate themselves with a new generation of rising stars.
Dexter wrote back and learned the details of an unusual offer. BLA, as the firm is known, would pay him $436,485 immediately, according to the resulting contract. In exchange, Dexter would fulfill the sort of services typical of NIL deals: signing autographs, making appearances and posting branded content on social media.

While playing for University of Florida, Gervon Dexter promised Big League Advantage a cut of his future NFL earnings. He's now suing to get out of the deal. (Brad McClenny/The Gainesville Sun)


But there was a catch that made the offer different from other deals emerging at the dawn of the NIL business. BLA sought much more than the right to use Dexter's name, image and likeness. It wanted a cut of his future income: If Dexter made the NFL, he would have to pay 15 percent of his pretax salary to BLA. For the entirety of his NFL career.
Making sense of the deal meant navigating a nascent and disjointed system designed, theoretically, to help athletes make potentially life-changing financial decisions. A lawyer associated with a group of university boosters expressed concerns about the agreement, records and interviews show. But the University of Florida official whose job it was to vet such deals gave it an unreserved green light, calling the offer "solid" and "legal."
On May 17, 2022, eight days after the birth of his first child, Dexter signed with BLA. His financial woes eased, he turned in a solid junior season, and the next April, the Chicago Bears selected him 53rd in the NFL draft. Sitting on a couch at home beside his mother, fiancee and baby boy, Dexter broke into joyful tears.
An email from BLA's attorney arrived soon after, reminding him of his obligation to the company. Dexter's four-year rookie contract would be worth up to $6.72 million, more than $1 million of which he would owe to BLA.
Professional sports have long been awash in financiers hoping to capitalize on the upside of rising athletes. But few if any firms have cut as many deals -- and courted as much controversy -- as BLA.
In its eight years of existence, BLA has signed roughly 600 minor league baseball players, including Dominican superstar Fernando Tatis Jr., who owes BLA a portion of his $340 million contract with the San Diego Padres. The company is the product of a brash former professional baseball player, Michael Schwimer, who has simultaneously dabbled in selling sports-betting advice to gamblers and analytics services to top college teams. But the legality of BLA's business model, experts and lawyers in the field say, has never been fully tested, and the company has forged a collision course with an NIL industry already plagued by scandal and legal uncertainty.

Former MLB pitcher Michael Schwimer is the founder of Big League Advantage. He calls Dexter's allegations "ludicrous." (Simon Bruty)


Dexter is one of at least 10 college football players to sign an agreement with BLA, according to the company's website and social media postings. Five are still in school, and five are in the NFL, with contracts worth an estimated $30 million. Dexter has claimed in a lawsuit against BLA that his deal was illegal, including that it violated Florida state law at the time that barred NIL contracts from having ramifications beyond a player's college career.
Schwimer called Dexter's allegations "ludicrous," and BLA has filed motions seeking to move the dispute to confidential arbitration. Dexter didn't respond to interview requests. His attorneys said he hesitated to file the lawsuit for fear it would become a distraction during his rookie year but moved forward in hopes of holding the company accountable.
"The egregiousness of this contract speaks for itself," said Nicholas Patti, one of Dexter's lawyers. "This is much bigger than Gervon Dexter. He can become a pioneer and somebody who has the means to not only protect himself but protect others from this in the future."
Florida changed its NIL law last year to remove the prohibition on deals extending beyond a player's college career. But the Dexter deal still drew criticism from one of the architects of the legislation.
"I consider that a predatory loan," said Chip LaMarca, a Republican member of Florida's House of Representatives. "It would have violated our legislation when he left the university."
In an interview, Schwimer said LaMarca's comments were "completely and totally inaccurate." BLA's agreements are investments, not loans, Schwimer said, and they can offer much-needed lifelines for athletes otherwise discarded by ruthless job markets.
But he also acknowledged that BLA has put NIL deals on hold until the dispute is resolved, blaming "massive brand damage" caused by Dexter and confusion among university officials as to whether the contracts are legal.

Schwimer moved from meeting to meeting at baseball's winter meetings in Nashville last December. (George Walker IV/AP)


The Gaylord Opryland, a hotel complex under a massive glass atrium in Nashville, hosted baseball's winter meetings in December, serving as a biodome for all of the sport's professional creatures: executives, reporters, agents, players and, hustling from one hotel room meeting to another, Michael Schwimer.
He wandered the grounds on a Monday morning, holding court on why his business model offers an answer to the wealth gap in America, how his analytics department is the envy of all 30 MLB teams and about his plans to buy an NFL or NBA team or both.
Looking for a quiet place to talk, he strode through the doors of an area reserved for media members. A security guard asked for his credentials.
"I'm a player," Schwimer declared. The elderly guard took him in: 6-foot-8 with a mop of curly hair, workout clothes, Jordans and a Rolex. He let Schwimer pass with a shrug.
It was -- Schwimer's specialty -- arguably true. He's 38 now and hasn't played in more than a decade, but he once suited up for the Philadelphia Phillies. A right-handed pitcher in "the bottom 10 percent of talent," he said, he made it to the majors, where he eked out a two-year career, by creating his own statistical models to outwit batters.
"I think I struck out about 15 per nine innings," Schwimer said, exaggerating his minor league strikeout rate by more than three whiffs a game.
Before turning pro, Schwimer studied sociology at the University of Virginia and interned at a hedge fund. So after he retired, he said, he pitched a Rolodex full of fellow country club members on the idea of an investment firm that would place smart bets on baseball prospects.

Schwimer played for the Philadelphia Phillies from 2011 to 2012. (Sarah Glenn/Getty Images) (Sarah Crabill/Getty Images)



Schwimer founded BLA, then called Big League Advance, in 2016. (Simon Bruty)


By 2016, at least 15 investors had signed on, said Michael Bryan, BLA's former chief financial officer, who called it a "fun alternative investment that doesn't correlate to the stock market."
To help round up athletes, BLA launched a network of representatives throughout the minor leagues. Some are active players pitching the company to their teammates in pursuit of a commission. Schwimer says his company is "by players, for players" and claimed that the resources and connections that go along with a BLA deal give athletes a higher probability of success.
"BLA is the one taking a major risk investing in you," said Jack Labosky, a former player coordinator, echoing the pitch he used to make. "They're in it with you. They want to see you succeed as much as you want to succeed."
With firsthand knowledge of baseball's feast-or-famine economy, Schwimer fully expected to lose money on most deals. But BLA's first round of investment also proved the upside of that model by hitting on a human jackpot: Tatis.
BLA signed Tatis following the 2017 baseball season. By then, Tatis was considered one of the top 10 prospects in the sport. The San Diego Union-Tribune declared him a "cornerstone for the franchise's future."
But in Schwimer's telling, Tatis "wasn't a big prospect" when BLA first offered him the deal during the 2017 season or when Tatis accepted it later that year. He credited BLA's analytics department, which includes young data scientists poached from MLB, NFL and NBA teams, with discovering Tatis's potential. "Nobody thought this kid was good," Schwimer said.

Fernando Tatis owes BLA a portion of the $340 million contract he signed with the San Diego Padres. (Christian Petersen/Getty Images)


Schwimer described the process of signing Tatis as a months-long courtship, including a dinner with his family, with the ballplayer's agent having little to no input in the "family decision" made primarily by Tatis and his father, former MLB star Fernando Tatis Sr.
After signing the deal, Tatis spent just one more season in the minors before making the Padres' 2019 Opening Day roster, triggering his first payments to the company. In a video posted to BLA's website, Tatis Sr. vouched for the company, declaring, "BLA gave us a better quality of life."
The video identifies him as a "BLA Ambassador." Schwimer hedged when asked whether the father was paid for the video. The elder Tatis expressed all the same compliments to BLA "at times where he was not compensated by BLA," Schwimer said. "We can move on to the next question."
Tatis is one of hundreds of ballplayers BLA has signed from Latin America, primarily the Dominican Republic, many of whom already saw a significant portion of their signing bonus siphoned away by hometown trainers.

Padres star Fernando Tatis Jr. signed a deal with BLA following the 2017 season, when he was considered a top-10 MLB prospect. (Lindsey Wasson/AP)


"That population of player, more likely than not, is going to have a need, so it's an easier clientele for BLA to go after," said Storm Kirschenbaum, a baseball agent who estimated that 25 of his clients signed with BLA.
But Schwimer disputed that. "Latin players need it way, way, way less," Schwimer said. "Do you know how far dollars go in the Dominican Republic?"
Schwimer acknowledged that BLA often bypasses players' agents in Latin America, but only at the insistence of the athletes. When a player doesn't involve his agent and doesn't have a lawyer, Schwimer said, BLA offers a list of Spanish-speaking attorneys to look over the paperwork. Schwimer wouldn't provide the list but said it includes attorneys who are also baseball agents and have clients signed to BLA.
One of them, Rafael Antun, told The Washington Post he has looked over dozens of BLA contracts but doesn't advise players on whether the agreements are a good deal.
"It depends on how the pots are in your house," Antun said, paraphrasing how one player described the decision to him. "Is your family eating? Is everyone healthy?"
In 2018, Dominican catcher Francisco Mejia sued to get out of his BLA deal, saying he signed while desperate to secure medical care for his ill mother. Among his claims were that BLA hired a lawyer to represent Mejia but he really "served as BLA's lawyer." Schwimer called Mejia's complaint "full of lies." The lawyer at Mejia's signing did not respond to requests for comment. After BLA filed a counterclaim, Mejia dropped the lawsuit and issued an apologetic statement.
Controversy over the company has not dampened enthusiasm by its investors, who now number in the hundreds. SEC filings show that BLA has recently required a minimum investment of $1 million, though Schwimer said it makes exceptions. According to Schwimer, BLA has given just under $250 million to players while making back roughly $40 million.
That return will surely grow as top young players reach free agency. BLA's website, which only lists athletes who agreed to be publicized, touts Cincinnati Reds phenom Elly De La Cruz, Miami Marlins all-star Jazz Chisholm Jr. and Washington Nationals catcher Keibert Ruiz as clients.

Miami Marlins all-star Jazz Chisholm Jr. is a BLA client. (Brennan Asplen/Getty Images)


The sports agents who negotiate some of the biggest contracts tend to be BLA's most outspoken critics.
Joel Wolfe, who has negotiated massive deals for stars such as Giancarlo Stanton and Nolan Arenado, said he has asked BLA not to pitch its "loan schemes" to his clients, describing the company as among the "vultures that come circling" professional athletes. Scott Boras, who has represented a laundry list of superstars, also derided BLA's deals as "usurious."
"I do not find these companies to be anything other than individuals who are taking advantage of, for the most part, people in international markets who have little or no sophistication and a great deal of need," Boras said in an interview.
Schwimer said it was unsurprising that top agents would criticize a business model designed to help minor leaguers. And he said that while Boras talks tough about BLA, his firm is more amenable in private. He shared with The Post emails to BLA from agents employed by the Boras Corporation that showed them soliciting offers for clients. "Wanted to check in" about a player, a Boras agent wrote in one of the emails. "Is he a player of interest for a potential equity deal?"
Another email showed that a Boras executive helped a client sign a BLA deal as recently as January. Schwimer shared the emails with the condition that the agents and players not be named.
Boras said that the emails were examples of the firm's "very, very few" clients who asked to pursue such deals against his advice. "My job is information; my job is not decisions," Boras said.

MLB agent Scott Boras called BLA's terms "usurious" and said the company takes advantage of Latin American players. (George Walker IV/AP)


De La Cruz, a Boras client, signed with BLA when he was with a different agent, according to Boras. Speculation has already begun about what kind of nine-figure deal De La Cruz could command in free agency in a few years. But Schwimer downplayed De La Cruz's chances of success. "All the top prospects always look like good players," Schwimer said. "I love Elly ... but sadly, math is math."
BLA's emphasis on the riskiness of its deals helps distance it from the allegation, vociferously refuted by Schwimer, that the company is simply doling out loans.
"BLA is at a very real risk of losing all capital paid to the player, which is very different from the financial position of a bank or other lender," BLA general counsel Joseph Turo said in a letter to The Post.
The contracts players sign are explicit, too, using bold letters in English and Spanish. "This is not a loan and you understand that this is not a loan," reads one contract.
But such language does not determine whether a contract is actually a loan, said Diane Ring, a Boston College Law School professor who has studied similar companies in and out of sports.
She referred to a controversial recent initiative by Purdue University, called an income share agreement, in which it covered the costs of higher education in return for a percentage of a student's future earnings. Purdue's contract with students said it was "not a loan."
But the U.S. Department of Education later issued a directive that income share agreements in education were, in fact, student loans -- and subject to the same laws and requirements. Purdue suspended its program.

Purdue University, whose men's basketball team recently advanced to the Final Four, suspended an income share agreement amid scrutiny from the U.S. Department of Education. (Abbie Parr/AP)


Ring called the decision the "closest" thing to official guidance on whether income share agreements should be considered loans.
Schwimer said his business model is nothing like Purdue's because it loses money on most contracts and only invests in a single income stream: a player's salary at the top of their sport. And Ring acknowledged that it's "not crazy for them to say that their business model looks different. Whether that's different enough not to be a loan -- I don't know."
Schwimer did himself no favors with the company's initial name: Big League Advance. It wasn't until 2022, as BLA forged its expansion into college football and other sports, that it replaced the word "advance" with "advantage."
Schwimer said he was late to realize the word was a synonym of loan. "That's how big of an idiot I am," Schwimer said.

Buck French co-founded Fantex and, later, X10. (Marcio Jose Sanchez/AP)


BLA's best-known predecessor was a start-up called Fantex, which arrived a decade ago with an audacious plan that chief executive Buck French called "fantasy sports on steroids." But the company effectively went out of business within four years, court records show, leaving a trail of disgruntled ex-clients.
That included former NFL receiver Mohamed Sanu, who shelled out $1.93 million to Fantex -- $370,000 more than he received in a lump sum less than five years earlier, court records show. In late 2021, a California judge ordered Fantex to pay Sanu $1.1 million and voided his contract with the company, following an arbitrator's finding that it illegally acted as his agent. The following year, an arbitrator ruled that another Fantex athlete, NFL wide receiver Allen Robinson II, no longer had to make payments to the company, citing its "negligent misrepresentation" of its plans.

Fantex, Inc. offered IPOs for athletes including NFL receiver Mohamed Sanu, whose contract was voided following an arbitrator's decision. (Business Wire)


French did not respond to requests for comment. After Fantex, he formed X10, a private equity fund investing in the future earnings of professional athletes using what it calls "Income Purchase Agreements," according to court records.
X10 is now, along with BLA, one of the most prominent companies in an increasingly crowded field. A constellation of other companies orbit professional athletes, offering upfront sums in return for a percentage of earnings or other compensation if the player succeeds, with little transparency or regulation.
The start-up Finlete advertises that it signed a contract with a teenage Dominican ballplayer for 10 percent of his potential MLB earnings and is offering shares to online investors. RockFence Capital gives out loans that ballplayers have to pay back only if they are in the major leagues. It shrouds its interest rate even from the insurers who underwrite its deals, court records show. And because these companies tend to require that all legal disputes go to confidential arbitration, the public often does not hear about them.
Among those calling for regulation of the industry: Schwimer. Beginning in 2018, BLA lobbied Delaware lawmakers to pass a bill Schwimer said was written to "protect players." The Professional Athlete Funding Act sought to regulate what it called a "player brand agreement." The bill would codify that such deals are "valid, binding, and not unconscionable" -- and "not a loan."
Delaware lawmakers passed the bill in 2019 and sent it to Gov. John Carney (D) for approval. The unions for players in three leagues -- MLB, the NFL and MLS -- urged Carney to veto the bill. BLA, meanwhile, donated $1,000 to his reelection campaign the summer the bill was on his desk, records show. Carney declined to sign it into law.
While attempting to reinforce the legality of one revenue stream, BLA diversified into others. Schwimer led a short-lived subscription service, called Jambos Picks, offering betting advice on college and pro sports. He also contracted with at least two top university men's basketball programs -- Duke and Alabama -- to offer data analytics services through a company called Sports Analytics Advantage, or SAA.
Schwimer shared with The Post a video of Duke men's basketball coach Jon Scheyer singing praises of "this guy Schwim ... I've learned a lot from him."

BLA offers analytics services to the Alabama Crimson Tide basketball team, which is in the Final Four. (Harry How/Getty Images)


Of Alabama men's basketball, Schwimer said: "We run the whole program. We do all the transfers. We do all the game style; we tell them what plays to run -- we do everything for Alabama." SAA's contracts with Alabama confirm the company's mandate to assist with everything from game management to recruiting. Alabama did not respond to multiple requests for comment.
Schwimer brushed away potential conflicts by saying all of his companies are "completely different entities," comparing himself to Elon Musk running Tesla and SpaceX. Corporate filings and SAA's contract with Alabama indicate that SAA and Jambos Picks are subsidiaries of BLA.
SAA's Alabama contracts, which The Post obtained via public records request, show the company is compensated mostly by how well the team does in the NCAA tournament. Alabama was ousted in the Sweet 16 round during last year's tournament, and SAA didn't hit any performance incentives, earning a total of $50,000, according to the terms of the contract.
But this year has been a different story. Schwimer negotiated better terms for SAA, including $100,000 upfront. Alabama has made it to the Final Four, earning SAA $65,000 in bonuses so far. If Alabama beats Connecticut on Saturday, SAA will earn a $40,000 bonus, and if the team wins the championship game, Schwimer's company will receive an additional $350,000, according to the contract.
Schwimer initially acknowledged BLA had signed some college basketball players. He declined to answer more questions about its investments in that sport, however, except for to say that BLA had not signed any basketball players at Duke or Alabama.

Dexter was 20 when he signed with Big League Advantage in 2022. (James Gilbert/Getty Images)


In contrast to baseball and its labyrinthine minor leagues, the route to the NFL for a young football player is more direct. Top-ranked high school players are funneled into elite college programs that act as a reliable conveyor belt to the NFL draft.
But until July 2021, BLA was unable to tap into this more predictable pipeline to professional riches. College athletes were barred from entering into financial agreements involving their sports. After the Supreme Court's ruling, that suddenly changed.
Schwimer maintains that by wading into football, he was gambling on even "more of a crapshoot" than baseball -- simply because of the higher injury risk. But outside of potential injury, Gervon Dexter appeared a near lock to soon be in the NFL when he attracted BLA's attention less than a year after the Supreme Court decision. He was a former five-star high-schooler about to begin his junior season starting at Florida, after which he could expect to be drafted.
When pitching college football players, Schwimer said, he emphasized that financial security would improve their chances of making it to the NFL and excelling there. It's one of BLA's central claims; an investment brochure filed with the SEC boasts that the money lets players "train year-round, live in more comfortable conditions, and otherwise adopt a healthier, more motivated and more active lifestyle."
That pitch does not move officials overseeing some NIL collectives, the groups facilitating payments to athletes and guiding them through the process. "If an athlete asks our advice, we do not encourage them to enter into those types of contractual arrangements," said Matt Hibbs, who runs Classic City, the collective connected to the University of Georgia.
"From my understanding, they are not really in the 'NIL' business," said Spencer Harris, executive director of House of Victory, which supports the University of Southern California. "It's not something we'd encourage any of our athletes to do."
Schwimer responded that collectives have "absolutely no say" in whether his contracts fit the definition of an NIL deal. "The schools determine if NIL deals are legal and compliant," Schwimer wrote in an email. "USC has already approved our deals as legal and compliant NIL deals."
Star defensive end Korey Foreman signed with BLA when he was at USC, before transferring to Fresno State. His financial adviser, Mike Ladge, said he couldn't comment specifically on Foreman but that such deals are approved by the university. USC did not respond to requests for comment.
Ladge described BLA deals as a financial tool that, if used properly, can give student-athletes access to resources such as improved training and medical care. "Are you really going to be upset if you actually make $20 million and you have to pay back, you know, $2 million of it?" Ladge said. "You're still set for life, but if you never got that money, you never maybe would have made the $20 million -- you wouldn't have got in the league."
And Schwimer found a receptive audience at the University of Florida, a program whose short history in the NIL era has been plagued by scandal.
BLA offered deals to nine Gators football players, according to Schwimer, but Dexter was the only one to accept. In court filings, Dexter said he had a lawyer review the contract before he signed it. That lawyer, according to multiple people with direct knowledge of the matter, was Darren Heitner, the University of Florida-educated outside counsel to Gator Collective, the university's booster group.

Sep 18, 2021; Gainesville, Florida, USA; Florida Gators defensive lineman Gervon Dexter (9) against the Alabama Crimson Tide at Ben Hill Griffin Stadium. Mandatory Credit: Mark J. Rebilas-USA TODAY Sports (Mark J. Rebilas/Mark J. Rebilas-USA TODAY Sports)


Heitner agreed the upfront payment could protect Dexter financially. But he also expressed reservations to Dexter about the deal, according to a person with knowledge of their exchange. Heitner asked Dexter whether he could accept a smaller lump sum in return for a lesser percentage of his potential NFL salary. BLA allows athletes to sign for as little as 1 percent of their future earnings and as much as 15 percent, Schwimer said.
And the lawyer advised Dexter to double-check the agreement's legality with the university's athletic department. In addition to the state law barring NIL agreements lasting longer than a player's college career, the university's guidelines also stated that a contract's duration "may not extend beyond participation in athletic program at institution."
As Heitner advised, Dexter did present the deal to a university official. That official, Marcus Castro-Walker, had a consequential job title but no legal background. In his previous job as director of player development at the University of Nebraska, Castro-Walker was best known for wearing sunglasses while pacing behind the head coach on the sidelines. He was hired in December 2021 to be Florida's director of player engagement and NIL, believed to be the first of his kind in university athletics.
In a promotional video posted by the university, Castro-Walker said a "large part" of his job is to "make sure that these young men are understanding contracts they're signing."
Castro-Walker offered a blunt assessment to Dexter of the BLA proposal. "Gervon, the contract is solid," Castro-Walker wrote in an email reviewed by The Post. "Everything from an NCAA compliance standpoint is legal."
Castro-Walker and the Gator Collective were embroiled in one of the NIL era's highest-profile scandals in the months after Dexter signed with BLA. Jaden Rashada, a top quarterback prospect, backed out of his commitment to the school after claiming that the collective affiliated with the Gators failed to come up with the $13 million it agreed to pay him.
Days after the NCAA announced it was investigating, Florida confirmed that Castro-Walker no longer worked there.
The Gator Collective has since disbanded. Castro-Walker did not respond to repeated requests for comment. Heitner declined to be interviewed. Florida Athletic Director Scott Stricklin did not respond to a list of questions or an interview request.
Meanwhile, NIL regulations have since only continued to shift. This year, a federal judge ruled that the NCAA can no longer prevent players from negotiating NIL deals before enrolling at a school. The ruling will allow NIL deals to be dangled as a recruitment tool. In the absence of federal legislation setting uniform terms across the country, schools, athletes and companies are left to abide by a patchwork of state laws.

Chip LaMarca, a member of Florida's House of Representatives, called the deal Dexter signed with BLA a "predatory loan." (Wilfredo Lee/AP)


In Florida, instead of tightening regulations in the wake of the NIL scandals there, lawmakers have loosened them. The state amended its NIL law last year to erase the majority of its initial regulations, including the clause central to Dexter's claim that prohibited deals that "extend beyond" a student's college tenure.
LaMarca, the state representative, suggested that the deregulation was necessary for recruitment. "It was to streamline the law to be as competitive with the other states as possible," LaMarca said. "We ended up restricting our athletes from accessing more opportunities that other states have, so we took guardrails down."
Today, seven states have laws barring NIL deals that "extend beyond" college eligibility.
In an interview, Schwimer contended that the clause was irrelevant to BLA's legality anyway. Dexter's contract, filed in court, referenced two terms: an "initial term" that lasted while Dexter was in college and an "extended term" that kicked in when he made it into the NFL. Schwimer claimed that the contract language worked around Florida's NIL regulations.
Dexter's lawyers disagree. "There's one contract that was signed, and it was signed when he was in school," said attorney Caleb Diaz, who called Schwimer's argument "semantics."

Dexter Sr. with his son, Gervon Dexter Jr., in 2022. (Doug Engle/Doug Engle / USA TODAY NETWORK)


Schwimer said Dexter's lawsuit caused BLA to shelve offers for a long list of college athletes -- including Florida State quarterback Jordan Travis, whom the company "had millions of dollars for" and who is now recovering from injury.
"Because of the Gervon Dexter lawsuit, he never even got to hear an offer and now he broke his leg," Schwimer said of Travis. "Now what's going to happen to him?"
Schwimer predicted that he would prevail in court, which he called the "saddest part of my job." He blamed players' agents or lawyers for misleading them into thinking they can challenge his company's model.
"They lose, they pay legal fees, and they pay interest," Schwimer said. "And they're going to keep doing it because people want to make names for themselves. And all it does is hurt the athlete."
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How N.C. State came out of nowhere and wound up in the Final Four
North Carolina State has won nine consecutive elimination games to earn an unlikely berth in the Final Four. It all started in the ACC tournament in Washington.
By Gene Wang | 2024-04-05

DJ Horne and North Carolina State needed to win the ACC tournament before it could make an unlikely run to the Final Four. (Amber Searls/USA Today Sports)


By the time the North Carolina State men's basketball team returned to campus following a fourth straight loss to close the regular season March 9, its players had a clear understanding of the path required to reach the NCAA tournament. The Wolfpack's body of work fell well short of consideration for an at-large berth, and thus its only path into the field of 68 was to win five games in as many days at the ACC tournament in D.C.
Speculation surrounding Coach Kevin Keatts's uncertain job security presented a potential distraction, except his charges never allowed such reports to interfere with their preparation for the conference tournament opener against last-place Louisville at Capital One Arena. Keatts's unflappable demeanor instead provided those in the locker room with an understated confidence that the improbable was achievable.
During a film session, Keatts pointed to minor fixes -- in ball screen coverages, for instance, and transition defense -- that were more about the Wolfpack's attention to detail than the opponent. Players paid extra attention to the scouting report given the stakes to extend the season. Dedication behind the scenes transformed North Carolina State from an afterthought to a national championship contender in a matter of weeks.
The 11th-seeded Wolfpack (26-14) draws top-seeded Purdue (33-4) in the first game of a Final Four doubleheader Saturday at State Farm Stadium in Glendale, Ariz. A victory would send N.C. State into Monday night's championship game against top-seeded Connecticut, the reigning national champions, or fourth-seeded Alabama.
The Wolfpack's journey to a fourth appearance in the Final Four required wins in nine consecutive elimination games. The run started with a little-noticed conference tournament game on a Tuesday afternoon in D.C. and continued through Sunday's upset win over rival Duke in the Elite Eight.
"It's a miracle run," Keatts said, "but we're not surprised."
The most unlikely of those outcomes came in the ACC tournament semifinals, when N.C. State, seeded 10th, trailed third-sseded Virginia by three points in the final seconds of regulation.
After Cavaliers guard Isaac McKneely missed the front end of a one-and-one that could have sealed the result, N.C. State's Casey Morsell gathered the rebound and passed the ball to Michael O'Connell, who released a shot from well behind the three-point arc in front of the Wolfpack bench.
The graduate point guard's desperation bid made it over McKneely's outstretched right hand, bounced off the backboard and rattled through the cylinder at the buzzer to force overtime. The Wolfpack scored the final nine points in the extra period to claim a 73-65 victory, part of the program's most memorable March since N.C. State won the national championship in 1983.
"I think throughout this journey everyone has made huge plays," O'Connell said. "Whether in the moment it might not seem big, whether it's just a deflection or steal, but it changes the trajectory of our run or the game. There are plays consistently being made by everyone that might not be covered or might not be in the stat sheet or might not be all over social media."
Replays of O'Connell's season-saving three-pointer made the rounds on television and social media, but in the ACC tournament final against No. 1 seed North Carolina, forward Mohamed Diarra's putback of his own missed layup late in the second half delivered another pivotal, if far less viral, sequence.
After the Tar Heels had drawn within 61-58, Diarra's basket put N.C. State in front by two possessions and triggered a 13-5 burst to secure an 84-76 win. It marked the first time a double-digit seed won the ACC tournament title.
Each of the five programs North Carolina State dispatched at Capital One Arena -- Louisville, Syracuse, Duke, Virginia and North Carolina -- owns at least one national championship.
"I don't think you can win [that many] games in a row in college basketball if that's not your identity," Keatts said. "I think that's what tells us who we are. I go back to -- and I think about this now: You go into every game knowing that, if you lose, that you're packing up and your season is over. It's probably going to be a long time [until] someone goes in on a Tuesday in the ACC tournament and wins a championship on Saturday. . . .
"You just don't accidentally get hot and win so many games in a row with the type of teams that you play."
In addition to fine-tuning his team's execution during the postseason, Keatts has managed to forge trust and cohesion among teammates that took months to blossom in large part because three members of the starting lineup played elsewhere last season.
Leading scorer DJ Horne (16.8 points per game) spent his previous two seasons at Arizona State before the graduate guard from Raleigh, N.C., came back to play for his hometown school. O'Connell transferred from Stanford, and Diarra, a 6-foot-10 junior from France, played at Missouri last season.
The arrival of DJ Burns Jr., however, has been perhaps the most impactful find via the transfer portal. The 6-9 graduate forward spent his first three seasons at Winthrop before transferring to N.C. State in 2022. He has become the face of the Wolfpack during this NCAA tournament with a gentle touch around the rim and elegant footwork belying his listed weight of 275 pounds.
Burns was selected most outstanding player of the ACC tournament and the NCAA tournament's South Region, where the matchup conundrum sparked the Wolfpack with 29 points on 13-for-19 shooting with four rebounds, three assists and zero turnovers during a 76-64 win against the fourth-seeded Blue Devils in the region final.
"I thought we could do it the whole time," Burns said of winning the ACC tournament. "If you look back at the teams that we played to get to that point, Louisville we played them and took Syracuse to some close games. We had already beaten and went to overtime with Virginia [in the regular season], close games for the most part against Duke, so we knew we could do it. It was just a matter of doing the things that were necessary to get the job done, and I think we've taken that momentum and kept it rolling."
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Amid a messy split, A's announce temporary move to minor league park
The Athletics will move to Sutter Health Park in Sacramento, current home of the Class AAA RiverCats, for the 2025, 2026 and 2027 seasons.
By Chelsea Janes | 2024-04-04

The Athletics are leaving Oakland after this season. (Ezra Shaw/Getty Images) 


The Oakland Athletics, who have yet to break ground on their future Las Vegas ballpark  but have nevertheless spent the past few months burning all remaining bridges with the city they have called home for decades, announced Thursday that their time in Oakland will officially come to an end after this season.
The Athletics will move from Oakland Coliseum to Sutter Health Park in Sacramento, current home of the Class AAA RiverCats, for the 2025, 2026 and 2027 seasons "ahead of the team's move to Las Vegas in 2028," according to a news release from the team. Sutter Health Park has seats for fewer than 11,000 people. Tropicana Field, the smallest ballpark in the majors and the home to Tampa Bay Rays, holds more than twice that number.
The move comes after negotiations between the Athletics and Oakland city officials collapsed, leaving the two sides unable to come to an agreement on a short-term lease. The Athletics moved from Kansas City, Mo., to Oakland in 1968 but have seen their relationship with the city deteriorate over the past few years as owner John Fisher claimed local officials did not make the necessary efforts to keep a thriving major league team in Oakland and city officials claimed he did the same.

Fans have protested amid the team's planned move. (Benjamin Fanjoy/San Francisco Chronicle via AP) 


"We explored several locations for a temporary home, including the Oakland Coliseum. Even with the long-standing relationship and good intentions on all sides in the negotiations with Oakland, the conditions to achieve an agreement seemed out of reach," Fisher said in a statement. "We understand the disappointment this news brings to our fans, as this season marks our final one in Oakland. Throughout this season, we will honor and celebrate our time in Oakland, and will share additional details soon."
Sutter Health Park, built in 2000, houses the Class AAA affiliate of the San Francisco Giants. That team is owned by the Sacramento Kings, whose chairman, Vivek Ranadive, introduced Fisher at a news conference at the stadium Thursday afternoon.
Fisher thanked Sacramento for being "so welcoming" to his team and called Sutter Health Park "the most intimate park in all of Major League Baseball" before leaving without taking questions from reporters. Ranadive, who did take questions, told Bay Area ABC affiliate KGO-TV that he has been in touch with MLB Commissioner Rob Manfred, who told them MLB is looking to add an expansion franchise on the West Coast. Ranadive said he believes hosting the A's in the interim will allow Sacramento to make its pitch.

John Fisher spoke at a new conference Thursday but didn't take questions from reporters. (Rich Pedroncelli/AP Photo) 


"This is a moment of conflicting emotions. Oakland is a great city that rightfully deserves professional sports, including Major League Baseball. The circumstances leading to the A's departure were beyond our control as the capital city and region," Sacramento Mayor Darrell Steinberg said in a statement. " ... A decade ago, when we united to save the Kings, many of us said yes because we believed it would bring untold benefits to the future of Sacramento. Not only did we keep our NBA team, but now (at least temporarily) we are a Major League Baseball city."
What was not immediately clear, however, was how Sacramento will handle being home to both a Class AAA and MLB team at the same time. Just as unclear  is whether the Athletics will be ready to move to Las Vegas -- or rather, whether a Las Vegas ballpark will be ready for them -- by the 2028 season. Last year, MLB approved the A's move to Las Vegas with an eye on opening a new ballpark by Opening Day 2028. But  there are still a hotel and casino on the targeted site, renderings of a new stadium are incomplete, and local officials have expressed skepticism about everything from the way the A's have barreled through the process to their choice of ballpark location.
More immediately, the news comes as the A's have experienced painfully low attendance in the early days of the 2024 season. As of Thursday, Oakland was averaging fewer than 7,000 fans, less than half of what the Miami Marlins, the majors' next-lowest draw, were seeing. The relationship between team and jilted city already seemed beyond repair. Now an official end is on the calendar. A once beloved franchise has decided its relationship with the city it called home for half a century has reached the point of no return.
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Josiah Gray endures another rough start as Nats drop series to Pirates
Gray, the Nationals' lone all-star in 2023, struggled early, giving up four runs in the first inning of a 7-4 loss.
By Spencer Nusbaum | 2024-04-05

Josiah Gray fought through his second rocky start to the season, pitching only into the fifth inning of a 7-4 loss to Pittsburgh. (John McDonnell/AP)


Josiah Gray kept looking for the one pitch that would extricate himself from the jam he found himself in during the first inning. A season ago, during an all-star campaign, that pitch was there when he needed it more often than not. At Nationals Park on Thursday, after an afternoon rain cleared into a brisk twilight, the Pittsburgh Pirates kept finding those pitches during a four-run first.
By the time Gray got out of the inning, the Washington Nationals were in a four-run hole and never recovered in a 7-4 loss. After two starts, he has an ERA of 14.04. The right-hander exited, head down as he walked to the dugout.
"Honestly, I'm embarrassed to come out here and do that for the guys," Gray said. "It doesn't feel good. It doesn't sit right with me. I know that I deserve better. They deserve better."
For as much as Gray found his ability to find the pitch in a jam last year, the mechanics that occasionally got him into those jams were on display Thursday. His misses forced catcher Riley Adams to jab his glove left, the ball tailing away in a start in which 29 of his 96 pitches, per Statcast, caught no part of the strike zone with a miss on that left side of the plate.
Gray, stoic after the game, said he doesn't have to "reinvent the wheel." When he got ahead in the count, the misses were forgivable.
But the start was tough. He opened the game by conceding a single through a hole in the infield to Oneil Cruz, followed by a bloop double to Bryan Reynolds. He was locating his fastball and change-up as Manager Dave Martinez requested, but balls kept finding holes. What Martinez didn't want to see was the repetitive misses far and away, which led to two walks in the inning, both of which led to runs after Reynolds and Cruz scored.
"I watch his head fly open, so his direction -- everything follows your head, so when your head starts flying open, he's going to go one way and the ball leaks arm-side," Martinez said. "So we've got to get his direction back, more consistent."
He needed 33 pitches to get out of the first inning. By the time he left with one out in the fifth, he had yielded seven hits, three walks and six runs, the last one coming after reliever Derek Law conceded a two-run homer after Gray's exit. Conversely, Pirates lefty starter Martin Perez needed just 85 pitches in 62/3 innings of work to stymie the Nationals (2-4), allowing two runs and six hits. He threw 61 strikes and 24 balls.
"He has good stuff that moves, and he's in the strike zone a lot," outfielder Lane Thomas said of Perez. "So I think on days that a guy like that's good, he's probably getting a lot of quick outs. And I also think later in that game, we probably were a little too aggressive. But sometimes that works in your favor. It's just one of those nights where it didn't."
The Nationals' offense fired with Joey Gallo's second-inning double, building off a breakout game the previous day, and Jesse Winker (team-high .429 average) singled him across two batters later, but the Nats went another 12 batters without a hit until CJ Abrams pulled his second home run of the year 415 feet to right-center in the fifth inning. Abrams has a .333 batting average, .407 on-base percentage and .667 slugging percentage in six games.
Washington threatened again with two outs in the eighth. Trey Lipscomb poked an RBI single down the first base line, and pinch hitter Luis Garcia Jr. followed with an RBI single past Pirates second baseman Jared Triolo to cut the deficit to three. But the surge stalled, and another series was lost.
Note: The Nationals recalled outfielder Jacob Young from Class AAA Rochester and placed outfielder Victor Robles on the 10-day injured list after the 26-year-old strained his left hamstring while running the bases in Wednesday's 5-3 win over the Pirates. Young and his wife began the drive from Upstate New York around 4 a.m. Thursday morning, and by 5:15 p.m. following a rain delay, the speedy 24-year-old was starting in center field and hitting ninth. He went 0 for 4.
Martinez indicated that the team didn't want to rush Robles back because his legs are particularly vital to his prowess as a base runner and fielder. Young, who will share time in center field with Eddie Rosario, offers a similar skill set to Robles.
Robles, who played just 36 games last year while dealing with a back injury, battled hamstring tightness during spring training.
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Caps fall to Penguins, running winless streak to four at most inopportune time
Visiting Pittsburgh scores on its first two shots and never looks back in a 4-1 win that puts the Capitals outside of playoff position as the season turns for home.
By Bailey Johnson | 2024-04-05

Penguins defenseman Erik Karlsson and Capitals right wing Tom Wilson battle on the boards during the third period of Thursday's 4-1 Pittsburgh win at Capital One Arena. (Nick Wass/AP)


On paper, the road was supposed to get easier for the Washington Capitals once the calendar turned to April. After emerging from a difficult March schedule still holding a playoff position, an April slate that featured more teams below the playoff line than above it appeared to give Washington a chance to create some separation and solidify its spot in the postseason.
But after beginning the month with a blowout loss to the Buffalo Sabres on Tuesday, the Capitals returned to Capital One Arena on Thursday to host the Pittsburgh Penguins and again fell flat. The Penguins scored on their first two shots of the game -- a point shot from Ryan Shea that beat goaltender Charlie Lindgren through a screen and a point shot from P.O Joseph that deflected off defenseman Nick Jensen's skate -- and Washington was doomed to a fruitless, uphill battle from there in what became a 4-1 loss.
Lindgren allowed just one more goal after the initial two, but Alex Nedeljkovic stopped 30 of 31 for Pittsburgh and held the Capitals at bay when they launched a rally early in the third period. Former Capital Lars Eller hit the empty net with 2:37 remaining to seal the loss.
"As crazy it sounds, I didn't mind a lot of the things we did tonight," Washington Coach Spencer Carbery said. "A little bit of score effects [with Pittsburgh ahead] because we had the majority of the chances, the [offensive] zone possession. All the analytics are going to favor us tonight. But one of those where you get down in a game and you just can't find a way back."
The Penguins were well outside the playoff race just a few weeks ago, but as the Capitals' skid has grown to 0-3-1, other teams in the Eastern Conference have sputtered and Pittsburgh has gone on a 5-0-2 run, pulling within two points of playoff position. A win by the New York Islanders in Columbus knocked Washington down to ninth in the East, only one point away from the second wild-card spot -- but looking increasingly far away from the postseason as the skid continues. Washington has just seven games remaining in the regular season.

Penguins goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic makes one of his 30 saves on a shot by Alex Ovechkin in the third period. (Nick Wass/AP)


The Penguins may have been motivated by the 6-0 drubbing in Pittsburgh that Washington delivered last month, but the Capitals' inability to generate offense or finish chances Thursday night was often self-inflicted.
"We try to create extra pass. We're holding puck a little bit longer, try to find the pretty play," captain Alex Ovechkin said. "It's not going to work, especially at that kind of moment in the season when everybody concentrates on winning. Everybody plays a little faster. You have to make a decision quicker."
After Shea's goal at 1:49 of the first period, the Capitals had several dangerous scoring chances around the net but couldn't convert. They squandered a power-play opportunity after Joseph's tally at 11:03 -- without recording a shot on goal -- and began to fall into a pattern of overpassing, eschewing the simple play for the perfect one.
That pattern didn't change in the second period for Washington as it recorded just five shots on goal to Pittsburgh's 10. Another power play came and went without a goal or even a threatening look. Michael Bunting extended the Penguins' lead with a goal off the rush at 9:08, and a smattering of boos rained down from the crowd as the Capitals skated off the ice down 3-0 through 40 minutes.
"Second period, we stumbled a little bit," Carbery said. "We started to get a little bit stubborn and trying to do too much. Everybody was trying to save the world to score."
Washington showed significantly more life to open the third period, and an extended five-on-three power play early in the frame presented a golden opportunity to claw back into the game. But the two-man advantage began with a series of full-ice clears by the Penguins, and the Capitals needed every second to finally get one puck past Nedeljkovic; Ovechkin scored off a feed from winger Sonny Milano as the power play expired.
"I feel like just offensively, we're gripping it a little bit," Carbery said. "Our top guys aren't feeling it right now. They're getting into some scoring situations -- even you see it on the power play. Even that five-on-three, we're just not really clean and crisp with the puck when we get into situations where you're standing there like, 'This is a two-on-one,' or, 'We're in the slot, and we've got it good,' and it's just not materializing."
Any momentum gained from the goal was short-lived for the Capitals. The Penguins were content to burn away the time remaining, aided by a power play with 6:50 left. Washington killed the penalty to center Nic Dowd, but it took two minutes off the clock, damaging the comeback hopes.
"Obviously, we would've liked the win. Some good stuff there and some stuff you can't really control," winger Max Pacioretty said. "But at the end of the day, got to find ways to score goals five-on-five. The recipe is there -- sometimes -- but we've just got to give that extra 5, 10 percent more to try to bury some goals."
Washington pulled Lindgren for an extra attacker with 3:12 left. With 2:37 remaining, Eller pushed the puck into the vacated net, electrifying the pro-Pittsburgh crowd that remained in the building. As the final seconds ticked off the clock, a "Let's go Pens!" chant echoed throughout the arena.
The Capitals have no time to dwell on their latest loss; they face the Carolina Hurricanes in Raleigh on Friday, sorely needing to halt their skid.
"We know where we are. This isn't any different for us tomorrow night," Carbery said. "Massive game against a really good hockey team where points and where we stand are hanging in the balance."
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Projecting the first-round QBs, including J.J. McCarthy to Washington
After Caleb Williams, here's where the other first-round QBs might go, starting with Washington and a mild surprise. 
By Jason La Canfora | 2024-04-04
The NFL draft is less than a month away, and there may be an unprecedented first-round quarterback class, which means there have been higher-than-usual levels of scuttlebutt, rumor and speculation about how the first 32 picks will unfold. Recent conversations with general managers, other high-ranking team officials and agents intimately involved in the draft process, coming off the gabfest at last week's owners meeting in Orlando, reinforced what a quarterback-dominated first round this stands to be -- and how many franchises are deeply invested in the evaluation process.
Quarterbacks will probably be the first four selections, with at least one trade likely within the top four slots. I anticipate six quarterbacks -- Caleb Williams, J.J. McCarthy, Jayden Daniels, Drake Maye, Michael Penix Jr. and Bo Nix -- will be selected in the first round, no matter what mock drafts are projecting. The appetite for this quarterback class will only grow as the players visit team facilities and spend considerable time with coaches, general managers and, most importantly, owners.
At least a quarter of the league's franchises are preparing for the possibility of grabbing a quarterback in the first round: Chicago, Washington, New England, the New York Giants (and possibly the Jets, depending on whom you speak to), Minnesota, Denver, Las Vegas, New Orleans and perhaps Seattle and the Los Angeles Rams.
"I told you in November there were going to be six [first-rounders]. Everyone is catching up now," said a longtime evaluator for a team that is looking at quarterbacks. He spoke on the condition of anonymity because he isn't permitted to speak about the process.
"I can't tell you exactly what order they're going to go in after Chicago takes Caleb Williams," an agent for one surefire first-round quarterback said, "but they will go one, two, three, four. And once that happens, the other two probably don't have to wait that long."
Here's how I would project the order in which these six quarterbacks will be selected -- and what I'm hearing about their potential suitors.
No need to belabor this one. Everyone I spoke with was convinced the Southern California product was the pick, with the Bears' ham-handed trade of former starter Justin Fields just further confirmation. "He might not be on his own tier, the way a lot of people would have evaluated this class before the season," said a longtime scout who has watched this class closely, "but he's the consensus best QB in this class, and I don't think it's all that close." One GM said, "He's the pick."
Another GM noted that Bears GM Ryan Poles "isn't looking to make shock waves here. He's telling you who he is going to take."
Sometimes the betting markets reveal impeding reality, and I am inclined to believe there is merit to the Michigan star's rising odds to go second overall. McCarthy being a top-five pick shouldn't come as a shock if you've been reading along -- even with his opportunities limited by Michigan riding its running game -- and his maturity, coachability and overall quality are shining through in the staged environment of scripted spring showcases.
When I asked the second evaluator for comparisons for the top four quarterbacks, he said this about McCarthy: "Looks like another [Brock] Purdy to me." Commanders GM Adam Peters was part of the brain trust that took Purdy in San Francisco, although that was in the final round.
Some also have used Kirk Cousins -- whom 49ers Coach Kyle Shanahan helped draft and championed in Washington -- as a comparison. "He's the kind of point guard who really fits that offense," the first evaluator said of McCarthy, noting that Peters also was a staunch supporter of trading up for the less-polished but more athletic Trey Lance with the 49ers, a transaction that failed miserably. One agent, who got to know most of the leading men in this class as he recruited them but who does not represent McCarthy, said: "His maturity is off the charts. Owners will fall in love with him."
And this from a GM who was at Michigan's pro day but does not anticipate being in position to take a quarterback this high: "He kind of blew me away. I wasn't really expecting it. It was an elite, elite performance."

Jayden Daniels runs through passing drills at LSU's pro day. (Gerald Herbert/AP) 


GMs and both agents I spoke with were convinced the Patriots, who hold the third pick, are open to trading down.
"I don't get the sense they feel like they have to take their guy now," said one agent who had discussions with Patriots brass during the free agency process. How far down they would be willing to go is the question, but this scenario requires a drop back of only three spots.
"The Giants are not married to Daniel Jones, I can promise you that," the agent for the first-round quarterback said. "They are looking to move on." The second GM said, "The Giants want a quarterback." I continue to hear the Giants are highest on McCarthy, but acquiring him might not be possible. Could Giants Coach Brian Daboll, who became a household name for his work with Josh Allen in Buffalo, lean into Daniels's dual-threat possibilities? He's more polished and accurate than Allen was at this point, though no one else possesses Allen's mix of size, speed and strength. Still, Daniels could end up the best of this bunch. One evaluator told me he "runs like Lamar [Jackson] but throws like [C.J.] Stroud." Sounds like a Daboll quarterback to me.
The Vikings telegraphed their intent by cutting ties with Cousins and making an early trade to accumulate more 2024 first-round draft capital. The Cardinals, who hold the fourth pick, have needs all over, but they are keeping Kyler Murray at quarterback, and the Vikings could make an offer Arizona can't refuse. New Vikings quarterbacks coach Josh McCown, an accomplished quarterback and freak athlete himself, coached Maye in high school and knows him inside and out.
According to multiple people who have talked to Vikings officials this offseason, ownership has made it clear that after going year-to-year with Cousins, it wants a long-term solution now. The industry believes young GM Kwesi Adofo-Mensah is feeling some heat, and Maye would be the last of the top four quarterbacks in this scenario. There would be no excuse for not moving up again at this point.
Raiders owner Mark Davis doesn't care about perception or conventional wisdom. Two GMs told me they are convinced the Raiders badly want to move up from the 13th pick to land Daniels, whom Coach Antonio Pierce knows well from their time together at Arizona State. But they aren't well positioned for such a move.
"They want to move up and take a QB -- trust me," one GM said. "But I don't think they pull it off."
While rumors swirl of Penix's medical evaluation being an issue, one GM for a team that doesn't intend to take a quarterback told me, "He's clean for us." Another (whose team is also not in the quarterback market) said, "No significant red flags." I'm inclined to believe that Minnesota, if unable to trade up from No. 11, would take Penix over Bo Nix. Some believe the Seahawks, with proximity to the Washington program where Penix starred, could grab him as well. Seattle has the No. 16 pick.
I feel more strongly Denver is where Nix ends up than I do about what team the Broncos go through to acquire him. I'm not sure the Broncos will trade down from the No. 12 pick, because there is a chance Sean Payton's old team -- the Saints, who have the 14th pick -- would make a play for Nix. Another team also could be involved. But at a certain point, if the Saints pass and Nix is still on the board, this looks like a fit.
"That's a Sean Payton QB," one GM said. One of the evaluators said: "You could see a little Drew Brees in there. He's a smart kid, can make the reads and spread the ball around."
The Broncos are short on draft capital, so they probably have to grab their quarterback on the draft's opening night -- and in this scenario, by trading with the Baltimore Ravens at No. 30, they would mortgage future picks to do so.
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Early Commanders win total paints pessimistic view for 2024
Vegas oddsmakers are predicting another losing season for Washington.
By Neil Greenberg | 2024-04-04

Commanders owner Josh Harris, Coach Dan Quinn and General Manager Adam Peters have a lot of work ahead of them. (Michael A. McCoy for The Washington Post) 


The NFL offseason is a time for recalibrating expectations -- especially this time of year, when we are past the opening of free agency but still a few weeks away from the draft. It's also a time when sportsbooks weigh in with their expectations in the form of Super Bowl futures and win total markets.
DraftKings and FanDuel recently released predicted win totals for 2024, and the short-term outlook for the Washington Commanders -- despite optimism felt by fans about the team's new leadership -- isn't pretty. The Commanders rank near the bottom of the NFL with a win total of 71/2, meaning the oddsmakers expect them to finish under .500. Only eight teams were given a lower win total.
Since we know the upcoming opponents for each NFL team (the order of each team's schedule will be released in May), there is a lot we can do with these opening lines, including reverse-engineer them to figure out how many points each team is worth in the point spread and estimate the chances a team finishes with a specific record.
I won't bore you with the spreadsheet gymnastics needed to transform win totals into power ratings (it involves using a solver tool to go through each game and minimize the error between the estimated margin of victory for each game, using the win percentage from the win totals and what we might estimate it to be based on the teams involved ... I'm boring you, aren't I?), but the takeaway is this: The early win totals allow us to measure the strength of each team, according to the oddsmakers.
The top teams in the NFL, by this analysis, are the Baltimore Ravens and the San Francisco 49ers -- each expected to be five points per game better than an average team on a neutral field. The bottom two teams are the Carolina Panthers and the New England Patriots, each expected to be 61/2 points per game worse than an average team on a neutral field. The Commanders are expected to be 11/2 points per game worse than an average team on a neutral field, tying them with the New Orleans Saints and the Seattle Seahawks as the 23rd-best teams in the NFL.
These power ratings also can be used to determine how likely a team is to finish with a specific record. For example, when Washington plays the Dallas Cowboys at home, the Commanders should be two-point underdogs. Underdogs of this magnitude typically win 40 percent of the time. On the road against the New York Giants, the Commanders should be slight favorites, giving them a 45 percent chance to win. We can do this exercise for every game and then simulate the season 1,000 times to establish probabilities that the Commanders will finish with zero wins, one win, two wins, etc.
The most probable scenario for Washington in 2024? A seven- or eight-win season. There is an 18 percent chance the Commanders finish with 10 or more wins and a 13 percent chance they finish with five or fewer.
If you think this is a pessimistic view after all the changes new general manager Adam Peters and Co. made, I agree -- although it is a three-win improvement over the Commanders' 4-13 record in 2023. But a lot of it comes down to uncertainty at quarterback.
The Commanders are expected to use the No. 2 draft pick on a passer, but while that may set them up for long-term success, it might not pay immediate dividends. Since 2002, when the NFL expanded to 32 teams, quarterbacks selected among the first five picks have cost their team about one point per game, on average, during their rookie season, per expected points data from TruMedia. Some have performed far better, such as Robert Griffin III in 2012 (added nine points per game), and some have been much worse, such as Jared Goff in 2016 (cost his team 14 points per game). Houston's C.J. Stroud, the No. 2 pick in the 2023 draft who was the offensive rookie of the year and led the Texans to the divisional round of the playoffs, added four points per game. But it's fair to assume that a rookie passer will take at least some time to figure out the pro game and not make a huge impact in his first year.
And that depends on whether he even begins the season as the starter. One of the many players Washington added in free agency was 30-year-old quarterback Marcus Mariota, who was Jalen Hurts's backup last season with the Philadelphia Eagles. Mariota started 13 games for the Atlanta Falcons in 2022, with solid results -- his performance was good enough to win 58 percent of games per ESPN's Total Quarterback Rating, which translates to a 10-7 season. Pro Football Focus, however, rated him as the 19th-best passer of 29 qualified quarterbacks during that stretch, casting some doubt on how long he could hold down the starting job at an above-average level.
Of course, a lot could change between now and Week 1. More moves could be made, and the draft will play a role in shaping the Commanders' outlook for 2024. But this early drop of win totals serves as a reminder: This franchise will probably take a little longer to return to playoff contention.
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Ovi and Sid: An enduring rivalry's enduring relevance
As they prepare for yet another important showdown, Alex Ovechkin and Sidney Crosby are still the leading men on teams they have carried for two decades.
By Barry Svrluga | 2024-04-04

Penguins center Sidney Crosby and Capitals left wing Alex Ovechkin, shown in 2023, have been battling for two decades. (Geoff Burke/USA Today Sports) 


Growing up in Quebec, Hendrix Lapierre had jerseys for both of his favorite NHL players: a No. 8 Washington Capitals sweater of Alex Ovechkin and a No. 87 Pittsburgh Penguins version for Sidney Crosby. He remembers being glued to the television that spring night when Ovechkin hung a hat trick on the Penguins in the playoffs and Crosby answered with three goals of his own.
"I can't really remember what year that was," Lapierre said Wednesday.
That would be, he was told, 2009.
"Oh," the Capitals forward said. "So I was 7."
Thursday night, Ovechkin and Crosby will lace up their skates and face each other for the 94th time in their careers, regular season and playoffs included. The first of those would have come on Nov. 22, 2005. How long ago was that?
"I had hair," said Spencer Carbery, the smooth-domed Caps coach who, for the record, would have been a senior forward on the St. Norbert College hockey team at the time.
That Ovechkin and Crosby's matchup at Capital One Arena means plenty in the Eastern Conference playoff race says something about the enduring rivalry's enduring relevance. All these years later, the league's central characters still can't shake each other. Sure, hockey belongs to Connor McDavid, Nathan MacKinnon and Auston Matthews now. But those careers were built on the backs of Ovechkin and Crosby and all those head-to-head tangles that drew eyes nearly two decades ago and are still of the utmost importance now.
"It's tough to put into words what they've been able to do across multiple eras, generations, and they just constantly show up and are the best players in the league for as long as I can remember," Capitals forward Tom Wilson said. "The consistency for superstars like that to be able to do what they do and just fill the net every year makes even a good NHL player look at them and say, 'Wow, these guys are next-level.'"
Next-level, in perpetuity. Ovechkin, who is 38, and Crosby, who is 36, are marking milestones that account for their longevity while still producing on a nightly basis. Last month, Ovechkin became the first player in NHL history to open his career with 19 20-goal seasons; he's just the sixth player to reach the 20-goal mark that many times in a career. He did that at a time when, over the past 28 games, he put behind an unprecedentedly slow start and is playing at a 53-goals-in-a-season pace.
Crosby, meanwhile, has 84 points in the Penguins' 75 games -- guaranteeing he'll average at least a point per game for a 19th season. The only other player to do that: Wayne Gretzky. This comes at a time when Crosby is essentially trying to will the aging Penguins back into the playoffs, racking up points in 10 of his past 11 games, a seven-goal, 13-assist run that means one thing: When Carbery and the Caps scout the opponent that sits just three points behind them in the race for one of the Eastern Conference's final playoff spots, they have to account for No. 87.
"And they've got to account for 8," Carbery countered.

Alex Ovechkin and Sidney Crosby, shown in 2007, entered the NHL with the start of the 2005-2006 season. (Tony Gutierrez/AP) 


Which is true, now and forever. Think about what went into building this rivalry, careers that are distinct and styles that contrast but legacies that are in some ways inextricably linked. Ovechkin was the first pick in the 2004 draft, but the following season was lost to a labor dispute. Crosby was the first pick in 2005, so they entered as the league as rookies together. That year, Ovechkin, a left wing, had the first of his nine 50-goal seasons (so far). Crosby, a center, racked up 100 points for the first of six times (so far). Ovechkin beat out Crosby as the league's rookie of the year. Crosby countered by winning the Hart Trophy as the MVP in 2006-07. Ovechkin's first Hart came immediately after.
These guys, trading blows.
"If you ask players my age in the league and even a little older who their guys were growing up, it was probably those two," said Lapierre, who turned 22 in February. "Those guys, they ran the league for so many years. They were the best every year, and expectations were so high, the standard was so high, and they set it every year. And every year, they were incredible."
Incredible to watch but incredibly familiar to each other, too, not to mention completely inseparable from the teams for which they play. It's not just that Ovechkin and Crosby have faced each other this many times -- Thursday will be 69 times in the regular season, and they faced each in 25 playoff games spread over four postseasons. It's that Ovechkin's Capitals and Crosby's Penguins have faced each other all those times. The duo has defined the sport across eras nationally. But each has strengthened the sport in his own town and become a civic icon because there was never even a whiff of them wandering elsewhere.
So how unique is the rivalry? According to research provided by the NHL, plenty of players who spent their entire careers with one franchise faced an opponent who also played for only one organization more than 94 times. Shoot, Alex Delvecchio of the Detroit Red Wings and George Armstrong of the Toronto Maple Leafs squared off 257 times between 1950 and 1971, and neither ever played for another team.
But the list of such matchups is telling because it includes almost exclusively players from the NHL's Original Six, franchises from an era when teams faced each other as many as 14 times a season. The only modern-day exceptions who have Ovechkin and Crosby beat: San Jose's Marc-Edouard Vlasic, who has faced Anze Kopitar of the Los Angeles Kings 100 times and tangled with Kopitar's former L.A. teammate Dustin Brown 98 times.
What a run. And it's still going. This is the NHL's version of Magic Johnson vs. Larry Bird, if Magic and Bird ever played in the same division. For all the era-defining aura of that rivalry -- like Crosby and Ovechkin, they entered the league in the same year, but they added a layer of intrigue because they played in the NCAA title game against each other -- Bird's Celtics and Magic's Lakers played just twice per season. They faced each other in three  NBA Finals in four years, from 1984 to 1987  -- and never in the postseason again.
"I'm not sure it has the same feel that O and Sid have of when they came into the league and these teams and how much history we have -- battles every year being in the same division but then also into the playoffs," Carbery said. "It's been impressive to watch from afar. And now being involved in it, you can feel there's a little bit more added to each game that the Pens and Caps suit up."
There will be more added Thursday night -- again. Maybe they won't each hang a hat trick on the other as they did in those 2009 playoffs. But who's to say? That the two have combined for five Hart Trophies, four Stanley Cups, 1,437 goals, 1,693 assists and just about as many highlights shows their statistical legacy in a league to which they each laid waste. That it's 2024 and they're still the leading men on teams they have carried for two decades may be more impressive.
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Tour de France champion Jonas Vingegaard injured in multi-cyclist crash
A scary incident during a tour in Spain also resulted in major injuries to other competitors and could impair Vingegaard's ability to win a third straight Tour de France.
By Des Bieler | 2024-04-05

Jonas Vingegaard's team said that the 27-year-old Dane suffered a broken collarbone and "several" broken ribs. (Miguel Riopa/AFP via Getty Images)


Jonas Vingegaard, the two-time reigning Tour de France champion, was badly injured in a multi-cyclist crash Thursday during a race in Spain.
Several other top names in the sport were also hurt as a number of competitors in the Itzulia Basque Country event skidded off the road at a sharp turn during a descent.
Vingegaard's team said that the 27-year-old Dane suffered a broken collarbone and "several" broken ribs. He was set to remain in a hospital as a precaution, said Team Visma | Lease a Bike, after abandoning the multistage race.
Also forced to abandon were Remco Evenepoel, who suffered a broken collarbone and right scapula in the incident, and Olympic gold medalist Primoz Roglic, the race leader who was said to have avoided any fractures. Vingegaard, Evenepoel and Roglic entered the day in second, third and sixth place, respectively, in the International Cycling Union's world rankings.
Vingegaard was shown on a race telecast being taken to an ambulance on a stretcher while wearing an oxygen mask and a neck brace. Other cyclists were initially strewn along the bend in the course in various degrees of physical distress.
An American cyclist, Sean Quinn, suffered a concussion in addition to a broken sternum and abrasions, according to his team. Others notably injured in the crash included Jay Vine, who suffered spinal and cervical fractures, and Steff Cras, who was listed with vertebral and rib fractures, as well as with "several hematomas."
Cyclists Alexander Cepeda, Quinten Hermans and Natnael Tesfatsion were also involved in the crash.
Thursday's stage, the fourth of six as the race winds through Basque country in northern Spain, was altered after the incident to remove a section involving a mountain pass. Ultimately, the rest of the stage was neutralized, with times recorded in it not counting toward the general classification. The six cyclists leading the peloton when the crash unfolded just behind them were allowed to compete for a sprint finish. Louis Meintjes won the stage, while Mattias Skjelmose rose to the top of the overall standings.
"It's a sad day. I wish all the guys who crashed all the best and wish them a fast recovery," Skjelmose said afterward. "My mind is with the guys who crashed, and right now I am not thinking about the leader's jersey."
It remains to be seen if Vingegaard, who came into the Basque tour off a win in the Tirreno-Adriatico race, can recover in time to try to win the Tour de France for a third year in a row. Cycling's top event will start in Italy on June 29 and end, for the first time in a century, in a locale other than Paris (the final stage this year will take place in Nice) because of the Olympics.
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USWNT planning to play final Olympic tuneup at Audi Field 
The USWNT's July 16 friendly -- against an opponent that has not been finalized -- would occur just days before the Olympic group-play opener against Morocco or Zambia.
By Steven Goff | 2024-04-04

The U.S. women's national team, featuring forward Sophia Smith, will head to Paris this summer seeking its first Olympic gold medal since 2012. (Harry How/Getty Images)


The U.S. women's national soccer team is close to a deal to play its final Olympic tuneup at Audi Field, people briefed on the negotiations said Wednesday.
The July 16 friendly -- against an opponent that has not been finalized -- would occur nine days before the Americans' Olympic group-play opener against Morocco or Zambia. It also would serve as the second game of a send-off tour -- the first is July 13 vs. Mexico at Red Bull Arena in Harrison, N.J. -- before the delegation travels to France seeking its first gold medal since 2012 and its fifth overall.
Negotiations between the U.S. Soccer Federation, the sport's domestic governing body, and D.C. United, which owns Audi Field, have been ongoing and are nearing completion, said two people, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because they were not authorized to discuss the matter.
The women's team's visit would come about five weeks after the U.S. men play a pre-Copa America friendly against Colombia on June 8 at the Washington Commanders' stadium in Landover. Ticket sales for that match have surpassed 35,000, organizers said.

Fans cheer as the U.S. women play at Audi Field in 2022. (Jonathan Newton/The Washington Post)


The U.S. women last played at Audi Field in September 2022, a 2-1 victory over Nigeria in a friendly that drew 18,869 spectators. They have a 14-1-0 record in the D.C. area, the loss coming to France in March 2017 at RFK Stadium.
This summer's match would culminate domestic Olympic preparations that began under interim coach Twila Kilgore last fall and will transition to Emma Hayes in June. Hayes will step into the role after completing her tenure with English club Chelsea.
Kilgore's final two games before becoming Hayes's assistant will come at the SheBelieves Cup: vs. Japan on Saturday in Atlanta, then vs. Canada or Brazil on Tuesday in Columbus, Ohio.
Hayes's first games are against South Korea on June 1 in the Denver suburb of Commerce City, Colo., and June 4 in St. Paul, Minn. She will then finalize the 18-player roster, plus alternates.
The U.S. program has won the most Olympic gold medals and finished second once but lost in the quarterfinals in 2016 and in the semifinals in 2021. With games spread throughout France before culminating at Parc des Princes in Paris, the Americans will play Group B matches in the southern cities of Nice and Marseille (twice).
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Mississippi adds women's basketball coach who faced bullying allegations
Quentin Hillsman resigned as Syracuse's women's basketball coach after being accused of of bullying and threatening players. 
By Cindy  Boren | 2024-04-05

Mississippi Coach Yolett McPhee-McCuin cited a relationship of "over 20 years" as the basis for hiring Quentin Hillsman, who resigned as Syracuse coach amid troubling allegations three years ago. (Nick Lisi/Associated Press)


Mississippi women's basketball coach Yolett McPhee-McCuin added to her coaching staff, hiring an assistant who resigned three years ago as Syracuse's head coach over allegations of bullying and threatening players and behaving improperly toward them.
McPhee-McCuin said her decision to hire Quentin Hillsman was partly because she had known him "for over 20 years."
But in 2021, nine former players and 19 others, including staff and team managers, told reporters for the Athletic of incidents that included threatening players verbally, sometimes with vulgarities; making them uncomfortable by kissing their foreheads; hiring a staff member previously accused of sexual harassment who made players and managers uncomfortable; and refusing players' requests for water after running sprints.
An outside firm was hired by Syracuse to investigate the allegations, revealing that "a concerning number of players and managers who came forward described an unhealthy environment and culture," although a number of players had positive experiences.
The program had one of the highest transfer rates in the country, with 12 players leaving after the 2020-21 season. That group included Kamilla Cardoso, who transferred to South Carolina after her freshman season.
Other former players, including Tiana Mangakahia, defended Hillsman, Mangakahia tweeting in 2021, "It's sad when you don't get what you want (minutes/contracts after college) you accuse others of things to make them look bad." A spokesperson for Mississippi told the Clarion-Ledger in a statement that McPhee-McCuin had "firsthand knowledge" of Hillsman's character and that others vouched for him.
"As with all new campus hires, the university conducted its standard vetting procedure on Coach Hillsman, including a comprehensive background check. Additionally, our coaching staff has maintained a close relationship with Coach Hillsman for decades and knows firsthand the type of coach and person that he is," the statement said.
"Others in the industry have expressed the same sentiment on his high character and productive contributions at past institutions. From Coach Hillsman's arrival on our campus, it has been evident that he is not only an outstanding coach but a family man that will make a positive impact on our program and community."
Hillsman had a 319-169 record over 15 seasons at Syracuse, leading the team to the kind of success the men's team had long experienced. The Orange advanced to the NCAA tournament eight times and to the national championship game, losing to U-Conn. in 2016. He was an assistant coach with the Orange for one year and also was an assistant at Alabama, American, Siena and St. Mary's (Md.). He was a high school coach at the Patterson School in Lenoir, N.C., Laurinburg Institute (N.C.), and Newport School in Silver Spring, Md. A Suitland, Md., native, he graduated from St. Mary's College in 1993 after leading the Seahawks to two Capital Athletic Conference championships.
McPhee-McCuin, who was named the Rebels' coach in 2018, cited Hillsman's success and her a long relationship with him as a reason for hiring him.
"I am very pleased to be able to hire a coach with the pedigree and experience of Quentin Hillsman," she said in a statement. "He is an excellent teacher of the game and also a strong recruiter at both the national and international levels. I have known Quentin for over 20 years, and I am confident that he will be a tremendous addition to my coaching staff."
Former players told the Athletic a different story, saying he often threatened them using profanity. "The way he threatened us, like we all knew he would never physically harm us, but he'd always be talking about beating our a----," one unnamed former player said. "Like, 'I'll f--- you guys up. I'll f--- you up. It's gonna be your a-- if you f--- this up.'"
One unnamed player told the Athletic she felt violated after Hillsman wrapped his arms around her from behind, placing his hands near her pelvic region before brushing it off as a joke in an incident witnessed by two players.
Kelsey Bone, who played at South Carolina and Texas A&M and formerly in the WNBA, tweeted her surprise at Mississippi's hire.
ESPN's Michael Voepel, who covers women's college basketball, the WNBA and volleyball, called the hire "distressingly irresponsible."
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Alex Morgan, Lindsey Horan denounce teammate's anti-LGBTQ+ online activity
Midfielder Lindsey Horan and forward Alex Morgan made an unscheduled appearance on a video call with reporters.
By Steven Goff | 2024-04-04

Korbin Albert, left, wards off Brazil's Gabi Nunes in the Concacaf W Gold Cup final in San Diego last month. (Sean M. Haffey/Getty Images)


Two veteran players on the U.S. women's national soccer team Wednesday denounced teammate Korbin Albert's social media activity that supported anti-LGBTQ+ content, calling it "extremely, extremely sad."
Midfielder Lindsey Horan and forward Alex Morgan made an unscheduled appearance on a video call with reporters ahead of the SheBelieves Cup opener Saturday against Japan in Atlanta.
"We've worked extremely hard to uphold the integrity of this national team through all of the generations, and we are extremely, extremely sad this standard was not upheld," Horan said. "Our fans and our supporters feel like this is a team they can rally behind, and it's so important they feel -- and continue to feel -- undeniably heard and seen."
Morgan added: "We stand by maintaining a safe and respectful space, especially as allies and members of the LGBTQ+ community. This platform has given us an opportunity to highlight causes that matter to us -- something we never take for granted. And we'll keep using this platform to give attention to causes that are important to us."
Morgan and Horan, who served as the team's captains at the 2023 World Cup in New Zealand and Australia, declined to take questions.

"We've worked extremely hard to uphold the integrity of this national team through all of the generations, and we are extremely, extremely sad this standard was not upheld," Lindsey Horan said. (Kevin C. Cox/Getty Images) 


Albert, a 20-year-old midfielder who made her national team debut in November, is participating in this training camp, which opened Monday and will run through the tournament's final day of matches Tuesday in Columbus, Ohio. She has practiced with the team for several days and wasn't disciplined, the U.S. Soccer Federation confirmed.
Albert, who plays for French club Paris Saint-Germain and appears to have a good chance of making the U.S. Olympic squad this summer, apologized on Instagram last Thursday and directly to her U.S. teammates when camp opened.
"We've had internal discussions around the situation, and that will stay within the team," Morgan said. "But one thing also to note is that we have never shied away from hard conversations within this team."
Over the years, many U.S. players have spoken in support of the LGBTQ+ community and on other issues.
Albert garnered attention last week after her social media activity circulated online. According to reports, she reposted a Christian sermon on TikTok that said being gay and "feeling transgender" were wrong. She also liked an Instagram post that mocked Megan Rapinoe's reaction after she tore an Achilles' tendon early in the NWSL championship game.

Over the years, Megan Rapinoe and many other U.S. players have spoken in support of the LGBTQ+ community and on other issues. (Kamil Krzaczynski/Agence France-Presse/Getty Images) 


On social media, many players condemned Albert's activity. In her own post, Rapinoe wrote: "For people who want to hide behind 'my beliefs,' I would just ask one question, are you making any type of space safer, more inclusive, more whole, any semblance of better, bringing the best out of anyone? Because if you aren't, all you believe in is hate. And Kids are literally killing themselves because of this hate. Wake TF up!"
Rapinoe signed the note with "Yours Truly #15" -- the number she wore during her decorated U.S. career and Albert wore at the Concacaf W Gold Cup last month.
"Liking and sharing posts that are offensive, insensitive and hurtful was immature and disrespectful which was never my intent," Albert said in an apology posted to Instagram. "I'm really disappointed in myself and am deeply sorry for the hurt that I have caused to my teammates, other players, fans, friends and anyone who was offended."
The former Notre Dame star represented the United States at the 2022 Under-20 World Cup in Costa Rica. Since her promotion to the senior squad, Albert has impressed with her footwork, decision-making and passing. She started five of six matches at the W Gold Cup and logged 90 minutes in the championship victory over Brazil on March 10 in San Diego.
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Sports TV and radio listings for D.C. region
Channels and times for today's games.
By Washington Post staff | 2024-04-05
MLB
1 p.m. Toronto at New York Yankees >>> MLB Network
4 p.m. Baltimore at Pittsburgh >>> MASN2, WSBN (630 AM)
4 p.m. Tampa Bay at Colorado >>> MLB Network
6:30 p.m. Philadelphia at Washington >>> MASN, WJFK (106.7 FM)
9:30 p.m. Boston at Los Angeles Angels >>> MLB Network
NBA
7 p.m. Portland at Washington >>> Monumental Sports Network 2, WTEM (980 AM)
7:30 p.m. Sacramento at Boston >>> NBA TV
10 p.m. Minnesota at Phoenix >>> NBA TV
NHL
7 p.m. Washington at Carolina >>> Monumental Sports Network
NCAA WOMEN'S BASKETBALL TOURNAMENT, FINAL FOUR
7 p.m. South Carolina vs. North Carolina State >>> ESPN
9:30 p.m. Iowa vs. Connecticut >>> ESPN
MEN'S COLLEGE BASKETBALL
6:30 p.m. Division I All-Star Game >>> CBS Sports Network
AUTO RACING
3 p.m. NASCAR Truck Series: Long John Silver's 200, qualifying >>> Fox Sports 1
5 p.m. NASCAR Xfinity Series: Dude Wipes 250, qualifying >>> Fox Sports 1
7:30 p.m. NASCAR Truck Series: Long John Silver's 200 >>> Fox Sports 1
10:30 p.m. Formula One: Japanese Grand Prix, practice >>> ESPNU
2 a.m. (Saturday) Formula One: Japanese Grand Prix, qualifying >>> ESPNU
GOLF
10:30 a.m. Korn Ferry Tour: Club Car Championship, second round >>> Golf Channel
1:30 p.m. Augusta National Women's Amateur, third round >>> Golf Channel
4 p.m. PGA Tour: Texas Open, second round >>> Golf Channel
7 p.m. LPGA Tour: Match Play, third day >>> Golf Channel
SOCCER
3 p.m. French Ligue 1: Marseille at Lille >>> beIN Sports
TENNIS
11 a.m. WTA: Charleston Open, quarterfinals >>> Tennis Channel
6 p.m. WTA: Charleston Open, quarterfinals >>> Tennis Channel
WOMEN'S HOCKEY
11 a.m. IIHF world championship, Group B: Sweden vs. China >>> NHL Network
7 p.m. IIHF world championship, Group A: United States vs. Czech Republic >>> NHL Network
PROFESSIONAL LACROSSE
9 p.m. NLL: Buffalo at Colorado >>> ESPNU
COLLEGE BASEBALL
7 p.m. Wake Forest at Virginia Tech >>> ACC Network
8 p.m. Vanderbilt at LSU >>> SEC Network
COLLEGE SOFTBALL
6 p.m. Missouri at Arkansas >>> SEC Network
6:30 p.m. Oklahoma at Texas >>> ESPNU
COLLEGE GYMNASTICS
8 p.m. Big Ten championships, team >>> Big Ten Network
BOYS' BASKETBALL -- HIGH SCHOOL NATIONALS, SEMIFINALS
2:30 p.m. Paul VI vs. Link Academy (Mo.) >>> ESPN2
4:30 p.m. Columbus (Fla.) vs. Montverde Academy (Fla.) >>> ESPN2
GIRLS' BASKETBALL -- HIGH SCHOOL NATIONALS, SEMIFINALS
10:30 a.m. Grayson (Ga.) vs. IMG Academy (Fla.) >>> ESPNU
12:30 p.m. Long Island Lutheran (N.Y.) vs. Montverde Academy (Fla.) >>> ESPNU
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Former Cardinals executive sues team, Michael Bidwill after arbitration award
Terry McDonough filed a suit Wednesday. Las week, an NFL arbitrator awarded him $3 million in damages for "defamatory statements" the Cardinals made about him.
By Mark Maske, Nicki Jhabvala | 2024-04-04

Cardinals owner Michael Bidwill attends a December 2022 game in Denver. (David Zalubowski/AP)


A former Arizona Cardinals executive filed a lawsuit this week against the Cardinals and their owner, Michael Bidwill, less than a week after an NFL arbitrator awarded the executive $3 million for "defamatory statements" the team made about him.
Attorneys for Terry McDonough and two of his family members filed the lawsuit Wednesday in Maricopa County (Ariz.) Superior Court. The suit names Bidwill, the Cardinals, external public relations adviser James McCarthy and his firm, CounterPoint Strategies, lawyers representing the team and unnamed others as defendants. It seeks unspecified damages for alleged defamation, negligence and intentional infliction of emotional distress.
The lawsuit alleges Bidwill "hired a public relations firm to dig up dirt on Terry McDonough and to spread lies about Terry and his family." It also says that Bidwill "repeatedly lied, in sworn testimony" both during a deposition and "before an Arbitrator duly appointed" by NFL Commissioner Roger Goodell.
"If a player, team employee, coach, team executive or league employee committed the above egregious acts, they would be immediately and severely disciplined by Commissioner Goodell," the lawsuit says. "To date, despite knowing all of the above facts, Commissioner Goodell has done nothing to discipline Bidwill and the Cardinals."
The Cardinals said in a statement issued Thursday through a spokesman: "We are aware of the complaint but have no additional comment as it is an active legal matter."
On Monday, two days before the lawsuit was filed, McDonough's attorneys filed a 62-page decision issued Friday by NFL arbitrator Jeffrey A. Mishkin in U.S. District Court for the District of Arizona in a motion for confirmation of the arbitration award.
"Mr. McDonough has proven his claim for defamation," Mishkin wrote.
The Cardinals said in a statement Monday: "We are pleased with the arbitrator's decision dismissing all of Terry McDonough's employment claims and finding that there was nothing improper about his dismissal from the team. As for Mr. McDonough's other claim, we respect the arbitrator's determination that our initial statement went too far. We accept responsibility for that statement and are grateful that the arbitration is now resolved."
Mishkin awarded McDonough $600,000 in damages for emotional distress, $150,000 in damages for harm to reputation and punitive damages of $2.25 million.
"Here, Mr. McDonough has proven by clear and convincing evidence that Respondents, consciously and deliberately, intended to cause him harm in publishing the defamatory statements," Mishkin wrote of the punitive damages. "After receiving the draft demand for arbitration from Claimant's counsel, Respondents began searching Mr. McDonough's emails and files for potential content to include in the CounterPoint Statement."
Mishkin dismissed McDonough's contract-related claims and ordered him to pay the Cardinals $45,000.
McDonough filed the arbitration demand last year to Goodell. In it, McDonough accused the team and Bidwill of "illegal and retaliatory mistreatment" and of attempting to "cheat" on the terms of a general manager's suspension.
McDonough alleged that Bidwill "cursed at, berated, and formally reprimanded McDonough, and ultimately demoted him" after McDonough and former Cardinals coach Steve Wilks refused to participate in a "scheme hatched by Bidwill to utilize burner phones to communicate" with Steve Keim, then suspended as the team's GM, during training camp in 2018. Neither McDonough nor Wilks "wanted to cheat by communicating with Keim" in violation of his suspension terms, the arbitration demand said.
McDonough's defamation allegations were related to a statement the Cardinals released in response to the arbitration demand. The team attributed the statement to McCarthy and said: "We are reluctantly obliged to provide a public response along with broader context for some disappointing and irresponsible actions by Terry McDonough. Claims he has made in an arbitration filing are wildly false, reckless, and an opportunistic ploy for financial gain."
The Cardinals also said in that statement: "We have alerted the league about Terry's maneuvering and provided them with specific details on the distortions that he has put forward. Additionally in recent days we have learned of disturbing allegations of extreme domestic violence by Terry, as detailed below in this response."
Mishkin, the arbitrator appointed by the NFL to resolve the case, wrote in Friday's decision: "Like his intentional infliction of emotional distress claim, [McDonough] now focuses his defamation claim entirely on the CounterPoint Statement, and, in particular, 'on three statements [therein]. One, that McDonough financially cut off his special needs daughter; two, that McDonough abandoned responsibility for his special needs daughter; and three, that McDonough perpetrated acts of 'extreme domestic violence.' "
Mishkin wrote that McDonough had "proven that Respondents' defamatory statements have caused harm to his reputation."
The arbitrator wrote in the decision that McDonough "unequivocally asserts that the statements in the CounterPoint Statement are false." Mishkin also wrote he concluded that McDonough had "proven that the Respondents made 'false statements' as required for his defamation claim."
According to Monday's federal court filing, McDonough had sought special damages of $15 million for lost future earnings, general damages of $10 million for emotional distress and $10 million for reputational harm, and punitive damages of $60 to $90 million.
Mishkin wrote in Friday's arbitration decision that McDonough had "failed to prove his claims" for retaliation under the Arizona Employment Protection Act, intentional infliction of emotional distress and invasion of privacy. The arbitrator dismissed those claims and ordered McDonough to pay the Cardinals $20,000 "as contribution towards their attorneys' fees as a sanction for Mr. McDonough's breach of the Confidentiality Order" and $25,000 "as contribution towards their attorneys' fees incurred in successful defense of Mr. McDonough's contract-based claims."
McDonough alleged in his original arbitration demand that when he expressed his concerns to Bidwill on the practice field at training camp, Bidwill "stopped McDonough from speaking and started screaming at him at a high volume, accusing McDonough of insubordination and telling McDonough that he didn't 'like his attitude.' " The next day, according to the arbitration demand, Bidwill "summoned McDonough to his office and told McDonough he was 'writing him up' for unprofessional conduct in the workplace as a result of the discussion on the practice field the day before and an alleged argument [the previous month] between McDonough and Steve Keim."
According to the arbitration demand, "Bidwill's mistreatment of McDonough is ongoing and continues to this day" and is "consistent with a pattern of workplace misconduct by Bidwill that is endemic and the hallmark of his stewardship of the storied Cardinals franchise."
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Elon Musk's X restores free blue check marks. Here's what it means.
Elon Musk's X, formerly Twitter, is giving "complimentary" Premium subscriptions with blue check marks to high-profile users. But they're not all thrilled. 
By Chris Velazco | 2024-04-05

Signs mark reserved seating for representatives of X, formerly known as Twitter, at a Senate Judiciary Committee hearing on Capitol Hill on Jan. 31. (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)


This week, some users on Elon Musk's X found a surprise waiting for them when they logged in: a blue check mark.
"As an influential member of the community on X, we've given you a complimentary subscription to X Premium," the accompanying notification read.
Some recipients were previously verified under the earlier Twitter regime, only to have their original blue checks removed after a rule change that X owner Elon Musk instituted last year. Some were angry to see them. And many are just confused by it all.
"Question," wrote CNN anchor Sara Sidner in an X post on Thursday. "Where did this blue check suddenly come from?"
It's all thanks to a policy change Musk announced last month, but its impact was delayed: Many eligible accounts were only notified that they would be verified this week.
Here's what you should know.
All kinds of folks. Popular YouTubers, content creators, industry analysts, artists, journalists, researchers, Luke Skywalker and many other accounts with large followings have reported being granted a complimentary blue check in the last few days.
But even if you already have a big audience on X, you shouldn't expect to be given a verified blue check unless a significant portion of your followers are paying X customers.
In late March, Musk said on X that, going forward, all accounts with over 2,500 verified subscriber followers would get "Premium features" -- including that blue check -- for free. Accounts with more than 5,000 verified followed, meanwhile, would get access to X's Premium Plus features, which among other things include ad-free X use.
Since then, neither Musk nor the company's spokespeople have commented to clarify those criteria. But from what we can tell, the key words here are "verified subscriber" -- that refers to X users who already pay at least $8 per month for the platform's Premium service. (Unfortunately, the platform doesn't offer a count of one's verified followers, so checking for yourself can be tricky.)
What's less clear is whether accounts with gold check marks (granted to official organizations on the platform) or gray check marks (which denote government organizations and officials) contribute to that count.
For one, X reserves the right to cancel those free Premium subscriptions at its sole discretion. In other words: X giveth, and X can taketh away.
X's blue checks also don't quite mean what they used to; before, they were signifiers of a person's authenticity and notability.
That's not to say everyone is upset to see them. Erin Brockovich -- yes, that Erin Brockovich -- said in a post Thursday that she finds the free blue check "oddly satisfying," if only because it means the company on some level "caved."
As a result, some high-profile X users who have recently been verified have sought to put some distance between themselves and the new blue checks they've been unilaterally granted.
Mark Hamill, best known for playing Star Wars' Luke Skywalker, asked his followers on Wednesday not to judge him for sporting a complimentary blue check mark.
Timnit Gebru, the AI ethicist who serves as the executive director of the Distributed AI Research Institute, told The Washington Post that she hid the blue check to avoid the appearance of endorsing "anything" Musk is doing. Eva Galperin, director of cybersecurity for the Electronic Frontier Foundation, hid her blue check for similar reasons.
"It is not possible to opt out of Premium, but at least I can make sure that no one mistakes me for a person who would give this place money," she said in a post on X.
The company did not respond to a request for comment on the reasons behind the move, but there are a few possibilities worth pointing out here.
First is the idea that X wants to use this new wave of popular, freshly verified accounts to heighten the prestige of being verified.
Karen North, a professor of digital social media at the University of Southern California's Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism, told The Post that "in a world where the celebrities and public figures refuse to pay for the check mark, then the verification loses its value."
With that in mind, X's move could sweeten the idea of a monthly fee to people who would like to be viewed as equivalent to some of X's highest-profile users.
Some on X speculated that this policy shift is intended to counter a technique known as "blue blocking," where people use browser extensions to automatically block verified X accounts.
By verifying a large number of popular accounts with no clear way to opt-out, users can't rely on this tactic to clean up their feeds without potentially blocking people they actually want to hear from.
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Big Tech usually dismisses fears that AI kills jobs. Now it's studying them.
Microsoft, Google, IBM, Cisco and others will produce a report on how AI might change tech jobs.
By Gerrit De Vynck | 2024-04-05

Long-held concerns about artificial intelligence taking away jobs from humans have grown more urgent as lawmakers debate how to legislate the tech. (Kacper Pempel/Reuters)


As artificial intelligence continues to envelop the tech industry, debates about how it will affect workers and the economy are ramping up. Big Tech companies that are investing heavily in the technology, including Google and Microsoft, are forming a group to study how artificial intelligence might affect technology jobs.
The group, led by telecommunications equipment maker Cisco, also includes IBM, chip maker Intel, business software company SAP and tech consultant Accenture. Unions including the American Federation of Labor-Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) and the Communications Workers of America (CWA) are listed as "advisors" to the group.
The rise of generative AI, like chatbots and image generators, has shaken the tech industry -- with many companies diving headlong into the tech, designing new artificial intelligence tools and causing executives to promise investors that the advancements will revolutionize the world and help them make lots of money. Long-held concerns about AI taking away jobs from humans have grown more urgent as lawmakers debate how to legislate the tech.
Some people who write for a living have already lost their jobs as companies turn to chatbots for advertising or social media copy. Hollywood writers won protections against being forced to work with AI-generated material as part of their new union contract last year. Many computer coders say they use AI to generate code, helping them move faster. A study released in 2023 by the Pew Research Center said around 20 percent of American employees are in jobs with "high exposure" to AI, such as tax preparers, copywriters and web developers.
But overall, it's unclear how or even if the AI revolution will meaningfully affect work. It's also uncertain what exactly this new group will do.
Cisco's announcement about the group said it will focus on producing a report with "actionable insights for business leaders and workers." It will study how AI might change work for 56 kinds of technology jobs, but the announcement does not detail what those jobs are. A spokesperson for Cisco said the companies are working to determine the jobs the report will focus on. Spokespeople for Google, Microsoft, CWA and AFL-CIO did not respond to requests for more information on the group.
Corporations often form working groups or write reports on issues facing their industries with the goal of swaying a debate in their favor. Tech companies have been among the biggest spenders on lobbying over the past decade, first as Congress tried to regulate social media and now as lawmakers turn their attention to AI.
Many tech executives have spoken publicly about "reskilling" or "upskilling" workers as the economy changes, essentially providing training for people to learn new skills. But those same companies have often laid off tens of thousands of employees.
During conference panels, interviews and earnings report calls, most AI company executives shrug off concerns about job losses. They argue that though the tech might replace some jobs, it will overwhelmingly make existing workers more efficient by taking away drudge work like reading long documents or sorting through databases. Google and Microsoft are pushing AI into their software tools, like Google Docs or Microsoft Outlook, pitching them as being able to write emails or summarize meeting notes.
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Are walking pads worth it? Why I'm never leaving my desk treadmill.
TikTok fitness trends deserve skepticism. But walking pads can have real benefits for mood and focus.
By Tatum Hunter | 2024-04-05

(Illustration by Elena Lacey/The Washington Post; iStock)


SAN FRANCISCO -- During a regular day in the office, I last about five minutes at my desk. Then I get antsy and move to the table in the office kitchen. Then to the conference room. Then back to the kitchen.
For whatever reason, deskbound work is a challenge for me. At home, I rotate from the couch to the floor to the roof of my apartment, stopping at intervals to pick at my cuticles and wonder why I can't sit still like a normal person. If only there were some type of human-size hamster wheel I could install in the living room, I remarked grimly to my husband after another day nail biting and leg bouncing. Then in October, I opened TikTok and saw a woman on a walking pad.
In fitness corners of TikTok, the "walking pad" -- the treadmill's smaller, lighter cousin -- reigns supreme. One TikToker starts her day at 5 a.m., watching "Keeping Up With the Kardashians" from her walking pad. Another pledged to walk a half marathon during the workday. Internet searches for "walking desk" and "walking pad" spiked this year, as people on TikTok promoted the tiny treadmills. I bought one expecting some cautionary tale about the dangers of self-optimization and productivity culture -- then the thing remade my entire professional life. Suddenly, I could work in the same spot for hours with minimal damage to my cuticles and self esteem.
It's not just me: Early research suggests walking pads may help with mood and stress in the workplace, and some people credit their walking pads with improvements to their health, productivity or happiness.
But the walking pad's position in a long series of social media wellness trends deserves a raised eyebrow. Social media creators promote an endless stream of wellness products that are supposed to make us happier or skinnier. Plenty of walking pads will gather dust next to our vibration pads and gua sha sets. Plenty more will remain under our desks, pressuring us to overexert or joylessly count steps.
Walking pads aren't for everyone, but with some reflection, you can dodge the downsides and reap the benefits. Here's everything you need to know before diving in.
Burgeoning interest in portable treadmills is a testament to TikTok's power in influencing consumer trends, said Forrester vice president and principal analyst Dipanjan Chatterjee.
"We've seen the nature of product and brand discovery shift over the years, from Google searching to Amazon browsing to TikTok scrolling," Chatterjee said.

Moving my body on a walking pad helps me start new tasks and pay better attention during long calls.  (David Jones/The Washington Post) 


Videos promoting walking pads show people enjoying fitness on their own schedules -- which might mean during the workday or a reality TV marathon. Many of us became more sedentary during the pandemic, and walking pads look like an easy way to get back on our feet.
Prolonged sitting has been linked to early mortality, cardiovascular disease, diabetes, depression and anxiety, and even exhaustion and job dissatisfaction. Interrupting sedentary sessions with spurts of activity, meanwhile, has been shown to improve these measures of health.
To get those benefits, we need the time and space to move. In 2020, researchers at the University of California at Los Angeles asked students and faculty members why they were sedentary much of the day. Participants cited "environmental constraints" and "social acceptability." (In other words, doing jumping jacks in the library or cafeteria is embarrassing.)
Enter the walking pad, which lets you move around without stopping your task or changing locations.
Psychologists have long theorized that before we can pay attention, we need some arousal or stimulation. Too little arousal, and we're distracted. Too much, and we're overwhelmed.
That process works the same for everyone, but the amount of stimulation we need to focus varies. It's why some people need background noise to focus, while others prefer silence.
For some of us, walking while working will be a helpful source of stimulation. For others, juggling both tasks will feel impossible. If you're hoping a walking desk would help you stay energized at work, make sure to test that theory before you buy. Visit a friend with a walking pad or bring your laptop to the gym. Can you work and walk at the same time?
Generally, walking pad sessions are good for simple or repetitive tasks, said productivity researcher Lucas Miller, who teaches at the University of California at Berkeley. Catching up on your email? Yes. Drafting an important presentation? Less so. The more weighty or important your brain perceives a task to be, the harder it gets to deal with the extra stimulation, Miller said.
Carver Bain, a 26-year-old writer in San Diego, said he struggles to stay focused, especially while he reads. He started wanting a walking pad after attending an event where author Ann Patchett said she wrote the entirety of her novel "Tom Lake" on a treadmill. (A representative for Patchett confirmed the detail.)
Bain decided to test Patchett's strategy: He brought his book outside and walked around the neighborhood while he read -- being extra careful before crossing the street, he noted.
The hack worked, Bain said, and now he's considering a walking pad more seriously. "When my body is occupied doing something, I'm not thinking, 'What's on my phone?'"
Making exercise easier and more accessible is a smart way to boost our activity levels, said Michelle Segar, a researcher at University of Michigan and author of "The Joy Choice: How to Finally Achieve Lasting Changes in Eating and Exercise." For decades, the fitness industry has pushed the long-term health benefits of exercise, but that hasn't motivated many Americans to participate, Segar said. Perhaps there's a better, more immediate approach.
"Look at it like a wine tasting," she said. "We experiment, we savor, we use self-awareness to say, 'How does this taste? How does this feel? Do I like it?'"
Future-oriented goals such as weight loss -- or matching the routine of a TikTok fitness influencer -- are liable to kill any joy you might get from the walking pad, Segar said. Instead, let yourself notice how your time on the pad makes you feel. Maybe you feel slightly less achey or a little bit proud of yourself. Those observations make you more likely to come back for more, Segar said.
If that fails, you can always engineer some joy with mood lighting, a big or little screen, your favorite beverage and some music. This TikTok user calls it "cozy cardio," complete with a pumpkin sugar candle.
Let's be clear: Your boss and colleagues have nothing to lose by supporting the accommodations that help you do your best work.
That said, the corporate world can be slow to change, and most people are unaccustomed to seeing a bobbing head on the Zoom grid. Talk to your team ahead of time and let them know why the walking desk is beneficial to your work. Maybe you'll decide to save the pad for your off-camera hours -- or double down and become the resident Walking Pad Guy.
In this case, don't worry about fancy brands. I got mine on Amazon for $195 after browsing the reviews on three models. Check that the item's dimensions will fit its intended space, then glance at the speed and weight limits.
Like BowFlex, ThighMaster and Peloton before it, the walking pad may be a fitness fad. But if you, like me, find it easier to get things done when you're moving, there's nothing quite like a portable hamster wheel.
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Tired of late messages from your boss? A new bill aims to make it illegal.
A California lawmaker wants to give workers the "right to disconnect," but his proposed bill faces opposition.
By Danielle Abril | 2024-04-04

(Washington Post illustration; iStock)


Your boss shoots you an instant message at 9 p.m. on a weekday, well after your quitting time, about something that can wait until the next day. Worried that your supervisor will get upset if you don't answer, you reopen your laptop and get back to work.
A California lawmaker wants to make it illegal for your boss to regularly contact you after hours, unless it's an emergency or to address work schedule issues. If the bill becomes law, any employer that violates it could face a fine of at least $100 per offense.
The proposed law, which would give California workers the legal "right to disconnect," comes as the norms around work have vastly changed because of the coronavirus pandemic. Technologies that were adopted to help employees connect to their managers and colleagues remain in place regardless of whether people are working remotely or from the office. As a result, workers are more connected than ever and often feel pressured to respond at all hours.
"Everyone is stressed out and works too much," said Thressa Pine-Smith, who lives in Oakland, Calif., and works for the Yuniverse, a corporate wellness program provider. Pine-Smith left a corporate job that was expected to be 40 hours a week yet turned out to be 60 hours, which burned her out. "We need tangible solutions to correct this."
More than half of workers respond to work messages outside of their normal hours, according to a 2023 survey from Pew Research Center. To mitigate burnout and improve productivity, worker advocates and lawmakers have been mulling policies such as four-day workweeks.
If passed, the California bill would require employers to establish a companywide policy on what their working hours are and how they will respect employees' "right to disconnect." The law would not supersede any collective bargaining contracts and applies only to salaried workers, as hourly and gig workers are protected by other laws. It's needed to keep laws up to date with the modern realities of work, said Matt Haney, a State Assembly member representing San Francisco who introduced the bill this week. Thirteen other countries, including France, Australia, Portugal and Canada, already have laws like this, he added.
"The villain here, if there had to be one, is not the bosses but really the technology," said Haney (D). "Everybody has a smartphone, so they're available 24/7, and that has led a lot of people to feel they can never turn off. Our laws are not updated to reflect that reality."
The bill has several steps and approvals to go through before landing in front of the governor, who would have until September to sign it into law. If it passes, it would go into effect in January. But the measure faces opposition from employers and other business advocates including the California Chamber of Commerce, which called the bill a "blanket rule" that's a "step backward for workplace flexibility" in a letter to Haney.
Ashley Hoffman, a policy advocate specializing in labor and employment and workers' compensation issues at the chamber, said the bill doesn't take into account the current state laws that protect workers, is too restrictive for employers, could become a legal nightmare and could infringe on how employees work.
"My concern is if employers have to keep tabs on employee schedules, employees may lose flexibility to do work when they want to," she said.
The chamber added the bill to its annual "job killer" list of proposed state regulations and plans to testify in opposition if the bill gets a hearing.
Natalie Pierce, chair of Silicon Valley-based law firm Gunderson Dettmer's employment and labor practice, said some of the issues with the bill cited by the chamber make it unlikely that it will become state law in its current form.
"Less than half of all bills introduced in California become law," she said. "If it does become law, I suspect it will be watered down with expanded exceptions and given greater clarity regarding its applicability."
She also said the aftermath of similar laws in other countries suggests that it may have limited practical effect on people's work habits.
Still, some workers say the law is needed at a time when many are burning out, which can lead to "quiet quitting," or doing the bare minimum. Others are reinforcing their limits.
"If anyone is contacting me outside hours, it has to be an emergency," said Rikeshia Davidson, a freelance recruiter in Mississippi. "I make those boundaries clear."
She sees the legislation as a potential way to protect employees' psychological health and lure workers, especially younger ones. She hopes states like hers could use such measures to keep talent from leaving the area.
But some leaders in start-up communities worry this law could be too broad and hurt industries that often have to address issues at odd hours or put in extra work before a product push.
California, "in its ongoing effort to destroy itself, is once again trying to ban startups," Michael Solana, chief marketing officer at San Francisco-based venture capital firm Founders Fund, said on X.
Haney thinks the bill is already being misconstrued and said that it would only require that companies be transparent about their expectations for working hours. Employers would still have the freedom to dictate their policy, which could include that employees be available around-the-clock, he said.
For workers like Pine-Smith of Oakland, the law could be a turning point in work culture.
"We have to work to live," she said. "But there are things we can do ... that can improve the experience for employees and can reduce stress, anxiety."
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N.Y. prison will let inmates go outdoors to view eclipse after lawsuit
Six inmates who sued New York's corrections department over plans to restrict prisoners to their cells during the eclipse will be allowed to watch outdoors. 
By Daniel Wu | 2024-04-05

(iStock) (iStock)


Six New York prison inmates who sued the state's corrections department over a planned lockdown that would have forced them indoors during Monday's solar eclipse will be allowed to view the celestial phenomenon outside under a settlement agreement, their attorneys announced Thursday.
The inmates at Woodbourne Correctional Facility in Sullivan County, N.Y., were objecting to a statewide plan to confine prisoners to their housing units for safety reasons from 2 p.m. to 5 p.m. on Tuesday  as millions are expected to gather to watch a total solar eclipse sweep across the United States. The lockdown violated their constitutional rights, the inmates argued, because they sought to watch the eclipse in the exercise of their religions.
Thursday's settlement affirmed that argument and could carry weight as the state evaluates other requests for religious accommodations to view the eclipse, attorneys for the inmates told The Washington Post.
"We are pleased that, in response to our lawsuit alleging religious discrimination, New York State has entered into a binding settlement agreement that will allow our six clients to view the solar eclipse in accordance with their sincerely held religious beliefs," Christopher L. McArdle, an attorney representing the inmates, said in a statement.
New York Department of Corrections and Community Supervision spokesperson Thomas Mailey said the department had begun reviewing religious accommodation requests for the six inmates before the lawsuit and decided to permit them to view the eclipse.
"The lawsuit came to an appropriate resolution," Mailey said in a statement.
The inmates, who argued that the event carried religious significance in Christianity, Islam, Santeria and atheism, will be allowed to watch the eclipse outdoors in the prison yard with safety glasses provided by the corrections department, said Madeline Byrd, another attorney for the inmates.
"It will definitely be the experience they asked for," Byrd said.
They previously faced the prospect of being confined to their housing units at Woodbourne on the day of the eclipse in the afternoon, when outdoor exercise is normally permitted, the inmates alleged in their lawsuit. Jeremy Zielinski, an atheist and one of the plaintiffs, was granted permission to view the eclipse on religious grounds in March before the statewide lockdown was announced, according to the lawsuit.
The corrections department is instituting the lockdown across its facilities for safety reasons and will distribute glasses for staff and inmates to "view the eclipse from their assigned work location or housing units," Mailey previously told The Post.
In statements filed in court, the six inmates explained why the solar eclipse would be an important occasion for their respective beliefs: as a time to perform a special Muslim prayer, a spectacle evoking a scene from the New Testament, and a gathering to celebrate science and reason.
They may not have been the only New York inmates challenging the lockdown under those grounds. Mailey said Thursday that his department had begun reviewing accommodation requests to view the eclipse, including requests from the Woodbourne inmates, before the lawsuit was filed. He did not respond to inquiries on how many other requests are under review and how many the department has granted or denied.
Byrd said she hoped Thursday's settlement would set a precedent for other inmates hoping to view the eclipse.
"We're hopeful [the corrections department] will do the right thing," Byrd said. "We're hopeful they will also review the other requests and grant them."
Dan Rosenzweig-Ziff and Justine McDaniel contributed to this report.
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A piece of metal tore through his roof. Was it junk from a space station?
NASA is investigating a piece of debris that struck Alejandro Otero's Florida home in March after speculation that it came from the International Space Station.
By Daniel Wu | 2024-04-04

The metal debris that fell through Alejandro Otero's roof on March 8, prompting speculation that it had tumbled from the International Space Station. (Alejandro Otero)


Alejandro Otero was traveling overseas when he received a panicked call from his son back home.
"He goes, 'Dad, are you guys sitting down?'" Otero recalled.
An object tumbling from the sky had struck Otero's Naples, Fla., house with a bang that startled his son. Otero cut his trip short and returned home to find a hole torn through his roof and second-story floor. The bewildered father searched for the culprit and found an unusual projectile -- a dense, cylindrical piece of charred metal a little smaller than a soup can -- lodged in a wall.
It didn't look like a normal piece of debris to Otero. He insisted: "I knew it was from outer space."
Otero's theory might not be far off. He learned after searching online that a pallet of old batteries jettisoned from the International Space Station in 2021 had been expected to reenter Earth's atmosphere on March 8, the day his house was struck. He connected with astrophysicists on social media, and together they wondered: Had his house been hit by a garbage disposal from orbit, several years in the making?
It was compelling enough to warrant NASA's attention. Investigators from the agency came to Otero's house last week to retrieve the metal cylinder and determine whether it came from the ISS.
"It's unreal," Otero said.
NASA spokesperson Josh Finch said the agency is analyzing the object at Florida's Kennedy Space Center to determine its origin.
If the debris did come from the ISS, Otero may have just been the victim of astronomically bad luck. It's common for NASA to toss its trash into space, where it is usually vaporized upon reentering Earth's atmosphere, Jonathan McDowell, an astrophysicist at the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics, wrote in an email.
But the load of space garbage whose reentry coincided with Otero's house being struck was particularly noteworthy. The haul -- a 2.9-ton pallet of old nickel-hydrogen batteries -- was the heaviest object ever jettisoned from the ISS when it was flung into space in March 2021, Gizmodo reported.
NASA had intended to load the old batteries in an unmanned cargo spacecraft for disposal, but a failed Soyuz rocket launch in 2018 snarled the schedule of spacewalks and departures from the ISS and forced astronauts to release the pallet into space on its own, according to Gizmodo.
That pallet was expected to orbit Earth harmlessly for several years before burning up in the atmosphere, according to a NASA news release from 2021. The U.S. Space Force tracked the pallet as it orbited the planet over the next few years, McDowell said. In early March, McDowell tweeted that the pallet was predicted to reenter Earth's atmosphere around March 8 -- and that some pieces of debris might survive reentry. Germany's Federal Office for Civil Protection and Disaster Relief issued a warning about the incoming debris, according to Space.com.
Otero's son wasn't hurt when the metal object struck his home, Otero said. Otero was compelled to investigate the source of the mystery projectile. He conversed with McDowell on social media and eventually connected with NASA. Agency representatives visited his house March 28 to retrieve the metal object, he said.
McDowell said he thinks there's a good chance the projectile that struck Otero's home did originate from the ISS, based on tracking of the space junk's descent, he said.
"Debris was probably scattered over a few hundred miles ... from mid-Gulf to Florida," McDowell said. "I think it very likely that [Otero's] object is indeed from the pallet."
After the investigation, Otero would like to keep his cosmic souvenir -- "I asked for that 100 times," he said. Otero said that while NASA's representatives were "shocked" and "apologetic" about his experience, they told him that they first needed to confirm that the debris was in fact the agency's property. They did not confirm whether they would return the object to Otero, he said.
"I'd love to keep it for all kinds of reasons, but I'm not holding my breath," Otero said.
As NASA investigates, Otero is also working to fix his house. He has contacted his insurance company about repairing his roof.
"I went on the website and filed the claim and had to click on what kind of damage it was," Otero said. There was no option that matched. "... I clicked 'other.'"
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Beyonce's 'Blackbird' cover 'awakens so much,' Little Rock Nine member says
The Little Rock Nine inspired the Beatles hit "Blackbird" in 1968. Beyonce covered the song on her new album, "Cowboy Carter."
By Kyle Melnick | 2024-04-04

In 1957, 101st Airborne Division members stood guard outside Central High School in Little Rock, where nine Black students were escorted into an all-White school. (AP)


When Melba Pattillo Beals heard Beyonce sing a line from the Beatles' "Blackbird" on her new album last week, she was transported back to a morning in September 1957, when she and eight other Black students arrived at an all-White Arkansas school.
You were only waiting for this moment to arise.
Beals, a member of the group known as the Little Rock Nine who integrated Central High School, had loved the 1968 Beatles hit from the first time she heard it -- long before she learned in 2016 that her story had inspired it.
The 82-year-old San Francisco resident said hearing Beyonce's rendition brought new meaning to the lyrics. As Beals streamed the song released Friday on Beyonce's new album, "Cowboy Carter," she felt empowered knowing that nearly 67 years ago, she helped desegregate schools.
"This song awakens so much," Beals said.

Melba Pattillo Beals. (University of San Francisco)


Beyonce's cover is one of several songs on her album that feature Black country music artists who perform in a genre that has long been dominated by White musicians and fans.
Beals said Beyonce's "Blackbiird" is a meaningful inclusion so many years after Paul McCartney wrote the lyrics based on the Little Rock Nine, who had to be escorted by military personnel as protesters surrounded their new school.
"Paul McCartney said by writing that song, 'I hear you. I may not be able to rescue you, but I hear you singing in your dark,'" she said.
MacKenzie Green, whose father, Ernest Green, is another member of the Little Rock Nine, called Beyonce's cover "one of the coolest things that has ever happened."
A die-hard Beyonce fan, MacKenzie was already anticipating the singer's new album when she saw "Blackbiird" on the track list last week. She described her excitement in a TikTok that has received more than 540,000 views.
She woke up at 5:30 a.m. on Friday and listened to "Blackbiird," crying so much that she said she barely heard the lyrics. MacKenzie said she believes Beyonce's song will help preserve the Little Rock Nine's memory.
"Finally, this moment has arrived where they are being embraced and given their flowers," she said.

Ernest Green's initials were engraved on a U.S. Navy ship in 2022. (MacKenzie Green)


The Little Rock Nine made history in 1957, three years after the Supreme Court deemed racial segregation in public schools unconstitutional. The NAACP recruited nine Black students to integrate Central High, but on what was supposed to be their first day, the Arkansas National Guard blocked them from entering the building.
President Dwight D. Eisenhower responded by ordering members of the Army's 101st Airborne Division to escort the students to and from class later that month. About 350 paratroopers and 80 police officers surrounded the building and contained a screaming mob.
But the nine students continued to be harassed. Beals said students sent flaming paper towels into her bathroom stall. She said a girl once sprayed acid into her eyes with a water gun, and another time, someone tried to throw a knife at her head.
Ernest Green, the lone senior of the Little Rock Nine, graduated in May 1958 with the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. in attendance, he told NBCUniversal in 2022. The Little Rock Nine attended Central High for one year before Gov. Orval Faubus (D) closed all of Little Rock's high schools for a year to try to prevent desegregation.
The nine students went their separate ways. Beals moved to Santa Rosa, Calif., to finish high school before starting a career as a journalist. Ernest studied sociology at Michigan State University.
When the Beatles released "Blackbird" in 1968, Beals, who still cried in the middle of the night from her experiences in Little Rock, related to the song's messages about enduring oppression. The lyrics reminded her of her grandmother, who encouraged her even as classmates threatened her in Little Rock.
Beals thought the song was about Black people's struggles, but McCartney revealed in 2016 that the Little Rock Nine themselves inspired it.
"This is, to me, where civil rights started," McCartney said at a concert that year in Little Rock. "We would see what was going on and sympathize with the people going through those struggles, and it made me want to write a song that if it ever got back to the people going through those struggles, it might just help them a little."
The song has reached a new audience since Beyonce released her rendition, which McCartney commended in a statement Thursday.
"It reinforces the civil rights message that inspired me to write the song in the first place," the statement said, later adding: "Anything my song and Beyonce's fabulous version can do to ease racial tension would be a great thing and makes me very proud."
Beals, who wrote multiple books about her experiences in Little Rock, said the song's messages are still relevant as some states have removed Black history courses in schools.
"I can fly wherever I want to fly now," Beals said. "But what I want is that generation of young people behind me to know the same thing."
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Truck crash hurls 77,000 'threatened' salmon into wrong creek
An Oregon wildlife truck crashed as it rounded a sharp turn, hurling thousands of spring Chinook salmon intended for the Imnaha river into Lookingglass Creek.
By Leo Sands | 2024-04-04

In this photo provided by the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife, a fish tanker truck carrying 102,000 spring Chinook smolts is overturned along Lookingglass Creek on March 29 near Lookingglass Hatchery in northeast Oregon. (Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife)


Wildlife officials hoping to replenish depleted salmon populations hurled tens of thousands of the young fish into a northeastern Oregon creek last week. The issue? It was the wrong waterway.
The accident happened Friday morning when a truck loaded with approximately 102,000 spring Chinook smolts rolled onto its roof and crashed as it failed to round a sharp bend, Oregon's Department of Fish and Wildlife said in a statement. The truck slid down the rocky embankment, emptying the tanker of the majority of its cargo into Lookingglass Creek, a tributary of the Grande Ronde River.
Wildlife officials had intended to release the salmon into Oregon's Imnaha River instead, more than 50 miles away.
"About 77,000 smolts made it into the creek when the tanker overturned," the department said.
Some 25,529 other young salmon were less lucky. They died, and their carcasses were collected from the tanker and the rocky streambank after the crash, the statement said.
The state wildlife department employee who was driving the 53-foot truck was safe and received only minor injuries, the statement added.
The Snake River Chinook salmon is listed as a threatened species under the Endangered Species Act.

In this photo provided by the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife, juvenile salmon cover the side of Lookingglass Creek after a fish tanker truck carrying 102,000 spring Chinook smolts crashed on March 29 near Lookingglass Hatchery in northeast Oregon. (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service)


Officials from the Nez Perce Tribe assisted the cleanup operation by helping to collect, count and analyze information from tags on the dead fish, which the department said would help with assessments on the impact of the accident on future salmon populations. Since 1855, the Nez Perce Tribe has held treaty fishing rights in the area.
The loss represents around one-fifth of the total number of salmon wildlife officials had intended to release into Oregon's Imnaha river over the course of the year, as part of the Lower Snake River Compensation plan to replenish depleted stocks and boost numbers for fishing.
The fish were reared in Oregon's nearby Lookingglass Hatchery, which was established in 1982 to compensate for losses in the salmon population as a result of the construction of four federal dams on the lower Snake River. The facility incubates eggs and rears juvenile salmon until they are ready to be transferred to a satellite facility that acclimates them in preparation for release into the Imnaha river system.
Chinook salmon live in both fresh and saltwater -- making them anadromous. After spending the first few months to years of their life in freshwater streams and rivers, they develop into "smolts" -- at which stage they instinctively know to travel long distances downstream to the Pacific Ocean to feed and grow. The salmon eventually return to their original freshwater habitat, where they use up their remaining energy reserves to dig nests and spawn before dying.
Scientists believe salmon navigate by using the earth's magnetic field as a form of compass, which they use to retrace their route to the river they came from. After finding the right river, they use smell to guide their way back to their home stream, according to the United States Geological Survey.
As a result of last week's truck crash, Oregon wildlife officials said they expect to see between 500 to 900 fewer adult fish returning in 2026 and 2027.
"The 77,000 fish that made it into Lookingglass Creek will likely return there and produce approximately 350-700 additional adults," the statement said.
Chinook are the largest species of salmon in North America, giving them the name King Salmon. The fish can grow up to 58 inches in length and weigh as much as 126 pounds.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2024/04/04/chinook-spring-smolt-crash-river/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



At age 11, his passion is Pearl Harbor. He's raised nearly $100,000.
"After I finished the project, all I wanted to talk about was Pearl Harbor," said Harrison Johnson, 11, about his school assignment.  
By Sydney Page | 2024-04-04

Harrison Johnson at a Memorial Day fundraiser in Raleigh, N.C. Over the past two years, the 11-year-old has raised more than $92,000 for Pacific Historic Parks. (Courtesy of Clinton Johnson)


Harrison Johnson first learned about the attack on Pearl Harbor in third grade, when he was assigned a research project on the subject.
"I was so drawn into it, and I noticed that other children in my neighborhood didn't know much about it," said Harrison, 11, who lives in North Raleigh, N.C. "After I finished the project, all I wanted to talk about was Pearl Harbor."
For the past two years, Harrison has made it his mission to raise $100,000 to promote Pearl Harbor awareness. He has nearly reached his goal.
"It feels very, very good," said Harrison.
He's gone door-to-door around Raleigh and hosted community events, and so far has collected more than $92,000 for Pacific Historic Parks, a nonprofit in Waipio, Hawaii, that supports historical sites including the Pearl Harbor National Memorial.
Harrison visited the memorial on the island of Oahu with his mother in April 2022, while he was working on his Pearl Harbor research project.
"It was like everything I learned about fit together," Harrison said. "I was at the place where it all happened; it was like a story book."

Harrison at the Pearl Harbor National Memorial in April 2022. (Cheznee Johnson)


He spoke with staff on-site and tried to take in as much information as he could.
"He went from person to person," said Cheznee Johnson, Harrison's mother.
After the trip, Harrison made an announcement to his parents: "I'm going to raise $100,000." They tried to persuade him to set a more modest goal.
"We know what it takes to raise that kind of money," said Cheznee Johnson. "We were trying to level set."
Harrison refused to adjust his ambitions.

Harrison reading a sign at the Pearl Harbor National Memorial. (Cheznee Johnson)


Harrison confidently called Aileen Utterdyke, the CEO and president of Pacific Historic Parks.
"You don't see children these days who are that engaged and passionate about history," she said. "This young man was totally different."
Harrison explained that he wanted to start a fundraising effort called "Harrison's Heroes." All proceeds would go toward creating educational materials for students to learn about the Dec. 7, 1941, attack on Pearl Harbor -- an assault that led to the United States entering World War II. More than 2,400 Americans died, including civilians.
"He saw a need of building this out," said Utterdyke, noting that many schools don't teach about the Japanese attack.
Harrison got to work in May 2022, soliciting funds in his school community, at church and around his neighborhood. He also approached the general manager of The Hasentree Club -- a country club in Wake Forest, N.C., where his parents are members -- to see if they'd be willing to help raise funds.

Harrison with former general manager of The Hasentree Club, Scott Campbell, and events manager Brittany Booth. (Courtesy of Clinton Johnson)


"Most 9- or 10-year-olds are usually very timid around adults. I was absolutely floored and blown away by Harrison," said Scott Campbell, who was the general manager of the club for three years. Harrison told him his goal of raising $100,000.
"I appreciated his willingness to reach for the stars," said Campbell, who initially offered to donate some proceeds from popsicle sales at the club to Harrison's Heroes during the summer of 2022.
Harrison set his sights higher.
He was interested in the golf tournament the club hosts each year, in which half the proceeds go to a local charity that members select, while the rest goes to an employee care fund for club staff. Members picked Harrison's Heroes for the 2022 tournament, raising about $4,000 in donations, and Harrison delivered a heartfelt thank you speech to members.
"He had people in tears," said Campbell. "It was one of the most inspiring things I've ever seen, and that's not just from a child of his age, but anybody that I've ever seen speak."
Harrison also organized three events at a local Panera Bread in which the restaurant donated a portion of its sales.

Harrison thanking staff at his local Panera Bread after a fundraising event. (Courtesy of Clinton Johnson)


Harrison spends most weekends going door-to-door in different neighborhoods, which is how he has raised a significant portion of his funds. He has also received donations from companies and religious organizations.
"It's really great to see people support him," said Cheznee Johnson, adding that her son does the majority of his fundraising on his own, and he also volunteers with the United Services Organizations. "It's a one-man show."

Harrison volunteering with the USO for its annual Easter egg hunt for military children on a recent weekend. (Courtesy of Clinton Johnson)


"People are very nice and really want to encourage me and help me with my mission," said Harrison, adding that he has also encountered a few people who have accused him of glorifying war.
"I say to those people 'I think we should celebrate those who served our country,'" said Harrison, whose father, Clinton Johnson, retired from the U.S. Air Force in 2021, after serving for 20 years.

Harrison chatting with a veteran. (Courtesy of Clinton Johnson)


Throughout Harrison's fundraising efforts, he has continued to learn more about the attack on Pearl Harbor -- and history more broadly.
"I watch a lot of documentaries. I also read old books and old newspapers," he said.
Harrison has connected with some of the few remaining survivors of the attack -- including Lou Contor, a retired lieutenant commander who died on April 1 at age 102. He also had a phone call with Randy Stratton, the son of Pearl Harbor survivor Donald Stratton, who died four years ago at age 97. Randy Stratton died last summer.
"It made him so proud that there was a young person that was interested in Pearl Harbor," said Nikki Stratton, 39, Randy Stratton's daughter. "I think the biggest thing that my father took away was that there was hope for the younger generation to remember."
Stratton is planning to bring Harrison to see the new USS Arizona -- which will be christened with the same name as the battleship that was sunk by Japanese bombers during the attack on Pearl Harbor -- once it is completed. The new naval submarine will be added to the Navy's fleet.
Through his research, Harrison has also learned about lesser-known people such as Doris Miller, a Black naval cook who helped save sailors during the attack on Pearl Harbor.
"I want to highlight the untold stories of minorities in the Pearl Harbor attack," said Harrison. "Especially Japanese, African American and the stories of women."

Harrison at the Yushukan Museum in Tokyo in June 2023. He wanted to learn more about the Japanese perspective of the attack on Pearl Harbor. (Courtesy of Clinton Johnson)


Harrison's $100,000 will go toward creating a virtual reality experience to teach children about the attack on Pearl Harbor. Harrison's own research and ideas will be used in the final product, which they hope to get into schools across the country, Utterdyke said.
Harrison wants to reach $100,000 by Dec. 7, 2024 -- the 83rd anniversary of the attack on Pearl Harbor.
"He is very close," said Utterdyke.
Harrison said once he achieves that, he does not plan to slow down.
"I'm close to accomplishing my goal, but really, I'm just starting," he said.
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Which states are restricting, or requiring, lessons on race, sex and gender
The Washington Post is tracking state laws, rules and policies that regulate instruction about topics ranging from the role of slavery in American history to the lives of nonbinary people.
By Hannah Natanson, Lauren Tierney, Clara Ence Morse | 2024-04-04
Since 2017, dozens of states have enacted more than 110 laws and policies reshaping the teaching of race, racism, sexual orientation and gender identity. These new rules now affect how three-fourths of the nation's students learn about topics ranging from the role of slavery in American history to the lives of nonbinary people.
The Washington Post is tracking state laws, rules and policies that regulate instruction about race, as well as lessons on sex and gender, and will continue to update this page as state leaders take action.
Much of the first wave of curriculum legislation -- from the late 2010s to 2021 -- focused on how schools can teach about race, racism and the nation's racial history.
Mostly blue states have passed expansive laws that do things like require that students learn about Black or Native American history. For example, a 2021 Delaware law says schools must offer K-12 students instruction on Black history including the "central role racism played in the Civil War" and "the significance of enslavement in the development of the American economy."
Mostly red states, meanwhile, have passed laws that, among other things, outlaw teaching a long list of concepts related to race, including the idea that America is systemically racist or that students should feel guilt, shame or responsibility for historical wrongs due to their race. For example, a 2021 Texas law forbids teaching that "slavery and racism are anything other than deviations from, betrayals of, or failures to live up to, the authentic founding principles of the United States, which include liberty and equality."
The target of curriculum laws has shifted over time to include determining how teachers can discuss -- or whether they can discuss -- gender identity and sexual orientation with students.
Mostly blue states have passed expansive laws that do things like require teaching about prominent LGBTQ individuals in history. For example, a 2024 Washington state law says school districts must adopt "inclusive curricula" and "diverse, equitable, inclusive" instructional materials that feature the perspectives of historically marginalized groups including LGBTQ people.
But at the same time, mostly red states have passed restrictive laws that would, among other things, outlaw lessons about gender identity and sexual orientation before a certain grade or require parental permission to learn about these topics. In one example, a 2023 Tennessee law says schools must obtain parents' written consent for a student to receive lessons featuring a "sexual orientation curriculum or gender identity curriculum."
The laws cumulatively affect about three-fourths of all Americans aged 5 to 19, The Post found. The restrictive laws alone affect nearly half of all Americans in that age group. The majority of laws apply to K-12 campuses, where First Amendment protections are less potent as compared to the freedoms the courts have afforded to college and university professors.
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America has legislated itself into competing red, blue versions of education
States have passed a blizzard of education laws and policies in recent years that have reshaped how schools teach and present issues of race, sex and gender.
By Hannah Natanson, Lauren Tierney, Clara Ence Morse | 2024-04-04
American states passed a blizzard of education laws and policies over the past six years that aim to reshape how K-12 schools and colleges teach and present issues of race, sex and gender to the majority of the nation's students -- with instruction differing sharply by states' political leanings, according to a Washington Post analysis.
Three-fourths of the nation's school-aged students are now educated under state-level measures that either require more teaching on issues like race, racism, history, sex and gender, or which sharply limit or fully forbid such lessons, according to a sweeping Post review of thousands of state laws, gubernatorial directives and state school board policies. The restrictive laws alone affect almost half of all Americans aged 5 to 19.
Since 2017, 38 states have adopted 114 such laws, rules or orders, The Post found. The majority of policies are restrictive in nature: 66 percent circumscribe or ban lessons and discussions on some of society's most sensitive topics, while 34 percent require or expand them. In one example, a 2023 Kentucky law forbids lessons on human sexuality before fifth grade and outlaws all instruction "exploring gender identity." On the other hand, a 2021 Rhode Island law requires that all students learn "African Heritage and History" before high school graduation.
The Post included in its analysis only measures that could directly affect what students learn. Thus, 100 of the laws in The Post's database apply only to K-12 campuses, where states have much greater power to shape curriculums. At public institutions of higher education -- where courts have held that the First Amendment protects professors' right to teach what they want -- the laws instead target programs like student or faculty trainings or welcome sessions.
The divide is sharply partisan. The vast majority of restrictive laws and policies, close to 9o percent, were enacted in states that voted for Donald Trump in the 2020 presidential election, The Post found. Meanwhile, almost 80 percent of expansive laws and policies were enacted in states that voted for Joe Biden in 2020.
The explosion of laws regulating school curriculums is unprecedented in U.S. history for its volume and scope, said Jonathan Zimmerman, a University of Pennsylvania professor who studies education history and policy. Controversy and debate over classroom lessons is nothing new, Zimmermann said, but states have never before stepped in so aggressively to set rules for local schools. School districts have traditionally had wide latitude to shape their lessons.
He said it remains an open question whether all laws will translate to curriculum changes, predicting some schools and teachers may refuse to alter their pedagogy. Still, a nationally representative study from the Rand Corp. released this year found that 65 percent of K-12 teachers report they are limiting instruction on "political and social issues."
"What the laws show is that we have extremely significant differences over how we imagine America," Zimmerman said. "State legislatures have now used the power of law to try to inscribe one view, and to prevent another. And so we're deeply divided in America."
In practice, these divisions mean that what a child learns about, say, the role slavery played in the nation's founding -- or the possibility of a person identifying as nonbinary -- may come to depend on whether they live in a red or blue state.
Legislators advancing restrictive education laws argue they are offering a corrective to what they call a recent left-wing takeover of education. They contend that, in the past decade or so, teachers and professors alike began forcing students to adopt liberal viewpoints on topics ranging from police brutality to whether gender is a binary or a spectrum.
Tennessee state Rep. John Ragan (R), who sponsored or co-sponsored several laws in his state that limit or ban instruction and trainings dealing with race, bias, sexual orientation and gender identity on both K-12 and college campuses, said the legislation he helped pass does not restrict education.
"It is restricting indoctrination," Ragan said. Under his state's laws, he said, "the information presented is factually accurate and is in fact something worth knowing."
Those advancing expansive legislation, by contrast, argue they are fostering conditions in which students from all backgrounds will see themselves reflected in lessons. This will make it easier for every student to learn and be successful, while teaching peers to be tolerant of one another's differences, said Washington state Sen. Marko Liias (D).
Liias was the architect of a law his state passed last month that requires schools to adopt "inclusive curricula" featuring the histories, contributions and perspectives of the "historically marginalized,"  including "people from various racial, ethnic, and religious backgrounds, people with differing learning needs, people with disabilities [and] LGBTQ people." He was inspired to propose the bill after hearing from educators who wanted to create more welcoming classrooms and by memories of his own experiences as a queer student in the 1980s and 1990s, when, he said, there were no LGBTQ role models taught or accepted in schools.
"When schools are inclusive broadly of all the identities brought to the classroom, then everybody thrives and does better," Liias said.
To construct its database of education laws, The Post analyzed more than 2,200 bills, policies, gubernatorial directives and state school board rules introduced since 2017. The Post identified regulations for review by examining state legislative databases, education law trackers maintained by national bipartisan nonprofits and the websites of various advocacy groups that monitor curriculum legislation.
Some blue states began enacting expansive education laws in the late 2010s. From 2017 to 2020, 10 states passed legislation or rules that required schools to start teaching about the history of underrepresented groups such as Black Americans, Pacific Islanders or LGBTQ Americans, The Post found.
State and school leaders were drawing on more than a dozen studies published from the 1990s to 2017 that found student performance, attendance and graduate rates rise when children see people like them included in curriculum, said Jennifer Berkshire, a Yale lecturer on education studies.
"They were thinking, 'You know, our curriculums aren't representative enough,'" Berkshire said. "The argument was, if we're going to realize the goal of full rights and civil participation for kids, we need to do things differently."
Fourteen of these laws, or 36 percent, came in a rush in 2021, the year after the police killing of George Floyd sparked massive demonstrations and a national reckoning over racism. At the time, activists, teachers, parents and high school students across America were urging schools teach more Black history and feature more Black authors.
Of the expansive laws and policies The Post analyzed, the majority -- 69 percent -- require or expand education on race or racial issues, especially on Black history and ethnic studies. About a quarter add or enhance education on both LGBTQ and racial issues. Just 8 percent focus solely on LGBTQ lives and topics.
But the onslaught of restrictive legislation in red states began in 2021, too, also inspired in many cases by parent concerns over curriculums.
Anxiety first stirred due to coronavirus pandemic-era school shutdowns as some mothers and fathers -- granted an unprecedented glimpse into lessons during the era of school-by-laptop -- found they did not like or trust what their children were learning.
Soon, some parents were complaining that lessons were biased toward left-leaning views and too focused on what they saw as irrelevant discussions of race, gender and sexuality -- laments taken up by conservative pundits and politicians. National groups like Moms for Liberty formed to call out and combat left-leaning teaching in public schools.
Their fears became legislation with speed: Mostly red states passed 26 restrictive education laws and policies in 2021; 19 such laws or policies the next year and 25 more the year after that.
"If you've got parents upset at what they're seeing, they're going to go to school board meetings and take it up with their legislators," said Robert Pondiscio, a senior fellow studying education at the conservative American Enterprise Institute. "And legislators will do what they do: pass laws."
The plurality of restrictive laws, 47 percent, target both education on race and sex. About a third solely affect education on gender identity and sexuality, while 21 percent solely affect education on race.
Almost 40 percent of these laws work by granting parents greater control of the curriculum -- stipulating that they must be able to review, object to or remove lesson material, as well as opt out of instruction. Schools have long permitted parents to weigh in on education, often informally; but under many of the new laws, parental input has more weight and is mandatory.
Another almost 40 percent of the laws forbid schools from teaching a long list of often-vague concepts related to race, sex or gender.
These outlawed concepts usually include the notion that certain merits, values, beliefs, status or privileges are tied to race or sex; or the theory that students should feel ashamed or guilty due to their race, sex or racial past. One such law, passed in Georgia in 2022, forbids teaching that "an individual, solely by virtue of his or her race, bears individual responsibility for actions committed in the past by other individuals of the same race."
At the college level, among the measures passed in recent years is a 2021 Oklahoma law that prohibits institutions of higher education from holding "mandatory gender or sexual diversity training or counseling," as well as any "orientation or requirement that presents any form of race or sex stereotyping."
By contrast, a 2023 California measure says state community college faculty must employ "teaching, learning and professional practices" that reflect "anti-racist principles."
Some experts predicted the politically divergent instruction will lead to a more divided society.
"When children are being taught very different stories of what America is, that will lead to adults who have a harder time talking to each other," said Rachel Rosenberg, a Hartwick College assistant professor of education.
But Pondiscio said there is always tension in American society between the public interest in education and parents' interest in determining the values transmitted to their children. The conflict veers from acute to chronic, he said, and currently it's in an acute phase. "But I don't find it inappropriate. I think it is a natural part of democratic governance and oversight," Pondiscio said.
He added, "One man's 'chilling effect' is another man's appropriate circumspections."
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Kansas newspaper publisher sues over police raid, claiming retaliation
The lawsuit, which was filed Monday, accuses officials of violating First Amendment rights and causing stress that led to the death of the paper's co-owner.
By Praveena Somasundaram | 2024-04-04

The Marion County Record was raided by police in August. The warrant for the raid was later withdrawn by the county prosecutor. (Chase Castor for The Washington Post)


The publisher of a Kansas newspaper that was raided by police in August is now suing officials involved in the move, accusing them of retaliating against the paper and violating its First Amendment rights.
The unprecedented raid on the Marion County Record's newsroom and the home of its editor and publisher, Eric Meyer, alarmed press and free-speech advocates across the country. Meyer alleges in the lawsuit, which was filed Monday in the U.S. District Court for Kansas, that the stress of the raid led to the sudden death of his mother, Joan, who lived with him and co-owned the paper.
Multiple Marion, Kan., officials have since resigned as news outlets descended on the town in the wake of the raid. The nearly 130-page lawsuit -- the fourth filed against officials accused of having been involved in the raid -- alleges a tense history between those who carried it out and the weekly newspaper. It names the city, Marion County Sheriff Jeff Soyez, Marion County Detective Aaron Christner, the Board of County Commissioners, acting police chief Zach Hudlin, former police chief Gideon Cody and former mayor David Mayfield as defendants.
The county and acting police chief declined to comment, citing pending litigation. The city attorney's office and Board of County Commissioners did not immediately respond to a request for comment Wednesday evening, nor did Mayfield, the former mayor, and Cody, the former police chief. Attempts to reach Christner, who the lawsuit alleges drafted the affidavits for Cody before the raid, were unsuccessful Wednesday evening.
Meyer described the raid as "a weaponizing of the criminal justice system to settle personal scores" in a statement Wednesday, adding that it "proved fatal to my 98-year-old mother."
"With the same spirit she showed in standing up to the seven bullies who spent hours raiding her home, we must now continue her fight for the most cherished of American traditions -- freedom of expression and freedom from abuse by those acting under the color of law," Meyer wrote.
Three other lawsuits have been filed over the raid:one from a current reporter, another from a former one and a third from the newspaper's office manager.
Days before the August incident, a Marion restaurant owner who was seeking a liquor license alleged that the Record had illegally obtained information about a previous drunken driving conviction, which would jeopardize the application under Kansas law.
On Aug. 11, Marion police raided the Record's newsroom, Meyer's home and the home of a city council member who had also received the information about the restaurateur. They seized newsroom computers and reporters' cellphones, according to the lawsuit.
While officers were searching the home where she lived with her son, Joan Meyer confronted them.
"You know," she said, according to the lawsuit. "If I have a heart attack and die it's going to be all your fault."
To Cody, the former police chief who led the raid, she said: "Boy, are you going to be in trouble," the complaint states.
Afterward, Joan Meyer was "traumatized," the lawsuit said. She refused to eat or drink and "repeatedly told her son that her entire life was meaningless if this is what Marion had become," according to the complaint.
The next day, she died of cardiac arrest, which the lawsuit claims was "brought on by the stress" of the raid.
It describes the raid as an "ill-fated attempt to silence the press," accusing officials of basing the search warrants on "false statements and material omissions." The lawsuit also alleges that the raid was conducted by officials seeking retribution against the Record, noting instances of growing tension between the paper and the officials it reported on.
In February, about six months before the raid, Mayfield, the former mayor, allegedly shared a social media post from his wife, who had written about a petition that would "silence the MCR," according to the lawsuit. In May, Cody told a reporter he would "invest in a competing newspaper" if the reporter left the Record, the lawsuit alleges, adding that he expressed to the same reporter and other staffers at the paper that he wanted to see a "new, more positive newspaper" in the area.
Bernie Rhodes, an attorney for Eric Meyer, said those and other examples included in the lawsuit demonstrated a "much larger, much deeper problem that infected local government in Marion."
Rhodes told The Washington Post on Wednesday that the lawsuit should remind authorities to "think twice" before carrying out similar operations against the press.
In another filing Monday, addressed to city and county officials, Rhodes estimated that the raid cost the paper and the Meyers more than $10 million in damages, an amount that exceeds the city's 2023 budget of $8.7 million.
"The last thing we want is to bankrupt the city or county," Eric Meyer wrote in his statement. "But we have a duty to democracy and to countless news organizations and citizens nationwide to challenge such malicious and wanton violations."
Jonathan O'Connell and Jon Swaine contributed to this report.
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Israel to open Gaza aid routes, including Erez border crossing
In addition, Biden called for an immediate cease-fire, and urged Israel to take the initiative in ongoing hostage negotiations.
By John Hudson, Frances Vinall, Cate Brown, Sammy Westfall, Mikhail Klimentov, Missy Khamvongsa, Naomi Schanen, Adam Taylor, Ellen Francis, Ruby Mellen, Artur Galocha, Lauren Weber, David Ovalle, Hajar Harb, Joanna Slater, Yasmeen Abutaleb, Matt Viser, Miriam Berger, Hazem  Balousha | 2024-04-05
This live coverage has ended. For the latest updates, please go here.
Israel's war cabinet announced new measures to allow more aid into Gaza, including the opening of the Erez border crossing, on Thursday evening. The move came after a call between President Biden and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, in which Biden warned that his administration's policy on the war in Gaza could change unless Israel took steps to ramp up aid provision and bolster protections for civilians and aid workers in the enclave. In addition, Biden called for an immediate cease-fire and urged Israel to take the initiative to resolve ongoing hostage negotiations, according to a readout of the call. "If we don't see changes from their side, there will be changes from our side," White House spokesman John Kirby said later.
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Middle East conflict live updates: Israel to open Gaza aid routes after Biden's demands in call with Netanyahu
Biden said the U.S. would reassess its policy on the war if Israel does not take immediate steps to address the humanitarian situation and safety of aid workers.
By Kelsey Ables, Yasmeen Abutaleb, Matt Viser, Mikhail Klimentov, Missy Khamvongsa | 2024-04-05
Israel said it would open more aid routes into Gaza, including the Erez border crossing, hours after a call in which President Biden told Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu that the United States would reassess its policy on the war if Israel does not take immediate steps to address the humanitarian situation and the safety of aid workers. The call, three days after Israeli strikes killed seven World Central Kitchen aid workers, marked the first time the president has indicated a willingness to reconsider what has so far been ironclad support of Israel's military campaign.
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Israel offers a glimpse into the terrifying world of military AI
The IDF is allegedly using an AI-powered database identify targets to eliminate, according to a new report by journalist Yuval Abraham. That military tool's name? "Lavender." 
By Ishaan Tharoor | 2024-04-05
You're reading an excerpt from the Today's WorldView newsletter. Sign up to get the rest free, including news from around the globe and interesting ideas and opinions to know, sent to your inbox every weekday.

Data from the United Nations shows damage and destruction around al-Rantisi Hospital in northern Gaza. (MAXAR/The Washington Post) (The Washington Post)


It's hard to concoct a more airy sobriquet than this one. A new report published by +972 magazine and Local Call indicates that Israel has allegedly used an AI-powered database to select suspected Hamas and other militant targets in the besieged Gaza Strip. According to the report, the tool, trained by Israeli military data scientists, sifted through a huge trove of surveillance data and other information to generate targets for assassination. It may have played a major role particularly in the early stages of the current war, as Israel conducted relentless waves of airstrikes on the territory, flattening homes and whole neighborhoods. At present count, according to the Gaza Health Ministry, more than 33,000 Palestinians, the majority being women and children, have been killed in the territory.
The AI tool's name? "Lavender."
This week, Israeli journalist and filmmaker Yuval Abraham published a lengthy expose on the existence of the Lavender program and its implementation in the Israeli campaign in Gaza that followed Hamas's deadly Oct. 7 terrorist strike on southern Israel. Abraham's reporting -- which appeared in +972 magazine, a left-leaning Israeli English-language website, and Local Call, its sister Hebrew-language publication -- drew on the testimony of six anonymous Israeli intelligence officers, all of whom served during the war and had "first-hand involvement" with the use of AI to select targets for elimination. According to Abraham, Lavender identified as many as 37,000 Palestinians -- and their homes -- for assassination. (The IDF denied to the reporter that such a "kill list" exists, and characterized the program as merely a database meant for cross-referencing intelligence sources.) White House national security spokesperson John Kirby told CNN on Thursday that the United States was looking into the media reports on the apparent AI tool.
"During the early stages of the war, the army gave sweeping approval for officers to adopt Lavender's kill lists, with no requirement to thoroughly check why the machine made those choices or to examine the raw intelligence data on which they were based," Abraham wrote.
"One source stated that human personnel often served only as a 'rubber stamp' for the machine's decisions, adding that, normally, they would personally devote only about '20 seconds' to each target before authorizing a bombing -- just to make sure the Lavender-marked target is male," he added. "This was despite knowing that the system makes what are regarded as 'errors' in approximately 10 percent of cases, and is known to occasionally mark individuals who have merely a loose connection to militant groups, or no connection at all."
This may help explain the scale of destruction unleashed by Israel across Gaza as it seeks to punish Hamas, as well as the high casualty count. Earlier rounds of Israel-Hamas conflict saw the Israel Defense Forces go about a more protracted, human-driven process of selecting targets based on intelligence and other data. At a moment of profound Israeli anger and trauma in the wake of Hamas's Oct. 7 attack, Lavender could have helped Israeli commanders come up with a rapid, sweeping program of retribution.
"We were constantly being pressured: 'Bring us more targets.' They really shouted at us," said one intelligence officer, in testimony published by Britain's Guardian newspaper, which obtained access to the accounts first surfaced by +972. 
Many of the munitions Israel dropped on targets allegedly selected by Lavender were "dumb" bombs -- heavy, unguided weapons that inflicted significant damage and loss of civilian life. According to Abraham's reporting, Israeli officials didn't want to "waste" more expensive precision-guided munitions on the many junior-level Hamas "operatives" identified by the program. And they also showed little squeamishness about dropping those bombs on the buildings where the targets' families slept, he wrote.
"We were not interested in killing [Hamas] operatives only when they were in a military building or engaged in a military activity," A, an intelligence officer, told +972 and Local Call. "On the contrary, the IDF bombed them in homes without hesitation, as a first option. It's much easier to bomb a family's home. The system is built to look for them in these situations."
Widespread concerns about Israel's targeting strategies and methods have been voiced throughout the course of the war. "It is challenging in the best of circumstances to differentiate between valid military targets and civilians" there, Brian Castner, senior crisis adviser and weapons investigator at Amnesty International, told my colleagues in December. "And so just under basic rules of discretion, the Israeli military should be using the most precise weapons that it can that it has available and be using the smallest weapon appropriate for the target."
In reaction to the Lavender revelations, the IDF said in a statement that some of Abraham's reporting was "baseless" and disputed the characterization of the AI program. It is "not a system, but simply a database whose purpose is to cross-reference intelligence sources, in order to produce up-to-date layers of information on the military operatives of terrorist organizations," the IDF wrote in a response published in the Guardian.
"The IDF does not use an artificial intelligence system that identifies terrorist operatives or tries to predict whether a person is a terrorist," it added. "Information systems are merely tools for analysts in the target identification process."
This week's incident involving an Israeli drone strike on a convoy of vehicles belonging to World Central Kitchen, a prominent food aid group, killing seven of its workers, sharpened the spotlight on Israel's conduct of the war. In a phone call with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu on Thursday, President Biden reportedly called on Israel to change course and take demonstrable steps to better preserve civilian life and enable the flow of aid.
Separately, hundreds of prominent British lawyers and judges submitted a letter to their government, urging a suspension of arms sales to Israel to avert "complicity in grave breaches of international law."
The use of AI technology is still only a small part of what has troubled human rights activists about Israel's conduct in Gaza. But it points to a darker future. Lavender, observed Adil Haque, an expert on international law at Rutgers University, is "the nightmare of every international humanitarian lawyer come to life."
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Iran reaches highest number of executions in nearly a decade 
Iran -- already notorious for its high rate of executions -- has ramped up its use of the death penalty in the past year, according to an Amnesty International report.
By Nilo Tabrizy | 2024-04-04

A photo of Majid Reza Rahnavard, an anti-government protester executed in Iran, is seen at a demonstration in Berlin on Dec. 12, 2022. (Sean Gallup/Getty Images)


Iran -- already notorious for its high rate of executions -- has ramped up its use of the death penalty, according to an Amnesty International report published Thursday. Amnesty found that Iran executed 853 people in 2023, the highest number recorded since 2015, and that more than half of those executions were carried out for offenses related to Iran's renewed war on drugs.
In one case, Hossein Ali Dil Baluch, who was 27 and a member of the Baluch minority, which is disproportionately represented in death penalty cases, was secretly executed for a drug-related offense on Oct. 19, according to the report. He was taken in the middle of the night from the public section of a prison without prior notice, despite the Revolutionary Court advising that he be referred to the Commission on Pardons and Commutations for his death sentence to be commuted to life imprisonment.
Drug trafficking is a significant issue and major clandestine industry in Iran, where narcotics including opium flow in through neighboring countries. Drug-related executions decreased in Iran between 2018 and 2020 after reforms to the Anti-Narcotics Law, which put a focus on punishing distributors. In 2021, a hard-line approach to drug-related executions returned with the election of Ebrahim Raisi as president and the appointment of Gholam Hossein Mohseni-Ejei  as the head of the judiciary -- both infamous for their role in previous waves of executions of those who dissented against the Islamic Republic.
In addition to drug distribution, drug possession can be punished with the death penalty for the "offense of spreading corruption on Earth," according to Arzoo Osanloo, a professor in the University of Washington's department of law, societies and justice.
Iran has also carried out capital punishment for anti-government protesters. As the West focuses on Iran's sponsorship of militia groups outside its borders, the government is cracking down internally, with a rise in executions of protesters as it looks to reassert social control in the aftermath of a year-long protest movement that openly challenged the theocratic state.
Mohammad Ghobadlou was executed in January -- the ninth person to be put to death in connection with the "Woman Life Freedom" protests that erupted in the fall of 2022, after the death of a young Kurdish woman, Mahsa Amini, in the custody of the country's "morality police."
Ghobadlou was arrested in Tehran during a demonstration in September of that year, charged with running over an official with his car and convicted of murder. He was denied access to a lawyer, was beaten in custody and his psychiatric medications were withheld to force a confession, according to Amnesty International.
The executions "serve a political purpose," said Shahin Milani, executive director of the Iran Human Rights Documentation Center. "First, to scare the population and basically frighten them that 'this could happened to you if you take to the streets.' And then also to show support for the regime's own supporters."
At least 10 protesters have been executed in connection with the 2022 uprising, and rights groups say at least six others are at risk of the same fate as they try to navigate an opaque and often abusive justice system.
"Even after 2009, after the Green Movement, they only executed two people," said Milani, referencing the last nationwide protest movement. "We've seen more executions in the aftermath of the Mahsa Amini protests ... and that's a very alarming pattern."
In June 2022, months before unrest swept the country, Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei gave a speech that seemed to forecast the crackdown.
"In the 1980s, we could stand in front of many difficulties and the attacks from our enemies on our own feet and overcome them," Khamenei said. "We can still do it today. The God of the 1980s is still the same God of this year," he concluded -- referring darkly to a decade when as many as 20,000 political dissidents were disappeared, or were executed or tortured to death by the nascent Islamic revolutionary government.
Raisi, widely seen as Khamenei's choice to run the country, made his career in the Iranian judiciary. He became known as the "hanging judge," and was a member of the "death committee" that sentenced thousands to death in the summer of 1988.
A spokesman for Iran's mission to the United Nations in New York declined to comment.
Families of protesters or alleged drug offenders put to death in recent months declined to speak with The Washington Post. Some have been intimidated into silence by the state, rights groups have said.
But Shole Pakravan, whose daughter Reyhaneh Jabbari was executed in 2014, said: "For years, I would open the newspapers and read the news about someone who was executed: 'Today, four people were executed. Today, 10 people were executed.' For me, it was just a word. I didn't understand its meaning at all."
In a case that Amnesty condemned as "deeply flawed," Jabbari, then 19, stabbed a man in what she said was self-defense to stop him from sexually assaulting her. Iranian authorities charged her with plotting to kill him and convicted her of murder in 2007. After languishing for seven years in prison, she was hanged in 2014, despite international outcries from the United Nations and human rights groups.
"A convict dies in two minutes after they put a rope around their neck. But the families are eternally punished and they remain in that stress, in that heartbreak," her mother said.
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Israel braces for Tehran's response after deadly Damascus strike       
Though Iran has vowed revenge for the Israeli strike, officials and analysts expected it would carefully calibrate its response to avoid provoking all-out war.
By Kareem Fahim, Susannah George, Shane Harris, Suzan Haidamous  | 2024-04-04

People drive past a billboard in Tehran on Wednesday with a picture of Mohammad Reza Zahedi, a commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps' Quds Force, two days after Zahedi was killed in an airstrike in Syria. The message on the billboard reads, "You [Israel] will be punished." (Abedin Taherkenareh/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


BEIRUT -- Israel's military was on high alert Thursday as the country braced for Iran's promised revenge after an Israeli strike in Damascus this week killed senior Iranian commanders and stirred fears of widening war across a region on edge.
The strike -- in broad daylight, on a diplomatic building adjacent to Iran's embassy in Syria -- was an escalation in Israel's multi-front battles against Iranian-backed groups, which have intensified during its war in Gaza. The Israeli strike drew threats of retaliation from Tehran's leaders and condemnation from their Arab neighbors. The European Union, which also condemned the strike, said in a statement that "further escalation in the region is in no one's interest."
"We will make them regret this crime and other similar ones with the help of God," Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, said in a statement Tuesday, the day after the attack.
For all of Iran's muscular rhetoric, though, it would probably carefully calibrate any response, according to analysts, Western officials and people close to Iranian-backed militant groups. The country still hoped to avoid being goaded into a costly war, they said, while maintaining its ability to support proxy forces that have traded fire with Israel and attacked its main ally, the United States, throughout the Middle East.
The Iranians "believe the Israelis are intentionally dragging them into reacting, to spark a regional war or expand the current one," said a person associated with Hezbollah, the Lebanese militant group and political party that is backed by Iran.
The Damascus strike was viewed as an attack on Iranian soil and, as a result, any retaliation would be likely to come from Iran itself, rather than its allies, said the person, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because of the sensitivity of the matter.
Israel will be "punished by the hands of our brave men," Khamenei said, also suggesting that retribution was a sovereign affair.
The Damascus attack was the most significant strike on Iranian interests since the start of the Gaza war, following the Oct. 7 attack on southern Israel by Hamas, another of Iran's regional allies.
Among the dead Monday were two senior members of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, along with five officers, according to a statement from the IRGC. One of the commanders, Mohammad Reza Zahedi, had been identified by the U.S. Treasury Department in 2010 as a conduit between Iran, Hezbollah and Syrian intelligence.

Iran's ambassador to Lebanon, Mojtaba Amani, speaks Wednesday during an event in Beirut to commemorate the Iranians who were killed in an Israeli airstrike in Damascus on Monday. (Mohamed Azakir/Reuters)


The targets and their location -- in a diplomatic facility, traditionally exempted from hostilities -- made the attack especially brazen. The United States was quick to deny involvement. "We had nothing to do with it," John Kirby, the National Security spokesman, said at a press briefing Tuesday.
It came after months of regional instability reverberating from the Gaza war. In Lebanon, Iraq, Syria and Yemen, confrontations have simmered between Iranian-backed groups and Israel or the United States -- a pattern of violence just short of all-out war, which analysts and U.S. officials say Tehran has sought to avoid.
For months, though, there have been warnings that the region is one miscalculation away from calamity.
Events began to spiral in January, after an attack by fighters allied with Iran killed three U.S. service members at a base in Jordan. The United States retaliated with airstrikes against Iranian-backed militias in Iraq. Rather than escalating further, Tehran called for a halt to what had been regular assaults by the Iraqi militias on U.S. bases. The Pentagon acknowledged the apparent pause, a sign that the tacit rules of engagement had been restored.
But whatever understanding may have been reached was now threatened by Monday's strike in Damascus, according to the person close to Hezbollah, saying it "sabotaged" previous understandings between Iran and the United States.
"Iran is seeking a price for what happened," the person said.
The most recent annual report on global security threats from the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, published in February, noted that Tehran remained "careful" to avoid head-to-head fighting with Israel and the United States, choosing instead to enable Hezbollah forces in Lebanon, Houthi fighters in Yemen, and a network of proxy militias in the region. U.S. officials said there was no indication that the Israeli strike Monday had changed that assessment.
But U.S. officials have become increasingly concerned that the daily exchange of fire between Hezbollah and Israel on the country's northern border could escalate into a full-scale conflict.
The strike on the Quds Force officers, while provocative, didn't rate as the kind of mass-casualty event that would trigger that broader conflict, four U.S., Israeli, and other Western officials said this week. One senior Israeli security official said he did not expect Iran to "overreact," noting that this was not the first attack Israel had carried out in Syria against Iran and its affiliates.
The officials, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive intelligence and security matters, expected Iran to respond with drone or missile attacks on Israeli targets, calibrated to avoid an even bigger response from Israel.
Still, in such a combustible environment, the potential for mistakes was high, they acknowledged.
Alon Pinkas, a veteran Israeli diplomat and former senior-level adviser who has been critical of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's government, called Israel's decision to strike Iran directly "both warranted and justifiable," given its "constant, broad and menacing" sponsorship of proxy militias.
"But for the same reason, it may also precipitate escalation because this type of attack may be impossible for Iran to contain," he said.
Israel appeared to be preparing for retaliation. The Israeli military announced Thursday that it was suspending leave for reservists, a day after it ordered the reinforcement of air defense units. Later Thursday, to avoid panic, the Israel Defense Forces spokesman wrote in a message posted on X that "no generators need to be purchased, no food should be stored, no money should be withdrawn from ATMs."
By striking the Iranian diplomatic compound, "Israel is prepared for the broader backlash that could lead to the regional war," said Sanam Vakil, director of the Middle East and North Africa program at London's Chatham House.
A broader war was "not the original motivation," she said, but rather part of an Israeli strategy aimed at destabilizing Iran's "axis of resistance" through a campaign of assassinations, similar to those carried out in the past by Israel's intelligence service, the Mossad.
"It's not just about Hamas. It's about everyone at once," she said, adding that Israel is also keenly aware that its window for such operations is limited, as the death toll soars in Gaza and its military tactics come under greater scrutiny.

A photo made available by the office of Iran's supreme leader shows families of slain Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps members carrying their coffins ahead of their funeral in Tehran on Thursday. (Iranian Supreme Leader Office/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


In Iran, the debates are over the virtues of a direct strike, or rather "taking time and exhausting Israel" with the kind of low-level warfare it is currently conducting, Vakil said. It is possible that Syria could serve as an arena for heightened hostilities between Israel and Iran, or that Tehran could "pivot and become confrontational in a different arena," she said.
Afshon Ostovar, a professor of national security affairs at the Naval Postgraduate School, said that while the Damascus strike was serious, "I don't think it is game-changing. I think it's a very gradual escalation of the tit-for-tat conflict that has been going on between Israel and Iran over decades," he said.
Even if the attack doesn't bring Iran into direct conflict with Israel and the United States, it highlights growing tensions between Iran's political and military ambitions.
Iran was "hamstrung because it is on the one hand succeeding politically ... but it can't really push any harder militarily," he said, referring to Tehran's satisfaction at Israel's increasing international isolation and the growing sympathy for Palestinians.
For Iran, escalating military operations risked "blowback" that wouldn't benefit the leadership in Tehran.
"So long as Iran wants to succeed politically, it has to take some of this stuff on the chin," he said. "For Iran, there's no real reason to change the game and get into a shooting war."
George reported from Dubai and Harris from Washington.
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On NATO's 75th birthday, fear of Trump overshadows celebrations
"Trump-proofing" has become the watchword for the summit marking NATO's 75th anniversary, as many fear for the future.
By Emily Rauhala, John Hudson | 2024-04-04

Flags of 32 NATO member countries fly outside the Agora during NATO's 75th anniversary celebration in Brussels on Thursday. (Olivier Matthys/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


BRUSSELS -- The North Atlantic Treaty Organization celebrated its 75th birthday on Thursday, older, arguably wiser and freshly attuned to its own mortality.
At a ceremony at NATO's headquarters in Brussels, officials and diplomats feted an alliance that is now bigger, at 32 members, and more relevant, thanks to Russia, than it has been in years. To mark the moment, NATO shipped in its founding charter, the Washington Treaty, from its home in the United States.

The Washington Treaty on display at NATO headquarters in Brussels on Thursday. (Omar Havana/Getty Images)


But toasts about unity were in many cases undercut by the conversations on the margins of the party, most notably about the possible return to the U.S. presidency of Donald Trump, a man who appears eager to undermine the treaty -- and NATO's existence -- by questioning the collective security provisions at its core.
Trump's recent suggestion that he would encourage Russia "to do whatever the hell they want" to an ally who wasn't meeting defense spending guidelines has deeply rattled NATO and renewed fear that Trump's rhetoric is a serious threat to the alliance as it seeks to support Ukraine and deter an aggressive, revanchist Russia.
In the weeks leading up to the meeting, the watchword in Brussels had been "Trump-proofing." But discussions about how to actually protect NATO and its plans from Trump have been fraught. Among those who believe in NATO's mission, there is deep fear about what comes next.
"This alliance for 75 years has done exactly what it intended to do, which is improve the collective security of its members," said retired U.S. Army Lt. Gen. Ben Hodges, a former commander of U.S. Army Europe. But the alliance will suffer if allies lose confidence that the U.S. has its back, he said. "If there is a Trump administration, we risk losing all that."
For now, the alliance is trying to limit the potential damage by convincing Trump and his supporters that NATO is worth preserving. At 75th anniversary events this week, NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg took pains to mention "burden-sharing" at every opportunity -- a not-so-subtle nod to U.S. voices calling for Europe to do more.
"I don't believe in America alone, just as I don't believe in Europe alone," he said Thursday. "We are stronger and safer together."

U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken talks to Canadian Foreign Affairs Minister Melanie Joly on Thursday in Brussels. (Omar Havana/Getty Images)


The alliance is also discussing ways to insulate NATO's role in Ukraine from American politics. On Wednesday, Stoltenberg put forward a proposal to more deeply involve NATO in the activities of the Ukraine Defense Contact Group, the U.S.-led body coordinating military aid to Ukraine, and potentially muster a military aid package upward of $100 billion over five years.
The proposal sends a "clear message" that the alliance is "united in wanting to institutionalize a more robust framework for supporting Ukraine over the longer term," Karen Donfried, senior fellow at the Harvard Belfer Center and former assistant secretary of state for European and Eurasian affairs, said in an email. But, she added, a lot depends on how the negotiations proceed.
The idea behind the plan is to secure long-term military assistance and support for Ukraine regardless of who holds the U.S. presidency, to "shield it from the winds of political change," as one NATO diplomat put it. However, while NATO members converged on some aspects of the proposal, significant differences remain and discussions are in the early stages.
Some allies want to give NATO much more control of the responsibilities of the group -- which currently relies on U.S. leadership -- given European concerns that a Trump presidency would render it impotent. Others view the contact group as one of the most successful ad hoc structures put together by the West in recent years and espouse an "if it ain't broke, don't fix it" mentality, said two officials familiar with the matter, speaking on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive matters.
On Wednesday, John Kirby, White House national security communications adviser, said he was hesitant to get ahead of "preliminary" talks between NATO allies, but suggested the United States is not particularly interested in surrendering its leadership.
"The contact group has been very, very effective," he told reporters. "We're going to continue to lead and convene it. And we know that our leadership of that contact group is valued, it's important."
On Thursday, Stoltenberg kept things vague, saying in a press conference that the alliance's top military commander has been tasked with coming up with a proposal for "some kind of structure" underpinned by "some kind of financial commitment."
There were also immediate differences of views on the ambitious $100 billion proposal from Stoltenberg. Many allies, appearing surprised by the figure, have been asking whether existing bilateral aid being doled out would count toward the $100 billion commitment, or if this would be an entirely different commitment. So far, NATO has not offered a clear answer.

NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg on Thursday at the conclusion of the alliance's 75th anniversary celebrations. (Omar Havana/Getty Images)


"There are different ways of ensuring that our support is less dependent on voluntary short-term offers and more on long-term NATO commitments, and that we have a stronger organization that creates a more robust framework for our support," Stoltenberg said Wednesday. "And this includes security assistance but also training, and also financing."
Camille Grand, who served as NATO's assistant secretary general for defense investment from 2016 to 2022 and is now a distinguished policy fellow with the European Council on Foreign Relations, said the $100 billion figure was less of a concrete plan than a form of strategic communications -- that is, an effort to say, "Let's think big and act about Ukraine."
NATO is raising its hand to lead, he said, potentially with an eye to the E.U.'s effort to lead on defense. But that does not mean countries will raise the money, or that a future Trump administration could not spoil the plan.
"If the next administration decides to pull the plug on the whole thing, it will be complicated for the other allies to say, 'Hey, you can't pull the plug on the whole thing. We don't agree.'"
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Want an elephant? Botswana's president says his country has too many.
President Mokgweetsi Masisi has bridled at calls by Germany and Britain to ban trophy hunting, suggesting that these countries try to live with the enormous animals themselves.
By Kate Brady | 2024-04-04

An orphanage run by Elephants Without Borders in Kasane, Botswana, in 2019. Botswana has 130,000 elephants, or nearly a third of the world's population. (Carolyn Van Houten/The Washington Post)


BERLIN -- Botswana's President Mokgweetsi Masisi threatened this week to send 20,000 elephants to Germany after its Environment Ministry floated the idea of banning the import of trophies from endangered species.
It's not the first time Botswana has offered up the country's elephants. When Britain talked in March about legislation to ban the import of trophies, Botswana's environment minister, Dumezweni Mthimkhulu, suggested filling London's Hyde Park with 10,000 of the majestic animals -- though he later called the offer "rhetorical."
The root of the president's rather sharp-tongued generosity is the long-running tension between those morally opposed to the lucrative business of big-game hunting and the impoverished countries that benefit from it -- in this case Botswana, home to 130,000 elephants, nearly a third of the world's population.
Trophies from big-game hunting are regulated by the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora, or CITES, through a permit system, but animal rights activists have long called for a complete ban on the hunting of endangered species.
Germany, one of the largest importers of hunting trophies in the European Union, allowed in 26 African elephant trophies last year, according to preliminary numbers from the country's Federal Agency for Nature Conservation.
Animal rights advocates in Europe reject the concept of killing animals for sport and say hunting by tourists will result in the extinction of even more animal species. The opposing side of the debate -- which includes not only trophy hunters but also pragmatic conservationists -- says trophy hunting is controlled, unlike poaching, and has more financial benefits for local communities and for conservation than photographic tourism does.
Botswana's offer follows a February statement to Germany's parliament by an official in the Environment Ministry that "imports of hunting trophies of protected species should be banned." With the governing coalition unable to agree, however, the ministry will instead "reduce overall imports of hunting trophies of protected species on the basis of species protection measures and, in individual cases, ban them entirely."

A herd of elephants in Chobe National Park in Kasane, Botswana, in 2019. (Carolyn Van Houten/The Washington Post)


In March, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service adopted new restrictions on U.S. imports of African elephant hunting trophies and live elephants. The amendment requires, among other things, that "authorized imports of trophies and live elephants will contribute to enhancing conservation and not contribute to the decline of the species."
Amy Dickman, a conservation biologist at the University of Oxford, said Botswana and many other countries are "really fed up" with Western countries dictating how they handle their natural resources.
"Telling them what to do with their wildlife is seen as very hypocritical, particularly around this issue of trophy hunting," Dickman said, pointing to the deep-seated tradition of domestic hunting in Britain, the United States and Germany. "It seems deeply hypocritical to these countries to say, 'Do as we say, not as we do.'"
Speaking to the German tabloid Bild, Masisi argued that Germany's planned restrictions on trophy hunting would promote poverty and poaching in Botswana and damage the country.
"It is very easy to sit in Berlin and have an opinion about our affairs in Botswana. We are paying the price for preserving these animals for the world," he said. The Germans should "live with the animals the way you try to tell us to."
"This is no joke," he added.
Masisi blamed decades of conservation efforts for the "overpopulation" of elephants and said herds are causing damage to property, eating crops and trampling residents. He has said in the past that the elephant population, which nearly doubled between 1996 and 2014 because of strict anti-poaching measures, is too much for the fragile, drought-stricken environment, home to just 2.5 million people.

Botswana's President Mokgweetsi Masisi speaks at the U.N. General Assembly in 2021. (Spencer Platt/Getty Images)


Botswana banned trophy hunting in 2014 but lifted the restrictions in 2019 after pressure from local communities. A 2017 report found that local communities were particularly affected by a loss of income, jobs and provision of social services because of the ban. The country now issues annual hunting quotas.
Dickman, who doesn't advocate hunting herself, said governments should be cautious about being driven solely by the concerns of animal protection groups.
"They want [wildlife] managed in this utopian, kind of Disneyesque way -- that we should just leave wildlife alone, and it will be fine. And I think that's just not the reality of wildlife conservation anymore. It's increasingly having to be managed alongside human development, making sure that there's enough space for wildlife while balancing that with human needs and development and ensuring there's enough revenue coming in."
At the same time, trophy hunting should not be confused with a means of population control, Dickman said. The benefit for affected areas, she said, lies in the revenue. A cursory online search puts 12-day hunting packages at about $50,000 -- though it is unclear how much of that reaches local residents.
"Botswana issues permits of maybe a few hundred in a year. So [trophy hunting] is never going to affect the population at the country level. It's relatively small numbers of animals. It's highly regulated, but it brings in large amounts of revenue per tourist," she added.
Animal protection groups, however, have long contested the financial benefits for communities and conservation. A January report, supported by more than 30 nongovernmental organizations, says that "quotas are rarely based on reliable scientific data, and are typically designed or found to be abused to maximise profits."
"The main beneficiaries of hunting revenues are hunting outfitters, officials or government entities managing hunting, and foreign hunting tour operators," the report says.
In some cases, Masisi's elephant offers have borne fruit. Some 8,000 elephants have already been given to neighboring Angola and 500 to Mozambique.
"And that's exactly how we would like to offer such a gift to Germany," Masisi said. "We won't take no for an answer."
A spokesperson in the German Environment Ministry told The Post that Botswana has not yet contacted it regarding the matter.
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Huge Taiwan quake caused few deaths thanks to preparedness -- and luck
Taiwan sits in the world's most seismically active zone and has had years of practice and preparation for exactly this kind of scenario.
By Lily Kuo, Pei-Lin  Wu, Vic Chiang | 2024-04-04

Emergency service workers demolished damaged buildings and removed rubble in Hualien on April 4 after a 7.4-magnitude earthquake hit the east coast of Taiwan.


TAIPEI, Taiwan -- Motorcyclists waited calmly on a bridge as it rocked violently; nurses looking after a group of infants quickly pushed their cribs together to protect them from falling objects; a trio of hikers on top of Taiwan's tallest mountain sat still until the tremor was over; and rescue workers pulled residents out of partially collapsed and dangerously listing buildings.
When a 7.4-magnitude earthquake struck off the east coast of Taiwan on Wednesday morning, it was scenes of composure such as these, rather than mass panic, that stood out across the island of 23 million people.
It was the strongest earthquake to hit Taiwan in 25 years, triggering hundreds of aftershocks and landslides. Yet as of Thursday, only 10 people in the worst-hit region of Hualien County, home to more than 300,000, had died.

People drive past a cordoned-off damaged building in Hualien, Taiwan, on Thursday, a day after a 7.4-magnitude earthquake. (Annabelle Chih/Getty Images)


That's because Taiwan, which sits in the world's most seismically active zone, has had years of practice and preparation for exactly this kind of scenario.
Experts credit stricter building codes, extensive evacuation and disaster drills that begin in primary school, a honed disaster-response strategy -- and a fair amount of luck -- for the low death toll of Wednesday's quake.
"Although it seems like a long time, in the past 25 years Taiwan has actually made great progress," said Hsin-yu Shan, associate professor of civil engineering at National Yang Ming Chiao Tung University.
On Thursday, rescue teams were working to free more than 700 people who remained trapped in a national park in Hualien, the epicenter of the quake. Forecasts of rain raised concerns about more landslides.
More than 1,000 people were injured in Wednesday's quake, mostly by falling rocks, according to Taiwan's fire department.
Rescue efforts have been complicated by a large number of aftershocks -- at least 324 -- in Hualien County, a scenic coastal region popular with tourists and hikers, where the damage has been the heaviest. Taiwan officials said aftershocks of magnitudes of 6.5 to 7.0 were possible over the next three days.

A 7.4-magnitude earthquake rocked Taiwan's eastern coast April 3, injuring hundreds of people, collapsing buildings and causing landslides.


Residents in Hualien said rescue workers moved quickly to evacuate them from damaged buildings.
The nine-story Uranus Building, an apartment complex, was among several buildings that partially collapsed and were left tilting dangerously as emergency workers raced to find those inside.
Yu Yang, a 27-year-old delivery worker who lives in the building, found herself pinned between her closet and table as the building suddenly tilted following a strong aftershock.
"I felt helpless and couldn't move at all," she said. Within about three hours, two rescue workers climbed into her apartment and used their own safety rope to lower her to the ground.
"The government's response has been very quick, and they've worked very hard. It was really dangerous, but the search and rescue workers were willing to climb in," she said.

A woman receives medical attention Thursday after being rescued from Taiwan's Taroko National Park after the earthquake. (Daniel Ceng/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


Of the 75 people in the building, 74 were accounted for and safe. One woman who died is suspected of having gone back into the building for her cat and was pinned down by falling debris.

Drone footage taken April 4 shows workers trapped in a mountainous area of Taiwan's Hualien County, after a 7.4-magnitude quake triggered a landslide.


Rescue efforts are now focused on the Taroko Gorge national park, where hundreds of hotel workers and tourists remain trapped after the entrance was blocked by fallen rocks.
More than 15 people were also still missing in the gorge, the fire department said Thursday, and rescue workers were using drones and helicopters to search the area.
Drone footage posted by Taiwan's interior minister, Lin Yu-chang, showed some of the residents trapped in the park under a damaged but intact metal tunnel, waving at the camera.
The quake, which occurred just before 8 a.m. Wednesday and which the U.S. Geological Survey measured at 7.4 in magnitude, was felt across Taiwan and as far away as China's southeastern provinces. It triggered tsunami warnings in Japan and the Philippines that were later lifted.

Live cam footage and security cameras catch the moment a deadly 7.4-magnitude earthquake struck off the east coast of Taiwan on April 3.


The last time Taiwan saw a quake this strong was in 1999, when a 7.6-magnitude temblor struck central Taiwan, killing more than 2,400 people.
After that earthquake, authorities mandated stricter building codes that require new structures be able to withstand quakes up to what Taiwan defines as a level six intensity, where violent shaking makes it difficult to stand and some buildings may be damaged.
Shan, the professor of civil engineering, said the government has strengthened the earthquake resistance of schools and hospitals, adding that "99 percent of the schools in Taiwan comply with existing codes."
Since 2019, the government has also been reviewing 36,000 buildings across Taiwan that were built before 1999 and giving subsidies to upgrade them.

Local residents wear hard hats and helmets before entering a damaged building in Hualien to remove their belongings Thursday. (Annabelle Chih/Getty Images)


Even before the 1999 quake, Taiwan had implemented earthquake building codes modeled after those in the United States. They have been upgraded as researchers learned from quakes elsewhere, such as an 8.0-magnitude Mexico City earthquake in 1985, in which reverberations in soft soil caused more damage, a phenomenon also present in the Taipei Basin in northern Taiwan.
"Taiwan has had remarkable discipline in their seismic building codes, and enforcement of those codes," said Joseph Barbera, an associate professor at George Washington University who was deployed by USAID to Taiwan after the 1999 quake.
He noted that Taiwan had also built up a strong emergency response system, including response centers that are specially constructed to move with the ground as it shakes during an earthquake.
"The Taiwanese should be commended for their risk reduction as well as their effective response," he said.
Disaster awareness has also improved among the public. A promotional quiz sponsored by the National Fire Agency last year asked residents questions such as whether they should open the door as soon as an earthquake hits. (The answer is no.) The average score among more than 200,000 test takers was 90 percent.
Taiwan's all-important advanced computer chip industry has also had years to prepare. Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Co., the world's top maker of high-tech chips, based in central Taiwan, said its facilities were not seriously damaged by Wednesday's earthquake.
Within 10 hours of the earthquake, 70 percent of production had been restored, the company said in a statement late Wednesday. None of the company's high-end "lithography" machines, among the most complex pieces of equipment in the world, were damaged, TSMC said.

During a visit to Hualien near the earthquake's epicenter on April 3, Taiwan President-elect Lai Ching-te said rescuing trapped victims is the top priority.


The emergency response was not always perfect, residents have pointed out. At least seven counties received no early-warning alert, triggering widespread criticism. Taiwan's Central Weather Administration apologized, saying that it underestimated the scale of the earthquake and did not send an alert.
On Thursday, more than 300 households in Hualien still did not have power, and almost 10,000 homes in the area have lost access to running water, according to Taiwan's Economic Affairs Ministry.
Schools and businesses in Hualien reopened Thursday, and the local railway line also resumed operation. Aftershocks continued to be felt throughout Taiwan, prompting the Central Weather Administration to say that it would no longer announce tremors smaller than magnitude 3.o.
In Hualien, where residents are accustomed to earthquakes, many were still shocked by the strength of the temblor. Andy Liu, 37, who lives in Jian Township, was waiting outside a clinic when it struck.
"It started to shake, and I felt something was off," he said. "It was shaking so hard I couldn't stand up."
Luck also played a major role in the relatively low death toll of the quake, experts pointed out. It struck in the morning, when many people were heading to work and not at home.
Moreover, the epicenter was located off the coast, rather than on land, and was near one of Taiwan's least densely populated regions.
"If this Hualien earthquake were to happen in Taipei, it is a certainty that the situation will be even worse than the Noto earthquake," said Johnson Kung, a board member of the Taiwan Professional Civil Engineers Association, referring to a 7.6-magnitude quake that hit Japan in January  and killed more than 200 people.
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Food feud ends: Pepsi, Doritos return to one of world's biggest grocers
Pepsi, Doritos, Cheetos, Lay's and Lipton Ice Tea are some PepsiCo snacks and drinks returning to Carrefour stores in France after a dispute over price increases. 
By Victoria Bisset | 2024-04-04

At left, a Carrefour supermarket in France. At right, bottles of Pepsi are displayed at a Target store in New York City. (From left: iStock; Michael M. Santiago/Getty Images/Getty Images)


Pepsi. 7Up. Doritos. Cheetos. Lay's. Lipton Ice Tea.
These are some of the PepsiCo products returning to shelves at one of the world's biggest grocery chains, after an agreement was reached with Carrefour stores in France.
The food feud lasted for about three months, after Carrefour -- a France-based grocer which has 12,000 stores globally -- announced it was removing PepsiCo products over price increases. Stores in countries such as France, Italy, Belgium and Spain were reported to be affected during the dispute as Europeans continued to battle with high food prices.
"It's good to see friends we haven't seen in a long time," Alexandre de Palmas, executive director of Carrefour's France branch, posted Wednesday on X alongside a photo of himself holding a bottle of Pepsi.
"PepsiCo products are back on our shelves," Carrefour said in a statement, according to French media. "An agreement has been reached, as we had hoped, in the interest of the customer."
The Wall Street Journal reported that while a deal was struck in France, negotiations were continuing over PepsiCo products in four other countries. Carrefour did not immediately respond to requests for comment from The Washington Post early Thursday.
PepsiCo France said in a statement that it was "pleased to have reached an agreement and are delighted that our products are returning to Carrefour's shelves for people to enjoy once again." 
The dispute between the two companies became public in early January, when Carrefour began displaying signs in its stores explaining that it would "no longer" sell PepsiCo products "due to unacceptable price increases," adding: "We apologize for the inconvenience caused."
A spokesperson for PepsiCo told The Post at the time that the company had "been in discussion with Carrefour for many months and we will continue to engage in good faith to try to ensure that our products are available."
The move from Carrefour came as food prices in France had risen 7 percent year-over-year in December. This March, the year-on-year rise was 1.7 percent, according to France's National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies -- a significant decrease from a high of 15.9 percent in March 2023.
Randall Sargent, a partner in the retail and consumer goods division of the marketing consulting firm Oliver Wyman, told The Post in January that tactics such as pulling all of a brand's products are not uncommon in Europe. "While consumers are still very loyal to certain national brands, it's a bit less disruptive when they're pulled from the shelf because they're already used to, and more willing in many categories, to shift to the private brand equivalent," she said.
Carrefour expects to grow its private label, according to a strategic plan published in 2022. The company aims to have its private label represent 40 percent of food sales in 2026 -- up from 33 percent in 2022. PepsiCo's business in Europe accounts for about 14 percent of its global revenue, amounting at about $9 billion, the Wall Street Journal reported.
Jaclyn Peiser contributed to this report.
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Japan's answer to seasonal allergies: A subsidized tropical escape
So many people call in sick with hay fever during the peak pollen season that Japanese companies are taking novel steps to allow them to continue to work.
By Julia Mio Inuma, Michelle Lee | 2024-04-04

Kabira Bay, located on the north coast of Ishigaki Island, Japan, where many go to escape terrible hay fever. (Eric Lafforgue/Art in All of Us/Corbis/Getty Images) 


TOKYO -- Spring is a miserable time for millions of Japanese. One of them is Naoki Shigihara, whose hay fever symptoms make it difficult to focus at work. Luckily for him, his employer, an IT company called Aisaac, offers a "tropical escape" program, allowing employees to work remotely from other parts of the country with low pollen counts. It even offers to subsidize the temporary relocation to the tune of $1,300.
"I definitely felt the symptoms going away, and the fact of just being in Okinawa was great," said Shigihara, a 20-year-old engineer who has taken advantage of the company's flexible policies for the past two years by relocating to the tropical southern Japanese island of Okinawa.
"After coming back to Tokyo, my symptoms started to worsen again," he said.
Japan's hay fever season, which peaks from late February to mid-April, isn't just a nuisance for those who spend all spring sneezing and scratching because of allergies. It's a public health problem that comes with a price tag on the Japanese economy as millions of employees fall sick each spring from hay fever.
More than 40 percent of the Japanese population were believed to experience hay fever symptoms as of 2019, according to the Japan Society of Immunology, Allergology and Infection in Otorhinolaryngology. That means Japan's hay fever-afflicted population is proportionally higher than the global average of 10 to 30 percent, according to the World Health Organization.
Now, the Japanese government and some businesses are taking measures to help alleviate the allergy's effects.
Prime Minister Fumio Kishida last year declared hay fever a "national disease," saying it had "a huge impact on productivity." A survey of private companies by the Panasonic Corporation estimated the economic losses from decreased worker productivity during allergy season at $1.5 billion a day.
About 20 percent of Japanese companies are allowing remote work during hay fever season, according to a survey by the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry. Some, like Aisaac, are even chipping in for the costs.

People wear masks outside in Tokyo in March 2008. Japan's hay fever season peaks from late February to mid-April. (Robert Gilhooly/Bloomberg News/Getty Images) 


The government has increased the budget for countermeasures and plans to reduce artificially planted cedar forests by 20 percent over the next decade and replace them with other trees that produce less pollen.
The severity of Japan's hay fever problem is due to the cedar and cypress trees that were planted in Japan through a postwar reforestation program to support the country's booming construction industry.
The trees are native to Japan but were planted at a denser concentration than they would have grown naturally, and now, cedar and cypress trees account for 28 percent of Japan's forests, according to the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries.
Allergy season is starting earlier and lasting longer because of global warming, experts say, which causes cedar and other allergy-triggering trees to mature more quickly and generate more pollen. Pollen allergies are worsening globally because of climate change, with spring temperatures rising and plants releasing pollen earlier and for longer periods, according to the World Economic Forum. The cedar pollen concentration in spring 2023 reached a 10-year high in some parts of Japan.
"Hay fever allergy has a huge impact on Japanese society," said Minoru Gotoh, professor of otorhinolaryngology at Nippon Medical School Tama Nagayama Hospital in Tokyo. "Unlike other pollen in Europe or North America which don't spread so far away, pollen from cedar affects a much wider area because the pollen disperses over several dozens of kilometers."
Hay fever is so common in Japan that people often say that if you're not allergic yet, you will fall victim to it eventually.
It's called the "cup theory" and is discussed frequently in Japanese media: The theory imagines the human body as a cup in which pollen accumulates over time, developing antibodies to fight allergic symptoms. When the "cup" overflows with pollen, that's when you develop symptoms -- like Shigihara, who was first hit with allergies two years ago.
But the theory doesn't explain why children also suffer from hay fever, experts note. That led to the "seesaw theory," which describes a balance your body maintains between its immune systems -- one that fights viruses, and another for allergies. Overexposure to pollen burdens the allergy-fighting immune system, tilting the balance between the two systems and leading to symptoms.

Bright green kochias cover a hill at Hitachi Seaside Park in Hitachinaka City, Japan. Cedar and cypress trees account for 28 percent of Japan's forests, according to the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries. (The Yomiuri Shimbun/AP) (Hiroto Sekiguchi/AP)


Mitsuhiro Okano, professor of otorhinolaryngology at the International University of Health and Welfare Narita Hospital in Chiba prefecture, estimated that serious hay fever symptoms can impair working efficiency by more than 30 percent, making national economic loss a real concern.
Okano said that according to Japanese government data, medical treatment costs related to hay fever allergies total about $2.4 billion a year, and $264 million is spent on over-the-counter medication.
"The decline in labor productivity has the biggest impact on the economy," Okano said. "Current measures taken by companies may be somewhat effective, but it's still not widespread enough."
Rina Tada, a 35-year-old systems engineer in Tokyo, is among those who suffer at this time of year: Her symptoms include a runny nose, sneezing, and itchiness in her eyes, throat, ears, and on her skin.
"It's so bad that I constantly have to wear a mask, and I can't go to sleep at night without taking medication," she said. She uses a variety of medications to cope.
Although Tada's employer doesn't offer support, many Japanese companies are increasingly paying hay fever subsidies to keep workers healthy and productive during allergy season, and covering the cost of medical bills, nasal sprays, tissues, masks and eyedrops.
The "tropical escape" program by Aisaac, for example, allows employees to go anywhere with low pollen levels from mid-February to mid-April. The most common domestic destinations are the southwestern islands of Okinawa and Amami Oshima, or the northern island of Hokkaido. Some employees also go to Guam or Hawaii.
Aisaac pays employees up to $1,300 to escape from their symptoms. (Flights to the island cost between $200 and $400.)
The plan started in 2022 because the company's chief executive suffers from serious hay fever symptoms and also needs to spend time away from Tokyo every spring, said Shihomi Yamamoto, the company's spokeswoman. Last year, more than one-third of the company's 185 employees participated.
Shigihara, the Aisaac employee, said he signed up as soon as he heard about it from a colleague. He deals with a persistent stuffy and runny nose every spring. He spent 10 days in Okinawa last year, four days this year, and plans to go next year.
"When I talk to people from other companies, they're all in agreement that it's a great idea, and many are jealous," he said. "Almost everyone around me suffers from hay fever, and I see everyone going to hospitals, so it's really a serious issue in Japan."
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How a steel ball protected Taiwan's tallest skyscraper in an earthquake
Taipei 101 has a device known as a tuned mass damper to blunt the skyscraper's sway -- and calm the stomachs of its occupants -- during earthquakes.
By Rachel Pannett | 2024-04-04

Visitors pose for selfies in front of the tuned mass damper at the Taipei 101 building in Taiwan in 2015. (Tomohiro Ohsumi/Bloomberg/Getty Images)


When a 7.4-magnitude earthquake rocked Taiwan on Wednesday, people inside the island's tallest skyscraper, Taipei 101, were protected by a large yellow pendulum at the building's center that helped absorb the shock.
Known as a "tuned mass damper," the 730-ton steel sphere is suspended between several floors at the top of the building, where it can be viewed by the public. The observatory is a popular tourist attraction in the capital city.
The sphere moves back and forth during earthquakes or typhoons that regularly lash the island, absorbing the force of any "violent swinging," according to the Taipei 101 website. The damper's engineers say it can curtail the building's movement by up to 40 percent, reducing the queasiness felt by its occupants.
Closed-circuit TV footage of the Taipei skyline at the moment the earthquake hit shows the pagoda-shaped skyscraper hardly moving. The security camera, mounted on another building, is shaking violently.

Live cam footage and security cameras catch the moment a deadly 7.4-magnitude earthquake struck off the east coast of Taiwan on April 3.


Taipei 101 was the world's tallest building when it was completed in 2004 -- a title it held until 2009. As the name suggests, it is 101 stories tall, reaching a height of 1,667 feet, including its spire.
It has a number of other design features that increase its resilience to natural disasters -- including 380 piles driven deep into the ground. The deepest is rammed some 30 meters, or almost 100 feet, into the bedrock, which, according to Taipei 101, "is similar to nailing the entire building onto a solid tectonic plate." Power is supplied to the building via two substations, reducing the risk of an outage.
Taiwan, home to 23 million people, is vulnerable to earthquakes because of its location within the world's most seismically active zone, known as the Ring of Fire. Nine people were killed and more than 900 injured in Wednesday's earthquake, the strongest to strike the island in 25 years. A 7.6-magnitude tremor struck central Taiwan in 1999, killing more than 2,400 people.

The Taipei 101 skyscraper in 2023. (Ritchie B. Tongo/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


Taipei 101 is not the only skyscraper in Taiwan and around the world to use damper systems for stability -- although it is a rare case in which the engineering is on display.
A design flaw could have doomed a New York skyscraper in the 1970s -- even though it had a tuned mass damper, an advanced design feature at the time. The building's engineer had to hustle to resolve the issue -- which was pointed out by a college student -- as the hurricane season was approaching.
A video on Taipei 101's website shows the sphere rocking gently during a cyclone in 2015, ranked by scientists as one of the strongest storms in the world that year.
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At energy plant bombed by Russia, Ukrainian workers, and a cat, toil on
Workers at the heavily damaged plant are trying to pick up the pieces, but relentless Russian airstrikes on Ukraine's energy infrastructure are causing deep damage to the country's economy. 
By Siobhan O'Grady, Serhii Korolchuk | 2024-04-04
Little more than rusty, melted metal and piles of ash are left in a control room in this sprawling electric generating station that Russia attacked last month -- destroying equipment and igniting a massive fire that shut down the entire plant indefinitely.
Ukraine's electric grid is such a high-value target for Russian missile strikes that revealing the name or location of this facility, run by DTEK, the country's largest private energy producer, could put the plant and its employees at risk by allowing Russian forces to assess the extent of damage to the facility to plan future strikes, DTEK and Energy Ministry officials said.
Last month's strikes, which simultaneously hit numerous energy infrastructure sites across Ukraine, obliterated 80 percent of capacity at DTEK's thermal power plants. Even with the right supplies, it could take many months if not longer to fix the damage.
Such attacks, which are deeply debilitating to Ukraine's already war-ravaged economy, are nearly impossible to repel because Ukraine lacks adequate air defenses. The strikes also show Russia is unrelenting in the brutal pursuit of its war aims, readying further ground offensives but also able to rely on a seemingly robust supply of missiles and explosive drones to strike targets far from the front lines.
The difficulty defending against the attacks also poses challenges to rebuilding the energy facilities, which are key to keeping the nation's lights on and its businesses running, because they can always be hit again -- creating a sense of exhaustion and futility.
"The fact is that we missed several missiles and drones and have such damage -- meaning that definitely we don't have enough air defense," DTEK's chief executive, Maksym Timchenko, said in an interview at the plant on Tuesday. "We invest a lot of effort, a lot of money and time to restore it. But it can be destroyed ... after one attack."
Russia's recent strikes, which came after the coldest days of winter had passed, may reflect an effort by the Kremlin to exploit Ukraine's vulnerabilities. Russia knows, Timchenko added, that "we are weaker in air defense now than even four months ago."
Russia knows the locations of DTEK's six thermal power plants operating in Ukrainian-controlled territory but not the extent of damage caused by its strikes, DTEK officials said. Revealing any details about a particular plant could result in it being targeted sooner, according to DTEK officials, who arranged a visit for journalists on the condition that the location and other identifying information about the facility not be published.

A view of the damage at the thermal power plant from Russian missile strikes last month. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post) 



DTEK executives assess damage from the attack at a plant in Ukraine. DTEK is the country's largest private energy producer. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post) 


Ukraine is urgently awaiting $60 billion in aid from the United States, which congressional Republicans have blocked for months. House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) has so far refused to put the package to a vote, even after personal pleas from Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky.
Improved air defenses, including the U.S.-designed Patriot systems that Washington and other NATO allies provided last year, helped repel many Russian attacks, but officials in Kyiv say stocks of ammunition are dwindling.
As Washington dawdles, Russia's relentless strikes have severely strained Ukraine's electrical grid. In many areas, power has been cut, leaving residents -- including in Kharkiv, the country's second-largest city -- relying on food handouts. Officials warn the strikes could set off environmental disaster.
No one was killed during last month's attack on this facility, when about 10 missiles struck in the early morning. That was in part because DTEK -- anticipating such strikes -- set up passive protections such as sandbags, which shielded essential staff from shrapnel. Most workers also ran to an underground shelter to seek refuge.

Plant workers Oleksandr, left, an electric welder, and Serhii, a foreman. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post) 


Russia has repeatedly struck Ukraine's power grid, targeting DTEK's thermal power plants in more than 160 attacks since February 2022. More than 40 of those strikes occurred in the recent heating season.
After a wave of strikes last winter, which caused major power outages nationwide during the coldest months of the year, DTEK restored its power units -- only to have most destroyed again.
DTEK has also used almost all of its backup equipment to repair damage after other Russian strikes, making the current repair efforts even more complicated.
The parts needed to repair the burned-out control room at this facility can only be obtained from outside Ukraine, Timchenko said. Other necessary equipment potentially can be salvaged from decommissioned plants in Europe.
While searching for quick fixes for its existing facilities, DTEK is also seeking investment to expand its green energy projects, including wind farms, which would be harder for Russia to damage because the infrastructure is spread out.
Such projects would also be harder for Russia to target than older power plants, which were designed in the Soviet era, meaning Moscow probably still has blueprints of the facilities. But until funding is secured for more green projects, Ukraine must rely largely on plants that run on fossil fuels.

A view of the damaged plant. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post) 



Russia's relentless strikes have severely strained Ukraine's electrical grid. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post) 


As much as DTEK needs help repairing damage, the company also urgently needs commercial funding for the green projects and for war insurance.
"That we don't feel 100 percent protected should not stop us from doing what we're doing," Timchenko said.
Even amid the constant risk of more strikes, employees are already cleaning and repairing what they can. On Tuesday, dozens of staff in blue and gray uniforms sifted through debris, salvaging some pieces and hauling the rest to the trash.
The facility still reeks of smoke, and piles of stray equipment are scattered about. "You can never expect it [to look] like this," said Sergii Batechko, a DTEK manager who was visiting the plant with the chief executive. "We never expected war."
Oleksandr, 51, who has worked at the plant for 27 years, was home when the strikes hit but rushed to his longtime workplace to help evacuate staff and shut off critical equipment.

Plant workers Andrii, left, an electric welder, and Volodymyr, a locksmith. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post) 


Like other employees, Oleksandr spoke on the condition that he be identified only by his first name to avoid identifying the location of the factory.
Not all employees can take cover underground during attacks, Oleksandr said. Some must maintain the plant's operations. Instead, they rushed to windowless staff locker rooms, hoping the shock wave would not reach them.
Inside one such control room, which was not damaged in the strike, the clock on the wall still read 5:49 a.m. -- the time the missiles hit. A black and white cat covered in soot wove through the legs of workers and journalists -- a survivor of the fire that broke out in the next control room down the hall. Oleksandr said he knew the room was ablaze but entered anyway -- taking a deep breath and then opening the door to the smoke-filled room -- so that he could shut off the oil pumps before the controls were destroyed.
When he opened the door, the office cat, named Murka, escaped.
Employees grabbed any fire extinguishers they could find, using dozens to try to quell the flames as they waited for firefighters to arrive. The fire eventually caused the ceiling to collapse. On Tuesday, workers from different departments, dispatched to aid in repairs, toiled away under the open sky. On part of the roof that still remains, a net installed to catch incoming drones was visible.

Maksym Timchenko, the chief executive of DTEK, third from right, assesses the damage other top executives this week. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post) 



Murka the cat survived the Russian missile attack at the plant. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post) 


Oleksandr has witnessed other strikes on the facility, including one in late 2022 when several missiles hit while he was working in the main control room. Like before, he said, workers will try to get the plant back up and running, but they are exhausted knowing it might just be another temporary patch.
"People are working to repair it but we don't have the guarantee the station will be safe," Oleksandr said. "We need to know we are not repairing it for nothing."
As Timchenko walked through the badly damaged facility on his first visit since the strikes last month, workers explained that when sirens come on, they grab flak jackets and helmets and try to hide from the windows. Others told him that there is so little electricity available now that they cannot deploy multiple cranes to clear the debris, which is slowing down the cleanup.
In the control room where the clock stopped, Timchenko spoke to Yevhen, 39, who has worked at the plant for 17 years and helped guide firefighters to the generator room after last month's attack.
"How are you feeling here? Are you feeling safe?" Timchenko asked.
"Sort of," Yevhen replied.
"Thank you for coming to work after major events like this," Timchenko told him and his colleagues. "It's hard to come up with words. You are the real front protecting Ukrainian energy infrastructure. Thank you for risking your lives."
Employees are aware that every day they come to work could mean living through another strike -- or never returning home.
"My prediction is bleak," Oleksandr said. "Without international support, we will not survive."

Fire extinguishers that were used to put out the fire during the attack. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post) 
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Biden's 'red line' on Gaza is nowhere to be found
While U.S. officials have repeatedly criticized Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, they have so far refrained from exerting any real leverage.
By Adam Taylor | 2024-04-04
You're reading an excerpt from the Today's WorldView newsletter. Sign up to get the rest free, including news from around the globe and interesting ideas and opinions to know, sent to your inbox every weekday.

People stand near a destroyed car of the World Central Kitchen along Al-Rashid Road in south Gaza on Tuesday. (Mohammed Saber/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


This week's killing of aid workers in Gaza left no gray area. The workers were driving through a deconfliction zone in marked vehicles when they were repeatedly targeted, leaving one Palestinian and six foreign aid workers dead. That the seven dead were working with World Central Kitchen, headed by the widely admired chef Jose Andres, made it almost impossible to ignore.
Some view the tragedy as a potential turning point in the Israel-Gaza war, which has dragged on for almost half a year. Notably, the strike on the WCK convoy led to the death of a U.S. citizen: 33-year-old Jacob Flickinger. "The killing of foreign aid workers in Gaza might finally exhaust the considerable patience of Israel's allies, led by the United States," Jeremy Bowen, the BBC's veteran international editor, wrote Wednesday.
But have the attacks crossed President Biden's "red line"? Though Biden and U.S. officials have repeatedly criticized the leadership of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu over recent months, they have so far refrained from exerting their real leverage: blocking military aid and the sale of weapons to Israel.
In fact, the Biden administration has arguably done the opposite. Biden requested a historic increase in the amount of military aid to Israel after the Oct. 7 attacks on that country. After months of growing concern about the war's civilian toll and growing criticism of Israeli efforts to avoid civilian harm, U.S. weapons still flow. The Washington Post reported last week that Washington authorized the transfer of 1,800 MK-84 2,000-pound bombs and other weaponry to Israel.
In an interview with MSNBC last month, Biden was sharply critical of Netanyahu but offered an unclear response on whether he would stop this support for Israel. While he said an Israeli ground offensive into Rafah, one of the last places of refuge in Gaza for displaced civilians, could cross a "red line," he seemed to strongly qualify what that would be.
"I'm never going to leave Israel. The defense of Israel is still critical," Biden said. "So there's no red line [in which] I'm going to cut off all weapons so they don't have the Iron Dome to protect them."
It's not clear whether that will change with the WCK killings. Biden offered a strong statement in response, connecting it to broader problems with delivering aid in Gaza. "This conflict has been one of the worst in recent memory in terms of how many aid workers have been killed," Biden said Tuesday. That's why aid distribution has been so difficult, he said, "because Israel has not done enough to protect aid workers trying to deliver desperately needed help to civilians."
Despite this, U.S. officials have stated that there has been no change in the administration's policy toward Israel. National Security Council spokesman John Kirby on Wednesday said the United States would let Israel complete its investigation before coming to any conclusions.
"No country should have to live next door to a threat that is truly genocidal as Hamas has been," he said. "So while we make no bones about the fact that we have certain issues about some of the way things are being done, we also make no bones about the fact that Israel is going to continue to have American support for the fight they're in."
Kirby added that the State Department has so far "not found any incidents where the Israelis have violated international humanitarian law," a legal designation that could cause the United States to block military exports to the country.
Critics say Israel has a far broader pattern of loose targeting in Gaza. An investigation by +972 Magazine and Local Call published this week pointed to the use of artificial intelligence in military strikes, alleging that the program allowed a high amount of "collateral damage" during assassinations of low-ranking militants. One expert called the system "the nightmare of every international humanitarian lawyer come to life."
U.S. officials have told reporters that Biden was personally "angry" about the WCK strike, partly due to widespread respect for the work that the Washington-linked organization does. But there was no sign of change. "It's just rinse and repeat with the Israelis. The American political system can't or won't draw a real line with them and that is regrettable," Politico quoted one unnamed U.S. official as saying.
The Israel-Gaza war has led to some degree of realignment. Recent polls have found that more than half of Americans now disapprove of Israel's military action in Gaza and that Democrats in particular were increasingly supportive of Palestinians. Former president Donald Trump, Biden's Republican rival in this year's election, recently shocked Israeli interviewers by telling them to "finish up" the war and make peace.
But in some ways, things are very familiar. The U.S. response to the 2022 killing of Palestinian American journalist Shireen Abu Akleh was muted, despite the ultimate conclusion by Israel that it was "highly likely" an Israeli soldier shot her dead after its own investigation. "If she was killed in another part of the world, then of course it would have been handled in a totally different way," Lina Abu Akleh, Shireen's niece, told The Post last year.
Speaking to the New Yorker this week, Aaron David Miller, a former State Department diplomat who advised on the Middle East and now  works with the Carnegie Endowment, offered an unusually frank admission that Biden, like many in the United States, doesn't view Israel the same way he views others.
"I think it's fair to say, yes, that America and Americans have a pro-Israeli sensibility," Miller said, later adding, "Do I think that Joe Biden has the same depth of feeling and empathy for the Palestinians of Gaza as he does for the Israelis? No, he doesn't, nor does he convey it. I don't think there's any doubt about that."
Even if that is true, sometimes circumstances call for tough love. "The U.S. must do more to tell Prime Minister Netanyahu this war needs to end now," WCK's Andres said in a Wednesday interview with Reuters, adding that it was hard to understand the U.S. position.
"America is going to be sending its Navy and its military to do humanitarian work, but at the same time weapons provided by America ... are killing civilians," Andres said.
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American killed in Israeli strike in Gaza was father, military veteran
Jacob Flickinger, a 33-year-old dual U.S.-Canadian citizen, was one of seven World Central Kitchen workers killed in an Israeli strike.
By Joanna Slater | 2024-04-04

Jacob Flickinger, an aid worker with World Central Kitchen, pictured with his partner, Sandy Leclerc, and their son. (John Flickinger) 


When Jacob Flickinger went to the Gaza Strip three weeks ago to distribute food with World Central Kitchen, he asked his father to tell his mother he was in Cyprus instead. He didn't want her to worry.
He planned to leave at the end of this week, he told his father, John, on Sunday via text. The two wished each other a happy Easter.
The next day, the 33-year-old dual U.S.-Canadian citizen was dead, one of seven World Central Kitchen workers killed by Israeli airstrikes on the aid group's convoy.
"He was a good man," his father said. "He was doing what he loved and just wanted to serve and help others."
Jacob Flickinger was born and spent most of his childhood in Saint-Georges, a small city in Quebec, the son of a Canadian mother and an American father.
Flickinger spent a little more than a decade in the Canadian Armed Forces and did a tour of duty in Afghanistan, where he served in Kandahar, his father said.
After leaving the military in 2019, he met his partner, Sandy Leclerc, and they had a baby boy. The couple moved to Costa Rica, where Flickinger began building a business as a fitness trainer.
To support his family, he started looking for other opportunities. His first stint with World Central Kitchen was last November, when he spent a month in Mexico in the aftermath of a major hurricane.

To support Jacob's partner and 18-month-old son, John and a friend of Jacob's launched a fundraiser. (John Flickinger) 


When a friend told him about the WCK mobilization in Gaza, he volunteered to help distribute food shipments arriving by sea. The work combined the skills he learned in the military and his desire to help, his father said.
"Women and children are starving to death, it's all over the news every day," said John Flickinger, 67. "He felt he could make a small difference."
Jacob's death appears to mark the first time an American has been killed in Gaza by the Israel Defense Forces since the war began on Oct. 7, after the Hamas attack on Israel. Nearly 33,000 people have been killed in Gaza, according to the Gaza Health Ministry, which does not differentiate between combatants and civilians. It says the majority of the dead are women and children.
At least 21 U.S. citizens serving in the IDF have also been killed in Gaza.
John described his son as a loyal friend, someone who even as a boy was inclined to protect the weak and stand up to aggressors. To support Jacob's partner and 18-month-old son, John and a friend of Jacob's launched a fundraiser.
"I want his story to be told," John said through tears. In war, "the people that suffer are the mothers, the fathers, the sons, the daughters, the survivors of what is insanity."
Amanda Coletta in Toronto contributed to this report.
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In a rare move, maker of failed ALS drug removes it from the market
Amylyx Pharmaceuticals said it would voluntarily remove its FDA-approved drug for amyotrophic lateral sclerosis from the market after a trial showed it doesn't work.
By Daniel Gilbert | 2024-04-04

Amylyx Pharmaceuticals on Thursday said it would reduce its staff by 70 percent. (Dado Ruvic/Reuters) 


Amylyx Pharmaceuticals said it would voluntarily remove its drug for amyotrophic lateral sclerosis from the market, a rare move that comes less than a month after a clinical trial showed its once-promising treatment for the fatal disease doesn't work.
The Cambridge, Mass.-based company said Thursday it had started the process to remove its drug, called Relyvrio in the United States and Albrioza in Canada, with regulators, adding that it will not be available for new patients effective immediately while existing patients can be transitioned to a "free drug program." Amylyx will slash its staff by 70 percent.
"While this is a difficult moment for the ALS community, we reached this path forward in partnership with the stakeholders who will be impacted and in line with our steadfast commitment to people living with ALS and other neurodegenerative diseases," Joshua Cohen and Justin Klee, the company's two CEOs, said in a statement.
The U.S. Food and Drug Administration's approval of Relyvrio in 2022 generated controversy because it was based on a single clinical trial, and FDA staff and outside experts questioned the drug's effectiveness. A larger trial whose results were released last month showed the benefit to patients was not even as reliable as a coin toss. The company instantly lost 80 percent of its stock-market value.
About 6,000 people a year in the United States are diagnosed with ALS, often called Lou Gehrig's disease, which kills by progressively shutting down the body's ability to move, speak and eventually breathe. There is no known cure.
The company's decision to voluntarily take Relyvrio off the market is uncommon, but it fulfills a pledge that its executives had made in 2022, when the FDA was evaluating whether to approve the drug.
"We will do what is right for patients, which includes voluntarily removing the product from the market" if the company's larger trial were to fail, Klee said at an FDA meeting in 2022. One member of the agency's expert panel was skeptical about the prospect of pulling the drug from the market if it turned out not to work, saying the FDA underestimated the complexity and likelihood of doing so.
"Frankly, I'm not sure it's ever taken place, although admittedly in rare cases, manufacturers themselves have made the decision to do so," Johns Hopkins University internist Caleb Alexander said at the time.
Amylyx made the right decision, Alexander said Thursday. "The case is also a reminder of the standards we have for market access -- and the risks of diluting these standards based on factors other than scientific evidence," he said.
The ALS Association also praised Thursday's announcement. "We commend Amylyx for pulling Relyvrio off the market, while still ensuring that people living with ALS can access the drug if they believe it is helping them," the group said in a statement.
Amylyx, founded by Klee and Cohen while they were undergraduates at Brown University, had been an improbable success. The company won FDA approval in 2022 on the strength of a single trial that found Relyvrio slowed the rate of decline, compared with a placebo, in activities like walking and talking. A subsequent data analysis also found that participants who took the drug lived an average of 10 months longer than a control group.
Sales of Relyvrio brought in about $380 million in revenue last year. At one point, Amylyx had a market capitalization exceeding $1 billion.
In most cases, the FDA requires more evidence -- two trials that provide compelling data -- to approve a drug. But it also exercises a measure of flexibility, taking into account the seriousness of the disease and the adequacy of existing treatments.
On Thursday, Amylyx said it would continue to study the results of its failed larger trial to inform future ALS research. It is continuing to develop another ALS drug, but its leading drug candidate now is for Wolfram syndrome, a hereditary disorder that causes diabetes.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2024/04/04/amylyx-als-drug/



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Work Advice: Is that chill in the air retaliation from my employer?
A worker is noticing a change in co-workers' behavior and has been passed up for a project. Could it be retaliation for a complaint filed months ago?
By Karla Miller | 2024-04-04

(ferrantraite/iStock)


Reader: Last year, I filed a complaint with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission against my boss and his boss. I have not discussed this with others in my office, hoping all will be resolved through mediation.
Recently, I have noticed an odd chill among my colleagues toward me. I was being considered to work on a team, but another person is now listed as doing what I would have been invited to do. I am suspicious that the top boss is expressing negative opinions about me.
I have (had?) a good working relationship with my colleagues, and I think some or all of them are caught in the middle. I do not wish to give them any reason to believe whatever trash they might have heard. Do I say anything? I have legal representation and have submitted multiple complaints, including complaints based on retaliation.
Karla: As gut-wrenching as it is to think of people in power targeting you, it could end up working in your favor if they are. Employment lawyers (reminder: I am not one) have been telling me for years that what most often gets employers in trouble is not harassment or discrimination complaints, but the consequent retaliation. If management is taking potshots at you behind the scenes, they may well end up shooting themselves in the foot.
In an FAQ, the EEOC lists three elements necessary in determining whether retaliation has occurred:
So: Is your employer retaliating against you? I honestly have no idea.
The chill you're detecting from your colleagues and the evaporation of an opportunity you were expecting could be signs of retaliation -- or they could be attributed to general stress or the emergence of a stronger candidate.
It's been months since you filed your initial complaint, so it might seem too much time has passed for the current goings-on to be related to your complaint. (It's not uncommon for cases to take this long; the EEOC itself says it can take around 10 months to investigate a charge of discrimination.) But managers familiar with anti-discrimination law would presumably know that any drastic backlash right after you filed would immediately incriminate them, whereas a slow-burning back-channel campaign of casual insinuations and criticisms could cause you just as much harm while providing a smokescreen of plausible deniability for them.
For now, listen to your instincts, and start keeping journals and saving emails that detail what has changed and how it's affecting you. Your legal team might be able to suggest questions you can ask at work. Be careful with this tactic, though; if you have been advised not to discuss your allegations until the situation is resolved, you have to abide by that guidance.
I realize not being able to say anything in your defense when you suspect others are tearing you down is probably the worst part of all this. But trust your legal team's judgment on when to speak up and when to stay silent to help your case. Trust that people who know you best will assume you are acting with integrity even when you can't talk about it. And try to keep demonstrating that integrity in everything you do.
Reader Query: Have you faced retaliation in your workplace? Share with me at karla.miller@washpost.com (unless, of course, your lawyer has advised you not to).
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Can kosher food be hip? Manischewitz is betting its rebrand on it.
The 136-year-old brand known for its Passover offerings hopes its revamp will appeal to the culturally curious.
By Jaclyn Peiser | 2024-04-04

Manischewitz has been making an array of traditional Jewish foods since the 1880s. (Manischewitz)


What makes this Passover different from all other Passovers? It may be the box of matzoh on your kitchen table.
Manischewitz, the 136-year-old Kosher food brand synonymous with Passover, has changed its look in a bid for new customers, especially the culturally curious. The new tangerine packaging and arched logo is a full reimagining of a line of foods often consumed during the eight days a year when Jews commemorate their liberation from slavery in ancient Egypt.
The rebrand is meant to broaden its appeal to new generations, especially those who enjoy trying different cuisines, said Shani Seidman, chief marketing officer of Manischewitz's parent company, Kayco. "We have authentically Jewish food, and we feel like there's a lot of opportunity to invite everyone to come and explore the kosher aisle," she said. It "should be a culinary destination."

Manischewitz has new tangerine packaging and an arched logo. (Manischewitz)


The rollout comes just in time for Passover, which begins the evening of April 22, when many households abstain from leavened bread and turn to one of the company's biggest products: matzoh. Shoppers will now also find Manischewitz's gefilte fish, egg noodles and macaroons encased in new packaging adorned with Hebrew-inspired accents, illustrated characters and hues of reds, oranges, yellows and browns. And there are new products in the works: from cheeky merch to frozen matzoh balls and knishes.
(Manischewitz is not to be confused with Manischewitz Wines, which is a separate company.)
Privately held Kayco partnered with JKR Global, the agency behind the branding of Dunkin', Burger King, Uber and Fanta. The creative team leaned into the brand's Jewish roots while attempting to appeal to an audience that is "much more open to all different types of food," said Lisa Smith, global executive creative director at JKR. "So, why not celebrate a food that is so beloved by so many and then amplify it? It's a huge growth moment and opportunity."
JKR conducted research among a range of consumers, from those who keep Kosher to those who are more "food curious," Smith said, and considered designs that could be considered timeless.
"We don't try to be trendy for trendy's sake," she said. Instead, they focus on capturing the essence of a brand, which came to "crave-ability, comforting, inviting and welcoming ... and just amplifying them."
The rebrand, which was three years in the making, is not without risk, especially for products that have looked the same for decades. It requires a delicate balance of avoiding "antagonizing your legacy market ... and yet doing something modern enough to catch the eye of the new market," said Barbara Kahn, a marketing professor at the University of Pennsylvania's Wharton School.

Cartons of Passover matzoh at the Manischewitz factory in Newark, N.J. (Ron Antonelli/Bloomberg/Getty Images)


Consumers could have trouble finding the product (though this may be less of an issue for Manischewitz because most supermarkets don't have a huge selection of Kosher items) or think the quality of the product has changed, Kahn said.
"If the packaging is that different, you do run that risk. I don't know if that will happen in this case or not, but there are examples of that." Tropicana's 2009 rebrand is the textbook example. The box of orange juice was so unrecognizable that it led to a 20 percent drop in sales and a $30 million loss.
But Manischewitz has to play the long game, said Jonathan Levav, a professor of marketing at the Stanford Graduate School of Business. It has a smaller loyal customer base, many of whom are aging. "Old people buy fewer things and have a pesky habit of disappearing," he said. "And once they're gone, you don't want the brand to die with them."
Brands need to adapt as the market changes, Levav said, finding ways to excite and entice customers into buying the product. It's one of the reasons Manischewitz is leaning into expanding its frozen food and snack offerings (now under the banner Mani'z).
"The goal here is to be a 365-day-a-year brand," Seidman said.

Manischewitz offers an array of Kosher products, including matzoh, gefilte fish, egg noodles and macaroons. (Manischewitz)


Another way to sustain the brand is to convince consumers that it belongs alongside other cuisines like Indian, Chinese and Mexican food, Kahn said. Just like many American families do "Taco Tuesdays," Seidman envisions a "Matzoh Ball Mondays" for "a consumer who doesn't necessarily need to only buy foods that they're used to."
Meanwhile, Manischewitz doesn't want to play down its heritage. The brand is selling T-shirts featuring puns and Yiddishisms like "Man I Shvitz" and a tote bag that reads "Schlep" alongside the brand's logo.
"We didn't want to be more mainstream so the mainstream consumer would like us," she said. "We want to be authentically ourselves so that the mainstream consumer will say: 'I want to try that.'"
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Ask Amy: Retired couple disagrees on how to manage household chores
Retired letter writer wants to downsize and decrease the household chore workload.
By Amy Dickinson | 2024-04-05
Dear Amy: I retired from a very stressful job three years ago. I usually worked 50 to 60 hours a week. My wife was able to quit work about 25 years ago, staying home to finish raising our son. She is amazing, and though we have been able to afford outside help, she took care of the house and cooked most of our meals. We shared yard work about 50/50, but she ended up doing more because gardening became an almost full-time hobby for her -- she is a master gardener.
When we had water leaks in the house, she learned how to repair and redo a lot of damaged sheetrock. She took care of the family bills and almost everything that needed doing in our life. She did not seem stressed, but I know she worked hard.
Since retirement I have picked up a few duties around the house, but my wife probably still does about 60 percent inside and 75 percent outside. We both have hobbies and friends. I have suggested we downsize from our rather large house and large yard, but she does not want to. I suggested hiring cleaning help years ago (even before I retired), but she does not want that. She does not complain often about my limited contributions but when she does, she cannot understand why I don't find yard work as fulfilling as she does.
I am not bitter at all about our arrangement, but now I want to enjoy my retirement. We're in our late 60s and have the time and energy now to enjoy our life. If I want to avoid working around the house 25 to 30 hours a week, am I in the wrong? Again, she won't accept outside help or downsizing, both of which I am for.
-- Probably Lazy
Probably Lazy: This phase of your life is called "retirement," and if you want to spend less time planting the roses and more time smelling them, you should! Your wife should also spend this phase of life doing what she wants to do.
For gardeners, time spent in the garden is " ... like the beach" (to paraphrase Emily Dickinson). What looks like work to you might be a great joy for her. You and your wife should have a formal sit-down meeting where you mutually agree to assess where you are and discuss where you are headed. This should be the first in many conversations about your future.
You left your office when you retired, but when your life's work is maintaining a household and garden, you are always surrounded by a never-ending chore list. What does retirement look like for a hyper-competent drywall-hanging worker-bee? Ask your wife! (Should you take on a regular chore, like bill paying?) Many house-proud people resist outside help. Would she be willing to hire someone to handle the mowing (or house cleaning) for a month to see how it goes?
Dear Amy: My fiance and I are getting married this fall. We are excited, our families are excited, and our planning is chaotic but coming together. When I learn that someone is getting married, I always congratulate them, but I've never asked if I was going to be invited to the wedding.
This is weird, but we've had several people greet our news by asking, "Are you guys going to invite me to the wedding?" Most of these people are in our more distant circle of friends and family and a couple of them are definitely not going to be invited. We don't really know how to respond. Your thoughts?
-- Groom to Be
Groom: Splitting hairs a bit, but "Are you going to invite me" is slightly different from "Will you invite me?" At least these people aren't outright asking to be invited. At this point in your planning, you should respond: "We're still in the planning stages and are wrestling with our numbers, but we'll send out save-the-date notices next month."
Dear Amy: I appreciated your response to "Hanging Up," until the last line. This man was wondering how to cope with his stepdaughter's frequent daily video calls where she would showcase her 3-year-old daughter.
You suggested that he should initiate a call (good idea), but then said he should open with, "How's my adorable granddaughter doing?" No! My stepdaughter finally told us that she felt disrespected when we always asked about her child before we asked about her. We understood.
-- Successful Stepfather
Successful: Great point! Thank you.
(c) 2024 by Amy Dickinson. Distributed by Tribune Content Agency.
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Carolyn Hax: Is it a wife's role to broker peace between her husband and sons?
He blames his impending divorce on his wife, for refusing to be a "conciliator" when the men in the family fight.

By Carolyn Hax | 2024-04-05

(Nick Galifianakis/For The Washington Post)


Dear Carolyn: I consider myself a good feminist, so I normally avoid talking in terms of gender roles, yet here I am. Is it the role of a wife and mother to help bridge a rift between a father and his grown sons?
When I have an argument with one of my sons, leading us to not communicate for a time, she just goes merrily along as if it's none of her business. Sometimes a son needs to have explained how his actions hurt his dad, and sometimes Dad needs to be told why those actions were important to the son.
Sure, the guys should man up and talk it out, but men have egos, and you know in the real world sometimes people retreat into stubborn silence and resentment.
I'm not talking about Mom/wife taking sides, but about being a conciliator. Frankly, this attitude that she's not involved in these two people's sadness or happiness is one reason we're separated (friendly) and slow-walking to a divorce.
-- Functional Single Parent
Functional Single Parent: I consider myself a good masculist, yet here I am: Your "men have egos" has me rethinking my policy against falling off my chair in fits of snark.
Yes, people (of all varieties) have egos. Yes, sometimes egos persuade people (of all varieties) to retreat into stubborn silent resentment instead of regulating their emotions and using their words.
When this happens, however, mature people (of all varieties) recognize their mistakes, leash their egos and initiate reconciliation themselves, modeling for children (of all varieties) how it's done.
They do not declare it incumbent upon the nearest mature female to goddess-splain them out of whatever messes they've egoed themselves into.
Sometimes people need help, yes! We don't always get everything right, and it is healthy both to admit that and to model for kids, even grown ones, how to own our frailty. If you would like the opinion or assistance of nearby mature people (of any variety) to help you fix your mistakes, then ask them for it.
I suggest you refrain from asking this of your wife person, however, immediately after identifying her failure to read your mind (and parachute into arguments you started) as the attitude problem that's driving your union toward divorce. I'm guessing that conversation won't tilt in your favor. Best to wait a beat between blaming her for, and needing her for, everything.
Hi, Carolyn: My husband and I are estranged from his sister. She has been emotionally abusive toward us, and the last straw was her bullying our 10-year-old son. I have her contacts blocked, but his sister keeps finding reasons to contact him. She texted saying she thought their mom was declining cognitively, and to say her daughter missed my husband so they needed to FaceTime. I think this is so manipulative of my sister-in-law, but my husband says he would be a monster for not responding.
I'm not sure how we deal with this. I don't want to insist my husband have no contact with his sister, but she is not a safe person for us, especially our son, whose needs I think should be paramount here.
-- Anonymous
Anonymous: They should, absolutely.
But if your husband can keep his sister away from the rest of you, then you can prioritize your son without asking your husband to feel monstrous.
So the real question is whether your husband's boundaries are up to the challenge of his sister's manipulation.
If you doubt that, then that's your discussion with your husband. In depth, with role-playing and clear limits. Better that than re-litigating the sister's role every time she texts.
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Miss Manners: Grandparents are frustrated by 5-year-old's demands
Grandparents are upset with their 5-year-old grandkid's bossy commands.
By Judith Martin, Nicholas Martin, Jacobina Martin | 2024-04-05
Dear Miss Manners: Our granddaughter, who is 5 years old, came up to her grandfather, who was seated at the dinner table, and told him, "Get up! You can't sit there! That's my chair!" Our son and DIL were witnesses. I came into the room, found my husband standing at the breakfast bar, holding his plate and eating his dinner. I said, "For heaven's sake, you can go and sit down!!!" He replied, "We'll talk about this later."
My husband later told me that because our son and DIL were witnesses, he had no desire to say anything. "She's their daughter, and we have no say in how they choose to raise her." This is usual for our granddaughter, who had earlier told me, "Be quiet! I want to talk now!" We left the next day, very early, without bidding our granddaughter and DIL goodbye. He's done. Might Miss Manners suggest another way to have handled this?
Something, you mean, between ignoring the problem entirely and cutting off all ties with your family? Miss Manners will try. Five years old is awfully young to be declared a lost cause.
It is true that, in general, one does not want to correct a child's behavior in front of the parents. But there are ways around that. And grandparents get special dispensation -- especially since the infraction(s) were directed at you. Your husband could have said to her, "I was not aware that this was your chair, but is there a nicer way you could tell me? And a suggestion of where would be a better place for me to sit?"
And you could have politely told her, "When I'm done speaking, you can have a turn." But if you feel that being a parent is a requirement, Miss Manners reminds you that you are one, to your son. Take him aside and tell him that you do not want to interfere in how they rear their child, but you will not be spoken to in that manner.
A third option is to procure some one-on-one time with your grandchild, affording an opportunity to teach her the valuable lesson of treating others with respect. While the child may resist this at first, Miss Manners is certain she will come to appreciate it. Because if someone does not teach her manners soon, it will be a far more painful lesson in the future from teachers, peers and the entire service industry.
Dear Miss Manners: I just hosted my book club in my home. A member who had never been in my home before whipped out her iPhone and started taking pictures of my artwork, furniture and knickknacks. She is a nice person, and I don't own any Leonardos, but it felt like she was planning a heist. Is this photo-snapping acceptable? It felt creepy to me.
A generous interpretation, Miss Manners supposes, would be that your guest was admiring your taste. But if you found the photo-taking creepy, you could have said, "I'd be happy to tell you the history of these pieces or share information on where to get some of them, but I don't want any photographs taken. If a home design magazine or auction house comes calling, then we can talk."
New Miss Manners columns are posted Monday through Saturday on washingtonpost.com/advice. You can send questions to Miss Manners at her website, missmanners.com. You can also follow her @RealMissManners.
(c) 2024 Judith Martin
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We're setting up friends on a double date. I'm nervous! Give advice to this Hax question.
Every week, we ask readers to think like an advice columnist and submit their advice to a question Carolyn Hax hasn't answered.
By Carolyn Hax, Haben Kelati | 2024-04-04

(Nick Galifianakis/For The Washington Post)


Carolyn Hax can't get to every question she receives, so every week we ask readers to think like an advice columnist and submit their advice. Out of the many great responses we receive, we select a few standouts to publish on Wednesdays.
Previous reader questions have been about worries for a daughter dating someone much older, finding hope after being cheated on and whether a boyfriend's disdain for dogs is a dealbreaker. No matter the question, Carolyn's readers always show up with thoughtful and useful advice. You can read last week's question and responses here.
This week's question is below. Check back on Wednesday to read our favorite answers. Responses may be edited for length or clarity.
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Aluminum and paper wine bottles are here to stay. Here are 3 to try.
By significantly reducing bottle weight, the wine's carbon footprint significantly goes down as well.
By Dave McIntyre | 2024-04-04

FROM LEFT: Element(AL) Wines Chardonnay 2022; Element(AL) Wines Pinot Noir 2022; Bonny Doon Vineyard Carbon...nay! Rose. (Scott Suchman/for The Washington Post)


This week we feature the latest wines to join the effort to lighten up with alternative packaging. As I've written before, the glass bottle accounts for the majority of wine's carbon footprint, through production and shipping. That's why I list bottle weight in my reviews, and why several wineries have pledged to lower the average bottle weight from about 550 grams to below 420 grams.
In January, I reviewed Revelshine, a California label in a 500-ml aluminum bottle. Now comes Element(AL), a line from Bogle Family Wine Collection, in a full 750-ml aluminum bottle. The company says this packaging will save roughly 11,500 pounds per truckload for the same amount of wine. Looked at another way, a truck could fit 43 percent more cases of the wine while keeping its total load 3 percent lighter than with a load of average-weight glass bottles. (The industry average is 550 grams.)
Elsewhere, Bonny Doon is the first U.S. winery to adopt the FrugalPac, a paperboard bottle developed in Britain and adopted there by supermarket brands Tesco and Waitrose. Bonny Doon's new rose, dubbed Carbon...nay!, is to roll out nationally in Whole Foods Market stores this spring. Like the aluminum bottles for Element(AL), the FrugalPac is made from recycled material and is itself recyclable. And, at a featherlight 86 grams, the bottles are also shatterproof -- though Bonny Doon does advise us to "keep the bottle dry."
These alternative packages embrace the market reality that most wine is consumed within days of purchase. Glass is the ideal vessel for aging wine, but if we aren't going to age it, why bother with glass?
Wineries have been reluctant to adopt lighter bottles or alternative formats like these because they believe consumers favor heavy bottles as a sign of quality. Sustainability and climate change are driving this move to lighter bottles, but we should welcome it.
California, $17
Bonny Doon founder Randall Grahm has always been a disrupter. He was among the first in California to advocate Rhone grape varieties and to adopt screw caps instead of corks. Grahm sold the winery a few years ago but remains involved, including with the rollout of this new rose in a lightweight paperboard bottle, slated to come to Whole Foods Market stores this spring. The wine is as delicious as one would expect from Bonny Doon, on the cantaloupe side of the flavor spectrum for rose, and accented with herbs and a spritz of lime. ABV: 13.6 percent. BW: 86 grams, plus one Randall Grahm.
Distributed locally by Constantine Wines, exclusive to Whole Foods Market supermarkets. (Whole Foods Market is a subsidiary of Amazon. Amazon founder Jeff Bezos owns The Washington Post.)
California, $17
This is delicious basic chardonnay, rich with peach and nectarine flavors with a touch of citrus and a hint of brulee caramelization on the finish. Certified sustainable, and earth-friendly in a lightweight aluminum bottle (thus the stylization of the name with the chemical symbol for aluminum). Alcohol by volume: 14.5 percent. Bottle weight: 86 grams (Very Light).
Distributed locally by RNDC.
California, $17
Pinot noir under $20 often ranges from candied flowers to the last sludge of coffee left on the burner all day in the office pantry. The Element(AL) avoids these extremes. It offers Bing cherry flavors with some earthy mushrooms and a whiff of tar. Certified sustainable. ABV: 14.5 percent. BW: 86 grams (Very Light).
Distributed locally by RNDC.
Prices are approximate. For availability, check Wine.com, Wine-searcher.com and the websites and social media feeds of the wineries, importers, distributors, and your favorite local wine store. You can also ask your local retailer to order wines from the distributors listed. Bottle weight is included, because this is the single most important contributor to wine's carbon footprint. Have wine questions for Dave McIntyre? Send them to Food@washpost.com.
 Good: The wine delivers what it promises at a fair price. If it says chardonnay, it tastes like chardonnay.
 Excellent: A wine with character and added interest. May elevate your eyebrows at the first sip.
 Extraordinary: An exciting wine that stands out from others in its class. Fist-pumping, table-thumping good.
 Sublime: Otherworldly. May have you thinking, "So this is what they were talking about."
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Nonalcoholic beer is better than ever. These are our top picks.
The nonalcoholic beer market is finally good. So, which should you reach for at the store? 
By Allison Robicelli | 2024-04-04
It wasn't all that long ago that if you wanted a nonalcoholic beer, you had next-to-no choices. Now there are so many, it almost feels like too many. Which is a nice problem to have! More bars, restaurants and markets are stocking (and selling!) NA beer, when they used to not bother with it at all. But still, it's overwhelming, especially when you've been out of the beer-drinking game for a good long while, like I have.
I don't want to harshly criticize the nonalcoholic beers of the past (looking at you, O'Doul's), because they were there for me when no one else was. However, as someone who's enjoyed hundreds, if not thousands of NA beers while on the road to recovery, I can objectively say that they were not very good. At best, they were passable, but even if they didn't blow my mind, I was grateful they existed. Now I'm sitting on an embarrassment of riches, and it's hard to know where to start.
Even better, the nonalcoholic beer market has actually gotten so good, it's no longer niche. NA beer is for everyone, and there are just as many approaches to consuming it as there are brands. There are craft beer connoisseurs who are cutting back on their drinking. There are designated drivers who are sick of sticking to soda. There are the sober curious, who have realized you don't always need alcohol to socialize, and then there are those who still love a good beer, but don't always feel like courting a brutal hangover.
To make sense of the newer NA beer masses, we conducted a blind taste test. We assembled a crackerjack panel featuring many of the above styles of drinkers. If this had been a traditional beer tasting, we might have leaned entirely on experts, but in this instance, we felt it important to consider the many reasons people might be consuming nonalcoholic beer. Different approaches lead to different opinions, and when it comes to something as serious as sobriety, everyone is welcome, and everybody matters.

(Scott Suchman for The Washington Post/food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


As for the beers we tried: It was by no means an exhaustive selection of everything on the market, but it does represent the range of mostly national and international brands that we were easily able to acquire in the Washington, D.C., area. We divided the beers into four categories. Pilsners, lagers and golden ales were grouped together for the first round, and nonalcoholic beers from major international breweries for the second. Next was a round for classic and West Coast-style IPAs, and lastly, a smaller group for hazy IPAs.
Each beer was tasted blind, served in small glasses that had been numbered with marker and masking tape. Testers scored each beer on a scale of 1-10, considering appearance, flavor and overall appeal.
While we sipped, we snacked on popcorn and pretzels to keep our palates cleansed and prevent ourselves from becoming so overwhelmed with hops that nothing tasted distinct. We also had a brief intermission between each round to reset our taste buds, and to physically recover from all the carbonation we'd ingested. Taste testing beer is hard work, but by golly, we were willing to put it all on the line.
Considering the variety of people on our panel, and the multitude of flavors and brewing styles, it's not surprising that we had wildly different opinions on the majority of contenders. However, there were a few brews that everyone agreed were excellent, whether they were looking for a beer to enjoy at a bar, on the beach or in their backyard. Here are the results:
Do you have a favorite nonalcoholic beer that wasn't included in this taste test? Share your recommendations in the comments.

Best Day Brewing's Kolsch-style beer was the favorite in the pilsners, lagers and golden ales category. (Scott Suchman for The Washington Post/food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


Winner: Best Day Kolsch
Kolsch is meant to be a highly drinkable, crowd-pleasing beer, and this brew from Best Day nailed the assignment. All taste tasters described it as crisp and clean, praising its effervescence, smooth finish and complete absence of off-flavors. One described it as "a good summer quaff," and the rest of the room wholeheartedly agreed.
Runner-up: Untitled Art Italian-Style Pils
This entry was pleasantly bitter, featuring an abundance of grapefruit hop notes without being super-aggressive. Bright, crisp and citrusy with a dry finish, it's an easy-to-love nonalcoholic pilsner that checks off all the biggest boxes.
Also recommended: Gruvi Golden Lager
One tester wrote it "barely registers on the Hop-O-Meter compared to the others," but when we looked back on it after we progressed through a bevy of hop-heavy brews, we realized this quibble could be a good thing. It's what I personally describe as a "Hank Hill beer": very light, very mild and perfect for drinking all day long beneath a scorching sun.
The rest
Brooklyn Brewery Special Effects Pils: Our panel's two most seasoned beer experts described this as "licking sulfur," and something you could "clean a drain with."
Athletic Upside Dawn Golden: "Not particularly flavorful," "Yawn," "No 'oomph.'" Ouch.
Sierra Nevada Trail Pass Golden: Not a ton of flavor in this one, which can be a good thing or a bad thing, depending on your mood. Our testers described this as "drinkable" and "fine."

Heineken 0.0 got the prize, with testers commenting that it tastes just like Heineken. (Scott Suchman for The Washington Post/food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


Winner: Heineken 0.0
This beer was beloved by everybody, with our tasters noting its gorgeous light-straw color, refreshing crispness and gentle sweetness. One described it as "very slammable"; another noted they'd "crush a six-pack of this on a beach." I wholeheartedly concur on its excellence, but as the only person on the panel in recovery, I feel it's important to mention the following: The good news is that it tastes exactly like Heineken; the bad news is that it tastes exactly like Heineken.
Runner-up: Guinness 0
Even though we were tasting beers blind, there was no mistaking this dark brown brew as anything other than Guinness. Every taster called that fact out in their notes, and while its nonalcoholic nature made it a bit thinner than a traditional Irish stout, we appreciated its malty, roasty, nutty and creamy notes all the same.
The rest
Stella Artois Liberte: This was a polarizing beer, with some liking its skunky notes, and others likening it to a green-bottled beer that's been left out too long in the sun. As one tester succinctly noted: "It's not bad, but it's also not good."

Brooklyn Brewery's Special Effects and WellBeing Intentional shared the tasters' top spot in the IPA category. (Scott Suchman for The Washington Post/food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


Winner (tie): WellBeing Intentional IPA
Half our tasters found this beer to be middling, while the others (myself included) thought it was the best beer of the day. Noting its bright, sweet, almost tropical flavor, one panelist described it as "a liquid, bubbly gumball," with another writing that in the field of 18 nonalcoholic beers, it tasted the "most real."
Winner (tie): Brooklyn Brewery Special Effects IPA
While Brooklyn's Pils was one of our panel's most hated beers of the day, the brewery's Special Effects IPA stood out as one of the best, with testers citing its "good body," "nice level of bitterness," and "decent hop character."
Runner-up: Sober Carpenter Non-Alcoholic IPA
This beer was very, very good, but just shy of excellent. As one taster wrote, "there is a quiet, citrus flavor deep in the background screaming to get out."
The rest
Partake Non-Alcoholic IPA: One tester said this is a beer they "would pair with Malort," referencing the uniquely bitter botanical liqueur produced in Chicago. That says just about everything you need to know.
Sierra Nevada Trail Pass IPA: This had a certain je ne sais quoi, but our panelists struggled to figure out if that was a good thing.
Lagunitas IPNA: The je ne sais quoi in this one was a bad thing.

BrewDog's Hazy AF was the winner in the hazy IPA category. (Scott Suchman for The Washington Post/food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


Winner: BrewDog Non-Alcoholic Hazy AF
Hazy beers are a divisive category. Some people want the fruitiness turned up to 11; some prefer it be a bare bit more than background music. As such, half our panel went wild for Brew Dog's Hazy AF's grapefruit notes, agreeing it was one of the best beers of the day. While the remainder weren't quite as enthusiastic, they found plenty to love in this cloudy quaff.
Runner-up: Athletic Free Wave Hazy IPA
Decently hoppy with a back end of grapefruit that's a bit too bitter to be enjoyable. Our panel agreed it was tolerable, but not phenomenal.
The rest
Samuel Adams Just the Haze: Another divisive entrant, this one from the Boston Beer Company. Our craft beer connoisseurs loved the aggressive sweetness of this beer, praising its "juicy strawberry notes" and little-to-no bitterness. Meanwhile, the casual drinkers were turned off by it, with one taster comparing it to "liquid cotton candy," and another to "cough syrup."
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I never craved tofu. Lemony piccata sauce changed everything.
Like chicken, tofu absorbs and doesn't compete with piccata's punchy, lemony flavor.
By Julia Turshen | 2024-04-04

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


A year and a half ago, I started cooking every Monday with my pal Emmet Moeller. We have a prepared-food service we call Full Fridge Club. (Emmet came up with the name, and I love it so much.) Each week, we make a completely new menu of several locally sourced, beautiful dishes that our clients take home and enjoy.
The part of our work that makes me most proud is that, for every customer we cook for, we put at least one meal into one of the Community Fridges in Kingston, N.Y. Since September 2022, we have contributed more than 1,300 meals to those fridges, where people who need it can pick up free food.
One way we describe Full Fridge Club is that it's like having a more affordable private chef. Another is that we make all the decisions about menus and ingredients so you don't have to. Working with Emmet and the rest of our crew (Stephen helps cook and package, and keeps everything running smoothly; Timmy works with clients, and also sometimes delivers meals and just brings so much joy into the space) is such a wonderful anchor in my weekly schedule. We have a lot of fun cooking so much food.
Get the recipe: Tofu Piccata
I could go on and on about Full Fridge Club (and probably will a bit over the next few months!), but today I wanted to share that cooking for our clients has taught me so many ways to make and enjoy tofu. This is because we keep everything on our menus vegetarian and gluten-free, so the dishes work for as many people as possible. (We also offer an additional meat option every week.) So, yeah: We cook a lot of tofu.

Lemon, capers, white wine, broth and butter form the pan sauce. (Rey Lopez for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


I've always liked tofu, but I've never craved it. Learning different ways to prepare it has opened my eyes to how unbelievably flexible and versatile it is.
Enter Tofu Piccata, a dish I made for our clients a few months ago that I now make at home regularly. To prepare it, you season flour with salt, pepper and garlic powder, and dredge planks of tofu in it. Then you pan-fry the tofu in olive oil and set it aside, and next, to the hot pan, add sliced lemon, lemon juice, capers, white wine and broth, letting that all boil and reduce a bit. Then, while stirring, you add butter, a little at a time, to make a pan sauce so delicious, it would make a cardboard box taste good. Pour the whole thing over the tofu, and call it a day.
You've probably had chicken piccata, but I've found tofu to also be an ideal vehicle for this sauce because, like chicken, it doesn't compete with the punchy, lemony flavor, plus it holds its wonderful texture. It's a quick, surprisingly easy dinner to make at home that feels a little fancy to eat. I like serving it with pasta or rice on the side, plus a Caesar salad and/or garlicky broccoli rabe. If you're looking for a way to love tofu, give this piccata a try.
Get the recipe: Tofu Piccata
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Ask Sahaj: My son's 5-month relationship ended 3 years ago. He's still reeling. 
What can this parent do to help their son who's still stuck on a breakup from three years ago?
By Sahaj Kaur Kohli | 2024-04-04

(Maria Alconada Brooks/The Washington Post; iStock)


Dear Sahaj: My son, 26, had a five-month relationship three years ago with a young woman (similar age) who was very secretive about her life. My son, who had never really had any girlfriends prior, kept giving her the benefit of the doubt instead of recognizing her red flags and asking questions. She basically dumped him without a reason and was not willing to meet with him to discuss for him to have closure.
Now he says he feels betrayed and traumatized and doesn't know how to trust any other women or trust himself not to fall for this type of girl again. He says he wants to get "trauma" counseling but doesn't do anything about moving forward. Our family has tried to help him in understanding that she wasn't a good person for playing games with him but that not all women are like this.
My son is a wonderful person and I hate to see him sad like this. Should I mind my own business or is there something I can do to help him move forward?
-- Worried Parent
Worried Parent: Your son is learning a very tough lesson, especially if this was his first meaningful relationship and breakup. It makes sense that he's questioning things; however, given how long it has been, it does sound like he is ruminating on his negative feelings.
Instead of focusing on how his ex "wasn't a good person," because this can sometimes lead to more dwelling on the past, I would encourage you to focus on your son's present-day feelings, thoughts and behaviors.
You should be careful not to negate what he is feeling or try to solve his feelings for him; you don't want to discourage his sense of agency to find solutions and support for himself. However, I am curious about the line in your letter regarding his struggle to "trust any other women" or "fall for this type of girl again." Consider what he means when he says this and how he may be channeling his rejection, pain or even humiliation into broad overgeneralizations and even potentially harmful views.
Ask questions and offer new ways of thinking to challenge his focus on what could go wrong or negativity. This may sound like, "Do you feel like you are being fair to yourself?" Or, "Are you sure that's the only conclusion to make from that experience?" You may also consider offering the other side of his perspective. For example, when he says something about not wanting to get hurt again, you may say something like, "What might you be missing out on by avoiding a relationship?"
Your son sounds ambivalent when it comes to doing anything to initiate change. You can reflect this back to him by saying, "You say you want to get help and stop feeling this way, but it's been three years." Or, "I know you are struggling and I know you don't want to feel this way, but I wonder how anything will change. What do you think?" Sometimes, it's easier to feel bad about something and blame ourselves than it is to take action and accept that you can experience pain from a previous relationship and believe in the possibility of finding joy and love in a different relationship.
Right now, your son has tied his sense of self to this experience. Help build up his self esteem by normalizing breakups. He needs to know that weeding through the wrong people to find the right person is something that everyone more or less navigates and that it isn't a sign that something is wrong with him. And encourage him to partake in activities and invest in friendships that make him feel good.
It's hard for you to see your son like this. As a parent, you want to save him from feeling pain or heartache, but unfortunately you can't. This is an experience he has to move through himself. But this doesn't mean you can't be supportive and encouraging. You can tell him you are concerned matter-of-factly and without judgment. This may sound like, "I love you and know that this has been hard on you. I am worried that it is keeping you from living your life."
Because it's been years of him feeling this way, and he has shown interest, you may want to consider providing him with professional or mental health resources in your area or hotlines such as 988. Remember, you can be a compass and guide while he navigates this heartache without doing the work for him.
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Ask Amy: Single man has hard time finding men to date
Letter writer wants to date men but is having trouble attracting them.
By Amy Dickinson | 2024-04-04
Dear Amy: I love your column and how you relate your own experiences in your answers. My question is one I have not seen particularly addressed. I am a 58-year-old gay man and have identified as bi for most of my adulthood. I have had significant relationships with both women and men.
After my last relationship, more than 15 years ago, I became unavailable and essentially asexual, barring a few random hookups with men. I'm now feeling like I would like another significant relationship, but I feel like it needs to be with a man. The "problem" is that I do not come across as gay to the general public.
Women hit on me all the time, but men seem to not realize I'm available or possibly interested. As a contributing handicap, I am not attracted to most gay men. How do I go about meeting potential mates without surprising, angering or terrifying the guys I'm attracted to?
-- Bi Curious
Bi Curious: You have graciously invited me to relate to you through my own experience and so I will offer this: Like you, in middle age I was single for more than 15 years, "barring a few random hookups with men." (And like you, I might have terrified a few men along the way.) However, you are not responsible for another person's "terror" at your interest or availability.
Because you are interested in pursuing a serious relationship with a man, you should do your best to get involved with any local organizations where you are likely to meet other gay men. Also, ask the next woman who hits on you if she knows any great guys who might be interested. Online apps and "matching" websites are plentiful, and some have a reputation for matching people who want to hook up, while others are geared more toward people who are looking for a relationship. Established "dating" sites like OkCupid, eHarmony, SilverSingles and Match all offer LGBTQ+ matching opportunities.
According to a report published in 2023 by the Pew Research Center, "When looking at sexual orientation, lesbian, gay or bisexual (LGB) adults are more likely than their straight counterparts to say they have ever used a dating site or app (51% vs. 28%)." The online matching experience can be a mixed bag, but this is an efficient learning experience for anyone looking to meet new people. You should do some online and in-person research to see if this appeals to you.
Dear Amy: I have a "newer" friend. Let's call him "Timothy." We have been intimate a few times. Timothy has made it very clear that he's open and willing to "do it" again, anytime I want. During our last visit Timothy talked about how attractive the women are at his workplace. He said he's unsure if he could successfully compete with other men to ask them out.
Amy, this rubs me the wrong way, but I'm unsure how to talk to him about it. Even though we are not "officially" together, I don't feel comfortable that he is telling me that he wants other women, while also wanting me.
Am I overreacting? Any suggestions would be appreciated.
-- Midlife Lady
Midlife Lady: You and "Timothy" are not "officially" together. You are not even unofficially together. "I am willing to 'do it' again any time you want" conveys a willingness to have sex with you again if you're into it and your schedules align.
While Timothy might believe that this is a generous statement, it is expressed with the same personal connection a person may have toward scheduling their next dental appointment. He has implied that he doesn't have a chance with the attractive women at the office -- but that's where you come in! I believe you might have misread Timothy's intent regarding you. You have already had sex; now it's time to try to have an honest conversation.
You should ask him, quite simply: "Are you interested in having anything more than a sexual relationship with me?" After that, no matter how he answers, if you want to form a personal and exclusive relationship with a man, you should probably keep looking, because this guy sounds like a jerk.
Dear Amy: "Engaged and Worried's" fiance didn't include his younger brother as a groomsman at his wedding, and asked five old friends instead. I guarantee that, in 25 years, those five old friends may have fallen by the wayside, but the brother will still be there. He should be the "best man."
-- Grateful Brother
Brother: Very wise. Thank you.
(c) 2024 by Amy Dickinson. Distributed by Tribune Content Agency.
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Miss Manners: Grocery workers ask me to use express line when I have too many items
Letter writer doesn't like when grocery store employees encourage the express lane but they have too many items.

By Judith Martin, Nicholas Martin, Jacobina Martin | 2024-04-04
Dear Miss Manners: I am a mom of four teenagers, so I'm at the grocery store quite frequently. The hard-working employees who try to balance the number of people in line often ask me to go to the express line even if I have a few too many items.
I have had to start telling them no, I will not, because so many people have been openly nasty to me about having too many items to qualify for the express line. It is even worse when people glare without saying anything. No one should assume the worst about their fellow shoppers.
As you and Miss Manners both understand, the employees' intent is to speed shoppers on their way by increasing efficiency. They are likely to be following instructions. But Miss Manners agrees with you that the benefit is not worth the personal abuse. It is yet another example of how everyone loses when often-incorrect snap judgments take the place of good manners.
She would add that there is no reason to be short with the employees: Be explicit that you are going to stay where you are because you have, in the past, been yelled at by fellow customers when you get in express lines with the wrong number of items.
Dear Miss Manners: I was at an employee awards ceremony with the company president. It seemed to me the president extended his hand holding the envelope, and I reached to accept it, but he instead retracted that hand and instead offered his right hand to shake.
Which should be offered first? The award or the handshake?
Presumably the president gave you both eventually, did he not? The handshake comes first, which Miss Manners assumes the president recognized too late -- not that he was having second thoughts about the award.
Dear Miss Manners: Over the years, my husband and I have collected a nice variety of books, which we keep in several large bookcases in our small living room. I refer to some of them regularly, as they are reference books. Others are old classics, some are books from my childhood, and one shelf is full of handwritten personal journals spanning the past 30 years.
When guests visit, sometimes they browse the shelves and help themselves to our books to leaf through them. Is this appropriate behavior? I would not presume to help myself uninvited to the books in someone else's home, especially personal journals, except perhaps to look through coffee table books displayed or opened on a table.
The subject of what are reasonable boundaries for guests could fill several books, if not a whole house, but Miss Manners takes as a general precept that both host and guest are seeking to avoid embarrassment all around.
For the guest, this would mean limiting oneself to perusing one or two books at most. For the host, this would mean keeping something as private as a journal out of the living room.
New Miss Manners columns are posted Monday through Saturday on washingtonpost.com/advice. You can send questions to Miss Manners at her website, missmanners.com. You can also follow her @RealMissManners.
(c) 2024 Judith Martin
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Carolyn Hax: How to resist the burn of a caustic sense of humor?
The family tradition of merciless teasing isn't playing well with friends. Can this letter writer break a sarcasm habit?
By Carolyn Hax | 2024-04-04

(Nick Galifianakis/For The Washington Post)


Adapted from an online discussion.
Dear Carolyn: My family is loving, but they tease one another a lot. We're all expected to have a sharp sense of humor. You have to be able to dish it out and take it. Because I was raised in this atmosphere, I can come up with jokes on the fly, and I love to make people laugh.
Recently, a friend told me that my humor is nothing but zingers, and that some people are afraid to tell me things because they know I'll tease them about it. I feel awful about this, and now I'm trying to ensure that my sense of humor isn't solely based on making fun of others.
I realize I do to other people what my family does to me. I'm a freelance artist, but most of my money comes from commissions from people in various fandoms. I never let my family know this anymore, because one time my dad saw my art and he just had a ball with it. He made fun of it and me, even when I said I put my heart into it and the client was really happy. The family still brings it up when I say I have a new project. They're not trying to be mean; they're teasing me in good fun, not expecting me to take it to heart, but I do.
It's awful to find out that I've been doing this same thing to other people. I don't want to be the sarcastic, cutting [glass bowl] anymore, but it's hard to break the habit. Are there any good strategies for being more self-aware in the moment? Most of the time, the words are out of my mouth before I realize it.
-- Zinger
Zinger: One of the most effective behavior changers, when you can't catch the behavior before it happens, is to catch it immediately after: "Oh -- I'm sorry I said that. It's a bad habit I'm trying to break. I am actually ..." (happy for you/impressed by your work/envious of your situation/sorry you're going through that). Basically, have the do-over as soon as the need for one occurs to you. In the moment in front of everyone is ideal, though an hour/day/week later is still better than nothing.
This throws you into the work of changing -- more effective than just deciding, "I want to change." Plus, it shows your friends you care about them, know you're a [glass bowl] sometimes and have the guts to do your self-renovation out in the open.
I see you, by the way. Oof.
Re: Sarcasm: As a sarcastic person, I believe in the 7-to-1 rule: For every zinger or ribbing-type quip, there should be seven genuine remarks or compliments. When it's all zingers all the time, people might think you're really not joking at all.
-- Anonymous
Anonymous: Right. Or that you're so thin-skinned, you need defenses so high they block out the sun.
Other readers' thoughts:
* Teasing and taunting are not loving behaviors. They're distancing, menacing and unkind behaviors. You already recognize you can't share a precious part of yourself with your family because of this. Recognizing how hurtful this has been to others is a big step, not just for breaking the habit, but also for acknowledging how hurtful this has been to you.
* Chop-busting only works among people who accept and respect the things that someone deems sensitive and off-limits. People who are not doing that are NOT doing it "all in good fun," and it might be worth taking another look at how your family interacts in other ways.
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Can a play say anything new about immigration? Turns out, yes.
"Hester Street" at Theater J goes even deeper than the beloved 1975 movie version.
By Rhoda Feng | 2024-04-04

Jake Horowitz and Sara Kapner play a couple that speaks to each other in Yiddish, with English supertitles. (Ryan Maxwell)


All American families are alike; each unassimilated family is unassimilated in its own way.
At first blush, the situation of the Podkovnik family in "Hester Street" seems far from singular: a Jewish family emigrates from Russia to New York in the late 19th century and tries to make a new life in the New World. It's a story that, in its broad outline, probably resonates with millions of Americans, almost half of whom can trace part of their ancestry to Ellis Island. Adding another layer of familiarity is the fact that Sharyn Rothstein's play is based on Joan Micklin Silver's 1975 Yiddish/English-language film of the same name, which in turn is based on Abraham Cahan's 1896 novella "Yekl: A Tale of the New York Ghetto."
After more than a century, is there anything new to say about the story of immigration and one family's acculturation? It turns out, yes. The world premiere, billed as the "largest production" to grace the stages of Theater J in years, goes deeper than the justifiably praised film, with humor, panache and great affection for its characters -- even its slightly more irritating ones.
"Hester Street" is set in the Lower East Side, a neighborhood jostling with a cacophony of accents and musical instruments, but much of the action takes place in a cramped tenement apartment. Wilson Chin's turntable set accommodates not much more than a twin bed, a milk crate, a table, three chairs and a small stove. The dining room quadruples as the kitchenette, sitting room and parlor. Each time the door slams, you're afraid it will uncouple itself from its hinges.
The room's newest occupants are Jake (Jake Horowitz) and Bernstein (Michael Perrie Jr.), his devout roommate. They both find work as tailors and Jake, frequent patron of dance halls, strikes up a romance with a dancer named Mamie (Eden Epstein). Only problem is that he already has a wife and child living in Russia. When the play begins, he has not spoken to them for years, relying on letters to hear news of his family back in the old country.

Kapner, Horowitz and Michael Perrie Jr. (Ryan Maxwell)


It's in one such note that he learns of his father's death. Jake, who is illiterate, asks the scholarly Bernstein to read the missive from his wife, and the terrible news passes through him like a kidney stone. The play, under Oliver Butler's astute direction, imbues the father-son relationship with greater psychological depth than the film. Represented as a ghostly silhouette, Jake's father exerts a powerful influence on his son even in death.
The paterfamilias also appears to be a proximate source of Jake's Vesuvian rage, which he unleashes in unpredictable bursts upon his wife, Gitl (Sara Kapner). When Jake is reunited with her and young son Yossele (Katie Angell), almost everything about her irks him, from the way she insists on calling him Yankel, his old name, to the way she wears her hair -- hidden beneath an oppressive black wig. Their fraught reunion happens on Ellis Island, where they are queried by a peremptory immigration official, who communicates in a mixture of English and trombone. The instrumental intervention is a clever way of conveying the Tilt-a-Whirl atmosphere into which Gitl, who speaks only Yiddish, is suddenly thrust, and effectively lassoes us into her Weltanschauung.

Jason Cohen, left, Morgan Morse and Lauren Jeanne play musicians who mix and mingle with patrons of a dancehall. (Ryan Maxwell)


While Cahan's novella canted toward Jake's perspective, Rothstein's play is an unabashedly feminist-forward retelling. As played by Kapner, Gitl is a beguiling mix of George Bernard Shaw's Eliza Doolittle and Ibsen's Nora. She's an embodiment of everything Jake left behind in the old country. Her conversations with her husband are carried out in Yiddish (English supertitles are helpfully projected onto the two curtains dividing their bedroom and living space). She slowly learns English from her young son, who teaches her the words for common household objects. The language lessons are some of the finest moments in the play, with Gitl turning words over like a newly acquired garment.
Mrs. Kavarsky, Jake's matronly landlady (a scene-thieving Dani Stoller), takes it upon herself to transform Gitl into an "educated" lady of the new world. (The elder woman is a delightful source of unsolicited advice. "You should grow like an onion vid your head in the ground," she tells Jake.) At a low moment, Gitl goes in search of a love potion to save her ailing marriage. It's no use; Jake spends almost all his free time with Mamie, who incidentally lends him $25 to furnish his apartment.

Horowitz with Eden Epstein as Mamie. (Ryan Maxwell)


In different hands, Mamie would be a makeweight part -- a garden-variety siren -- but here she's even more of a sympathetic character than in the film. An orphan who became a popular dancer on her own steam, she's better resourced, financially and psychically, than many of the other characters. "I don want no man to say, I had to take her just as she was, wid'out a penny," she tells Jake in one of their first encounters.
Even as she successfully lures him away from Gitl, she indirectly creates the means for the spurned wife to seek happiness elsewhere. Ultimately, love, like energy in the first law of thermodynamics, is not quite created or destroyed, but acquires a new form.
Hester Street, through April 21 at the Edlavitch DC Jewish Community Center. 2 hours 30 minutes, including an intermission. edcjcc.org.
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'Monkey Man': Something 'Wick'-ed this way comes
Dev Patel stakes a convincing claim as both director and action star in "Monkey Man."
By Ty Burr | 2024-04-04

Dev Patel is Kid in "Monkey Man," which he also directs. (Akhirwan Nurhaidir (ewet) / Universal Pictures)


"Do you like 'John Wick'?" asks the back-alley gun dealer as he displays his wall of automatic weaponry for the hero. He might as well be directing the question to the audience, since "Monkey Man" seems hellbent on establishing itself as the latest wrinkle in post-Wickian cinema: nonstop mayhem featuring an actor previously thought of as a sweetie pie.
That actor is Dev Patel of "Slumdog Millionaire" and "The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel," who not only stars as the vulnerable yet somehow unkillable avenger known only as Kid but who makes his feature directing debut here, as well. And quite credibly: "Monkey Man" is strictly formula in terms of plot, but it fizzes and sometimes overflows with the style of a first-time filmmaker out to prove what he can do.
The setting is Mumbai, and the Hindu myth of the monkey-god Hanuman provides the film with both its title and its heavy-handed central metaphor. Kid is first seen in an ape mask fighting (and losing) bare-knuckle battles in an underground arena run by a sleazy South African (Sharlto Copley). Through planning and guile, the hero gets hired as a dishwasher in a combination nightclub/VIP brothel for the country's politically powerful and works his way toward his quarry: a sadistic chief of police (Sikander Kher) and Baba Shakti (Makarand Deshpande), the white-robed spiritual guru who's running the whole corrupt show.

A scene from "Monkey Man," directed by Dev Patel. (Universal Pictures)


What Kid's beef? In flashbacks that take a while to get on with, we learn that he and his sainted mother (Adithi Kalkunte) belonged to an ethnic minority the guru and his followers object to, and things did not end well for the mother. Since this is roughly the plot of every revenge narrative since narrative was invented, it hardly counts as a spoiler.
No, what matters in le Cinema du Wick is that the hero must be stoic and exhausted while remaining upright -- both morally and physically -- and that he possess nearly mystical fighting skills while being able to improvise using any and all tools at hand: knife, ax, cocktail tray, half a porcelain sink. The other key component of the genre -- which, to be fair, owes plenty to decades of martial arts films from Hong Kong, Japan and Thailand -- is that the fights be choreographed as nonstop action ballets, stretching and bending the laws of physics as much as any Busby Berkeley dance routine.
It's on that score that "Monkey Man" stumbles a bit, since director Patel, cinematographer Sharone Meir and fight choreographer Brahim Chab shoot the scenes with an emphasis on handheld close-ups, depriving the audience of the wide, steady action tableaux that are the genre's chief pleasure. The screenplay by Patel, Paul Angunawela and John Collee is seriously undercooked, too, with a smoldering love interest (Sobhita Dhulipala) and a Ratso Rizzo-style comic sidekick (Pitobash) who both have precious little to do.
High points? A car chase featuring an army of police cars and a souped-up tuk-tuk, an enjoyably bonkers training scene in the form of a duet between Kid on punching bag and the legendary tabla master Zakir Hussain on hand drums, and Patel's soulful charisma, visible beneath all the muscles and bruises.

Zakir Hussain is Tabla Maestro in "Monkey Man." (Universal Pictures)


Plus, "Monkey Man" addresses the inequities of India's caste system in ways more pointed than you would expect. The glimpses of Mumbai poverty are brief but harsh, and at one point Kid takes refuge in a temple of abused transgender women led by Alpha (Vipin Sharma), who delivers the necessary mentor mantras to get the hero back on his feet.
There's also the matter of the movie's main villain, Baba Shakti -- a white-haired ultranationalist power broker who whips worshipful mobs into a frenzy and who may have looked a little too much like India's prime minister Narendra Modi for Netflix. The streaming giant, which counts India as one of its biggest markets, bought "Monkey Man" after it was filmed in 2021 but let it sit on the shelf for three years until Jordan Peele and Universal Pictures opted to give it a theatrical release. With Netflix balking and India rumored to be delaying the film's release or planning to heavily censor it, the irony is that Patel may have done something more daring with "Monkey Man" than anything he actually does in it.
R. At area theaters. Strong bloody violence throughout, sexual content/nudity and drug use. 121 minutes.
Ty Burr is the author of the movie recommendation newsletter Ty Burr's Watch List at tyburrswatchlist.com.
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'X-Men '97' is retelling some of the greatest X-Men stories ever
Disney Plus's new "X-Men '97" show is thrilling fans who loved the franchise in the 1990s. That's not the decade it's drawing from. 
By Herb Scribner | 2024-04-04

The X-Men team in all their glory in "X-Men '97." (Marvel Animation)


The X-Men keep mutating back into the culture. The Marvel superheroes, created by Stan Lee and Jack Kirby, debuted in 1963 and have spent the last 60 or so years appearing in thousands of comics, some leather-heavy blockbuster movies, 64-bit video games and the occasional animated show -- the latest of which, "X-Men '97," premiered on Disney Plus on March 20 and is now four episodes into its season. Characters such as Wolverine, Cyclops, Storm, Gambit, Jean Grey, their leader Professor X and others -- and villains like Magneto and Apocalypse -- have become pop-cultural touchstones.
The show picks up from "X-Men: The Animated Series," which ran from 1992 to 1997 on the Fox network's Fox Kids programming block and dominated millennials' Saturday mornings for years. The new series represents the first time the X-Men have had their own project under Disney and Marvel Studios, the parties behind the Marvel Cinematic Universe. Disney completed its purchase of 21st Century Fox in 2019, bringing the X-Men under its capacious superhero umbrella.
Fans should expect Disney's live-action Marvel productions to reinterpret the X-Men at some point -- its TV and movie arms have already dropped a couple Easter eggs. Meanwhile, over in the comic books, the characters have been enjoying something of a fourth or fifth golden age following a soft reboot of the franchise in 2019 by writer Jonathan Hickman that has continued under other writers. (Marvel recently announced plans for yet another new direction for the X-Men at South by Southwest.)
True to its title, "X-Men '97" is more of a throwback affair, one that seems to be working, with critics and NBA stars alike sharing their excitement for the show.
If you're LeBron James's age -- or a little older or younger than the 39-year-old -- the look and sound of "X-Men: The Animated Series" might still register as iconic. "There's vital things as far as what makes it that X-Men show," says Jake Castorena, the show's supervising producer and head director. "The theme song ... the main voices, the characters, and also the overall look, vibe and feel of it." What it feels like are the 1990s -- even though many of the X-Men comic-book stories it's mining come from the period that many fans consider a creative peak for the franchise: the '80s.
Many of the story decisions, according to Castorena, were made by Beau DeMayo, the show's head writer and showrunner who parted ways with Marvel weeks before the show premiered; Marvel did not respond to a request for comment on DeMayo's departure.
The original animated show covered a lot of ground, including ideas from what many fans consider the classic period of the X-Men comics, writer Chris Claremont's run from 1975 to 1991. The first season, back in 1992, borrowed from the dystopian time-travel arc "Days of Future Past" (1981); later, it would use plots from two of the most famous Claremont stories, the "Phoenix" and "Dark Phoenix" sagas, in which a cosmic entity possesses and corrupts the hero Jean Grey.
If you know your X-Men, the '80s nods are impossible to miss on "X-Men '97." Take Storm, the weather-controlling X-Man. She debuts in "X-Men '97" with a new hairstyle -- a mohawk of white hair that echoes the punk look that the character adapted in a 1983 arc. At the time, it represented the character taking on a grimmer, more complex outlook. But it also looked cool at a time when the X-Men franchise had a rapidly growing fan base and some countercultural cachet.

Storm in "X-Men '97." (Marvel Animation)


More connections: Storm loses her powers in the second episode of "X-Men '97," which left fans on social media wondering why the show nerfed the powerful hero. In fact, it's straight out of another well-liked Claremont story from the early 1980s, which sends Storm off on a hero's journey seeking the return of her powers. (That story kicks off with one of the more artistically singular issues of "Uncanny X-Men," issue No. 186's "Lifedeath," drawn with painterly ambition by Barry Windsor-Smith.)
Then there's the pregnant Jean Grey in the first episodes of "X-Men '97," revealed at the end of the second episode to be a double. It's all a riff on one of Claremont's longest-running plots, in which Cyclops marries a clone of Jean Grey, setting off a series of events that would shape the series for years, culminating with the advent of the mutant anti-hero Cable and the hellish comic-book event "Inferno."
Finally, "X-Men '97" is up to something with Magneto. Back in 1997, the animated series concluded with an ailing Professor Charles Xavier being ferried off to space with his galactic-empress paramour to recuperate. (Look, just go with it.) Here, in the new series, we learn that Professor X left his estate and his School for Gifted Youngsters to Magneto, up until this point the series' chief villain. But first, Magneto answers for his crimes, allowing the U.S. government to put him on trial. There, Magneto recounts his childhood and explains that his people's homes were burned because they dared to call "god by another name."

Magneto in "X-Men '97." (Marvel Animation)


Such was the case in an "Uncanny X-Men" storyline throughout much of the 1980s. While earlier others depicted Magneto as purely villainous, Claremont's run explored Magneto's emotional motivations as a Holocaust survivor and put Magneto on trial for his crimes against the world, leading to a turn to heroism.
"X-Men '97" also packs in a reference to the current run of X-Men comics with a brief nod to the Hellfire Gala, which is kind of like the Met Gala except more than an ill-advised outfit goes wrong.
But it's more of a throwback affair without resorting to pure fan service. (Critics are impressed.) The '90s X-Men cartoons earned a lot of goodwill, something Disney's Marvel efforts have been risking with several critically panned films and box office duds. The production studio has been seeking a next big hit, and finding new life in some classics may be one way to do it.
It's not lost on Marvel that the X-Men represent a turning point for the company. The company has hyped the X-Men (and the soon-to-appear Fantastic Four) as leaders of a new era for the firm's cinematic and animated future. The days of Robert Downey Jr. and Chris Evans may be long gone. One way or another, Marvel was always going to have to mutate.
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The 31 best things to do in D.C. this weekend and next week
The next-to-last week of the National Cherry Blossom Festival includes fireworks, festivals, jazz, family events and a cocktail crawl.
By Fritz Hahn, Sophia Solano, Chris Richards, Adele Chapin, Chris Kelly | 2024-04-04
The penultimate week of the National Cherry Blossom Festival is filled with activities for all ages and interests, from the live music, hands-on activities and fireworks at Petalpalooza at the Capitol Riverfront to the art-centric First Saturday at the National Gallery of Art to the pop-up market at National Landing's Pink in the Park festival. Duke Ellington's 125th birthday is celebrated with concerts at the Smithsonian and the Kennedy Center. The Words Beats and Life Festival focuses on poetry and hip-hop at events around the city. March Madness viewing parties get more intense now that the tournament is down to the Final Four. Oh, and did you know there's a solar eclipse on Monday, with viewing parties across the D.C. region?
Words Beats and Life Festival
The Words Beats and Life Festival officially began Monday, but the annual mix of poetry, hip-hop and activism picks up steam as the weekend approaches. On Thursday night, choices include dance-forward "electronic folk music" from the trio of Sunken Cages, Dragonchild and Faraway Ghost on the Kennedy Center's Millennium Stage (free, 6 p.m.); Word Power: Dynamic Duos, an event mixing DJs, poets and lyricists at Busboys and Poets in Hyattsville, followed by an open mic (8 p.m., $5); and a free rooftop party at the Eaton hotel with DJs Miss H.E.R., Farrah Flosscett and Coco Spinelle dropping hip-hop, Afrobeats and beyond (8 p.m., free with RSVP). As the week goes on, look for a talk with poet, actor and songwriter Saul Williams at Woolly Mammoth (Friday); youth poetry slams and a "Literary Decathlon" that involves writing haikus and love poems and a "compliment battle" (Saturday); and the Jazz and Blossoms party in Franklin Park (Sunday). Through Sunday; event prices vary.
Cherry Fund: Rewind
Since 1996, the Cherry Fund has raised more than $1.3 million for nonprofits helping D.C.'s LGBTQ+ community, bringing DJs and participants from around the world for parties. This year's party, which benefits the DC Center for the LGBT Community, has a theme of "Rewind," so consider it a teaser for June's "Totally Radical" Pride festivities. The celebrations start Thursday with a free party at Kiki on U Street, featuring DJ Tezrah. The parties keep coming: Friday at Ultrabar with Brazilian DJ Paulo Pacheco and Mohammed from Atlanta, inspired by "legendary dance floors of days gone by"; Saturday at the Mayflower with DJs Orel Sabag (Israel) and Tom Stephan (London) until 3 a.m., followed by the "after-hours" party at Flash that kicks off at 4 a.m. and runs until 9, including a daylight party on the roof; and Sunday night's finale, at Zebbie's Garden, with Cherry regular Nina Flowers. Through Sunday. General admission $45-$70; VIP pass for all events $220.
Eclipse Cocktails at Red Derby
On Monday, the D.C. Public Library began handing out free solar glasses that will protect your eyes during the upcoming eclipse. Neighborhood online groups were soon full of reports that all the glasses were gone, and at least one reporter struck out when they went to their neighborhood branch around lunchtime. The Smithsonian is handing out tens of thousands of free glasses before the main event, but if you want to have some fun with it, the Red Derby's serving up a free pair of glasses alongside its new raspberry rum swizzle, dubbed the Eclipse Cocktail. Get one before they're gone. Though Saturday. $10.
Smithsonian Jazz Masterworks Orchestra: 'Aspects of Ellington' at the National Museum of Natural History
April is Jazz Appreciation Month, but the celebrations are especially sweet in D.C. this year, with concerts and events honoring the 125th birthday of native son Edward Kennedy "Duke" Ellington. This weekend kicks off with the Smithsonian Jazz Masterworks Orchestra's "Aspects of Ellington" at the National Museum of Natural History, which will draw on diverse works from across Ellington's songbook: The Smithsonian says selections might include the 1927 shuffle of "East St. Louis Toodle-Oo" and the "Degas Suite," a 1960s film soundtrack unreleased in Ellington's lifetime. (7 p.m. $30.)
March Madness: Women's Final Four viewing parties
Only six schools are still playing in March Madness, and there are viewing parties for all the survivors this weekend -- a guarantee that the bar will have full sound and plenty of screens. The Women's Final Four takes place on Friday night, with North Carolina State facing South Carolina at 7 p.m. N.C. State alumni will be fixtures at Lou's City Bar this weekend, with both the men and women still involved. (On Sunday, red-and-black pompoms were scattered around the screen-filled bar hours before tip-off.) The Gamecocks, meanwhile, watch their games at Atlas Brew Works on Half Street near Nationals Park. The second game, which begins at 9:30 p.m., features Connecticut and Iowa. U-Conn fans pack into Clarendon's Colony Grill, while you'll see Caitlin Clark jerseys at Mission Navy Yard, D.C.'s official Iowa alumni bar.
Cherry blossom performances at the Tidal Basin
The National Cherry Blossom Festival officially runs through April 14, but the free daily musical performances at the Tidal Basin Welcome Area are wrapping up this weekend. Take in a cross-cultural tradition while listening to local acts including R&B singers Natalie Redd and PatriceLive, Andean folk group Raymi, and brotherly prog-rock duo deTournai. Through Sunday. Free.
Tosser at Rhizome
On its debut album, D.C. band Tosser scrubbed off some of the "polish" of earlier releases for a noisy, guitar-powered album that accidentally predicted the malaise of a pandemic period that it predated. The group's just-released album "Sheer Humanity" is not as much polished as sharpened, its grungy riff rock even heavier and edgier than before. 7 p.m. $15.
'Exsanguinated' at Red Bear Brewing
The NoMa brewery follows its weekly "RuPaul's Drag Race" viewing party with a specific live drag challenge of its own: a "vampire ball." Named for the medical term for draining blood, this event is hosted by local performer (and winner of a "spookiest ghoul" competition last year) Johnny Alucard. 9 to 11 p.m. Free.
Petalpalooza
Multiple stages of live music, art installations, hands-on family activities, a market, food trucks and a beer garden are highlights of the National Cherry Blossom Festival's annual Petalpalooza along the Capitol Riverfront near the Navy Yard. Five zones of entertainment are featured throughout the neighborhood, and the event is capped with a fireworks display set to music, which begins at 8:30 p.m. 1 to 9 p.m. Free.
Pink in the Pool and Pink in the Park at National Landing
National Landing hosts a pair of free Saturday events for the National Cherry Blossom Festival. First up is Pink in the Pool, a kid-centric event at the Long Bridge Aquatics Center with story time, snacks and an origami class (9 a.m. to noon). Pink in the Park, originally scheduled for March 23, features a pop-up market with more than two dozen vendors, curated by AAPI art and culture organization Samasama. The day also includes live mural painting, art from the Museum of Contemporary Art Arlington, and a pop-up food and beverage area. DJ Em-Pulse and Les the DJ provide the tunes (1 to 5 p.m.). Both events are free.
First Saturday at the National Gallery of Art
The National Gallery of Art's monthly First Saturday series has a flower theme (surprise!) during the National Cherry Blossom Festival, so visitors can create floral art from paper or practice sketching a floral arrangement, explore paintings of flowers in the galleries, watch Japanese movies, and listen to traditional Japanese music. Little ones can have their faces painted or listen to story time. 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Free.
Kimonos and Cocktails on 17th Street NW
Bars and restaurants along 17th Street near Dupont Circle team up for the new Kimonos and Cocktails, a bar crawl featuring cherry blossom-themed cocktails and mocktails. Arrive early for a kimono demonstration, beginning in Stead Park at 2 p.m., then taste your way down the street before voting for a favorite concoction. 5 to 8 p.m. Free.
Art Blooms at the Mosaic District
The two-day Art Blooms in Fairfax's Mosaic District brings a marketplace of 90 makers and vintage vendors, music on multiple stages, and a farmers market with food and drinks. Families can bring the kids to meet singing princesses, and everyone should take advantage of the free shuttle from the Dunn Loring Metro station. Saturday and Sunday from 11 a.m. to 6 p.m. Free.
Dupont Circle Cherry Blossom Pop-Up Market
There's a lot happening in Dupont Circle this weekend, including Saturday's Kimonos and Cocktails bar crawl and Sunday's tea party in the circle. But don't overlook the Cherry Blossom Pop-Up Market, where you'll find more than 75 makers and vendors set up across the neighborhood: along Connecticut Avenue NW between Q and S streets; on P Street between 20th and 22nd streets; and 17th Street between P and R streets. Meanwhile, on Saturday, there's also a mural installation in Dupont Circle Park and craft activities, such as origami and bookmark making, in the garden behind the historic Heurich House. Historic Dupont Circle Main Streets has more information about neighborhood events on its website. Saturday and Sunday from noon to 5 p.m. Free.
Unique Markets at Dock 5 at Union Market
Find a new favorite D.C.-based small business at the Washington edition of Unique Markets, a roving pop-up shop that travels the country showing off emerging brands. More than 70 sellers are setting up shop above Union Market, with offerings including jewelry, clothing (vintage and new), bath products, candles, ceramics and packaged food. Admission includes perks like free drinks, including nonalcoholic beers from Best Day Brewing; DIY craft projects to try; stations with photo ops; and a tote bag to carry all your purchases home. Saturday and Sunday from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. $12 for one-day admission; $16 for a weekend pass; free admission for ages 14 and under.
March Madness: Men's Final Four
Saturday brings the men's side of the NCAA Tournament. The first game, at 6:09 p.m., features North Carolina State and Purdue. As mentioned above, N.C. State alumni head to Lou's City Bar in Columbia Heights, and Boilermakers watch their games at the Bottom Line on K Street. Alabama and Connecticut follow at 8:49 p.m. U-Conn alumni are heading back to Colony Grill in Clarendon, where they will have watched their women's team play on Friday, while Alabama fans have been going to Salazar on 14th Street for their March Madness game watches. The winners, of course, play for the national championship on Monday.
'Back 2 the Circle' Cypher Jam and Fresh Fit Clothing Swap at the Kennedy Center
Indigenous hip-hop is front and center at the Kennedy Center's Reach on Saturday evening, with performances by rapper Supaman, DJ Element, and B-girl and curator Miss Chief Rocka. Groove to tunes by DJs Diyanna Monet and 4REAL. Bring gently used clothing and accessories to swap, and bring your best moves for a dance contest with celebrity judges. 5 to 9 p.m. Free.
Mumbo vs. Gumbo at Sycamore and Oak
Five years ago, a complaint about go-go music playing from speakers at a phone store at the corner of Seventh Street and Florida Avenue NW launched the Don't Mute D.C. movement, and helped go-go become the official sound of D.C. Mark the anniversary with a party at Sycamore and Oak in Congress Heights, where Mumbo vs. Gumbo features live go-go from Backyard Band and District Kings and the horn-driven sound of the Crush Funk Brass Band. Meanwhile, there's New Orleans-style cuisine from Triceys D.C., Dionne's and the vegan Glizzys. 3 to 7 p.m. Free.
Capital Art Book Fair at Eastern Market
More than 30 exhibitors from around the world -- as close as Silver Spring and as far as Seoul -- convene at Eastern Market's North Hall to celebrate art books. Participants include artists, established publishers and indie bookmakers selling zines, photography books, graphic novels and more. Saturday, 11 a.m. to 6 p.m.; Sunday, 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Free.
NSO Music for Young Audiences at the Kennedy Center
This family-focused concert returns to introduce youngins to, as the Kennedy Center bills it, "some of the greatest music ever written." The program is led by two National Symphony Orchestra musicians (bassist Paul DeNola and violinist Heather LeDoux Green) and features a "trunk full of gags" used throughout the show, though besides their instruments, the performers are silent. Come early for Musical PLAYspace, where kids are invited to try out the instruments they'll see onstage, and stay after the Saturday afternoon performance for a Q&A with the artists and creative team. Saturday, 11 a.m. and 1:30 p.m.; Sunday, 4 p.m. $20.
Japanese Stone Lantern Lighting Ceremony at the Tidal Basin
The Cherry Blossom Princesses take center stage at the Tidal Basin during the Japanese Stone Lantern Lighting Ceremony, the annual lighting of the 17th-century lantern that is located near the site where the first cherry blossom trees were planted in 1912. 2:30 p.m. Free.
Jazz and Blossoms at Franklin Park
The music-focused Jazz and Blossoms festival returns downtown with performances by Digable Planets, the Sun Ra Arkestra, the JoGo Project, Madison McFerrin and the Daylight DJs. The day in Franklin Park -- part of the Words Beats and Life Festival -- also includes art installations, graffiti walls, lawn games, haiku-writing stations and nonalcoholic beverages. Noon to 7:30 p.m. Free.
Dupont Circle Tea Party
Take a break from shopping at the Dupont Circle Cherry Blossom Pop-Up Market (see the listing under Saturday) for a warm beverage on Sunday afternoon. Visit the festively decorated Dupont Circle Tea Party for free beverages from Teaism, Tea Mansion and Valley Brook Tea. Noon to 5 p.m. Free.
Blossom Block Fest: Flea D.C. at Sycamore and Oak
Congress Heights' Sycamore and Oak is the home of the Blossom Block Festival, where a flea market highlights Black creatives alongside family activities and live music. Noon to 5 p.m. Free.
Tulip Ride and Tulip Walk on the Mount Vernon Trail
The cherry blossoms aren't the only flowers worth fawning over during springtime in Washington, and the nonprofit Friends of the Mount Vernon Trail proves it on a morning dedicated to exploring the area's prettiest tulip patches. There are two options happening simultaneously: a bike ride to three tulip-covered sites located on and near the Mount Vernon Trail as part of an eight-mile loop, or a five-mile stroll to two sites. The Tulip Ride/Walk is organized in partnership with WalkArlington and the Rosslyn BID, and free online registration is required. Both the ride and the walk begin and end at Compass Coffee in Rosslyn. 9 a.m. to noon. Free; advance registration required.
Bottomless Drag Brunch at El Techo
Drag stars Tara Hoot, Evry Pleasure and TrevHER join DJ Lemz on El Techo's verdant tropical rooftop for two bottomless brunches raising money for the Cherry Fund. Tickets include a choice of entree with unlimited bloody marys, mimosas or margaritas, plus all the entertainment you can handle while helping the nonprofit Cherry Fund support D.C.'s LGBTQ+ community. 11 a.m. to 1 p.m. and 1:30 to 3:30 p.m. $45.
G.A.S. (Grown and Sexy) at Metrobar
One Sunday a month from April through the end of summer, DJs Alizay, B-Sharp and Farrah Flosscett are trying to make the end of your weekend a little more sophisticated and fresh. Expect the vibe at this "Grown and Sexy" party to be set by hip-hop and soulful R&B, without getting as crazy as you might on a Friday night. 6 to 11 p.m. Free with RSVP.
Solar eclipse viewing parties
Did you know there's a solar eclipse on Monday? And there won't be another total eclipse visible from the contiguous United States until 2045? Even though D.C. will experience only a partial eclipse, there are viewing parties across the region. The biggest celebration takes place on the National Mall, where the National Air and Space Museum is joined by scientific organizations including NASA and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration for a free, family-friendly afternoon festival. View the eclipse safely through solar telescopes and sun spotters, watch live NASA video from the path of totality, or see the sun through a satellite's ultraviolet cameras. Hands-on activities take place between Fourth and 12th streets, and safe eclipse viewing glasses will be free while supplies last. Other options include the NASA Goddard Space Flight Center, George Mason University's observatory and Sky Meadows State Park. Adults playing hooky to see the eclipse can watch from the rooftop Deck 11 bar at Yotel D.C., or the Starr Hill rooftop beer garden at the Perch in Tysons, which is handing out glasses with every food or drink purchase, beginning at 2 p.m. Times vary; the peak of the eclipse in D.C. will be at 3:20 p.m.
Mariah the Scientist at Echostage
Let's take her stage name literally. There's something almost clinical about the singing of this Atlanta-raised R&B star as she continues to steer the sang-froid she shares with SZA, Frank Ocean and Jhene Aiko toward the absolute zero of American soul music. She can reach for a high note when she needs to, but how low can she go? 8 p.m. Only verified resale tickets available.
Bad Bunny at Capital One Arena
It's hard to say whether we've reached peak Bad Bunny -- or we ever will. The 30-year-old's renown only seems to grow bigger and brighter as his albums continue to expand into new zones of rhythm and rhyme. Onstage, he makes that expansiveness feel not only coherent, but riveting. In other words, checking out one of the planet's most electrifying pop performers while he's still on top of the world sounds like a good idea. 8 p.m. $202-$675.
Jason Moran: Solo Ellington at the Kennedy Center
Tributes to Duke Ellington continue as the great pianist Jason Moran -- the Kennedy Center's artistic director for jazz -- explores the breadth of Ellington's music during a solo piano concert in the Eisenhower Theater, accompanied by a selection of Gordon Parks's photos of Ellington. (8 p.m. $35-$80.)
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Which foe should Godzilla fight next?
Godzilla's latest movie is a hit. Should he take on the "Dune" sandworms next? How about Paul Giamatti?
By Lucas Trevor | 2024-04-04
Godzilla has stomped all over the weekend box office, proving that, given the right conditions, humans will run toward a 36-story monster. Once again "Godzilla x Kong: The New Empire" finds the very large lizard and the very great ape fighting each other and some similarly gigantic foes. Across his 70-year history in Japanese and American films, Godzilla has amassed a rogue's gallery of kaiju to face down, from King Ghidorah to Mothra to Mechagodzilla to Millie Bobby Brown. (Kidding! She is neither skyscraper-sized nor Godzilla's enemy.) He's really only as good as whomever he's pummeling.
But he'll be back; Godzilla will always be back. Will he once again have Kong in tow? What other intellectual properties will he encounter? And will he win? I have some suggestions.




The Man of Steel makes for a natural opponent. In the lead-up to the release of "Godzilla x Kong," DC Comics published a series titled "Justice League vs. Godzilla vs. Kong" -- and Superman got walloped. Despite his comparatively smaller stature, the Man of Steel would make an interesting adversary for Godzilla in the movies. The human storylines -- something Godzilla flicks sometimes fail to flesh out -- would be an easier sell. (The basic plot of the Japanese "Godzilla Minus One" would work with a bit of Clark Kent and Lois Lane.) As for who would actually win? Superman would pester Godzilla like a sun-powered gnat.
Winner: Superman
This one is a simple pitch. Optimus Prime is the iconic leader of the Transformers, who turns into a red and blue semi-truck; Godzilla is a giant lizard. Pow. You could imagine a third-act turn in which Prime and Godzilla must team up to protect humanity from the threat of Megatron and the Decepticons. Better yet: Set the whole thing on Cybertron, the home of the Transformers. No humans needed.
Winner: Everyone




Look at that: two hit franchises starring giant critters. Capitalizing on the success of "Dune: Part Two," Warner Bros. could have Godzilla fight a giant sandworm from the deserts of Arrakis. This fight would certainly come down to location. An Arrakeen Sandworm cannot survive in water, where it would die rather quickly. Conversely, Godzilla comes from the ocean. So Godzilla would have a massive advantage here on Earth, while desert-covered Arrakis would be a different story.
Winner: Stalemate
The anarchic slapstick of Bugs would present some difficulties for the famous monster. Think of the bits Mr. Bunny could do with Godzilla's atomic breath. Sure, he's a small rabbit, but Bugs has shown an ability to increase his mass in glorious violation of the laws of physics. Additionally, Bugs would probably be able to marshal the help of fellow Looney Tunes, like in "Space Jam." By the film's climax, they'd climb into massive "Pacific Rim"-style suits to fight Godzilla and protect planet Earth. And that'd be all, folks.
Winner: It's kaiju-hunting season.




With her limitless range and inventive shot creation, Caitlin Clark has the ability to become one of the best WNBA players ever. In early March, Clark passed Pete Maravich to become the all-time leading scorer in NCAA history. More than just an elite offensive force, Clark is the first college basketball player to truly capture the attention of the country since Zion Williamson and his thunderous dunks during the 2018-2019 season. At 22, she is already a major American sports personality and one of the most exciting young athletes on the planet.
With all that being said, I am not optimistic about her ability to combat Godzilla's ability to stomp really hard.
Winner: Godzilla
What's better than one Godzilla? Eighty Godzillas. At the start of the film, a scientist with wild hair and big goggles could find a piece of the original kaiju and begin growing smaller versions of the creature in a lab. They would then be able to swarm the large parent, overtaking him with sheer numbers. In a scene reminiscent of "Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull," the beast would be slowly consumed. It would be a gruesome death, but an opportunity to create an interconnected universe of Godzilla's 80 offspring.
Winner: The clones




On the surface, Paul Giamatti's Paul Hunham seems like an easy enemy for Godzilla. He's slow, socially and professionally stunted, and canonically smells like fish. On the other hand, there is nothing quite like getting yelled at by an English teacher with very little else to do. I don't think this would ever result in Giamatti's character actually winning -- there's still that pesky atomic breath -- but I think Hunham could make Godzilla feel small for at least a few minutes.
Winner: Still Godzilla




It comes for us all. That sense that you are not meeting your full potential (stomping other monsters) and instead are just coasting through life (stomping Paul Giamatti's character from "The Holdovers"). The big fella is not immune to this feeling; after seven decades of destroying tanks and crushing civilians, he may even be questioning his purpose. Perhaps he'd find fulfillment by protecting rather than destroying. I for one hope he is able to overcome his self-doubt and find personal joy in whatever life has to offer.
Winner: Godzilla
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Carrie Preston has played a lot of parts, but there's only one Elsbeth
She has a long list of credits ("True Blood," "My Best Friend's Wedding") but playing a certain, quirky attorney on "The Good Wife" brought her a legion of fans -- and her own series.
By Emily Yahr | 2024-04-04
NEW YORK -- In one of the first scenes of her new TV show, Carrie Preston stands on a Manhattan curb as a taxi drives through a puddle and splashes her with a not-small amount of dirty street water. Preston's character is stunned, but not upset. She gleefully pulls a foam Statue of Liberty crown from her bag, smiling as she affixes it to her head and another car passes and soaks her again.
The joy, the confident dorkiness -- that's Elsbeth Tascioni, the beguiling, funny lawyer who stole scenes in 19 episodes of creators Robert and Michelle King's hit legal dramas "The Good Wife" and "The Good Fight" over more than a decade, a role that earned Preston an Emmy Award in 2013. At first glance, Elsbeth was a sweet but scattered defense attorney who interrupts herself mid-thought to say something like, "These are beautiful bookcases," or "Ooh, I like that brooch." A minute later, she would casually eviscerate a witness on the stand or pull off a brilliant legal maneuver that left her opponent speechless.

Preston's character from "The Good Wife" and "The Good Fight" makes a splashy entrance in the series premiere of "Elsbeth." (Evelyn Freja for The Washington Post)


Viewers clamored for more Elsbeth, and at last they're getting some: The crime-solving drama "Elsbeth" premiered on CBS in February and, after State of the Union and March Madness preemptions, resumes its first season Thursday. Even as Elsbeth's mind is clicking away on levels that others can't fathom, her genuine sense of wonder shines through. Preston read the script and knew exactly how to play the scene where she gets soaked by the car. Obviously, Elsbeth is a huge "Sex and the City" fan, and therefore thrilled to experience a Carrie Bradshaw moment in New York.
"I decided that Elsbeth would find that absolutely 100 percent delightful," Preston said in a recent interview on set in Brooklyn. On the show, Elsbeth has just moved from "The Good Wife's" universe of Chicago to work as a court-mandated legal observer of the New York Police Department -- and she is truly dazzled by all the Big Apple has to offer. "She's like, 'Yes, I'm here, I've been splashed ... I'm a New Yorker!'"
Preston is also having a moment to shine and splash. At 56, she's one of those actors you recognize but have trouble placing because she has been in a long list of shows and movies. Strangers call her "Arlene" (her breakout role in HBO's "True Blood") or "Polly Poll" (the con artist manicurist from TNT's "Claws"). Or they just go with, "I loved you in that thing!"
Character actor -- Preston doesn't love the phrase, because every actor plays a character. She enjoyed when someone once referred to her as an "illusionist."
"That's what character actors do ... they try to make you forget who they are," she said. "There are a lot of people like that who have been doing it for decades, like myself, where people might not really know what our name is as an actor."

Preston, with co-star Carra Patterson, in a scene from "Elsbeth." (Michael Parmelee/CBS)


Preston is "someone who has deserved to be No. 1 on the call sheet for a long, long, long, long time," said Stephen Moyer, who starred in "True Blood" and reunited with Preston -- at her invitation -- to play a murderous drama professor in the pilot episode of "Elsbeth." Moyer was overjoyed to work with Preston again. He remembers watching her develop the Elsbeth character from scratch, back when HBO gave her permission to occasionally film episodes of "The Good Wife."
"The thing about Elsbeth is that she's a character who sees joy around her in everything she does and experiences -- and that is also Carrie," he said. "So Carrie is getting to express that sort of love of life through that character's eyes."
Preston has had a few significant turning points in her career that led her in directions she never expected. One arrived in 1997 when she made her feature film debut in a Julia Roberts movie titled "My Best Friend's Wedding" -- now a rom-com classic that made nearly $300 million. She played one of the flirty bridesmaids who was practically joined at the hip with her sister (played by Rachel Griffiths). The two provided enthusiastic vocals in the iconic scene where an entire restaurant breaks into Dionne Warwick's "I Say a Little Prayer."
"I feel grateful that I got to be part of something that was so revered," said Preston, estimating that she had been through "hundreds" of auditions until that point. "It was a big deal for me to be in that movie. ... It sort of gave other people permission to cast me."
At the time, Preston was mostly working in theater, a passion that began while growing up in Macon, Ga. She studied theater at University of Evansville in Indiana and moved to New York to attend the Juilliard School; in 1995, she made her Broadway debut in "The Tempest" opposite Patrick Stewart and saw raves from critics who called her "vibrant" and "delightful." The year prior, while performing at the Alabama Shakespeare Festival, she met Michael Emerson, who would eventually star in ABC's "Lost" and CBS's "Person of Interest." (They recently celebrated their 25th wedding anniversary, though Preston laughed that she still gets "Wait, you two are married?" comments from fans when she posts photos.)
Casting directors saw her as a "a bit of chameleon," she said, and while versatility meant she didn't get typecast, it meant almost exclusively secondary roles where she would drop in to jazz up a scene or episode. She appeared in everything from Oscar-nominated movies ("Vicky Cristina Barcelona," "TransAmerica") to TV hits ("Desperate Housewives," "Law & Order: Criminal Intent," the aforementioned "Sex and the City") to short-lived shows ("Emeril" and "Good Morning Miami"). Between gigs, she started a production company and started sharpening her skills as a director.

Preston, with co-star Todd Lowe, in a 2013 episode of HBO's "True Blood." (John P. Johnson/HBO/Everett Collection)


Two life-changing moments coincided when she became a series regular on the 2008 buzzy vampire series "True Blood," where she played a human waitress in a bar filled with supernatural customers and co-workers. First, there was the success of being on a hit show. Then, a few seasons in, Preston -- who was blond and wore a red wig on camera -- decided to dye her hair red. Suddenly, fans recognized her wherever she went.
"Going to those Comic-Cons and stuff, I guess it's the closest that I'll ever feel what it feels like to be a rock star," Preston said.
Those who have worked with Preston describe her as a mix of a studiously prepared professional and someone who can improve the mood of everyone around her.
"She really understands the fun that comes with doing the work we do. She's never lost that," said Judy Reyes, who starred with Preston in the dramedy "Claws" for four seasons starting in 2017. "As impacted as we all are by challenges, she's the one who finds the solution, she's the one who stays excited, she's the one who stays positive. ... She's a huge part of helping everybody stay on task. She's a true actor's actor."

Preston started dyeing her hair red during her run on "True Blood." (Evelyn Freja for The Washington Post)


Coincidentally, another Julia Roberts project helped push Preston's career: She was cast in the 2009 movie "Duplicity," starring Roberts and Clive Owen as rival spies. Preston had one scene with Owen (where he seduces her to steal her company's secrets) and one with Roberts (where she tearfully confesses but admits she doesn't regret at thing). Critics loved it -- a review in the New York Observer lamented, "Carrie Preston should be more famous. ... It's tough to imagine her fronting anything other than an independent movie and we doubt she'll ever get to be the star of her own television show."
Well! TV producer Robert King also happened to catch "Duplicity" and was equally impressed at how Preston lit up the screen in scenes with two major movie stars. He thought she might be a good fit for a quirky lawyer character -- Elsbeth -- on an episode of "The Good Wife."
"Obviously Carrie took it so much further, but our expectation was Carrie was going to bring that kind of innocence and kind of oddball -- like someone who might be in a Jonathan Demme movie," King said.
When Preston heard more about the part, she was sold. "I didn't even have to audition, which, 15 years ago. ... I wasn't getting a lot of just straight offers," she said.

From left, Julianna Margulies, Jan Maxwell and Preston in a 2014 episode of "The Good Wife." (Jeff Neumann/CBS/Getty Images)


Elsbeth charged onto Season 1 of "The Good Wife" as a blast of comic relief and physical comedy, wearing bright colors and patterns and textures and admitting her technological ineptitude as she poked around on her flower-covered laptop. ("You're not good with computers, are you? My son keeps buying me new ones and then just backing away ... and laughing.") The characters would be extremely annoyed and then change their tune when her shrewd legal mind repeatedly got them out of scrapes. In one much-discussed scene in a later season, she furiously made out with her professional rival (Kyle MacLachlan) over the sounds of pop smash "Call Me Maybe," and then didn't hesitate to destroy him in court.
"We love characters that are underestimated, and Carrie has really emphasized that and embraced that with Elsbeth," "Good Wife" co-creator Michelle King said. "She brings a goofy, kooky energy to it that could mask the smarts if you don't know where to look."
Over the years, viewers begged the Kings to consider Elsbeth for her own spinoff. The idea didn't crystallize until the coronavirus pandemic, when the Kings started watching reruns of "Columbo" and thought about how they could put Elsbeth in a similar scenario: a police procedural where you see the crime play out in the beginning, and then watch as she tries to figure out the culprit.
Preston still can't believe her once-recurring character is now the star of the show ("This is a dream that I dared not let myself have"), helmed by showrunner Jonathan Tolins. Assigned to watch NYPD personnel (including co-stars Wendell Pierce and Carra Patterson) work after the department has been hit with too many wrongful arrest lawsuits, Elsbeth demonstrates a knack for solving the crimes herself. Elsbeth may carry too many tote bags (Preston guesses they hold everything that Elsbeth thinks she might need in a typical day, such as a protractor or a 1972 encyclopedia or a cheese sandwich), but her naivete masks a highly effective sleuth.

Preston, with co-star Blair Underwood, in "Elsbeth." (Michael Parmelee/CBS)


"It's like Elsbeth has set off a colorful glitter bomb in the middle, a black, white and gray 'Law & Order'-type scenario," said Preston, who considers the show more of a comedy.
On a day on set last month, Preston and Pierce filmed a very serious scene in the storage closet Elsbeth has been given to use as her office. Not only does Elsbeth not mind this, she embraced it, decorating the storage closet with nicer lighting.
"So much about TV is trying to stay hip and cool ... there's a posture of removal from the things that are kitschy about life or silly about life," Robert King said. "And I do think that's one of the things that Carrie brings and also the show dives into -- the things that are kitschy can be fun."
Online, fans sometimes wonder if Elsbeth is on the autism spectrum, or has attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and say that they feel seen by Preston's portrayal. The Kings and Preston avoid giving it a name.
"I don't diagnose her. No one does. I mean, I think that's good, because in that way, she's not a representative of any one type of a thing. She just is who she is," Preston said. "And I think that's wonderful. It makes her very unique. And so if people relate to her, I like to think that they're relating then to whatever is unique about themselves."

Preston doesn't try to psychoanalyze Elsbeth. "She just is who she is," Preston says. "And I think that's wonderful." (Evelyn Freja for The Washington Post)


Preston said she also hears a lot from lawyers who say that they relate to Elsbeth's plight of being overlooked at work -- because of the way they dress, the way they talk, how they multitask -- only to reveal themselves as very good at their jobs. Recently, a young law student on a train asked Preston to sign her textbook.
"There are a lot of women who are underestimated in the world, and so I think she kind of represents that," Preston said. "Women who maybe on face value aren't taken seriously because of just how they are, or maybe they don't follow social norms or whatever it is -- and then they end up being incredibly brilliant. And that's their superpower."
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Looking for music by women composers? Here's an entire festival.
Produced by the Boulanger Initiative, WoCo Fest is an attempt to fill a weekend and several spaces with music from women composers of every era.
By Michael Andor Brodeur | 2024-04-04
It's the season of season announcements in the classical world, when orchestras drop large PDFs detailing their forthcoming slate of programs, premieres, commissions and other major orchestral to-dos. It's a quick way to survey how the classical world is responding to demands of the real one. Or not.
For instance, scanning the National Symphony Orchestra's announcement of its 2024-2025 season, I noticed a promising feature that also struck me as curious. Over the course of the coming season, the NSO will play works by composers Jessie Montgomery (two, actually), Jennifer Higdon, Cindy McTee and Gabriela Ortiz and a new oratorio commissioned from Julia Wolfe.
Notice anything these composers have in common? If you said "women," you get half a star. If you said "living women," you get the whole thing. Not that there's anything wrong with living women -- but isn't that odd? In one sense, an increase in the presence of both women and living composers signals an orchestra updating its proverbial firmware, living up to all those diversity initiatives and audience strategies pitched during the pandemic.
But it also points blankly backward at an incorrect history lesson we've spent centuries teaching ourselves -- that music from women is something categorically new.
This isn't to pick on the NSO, whose iffy percentages when it comes to programming women composers roughly match those of its counterparts in other major American cities. It's just one reality standing in the way of a much more interesting reality.
Boulanger Initiative co-founders Laura Colgate and Joy-Leilani Garbutt are hoping to change this state of affairs with WoCo Festival, an annual multiday festival co-presented by the Boulanger Initiative and Strathmore that assembles a pop-up community of women composers for three days of performances, workshops, discussions, musical exhibitions and installations. The festival takes place at multiple venues at Strathmore from April 12 to 14.
Colgate and Garbutt have observed more work by living women composers finding its way onto programs since the pandemic but insist the scope of the problem demands more sweeping corrective action -- along with a grander historical perspective.
As Garbutt put it in a phone interview, "Focusing on gender-marginalized composers doesn't mean only doing new music."
"You have to go back to the starting point," Colgate adds. "You have to look at the contemporaries of Beethoven and these other composers and find what else was out there. That's how you diversify. You correct the problem by doing the work, and nobody is doing that work because those numbers are hovering around 2 percent. That's the amount of programing that's getting put toward nonliving historical women composers. Two percent!"
The most recent report on repertoire diversity from the League of American Orchestras shows slight improvement. Of 5,407 pieces programmed in the 2022-2023 season, only 12.2 percent were composed by women, living or dead (the number split about evenly between White women and women of color). Works by deceased men represented 73.6 percent of those programmed that season, with deceased women accounting for just 3.8 percent.

Boulanger Initiative co-founders Laura Colgate, left, and Joy-Leilani Garbutt. (M3 Mitchell Media & Marketing)


What's more, Colgate has found that the bigger an orchestra's budget -- i.e. the more established the orchestra -- the lower that number went.
"They're scared that people won't come, but they're not giving any trust to their audience," she says. "You're telling me that if you put Augusta Holmes or Louise Farrenc on your season that they're not going to buy a subscription? That's absurd."
This resistance to more aggressive corrective measures toward representation comes from all over the orchestra -- music directors who don't program works by women; long-tenured musicians who are none too eager to learn "new" repertoire; marketing departments with no sense of what to say about composers that history has kept hidden.
"Any programing that's happening now that is not representative is a choice," says Garbutt. "It's a conscious choice to exclude composers that we know exist and we have the scores for."
The mission of the Boulanger Initiative, which Colgate co-founded with Garbutt in 2019, is the promotion of music composed by "women and all gender-marginalized composers" through "performance, education, research, consulting, and commissions." In doing so, the organization (which takes its name from the French composer Lili Boulanger) aims to dispel "a damaging myth that women have historically created little of artistic merit," according to its website.
One important aspect of the initiative's work is curriculum guides for educators, introducing students to the history of women composers before conventional music history can teach them otherwise.
"I think these are huge," says Garbutt by phone. "It shouldn't be a shock that women have always been composing music. And by getting this into curriculums earlier and earlier on, it won't be a point that we need to make in a few decades."
But at the core of the initiative's work is the Boulanger Initiative Database (BID), an open-access collection of over 8,000 works by more than 1,200 composers, made freely available to musicians, conductors, administrators and independent musical explorers.
They also offer consulting services for orchestras, helping identify works by women to complement canonical centerpieces -- and avoid the "packing peanut" approach to programming, where short works by underrepresented composers are "sprayed in" to fill the remaining space.
But as Colgate sees it, the first step to change is a change to the first steps. As a longtime orchestra musician herself -- she currently serves as concertmaster for the National Philharmonic -- Colgate knows well the fundamental place in the classical music education of excerpts, the short passages of music orchestras require hopeful musicians to play (say, a bit of the first movement of Mozart's Symphony No. 39 for violinists or the third movement of Brahms's Third for cellists).
"The excerpts that I had drilled into my brain by the time I was a sophomore in undergrad? They're all still there," she says. "Our entire school structure is based on performing excerpts for orchestra auditions. But if undergrads today knew pieces by Florence Price or Margaret Bonds or Louise Farrenc at the same level as those that I grew up with, the world could change in 20 years."
Through the initiative's Redefining the Canon program, orchestras submit their current excerpt lists, and a team of "excerpt foragers" comb through compositions from the BID, searching for excerpts comparable enough in their technical demands to serve as substitutes for more common selections. Working with the Initiative, the National Philharmonic is now among the first orchestras employing an excerpt list featuring a majority of historically marginalized composers.
"The more orchestras we have on board," she says, "the faster we're gonna get there."

Spanish cellist and composer Andrea Casarrubios will perform her own works at WoCo Fest 2024. (Pablo Pazos)


Of course, a major part of increasing the presence of women composers is providing more space for their music to be heard. This is where WoCo Fest comes in.
Produced by Boulanger Initiative and co-presented by Strathmore, WoCo Fest represents an attempt to fill a weekend and several spaces with music from women composers of every era, musicians at the top of their game and listeners with a hunger for something new -- partially to prove that it can be done.
A Friday kickoff party at AMP by Strathmore will feature performances by cello and bandoneon duo Arco &,, songwriter and filmmaker Be Steadwell, Thalea Quartet (who will also host workshops over the weekend), Cajun-Persian viola duo Talla Rouge, cellist Amanda Gookin and others.
From there, the festival -- themed "Evolve" for its 2024 iteration -- seeks to pull a thread through multiple eras of music. The Baroque ensemble Musica Spira will perform a Saturday afternoon concert of music by Isabella Leonarda, Maria Perucona, Francesca Caccini, Antonia Bembo and Chiara Margarita Cozzolani.
This will be followed by Spanish cellist and composer Andrea Casarrubios performing her own works alongside music by Nadia Boulanger (Lili's elder sister). Ghost Ensemble will perform a program celebrating its 12-year collaboration with composer/oboist/installation artist Sky Macklay (whose inflatable "Harmonitrees" sculptures will also be on display).
Pianist Sarah Cahill will close Saturday's performances with "The Future Is Female," a program that hopscotches from the Baroque (Elisabeth-Claude Jacquet de La Guerre) to the Romantic (Farrenc), to the 20th century (Margaret Bonds) to the present day (Theresa Wong).

Drummer Terri Lyne Carrington and her New Standards ensemble will close WoCo Fest 2024: Evolve on April 14 at AMP by Strathmore. (Jacobs)


The festival concludes Sunday with an appearance by four-time Grammy Award-winning jazz drummer and producer Terri Lyne Carrington, who will bring her New Standards ensemble to the stage, featuring guitarist Mary Halvorson, pianist Angelica Sanchez, trumpeter Milena Castado, bassist Isaac Coyle, dancer Christiana Hunte and vocalist Vuyo Sotashe.
In addition to a weekend of high-quality performances, Colgate and Garbutt hope to create with WoCo an immersive environment for women in every corner of classical music to gather, network, collaborate and, crucially, hear each other. Garbutt cites a favorite quote from Carrington as a something of a guiding light.
"She said our work is corrective and collective," says Garbutt, "That applies to all of us. It feels very important."
WoCo Festival: Evolve runs April 12-14 at Strathmore, boulangerinitiative.org.
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'Wicked Little Letters' sends a mixed message
Olivia Colman and Jessie Buckley bring skill and subtlety to a broad period piece.
By Ty Burr | 2024-04-04

Olivia Colman, left, as Edith Swan and Jessie Buckley as Rose Gooding in "Wicked Little Letters." (Parisa Taghizadeh/Sony Pictures Classics)


If you're among the many filmgoers who know that a movie starring either Olivia Colman or Jessie Buckley represents time extremely well spent, the prospect of the two of them together in "Wicked Little Letters" should snap you to attention.
They've appeared before in the same film without sharing scenes: "The Lost Daughter" (2021) cast the two actresses as the same woman at different ages, an academic who abandons her family and lives to regret it. The new film, written by Jonny Sweet and directed by Thea Sharrock, lets them play off each other as neighbors in a dingy English seaside town in 1920, one prim and pious, the other a bawdy hoyden.
At the very least, watching Colman and Buckley on the same screen is an improvement over the earlier film. It's the only improvement, but you may not mind.
Based on an actual historical incident, "Wicked Little Letters" is an art-house audience pleaser that slaps a veneer of tea-cosy classiness over cartoonish characters and changing social values. The movie is good fun and also surprisingly obvious -- a slapstick comedy of manners that hints, but only hints, at darker human urges.
Colman is Edith Swan, a middle-aged church lady who still lives with her blunderbuss of a father (Timothy Spall) and mild-mannered mother (Gemma Jones) in a working-class neighborhood of Littlehampton. Buckley is Rose Gooding, freshly arrived from Ireland with a young daughter (Alisha Weir), a new boyfriend (Malachi Kirby) and a love for a good pub crawl that makes her a local scandal. Someone has been sending anonymous poison-pen letters to Edith -- letters written in language so outrageously, descriptively obscene that it's practically an art form -- and suspicion quickly falls on the foul-mouthed Rose. For her part, Rose sensibly asks why she'd bother to write to Edith when she could just say the same things to her face if she wanted to.

Timothy Spall, right, plays Edward Swan and Malachi Kirby is Bill in "Wicked Little Letters." (Parisa Taghizadeh/Sony Pictures Classics)


"Wicked Little Letters" early on makes sure the audience knows Rose isn't the culprit -- she's a tough but loving mother, for one thing, and a free-spirited hoot, for another. But who is? The screenplay spreads the potential guilt around a small group of suspects, including Edith's friends and fellow whist players, a pleasurably comic trio of ladies bold (Lolly Adefope), bony (Eileen Atkins) and bossy (Joanna Scanlan). Also on the case is Woman Police Officer Gladys Moss (Anjana Vasan), who in addition to following her eminently logical hunches has to endure demeaning treatment from her fellow officer (Hugh Skinner) and chief constable (Paul Chahidi), both of them prats of the first order.
"Wicked Little Letters" manages the paradoxical trick of being both broadly played and finely acted, the first due to a director intent on underlining every action with a heavy Sharpie and the second to a cast that colors in the outlines of their characters with finesse, depth and life. If there's a villain here, it's the father, whose tradition-bound misogyny and emotional abuse of his daughter are given real malice by Spall. Race-blind casting in some of the roles has the occasional effect of kicking a viewer out of the movie's time period, but without it, we'd lose Vasan's delightful portrayal of the dogged detective, her eyes like signal flares alerting us to every clue.
And the two leads are spectacular. Buckley plays a woman with a big heart, a loud mouth and no filter, but she also invests Rose with a subtle terror behind the feistiness -- the knowledge that she could go to jail and lose her child forever. Colman uses every trick in her considerable arsenal to let us see that Edith -- sweet, repressed, vain Edith -- is a far more complicated character than she appears. As for who wrote the Littlehampton letters, you may or may not guess before the filmmakers spill the beans in the third act. But you may also not be prepared for the glimpses of psychological damage and thwarted rage that accompany the revelation -- glimpses that might be chilling if the director of "Wicked Little Letters" had any idea what to do with them.
R. At area theaters. Language -- lots of language -- and sexual material. 100 minutes.
Ty Burr is the author of the movie recommendation newsletter Ty Burr's Watch List at tyburrswatchlist.com.
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Andrew Scott delivers a mesmerizing -- and less than talented -- Mr. Ripley
Despite -- or perhaps because of -- Andrew Scott's magnificent erasure of his own charisma, "Ripley" is mordantly funny.
By Lili Loofbourow | 2024-04-04

Andrew Scott as Tom Ripley in Steven Zaillian's "Ripley," which premieres April 4 on Netflix. (Netflix/AP)


In my circles at least, reactions to the news that Andrew Scott would anchor a new adaptation of "The Talented Mr. Ripley" followed a predictable and breathless script: The hot priest from "Fleabag" is playing Tom Ripley!
The anticipation was understandable. Those familiar with Anthony Minghella's 1999 film remember the erotic edge with which it showcased Jude Law, Matt Damon and Gwyneth Paltrow at the height of their youth and beauty. One could only imagine what Scott -- whose magnetism made his Moriarty the most memorable part of "Sherlock," and whose electric turn as Fleabag's love interest (and confessor) in Phoebe Waller-Bridge's beloved series catapulted the Irish actor into a sensation seemingly overnight -- would do with the role. He'd become a dreamboat, the object of the whole internet's crush. What sensual heights would he achieve as Patricia Highsmith's most popular literary creation, that charismatic con artist whose predilection for murdering obstacles to his social ascent she chronicled over the course of five novels?
Scott's answer is characteristically compelling, but in a way likely to disappoint his thirstier fans. In Steven Zaillian's "Ripley," a gorgeous, witty, cinematic extravaganza chronicling the charlatan's journey from a bleak existence in New York City to a luxurious one in Italy, the actor expunges every trace of his considerable charm to produce a dour, awkward Tom Ripley whose joyless smile is as false as the signatures he fakes.
This is, to be clear, a fantastic (and pointed) choice. One understands why this man wants to escape his grim surroundings and himself. And why his genial American target, a rich would-be artist named Dickie Greenleaf (Johnny Flynn), offers to put him up in Italy: Scott plays the character as so overtly bland and unoffending he's technically unimpeachable even if he's a little repellent -- as Dickie's girlfriend, Marge Sherwood (Dakota Fanning), a middling memoirist from Minnesota, discovers while trying to turn Dickie against him. (Scott and Fanning have joked about their characters' "anti-chemistry.")
One thing Scott's choices clarify is that Tom, like his target, and pace the novel's title, isn't especially talented. Facing potential charges in New York for a fraud that was rather easily detected, the depressed con artist accepts a lifeline -- in the form of a commission (from Dickie's wealthy father) to persuade Dickie to abandon his life of leisure on the Italian coast and come home. Tom's main trick, such as it is, is never saying more than he must. In this instance, his habitual taciturnity saves him from correcting the elder Greenleaf's mistaken impression that he and his son are friends. (Later, it very comically spares him from needing to express an opinion of Dickie's "art.") Tom's gains thanks to his abilities as a decent and sometimes compulsive mimic are dwarfed by the advances he makes by simply riffing on the ineptitude of others -- and by performing a kind of embarrassing semi-transparency in social situations that ironically earns him Dickie's trust.

From left, Dakota Fanning, Johnny Flynn and Andrew Scott in "Ripley." (Netflix/AP)


Compensating for Scott's restraint is the camera, a wildly expressive agent that quickly establishes itself as the show's biggest character (and only true artist). Robert Elswit's black-and-white cinematography has no chill. Sometimes pretentious, sometimes playful, the show rejoices in making almost every shot into a painterly wonder. Approaches vary. The lens might settle briefly for virtuosic stillness -- letting the subject wander through a gorgeously composed and static frame instead of following them through it, with everything in technically brilliant focus -- then swing into maniacal motion, dramatizing the act of typing a letter (for instance) by swooping through so many different focal planes and angles that the scene starts to feel unreal, hyperstylized, absurd.
The choice to shoot the central trio rather straightforwardly can therefore (given the sometimes unflattering realism) feel loaded. The love triangle comes to seem more tedious than tantalizing because of how staunchly this particular camera, which wrings transcendent compositions out of bolts and steel beams and mousetraps and blood, refuses to glamorize its very-good-looking principals. The effect feels like a deliberate sendup -- maybe of the breathless frisson saddling Gatsby-adjacent narratives about social climbers (there are no Daisy Buchanans here), or (perhaps) of the youthful beauty upon which Minghella's 1999 adaptation lingers. The lens sometimes rubs the viewer's nose in imperfection: Tom's wrinkles, Marge's stray hairs. Shooting them in black-and-white only heightens the extent to which these characters, reaching for something like art or mastery or transcendence, sag. And if it gamely covers familiar subjects (the glories of Italy) as well as idiosyncratic ones (the feelings of desk clerks), the camera's funniest choice may be its refusal to worship these beautiful actors in conventional terms.
It's mildly counterintuitive that Tom, the story's trickster, becomes the leaden anchor on a story that should bubble with effervescent fantasies about penetrating the rarefied circles of the lazy rich. In practice, those circles barely materialize; Tom, an epicurean who values beautiful objects and settings, isn't actually much interested in the silly people who occupy them, and neither (more to the point) is the camera. So we spend most of our time with Tom, in silence, alone.
In these more solitary contexts, the camera grows experimental and serious, capturing the misery rather than the pleasure of travel, meditating on the vigor a certain kind of leisure requires (frequently literalizing Tom's upward climb with punitive shots of spiraling stairs) and quietly registering Tom's changing physicality as he learns to occupy those spaces. It also documents, with loving, exhaustive fidelity, the logistical and physical work of conning -- at a level of detail I haven't seen since "Better Call Saul."

Dakota Fanning as Marge Sherwood in "Ripley." (Netflix/AP)


Zaillian's adaptation is conceptually as well as visually wry, lushly hyper-referential and packed with winks. One episode is called "La Dolce Vita," after the 1960 film, and John Malkovich, who played Ripley in 2002's "Ripley's Game," turns up here as a genial fellow impostor. This miniseries is, in other words -- despite or perhaps because of Scott's magnificent erasure of his own charisma -- mordantly funny. There are jokes aplenty here, beginning with a very early sequence that riffs, visually, on the idea of stepping into another man's shoes. Many such grace notes are only evident on repeat viewings. Thankfully, "Ripley" richly rewards re-watching.
As for Tom Ripley: He has always been a weird and slippery character, the kind directors try to classify and tame. Highsmith envisioned him as what we would now call an antihero: sympathetic because he's our point-of-view character, even as he's somewhat relatably corrupted into becoming something monstrous. But Highsmith went a step further by refusing to narratively discipline her criminal to make the experiment morally palatable. "I find the public passion for justice quite boring and artificial, for neither life nor nature cares if justice is ever done or not," she wrote in her 1966 book, "Plotting and Writing Suspense Fiction." A curious and contrarian position for a writer of crime fiction (of all things) to take. But that was Highsmith: A lesbian notable for her talent and misogyny, she was an unrepentant bigot and provocateur who harbored no illusions about her antihero. Or herself. "What I predicted I would once do, I am doing already in this very book," she wrote of Tom Ripley in one her notebooks. "That is, showing the unequivocal triumph of evil over good, and rejoicing in it. I shall make my readers rejoice in it, too. Thus the subconscious always proceeds the consciousness, or reality, as in dreams." She sometimes signed her letters "Tom/Pat."
While she approved of Alain Delon's characterization of Tom in "Purple Noon," Rene Clement's 1960 adaptation of "The Talented Mr. Ripley," she called the ending -- which culminates in Tom's arrest -- "a terrible concession to so-called public morality." One can only imagine what she would have made of Minghella's version, which saddled the character with an ability to love, a conscience, and punished him brutally for his transgressions. Minghella defended his choice: "There's so much nihilism in film right now. If I'm going to tell a story that's so bleak and so much a journey of a soul, if in the end Ripley was just going to go about his business, what's the journey?"
Zaillian, who wrote all eight episodes of "Ripley" -- and whose former credits include "Schindler's List," "Moneyball" and "Searching for Bobby Fischer" -- has an answer. And it's every bit as good as its protagonist isn't.
All eight episodes of Ripley premiere April 4 on Netflix.
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