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Election 2024 latest news: Biden holding events in battleground state of North Carolina
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, Azi Paybarah, Philip Bump, Aaron Blake, Yasmeen Abutaleb, Tyler Pager, Cleve R. Wootson Jr., Cristiano Lima-Strong, Lori Rozsa, Amudalat Ajasa, Leigh Ann Caldwell, Theodoric Meyer, Glenn Kessler, Meryl Kornfield, Maxine Joselow, Michael Scherer, David Ovalle, Fenit Nirappil | 2024-05-02
President Biden is in the battleground state of North Carolina on Thursday. During a stop in Wilmington, Biden is expected to highlight the investments his administration has made in replacing lead pipes to ensure that residents have access to safe drinking water, an issue that disproportionately affects minority communities.
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Small carriers fight to survive amid delayed Huawei rip-and-replace funds
The Federal Communications Commission is warning that some rural areas may lose cell service altogether if Congress doesn't provide more money to carriers that have been ordered to remove Chinese-made equipment.
By Eva Dou | 2024-05-02

Jerry Whisenhunt, general manager for the Pine Telephone Company, looks through cabinets of Huawei equipment at his company headquarters in Broken Bow, Okla., on Oct. 2, 2019. (Joseph Rushmore/For The Washington Post)


Jerry Whisenhunt, general manager of Pine Telephone Company in a rural corner of Oklahoma, has some choice words about the Washington bigwigs who ordered him to rip up his mobile network but have failed to cough up the promised funding to help him replace it.
"It's kind of a train wreck," he said. "They're slow as Christmas getting things done."
Four years after Congress ordered U.S. network operators to remove all telephone and internet equipment made by the China-based companies Huawei and ZTE, citing security risks, the "rip-and-replace" program remains stalled due to a $3 billion funding shortfall -- a shortfall that is larger than the $1.9 billion Congress appropriated for the task.
The Federal Communications Commission is now warning that some rural areas may lose cell service altogether if more funding does not materialize soon, as small carriers struggle to stay afloat against the pressure to spend millions of dollars replacing their networks.
In a letter sent Thursday to Sen. Maria Cantwell (D-Wash.), chair of the Senate Commerce Committee, FCC Chairwoman Jessica Rosenworcel said 40 percent of local network operators cannot complete the removal of Huawei and ZTE equipment without more money and that some risked shutdown of their operations. "Several recipients have recently informed the Commission that they foresee significant consequences that could result from the lack of full funding, including having to shut down their networks or withdraw from the program," Rosenworcel wrote.
Rosenworcel wrote that for certain operators, "a shutdown of all or part of their networks could eliminate the only provider in some regions."
Cantwell's office did not immediately have a comment on the letter on Thursday. The committee she chairs recently acknowledged that some rural providers are "on the verge of bankruptcy" due to the state of the rip-and-replace program. Last week, she released the Spectrum and National Security Act, which proposes to restore the FCC's commercial auction authority and use the proceeds to fill the $3 billion gap.
The rip-and-replace program's woes suggest the kind of logistical snarls and ballooning costs that are likely to ripple across more of the U.S. economy as officials look to increase restrictions on China-based vendors amid an intensifying U.S.-China rivalry. The looming TikTok ban could have broader spillover effects for the online-video ecosystem, social-media experts say, while law enforcement officers say they will be hamstrung in fighting crime if they are banned from using drones manufactured by China's DJI.
Huawei and ZTE equipment has always been de facto banned from major U.S. networks built by the likes of Sprint or Verizon, with U.S. officials considering the gear at higher risk of infiltration by China's intelligence agencies. Small, rural U.S. operators were allowed to buy gear from Huawei and ZTE through the 2000s and most of the 2010s, as the phone calls and internet traffic they carried were considered less sensitive.
However, as China has made swift technological strides and become viewed as a near-peer rival, the bar has shifted. Security hawks have pointed out that U.S. military bases are often based in rural areas and that the idea of rural internet traffic being less-sensitive should be rethought. Huawei and ZTE have maintained that they do not help China's government spy and that their products are not a security threat.
In 2020, Congress passed the Secure and Trusted Communications Networks Act, directing the FCC to set up the rip-and-replace program. The FCC quickly discovered that an additional $3 billion would be needed to fully fund the program. With limited cash in hand, the FCC began giving small carriers 39.5 percent of what they needed to do a full replacement in 2022 and 2023.
Leslie Williams, president of Jackson, Tenn.-based SI Wireless, said his network has been down since 2022 for the gear replacement, with no revenue coming in since. Williams said he's had to take out loans to try to keep afloat, and that invoices submitted for reimbursement through the program have taken an average of 150 days to be processed, with the longest one taking 354 days. He said SI Wireless has only received a bit more than $24 million from the FCC, around 13 percent of the $181 million needed to complete the rip-and-replace.
On the customer side, he said, the result has been dead zones in rural stretches of Tennessee and Kentucky where there used to be cell reception.
"Currently, customers are without service," he said.

Huawei hardware at Pine Cellular headquarters in Broken Bow, Okla. (Joseph Rushmore/For The Washington Post)


Network operators are required under the terms of the program to fully remove Huawei and ZTE equipment within a year of receiving the first tranche of funds. With the remaining 61 percent of funds not forthcoming, the FCC is receiving a flood of letters from carriers across the nation complaining that they have been stuck holding the bag and pleading for extensions.
Plateau Telecommunications, a small carrier in Clovis, N.M., said in a filing with the FCC in April that the underfunding of the rip-and-replace program has forced it to "pivot" to fewer cell towers and a reduced footprint, and even so, it is running behind schedule. "It is increasingly evident that achieving our mid-July completion target is not feasible," the company wrote.
Mark Twain Communications, a small carrier in northeast Missouri, told the FCC that it is unable to complete the rip-and-replace due to the lack of funding coupled with skyrocketing costs. "Vendors have been unwilling to negotiate costs and many have increased prices due to high demand," the company reported. "Mark Twain has found replacement equipment over double the cost."
The Bristol Bay Cellular Partnership, a carrier with a staff of 14 in the town of King Salmon, Alaska, pleaded for an extension and the rest of the funds. "The fuel surcharge is at times up by 45 percent," the carrier wrote, saying their 17 sites are accessible only by plane and boat. "It is difficult for the smaller companies to compete."
Viaero Wireless, in Fort Morgan, Colo., also reported that they were stuck. "Congress' inaction and the lack of funding is completely outside of our control," Viaero wrote.
Those asking for more time even included the board of trustees of Northern Michigan University. NMU, which operates 79 cell sites in the rural portions of Michigan's upper peninsula in addition to providing higher education, told the FCC about the challenges it has faced in trying to replace its equipment with limited funds, including its discovery that it would have to build a new cell tower.
"The new tower must overcome a 30' ground elevation differential, resulting in a replacement structure of 330 feet," NMU's board of trustees wrote.
In her letter on Thursday, Rosenworcel wrote that carriers in the program are supposed to have all their Huawei and ZTE gear removed by May 29, 2024, to Feb. 4, 2025, depending on when they received their initial distribution of funds. She reported that the FCC has so far granted 64 extensions, including 52 based at least partly on the funding shortfall.
"The Commission stands ready to assist Congress in any efforts to fully fund the Reimbursement Program," she wrote.
Whisenhunt, the Pine Telephone Company general manager in Oklahoma, said he is facing the prospect of shutting down parts of his network, with the rest of the rip-and-replace funds nowhere in sight. He said that even without the millions of dollars in expenses of replacing equipment, parts of his coverage area across Choctaw Nation land were unprofitable due to the sparse population.
"For rural companies like us, it's dire," Whisenhunt said. "There's a certain segment of the population here, and in Choctaw Nation, that just will lose service."
Jeanne Whalen contributed to this report.
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Cheers and distortions: Trump feeds on raucous rallies as trial disrupts run
His return to the trail offered Trump a chance, if only for a day, to escape the cold realities of the courtroom and bask in the strength he projects for his supporters.
By Isaac Arnsdorf, Sarah Leach, Patrick Marley, Jeff Stein | 2024-05-02

Former president Donald Trump speaks at a campaign rally Wednesday in Waukesha, Wis. (Sara Stathas/For The Washington Post)


WAUKESHA, Wis. -- Donald Trump's words were almost exactly the same, but the change of scenery made all the difference.
On Tuesday, he spoke as a criminal defendant: in a dingy, echoing courthouse hallway, behind a metal barricade, flanked by a grim-faced lawyer, speaking to a handful of reporters and a single TV camera.
On Wednesday, he was the presumptive Republican nominee: backed by American flags, greeted as a hero by thousands of fans who chanted his name. This time, when Trump railed against the judge and prosecutors, denied any wrongdoing and claimed the trial was helping his poll numbers, the crowd booed and laughed and cheered.
"You know, I have come here today from New York City, where I'm being forced to sit for days on end in a kangaroo courtroom," he said Tuesday at the second of two campaign stops, in Freeland, Mich. "They do it to try and take your powers away, try and take your candidate away."
He added pointedly: "We got to get them out."
Trump's return to campaigning for the first time since the trial began offered him a chance, if only for a day, to escape the cold (at times literally) realities of the courtroom and bask in the triumphant, defiant strength he projects for his supporters. For their part, rallygoers said they're experiencing the trial through the prism of pro-Trump media, assured that the case was unfounded and could be backfiring. Like Trump, they described the proceedings in at times distorted or exaggerated terms.
"That's why I'm here, is because they don't let him campaign, it's his only day off," said Steven Franzen, who drove here from McHenry, Ill., and didn't make it inside the expo center, whose capacity was capped at 1,200. "The less they see of him the more they want him, people do. It has a reverse effect."
Trump's aides have seethed at how the court calendar splits the week, stranding Wednesday in the middle, believing the judge did so to make it harder for Trump to campaign, even though he has consistently scheduled his trials that way. Trump himself has struggled with the disruption to his routine of daily golf and being required to sit through technical and sometimes tedious proceedings without his phone, according to people close to him.
In remarks outside the courtroom, he has frequently complained about the temperature and being kept away from campaigning in swing states. In those remarks and social media posts, he has protested the order from Judge Juan Merchan that prohibits Trump from attacking witnesses in the case. Such gag orders are common in criminal cases, and on Tuesday Merchan fined Trump for nine violations.
"I'm not even supposed to be, I would say, talking to you, because he gagged me," Trump said in Michigan on Wednesday. "I have a relationship with the people, and I explain it to them, and they understand it's a scam."
Trump has routinely told his supporters he was "being indicted for you, thank you very much," often sounding sarcastic. But when he recited the line here on Tuesday, to thundering applause, he sounded like he meant it.
"I greatly appreciate it," he said.

A vendor pushes a cart of merchandise toward the parking lot as people arrive for a Trump campaign rally at an airport in Freeland, Mich. (Nick Hagen/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


Later, in Michigan, feeding off the crowd's energy, Trump put a rosier spin on his predicament while reasserting his claim, without evidence, that the four criminal cases against him are a coordinated political strike against his candidacy and the MAGA movement he champions.
"If I didn't run or if I came in fourth, I'd have no problem right now," he said. "I'd be in a beautiful someplace. But you know what, honestly? Look at this crowd. I'd rather be with you."
While that theme unquestionably helped Trump consolidate Republican support in the primary, the effect on November's election is less clear, with wide-open possibilities for how the trial could proceed and how voters will perceive it.
For now, his supporters shared Trump's confidence that the trial would rebound to his benefit by providing free publicity and portraying him as a victim.
"Right, wrong or indifferent, people feel they're being persecuted," Matthew Bocklund, the former chairman of the St. Croix Republican Party, said at the speech here. "They see one man up there being persecuted, and Trump has transcended the presidency and he has now become them. So just like he says, he always says, well, I'm on trial for you."
Even a rare Democrat who attended the Michigan rally just to hear Trump out said she was concerned the trial would boost his public support. "I don't know why people feel like we're after the man," said Melinda Plaugher, of Midland, Mich., who wore a Biden shirt to the rally and voted for Nikki Haley in the Republican primary. "I worry about our country and I worry about his policies and his unfriendliness and his divisiveness."
Trump appeared to relish Wednesday's doubleheader, speaking for more than an hour at both stops. The prepared remarks heavily emphasized economics, but Trump frequently meandered and interrupted his text with playful asides -- when reciting grocery prices, he added, "I love chicken." In both speeches, he went on extended unscripted defenses of his support for letting state lawmakers set their own abortion regulations instead of a federal ban.
"So far I have been 92 percent off teleprompter and 8 percent on teleprompter," he said at one point, exaggerating, to cheers. "But isn't it nice to have a president who doesn't need a teleprompter?" At another point he stepped out from behind the podium to readjust a teleprompter that had blown askew in the wind.
He swiped at Haley, who has not endorsed him, and took exception to being called unpopular. Trump's approval and favorability ratings have never been net positive. In last week's GOP primary in the crucial battleground of Pennsylvania, Trump won 84 percent of the vote, while 17 percent voted for Haley, who dropped out in March.
He polled the crowd on which nickname to use to disparage President Biden. He vilified Palestinian refugees as bringing "jihad" and vowed to reimpose a ban on travel from Muslim-majority countries, and he praised New York police who cleared protesters from a Columbia University building.
And as he has often done, Trump misrepresented economic data to compare his record to Biden's.
He baselessly asserted that "almost all" job growth was for undocumented immigrants. (It is true that job growth is higher among foreign-born workers since the pandemic because more of the native-born population is retiring.) He said a record 73 percent of Americans were living paycheck to paycheck, and the campaign provided a survey as support. But Federal Reserve data shows more than half of Americans have at least three months of savings available, the third-highest level on record, according to Matt Darling, an economic policy expert at the Niskanen Center, a Washington think tank.
He falsely suggested new manufacturing jobs hit zero under Biden for the first time ever. Trump bragged that the stock market hit record levels during his presidency, though the indexes rose higher since. Without evidence he accused employment and economic figures of being "fake," which Michael Strain, an economist at the right-leaning American Enterprise Institute, called "a reckless and irresponsible thing to say."
Trump said he would refuse to spend money under Biden's signature Inflation Reduction Act, deliberately defying a 1974 law that requires the executive branch to follow congressional funding decisions.
Trump maintained that when he was president he could have prosecuted his former opponent, Hillary Clinton, and he has said if he wins in November he will assign prosecutors to investigate Biden's family.
"The ultimate verdict on this travesty will not come in the courtroom. It will come at the ballot box," Trump said in Michigan. "And the American people are going to find Crooked Joe Biden guilty of trying to destroy our country."
Arnsdorf and Marley reported from Waukesha. Leach reported from Freeland. Stein reported from Washington.
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Biden calls ally Japan 'xenophobic' like China, Russia, at campaign event
President Biden's remarks have not elicited a formal response from the countries he named. But experts said they were likely to have offended, particularly in Japan.
By Adela Suliman | 2024-05-02

President Biden and Prime Minister Fumio Kishida of Japan walk to the Oval Office at the White House in Washington on April 10. (Craig Hudson for The Washington Post) 


President Biden called Japan a "xenophobic" country during a campaign event Wednesday evening, putting the U.S. ally in a group with authoritarian rivals such as China and Russia and suggesting that a lack of immigration may be why the nations were "stalling so badly economically."
The remarks, widely reported Thursday in the Japanese press, came less than a month after Biden hosted Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida for a high-profile state visit to cement their alliance. The president also suggested that India, another nation that partners with the United States on security measures, was fearful of foreigners in his remarks.
The comments were made at a Washington, D.C., fundraiser at the Mayflower Hotel that marked the start of Asian American, Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander Heritage Month, which celebrates diversity in the United States. "One of the reasons why our economy is growing is because of you and many others. Why? Because we welcome immigrants," Biden said, according to a pool report.
"Why is China stalling so badly economically? Why is Japan having trouble? Why is Russia? Why is India? Because they're xenophobic. They don't want immigrants," he continued. "Immigrants are what makes us strong. Not a joke. That's not hyperbole, because we have an influx of workers who want to be here and just contribute," he added.
Biden's remarks have not elicited a formal response from the countries he named. Representatives for the embassies of Japan, China, Russia and India in the United States did not immediately respond to requests for comment from The Washington Post on Thursday. But experts said they were likely to have caused offense, particularly in Japan.
Satona Suzuki, a lecturer in Japanese and modern Japanese history at SOAS, University of London, said Biden's comments were "inappropriate and wrong" and that his idea that Japan's slow economic growth was simply the result of xenophobia was "shallow and shortsighted."
"To regard Japan, China and Russia the same is very problematic. This is not the way to treat one of the closest allies," she said.
Press secretary Karine Jean-Pierre said Thursday that Biden was making the case that "in our DNA, we are a nation of immigrants" and that allies understood what he was saying. National Security Council spokesman John Kirby also defended the comments, telling reporters he was unaware of any of the named countries reaching out to the White House, adding that they understood that Biden "completely and utterly values the idea of alliances and partnerships."
Biden's remarks cast him in a separate light from his White House rival, former president Donald Trump, who has taken an anti-immigration stance in his reelection bid in November. However, experts disagreed with his analysis.
"You have to conclude that Biden's mouth moved faster than his brain," Gerald Curtis, director of Columbia University's Japan Research Program, said in an email about Biden's remarks. "Japan may be moving too slowly for its own good in welcoming more foreigners to live and work in the country," he said, but to "lump it" together with China and Russia was "over the top."
The comments came amid a period of good relations between the United States and Japan. Last month, Biden hosted the first state dinner for Japan in nearly a decade. "We are the same, Japan and the United States," Biden told dignitaries gathered at the lavish event in the East Room of the White House for the visiting Japanese leader Kishida. "We may be divided by distance, but generation after generation are brought together by the same hope, the same values, the same commitment to democracy and faith."
Japan has also been a more prominent ally in recent years, shaking off decades of official pacifism in favor of a more robust security role in Asia.
Last June, Biden also hosted a state visit for India's Prime Minister Narendra Modi championing their shared democratic values while doubling down on his criticism of China. The two nations have become more aligned on security matters in recent years as both sought a counterweight to a rising China, with both becoming members of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, or Quad, along with Japan and Australia in 2007.
However, India and the United States are not formal allies. Assassination plots against critics of Modi's government on U.S. soil and the Indian prime minister's anti-Muslim rhetoric have led many in Washington to view New Delhi with caution.
Mary McCarthy, professor of politics and international relations at Drake University, said the same was not true of Tokyo. "Japan has been a great friend and ally of the U.S.," she said. "The two countries need each other for the future of international security and economic prosperity. It is not helpful for the Biden administration's geopolitical goals to make such comments about Japan."
McCarthy said that "the declining birthrate and aging population in Japan have led to a need for foreign labor in order to have a successful and growing economy." The Japanese government had taken steps in recent years to increase foreign workers, she added, "including expanding their skilled worker visa program just this past March."
According to data from the International Monetary Fund, Japan's GDP is predicted to grow by 0.9 percent in 2024, down from 1.9 percent last year.
India's growth has also slowed this year, with its GDP forecast to grow by 6.8 percent -- down from 7.8 percent last year. China is similarly predicted to decelerate with GDP growth of 4.6 percent predicted this year by the IMF, down from 5.2 percent in 2023. Russia's GDP has slowed too from 3.6 percent last year to predicted growth of 3.2 percent this year.
The United States' GDP is forecast to grow by 2.7 percent this year, up slightly from 2.5 percent last year, according to IMF data.
"The growth trajectory of the Japanese economy is actually not so bad when looking at per capita figures. In fact, it is not much different from that of other advanced economies including the U.S.," Professor of Economics at SOAS, University of London, Ulrich Volz said by email.
Karen DeYoung and Mariana Alfaro contributed to this report.
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How Trump convinces Republicans to adopt extreme views
A new poll on presidential immunity tells a familiar tale: If he pushes it, they eventually decide they support it, too.
By Aaron Blake | 2024-05-02

Former president Donald Trump at the Waldorf Astoria in D.C., in January, the day an appeals court heard arguments in his presidential immunity case. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


The U.S. Supreme Court last week considered the weighty issue of whether a president can do things like conduct a coup or assassinate his political rivals without facing prosecution.
The court doesn't appear likely to sign off on such a broad form of presidential immunity. But a new poll suggests a growing number of Republicans would. Nearly half, in fact.
The reason is pretty clear: because Donald Trump wants it. And it's merely the latest example of Republicans warming to rather extreme -- and often authoritarian -- positions after Trump makes a concerted effort to nudge them in that direction.
Trump will lodge such a position and gradually push the envelope, and eventually his fellow partisans will adopt it. Many will often do so despite having apparently opposed the position in the past.
The latest example is immunity. While an Economist/YouGov poll conducted shortly before Supreme Court oral arguments showed just 36 percent of Republicans support a president having "legal immunity ... for any actions they have taken as president," that number is now 47 percent.
Did a fair number of Republicans suddenly have an epiphany about their views of presidential power? It's theoretically possible that some found the Trump team's arguments persuasive. But another recent poll suggests something else is at play, and that's that Republicans began to associate the idea with Trump because the issue was in the news.
The YouGov poll questions didn't mention Trump, after all. But a Marquette University Law School poll recently asked separate immunity questions with and without mentioning Trump. Support for immunity shot up 23 points among Republicans when Trump was mentioned.
Examples abound of Republicans seeming to reconsider their positions after being extensively prodded by Trump. The Jan. 6 insurrection and other efforts to overturn the 2020 election have been at the heart of several; Republicans have gradually but consistently adopted Trump's arguments that the Jan. 6 insurrection wasn't that bad and even that the rioters have been persecuted:
This also seems to pertain to whether then-Vice President Mike Pence did the right thing by declining Trump's entreaties to overturn the 2020 election on Jan. 6. While an early 2022 poll showed Republicans siding with Pence over Trump, 52 percent to 36 percent, a poll later in the year -- after extensive hearings of the House Jan. 6 committee -- showed them suddenly siding with Trump, 52-46.
An even more striking shift has taken place when it comes to self-pardons.
When Trump first broached the concept of pardoning himself in 2018, polls showed around three-quarters of Republicans said a president shouldn't have such power and that it would be unacceptable for one to try it. When asked specifically about Trump trying to pardon himself, a CNN poll showed just 39 percent of Republicans approved.
A CNN poll this year, though, shows a clear majority of Republicans -- 58 percent -- now support Trump trying to pardon himself if he returns to the White House.
We don't have a ton of other good polling data over time on how Republicans view Trump's various extreme proposals -- in part because some proposals are new. For example, it would seem unlikely that years ago 55 percent of Republicans would have approved of the idea of Trump ordering Justice Department investigations of his political rivals, as they did in that recent CNN poll. But we can't say for sure.
What we see in the above data, though, is a pretty consistent pattern. Republicans will initially balk at a Trump proposal or cause that seems -- and often is -- extreme. But he'll just keep pressing the case. And much like Republican members of Congress, the GOP base will either lose the urge to fight it or suddenly decide the idea is good, because Trump is good.
These proposals might never be politically popular overall, but Trump's ability to bring his base along for the ride and to thus legitimize such views could still have profound implications for our politics and government.
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Live updates: Stormy Daniels's lawyer testifies in Trump's hush money trial
Attorney Keith Davidson is cross-examined after a hearing on allegations that Donald Trump again violated a gag order in his New York hush money trial. 
By Washington Post staff, Peter Jamison, Shayna Jacobs, Mark Berman, Devlin Barrett, Perry Stein | 2024-05-02
Donald Trump is back in Manhattan criminal court Thursday for Day 10 of his trial. The judge held another hearing to determine whether the presidential candidate is continuing to violate a gag order, but he did not immediately issue a ruling.
Witness Keith Davidson is being cross-examined by defense attorneys.  The Los Angeles lawyer represented Stormy Daniels in brokering a deal in 2016 to keep an alleged tryst with Trump secret ahead of the election.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2024/05/02/trump-hush-money-trial-live-updates-gag-order/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Lots of people are not 'absolutely thrilled' with abortion laws
Former president Donald Trump has new rhetoric on abortion laws, which he claims are making people very happy.
By Philip Bump | 2024-05-02

Abortion rights advocates protest outside the Supreme Court in Washington on April 24. (Shuran Huang for The Washington Post)


Former president Donald Trump has been trying to figure out how to navigate the politics of abortion access as the November election draws closer. It's tricky; election results since the Supreme Court threw out Roe v. Wade have reinforced that there's broad support for access to reproductive rights, and few people bear more responsibility for the court's action than the president who appointed a third of its members -- specifically with an eye to reversing Roe.
So Trump has taken to claiming that the situation as it stands now is exactly what everyone wanted. This is one of his favorite rhetorical tricks, however unsubtle: If he did it, it was great and just what people wanted. In this case, he argues, it's because the Supreme Court's 2022 ruling let states decide for themselves what to do.
"Democrats, Republicans, liberals, conservatives -- they wanted to get abortion out of the federal government," Trump claimed Wednesday at a rally in Wisconsin. "Everybody wanted that. That was uniform."
This is not true. But this purported desire was the predicate for Trump saying that "we were able to do that after 53 years." Overturning Roe wasn't unpopular; it was popular! Just as, at a different point in the speech, Trump claimed that he wasn't unpopular because 94 percent of Republicans like him. They don't (just as they never have), and he is broadly unpopular, but this is how Trump's rhetoric works.
"Look," Trump continued, talking about laws that would be and have been implemented at the state level, "some people will be very happy. Some people won't be as happy. ... But basically the states decide on abortion, and people are absolutely thrilled with the way that's going on."
This is also not true. This is, if it's possible, more not true.
On Thursday, the Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI) released the latest iteration of its polling on support for abortion access. As was the case with its data reported last year, most people in most states believe that abortion should be legal in all or most cases. Unsurprisingly, that correlates to how states voted in the 2020 presidential election, with states that supported Joe Biden by wider margins having more residents expressing support for abortion access. But in even many of the most pro-Trump states, a majority of their adult populations support abortion access.




Since PRRI's 2023 report was published, the number of states where support for abortion access increased was about the same as the number where support declined. But while there were seven states last year where less than a majority of adults supported abortion access, this year there are only five.
Mississippi went from 49 percent to 50 percent (a change that is statistically insignificant). Tennessee saw an increase of four points into a majority; Oklahoma, a double-digit jump.




To Trump's point, views on abortion access do vary depending on the states in which people live. People who live in states that ban abortion completely, for example, are less likely to support access to abortion than people in states that have less restrictive laws (as assessed by PRRI).
But even in states that ban abortion completely, most adults support making abortion legal in all or most cases.




If we overlap support for abortion access with state laws and state populations, you can see that a number of states with large populations either ban or severely limit access to the procedure.




Analysis of state population data suggests that about 33 million adults support making abortion legal in all or most cases but live in states that ban the procedure. An additional 30 million support abortion access and live in states that restrict it significantly. That's about a quarter of American adults.
By contrast, only about 11 million people believe abortion should always be illegal and live in states that ban it or severely restrict the procedure. About 16 million people who believe abortion should be legal in at least most cases live in the states with the least restrictive laws.
Perhaps Trump's rhetoric can convince voters in, say, Florida, who are dealing with new limits on the procedure that they should be thrilled that he sent abortion laws back to the state. PRRI estimates that 62 percent of adults in that state support making abortion legal, about 11.3 million people.
This in a state that Trump won by 372,000 votes four years ago. He'd better hope they're thrilled.
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One thing is already clear at Trump's N.Y. trial: Nobody liked Michael Cohen
Even before Trump's defense brings its case, government testimony has described Michael Cohen, a key hush money witness, as a "jerk," "difficult" and "hopeless."
By Devlin Barrett | 2024-05-02

Michael Cohen, longtime attorney for Donald Trump, in 2019.  He will be a key prosecution witness later this month at Trump's hush money trial. (Jahi Chikwendiu/The Washington Post)


NEW YORK -- In the first weeks of testimony at Donald Trump's hush money trial, witnesses have offered extensive evidence against the former president, describing in detail his efforts during the 2016 election to silence women who claimed to have had sex with him.
At times, however, the testimony has been just as devastating to Trump's former attorney Michael Cohen, who will be a key prosecution witness later this month.
"The moral of the story," one witness testified Tuesday, "is that no one wanted to talk to Cohen."
Jurors and prosecutors laughed.
Since rising to prominence as a lawyer and kind of attack dog for Trump, Cohen has become something of a national punching bag, mocked on "Saturday Night Live," prosecuted by federal authorities, and lambasted by both the left and the right for his "shoot first, aim later" approach to the law and public relations.
In the first criminal trial of a former U.S. president, it will be critically important what the jury thinks of Cohen -- and whether they believe his account that he was acting at Trump's direction when he arranged hush money payments to adult-film actress Stormy Daniels in 2016 and took reimbursements the following year that were disguised as legal fees.
Trump is charged with 34 counts of falsifying business records to keep those payments secret. Witnesses and trial evidence have painted Cohen as Trump's fixer, but also as an abrasive, arrogant and foul-mouthed fool.
Even the judge is apparently fed up with Cohen, warning in a ruling on Tuesday that if Cohen continues to attack Trump publicly, the judge may lift part of a gag order that prohibits Trump from going after Cohen.
During the trial, Cohen taunted Trump with a profanity on social media, suggesting his former client cannot control his bowels. He has also appeared in frequent live videos on TikTok.
Since pleading guilty in 2018 to federal crimes, including lying and tax evasion, Cohen has very publicly turned on Trump, denouncing him in books, podcasts, social media and interviews.
He acknowledges his past wrongdoing, says he is committed to telling the truth and has warned that there will be dire consequences for the country if Trump, the presumptive GOP nominee in the 2024 race, again wins the presidency.
"Michael Cohen has fully embraced a role that is common and popular in American life -- the role of the repentant sinner," said Ronald Kuby, a longtime criminal defense lawyer in New York. "And he embraces his penance with the same degree of passion and fervor with which he embraced his sins. It's rather remarkable."
Managing such a flawed witness as Cohen is a tricky proposition for prosecutors, who appear to be relying on the lawyer's maxim that the jurors should hear about Cohen's problems first from them -- rather than from Trump's team. While it may seem odd for prosecutors to have spent so much time and energy trashing their own witness, that is a deliberate and necessary legal strategy, said veteran criminal defense lawyer and former federal prosecutor Robert Katzberg.
"This is an interesting trial, in that you have the most problematic defendant and the most problematic witness in the same case," Katzberg said. "Prosecutors guard their credibility with the jury by bringing out all the bad stuff on direct examination. A prosecutor never wants to be seen by the jury as hiding something from them."
Kuby said Cohen's misdeeds "pale in comparison" with some other people who plead guilty to crimes and then cooperate with prosecutors, including mafia hit men and terrorists. And to the degree the jury dislikes Cohen, that may still boomerang against Trump, because Cohen "will be firmly seen as Trump's guy," Kuby said.
Still, at points during the testimony, prosecutors seemed to be doing more damage to Cohen than to Trump.
Gary Farro, Cohen's former banker, testified that he was told when he got him as a client that Cohen was "difficult" and that the bank stopped handling accounts for him when it realized he was dishonest about his transactions.
"He was a challenging client because of his desire to get things done so quickly," Farro said.
The jury also saw texts from a former National Enquirer editor who called Cohen "hopeless."
The most devastating courtroom account of Cohen came from Keith Davidson, a Los Angeles lawyer who negotiated the hush money deal at the heart of the prosecution case. Davidson, who returned to the stand Thursday, described miserable experiences dealing with Cohen.
Their first interaction was in 2011, when a talent manager named Gina Rodriguez asked Davidson to call a person she said had just been abusive to her over the phone.
"Some jerk called me and was very, very aggressive and threatened to sue me," Rodriguez told Davidson, the lawyer testified.
"Who was that jerk?" asked prosecutor Joshua Steinglass.
"It was Michael Cohen," Davidson replied.

Cohen leaving federal court in New York in 2018. (Mary Altaffer/AP)


When he called Cohen, Davidson said, he introduced himself, "and before I could barely get my name out, I was just met with, like, a hostile barrage of insults and insinuations and allegations. That went on for quite a while ... He was just screaming."
Years later, Davidson said ruefully, he was brought in to represent Daniels as she negotiated the hush money payment, because "no one wanted to talk to Cohen."
After the deal was signed, Cohen didn't pay and offered nonsensical explanations for the delay, Davidson testified. The computers were down. The Secret Service was making problems. It was a religious holiday.
"It was excuses. It was contradictions," said Davidson, adding that he told Cohen at one point: "I don't really believe a word that you are saying."
Cohen "created this drama and this situation ... He was highly excitable, sort of a 'pants on fire' kind of guy," Davidson said. "He had a lot of things going on. Frequently I would be on the phone with him, he would take another call, he would be talking out of two ears."
Davidson compared Cohen to the excitable dog character in the animated movie "Up," constantly distracted by random things, particularly squirrels.
He probably will not be the last witness to tell the jury bad things about Cohen. Daniels, who is also expected to testify in the case, wrote in her book that Cohen was "a complete [expletive] moron."
Still, not all of the evidence presented in the Manhattan criminal courthouse about Cohen has been negative.
On Tuesday, prosecutors played a short clip of a 2016 C-SPAN video featuring Trump talking about his then-fixer.
"Michael Cohen is a very talented lawyer," Trump said.
Perry Stein contributed to this report.
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NASA moon capsule suffered extensive damage during 2022 test flight
An inspector general's report helps explain why NASA has delayed by at least a year what was to have been Orion's first flight with crew on board. 
By Christian Davenport | 2024-05-02

NASA's Orion spacecraft for the Artemis I mission after its return from its test flight in 2022. (Regan Geeseman/NASA)


The heat shield of the Orion spacecraft intended one day to carry astronauts to the moon under NASA's Artemis program suffered unexpected damage in more than 100 places as the spacecraft returned to Earth during an uncrewed test flight in 2022, according to a watchdog report released late Wednesday.
While the capsule withstood the fiery tumult of reentry, when temperatures reached 5,000 degrees Fahrenheit as it plunged through the atmosphere at nearly 25,000 mph, the damage the heat shield suffered was far greater than NASA engineers had expected and more severe than NASA had revealed previously. Photos of the heat shield in the report showed gouges that look like small potholes.
"Should the same issue occur on future Artemis missions, it could lead to the loss of the vehicle or crew," the report, by NASA's inspector general, concluded.
Earlier this year, NASA announced that the next flight in its Artemis moon program, which would send a crew of four around the moon in the Artemis II mission, would be delayed to no earlier than September 2025, largely because officials wanted to study the heat shield issue further and understand why it eroded as it did.
The IG report provides the most detailed description of the issue to date. It also highlighted other problems with the spacecraft that could create significant challenges for the space agency as it seeks to return humans to the lunar surface for the first time in more than 50 years.
Portions of the heat shield "wore away differently than NASA engineers predicted, cracking and breaking off the spacecraft in fragments that created a trail of debris rather than melting away as designed," according to the report. That, in turn, "could have caused enough structural damage to cause one of Orion's parachutes to fail."
At the time, the Artemis I flight was lauded as a great success that would put the space agency on a path to returning humans to the moon. NASA Administrator Bill Nelson recently told a congressional committee that the space agency still believes a human landing on the moon is possible by late 2026.

NASA's inspector general included this photograph of the damage to Orion's heat shield in its report on the spacecraft's 2022 test flight. (NASA)


But the IG report casts doubt on both NASA's rosy original assessment of the test flight and on the likelihood that a lunar landing will occur on that schedule.
In addition to the heat shield erosion on Orion, which is manufactured by Lockheed Martin, the IG said several bolts on the crew module "experienced an exposed gap that allowed for increased heating to the bolt interior and greater than expected melting and erosion."
NASA officials' plans to recover hardware from the capsule, including its three parachutes, were also thwarted, the report said. "The recovery team was not able to arrive at the splashdown location before the jettisoned hardware sank in the Pacific Ocean," the report said. "Although preflight analysis indicated a possibility of enough buoyancy to allow for the recovery forces to arrive in time, the hardware sank faster than projected."
The report also said that the powerful Space Launch System rocket, which hoisted Orion, caused significant damage to ground equipment, including blowing the doors off an elevator in the mobile launch tower. The IG said that it took NASA six weeks to bring one elevator back online and about four months to repair a second.
The launch tower required "extensive repairs that will cost more than $26 million, roughly 5 times more than the $5 million" NASA had set aside for such work, the report said.

The crew of NASA's Artemis II mission, from left: Canadian Space Agency astronaut Jeremy Hansen and NASA astronauts Victor Glover, Reid Wiseman and Christina Hammock Koch, on April 3, 2023. (Jonathan Newton/The Washington Post)


Catherine Koerner, NASA's associate administrator for the exploration systems development mission directorate, said the IG report supports the purpose of the Artemis I flight, which was to test how Orion behaved in space without anyone on board. In a statement, she said NASA was already addressing the issues raised in the report before it was issued.
"NASA expected to discover and resolve issues before Artemis II," she wrote. "This process of finding and addressing engineering challenges is a natural part of the design-test-fix process. NASA is concerned that the report's tone might suggest that the [Inspector General] identified the risks discussed, when in fact, all recommendations were already being addressed by NASA through forward risk-based disposition before the audit."
She added that "NASA continues to make significant progress evaluating the root cause of the heat shield char loss."
NASA has formed a team to investigate the pattern of erosion on the heat shield and why it performed differently than its engineers had expected. So far, it has not come to a conclusion since "ground testing cannot replicate the exact temperature and speed conditions the heat shield faces during reentry."
"Engineers are concurrently investigating ways to mitigate the char loss by modifying the heat shield's design or altering Orion's reentry trajectory," the report said. The Orion does what's called a skip entry, where it dips into the atmosphere to slow down, skips out and then reenters again.
Heat shields are a vital component of the spacecraft, designed to protect the crew during one of the most perilous parts of spaceflight: when the capsule, returning from space, slams into the thickening atmosphere around Earth, generating enormous temperatures. In 2003, the space shuttle Columbia came apart, killing all seven crew members, after a piece of foam collided with the leading edge of the wing causing a breach in the thermal protection system.
In January, when announcing the Artemis delays, James Free, NASA's associate administrator, said the agency would not rush the launch of Artemis II, which would send NASA astronauts Reid Wiseman, Christina Koch and Victor Glover, as well as Canadian Jeremy Hansen, on a 10-day trip around the moon.
"As we prepare to send our friends and colleagues on this mission, we're committed to launching as safely as possible," Free said. "And we will launch when we're ready."
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Shrugging at honoring the 2024 vote, at political violence and at Jan. 6
Donald Trump and someone rumored to be on his vice-presidential shortlist take more steps down a slippery slope.
By Philip Bump | 2024-05-02

Former president Donald Trump speaks at a campaign rally on Wednesday in Wisconsin. (Sara Stathas for The Washington Post)


Happily, Vice President Mike Pence survived Jan. 6, 2021. Perhaps he was always going to; perhaps if the mob of people that was within 40 feet of him in the U.S. Capitol that day would have simply screamed in his face or merely physically assaulted him. It's an important distinction, certainly, but also a bit like pointing out that Godzilla barely did any damage to Tokyo. Okay, but let's not lose sight of the fact that a giant monster just emerged from the ocean.
Sen. J.D. Vance (R-Ohio) was interviewed Wednesday night by Kaitlan Collins on CNN. At one point, Collins noted that Vance was rumored to be on Donald Trump's vice-presidential shortlist, filling Pence's former spot. Did he have any qualms, Collins asked, given that the Jan. 6 mob that put Pence's life at risk had been encouraged by Trump?
"I'm extremely skeptical that Mike Pence's life was ever in danger," Vance replied. "I think, in politics, people like to really exaggerate things, from time to time."
"Did a few people say some bad things? Sure," he added later. "But do we blame Donald Trump for every bad thing that's ever been said by a participant in American democracy? I think that's an absurd standard."
One "bad thing" at issue here was the chant, "Hang Mike Pence!" Perhaps Vance, if he were in the same situation as Pence that day, would have been sanguine about the moment and indifferent to Trump's social media post targeting him. Or maybe it's just easier to be blase about it from a cable-news studio three years later.
One of the effects of Vance's argument here, of course, is to present the riot at the Capitol as overblown. When Collins noted earlier that his condemnation of students occupying a building at Columbia University seemed at odds with his support for people arrested for rioting at the Capitol, he suggested that the challenge was that "there are people who protested on Jan. 6 who have had the complete weight of the Justice Department thrown at them, when at worst, they're accused of misdemeanors." This is the refrain: It wasn't as bad as it's made out to be. People like to really exaggerate things, as he said.
This is an increasingly common view on the right, as polling conducted by The Washington Post and the University of Maryland shows. Since 2021, the percentage of Republicans who said that the protesters that day were "mostly violent" fell eight points. The percentage saying they were "equally peaceful and violent" rose 10 points.




Other recent polling shows that Republicans are more likely to say Trump "did nothing wrong" in trying to overturn the 2020 election results than to say that he did. They are also less likely than Democrats or Americans overall to say that it's important for losing candidates to concede their loss.
Shortly before Vance appeared on CNN, Trump was at a rally in Wisconsin. While there, he also addressed Jan. 6 -- specifically, the story that he sought to join the protesters at the Capitol after he spoke near the White House that morning. As he was being driven back to the executive mansion, he said, he didn't physically attack the Secret Service agents who were with him, as had been alleged.
"I sat in the back, and you know what I did say?" Trump told the crowd at the rally. "I said, 'I'd like to go down there because I see a lot of people walking down.' They said, 'Sir, it's better if you don't.' I said, 'Well, I'd like to.' 'It's better if you don't.' 'All right, whatever you guys think is fine.' That was the whole tone of the conversation."
What, people are getting mad because Trump did, in fact, want to go to the Capitol and put more direct pressure on Congress as it finalized his 2020 election loss? But he didn't! Godzilla barely damaged Tokyo at all!
As Trump shrugs off his actions on Jan. 6, he continues to similarly shrug off his broader efforts to overturn the results of the last election. He also refuses to promise not to engage in the same efforts after this November.
Speaking to Time magazine last month, Trump was asked if he was worried about the prospect of political violence following the election.
"I don't think we're going to have that," Trump said. "I think we're going to win. And if we don't win, you know, it depends. It always depends on the fairness of an election."
Speaking to the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel while he was in that state on Wednesday, Trump expanded on this idea.
"If everything's honest, I'll gladly accept the results. I don't change on that," Trump told the paper. "If it's not, you have to fight for the right of the country."
This is not subtle: Trump saying he will accept the results "if everything's honest" -- despite spending more than three years at this point rejecting the honest 2020 results because he insists they weren't. Saying that if an election isn't fair -- a standard he sets -- "you have to fight." Telling a cheering audience that all he wanted to do on Jan. 6 was offer support to the protesters at the Capitol. Someone close to Trump, perhaps his running mate, casting the threat posed to a vice president by an angry mob as overblown or hysterical.
Godzilla is emerging from the ocean.
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Russian state media ramping up English, Spanish presence on TikTok, study finds
Posts on TikTok by Russian state media in English and Spanish are increasing, a study by the Brookings Institution has found.
By Joseph Menn | 2024-05-02

(Olivier Douliery/AFP/Getty Images)


While fears that China would push propaganda on TikTok fueled an unprecedented law to force its sale, it is not the only country to invest in getting messages across on the popular platform.
New research shows that Russian state media are posting English and Spanish videos to TikTok and have doubled last year's engagement on their posts, which include attacks on President Biden's Israel policy and his age as well as promotion of far-right commentator Tucker Carlson's Russia coverage.
A report published Thursday by the nonprofit Brookings Institution documents the trend and predicts that it will accelerate as the November election nears.
Brookings fellow Valerie Wirtschafter said that as she tracked the accounts in the first three months of this year, "it felt like I was seeing the process evolve, and the recognition that this is an emerging space they should devote resources to."
"There is quite a bit of growth opportunity to reach potential votes, especially young voters and Spanish-speaking voters," she told The Washington Post.
"Russian influence operations around the 2024 U.S. presidential elections are beginning to gather speed after a slow start," said Clint Watts, general manager of Microsoft's Threat Analysis Center. "The primary season last year was relatively uncontested compared to the 2016 and 2020 election cycles, which gave the Kremlin fewer opportunities."
TikTok has been labeling more of the accounts in the study as state-affiliated, according to Wirtschafter. There are likely to be many more covert messaging accounts, which would not ordinarily be labeled.
A TikTok spokesperson said that the company planned to increase its labeling and note where governments were hoping to impact politics elsewhere.
"TikTok clearly labels state-controlled media accounts, and in the coming weeks, will expand our state-affiliated media policy to further address accounts that attempt to reach communities outside their home country on current global events and affairs," the company said in an email.
"We have a strong record of removing covert influence operations and eliminating their accounts, including 13 networks operating from Russia, which we publicly report as part of our commitment to transparency."
The vast majority of the short videos posted by government officials and state-owned media organizations or their employees are not explicitly about American politics. Instead, they include coverage of world news and entertainment, as well as the Russian establishment's take on events in Ukraine and other hot spots.
But by scanning the accounts for words that refer mainly to U.S. politics, Wirtschafter found they often focused on divisive issues, echoing the approach of RT, Sputnik and others in print and longer-form video. Befitting TikTok, they tended to offer more personal impressions with less conventional journalism.
While Russian accounts post more frequently on Telegram and X than they do on TikTok, they get more views, likes and other engagement on TikTok. Wirtschafter looked at the posts with the most user interaction on all three platforms and found that 44 of the top 50 were on TikTok, where they averaged 3.5 million actions.
"Among the 30 most popular posts focused on U.S. politics, 20 were shared on TikTok and 10 were shared on X," Wirtschafter wrote.
Because TikTok is especially popular among young people, the platform could be a valuable way to reach a demographic that is seen as up for grabs in November. Though the Russian videos there claim President Vladimir Putin favors Biden, more content is negative about Biden on TikTok and other platforms.
In another important demographic for the election, the Russian videos are particularly successful in the Spanish language. Of the 30 best-performing politics TikToks, 22 were in Spanish.
It is not possible to track views by geographic region, Wirtschafter said, and many of the viewers may be in countries other than the United States. TikTok claims 1 billion active monthly users, only 170 million of whom are in the United States.
Russia has been boosting its efforts to manipulate the media in much of Latin America, the State Department warned in a statement in November.
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RFK Jr. embraces California ballot nomination from party with history of far-right ties 
The American Independent Party of California, which backed segregationist and former Alabama governor George Wallace in 1968, nominated Kennedy for president.
By Meryl Kornfield | 2024-05-02

Presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy Jr. during a campaign rally on Feb. 10 in Grand Rapids, Mich. (Joshua Lott/The Washington Post)


Independent presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy Jr. said this week that he has qualified to be on the ballot in California and will accept the nomination of the American Independent Party, which has a history of associating itself with far-right figures and individuals who have expressed racist views.
Kennedy's alliance with the American Independent Party, which has previously supported segregationist and former Alabama governor George Wallace as well as Donald Trump in 2016, is part of his campaign's attempt to get access on states' ballots through gathering signatures or receiving the nominations of minor parties.
The American Independent Party's recent former chairman, Robert J. Walters, wrote a book in 2015 that claimed genetic differences rather than discrimination led to Black students performing worse in schools compared with White students. The party promoted his book to their Facebook followers in 2022.
Three states -- Utah, Michigan and Hawaii -- confirmed that Kennedy is on the ballot, and he hinted at a recent event that more announcements were imminent. The California secretary of state's office confirmed that it received the paperwork from the party, which now only exists in California, but the state will not certify candidates until Aug. 29, after its deadline to receive requests for ballot access.
In a five-minute video posted Monday on X, Kennedy explained his relationship with the American Independent Party and said the party's new leadership contacted him.
"It's had its own rebirth, even before I came along," he said, adding that the group had drafted a new charter recently and had been evolving before he launched his effort to get on the ballot. "It's been reborn as a party that represents not bigotry and hatred, but rather compassion and unity and idealism and common sense."
It is unclear what policy beliefs the party now holds. A "statement of purpose" on the party's website says that "the new American Independent Party connects positive, visionary and independent candidates with California voters." The party's chairman, Victor Marani, wrote in a text message that politics "has changed dramatically in the past half century."
"Right now, today, America thirsts for real Independent candidates who will represent the voters instead of Party interests," Marani said, declining to offer any more specifics about the party's associations with far-right figures. The official website does not provide policy details about the party's platforms. The Kennedy campaign did not respond to questions about the group's history. The Washington Post was unable to reach Walters for comment.
An archived version of the website from 2021 indicates the group included that marriage should only be between a man and a woman, fetuses should have the same legal protections as people and undocumented immigrants should "be punished for their crime in a way that will deter them from future offenses."
The American Independent party was established in the 1960s to get Wallace, who ran on a segregationist platform and stoked fears of insurgency, on the ballot in California.
It has nominated several controversial figures since then, including segregationist Lester Maddox in 1976; John G. Schmitz, a former official with the ultraconservative John Birch Society, in 1972; and Michael Peroutka, a former board member of the League of the South, an Alabama-based organization that the Southern Poverty Law Center has classified as a hate group, in 2004. The party nominated Trump in 2016 and, in 2020, long-shot presidential candidate and businessman Rocky De La Fuente for president and rapper Kanye West for vice president. West, now known as Ye, made antisemitic comments in 2022.
The party's former leadership, former chair Markham Robinson, and several other politicians aligned with the group were also part of the "birther" movement, falsely questioning the eligibility of former president Barack Obama in 2009 and Republican nominee Sen. Mitt Romney (Utah) in 2012.
Records on the California's secretary of state website indicate the group's leadership changed this year. Marani was previously a longtime Republican operative who had donated to GOP candidates, chaired the Santa Cruz county Republicans and worked for Rudy Giuliani's 2008 presidential campaign.
The American Independent Party is California's third-largest political party, already has ballot access and, with 835,000 registered voters in the state, provided Kennedy an easier path forward than running with his own party. In 2016, a Los Angeles Times investigation found that members have registered with the party in error because they thought they were registering as political independents.
Republicans have increasingly attacked Kennedy amid concerns he could attract conservative voters, including Trump, who claimed without evidence on Truth Social last week that Kennedy is a "Democrat 'Plant'" who is in the race to help Biden.
Meanwhile, Democrats have attacked Kennedy's alliances with right-leaning groups and people, frequently taking aim at Kennedy over donations the campaign and the super PAC supporting him have accepted from major GOP donors. Democrats closely aligned with Biden fear Kennedy's name recognition and previous support of Democratic causes might drive voters to him who might otherwise pick Biden, advantaging Trump in states where there are close contests.
"He's a right-wing extremist, plain and simple," said Pete Kavanaugh, founder of Clear Choice, a Democratic-aligned super PAC aimed at defeating third-party efforts, after the news of the California nomination. "He's accepting the mantle of George Wallace and there's no hiding from it. He's making Trump blush."
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Biden, Democrats push hard to put North Carolina in play
As president visits Tar Heel state, Democrats hope a controversial GOP governor candidate boosts their chances
By Yasmeen Abutaleb, Tyler Pager, Cleve R. Wootson Jr. | 2024-05-02

President Biden and Vice President Harris at an event on health care in Raleigh, N.C., in March. (Cornell Watson/Cornell Watson for The Washington Post)


President Biden will visit North Carolina on Thursday at a time when his campaign is investing heavily in the state and building a robust electoral operation there far earlier than it did in 2020, a reflection of Democrats' belief that they can make a credible run at winning North Carolina despite losing it to Donald Trump four years ago.
Biden lost the state by just one percentage point in 2020, and his campaign sees a number of factors that could put the state firmly in play this year. While the campaign has mostly focused on states Biden won in 2020 and ensuring that he can repeat that victory, clinching North Carolina would provide the president an alternative path if he loses other swing states.
Biden advisers see an opportunity to attract at least some of the nearly 250,000 GOP voters who cast ballots for former South Carolina governor Nikki Haley in the March Republican primary, according to a Biden campaign official, speaking on the condition of anonymity to discuss internal thinking. Campaign advisers believe a highly controversial GOP candidate for governor, Mark Robinson, could help boost Democratic voter turnout.
Still, Biden faces a number of political challenges six months out from the election. Polls show that young voters and progressives widely disapprove of the president's staunch support of Israel's military assault in Gaza. Students across the country have staged protests against the Israeli invasion that have resulted in hundreds of arrests, and Biden has faced antiwar protesters at nearly every public event for more than six months.
Polls also show little voter enthusiasm for Biden, even among those who support him, a potentially serious problem as he works to hold together his fragile 2020 coalition. In North Carolina, Biden will have to overcome widespread economic anxiety and disapproval of his handling of a surge of migrants at the southern border, Republican and Democratic strategists said, as well as find ways to boost excitement about his candidacy.
Beyond that, no Democrat has won North Carolina's 15 electoral votes since Barack Obama in 2008. Biden lost the state to Trump by nearly 75,000 votes four years ago.
To address these hurdles, Biden is seeking to frame the election as a binary choice between him and Trump, rather than a referendum on his presidency. Biden has argued that Trump will rip away people's freedoms -- including the right to reproductive health care -- and end American democracy.
The Biden campaign has spent tens of millions of dollars on television ads in North Carolina. His team expects to have 40 staffers in the state by the end of month and will soon have 11 offices in key counties, according to the campaign official. In 2020, the campaign did not begin hiring senior staffers until June, the official said.
While Biden won Georgia in 2020, his path to victory in that state looks more challenging this time around. Four years ago, Biden was able to capitalize on two U.S. Senate races in Georgia, ultimately won by Democrats Jon Ossoff and Raphael G. Warnock, that determined control of the chamber and energized Democratic voters in the state. By contrast, there are no similarly high profile down-ballot races in Georgia this year.
But in North Carolina, Democrats see Robinson -- as well as anger over a state law passed last year that restricted most abortions after 12 weeks -- as potentially powerful motivators for Biden voters.
Robinson, who is the current lieutenant governor as well as the GOP nominee for governor, has made a variety inflammatory public comments and holds political views that could alienate many voters. He has quoted Hitler and regularly trafficked in conspiracy theories and antisemitism, while deploying vitriolic rhetoric about Muslims and gay people and expressing particular disdain for transgender men and women. He has also endorsed a six-week abortion ban and expressed support for a total ban on the procedure, a position Democrats have been quick to seize on.
Paul Shumaker, a longtime North Carolina Republican strategist, said the state is very much in play for both Biden and Trump. Shumaker noted that voter registration over the last four years has increased the most in Wake and Mecklenburg counties, home to Raleigh and Charlotte, where Democrats tend to perform best.
Polls currently show Trump leading in North Carolina, and Shumaker said the former president would win the state if the election were held today. But he added that a high proportion of unaffiliated voters in the state means the dynamics could change quickly.
"Democrats are in a much more difficult box than Trump is in North Carolina, with one exception: Mark Robinson poses a greater threat to Donald Trump's presidency than any legal challenge the president is facing," Shumaker said. "The people that are going to make the decision on who wins and loses this state -- they bounce back and forth, and it can happen in a two-week period of time."
Roy Cooper, North Carolina's Democratic governor and a member of the Biden campaign's national advisory board, said in an interview that Biden is poised to benefit from down-ballot races, where he said Republicans have nominated candidates who are "at a level of extremism that is unprecedented."
He also contended that the state's demographics are trending in a positive direction for Democrats, especially with a surge of college-educated voters, who often favor Democrats, coming into the state.
Biden's visit to North Carolina on Thursday will mark his third trip to the state this year. Vice President Harris has visited four times in 2024, including a joint appearance with Biden in March.
During her visits, Harris has largely focused on minority communities that Biden needs to win by large margins if he hopes to capture the state in November. Harris has almost always talked about equity, an issue Biden will address on Thursday. The president is expected to highlight the investments his administration has made in replacing lead pipes to ensure that residents have access to safe drinking water, an issue that disproportionately affects minority communities.
Cooper said the president has a strong record to run on in North Carolina, praising the creation of clean energy jobs, the 446,000 people who have enrolled in health insurance under the Affordable Care Act's Medicaid expansion, and massive investments in infrastructure.
"By the time of the election, there's going to be more awareness of the investment that President Biden has made in North Carolina and the economic prosperity that that has occurred," he said.
Cooper said Biden's record of accomplishment contrasts with Trump's four years in office. "They've seen the Donald Trump presidency and the Joe Biden presidency," he said of North Carolina voters. "I think Joe Biden wins that contest."
North Carolina Republicans respond that Biden's liberal values are out-of-step with North Carolina's deep conservatism. "An unpopular president, a divisive agenda, and no record of accomplishment adds up to a failed one-term administration," Matt Mercer, spokesman for the state GOP, said in a statement ahead of Biden's visit.
Anderson Clayton, the chair of the North Carolina Democratic Party, praised the Biden campaign's early investment in the state, saying other presidential campaigns have never invested to the scale Barack Obama did in 2008 when he won the state.
"We're seeing a lot of early investment, which is the difference between 2020 and 2024," Clayton said, adding, "North Carolina is a turnout state, but we need someone talking to someone in every corner of the state."
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Texas runoff between Rep. Tony Gonzales and pro-gun YouTuber is key GOP test
Brandon Herrera's candidacy has been embraced by several of Gonzales's hard-line conservative colleagues who see Herrera as a future ally.
By Patrick Svitek | 2024-05-02

Rep. Tony Gonzales (R-Tex.) in Washington last year. (Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post)


SAN ANTONIO -- As House Republicans struggle to advance their agenda with a narrow majority, a primary runoff in a sprawling district along the Texas-Mexico border has emerged as a key test of how GOP voters want the party to govern.
Sophomore Rep. Tony Gonzales (R-Tex.), who fashions himself as a conservative pragmatist who likes to get things done, is confronting an unconventional challenger in Brandon Herrera, a pro-gun YouTube celebrity whose irreverent style has proved to be both an asset and vulnerability ahead of the May 28 runoff.
Herrera's candidacy has been embraced by several of Gonzales's hard-line conservative colleagues who see Herrera as a future ally in their uncompromising push for conservative principles in a chamber where they say House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) too often has been willing to work with Democrats.
Gonzales has sought to tie Herrera to the turmoil wrought by the hard-line GOP faction that drove the ouster of former House speaker Kevin McCarthy (R-Calif.) last year and fought for months against a sweeping foreign aid package that finally passed last month on a bipartisan vote. Gonzales voted for it; Herrera said he "absolutely" would have opposed it.
"There is certainly an era of, just kind of, things are turned upside down," Gonzales said in a recent interview. "This election will be a test of, 'Who do you want? Someone who governs, or do you want someone who says crazy things on TV?'"
The race has taken on a new life since Gonzales said on CNN's "State of the Union" last month that he serves with "some real scumbags" and singled out two GOP colleagues who have endorsed Herrera, Reps. Matt Gaetz (Fla.) and Bob Good (Va.). His comments prompted two more GOP hard-liners, Reps. Andy Biggs and Eli Crane of Arizona, to back Herrera.
During a March rally for Herrera in San Antonio, Gaetz said that Republicans were not making the most of their majority and that people like Herrera would "bring blunt force and disruption" to Washington as Republicans gear up for a possible second Donald Trump term.
"I want an excellent team of fighters, and sometimes that means not the usual, typical politicians," Gaetz said. "Sometimes it means they're a little rough around the edges at times -- and that's OK because that is what will save America."
Johnson, who has warned members not to campaign against one another, visited San Antonio last week to headline a fundraiser for Gonzales. The next day, Gonzales landed the support of Texas Gov. Greg Abbott (R), after Gonzales called attention to Herrera's past comments referencing Abbott's use of a wheelchair.
"It sucks that it takes a governor in a wheelchair to actually stand up for something," Herrera said on a February podcast while discussing Abbott's leadership on the border -- a compliment that nonetheless hit on a sensitive issue.
This is Gonzales's first primary since breaking with his party on a handful of key issues, most notably voting for the bipartisan gun control law that passed in 2022, partly in response to the Uvalde school massacre in his district.
The gun vote provided a natural opening for Herrera, who boasts 3.3 million subscribers on YouTube as "The AK Guy" and owns a firearm manufacturer based in North Carolina. In his campaign announcement speech last year, Herrera said he was running because Gonzales "voted in favor of Biden's post-Uvalde gun control."
The runoff was triggered because no candidate cleared 50 percent in the March primary, with Gonzales getting 45 percent and Herrera receiving 25 percent, despite Gonzales's big fundraising advantage and bravado about his political grit. He said last year he would take any challenger to the "deep end of the pool every single time and drown you."
Gonzales has continued to be a strong fundraiser in the runoff, entering April with $1.5 million in cash on hand to $302,000 for Herrera.
Gonzales has nonetheless taken Herrera seriously, moving early to get runoff voters focused on his podcast commentary.
For example, Gonzales, a Navy veteran, has highlighted a February episode in which Herrera recounted a joke that he decided not to use during a speech to a veterans suicide prevention conference.
Herrera, who is not a veteran but said he was well-acquainted with the military growing up in North Carolina, said this was the line he pulled: "If it makes everybody in the room feel better, I often think about putting a gun in my mouth, so I'm basically an honorary veteran."
In the CNN interview, Gonzales referred to Herrera as a "known neo-Nazi," apparently referring to a Jewish Insider report that pointed to instances of Herrera posting videos "replete with imagery, music and jokes about the Nazi regime and the Holocaust." While Herrera has mostly ignored the month-old report, he said Sunday on X, "This should be obvious, but I am not, nor have I never been a neo-Nazi."
Herrera has said more broadly that Gonzales is desperate and taking his comments out of context.
Gonzales's attacks came up repeatedly last month at a San Antonio campaign stop, where one attendee asked Herrera to address the veteran suicide joke, saying it "felt like a hornet's sting when I heard that." Herrera emphasized it was just a recitation of an aborted joke that his friend -- a decorated veteran who was also on the podcast -- had floated.
Gonzales unveiled a TV ad about the joke at a campaign news conference Tuesday and scoffed at Herrera's explanation for it, saying, "You should never joke about suicide in any form or fashion, [much less] veteran suicide."
Herrera has not shied from his irreverent style amid the attacks. Responding to an audience question in San Antonio about frustrations with the GOP in Congress, Herrera quipped, "Republicans who claim to protect you but then don't -- it's like having a paraplegic goalie."
"He's on your team, but he's not helping," Herrera said to scattered chuckles.
Thaddeus Cleveland, a sheriff in the district who once considered challenging Gonzales but now supports him, called Herrera "pretty young, pretty inexperienced."
"It's almost like when I was school board president," Cleveland said. "Who do I want to represent me and my kiddos?"
Both candidates are making vigorous efforts to appeal to Trump, who has not made an endorsement.
Gonzales has highlighted comments that Herrera made poking fun at Trump's 17-year-old son, Barron Trump, questioning whether Trump can win the general election and giving mixed reviews of his first term.
At his campaign stop, Herrera predicted Trump's endorsement is one that Gonzales will "never get." Herrera said Gonzales "stabbed [Trump] in the back" by scoring his endorsement in 2020 and then voting for a bipartisan independent commission to probe the Jan. 6, 2021, attack on the U.S. Capitol.
Gonzales hosted Trump's former primary rival, Nikki Haley, for a border tour last spring.
Gonzales insisted he "endorsed Trump on Day 1 of his election," citing a supportive social media post that he made the day after Trump announced his comeback campaign in 2022. Herrera said in San Antonio that he has Trump-aligned friends -- like former White House aide Sebastian Gorka -- who have "been able to vouch for me."
"They're like, 'This guy has been [with] Trump since Day 1,'" Herrera said.
Trump's campaign did not respond to a request for comment on the runoff.
Gonzales has also attacked Herrera over his roots in North Carolina, where records show he is still registered to vote. A Herrera campaign spokesperson said he has lived in San Antonio for three years and his Texas voter registration is pending a request to keep his address private for safety concerns.
Herrera's campaign suggested North Carolina should do a better job of keeping its voter rolls updated, while election officials there suggested he needed to take action to remove his registration.
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That time football legend, rig-driving eligible bachelor Biden was arrested
Here's a guide to some recent stories told by President Biden that cannot be verified or are not plausible.
By Glenn Kessler | 2024-05-02

(Demetrius Freeman/The Washington Post)


There's a regular request that readers send to The Fact Checker: Is that personal anecdote that President Biden just told true?
The answer, in many cases, is there's no evidence.
Many of these tales are of relatively minor consequence -- an apparent effort by the president to make a connection or show that he's not just a politician. But throughout his career -- most famously in his first presidential campaign, in the 1988 election cycle -- Biden's propensity to exaggerate or embellish tales about his life has led to doubts about his truthfulness. Judging from our mailbag, these stories grate on some people.
Here's a roundup of recent stories that Biden has told. A number of these claims popped up during Biden's hour-long chat on April 26 with Howard Stern on Sirius XM radio. Last year, we compiled a similar list of Biden tall tales.
The White House did not respond to a request for comment.
When Biden spoke to supporters in Tampa on April 23, one audience member identified himself as a Teamster. "I used to drive an 18-wheeler," Biden replied. "You know what I did?"
In 2021, Biden made similar statements while touring a Mack Trucks manufacturing facility and while visiting a Michigan union facility. That same year, while promoting his infrastructure bill in Minnesota, he claimed he had driven a tractor-trailer for "part of the summer." Reporters could not find any evidence either claim was true.
Instead, Biden appears to have merged two stories from his life and transformed them into a more evocative tale. Biden drove a school bus as a summer job during college. And as a senator in 1973, he spent the night rolling more than 500 miles from Delaware to Ohio as a passenger on a 47,000-pound cargo truck.
Three times in recent weeks -- at an April 16 campaign event in Scranton, Pa., to supporters in New York on April 25, and to Stern -- Biden said he was on a list of 10 most eligible bachelors after his first wife was killed in a car accident in 1972. Biden has made this claim at least twice before, saying in 2023 that he was on the list for five years. He married Jill Biden in 1977.
No such list can be found. The closest thing is a reference in a 1974 Washingtonian profile that quoted a press aide as saying that reporters kept seeking an interview with Biden after the tragedy: "A few weeks after Neilia's death we got a call from Sally Quinn of The Post. She wanted to do a story on the Senator as Washington's most eligible bachelor. Naturally we said no but it wasn't easy because she kept calling all the time."
Both to Stern and in Scranton, Biden said women would send him photos -- he said to Stern they were "salacious" -- and he would forward them to the Secret Service because he was afraid of being set up. Senators do not receive Secret Service protection.
In April, while talking about student debt, and in February, while addressing union workers, Biden said he was the first in his family to go to college. "The first Biden to go to college," he told union workers.
In 1987, Biden's first presidential campaign collapsed when he admitted to misstatements about his life, including that he had borrowed a line asking why he was "the first in his family ever to go to university" from a speech by Neil Kinnock, then the British Labour Party leader. "There are Finnegans, my mother's family, that went to college," he conceded to the New York Times.
The wedding announcement of Biden's parents made no mention of his father's attending college. However, the Scranton Tribune, in reporting on the 1941 wedding, said: "Mr. Biden is a graduate of St. Thomas High School and attended Johns Hopkins University. He is a salesman for the American Oil Company." Census records from 1940 also indicate that Biden's father attended college, but such records can be unreliable.
Biden was a football player in high school, but he exaggerated his record when he appeared on Howard Stern's show.
"By the way, I don't think a lot of people know that you were a star receiver in high school. Star receiver! You were like the first-string guy. You were the guy who caught the ball," Stern said.
"Runner-up in state scoring, you know," Biden replied. "What the heck? But I was a runt."
Biden made the same boast during a campaign event in Michigan in February, and twice on the same day in December.
But Biden is exaggerating. The Wilmington News-Journal reported that in 1960, Biden placed fourth -- with four touchdowns and 24 points -- in a five-school conference for private schools in Delaware.
His high school, Archmere Academy, did place first in the league and was the state's only undefeated team, while Biden was the team's leading scorer. A season preview in the News-Journal described Biden, who was nicknamed "Dash," as "one of the best pass receivers on the team."
When nonconference games are included, Biden earned a total of 60 points. But that was only good enough for fifth place in the state, according to a season wrap-up in the News-Journal. The state's top scorer earned 108 points.
On Stern's show, Biden repeated a claim that we fact-checked in 2022 -- that he got "arrested standing on the porch with a Black family" in his Delaware neighborhood during desegregation protests. By our count, this is the seventh time he has made this claim, which earned him Four Pinocchios.
As he did with Stern, Biden often relates this anecdote as a conversation he had with his mother -- that she reminds him that he was arrested. In the retelling, Biden is not consistent. Sometimes, such as during the radio interview, he says he was arrested. Other times, he says police merely brought him back home from the protest.
We looked carefully into newspaper accounts at the time. (Biden never mentions this incident in any of his memoirs.) In 1959, when Biden was 16, protesters denounced the purchase by a Black couple, George and Lucile Rayfield, of a house in an all-White area known as Collins Park, but that was a neighborhood nine miles from the Biden home in Mayfield.
Biden, who told Stern the protests took place in Lynnfield, instead appears to be referring to protests that took place at the same time outside the home of Francis A. Levering Jr., the real estate agent who sold the house to the Rayfields. Levering's house was in nearby Carrcroft, next to Lynnfield -- and Biden once said the incident took place there. The address for Levering's home, as reported in the newspapers, indicates it was about a 15-minute walk from Biden's home at the time, according to Google Maps.
We found only one report of an arrest of a teenager at Levering's home during a protest, but not under the heroic circumstances described by Biden. "A 17-year-old youth was charged with breach of the peace after allegedly swinging at a woman identified by state police as Mrs. Elizabeth MacGuiness of Castle Hills during the demonstration at Levering's home," the Wilmington Journal reported on Feb. 27, 1959. "After the arrest the boy was returned to the custody of his parents and will face action in Family Court, police said. The commotion caused by the young 'outsider' was the only one observed by police all evening."
(About our rating scale)
Send us facts to check by filling out this form
Sign up for The Fact Checker weekly newsletter
The Fact Checker is a verified signatory to the International Fact-Checking Network code of principles
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Republicans dismissive of Greene's plan to oust House speaker
Her chances of success, however, are in doubt because House Democratic leadership pledged Tuesday to rescue Johnson from such a "motion to vacate" by attempting to kill it before it can gain any traction.
By Marianna Sotomayor, Josh Dawsey | 2024-05-02

Rep. Majorie Taylor Greene (R-Ga.) announced on May 1 a motion to vacate vote on the House floor next week that threatens Mike Johnson's speakership.


House Republicans were largely dismissive of Rep. Marjorie Taylor Greene's (R-Ga.) announcement Wednesday that she would force them to vote on ousting Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) next week, with many predicting her move would fail.
Greene's escalation has further divided the deeply fractured Republican conference, with lawmakers eager to move past their internal rancor and focus on retaining their slender House majority in November.
Greene's move has also frustrated top advisers to former president Donald Trump, and one person said Trump has repeatedly described the Republican infighting as "embarrassing."
"He wishes it would just go away," this person said.
His advisers believe the situation puts Trump in the difficult bind of choosing between allies he likes and is furthermore unnecessary in the middle of an election year where they want to be talking about immigration, inflation, campus protests and other issues they view as more favorable.
"We are trying to snatch defeat out of the jaws of victory by making the story Republican infighting," said the person who, like others, spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss Trump's thinking.
Trump has endorsed Johnson's handling of the speakership, but it's unclear if the presumptive GOP presidential nominee will proactively intervene to halt Greene from introducing her "motion to vacate" because she has been a consistently loyal ally. A fired-up Greene claimed Wednesday morning she was bringing her motion to help Trump, arguing that Johnson has fully funded the Justice Department that she charges wants to put Trump in jail "for life."
"I fight for [Trump's agenda] every day, and that's why I'm fighting my colleagues now," Greene said. "We have to do this. We have to win in November. We have to keep the majority."
Trump spent multiple hours with Johnson last month at Mar-a-Lago, where they discussed candidate endorsements and party politics. Trump's new head of the Republican National Committee, Michael Whatley, told Republicans on Tuesday that Trump wants to see the GOP conference remain united.
Trump's involvement may not be necessary as a majority of Republicans plan to vote with a sizable amount of Democrats to prevent Johnson's ouster and avoid plunging the House into uncertainty.
Rep. Kevin Hern (R-Okla.), who chairs the largest factions of conservatives in the Republican Study Committee, said Trump wants Republicans to focus on bigger issues and not get sidetracked with feuding. "Let's get focused on winning in November, keeping the House, taking the Senate and having the White House in January and really run hard to get a lot of great things done for Americans," he said.
Greene intends to act sometime next week and as of Wednesday afternoon, there were only two other Republicans -- Reps. Thomas Massie (Ky.) and Paul A. Gosar (Ariz.) -- who publicly backed her motion. The House would have two legislative days to consider the motion, but would first consider a move to reject it that Democrats are expected to support.
Forcing the House to consider ousting Johnson marks the second time Republicans have acted to remove their speaker over the past six months. Rep. Matt Gaetz (Fla.) led the charge to get rid of then-Speaker Kevin McCarthy (Calif.), who became the first speaker in history to be removed from the post after seven other Republicans and all Democrats supported his ouster. As a result, the House stopped functioning for almost a month as the Republican majority devolved into chaos, repeatedly failing to elect a speaker until GOP members unanimously elected the ultraconservative, and little-known, Johnson.
"Mike Johnson is not capable of that job. He has proven it over and over again," Greene said Wednesday morning, adding that she wants to see lawmakers vote on the record.
Greene's chances of success, however, are in doubt because House Democratic leadership has pledged to rescue Johnson by attempting to kill the measure before it can gain any traction. Nonetheless, Republicans will hold a one-vote House majority by next week, and anything could happen in the volatile chamber where support from GOP hard-liners is always in question.
Several people familiar with House GOP leadership's thinking say it's possible that Johnson would call up the vote for immediate consideration after Greene formally triggers it. A vote to "table" or effectively kill the measure would come first, which is the motion Democrats have pledged to support. If that isn't successful, only then would a final vote occur to oust Johnson -- and Democrats have said they won't intervene to save the speaker in that case.
"Marjorie Taylor Greene is the star of the show. The show is called 'Republicans Gone Wild,'" Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries (D-N.Y.) said. "House Republicans are either unwilling or unable to get [Greene] and the extreme MAGA Republicans under control, and so, it's going to take a bipartisan coalition and partnership to accomplish that objective."
Several Republicans said some hard-liners might oppose the move to "table" Greene's motion because they know Johnson won't ultimately be ousted.
"I think that's a possibility," Freedom Caucus Chair Bob Good (R-Va.) said.
It's unclear, however, how Republicans would actually vote if the vacate motion came to the floor. If all lawmakers are present and participating in a final vote to oust Johnson, Greene, Massie and Gosar's support would be enough to remove the speaker from the office because House Republicans' razor-thin voting margin will temporarily go down to one once Democrat Tim Kennedy is sworn in to fill an open seat in New York.
After months of threats, Greene and Massie held an early-morning news conference in which they finally tipped their hands. Greene indicated that she wanted to give Republicans the weekend to reflect on how they will vote, and she suggested Johnson should "pray on it" and resign rather than embrace the endorsement of Jeffries and House Democrats.
"Everybody needs a weekend to prepare. I'm not irresponsible. I care about my conference. I have been measured. I have given this time. I have been giving warning after warning," Greene said. "It was a warning to stop serving the Democrats and support our Republican conference and support our agenda. And [Johnson] didn't do it."
Johnson responded quickly: "This motion is wrong for the Republican Conference, wrong for the institution and wrong for the country."
Greene devoted a majority of her 30-minute news conference to discussing Johnson's reliance on House Democrats to pass votes the far-right vehemently disagreed with, even though their quest for ideological purity on must-pass legislation helped drive Johnson into Democratic arms.
"Now we have Hakeem Jeffries coming out over and over again, embracing Mike Johnson with a warm hug and a big wet sloppy kiss. ... They want to keep the band together," she said. "They're sharing the gavel. They're holding it together."
Before Greene's announcement, Johnson had some choice words for her. Often referencing her as "a friend," Johnson said in an interview on NewsNation's "The Hill" program that he no longer considers her a serious lawmaker.
"Bless her heart," Johnson said, deploying a subtle insult often used in the South. "I don't spend a lot of time thinking about her. I've got to do my job, and we do the right thing and we let the chips fall where they may."
In response, Massie said that Greene is "the most serious representative up here."
"If you listen to the speech that she just gave, she captured exactly what Republicans back home are thinking. They are tired of this swamp," he said.
Greene and Massie charge Johnson with committing three sins during his six months helming the House: relying on Democrats to fund the government in late March, pushing past far-right concerns over a government surveillance reauthorization bill, and sending $61 billion to aid Ukraine as part of a $95 billion foreign aid package.

Rep. Marjorie Taylor Greene (R-Ga.) takes part in a news conference where she said she would move forward next week with a motion to vacate House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.). (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)


Greene did not name anyone she thought could cobble enough votes together to win the speakership if her effort is successful. That has been a major concern among Republicans who recognize that their inability to agree on much of anything could jeopardize their ability to elect a conservative as speaker again.
"I'm not naming names, but I think we have people that are capable. Anybody that's willing to fight for our agenda -- anyone that refuses to share the power with Hakeem Jeffries," she said.
Massie addressed the alleged "futility" of trying to oust Johnson when the large majority of the House appears ready to save the speaker, urging Republicans to ask Johnson to resign in discussions with him before the vote occurs.
"What we've seen here is the coming out of the uniparty ... and it will be apparent next week," Massie said, referring to Johnson and Democrats working together to save the speaker. "We cannot coast this one out."
One Republican said, despite Greene's charge that voters are outraged by the way the House does business, that no one outside of Washington cares about the intraparty infighting.
"We've got an election coming up. You go anywhere in America and you talk to a person on the street, they're not going to say who the next speaker is is the most pressing issue that they have," said Rep. Ralph Norman (R-S.C.), a member of the Freedom Caucus who will not vote in support of ousting Johnson.
Mariana Alfaro contributed to this report.
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Arizona Senate votes to repeal 1864 abortion ban. What it means, and what's next.
Democratic Gov. Katie Hobbs is expected to sign the repeal into law Thursday, but when the repeal legally goes into effect could still complicate abortion access.
By Maegan Vazquez, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez | 2024-05-02

Arizona state Sen. Shawnna Bolick (R) in Phoenix on Wednesday. (Matt York/AP)


The Arizona state Senate voted Wednesday to repeal a Civil War-era ban on nearly all abortions that -- because of procedural hurdles -- remains on track to temporarily take effect in June.
The vote in the Republican-led Senate followed passage in the Arizona House last week. The ban briefly went into effect after the U.S. Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade in 2022 before being blocked by the courts, and was revived by the state's highest court April 9 in a ruling that spurred public outcry and threatened to upend politics in the state during an election year.
The repeal of the 1864 law is the latest twist in the battle after the decision in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization to determine the future of reproductive rights in the state, setting the stage for Arizona to return to a 15-week abortion ban and for voters to potentially decide whether to enshrine abortion rights in the state's constitution in a November ballot measure. Democratic Gov. Katie Hobbs is expected to sign the repeal into law Thursday, but the timing for when it can legally go into effect could still complicate abortion access in the state.
Here's where things stand.
The legislation being repealed took Arizona back to a territorial-era, near-total abortion ban -- something that is not popular with a majority of residents. A New York Times-Siena College poll in October, for example, found that 59 percent of Arizona's registered voters said abortion should be mostly or always legal; 34 percent said it should be mostly or always illegal.
Republicans who hold narrow majorities in both chambers of the state legislature had been facing mounting pressure to repeal the near-total ban, with some Republicans -- including former president Donald Trump and U.S. Senate candidate Kari Lake -- saying the court ruling allowing the near-total abortion ban to take effect had gone too far. The 15-week ban established in 2022 was suggested as a middle ground by some in the party.
This reproductive rights battle is taking place in a presidential election year in a pivotal state, where voters are likely to play a decisive role in who wins the White House and shift the balance of power in Congress.
The Arizona Supreme Court's ruling did not take effect immediately because of a legal stay, but the near-total abortion ban is set to be in place no earlier than June 27, according to the state attorney general's office.
After the Arizona Senate's vote, Planned Parenthood Arizona filed a motion requesting that the state Supreme Court avert a pause in abortion care. If the court denies the request, the near-total ban will go into effect 45 days later, Planned Parenthood said in a statement.
As it stands, the repeal is also not expected to go into effect immediately.
After being signed into law by the governor, the repeal can only take effect 90 days after the state legislature's final adjournment. The legislature is expected to adjourn in the summer. Last year, the legislature had the latest adjournment in its history, July 31.
Richie Taylor, communications director for the attorney general's office, said ahead of the Senate vote that "absent any successful court challenges, the ban could take effect for a period of time this summer."
In an interview after Wednesday's vote, Hobbs said she hopes the Arizona Supreme Court delays implementation of the 1864 measure,  given the legislature's votes to repeal the law and her expressed intent to sign the repeal measure into law.
"I do believe there will be a motion to stay the ban and the court should listen to the legislative intent on this," Hobbs said. She added that the debate around the old abortion law has sown "chaos and confusion" among Arizonans about their rights and their own lives.
Arizona is on track to have a measure on ballots this November that would enshrine the right to an abortion in the state's constitution.
Arizona for Abortion Access, a coalition of abortion rights advocates, is behind the ballot measure effort. The group said in early April that it had more than enough signatures to qualify for the ballot. A simple majority is required to pass the ballot measure in November.
Having abortion rights on the ballot in the battleground state could sway other consequential elections taking place in November.
Rep. Ruben Gallego (D) and Lake are in a tight race for a U.S. Senate seat, which could determine the political majority in the chamber. In 2020, Joe Biden won Arizona by only 0.3 percentage points, becoming the first Democratic presidential candidate to win there since 1996.
Hobbs said in a statement after the state Senate vote that she was glad to see the chamber move to repeal the near-total ban.
"Arizona women should not have to live in a state where politicians make decisions that should be between a woman and her doctor," Hobbs said. "While this repeal is essential for protecting women's lives, it is just the beginning of our fight to protect reproductive healthcare in Arizona. I will continue to call on the legislature to pass the Arizona Right to Contraception Act and protect [in vitro fertilization] from ongoing attacks. And I encourage every Arizonan to make their voices heard this November when abortion rights will be on the ballot."
In their statements posted on X, two other Arizona Democrats, Gallego and Sen. Mark Kelly, similarly expressed that the fight is not over.
"This is an important step, but our work isn't done," Gallego wrote. "Arizona women deserve better."
In a statement through Biden's reelection campaign, Vice President Harris blamed Trump -- who has taken credit for appointing U.S. Supreme Court justices who helped to overturn Roe -- for creating "a state of chaos and cruelty" for women across the country. She also noted that as "Arizona Democrats have worked to clean up the devastating mess created by Trump and his extremist allies, the state's existing ban, with no exception for rape or incest, remains in effect."
Cathi Herrod, president of the Center for Arizona Policy, a conservative nonprofit, said in a video from the state capitol that the vote marked "a sad day."
Arizona state law, Herrod added, "will now not be protecting the lives of unborn children or the well-being of mothers."
The Senate has to send the bill back to the House as a matter of legislative procedure. And the House clerk is expected to transmit the bill to the governor today, according to a legislative staffer. Hobbs said Wednesday that she looks forward "to quickly signing the repeal into law" once it comes to her desk.
The Arizona Supreme Court has rejected a request by Attorney General Kris Mayes (D) to reconsider its ruling implementing the near-total abortion ban. Mayes has asked that court to issue a stay on the case that upheld the territorial law, as her office decides whether to ask the U.S. Supreme Court to review the state court's recent decision.
Mayes and several county attorneys have said they will not prosecute abortion cases under the 1864 ban.
Caroline Kitchener contributed to this report
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Democrats hope move to reschedule marijuana will help them in November
The proposed change has the potential to set up a contrast between Biden and Trump, who has shown little interest in engaging with federal marijuana policy.
By Michael Scherer, David Ovalle, Tyler Pager, Fenit Nirappil | 2024-05-01

Protesters inflated a giant plastic joint in front of the White House on Oct. 24, 2022, to demand the release of all people incarcerated for cannabis-related offenses. (Michael Robinson Chavez/The Washington Post)


A half-century after high school kids in California's Marin County started using "4:20" as code for smoking marijuana, political advisers to the 81-year-old teetotaler president, Joe Biden, began signaling that he was hip to reefer slang.
The Department of Health and Human Services announced at 4:20 p.m. one day last year that it was moving forward with a plan to reschedule the drug. President Biden and Vice President Harris each tweeted at 4:20 p.m. on April 20 of this year that they supported reducing criminal penalties for pot users.
Attorney General Merrick Garland's announcement Tuesday that he was rescheduling marijuana under federal law was just the latest turn in what Biden's advisers see as a key political strategy -- along with issues such as student loan relief and climate policy -- to unlock votes this fall. When Biden's White House social media account blasted out highlights from his 2024 State of the Union address, the X post quoting his promise to not jail marijuana users got more likes than ones on gun safety, the climate crisis and billionaire taxes.
"The political apparatus around the president are bigger fans of this than anyone else," said Adam Goers, a Democratic strategist who runs the Coalition for Cannabis Scheduling Reform. "They recognized long ago that this seemingly controversial issue is incredibly popular."
The proposed change also has the potential to set up a contrast with Donald Trump, the presumptive Republican nominee, who has shown little interest in engaging with federal marijuana policy while previously saying he supports medical marijuana and states' ability to set their own laws. GOP voters remain one of the only demographic groups in the nation who are still sharply split on full legalization.
A 2023 Gallup poll found that 70 percent of the country supported recreational legalization, but that number fell to 55 percent among Republicans and 52 percent among conservatives. The influential House Republican Policy Committee released a briefing in February that declared that "there is nothing 'recreational' about the use of marijuana," while arguing that the drug was associated with violent crime and declines in worker productivity.
Sen. Elizabeth Warren (D-Mass.) said Wednesday that the Biden administration's efforts to reschedule marijuana will separate Biden from Trump on an issue that resonates with voters across the country. During Trump's term in office, Attorney General Jeff Sessions reestablished legal guidance that allowed federal prosecutors to pursue marijuana crimes in states where the drug is legal.
"Joe Biden has made clear by his record up to now and then with this latest effort that he wants to change marijuana policy to end the unfair and outdated criminalization," she said. "Donald Trump showed by his record that he heads in exactly the opposite direction, wanting to incarcerate more people under a failed drug policy. That's about as big a difference between two people as possible."
Under the Biden administration's proposed change, marijuana would be moved from a Schedule I drug -- on par with heroin and LSD -- to the less risky Schedule III -- the same category as prescription drugs such as ketamine, anabolic steroids and testosterone.

President Biden delivers his State of the Union address to a joint session of Congress on March 7. (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)


The move would not legalize marijuana under federal law, but it would allow marijuana businesses to deduct business expenses for taxes and could lead to relaxing other cannabis-related rules for government employment, federal housing and visas.
Garland's recommendation was technically the result of a rulemaking process based on a scientific analysis that Biden requested in 2022 from the Department of Health and Human Services. But Biden's top advisers have made no secret of their desire for the outcome that emerged Tuesday.
Harris called for the Justice Department to act swiftly at a White House event in March, where she described marijuana's Schedule I status as "absurd."
"I cannot emphasize enough that they need to get to it as quickly as possible," she said of rescheduling, without explicitly mentioning the upcoming election.
Opponents of rescheduling have argued that Biden is playing politics with American health and safety by chasing the polls. The Health and Human Services Department still warns Americans that marijuana can cause permanent IQ loss and harm fetal development. Marijuana use is also linked to depression, anxiety, suicide planning and psychotic episodes, the department says, though there has been no determination yet about whether the drug causes those conditions or is just more commonly used by those who suffer from them.
"For this administration to lean so much into the marijuana culture and essentially take the industry's talking points at face value has devastated many in the public health and public safety community," said Kevin Sabet, a former adviser to the Office of National Drug Control Policy, who opposes rescheduling. "We should not be playing election-year politics with a drug."
In presidential swing states such as Arizona, Nevada and Michigan, where recreational marijuana is already legal, the loosening of federal restrictions could boost Biden by helping a fledgling cannabis industry that has struggled to expand and turn profits. Thirty-eight states and D.C. have legalized medical marijuana programs, and 24 have approved recreational marijuana.
Rep. Earl Blumenauer (D-Ore.), one of the biggest champions for relaxing marijuana laws in Congress, said rescheduling the drug could only help Biden in his reelection. He credited a marijuana legalization ballot measure in Arizona in 2020 for attracting enough voters to propel Biden to a narrow victory. He also noted Sens. John Fetterman (D-Pa.) and Jon Ossoff (D-Ga.) backed marijuana legalization during their successful campaigns in swing states.
"As I have pointed out to people on (Biden's) campaign team and others in the political establishment, nobody has ever been punished for advocating cannabis reform," he said. "A majority of Republicans now support full legalization. This is where America is, not where it's going."
Cannabis business operators say reclassifying marijuana would drastically reduce their tax burden, allowing them to expand their companies and hire more workers, feeding into classic campaign messaging on economic development and job creation.
"It's a massive business benefit to the company and industry," said Luke Flood, a regional executive for Curaleaf, which has a presence in 17 states, including operating 16 dispensaries in Arizona and six in Nevada. The company says that if it had the ability to deduct business expenses this year, it would save roughly $150 million in taxes.

A cashier rings up a marijuana sale at a cannabis dispensary in Las Vegas in 2017. (John Locher/AP)


Lilach Mazor Power, president of the Arizona Dispensaries Association, said the move could appeal to business-minded voters. Legal cannabis supports nearly 21,000 jobs in Arizona, according to the most recent report by cannabis employment firm Vangst.
"It will be a boost in our confidence that Biden is supporting businesses and personal decisions," she said, before adding that she had not yet decided who she will vote for in the fall. "People that live here have seen the sky did not fall when we legalized."
Florida is the only state so far to approve a recreational marijuana legalization ballot measure this year. New Hampshire lawmakers are weighing whether to expand from medical to recreational legalization, but they disagree over Republican Gov. Chris Sununu's proposal to set up a state-run monopoly.
The federal moves also could rally state lawmakers in Pennsylvania to legalize adult-use marijuana, said Steven M. Schain, a Pennsylvania attorney who teaches cannabis law at Stockton University in New Jersey. He said Pennsylvania lawmakers are increasingly recognizing that the state is missing out on cannabis tax revenue as residents flock over the border to several neighboring states to buy legal marijuana.
"Marijuana is not abortion as an issue, it's not education," said Michael Bronstein, a Democratic strategist in Pennsylvania who has advocated for marijuana legalization and co-founded a cannabis trade organization. "But it is something that indicates to voters that people who are for it are on their side, and I think the Biden administration and President Biden did well here and will get credit."
Biden, at first glance, makes an unlikely champion for weed culture, having spent much of his career seeking to reduce marijuana and other drug use, particularly among younger populations. He wrote the so-called RAVE Act, which later passed into law in 2003, creating penalties for concert and music festival promoters who "knowingly" put on events for the use of a controlled substance. Biden told enforcement authorities he was displeased when the law was used to pressure a bar in Billings, Mont., to cancel a benefit concert by the National Organization for the Reform of Marijuana laws.
At a 1998 hearing of the Judiciary Committee, the senior senator from Delaware bemoaned a recent increase of reported marijuana use among high school students, called for more federal drug education under the DARE program and spoke out strongly against any move toward drug legalization.
"In the first drug strategy I released back in '90, I wrote the trade that legalization offers is an unsavory one at best -- greater personal safety for us in our homes, but bought at a price of increased child abuse, crack babies, teens dying from drug abuse," Biden said. "Even if such trade could be had, I wonder what kind of nation we would be if we legalized. I remain convinced that legalization is absolutely a disaster."
That rhetoric has since been replaced by an aggressive record of trying to decriminalize marijuana use. He offered a categorical pardon for federal and District of Columbia offenses of simple possession of marijuana. He has also called on governors to offer pardons for similar state offenses. He now supports legalization for medical purposes, consistent with medical and scientific evidence, according to a White House spokesperson.
"No one should be jailed for simply using or have it on their record," Biden said during the State of the Union address.
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Trump holds rallies in Wisconsin, Michigan during court break
Live updates from the 2024 campaign trail with the latest news on presidential candidates, polls, primaries and more.
By Azi Paybarah, Mariana Alfaro, Patrick Svitek, Maegan Vazquez, Michael Scherer, David Ovalle, Tyler Pager, Fenit Nirappil, Philip Bump, Abigail Hauslohner, Aaron Blake, Isaac Arnsdorf, Matt Viser, Rachel Siegel, Elizabeth Dwoskin, Drew Harwell, Cat Zakrzewski, Meryl Kornfield, Danielle Douglas-Gabriel, Eva Dou, Leigh Ann Caldwell, Theodoric Meyer, Patrick Marley, Devlin Barrett, Shayna Jacobs, Perry Stein | 2024-05-01
Former president Donald Trump held campaign rallies Wednesday in Wisconsin and Michigan, two states that could be key to the outcome of the presidential race in November. It's an off day from court in Trump's criminal trial in New York, where he is accused of falsifying business records to cover up hush money payments to an adult-film actress.
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Harvey Weinstein's retrial in N.Y. rape case expected after Labor Day 
Former film producer Harvey Weinstein's rape case is expected to be retried sometime after the Labor Day holiday, a judge said Wednesday. 
By Shayna Jacobs | 2024-05-01

Former film producer Harvey Weinstein in court in New York on Wednesday. (Steven Hirsch/Pool/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


NEW YORK -- Former film producer Harvey Weinstein's rape case is expected to be retried sometime after the Labor Day holiday, a judge said Wednesday, as the frail-looking defendant made his first Manhattan court appearance in years.
Weinstein's 2020 conviction in the rape case was overturned last week by New York state's highest court, the Court of Appeals, which determined that rulings by the original judge allowed prejudicial evidence into the proceeding. Jurors at the 2020 trial heard testimony from women who were not part of the case but were allowed to speak about alleged misconduct.
Weinstein was in a wheelchair Wednesday as he appeared before a new judge. He has recently been hospitalized and has several medical issues.
Prosecutor Nicole Blumberg told New York Supreme Court Justice Curtis Farber that Manhattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg is committed to retrying the case.
Blumberg said a Weinstein accuser who had testified, Jessica Mann, was in the courtroom and was still cooperating.
"She's here today to show that she's not backing down and is committed to seeing that justice is served once again," Blumberg said.
Defense lawyer Arthur Aidala said Weinstein was eager to prove his innocence.
Farber that he would plan on setting a date after Labor Day, "an exact date to be determined."
Weinstein was acquitted at trial of some charges including the top count related to Mann, an aspiring actress who accused Weinstein of forcibly assaulting her. He was convicted on other counts related to Mann and another accuser Mimi Haleyi, whose lawyer Gloria Allred was in court.
Weinstein was sentenced to 23 years in prison in a packed Manhattan courtroom on March 11, 2020, days before the city shut down by the pandemic.
Aidala said Weinstein's conviction in California on similar charges is potentially tainted because of the Manhattan case. His appeal brief in that case is due this month.
Weinstein's trial judge in New York, James Burke, is no longer on the bench. The Court of Appeals also took issue with rulings that would have permitted Weinstein to be cross-examined on allegations of bad behavior not directly tied to the case. Weinstein's attorneys at the time said he wanted to take the witness stand to defend himself but the rulings made it too risky.
His defense team argued to the jury that women were eager to have relationships with him because of how they believed he could help their careers and that any encounters he had were consensual.
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Blake Masters disparages his House opponent for not having kids
The failed Senate candidate outlined a replacement-is-great pitch for his House candidacy.
By Philip Bump | 2024-05-02

Arizona Republican Blake Masters lost in his 2022 Senate bid and is now running for a House seat. (Joshua Lott/The Washington Post)


There's not much context needed for the case Arizona Republican Blake Masters made for his House candidacy in a video shared by his campaign Tuesday.
The clip begins with Masters talking about how he wants to battle technology companies and address inflation should he be sent to Washington by Arizona voters. Arizona voters chose not to send him to Washington in 2022, when he was running for the Senate and when his campaign platform involved similar issues.
Then Masters transitions to direct, personal attacks on his best-known opponent, Abe Hamadeh. (Hamadeh also failed to win his 2022 election, when he ran for attorney general. He got more statewide votes than Masters, though.)
Another reason he deserved election, Masters said, was "my family. I've got a wonderful wife. I've got four beautiful boys. That's called skin in the game. Okay? I'm trying to protect these boys and your kids and grandkids, too, from illegal immigration. So what we don't need is someone with no wife and kids, right? No skin in the game."
He continued on the theme of the dangers of immigration.
"We don't need someone who's supported amnesty in the past," he said, charging Hamadeh with having supported past immigration reform legislation. Then back to the personal: "We don't need someone who owes his entire existence in this country to illegal immigration. We need someone hardcore on illegal immigration. And that's me."
The reference to Hamadeh's "existence" is to the immigration status of Hamadeh's father, who reportedly overstayed a visa after arriving in the United States from Syria before Hamadeh was born. The candidate's father later faced a deportation order, but it was revoked after Hamadeh's father appealed, citing, among other things, his U.S.-born children.
There's not much point in granting Masters the benefit of the doubt in framing Hamadeh's family background in starkly negative terms. This is a candidate who released an ad last month highlighting the same claims -- and showing a photo of Hamadeh during a visit to Mecca. Hamadeh, who is not Muslim, was visiting while serving in the military. The insinuation from Masters was not subtle.
But we should rewind to Masters's first point, that somehow Hamadeh doesn't have a vested interest in the issue of immigration (and, presumably, other issues of importance) because he doesn't have children. It's a sweeping claim -- one that overlaps with the rest of the xenophobic attacks Masters offered.
If having kids is, in fact, a prerequisite for elected office, there are a lot of Americans who are therefore ineligible to serve. In the most recent General Social Survey poll (conducted every two years), about 3 in 10 American adults reported never having had any children. Only 1 in 8 had four or more, as Masters does, suggesting that very few people have as much "skin in the game," by his standard.




Of course, many people with kids have adult kids who are presumably less in need of Masters's "protection" from immigrants. Only about a quarter of Americans in 2022 reported living in households with kids. Just over 1 percent of Americans had households as large and with as many kids as Masters -- vastly narrowing the number of candidates with sufficient "skin" in America's future to serve as one of 435 members of the dysfunctional House.




There's a catch here, one that Masters might not appreciate. Respondents with two immigrant parents were more likely to have kids in their homes in 2018 (the most recent year for which specific data were immediately available) than were respondents whose parents were born in the United States.




This comports with data showing that children born to immigrants make up an increasing percentage of children born in the United States. And that's the subtext to Masters's comments: That he is a native-born American having true-blue American babies, making him the best candidate for the job.
By itself, the idea that those without children have no investment in America's future generally or the issue of immigration specifically is bizarre. Many people are unable to have kids; do they therefore have less at stake than those who do? How about those who choose not to, say, for economic reasons? Does having more children increase that investment, as Masters also suggests? Are one-child candidates only lightly committed to ensuring America's future?
Not to mention: Why does Masters get to fight for other people's kids and grandkids, but Hamadeh doesn't?
But we shouldn't consider this rhetoric just by itself. In 2022, Masters disparaged immigrants who "don't even want to try to fit in." He also criticized Democrats for trying to "change the demographics of our country" by accepting immigrants. That echoes "great replacement" rhetoric, which centers on the false claim that political and cultural leaders are intentionally bringing immigrants to the United States to change the country politically and socially.
You don't need that context to pick out the winking behind Masters's comments about the importance of having kids much more than you need a trained eye to figure out what he's doing picturing Hamadeh in Mecca. Republican voters are particularly concerned about America's demographic future, and the contrast Masters draws here is unsubtle in its appeal to that fear.
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House passes antisemitism bill over complaints from First Amendment advocates
Critics call the Antisemitism Awareness Act, which has some Democratic support, an effort to silence criticism of Israel and an affront to the First Amendment.
By Abigail Hauslohner | 2024-05-02

Two supporters of Israel display a flag amid a pro-Palestinian demonstration last week at George Washington University in Washington, D.C. (Jim Lo Scalzo/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


House Republicans are seeking to unite their unruly majority around an evergreen conservative cause, devising a strict response to the wave of pro-Palestinian protests that have roiled college campuses across the country in recent weeks.
GOP leaders this week announced plans for new oversight investigations of elite universities where -- in the words of House Republican Whip Tom Emmer (Minn.) -- "pro-terrorist anti-Semites [are] taking over." And on Wednesday, they passed the Antisemitism Awareness Act, which its advocates said would empower the federal government to crack down on anti-Israel protests on campuses by codifying a definition of antisemitism that encompasses not just threats against Jews, but also certain criticisms of Israel itself.
"We must give the Department of Education the tools to ... hold college administrators accountable for refusing to address antisemitism on their campuses," said Rep. Michael Lawler (R-N.Y.), the bill's lead sponsor.
The bill was approved by a vote of 320-91, with a majority of Democrats -- 133 -- joining Republicans.
Lawler's bill -- with 61 co-sponsors, including 15 Democrats -- would create "a clear definition of antisemitism" in U.S. law that the Education Department could then use to cut off funding to academic institutions found to tolerate such behaviors. The definition, however, has drawn fierce opposition from First Amendment advocates such as the American Civil Liberties Union and liberal Democrats, who say it veers sharply into the realm of restricting political views.
It's unclear what the bill's prospects are in the Democratic-controlled Senate or how the White House views it. Previous iterations failed to muster sufficient support in Congress, but both its supporters and opponents say the ongoing protests and a rise in antisemitism since Hamas's Oct. 7 attack on Israel have injected fresh momentum.
If it does become law, the federal definition of antisemitism, adopted from the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance, would include such speech as "claiming that the existence of a State of Israel is a racist endeavor"; "applying double standards" to Israel that are "not expected or demanded of any other democratic nation"; and "drawing comparisons of contemporary Israeli policy to that of the Nazis."
The idea is that student-held signs, for example, like those displayed at Columbia University in New York this week, calling for "revolution" or "intifada" -- which means "uprising" -- would amount to antisemitism under the law. The Education Department, in turn, could then revoke federal research grants and other funding to a university that fails to take punitive action toward students who express such views, the bill's proponents say.
Several Republicans said opposing Zionism -- the political movement to create, and now to preserve, a state for Jews in their biblical homeland -- would qualify as antisemitism under the law. Some suggested that even holding a prolonged protest would constitute antisemitism. "The erection of encampments on college campuses isn't an expression of speech," Rep. Marcus J. Molinaro (R-N.Y.) said on the House floor Wednesday. "It is a direct threat to Jewish students on college campuses."
But the "double standards" example and the notion that Nazi comparisons are off-limits in the case of Israel, among other aspects of the definition, are deeply problematic because they're too broad and present "viewpoint discrimination," said Tyler Coward, lead counsel for government affairs at the Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression, a First Amendment advocacy organization.
"Nowhere else in First Amendment law does it say that you can criticize a certain country up to a certain limit, or else you might risk violating federal anti-discrimination law," he said.
"The First Amendment allows individuals to criticize every country in the world, including our own" -- and that includes comparing other governments to the Nazis, however disturbing many Americans may find that comparison to be, Coward said.
Rep. Jerry Nadler (D-N.Y.), a Jewish lawmaker who has co-sponsored other bills aimed at combating antisemitism and described himself Wednesday as a "deeply committed Zionist," urged colleagues to reject Lawler's bill, which he characterized as "misguided" because it "threatens to chill constitutionally protected speech."
"If this legislation were to become law," he said, universities wanting to avoid federal investigation "could end up suppressing protected speech criticizing Israel or supporting Palestinians," and students and faculty might be driven to self-censor.

Student protesters demonstrate against the war in Gaza at Columbia University in New York on Monday. (Victor J. Blue for The Washington Post)


Debate on the House floor grew heated at times, as both sides accused the other of neglecting American values in favor of politics. Pro-Palestinian campus protests have included Jewish participants, and some Democrats noted that several liberal Jewish groups oppose the bill, in addition to the man who authored the antisemitism definition for the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance.
Republicans pointed to incidents of violence and destruction, exaggerating some -- such as a report by a Jewish student at Yale who said she was "jabbed" in the eye by a pro-Palestinian protester bearing a Palestinian flag. According to irate lawmakers on the House floor this week, the student, who appeared uninjured when she spoke to CBS News, had been "stabbed in the eye."
Rep. Josh Gottheimer (N.J.), a centrist Democrat who co-sponsored the legislation with Lawler, pushed back on his colleagues' free speech concerns, saying he "ensured" the bill "protects the First Amendment" because that is important to him. "It allows criticism of Israel," he said. "It doesn't allow calls for the destruction or elimination of the Jewish state."
Opposing elite, often left-leaning universities has for years been a popular rallying cry for Republicans, and it could prove even more so in an election year in which intraparty tension over how to handle the war in Ukraine and other national security policy questions has slowed congressional action in other areas. The antisemitism bill and college oversight efforts allow conservatives to demonstrate moral clarity in support of Israel while spotlighting divisions among Democrats.
"What Republicans seem to be doing is bringing forward things that they hope will divide us," Rep. Pramila Jayapal (D-Wash.), leader of the Congressional Progressive Caucus, told reporters this week, noting that several liberal Jewish groups oppose the measure because the definition of antisemitism is so broad. "So why would you do that, except if you want to weaponize antisemitism and you want to use it as a political ploy?"
Polls have shown the American public has grown uncomfortable and divided over U.S.-Israel policy in the six-plus months since Hamas waged a devastating cross-border terrorist attack on Israel and Israel began its punishing campaign of retaliation, destroying most of the Gaza Strip's infrastructure and displacing most of its 2.2 million Palestinian residents.
The ongoing Israeli offensive, which has so far killed more than 34,000 people, according to local health authorities, and given rise to famine, has unleashed a furor among liberal college students in particular, who have disrupted classes and shut down campuses in protest, calling for their institutions to divest from funding, investments and partnerships with the state of Israel.
Police in New York arrested some 300 people overnight Wednesday, after officers in riot gear breached a campus building that had been occupied by pro-Palestinian protesters. A separate pro-Palestinian encampment at UCLA meanwhile came under attack from counterprotesters, who unleashed fireworks and chemical sprays at the student activists, igniting clashes and a fierce rebuke from the campus newspaper's editorial board.
Many liberals have called for police restraint and for university administrators to respect a long-standing tradition of campus activism, including antiwar movements. Democrats who oppose Lawler's bill also called the Republican effort to crack down on antisemitism disingenuous and hypocritical, pointing to Republicans' frequent defense of free speech -- and condemnation of liberals' "cancel culture" -- in other contexts.
"How dare the party of Donald Trump and Marjorie Taylor Greene come down here and lecture Democrats about antisemitism," Rep. Teresa Leger Fernandez (D-N.M.) said on the House floor Tuesday. "Remember, the leader of the Republican Party, Donald Trump, dines with Holocaust deniers, and said there were 'fine people on both sides' at a rally where white supremacists chanted 'Jews will not replace us.'"
Rep. Marjorie Taylor Greene (R-Ga.) said she opposed the bill because she was concerned it could be used to persecute Christians who claim the Jews killed Jesus -- a belief that is regarded by many Jews as an antisemitic trope. "Antisemitism is wrong," she wrote on X on Wednesday, adding that she would not vote for the law because it "could convict Christians of antisemitism for believing the gospel that says Jesus was handed over to Herod to be crucified by the Jews."
House Democratic Leader Hakeem Jeffries (N.Y.) urged Democrats to back an alternative, also bipartisan antisemitism measure introduced in the House by Rep. Kathy Manning (D-N.C.) that would establish new positions focused on antisemitism at the White House and the Education Department and require federal law enforcement to conduct an annual threat analysis of antisemitism in America.
Mariana Alfaro contributed to this report.
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Biden gives campus protesters the (mostly) silent treatment
The president hasn't said much about the protests for obvious political reasons. But increasing clashes -- and outspokenness from his party -- are testing that.
By Aaron Blake | 2024-05-01

New York police enter Hamilton Hall through a window on the campus of Columbia University on Tuesday night after pro-Palestinian protesters took over the building. (Jake Borden for The Washington Post)


Welcome to The Campaign Moment, your guide to the biggest developments in a 2024 election in which campus protests loom increasingly large -- as they often have historically.
(Did a friend forward this to you? If so, sign up here. You can also hear my analysis weekly on Apple Podcasts, Spotify, or wherever you get your podcasts.)
High on my radar right now are the pro-Palestinian college campus protests, which are becoming increasingly volatile amid crackdowns and hundreds of arrests at Columbia University, UCLA and other colleges.
What's particularly notable here is how President Biden has been exceedingly cautious about weighing in. A very apparent reason is that this issue is difficult for him politically; passions run high, and the Democratic base is split about evenly in its sympathies between Israel and the Palestinians. Some Democrats are effectively acknowledging such a motivation to not say more.
But Biden's relative silence -- broadly condemning antisemitism while not really weighing in on difficult issues of free speech, the crackdowns and tactics like protesters taking over campus buildings -- is starting to become more conspicuous and, to my mind, potentially unsustainable.
That's not just because of the growing tensions and scenes of unrest but also, crucially, because of the much more forceful comments from some of his high-profile Democratic colleagues.
Here's why Biden has engaged in this delicate dance: In a close race, he can't afford to lose voters or even have disillusioned ones sit the election out -- be they more pro-Palestinian young people or more pro-Israel older Americans.
Biden has kept his comments on the protests brief and often let others speak for him. Last week, he condemned "the antisemitic protests" while also taking care to condemn "those who don't understand what's going on with the Palestinians" -- a reflection of his long-standing triangulation on the war in Gaza. A White House spokesman on Friday condemned an organizer of the Columbia protests for having said that "Zionists don't deserve to live." Spokespeople and top officials in the State Department and the Education Department on Tuesday urged peaceful protesting while criticizing both antisemitism and Islamophobia.
Asked Wednesday about the lack of further comment from Biden, White House press secretary Karine Jean-Pierre said the president is monitoring the situation and emphasized his comments denouncing antisemitism. She did go somewhat beyond the antisemitism talking point, saying, "Forcibly taking over a building is not peaceful. It's just not."
Still, Biden hasn't spoken out much as things have escalated.
Other Democrats are speaking, though -- with increasingly full throats and with less concern about choosing sides. Many of them have turned against the protesters.
Senate Majority Leader Charles E. Schumer (D-N.Y.), who has issued a full-throated condemnation of the Israeli government's conduct, on the Senate floor Tuesday accused some of the protesters of "criminality" and urged harsh punishments.
"Smashing windows with hammers and taking over university buildings is not free speech," Schumer said. "It is lawlessness, and those who did it should promptly face the consequences that are not merely a slap on the wrist."
Sen. John Fetterman (D-Pa.), who is strongly pro-Israel, said over the weekend, "I don't believe living in a pup tent for Hamas is really helpful."
"The First Amendment does not give you the right to break windows, to vandalize buildings, to take over private buildings, and to make students who happen to be of Jewish descent feel unsafe," Rep. Ted Lieu (D-Calif.) said Tuesday, adding that universities "have every right to take action against those students."
Pro-Israel Rep. Ritchie Torres (D-N.Y.) echoed Lieu while saying: "These are not activities protected by the First Amendment. These are crimes punishable by law."
Reps. Jerry Nadler (D-N.Y.) and Adriano Espaillat (D-N.Y) issued a joint statement Tuesday calling for law enforcement to "remove the students who have engaged in unlawful actions so the campus can reopen and return to normal activity."
Other more liberal and pro-Palestinian Democrats have come down on the other side, condemning the scale of the law-enforcement responses.
Rep. Jamaal Bowman (D-N.Y.) said Tuesday on X that he was "outraged by the level of police presence called upon nonviolent student protestors."
Rep. Rashida Tlaib (D-Mich.) on the House floor Wednesday cited "repression" of the protests, saying using "militarized police forces ... to stop these students from exercising their First Amendment right is truly disgusting."
There is certainly some potential value in Biden being circumspect and not picking sides. But there is also real danger in not using the bully pulpit to try to guide an issue dominating the headlines, instead letting it fester and allowing the divisions to become truly ingrained. Without guidance from the top, state and local officials are taking very different approaches, with significant potential consequences both for the nation and 2024 politics.
Some Democrats are acknowledging the political difficulties at play.
Rep. Ann Kuster (D-N.H.) acknowledged to Axios that some Democrats "have been, kind of, holding back." She cited how "in certain states like Michigan, there are big Arab American populations, big Jewish populations; it's roiling all kinds of groups."
Sen. Tim Kaine (D-Va.) acknowledged over the weekend that the campus protests were a "tough one," while urging Biden and Education Secretary Miguel Cardona to "use the bully pulpit to, kind of, hold up some good examples" of constructive protests.
Thus far, the administration hasn't taken that advice. It's clear there are no great answers here; but sometimes, you need to pick among the bad ones.

Former president Donald Trump returns to court after lunch at Manhattan Criminal Court on Tuesday. (Victor J. Blue for The Washington Post/Pool)


If you haven't seen Donald Trump's Time magazine interview that published Tuesday, you really should. After all, it's rare to see either major presidential candidate give a long-form interview to journalists who train a critical eye upon them.
A few reflections (the transcript is here):
Again, Trump isn't exactly sending a strong signal to supporters that violence is a bad idea. The threat of violence is a huge subplot of the 2024 election, given the lessons of Jan. 6, 2021. And it's going nowhere.
Stay up to date on Donald Trump's criminal cases with The Trump Trials newsletter, a rundown of the latest developments and what to expect next. Sign up here.

A youth lands on police outside Hamilton Hall at Columbia University in New York on May 1, 1968. It was not known what prompted his action. (John Lindsay/AP)


From the more-things-change-the-more-they-stay-the-same department:
The date was April 30. And after negotiations had broken down, officials decided they'd had enough of protesters taking over Columbia University's Hamilton Hall. So law enforcement was sent in, using creative means to enter the building. Students were arrested and, in some cases, suspended.
The year was 1968. The protests were about civil rights rather than the war in Gaza.
Months later, continued unrest disrupted the Democratic National Convention -- which, as it will be in 2024, was held in Chicago. Six months later, Americans swapped a Democratic president for a Republican one, Richard M. Nixon, who sought to capitalize on ugly scenes of such protests while promising "law and order."
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House Republicans look to intervene in D.C.'s response to GWU encampment
"We want to ensure that the Washington police is working with campus police to ensure the safety of Jewish students," said House Oversight Committee Chairman James Comer (R-Ky.).
By Emily Davies, Ellie Silverman | 2024-05-02

House Oversight Committee Chairman James Comer (R-Ky.) and other Republican members of the committee speak on May 1 about a pro-Palestinian encampment at George Washington University. (Jordan Tovin for The Washington Post)


House Republicans have summoned D.C.'s mayor and police chief to testify before a congressional committee about their decision not to clear a pro-Palestinian encampment at George Washington University -- the latest in a wide-reaching GOP effort to use the nationwide demonstrations to paint the country as embroiled in chaos under President Biden.
Federal lawmakers, speaking from GWU's encampment on Wednesday, said they will use the hearing to compel more aggressive police action at the demonstration unfolding five blocks from the White House.
The response from the District, which involved rejecting pleas from GWU to sweep out the encampment, has stood in sharp contrast to the scenes on other campuses across the country. Police departments in recent days have responded to requests from school officials to clear protests, at times dressing in riot gear and deploying chemical irritants to disperse demonstrators. The law enforcement crackdown has led to arrests of more than 1,600 protesters nationwide, according to a tally by The Washington Post.
At the GWU encampment, which by Wednesday had grown from 30 tents to about 150 and drew students from across the region, D.C. police had yet to make a single arrest.
"We have legislative jurisdiction over the city of D.C.," said House Oversight Committee Chairman James Comer (R-Ky.), who visited the tent encampment at GWU on Wednesday afternoon with other committee members. "We want to ensure that the Washington police is working with campus police to ensure the safety of Jewish students."
Some demonstrators began to chant "Hands off D.C." Most of the student protesters, meanwhile, made a point to stay away. They were sitting in the encampment, which they now called "The Liberation Zone," amid stations for dishwashing and free food.

Students from D.C. universities challenged Republicans' calls for D.C. to clear the encampment during lawmakers' visit to George Washington University on May 1.


"We are creating a microcosm of the world we want to see, one of inclusion, collectivism and communal care," said Rafi El-Habashi, a 21-year-old junior journalism student at GWU. "And that's exactly what we wanted to show the people, the members of Congress who came here today."
The congressional scrutiny into the District's tactics has entwined two points of growing tension: a year-long onslaught of federal intervention in District affairs, and a pressing question about how to best handle the wave of pro-Palestinian protests spreading on many college campuses.
As demonstrations across the country produced violent scenes -- with students pepper-sprayed, officers injured and building windows smashed -- the protesters on GWU's campus have remained relatively calm. D.C. police, in rejecting requests last week from university officials to clear the demonstrators out of the on-campus encampment, said they worried about the optics of moving against a small number of peaceful protesters.
To D.C. officials, the relative quiet shows, at least in part, that their strategy is working. To others, including House Republicans, the sustained demonstration is "radical, antisemitic and unlawful" -- and therefore requires an aggressive police response to end.
"If the District of Columbia and [D.C. police] refuse to exercise their authority to assist GWU in securing the safety of its students and faculty, Congress will be obliged to exercise its legislative powers to do so," Comer and Education Committee Chairwoman Virginia Foxx (R-N.C.) wrote in a Tuesday letter to Bowser and Smith.
GWU officials, according to a university statement, met Wednesday with the Republican lawmakers and "reaffirmed their commitment to the safety of all students." The school declined to answer questions on whether it had continued to request that D.C. police clear the encampment, which began April 25.
Republicans across the country have become increasingly vocal about pro-Palestinian protests, saying they endanger Jewish students and are a symptom of lawlessness under Biden. Sens. Josh Hawley (R-Mo.) and Tom Cotton (R-Ark.) have demanded that Biden mobilize the National Guard to campuses to protest Jewish students. House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) recently called on Columbia University's president to resign during a visit to that campus. Meanwhile, former president Donald Trump has accused Democrats of being unable to maintain order.
Bowser, at a news conference Wednesday, highlighted demonstrations in other parts of the country and suggested the lawmakers' attention on D.C. was misplaced.
"The members have universities in their own districts, especially the member from North Carolina, and I was watching a lot of activity in North Carolina," Bowser said at a news conference, referencing a protest at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. "It would seem that her energy would be best placed there."
Congress alone does not have the power to take over the District's police force nor deploy the D.C. National Guard. Both actions, which are allowed in certain situations because of the city's unique status as a federal district, require presidential action.
But there are tools at federal lawmakers' disposal -- holding hearings, striking down local legislation, controlling the city's budget -- that can hamstring D.C. officials. Bowser and her staff, D.C. Council members and other local officials have appeared multiple times before the House Oversight Committee in the last year at hearings that have often focused on the District's response to violent crime.
Unfolding in the same building were contentious committee hearings about antisemitism on college campuses. Within weeks of appearing at one hearing in December, the presidents at Harvard University and the University of Pennsylvania, who faced pressure on different fronts, resigned. Last month, the House Education and the Workforce Committee called on Columbia University's president to testify. That day, a tent encampment appeared on her campus in New York that would kick-start a nationwide movement.

The encampment at George Washington University on April 30. (Jordan Tovin for The Washington Post)


As the GWU demonstration continues, more protesters have moved onto the campus-adjacent H Street NW, a public street fully in the jurisdiction of D.C. police.
"The university hasn't changed any request to [D.C. police]," said Tom Lynch, a police department spokesman. "And we haven't changed anything about our posture."
Ahead of the Republican lawmakers' visit to the encampment, students sat in the shade among the tents, ate pizza on picnic blankets and talked with friends. Two towels air dried on a rope tied between a tree and a GWU light post. A "People's Garden" had pots of za'atar, lemon, lavender, mint and sage.
At the center of University Yard, the statue of George Washington was covered in pro-Palestinian stickers. On its back rested a large dry erase board with community guidelines. The first one, in red, was "NO ZIONISM!"
Nearby was a green tent that over the last week had become home for Selina Al-Shihabi, a 20-year-old Georgetown University sophomore. Inside, there was a blue sleeping bag, boxes of Trix cereal and a book titled "A History of Modern Palestine."

Selina Al-Shihabi, a student at Georgetown University in her tent in George Washington University's University Yard on May 1. (Jordan Tovin/For The Washington Post)


Al-Shihabi, who said her grandparents left Gaza, Jerusalem and the West Bank in 1955, said she had been feeling depressed and "disillusioned with the real world" since the Israel-Gaza war began.
"Being at this camp was like the first time in six months where I actually felt excited to be awake, where I felt excited to contribute to a society where people care more about humanity than themselves," she said.
The House Republicans walked through the encampment surrounded by layers of journalists. They passed signs with messages such as "FREE PALESTINE" and "JEWS 4 a FREE PALESTINE" -- though it was unclear if they could see them through the crowd.
Stopping on H Street NW for a news conference, Comer vowed to "to do everything in our ability" to make D.C. police clear the encampment, and he said he will investigate at the hearing next Wednesday whether there were "outside groups paying for these types of activity."
"Help is on the way for George Washington University," he said.
Comer declined to name specific actions he would take if D.C. officials continued to order a restrained police response at the university.
As the lawmakers exited campus, Emily Weprin, a student at GWU, stopped Rep. Lauren Boebert (R-Colo.) and thanked her for urging Bowser to dismantle the encampment.
"Thank you for protecting Jewish students against terroristic ideals that are being perpetuated throughout the camp," Weprin, who is Jewish, recalled saying.
Although Weprin does not typically agree with Boebert's politics, including Boebert's denial of the 2020 presidential election results, she said they have found "common ground" over this issue.
Meagan Flynn contributed to this report.
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A former Trump official deploys DEI alarmism against ... taxing the rich
Like his former boss, Larry Kudlow uses fears of anti-White discrimination for his own purposes.
By Philip Bump | 2024-05-01

Larry Kudlow served as White House chief economic adviser in the Trump administration. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


There's an obvious political utility for voices on the right to amplify the idea that White Americans are experiencing unusual duress.
Concerns among Republicans that White people were losing out in America were a strong indicator of support for Donald Trump in 2016. As president, he amplified the idea that White Americans faced discrimination or were targets of racism. As a candidate in 2024, Trump has made unwinding programs targeting historic discrimination a focus of a potential second term in office.
"I think the laws are very unfair right now," Trump said in an interview with Time magazine. "If you look right now," he added, "there's absolutely a bias against White and that's a problem."
There's no reason to think that Trump doesn't believe this to be true, given his politics. Polling conducted by KFF last year found that Republicans were more likely to say White people faced discrimination than they were to say any other racial group did. But that reinforces that pledging to combat this purported reverse discrimination holds political value.
The current presentation of White defense that Trump is selling follows a mounting vocal rejection of diversity efforts among his compatriots. The Black Lives Matter protests in 2020 triggered new hostility to the idea that racism is systemic in the United States. That evolved into identifying critical race theory as a boogeyman; that, in turn, became opposition to diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) initiatives. Officials like Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis (R) have earned political capital by pledging to uproot state funding of DEI efforts, leveraging right-wing fears about White disadvantage.
On Tuesday, former Trump administration official Larry Kudlow used this line of argument for a more tenuous purpose: combating Biden administration proposals for increasing taxes on wealthy people.
In a diatribe presented on his eponymous Fox Business show (and an essay published by the New York Sun), Kudlow tied the wealth tax to DEI -- after disparaging DEI programs in a sweeping, dishonest fashion.
"Joe Biden's strong support for woke DEI policy -- diversity, equity and inclusion -- that his administration has inserted into virtually every aspect of American life and government and of course, these colleges," Kudlow said. "DEI is also the progenitor of the antisemitism virus that is spreading throughout American culture, including universities."
No part of that is true? The administration has not "inserted" DEI into much of anything, including colleges. That's just Kudlow trying to leverage the right's fixation (the protests on college campuses) for his purposes, even as he was trying to leverage the right's slightly older fixation (DEI) in the same way. Hence blaming DEI for antisemitism, which is a bit like blaming computers for the bubonic plague.
Kudlow then asserted that DEI was "socialist class warfare," an allegation more commonly leveled against critical race theory. But he needed the hook for his next claim.
"The Biden budget has come up with this crazy idea of taxing White people because they own more assets than people of color. So Biden seeks to raise capital gains tax all the way up to 44.6 percent," he told viewers. "And the Janet Yellen Treasury Department points out that White families disproportionately hold assets."
"We know that," Kudlow offered dismissively, pivoting to offer praise for the economy during Trump's presidency. But it's useful to not dismiss the point quite so quickly. White Americans hold 83 percent of the nation's assets, according to the Federal Reserve, despite making up less than 60 percent of the population. (Those assets include real estate and stocks that might be subject to capital gains taxes.) Black and Hispanic Americans, meanwhile, hold less than 7 percent of assets combined. Those racial groups make up 31 percent of the population.




Part of this overlaps with age; White Americans are older, and older people typically have more wealth. But part of it is a reflection of the inequality that numerous programs are hoping to address by adjusting for historic discrimination.
White Republicans simply don't believe economic differences between White and Black Americans are a function of discrimination. For decades, the General Social Survey has asked a question specifically centered on that divide. While White Democrats became more likely to point to discrimination as a cause in the wake of the initial Black Lives Matter protests a decade ago, White Republicans are still most likely to say the problem is that Black Americans "don't have the motivation or will power" to overcome poverty.




Or, in Kudlow's framing on Fox Business, they don't have the beneficence of Donald Trump's tax cuts to help reduce levels of poverty.
"Biden is proposing a $5 trillion tax hike overall, which will punish the economy and raise the inflation rate," Kudlow said in concluding his on-air speech. "But when you look under the hood of this tax policy's goals, you see class warfare. You see diversity, equity, inclusion. You see racial warfare against White folks and especially successful White folks."
That last line is important. Biden's tax proposals focus on rich Americans and, therefore, disproportionately on White Americans. But Kudlow doesn't emphasize the "rich" in "rich White Americans," because it is less appealing. He emphasizes the "White," with the caveat that the White people being targeted will "especially" -- read, overwhelmingly -- be "successful" ones.
"This left-wing, socialist, woke approach," he continued, "is absolutely antithetical to traditional American values and the traditional ladder of opportunity that is colorblind and has made America the strongest country in the world."
The emphasis on the ladder being colorblind was his. But it begs the question: The whole point of programs including affirmative action elements is that the ladder hasn't been colorblind. There are reams of evidence bolstering that idea. Mind you, DEI programs generally focus on diverse representation rather than affirmative action, but it's clear what Kudlow is trying to get people mad about here.
Kudlow probably didn't convince many people with his argument. Not simply because it's not a great argument, but because his audience is presumably disproportionately wealthy and conservative and didn't need culture-war reasons to oppose a tax on the wealthy.
But the argument was still useful. It is a stark, unvarnished demonstration of how appeals based on race can be and often are stalking horses for standard Republican economic policies.
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Who will campaign for Trump? I answered your questions.
Karen's live chat with readers was at 12 p.m. ET on Thursday. Read the transcript.
By Karen Tumulty | 2024-05-02
I'm traveling the country covering my 10th presidential campaign, and this one promises to be unlike any we have ever seen. The stakes couldn't be higher: the White House. Control of Congress and state houses across the country are all on the edge.
I'll be live online every other Thursday to chat with readers about the big and small moments, winners and losers, that make up this election. Read the transcript below.
Read my columns and past live chats, or sign up to receive my latest columns in your inbox.
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Monetizing love 
Dating apps are finding new ways to take more of your money. 
By Edith Pritchett | 2024-05-02

(Edith Pritchett/The Washington Post)
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Campuses are grappling with the Gaza war. So are our columnists.
On the newest episode of "Impromptu," our writers wrestle with the impact of the nationwide protests.
By Amanda Katz, Shadi Hamid, Dana Milbank | 2024-05-02
On the newest episode of the "Impromptu" podcast, senior assignment editor Amanda Katz is joined by columnists Dana Milbank and Shadi Hamid to process the campus protests occurring across the country -- and unpack how our politics are being shaped by the war. Below is an edited excerpt of their conversation.
Use the audio player or The Post's "Impromptu" podcast feed to listen to the entire conversation.
Shadi Hamid: Certainly some of the language is excessive. And here I'm not talking about antisemitism. I'm just talking about alienating things. Like, don't say "from the river to the sea." I've been critical of that from the beginning. I don't think that's antisemitic, but I do think it's alienating. I do think that many American Jews take that as an offensive thing that really hurts them. It's important to build a larger tent. And I think [the pro-Palestinian movement] is not doing a great job of that. So I have my criticisms there.
There are a minority of statements and slogans that we've seen that are antisemitic. But I would really emphasize the word 'minority' here. I haven't seen any evidence that this is representative of the general whole. Of course, any antisemitic slogan is one too much. But what I've been troubled by is the sort of desire among some people to cast a very wide net and say that all of these protest encampments are fundamentally motivated by antisemitism. That's something that I've been trying to challenge. Because I think it's not true and is also just unfair. And it's part of this deeper desire to delegitimize what is otherwise a just and worthy movement.
Amanda Katz: What do you think about that, Dana? I certainly have reacted to this as a Jewish person, seeing people call these protests antisemitic, sometimes without really making a case for it. There's clearly a lot of conflation of anti-Zionism and antisemitism that's happening.
Dana Milbank: Yeah, there's been a whole lot of that. This revolves around this whole question: Is anti-Zionism antisemitism? And, well, it depends on, you know, what we're using [as a definition]. I call myself a Zionist. Because I believe that there should be a Jewish homeland. That's the extent of the definition. Nothing in there endorses anything that this particular Israeli government is doing right now.
Amanda Katz: So for you, that doesn't imply support of settlements or being aggressive.
Dana Milbank: Absolutely not. It's outrageous. In fact, my rabbi says that he believes the Netanyahu regime is the first truly anti-Zionist government of Israel. Because it is. Israel was created by the Labor Party, the labor movement. It was a creation of the left, and this incarnation is not something they would recognize at all -- this kind of nationalist and, truthfully, racist state that it has become under Netanyahu.
Listen to the full conversation here:
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Young Georgians want to be part of Europe. Their government is in the way.
A punitive proposed "foreign agent" law could block the country's path to the European Union and NATO.
By Editorial Board | 2024-05-02

Georgians protest a draft bill on 'foreign agents' in Tbilisi, Georgia, on Tuesday. (David Mdzinarishvili/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock) 


The future of another former Soviet republic, Georgia, is at a critical moment. As in Ukraine, many citizens, particularly younger people, want closer ties to Europe and freedom from Russian tyranny. But young Georgians confront a government ruled by the Georgian Dream party, founded by former prime minister and oligarch Bidzina Ivanishvili, which seeks alignment with Russia. This conflict has come to a head, as Georgia's vibrant civil society groups have filled the streets with protests against a proposed law, borrowed from Vladimir Putin's Russia, designed to crack down on government opposition.
The Georgian Dream party last month renewed its push for a punitive "foreign agent" law like the one Mr. Putin imposed on his people in 2012. The draft law, awaiting final votes in Georgia's Parliament, would require nongovernmental groups and media outlets that receive more than 20 percent of their funding from abroad to register as organizations "carrying the interests of a foreign power" and provide annual financial statements about their activity. Violators could be fined up to $9,000.
The law was proposed last year and then withdrawn by Georgian Dream in the face of mass demonstrations against it. Many critics say its purpose is to cripple civil society organizations before Georgia holds parliamentary elections in October.
Mr. Ivanishvili left no doubt about his intentions during a speech on Monday in Tbilisi. He railed against a sinister "global war party" that he said has been "appointed from outside." He claimed it was attempting to take control of Georgia by funding nongovernmental organizations, or NGOs. He declared that the outsiders were behind the tumultuous presidency of Mikheil Saakashvili, who served from 2004 to 2013, and whom the current government has imprisoned on spurious charges. According to an account of Mr. Ivanishvili's remarks recorded by the group Civil Georgia, he also attacked NGOs as being a "pseudo elite," adding, "They have no homeland; they do not love their country or their people because they do not really consider them to be their own. On the contrary, such people are embarrassed by their country and its people."
This description of NGOs is twisted and false, but hardly original. Ever since Mr. Putin used Russia's law to crack down on independent civil society, at least 60 nations have passed or drafted laws designed to restrict NGOs, and 96 carried out other policies curtailing them, imposing cumbersome registration requirements, intrusive monitoring, harassment and shutdowns. The laws were largely borrowed from Russia, their details documented in the Civic Freedom Monitor of the International Center for Not-for-Profit Law.
Georgia's opposition recognized the "foreign agent" law could easily become a roadblock to the country's accession to the European Union and NATO. Last December, Georgia was given candidate status for E.U. membership, but to acquire full membership, Georgia needs to demonstrate a clear commitment to the bloc's values and reform. The E.U. emphasized that "proper functioning of democratic institutions and reforms related to justice and the rule of law are a priority" for Georgia.
A key feature of last year's protests was a younger generation that strongly desires a future linked to Europe and not to Russia. Young Georgians have been back on the streets in recent days. Though the immediate issue is the foreign-agent law, the question of Europe looms large. "The whole younger generation is in favor of European integration. Our number one priority is to be part of NATO and the European Union," a member of Parliament, Khatia Dekanoidze, told us.
In an April 26 letter, a bipartisan group of 14 senators, led by Jeanne Shaheen (D-N.H.) and James E. Risch (R-Idaho), pointed out that the United States has a strong interest in Georgia's democracy and nongovernmental organizations continuing to thrive. The letter noted that the foreign-agent law is aimed primarily at aid from the United States and Europe, that it is "at odds with E.U. norms and values and will impact your country's membership path." The senators warned that passage of the law could lead to a shift in U.S. policy toward sanctions on those interfering with Georgia's democracy.
The Georgian dream should be escaping from Russia's ruinous grasp, in common cause with a free and prosperous West. This will not happen if the Georgian Dream party gets its way.
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Democratic politicians aren't looking for student protesters' support
To push their cause successfully, the demonstrators should reconsider their tactics.
By Megan McArdle | 2024-05-02

Protesters face off against security forces on the UCLA campus in Los Angeles early Wednesday. (David Swanson/Reuters) 


The past few weeks have tested many progressive theories of protest and politics and have found them mostly wanting, as many college administrators and a growing number of Democrats have taken a harsher line against the protesters' encampments.
Start with the theories held by the protesters about how they are helping the Palestinian people.
One is that, if they can force universities to cut ties with Israeli institutions, including divesting their endowments from companies connected to Israel, the resulting economic pressure will force Israel's government to change its policies. As I noted in a previous column, this is unlikely. The specific sums involved are too small to influence the behavior of corporations, much less a country.
Alternatively, the protests could mobilize public opinion against Israel by calling attention to the suffering it has inflicted in Gaza. Certainly, the demonstrations have attracted a lot of attention, but it doesn't help to garner publicity in ways that make people dislike you. People paid a lot of attention in the late 1960s, too, when peaceful protests became steadily more violent and disruptive. As a result, many previously supportive voters switched to law-and-order politicians who promised to control the chaos.
When you're trying to build sympathy for a cause, tactics matter. And most Americans think the most attention-grabbing tactics of the campus protesters -- encampments, occupying public spaces or buildings, blocking traffic, and defacing property -- are illegitimate.
Some protesters are aware of this, of course, and will retort that they aren't trying to appeal to Joe Sixpack. Rather, they're appealing to influential sympathizers in powerful positions -- college administrators, congressional staffers, the White House -- who won't dare risk the anger of young voters. But this theory rests on wrong assumptions.
One is the belief, common in progressive circles, that Democrats can win big by turning out young voters by moving left on various issues and exciting those voters enough to get them out to the polls. This belief isn't wholly unfounded: Young voters are more likely than older ones to favor Democrats and progressive positions. Unfortunately, they're also less likely to vote.
Generations of progressive strategists have nonetheless been dazzled by visions of the enormous coalition they could build if young voters would just turn out to vote as readily as retirees do. But there's a reason these visions keep failing to materialize. When you ask young voters what they care about most, bread-and-butter issues such as inflation, health care and jobs top the list, while progressive priorities such as climate change, student loan forgiveness and Israel-Palestine are at the bottom. Moreover, this is especially true of young voters who don't vote regularly: "at all ages, less-engaged people are less ideological and more moderate than consistent voters," political analyst Matt Yglesias writes.
So, no, President Biden doesn't need to cater to the campus protesters to build his coalition for November. Moreover, he can't afford to, and neither can college administrators, for reasons that are obvious once you discard yet another false assumption undergirding campus protest culture: that a commitment to civil rights would ultimately force the leaders of left-wing institutions to take their side.
That's long been a reasonably safe assumption, which is why so many students now seem palpably bewildered as the administrations who once rewarded them for writing college essays about their activism have suddenly started cracking down. But just as the student protests of 1968 broke apart the New Deal coalition, today's protests are challenging the coalition that grew out of the civil rights era, and the systems of laws and customs that coalition created for handling disputes.
Neither those systems, nor that coalition, was designed to handle conflicts between two protected classes, such as Muslim and Jewish students. They always assumed a clean moral line between oppressed minorities and an oppressive majority. In the Gaza protests, the premise doesn't hold.
Now, anti-Zionism is not the same as antisemitism, and you can certainly want the war to end without hating Jewish people. But rage against Israeli policy sometimes shades into rage against the Israelis who support it, and then into rage against the majority of American Jews who also support the current war and, occasionally, into outright conspiracy theories about Jewish power. In the heat of protest, these blurry lines have been crossed multiple times.
College administrators can't meet this with the same policy of benign neglect they might adopt toward any other left-wing protest, even one that violates rules about, say, occupying common spaces and excluding fellow students. Unlike chants of "Abolish the police," chants about expelling "Zionist" students from your "liberated zone" invites political scrutiny, donor revolts and lawsuits from Jewish students. Democratic politicians can't wave all this away as youthful exuberance for a righteous cause.
Protesters who obviously failed to account for this key difference have deployed the same disruptive tactics that previously won sympathy for campus activists from Democratic politicians and concessions from friendly college administrators. Out of solidarity, they have, as often, failed to adequately police the more offensive elements on their own side. Only this time, the results have been disastrous.
Columbia University's administration suspended protesters who refused to leave their tent city, then called in police after the protesters stormed a building, smashing windows and shoving their fellow students aside. UCLA was belatedly swarmed by the Los Angeles Police Department after the university's encampment degenerated into an hours-long brawl between protesters and counterprotesters. Many Democrats, as well as the White House, issued unequivocal condemnations of illiberal tactics and antisemitism.
I have sympathy for the protesters, who clearly want to help the people of Gaza and clearly didn't understand why their customary routines might produce different, and worse, results. But if they truly care about their cause, then they need a better theory of politics and protest, and a more effective set of tactics when they put those theories into practice.
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Hungary's leader should be radioactive to the right. Why does CPAC love him?
Why would U.S. conservatives convene in the home of Xi Jinping's best friend in Europe? 
By Marc Thiessen | 2024-05-02

Prime Minister Viktor Orban delivers his address at the Hungarian edition of the Conservative Political Action Conference, CPAC Hungary, in Budapest on April 25. (Szilard Koszticsak/MTI/AP)


What do the nationalist right and the Chinese Communist Party have in common? They both love Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban.
Last week, the Conservative Political Action Conference continued its shameful embrace of Orban, holding its third annual meeting of the European right in Budapest. Heritage Foundation President Kevin Roberts says he is "especially proud" of his group's relationship with Orban, whom he calls "a model for conservative governance."
Really? Put aside the fact that Orban is a Hungarian David Duke, and who openly declared that, in his country, "we do not want to become peoples of mixed race" -- a comment that would have rightly ended the political career of an American politician. Put aside the snowballing child sex-abuse scandal that has roiled Orban's government. And put aside the fact that Orban has openly endorsed Russian tyrant Vladimir Putin -- who has massacred countless innocent civilians in his unlawful invasion of Ukraine -- flying to Moscow to proudly shake Putin's hand at a time when other Western leaders were shunning Putin as a pariah.
If that is not enough to make Orban radioactive to the American right (and shame on those for whom it is not), how about Orban's embrace of Chinese dictator Xi Jinping?
If there is one thing that supposedly unites all branches of American conservatism, it is the recognition that China poses an existential threat to the United States and the free world. Well, Orban has turned Hungary into the Chinese Communist Party's closest ally in Europe.
Just before joining CPAC's gathering in Budapest, Orban hosted China's minister of public security, Wang Xiaohong, the government official responsible for counterintelligence, political repression and the political security of the Chinese Communist Party, and who signed agreements to deepen the two countries' cooperation on public security issues. The new pacts permit Chinese police to patrol within the country, allowing them to more easily hunt down Chinese dissidents in Europe. And Hungary recently announced that Xi will visit Budapest this month and presumably shower Orban's cash-strapped government with CCP largesse.
At a time when U.S. conservatives are pushing for economic decoupling from China, Orban has made Beijing his country's largest trading partner outside the European Union and one of its major investors. "We are proud that Hungary is now the No. 1 destination for Chinese business investment in Central Europe. We thank President Xi for this!" Orban enthused during a speech in Beijing in October.
Orban's government has signed strategic cooperation agreements with major Chinese firms including the Bank of China and Huawei (the latter being a signals intelligence service of the CCP masquerading as a telecommunications company), which Hungary has invited to play a crucial role in developing Hungary's digitization and 5G infrastructure -- a direct threat to NATO and U.S. information security. Orban actually visited Huawei headquarters in Shenzhen, China, and signed a memorandum of understanding for new Huawei investments in Hungary. By contrast, President Donald Trump cut off Huawei's access to U.S. components and technology, declaring in 2020: "We don't want their equipment in the United States because they spy on us. And any country that uses it, we're not going to do anything in terms of sharing intelligence."
Not only is Orban turning his nation into an outpost for Chinese intelligence, he made Hungary the first European country to sign a Belt and Road cooperation agreement with China -- a Chinese Communist Party initiative to buy economic and political influence in countries around the world through massive infrastructure investments. Orban has taken $7.6 billion from Beijing, more than any other country. China is financing a high-speed Budapest-to-Belgrade railway, the Belt and Road Initiative's most important project in Europe. And the government recently announced a new Belt and Road project to build an oil pipeline between Hungary and Serbia. Orban was the only E.U. leader in attendance at the Third Belt and Road Forum in Beijing in October. He held a warm meeting with Xi, and signed five new agreements for Chinese projects in Hungary.
At a time when Republicans in Congress are rightly castigating American universities for accepting money from Communist China and allowing Beijing to establish Confucius Institutes on U.S. college campuses, Orban has invited Beijing to build a $1.8 billion satellite campus for Shanghai's Fudan University -- the first Chinese university in the European Union -- with 80 percent of the funding reportedly coming from a Chinese loan.
All of this is part of a deliberate strategy -- what Orban calls his "Keleti Nyitas" or "Eastern Opening" -- to reduce Hungary's dependence on trade with the West and reorient the country toward China and the East.
If Orban wants to embrace a brutal Communist dictator, that is his choice. But why would U.S. conservatives then embrace him? Even Trump, a staunch opponent of China and its expanding influence, has praised Orban and hosted him recently at Mar-a-Lago (though he wisely rejected Orban's advice, as well as that of Heritage, to oppose Ukraine aid). Meanwhile, those on the anti-Ukraine right -- of which Heritage has become a leader -- claim they are not pro-Putin, they just think the war in Ukraine is a distraction from the real threat posed by Communist China. Well, if that's the case, why are they backing Xi's closest friend and ally in Europe?
So-called national conservatives look past Orban's love for anti-U.S. tyrants because they see him as a champion of antiglobalist, anti-open-borders, pro-family policies. Well, so are Polish President Andrzej Duda and Italian Prime Minister Georgia Meloni. They both manage to fight for strong family policies and defend the importance of the nation-state without simultaneously standing by genocidal dictators. (Meloni recently visited Kyiv to show her support for Ukraine, and Duda has led the European response to Putin's unjust aggression.) Why not hold CPAC in Warsaw or Rome instead of Budapest?
Orban's blood-and-soil nationalism is inimical to U.S. conservatism, because what we are trying to conserve is not race or ethnicity but an idea: the idea of human freedom and the principles contained in our Declaration of Independence. Orban has embraced the enemies of those principles. By embracing Orban, the Heritage Foundation and CPAC are supporting the spread of Communist China's malevolent influence in the West and undermining the national security interests of the United States.
Sorry, but there is nothing conservative about that.
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Biden's attempt to reschedule marijuana smacks of delusion
Marijuana is not harmless, and the government needs to do something about it.
By Robert Gebelhoff | 2024-05-02

An employee puts away marijuana products at Cloud 9 Cannabis in Arlington, Wash., on Feb. 1. (Lindsey Wasson/AP)


For years, the federal government has taken the back seat on marijuana policy -- and the result has been a disaster. Yet the Biden administration this week made clear it has no interest in taking the wheel.
Attorney General Merrick Garland announced Tuesday a proposal to change marijuana's drug classification from Schedule I to a Schedule III. Doing so would recognize that the drug has accepted medicinal uses and would make it easier for researchers to study it while also maintaining its status as a controlled substance.
But to think the federal government has "control" over cannabis smacks of delusion. Colorado became the first state to legalize recreational cannabis in 2012, effectively raising a middle finger to Washington. In response, the federal government furrowed its eyebrows and shrugged -- and then continued shrugging as 23 other states joined the open rebellion. The result is a patchwork of state regulations that have allowed marijuana companies near-free rein, even as the drug's negative consequences have become clearer.
If President Biden really wanted to have an impact, he would work with Congress to finally legalize marijuana federally so that the Food and Drug Administration can properly regulate it. Instead, his proposal to reschedule the drug suggests he's comfortable pretending that it is still illegal, providing no effective federal oversight.
Make no mistake: The longer marijuana companies are allowed to escape federal regulation, the more dangerous the drug becomes. Growers are constantly cultivating the plant to make it more potent. Whereas decades ago, a typical marijuana plant would contain less than 1.5 percent THC, the main psychoactive ingredient in the drug, today typical marijuana plants contain more than 10 times that amount. There are even oil products that are more than 90 percent THC.
That makes marijuana more addictive, research shows. That's particularly alarming given the health consequences from the drug that we're just starting to uncover. Earlier this year, the National Institutes of Health found that cannabis use is linked with cardiovascular disease, with daily use raising the risk of heart attack by 25 percent and stroke by 42 percent.
Studies also suggest that heavy marijuana use increases a person's risk of developing psychoses such as depression, bipolar disorder and schizophrenia. Researchers believe this is especially true of highly potent cannabis.
Not concerned yet? Consider that regular marijuana use is rising rapidly among young adults. In 2021, 29 percent of 19- to 30-year-olds reported using the drug within the past  month, compared to just 17 percent 10 years earlier. That suggests young Americans are forming habits that could have substantial effects on their health for decades.
A strong federal response would place caps on potency and strictly regulate how marijuana products are marketed. But Biden's proposal to reschedule the drug merely reinforces the status quo.
That's because reclassifying marijuana as Schedule III would keep marijuana under the auspices of the Drug Enforcement Administration -- that is, as a substance that cannot be consumed legally for nonmedical purposes. Given how almost half of states have already decided to subvert the DEA's authority, you'd have to be high not to see the problem.
In fact, Schedule III status might cause more problems than it solves. Other Schedule III drugs such as codeine or ketamine are only available under prescription, which would require FDA approval. But the FDA hasn't approved marijuana for medical purposes (it has approved only one cannabis-derived and three cannabis-related products), throwing companies that dispense the drug for medicinal purposes into complicated, uncharted territory.
Moreover, with the DEA remaining the primary regulator of the drug, the nation's 15,000 marijuana dispensaries would likely have to register with the agency. That's a logistical headache as well as a political one. How many dispensaries would be willing to register with a government entity that believes the recreational side of their business is illegal?
Unfortunately, a more responsible approach to marijuana -- putting it in the hands of federal regulators -- has its own political obstacles. Many pro-marijuana activists, like their predecessors in the tobacco industry, are largely uninterested in taking the public health consequences of this product seriously.
On the other hand, those who oppose marijuana would much rather keep it illegal federally. But the skunk is out of the bag, and it's not going anywhere, even if people don't like the smell. It's not realistic at this point to expect people to give up recreational marijuana, especially given how politically popular it is.
Given these realities, it's unsurprising that Biden doesn't want to take a stronger stance on marijuana. But the only way to mitigate the consequences of America's recalcitrant marijuana industry is for the adults in the room to damn the politics and let the FDA do its job. This farce has gone on long enough.
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How civil rights law distorts the anti-Zionism vs. antisemitism debate
The wrongs of campus protests can't be adequately righted or even defined by civil rights law.
By Jason Willick | 2024-05-02

A sign at a protest encampment at Evergreen State College in Olympia, Wash., on April 28. (David Ryder/Reuters) 


Is the anti-Zionism espoused by campus activists antisemitic? Israel's supporters tend to say yes -- antipathy toward the existence of the world's only Jewish state is a form of antipathy toward Jews as such. Israel's opponents tend to say no -- anti-Zionism is motivated by universal values, not prejudice against any group.
I'd submit that the better answer is: Who cares?
Anti-Zionism can be violent and virulent even if those espousing the revolutionary ideology are not antisemites. And the fact that some anti-Zionist arguments are antisemitic does not put them outside the bounds of First Amendment protection. Even if it were possible to draw a Venn diagram of anti-Zionism, antisemitism and their overlap, it would be a poor basis for refereeing America's Israel debate.
So why does the discussion of campus turmoil keep getting routed through this supposed dichotomy? One reason is U.S. civil rights law and the pattern of thinking it encourages. The House of Representatives voted on Wednesday to amend civil rights law as it relates to Jews by defining more anti-Zionist speech on campus as antisemitic. The Antisemitism Awareness Act is a bad bill because it threatens to infringe on constitutionally protected anti-Israel speech. But even if it didn't, the whole exercise illustrates the inadequacy of civil rights law for righting or even defining modern campus wrongs.
Some legal background: Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibited discrimination in federally funded colleges and universities based on "race, color or national origin." Intended primarily to protect Black people, the Education Department determined in 2004 that it also protected Jews. Protests like those taking place today could constitute discrimination against Jews if they are so "severe" and "pervasive" that they deny Jewish students "equal access to an institution's resources and opportunities," as the Supreme Court has put it (defining harassment in a different context).
Civil rights law is one reason the anti-Zionism vs. antisemitism distinction has become all-important. If protests are "merely" anti-Zionist, then for the purposes of Title VI, it doesn't matter how disruptive they are or how abhorrent their aims. Civil rights law doesn't say anything about discrimination based on political viewpoint. Zionism is obviously closely related to Jewish identity, but a minority of Jews are not Zionists and, more importantly, many Americans, such as President Biden, are Zionists without being Jewish. Only antisemitism can trigger federal involvement under the terms of the law.
Hence the House's legislation this week instructing the Education Department to use an expansive definition of antisemitism. Passed 320-91, the bill would codify the definition and examples created by the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance. The IHRA examples of antisemitism include "denying the Jewish people their right to self-determination" and "applying double standards" to Israel. This framework has been consulted by the Education Department since 2018 but would become more permanent and binding if ratified by Congress.
Many of the acts at anti-Israel campus protests have been unlawful on their face, and local police should handle lawbreaking. But the IHRA definition would widen the net. More anti-Zionist or anti-Israel speech could face federal scrutiny for violating civil rights law.
The First Amendment concerns about this legislation are serious, but put them to one side for a second. The entire civil-rights-based system for regulating the Israel debate is flawed. If passed by the Senate and signed into law, the legislation would imply that the reason the federal government should crack down on anti-Zionist campus advocacy is because it is antisemitic. That misstates the problem in American society that the protests represent.
As Joshua Muravchik argued in the Wall Street Journal in December, anti-Zionism in the modern West can be more dangerous than antisemitism. "Until the Holocaust, most Jews were anti-Zionist, believing that fighting mistreatment where they lived was more practical than migrating to the Middle East to create a Jewish state," he wrote. Today, however, "There is no escaping the reality that the end of Israel could only mean the death of millions of its Jews."
That doesn't mean that anti-Zionist speech should be punished -- all viewpoints, including nakedly antisemitic ones, enjoy First Amendment protection. But it calls into question the usefulness of singling out the portion of anti-Zionism judged to be antisemitic. Civil rights law creates an incentive for such line-drawing, but is that really the best use of Israel supporters' energies?
Hamas is a murderous, revolutionary guerrilla movement dedicated to Israel's destruction. There is, of course, a spectrum of views on Hamas in the ranks of student protesters. But appearing to root for the group's success is not unlike rooting for the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia in the 1970s or the Islamic State in the 2010s. Pervasive campus displays of support for most foreign terrorist groups would probably not violate civil rights laws. But they would be no less alarming for that reason.
Put another way, the civil rights laws are well-suited to targeting political radicalism on the right, to the extent that far-right movements express hostility toward minority groups. They're less well-suited to targeting political radicalism on the left, when it frames its agenda in the language of equality, with goals such as ending capitalism, colonialism and national borders. Who could oppose freeing the world from oppression? When groups such as Hamas apply hideous violence in what they claim is the pursuit of a progressive goal, the inevitable progressive expressions of sympathy don't fit neatly into antidiscrimination's legal edifice.
Supporters of Israel understandably want to use Title VI laws to their advantage in Middle East debates. They shouldn't allow a peculiar American legal regime to distort the ideological stakes. Israel was founded through impressive feats of statecraft 16 years before the passage of the Civil Rights Act. That laudable legislation shouldn't be relied on by those who want to defend the Jewish state from isolation and destruction today.
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The space shuttle that never came home
Seventy-three seconds after liftoff, Challenger exploded before millions of American eyes. Here is the story of its final moments.
By Adam Higginbotham | 2024-05-02
On Jan. 28, 1986, the space shuttle Challenger broke apart shortly after it lifted off from the Kennedy Space Center in Florida, killing all aboard. Among the seven crew members was Christa McAuliffe, a schoolteacher chosen by NASA as the agency's first "citizen" astronaut, to help rekindle interest in the space program. The resulting public fascination with McAuliffe made sure the launch was witnessed by millions, including schoolchildren in their classrooms who tuned in to watch it live on TV. Like the assassination of John F. Kennedy before it -- and 9/11 afterward -- the shared experience of seeing the disaster unfold on screen left an indelible mark on American memory. The following chronicle is a snapshot of that morning. It is adapted from the forthcoming book "Challenger: A True Story of Heroism and Disaster on the Edge of Space" by Adam Higginbotham, the first full account of what happened to the shuttle and its crew -- and why.
Merritt Island, Fla., Tuesday, Jan. 28, 1986: 2 a.m.
High up on the 235-foot level at the top of the launch gantry, it was dark, and cold; the wind sang in the girders, and Charlie Stevenson did not like what he saw. As leader of the Kennedy Space Center Ice Team, Stevenson was responsible for checking the space shuttle Challenger for ice that might prove dangerous during takeoff. On previous launches, his inspections were usually confined to the external tank, which, although insulated with thick blocks of polyurethane foam, became so cold when filled with liquid oxygen and hydrogen that moisture in the humid Florida air often formed a thick rime across its surface.
But when he had arrived at work in the Launch Control Center soon after midnight, Stevenson discovered a far more threatening problem developing out on Pad 39B. The cameras monitoring the gantry and the mobile platform supporting the shuttle revealed that the plan to protect the plumbing on the launchpad from the freezing weather -- forecast to be the coldest in Florida history -- had backfired. Although the pipes hadn't burst in the plunging temperatures, the water trickling through the sprinkler system and the emergency showers and eyewash stations, spilling across the catwalks and cascading down steel supports, had left the pad structures encrusted in ice. What he found when he and his team arrived to inspect the scene in person was unlike anything he had ever seen: Sheets of ice an inch and a half thick glistened underfoot; the route that shuttle commander Dick Scobee and his crew would take along the swing arm in an emergency -- from the orbiter hatch to the slidewire escape baskets -- was blocked by a dense slick of frozen water. Icicles a foot and a half long, like the pipes of a ghostly organ, dangled from handrails and walkways; they hung from the conduits, the cable trays and the gratings.
Stevenson feared that, when shaken loose by the violent concussions of Challenger's launch, the falling icicles could strike the shuttle's delicate thermal protection tiles -- causing damage that would make the spacecraft vulnerable to disaster on reentry. He reported his concerns about the launch planned for later that morning: The ice was dangerous and growing worse, but if they stopped the water from running, the pipes would freeze.
"Then what choices we got?" the director of engineering asked.
"Well, I'd say the only choice you got today," Stevenson said, "is not to go."
Back in the Launch Control Center, Launch Director Gene Thomas didn't want to hear it: "Boy, he's really stretching it," he said.
Thomas had already been delayed an hour by a computer glitch in the pad fire extinguishing system, moving the launch time back to 10:38 a.m.; if they were to have any chance of getting off the ground later that day, they would have to start filling the external tank with fuel -- "tanking" -- immediately. He told Stevenson to come back to the Firing Room to discuss their options, while he called in advice from the engineers at Rockwell International in California who had built the shuttle orbiter; they'd figure out some way of handling the ice.
The launch director gave the order for tanking to begin; the countdown continued.
It was still dark as Bill Lucas, director of the Marshall Space Flight Center, which oversaw NASA rocketry, drove through the security checkpoint on Merritt Island. The bright moon hung low in the sky, and the cold sent him hurrying from the car, through the sliding doors and into the marble-floored lobby of the Launch Control Center. Inside, he took his seat among the uppermost tiers of consoles in the double-height space of Firing Room 3, reserved for senior mandarins from NASA.
Confined within a climate-controlled glass box, from here Lucas could look down over the rows of engineers stationed at consoles beneath him -- and, when the moment came to launch, swivel his chair around to take in the view of the pad through the laminated two-story windows behind him, louvered with steel panels to shield them from the sun. Nearby, a color TV raised on an alloy stand also displayed a continuous feed of pictures from NASA Select TV. As Lucas sat down, he was greeted by his managers Larry Mulloy and Stan Reinartz, who gave him a succinct summary of a fraught teleconference they'd had the previous night with Morton Thiokol, the contractors in northern Utah who had made the shuttle's twin solid rocket boosters: The Thiokol engineers had expressed some concerns about the cold weather and its effect on the O-rings, which sealed the joints connecting the segments of the giant rockets, protecting them from dangerous leaks of burning propellant. But eventually, the two managers said, they had all agreed there would be no problem.
Mulloy handed Lucas a copy of the late-night fax sent from Utah summarizing the company's official position -- a single page of just 16 lines, typed above the corporate logo of Morton Thiokol Inc. At the bottom was a simple, unequivocal statement of the kind the director of the Marshall Space Flight Center preferred: "MTI recommends STS-51-L launch proceed on 28 January 1986."

The crew members at a launch-morning breakfast. From left are mission specialist Ellison Onizuka, payload specialist Christa McAuliffe, pilot Mike Smith, commander Dick Scobee, mission specialist Judy Resnik, mission specialist Ron McNair and payload specialist Greg Jarvis. (NASA) 


Over on the third floor of the Operations and Checkout Building, the seven Challenger astronauts gathered for a steak-and-eggs breakfast in the dining room of the crew quarters. In matching white polo shirts, they posed for prelaunch pictures around a table decorated with a centerpiece of red and white roses and a pair of small American flags, and a cake frosted with the mission patch. Then, in a conference room down the hall, the crew received a final meteorology briefing from Mission Control in Houston: The cold weather was pushing the permissible limits for shuttle flights, so they could expect to wait for a while on the pad, but -- for now, at least -- the launch was still on. With a new time officially set for 10:38 a.m., they would likely lift off around noon. Back in their rooms, they changed into their flight overalls, packed up anything not destined for orbit into attache cases and suit bags, and left it behind for NASA staff to take to Houston later in the day.
A little before 8 a.m., the astronauts rode the elevator downstairs and walked out toward the waiting Astrovan. Led by Scobee, they looked cheerful and excited, their faces washed by the orange light of the low morning sun.
In the meantime, Charlie Stevenson and his team had returned to the pad and begun smashing up the frozen water in the sound suppression troughs with long-handled nets and sweeping ice into the flame trench. As they took temperature readings around the shuttle with a handheld infrared thermometer, the instrument produced odd results: the surface of the left-hand solid rocket booster registered at around 25 degrees Fahrenheit, close to the air temperature at sunrise. But at the bottom of the right-hand booster, near the aft field joint, sealed with its pair of synthetic rubber O-rings, the reading was just 8 degrees -- an astonishing 24 degrees below freezing; that just couldn't be right. Stevenson and his engineers assumed the thermometer was malfunctioning, and took note of the numbers, but kept the data to themselves.
Inside the Launch Control Center, the ice encrusting the launch tower remained the major concern: Rockwell technicians at the Cape and in California continued to discuss the threat it posed to the shuttle over the internal communications net. Ahead of a final NASA mission management meeting, they had to use their own computer models to decide whether to give their go-ahead for launch -- but it seemed impossible to predict what would happen if thousands of fragments of ice were sent ricocheting from the gantry when the shuttle engines lit. "It's still a bit of Russian roulette," the chief engineer at the California plant said. "You'll probably make it. Five out of six times you do, playing Russian roulette."
Led by a white NASA security car topped with blue warning lights, the Astrovan sped straight up the deserted causeway toward the ocean and made a sharp turn two miles from the pad, flashing through the deep shadows cast by the subtropical scrub. Then the driver turned into a long right-hand bend, and the seven astronauts saw their spacecraft revealed slowly before them, framed in the front windshield against a turquoise sky. Raised on a massive concrete ramp and anchored to the great, gray superstructure of the launch platform, Challenger lay dead ahead at the end of the road: fully fueled and ready to depart.

From foreground, Mike Smith, Christa McAuliffe, Ellison Onizuka and Greg Jarvis walk from their quarters at Kennedy Space Center, en route to the launchpad. (Steve Helber/AP)


As the high-speed elevator carried them almost 20 stories up the launch tower, Scobee and his crew could hear their ship coming to life: The external tank heaved and groaned as its thin aluminum skin contracted in the cold, exhaling a stream of boiling liquid oxygen from beneath the conical "beanie cap" resting at its tip. When the doors slid open at their destination, a platform 195 feet up, Scobee took a deep breath and smiled up at the sky; behind him, the Atlantic rollers glinted silently in the sunshine.
"This is a beautiful day to fly," he said.
"It's a little cold, though, Dick," said Johnny Corlew, leading the "closeout crew" assisting the astronauts on the pad.
"Nah, that's good, that's great," Scobee said, shaking his head.




Copyright (c) 2024 by Adam Higginbotham. From the book "Challenger: A True Story of Heroism and Disaster on the Edge of Space" by Adam Higginbotham to be published by Avid Reader Press, an Imprint of Simon & Schuster, LLC. Printed by permission.
Even so, as they crossed the swing arm toward the White Room, the box-shaped structure in which the astronauts would don their helmets and flight equipment, the closeout technicians warned the crew about the treacherous slick of ice on the walkway. Mission specialist Judy Resnik, the second American woman in space, shivered in her thin flight suit, and, as he waited his turn to enter the orbiter, pilot Mike Smith pulled out a folded white handkerchief from his top pocket to wipe his nose.
Scobee knelt to crawl into the orbiter, followed by Smith and mission specialist Ellison Onizuka. Resnik would take the flight engineer's position in the cockpit, behind the commander's and pilot's seats, and was the last of the upper-deck crew through the hatch. Before she crouched to cross the threshold, she turned to Christa McAuliffe, the high school social studies teacher turned astronaut. "The next time I see you, we'll be in space," she said.
Johnny Corlew had grown up in Indiana, and as a boy had picked apples for his teachers from the tree in his yard; this morning, he had brought his own gift to the pad for McAuliffe: a red Rome apple he'd had his wife pick up at the supermarket for the occasion. The Teacher in Space raised the fruit to her face with a smile but then immediately returned it. "Save it for me," she said. "And I'll eat it when I get back."
Greg Jarvis, a satellite engineer from the Hughes Aircraft Co. who had already been bumped at the last minute from two previous shuttle missions, was next. In a buoyant mood, he grinned and chatted with the technicians before they helped him into his tight-fitting clamshell helmet.
"Well, we're really going to go today," Corlew said.
"Yeah," Jarvis replied. "I sure hope so."
Finally, mission specialist Ron McNair shrugged into his equipment. He shook hands with the White Room team, stooped onto all fours and crawled over the step to take his seat on the middeck.
Inside, the astronaut assisting the closeout team, Sonny Carter, moved from one member of the crew to another, tightening their harnesses, completing headset communication checks, and adjusting cables and hoses. As he hunched over McAuliffe to inspect her helmet one last time, he looked down into her face and saw that her Girl Scout pluck had deserted her at last. In her eyes he saw neither excitement nor anticipation but recognized only one emotion: terror.
A few moments later, Carter crawled from the orbiter and Corlew swung the hatch shut behind him. It closed with a bang, and the latches fell into place.
Back in the Launch Control Center, the ground controllers broke into a round of applause.
It was 9:07 a.m.

Christa McAuliffe in her helmet in the White Room as she prepares to climb aboard the shuttle. Behind her, Greg Jarvis gets ready. (Ed Kolenovsky/AP)


The decision to launch now lay in the hands of the two most senior members of the Mission Management Team, seated on the top tier of Firing Room 3: the chief of the shuttle program in Houston, Arnie Aldrich, and his boss, Associate Administrator for Space Flight Jesse Moore. Aldrich, 49 years old, was a NASA veteran who had started with the agency as a flight controller for the Mercury program at the end of the 1950s and had worked on the shuttle since the beginning; he was confident he knew as much as almost anyone at the agency about the foibles of the spacecraft.
Soon after 9 a.m., Aldrich convened a meeting in a conference room at the Launch Control Center, attended by more than 20 senior managers and experts who had assessed the hazards of the freezing gantry. First, Aldrich heard the analysis from a team of NASA engineers: Based on their calculations of wind speed, fragmentation and debris trajectory, they felt good about the ice; it was unlikely to cause significant damage. They gave their go-ahead to launch as soon as the air temperature rose above 31 degrees. But when he turned to the Rockwell team, they delivered a different message: The ice made the situation unpredictable, and unlike anything they'd seen before. "Rockwell cannot assure that it is safe to fly," said one.
And yet Aldrich had made up his mind: His own engineers were unanimous; a single dissenting voice -- even from the contractors who had built the orbiter -- was not enough to stop the launch. Around 10 a.m., he returned to the Firing Room, where he was immediately intercepted by George Abbey, the director of flight operations.
"What did you decide?" Abbey asked.
"We're still a go," Aldrich replied. He reminded Abbey that they were all on a tight schedule to get Challenger off the ground -- and keep the rest of the year's missions on track.
"Did Rockwell say they were a go?" Abbey asked. But the countdown had already resumed.

Christa McAuliffe's parents, Grace and Ed Corrigan, meet with reporters at the Kennedy Space Center on Jan. 24, 1986, four days before launch. (Paul Kizzle/AP)


Standing on the aluminum bleachers more than three miles from the launchpad, the crowd shivered in the cold, wrapped in winter coats, hats and sweatshirts, and sipped hot coffee or cocoa to ward off the chill. Christa McAuliffe's parents, Grace and Ed Corrigan, along with her sister Lisa and her brother Christopher, were seated in the stands with other VIP guests, wearing buttons depicting Christa in her astronaut flight suit.
Back in New Hampshire, seniors at McAuliffe's high school in Concord had packed the main auditorium, holding banners, balloons and noisemakers, joining thousands of other students in schools across the country to witness the launch live on the feed from NASA. "All of America is watching and waiting," CNN correspondent Tom Mintier reported in a morning news update.
In Washington, President Ronald Reagan was at the outset of a busy day in the White House: At 1 p.m., he was scheduled to meet a dozen national TV correspondents to give them a preview of the televised State of the Union address he would be delivering at 9 that night. The speech had been the subject of intense last-minute wrangling among White House staff, tussling over how much tangible policy it should include, but NASA communications chiefs had suggested that Reagan mention the space program; "the Teacher Flight," as the public had begun calling it, seemed a perfect crowd-pleasing cue for the occasion. While the president met members of Congress in the Cabinet Room, first lady Nancy Reagan was upstairs in the Executive Residence, planning to watch the Challenger launch on television as it happened.
At 10:30 a.m., Launch Director Gene Thomas watched on the remote cameras as Charlie Stevenson and his team drove back out to Pad 39B in their white government van. The countdown clocks inside the Launch Control Center were holding at T-minus 20 minutes. High up in the cockpit of the orbiter, the Challenger crew bantered with one another over the intercom headsets, unheard by the public.
Harnessed on their backs in the unyielding aluminum seats, the crew had little to do but wait for news from launch control. On the flight deck, Resnik, Onizuka, Smith and Scobee were washed in sunlight and had a view to their left of the launch gantry and, above them, a cloudless cobalt sky. They attended to a handful of instrument checks and pressure readings and joked back and forth -- about the cold, their breakfast and the discomfort of yet more hours of supine inertia. But below on the middeck, McNair, Jarvis and McAuliffe saw only what sunshine struggled in through the porthole in the entry hatch and down the narrow flight deck gangway. Confined by their helmets and communications lines, the three astronauts had no tasks to perform during ascent and would be scarcely more than cargo until they reached orbit. They would have almost nothing to look at beyond the wall of battered equipment lockers directly in front of them, and no source of information about their flight except their headset audio and the shuddering din from the solid rockets' burn, as 6 million pounds of thrust rattled through every nut, bolt and fixture inside the spacecraft. As the hours of waiting wound on, Jarvis interjected in the cross talk from the cockpit. But both McNair and McAuliffe sat silently beneath the wan fluorescent light, alone with their thoughts.
One hundred feet below them on the deck of the launch platform, Stevenson and his men were using their nets to fish more ice from the green waters of the sound suppression troughs and still sweeping frozen debris away from the shuttle. The Ice Team leader noted that on the sunny side of the gantry melting icicles were coming loose and tumbling to the steel deck below. But in the shadows, right where the wind came in off the ocean and supercooled air drifted up from the base of the external tank, Stevenson could see that the lower part of Challenger's right-hand booster rocket was still freezing, glazed with a coating of ice an eighth of an inch thick that extended for 30 feet toward the strut holding it to the big orange fuel tank. Still, the air temperature had now risen above 34 degrees: just within the formal limits NASA set for launch.
Inside Firing Room 3, the director of engineering was already making his final round of checks with the controllers at their rows of consoles.
"Any problems?"
"No problems."
"We're in good shape."
"Y'all are go."
"All our systems are go."
But he was still awaiting word from the Ice Team; at last, Charlie Stevenson came in over Channel 245.
"The vehicle looks good," he said.
In the cockpit, Dick Scobee heard the voice of launch control in his ear. The countdown was about to resume.
"All right!" the commander replied. "That's great."

Flight Director Jay Greene, foreground, and Alan Briscoe study data on monitors at their consoles in the Flight Control Room of the Johnson Space Center's Mission Control Center in Houston just after the announcement came that Challenger's launch phase was not nominal. (NASA) 


In the windowless vault of Building 30 in Houston, Flight Director Jay Greene was making everything ready to assume control of Challenger on its path to orbit. Seated in the center of the hushed Flight Control Room, Greene was flanked by the 11 other managers and technicians who would monitor the launch, including the flight dynamics officer -- the FIDO -- responsible for the spacecraft's trajectory, and the day's capsule communicator -- the CapCom -- astronaut and former Air Force pilot Dick Covey.
Responsibility for Challenger would pass to them as soon as the shuttle cleared the tower at the Cape. Now Greene polled each member of his team in the ritual chant of affirmation that proceeded a confirmed launch:
"FIDO?"
"Go!"
"GNC?"
"Go!"
"INCO?"
"Go!"
"Surgeon?"
"Go!"
"CapCom?"
"Go!"
In the top tier of seats in the Firing Room, Jesse Moore conferred with Arnie Aldrich and Gene Thomas: The final decision about whether to launch would be his. The three men talked quietly for a few moments, and Moore looked over some paperwork. Then he nodded.
Terminal count.
Nine minutes.
It was 11:29 a.m.
From speakers on the roof of the Launch Control Center and on the grandstands below, the voice of Kennedy Space Center public affairs officer Hugh Harris picked up the count:
"The Ground Launch Sequencer has been initiated. T-minus eight minutes, 30 seconds and counting. The flight instrument recorders are turned on." Running thousands of diagnostic tests and checks each second, the Ground Launch Sequencer began the process of severing Challenger's last connections to Earth. At the computers' command, the crew access arm slowly retracted, swinging the White Room away from the orbiter hatchway with a robotic lurch. The solid rocket boosters were armed.
Four minutes.
Christa McAuliffe snapped down the visor of her helmet. She was breathing pure oxygen.
It was 11:35 a.m.
In the CNN studios in Atlanta, the producers switched over to broadcast live footage from the launch site.
"T-minus two minutes and counting."
The shuttle began running on internal power. The vent hood lifted from the top of the external tank.
On the flight deck, the banter continued. "Okay, there goes the LOX arm," Smith said. "Doesn't it go the other way?" Onizuka said, and laughed. "God, I hope not, Ellison." Ninety seconds.
In the cockpit, Scobee and Smith watched as the automatic sequencer worked through the final moments before launch: The propellant systems came up to pressure; all three engines were ready to fire.
"Thirty seconds down there," Scobee said.
"We are go for auto-sequence start." The crew heard the distant whirring as the onboard computers verified the responses of the shuttle hydraulics. "Fifteen," the commander said. Amber numbers blinked the final seconds of the countdown on the instrument panel.
Over the Kennedy Space Center loudspeaker system, the voice of Hugh Harris echoed the incantation for everyone to hear. The children in the grandstands joined in.
"T-minus 10."
"Nine."
"Eight."
"Seven."
"Six."
Inside the shuttle, the whine of the turbopumps rose to a roar. One by one, the three engines lit.
"We have main engine start."
"Four."
"Three at a hundred," Scobee said; the trio of main engines had reached 100 percent thrust. The shuttle leaned away from the tower, straining against the hold-down bolts anchoring it to the Earth.
"Three."
"Two."
"One -- "
The twin boosters lit: Igniters simultaneously fired tongues of flame 150 feet long down the full length of the rockets' hollow cores, and more than 700 tons of ammonium perchlorate exploded into life. Within 600 milliseconds, the pressure inside their steel casings rose to nearly 1,000 pounds per square inch. Almost invisibly, expanding gases pushed the walls of the half-inch steel casings outward, each of the six field joints flexed open, and the O-rings encircling them began to move into the widening gaps between the rocket segments.
The hold-down bolts blew. Sheets of ice more than three feet across tumbled from the launch gantry.
" -- and liftoff, liftoff of the 25th space shuttle mission, and it has cleared the tower."

Spectators in the VIP area at the Kennedy Space Center watch as Challenger lifts off from Pad 39-B. (Bruce Weaver/AP)


In the grandstands, Ed and Grace Corrigan stood side by side and watched their daughter ascend toward orbit, their faces lit with anxious smiles. They turned and embraced, linking hands with their daughter Lisa. Standing on the roof of a small building nearby, Barbara Morgan, McAuliffe's backup, hollered and clapped: "Whooo! C'mon, go!" she shouted, and gave a gleeful wave toward the departing spacecraft. "Bye, Christa! Bye, crew!" At Concord High School, the students let loose with whoops and cheers.
But in the bottom-most field joint of the right-hand booster rocket, the cold had done its work: The synthetic rubber of its two O-rings and the thick grease they were packed in had proved too inflexible to close the gap that opened in the case at ignition. Hot gas at more than 5,000 degrees had blasted past the first seal -- and then broken through the backup seal, too, instantly vaporizing portions of the O-rings as it went. Unseen by the crowd or the officials in the Launch Control Center, burning grease, insulation and Viton rubber spurted from the ruptured joint in puffs of coal-black smoke.
Seven seconds into the flight, the shuttle's computers began to turn the orbiter onto its back as it thundered out over the Atlantic. Scobee opened his radio link with Mission Control.
"Houston, Challenger: Roll program," he said.
"Go, you mother!" said Smith. The shuttle rattled and shook like a runaway train as it accelerated toward the speed of sound, making it hard for the pilot to read the instruments.
From her seat behind them, monitoring the laminated ascent checklist open on her knee, Judy Resnik gave an exuberant yell: "Shit hot!"
"Ooohh-kay!" Scobee replied.
Now the same forces of combustion that had destroyed the booster seal momentarily conspired to heal it. Within 12 seconds of launch, molten aluminum oxides from the burning propellant built up in the fissure in the aft field joint of the rocket, sealing the breach around the ruptured O-rings and cutting off the leak.
In Houston, public affairs officer Steve Nesbitt had taken over the NASA commentary, and was watching the streams of black-and-white numbers appearing on his monitors, waiting to explain the next major event in the flight to the millions watching on TV. To his left, Flight Director Jay Greene swept his gaze over the engine performance data appearing on his console. Everything looked good.

Classmates of Scott McAuliffe, Christy McAuliffe's son, cheer as Challenger lifts skyward. Their delight soon turned into horror as the shuttle exploded about 70 seconds into flight. The boy in the white hat and glasses at center is not a schoolmate but is Peter Billingsley, spokesman for the young astronaut program. (Jim Cole/AP) 


The next part of the ascent program would reduce the thrust of Challenger's three main engines to take the shuttle through Max Q, the phase of maximum dynamic pressure at which the aerodynamic forces acting on the spacecraft would reach their most extreme. To reduce stress on the airframe as the shuttle shot through the atmosphere at Mach 1, the engines would throttle back to 65 percent of their rated power for 15 seconds, before returning to full thrust on the other side of the pressure wave.
The flight dynamics officer made the call: "Throttle down . . . three at 65." "Sixty-five, FIDO," Greene replied.
On the broad projection screen at the front of the Flight Control Room, the red line marking the shuttle's trajectory tracked tightly to its nominal path. A perfect ascent.
Fifty-seven seconds into the flight, the maneuver was complete. In the cockpit, Scobee watched the thrust readings start to rise as Challenger's computers began once more to increase engine power.
"Throttling up," he said.
But as Challenger shuddered through Max Q, it was also buffeted by the worst high-altitude wind shear yet encountered on a shuttle flight. The entire shuttle stack flexed and twisted in the turbulence, shattering the delicate glassy residues that had resealed the hemorrhaged rocket motor. At 58 seconds, an orange flame flared through the field joint at the bottom of the right booster.
Still clearly visible to the spectators on the ground, the shuttle was approaching an altitude of 35,000 feet, and a velocity of one and a half times the speed of sound, its engines firing at 104 percent of rated power.
"Feel that mother go!" said Smith. "Wooohooo!"
The flame grew in intensity, deflected down in the slipstream of the rising spacecraft until it made contact with the external fuel tank, close to one of the three steel struts securing the bottom of the booster to the spine of the shuttle stack. Yet neither the instruments on Challenger's flight deck nor the readings on the consoles in Houston gave any indication that anything was wrong. The onboard computers, struggling to keep the orbiter flying true, swiveled the nozzle of the left-hand booster outward to compensate for the loss of pressure in its malfunctioning twin.
"Challenger, go at throttle up," the CapCom radioed from Mission Control.
"Roger, go at throttle up," said Scobee.
Burning at more than 6,000 degrees, in less than three seconds the errant flame escaping from the booster encircled the circumference of the giant external tank, incinerated its insulation, cut through its aluminum skin and ruptured the welds of the pressurized fuel tank membrane within. A plume of liquid hydrogen burst into the slipstream of the rocket engines, where it ignited.
In Atlanta, CNN correspondent Tom Mintier, watching the pictures of the spacecraft flying away into the empty sky, began to wrap up his live commentary. "So the 25th space shuttle mission is now on the way, after more delays than NASA cares to count. This morning, it looked as though they were not going to be able to get off -- "
He stopped abruptly.

Carina Dolcino, senior class president at Concord High School in Concord, N.H., stunned by the news that the space shuttle carrying  teacher Christa McAuliffe exploded after launch. Students at the school watched the launch on televisions throughout the school. A gala celebration had been planned for a successful launch. (Ken Williams/Concord Monitor/AP) 


At 72 seconds, the tank lost its structural integrity and tore apart, crumpling and disgorging the remaining liquid hydrogen -- more than 300,000 gallons of it -- which bloomed into a colossal fireball. Released from its aft anchors, the right-hand booster swiveled around its upper attachment point. Its nose smashed into Challenger's right wing and the liquid oxygen tank, tearing it open.
The orbiter was engulfed in a swelling cloud of combustible propellant, and the nozzles of its three main engines swiveled wildly as the onboard computers struggled to regain control of the disintegrating spacecraft; for the few fractions of a second it took for the engines to consume the fuel remaining in the feed lines, their high-pressure turbopumps continued to spin, until the computers shut them down one at a time. Then the booster rockets tore free from their mounts, and Challenger, still hurtling toward space at almost 1,500 miles per hour, tumbled from its precisely prescribed supersonic trajectory. Its airframe stressed far beyond its design limits, the most complicated machine in history began to come apart in flight: Its stubby wings ripped away, the cargo bay bursting like a paper bag, the inrushing air pulling the fuselage asunder from the inside.
At 73 seconds, the transmission of telemetry from the shuttle suddenly ceased. On Jay Greene's console in Houston, on all the screens in Mission Control, the rapidly flickering lines of streaming data froze, and one column after another filled with the letter S.
Static.

The space shuttle Challenger explodes shortly after lifting off, killing all seven crew members. (Bruce Weaver/AP)
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World Press Freedom Day, 2024
Ann Telnaes cartoon on World Press Freedom Day.
By Ann Telnaes | 2024-05-02

(Ann Telnaes/The Washington Post)
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Taxes are inevitable. Paying to prepare them doesn't have to be.
The tax prep lobby is up in arms over the IRS's free filing service.
By Editorial Board | 2024-05-01

(iStock) 


At long last, the Internal Revenue Service seems committed to developing a cheap and easy way for Americans to file their tax returns. Direct File, the pilot program IRS launched in mid-March, offered some 19 million taxpayers in 12 states an online tool to guide them through the process right on the IRS website. Only around 141,000 taxpayers used it, partly  since it was rolled out well into tax season, after half of all taxpayers had already filed. But those who used it liked it. Nine out of 10 users surveyed by the General Services Administration ranked the experience "excellent" or "above average."
IRS Commissioner Danny Werfel has not yet decided whether to continue the experiment for the 2024 tax year. He should not only proceed with the pilot but also broaden access to more taxpayers to identify and iron out any possible glitch, with a view to roll out the program to an ever-larger number of Americans with more diverse tax filing needs.
With its multibillion-dollar business on the line, the tax-prep lobby is already fighting hard to prevent this. Intuit spent $3.8 million on lobbying last year. H&R Block spent about $3.1 million. Their policy arguments are pretty weak, as you'd expect arguments against something as common-sense as government-facilitated free tax filing to be.
According to a spokesperson for Intuit -- the company behind TurboTax, which earned over $14 billion in revenue in fiscal 2023 -- Direct File is but a "thinly veiled scheme" to spend "billions of taxpayer dollars" to "pay for something already completely free of charge."
Last June, Republicans on the House Appropriations Committee proposed barring the IRS from using federal funds to "develop or provide taxpayers a free, public electronic return-filing service option," unless approved by the House and Senate appropriations committees, the House Ways and Means Committee, and the Senate Finance Committee. Sen. Mike Crapo (R-Idaho) called Direct File "wasteful and duplicative." Sen. Thom Tillis (R-N.C.) expressed hope that "at some point you just decide it's not worth it, because the private sector options are so much better."
Both arguments -- that a free IRS service would be prohibitively expensive and that the industry already offers adequate alternatives -- lack merit. The IRS spent just $25 million of its $12.3 billion annual budget on Direct File. To be sure, the Government Accountability Office noted the true costs are higher once expenses from U.S. Digital Services are included. But they are nowhere near "billions." An IRS Report to Congress last year estimated that the annual cost of the Direct File service would range from $64 million to $249 million under scenarios in which it had 5 million to 25 million users.
Yes, the tax-prep industry already provides free tax filing services to Americans of modest means and with straightforward returns. Fearing the prospect of a government-run option, the industry set up a partnership with the IRS, called "Free File," to serve the more than 60 percent of taxpayers who file only simple returns. In exchange, the IRS promised not to develop its own free filing service. In practice, though, the industry alternative has proved unsatisfactory.
Notably, several companies in the partnership added software code to the Free File landing page to hide it from search engines like Google and steer taxpayers to their paid offerings. Some purchased ads for keywords related to free tax filing that directed users to their commercial offerings and away from Free File. While 70 percent of taxpayers were eligible to use Free File in 2020, only 3 percent actually did. Last year it handled only 2.7 million returns, while commercial preparers claim they processed 27 million free returns on their websites. It is hardly surprising that the IRS would dump the noncompete clause and try to offer the service itself.
Tax-prep industry defenders have also argued that the free IRS service will hurt African Americans by exposing them to more frequent audits on the earned income tax credit, a break for low-income earners that Black taxpayers claim relatively more frequently than others. Racial disparities in audits are a legitimate issue, but the IRS has already taken steps to fix the problem, in response to studies documenting it.
If anything, the IRS should expand Direct File to include a wider group of beneficiaries. At present, the pilot only works for taxpayers who claim a few deductions and credits, and whose income comes exclusively from wages and salaries, social security, and unemployment benefits, plus a maximum of $1,500 in interest income.
Making it cheap and easy for citizens to meet their obligation as taxpayers strikes us as a fairly obvious government priority. If it disrupts the business model of the tax-prep industry, so be it.
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How long would civilization last after a nuclear launch? 
Plus: Surprises from Amy Coney Barrett. Democrats' victories in White Wisconsin. 
By Drew Goins | 2024-05-01
You're reading the Today's Opinions newsletter. Sign up to get it in your inbox.
In today's edition:

A woman in Seoul watches a news segment about a North Korean missile launch. (Jeon Heon-Kyun/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock) 


By the time you reach the end of this sentence, underground government computers will have identified the Pentagon as the target of a North Korean nuclear attack if Kim Jong Un's regime launched missiles our way when you began reading.
By the end of this paragraph, or just about, a complex in the mountains of Colorado will broadcast "NUCLEAR LAUNCH ALERT," and the president will be informed of the strike pretty much immediately thereafter. Then, by the end of this newsletter, the world will either be at civilization-ending nuclear war -- or it won't.
These are the stakes we live under, always. "Future historians, if there are any, will be dumbfounded" that we didn't devote more care to the danger of global incineration, George Will writes, reacting to reporter and historian Annie Jacobsen's new book, "Nuclear War: A Scenario."
Unfortunately, nuclear holocaust will have to jockey for space on our anxiety docket. David Ignatius writes that "the terrorism warning light may not be flashing bright red, but it's certainly blinking again." Senior U.S. officials, he reports, are worried about a possible attack inspired by an Islamic State offshoot.
In a column that also analyzes how porous U.S. borders and the war in Gaza ratchet up the threat level, David provides a helpful (if scary) briefing on ISIS-K, the northern Afghanistan-based terrorist cell that has the intelligence community on alert.
For all the talk of how much humanity is going to benefit from artificial intelligence, those benefits can often seem awfully far off, especially after you had to remind the free version of ChatGPT that it can, in fact, put something into a table for you. Maybe I'll just wait for GPT-8 or 9.
Josh Tyrangiel's column is for the impatient. He profiles a creative way that AI is helping struggling college students make it through their educations -- and helping the entrepreneurs who thought it up to make the kind of money "that builds summer houses."
As Josh explains the business plan of sisters Carolina and Claudia Recchi, you begin to see it as the sort that is smart but still "duh!" enough that you can convince yourself you might have thought it up, too. Alas, you did not, and even though you might not be breaking ground in the Hamptons anytime soon, you can take heart in the case study of how AI will be bettering our everyday lives before we know it.
Meanwhile, the U.S. economy is experiencing a productivity boom now -- it just doesn't (yet) have to do with AI.
Luke Pardue of the Aspen Economic Strategy Group writes that our increased productivity is just the result of good old-fashioned entrepreneurship; it turns out there's no shortage of people who wouldn't mind a summer home.
As Pardue explains, business creation has surged post-pandemic, and new businesses generally challenge old businesses to at least match the upstarts' productivity levels -- or lose out on market share. In the end, everyone works harder.
This is good news because a country's productivity is pretty much always a determinant of its long-term economic growth. So how do we keep productivity popping? Pardue has some ideas.
Chaser: In the latest episode of our "Impromptu" podcast, Amanda Katz, Shadi Hamid and Dana Milbank discuss how Gaza has scrambled speech on college campuses -- as well as their own opinions.




From Perry Bacon's column on how and why very White Wisconsin is sticking with Democrats.
The "how" is easier -- and mostly reflects national trends. As Perry writes, "Like Americans across the country, people in metropolitan areas in Wisconsin are voting Democratic at higher rates than before," making up for redder rural spots.
The "why" is tricky. In part, Perry says, it's because Wisconsin is less evangelical than other disproportionately White states. Most interesting, however, is the case Perry makes for the staying power of Wisconsin's "long tradition of progressive and labor organizing, even in rural areas."
For Ruth Marcus's money, the most intriguing and, "to some extent, surprising" Supreme Court justice? Amy Coney Barrett.
The Trump appointee has by no means turned out to be a secret liberal a la David Souter or John Paul Stevens, but "she has been what passes for a pleasant surprise," Ruth writes, rarely swinging for the ideological fences but rather ruling -- get this -- judiciously.
Ruth walks through this past term in particular, which has "featured something of a declaration of independence for Barrett" -- in part by way of some zingers that are as delicious to read as they must have been to deliver.
It's a goodbye. It's a haiku. It's ... The Bye-Ku.
Minutes to midnight
Slip to tenths of a second
Hair-trigger world war
***
Have your own newsy haiku? Email it to me, along with any questions/comments/ambiguities. See you tomorrow!
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Can the world really engineer its way out of climate change?
Readers are skeptical. They're also eyeing their recycling bins with dismay, dreaming of gardens full of native plants and cheering on the EPA.
By Letters to the Editor | 2024-05-01

Al Dhafra Solar Photovoltaic, outside Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates, on Nov. 13, 2023. (Andrea DiCenzo for The Washington Post) 


It was reckless of the Editorial Board to describe large-scale manipulation of the Earth's climate systems as "cheap and potentially game-changing." Moreover, the sort of diplomacy the editorial called for is occurring; it just isn't producing the results The Post prefers.
The Editorial Board criticized the failure to adopt a Swiss proposal at a recent United Nations Environment Assembly. However, the board failed to note that at the same meeting, 54 African countries, with the support of Colombia and other Global South countries, called for a mechanism to ensure that solar geoengineering would not be used. Their objections include concerns that the continent could be used as an experimental zone whose people and lands are harmed first and worst, and worries that such mitigation efforts are just an excuse for wealthy countries to continue consuming in the same damaging ways, and at the same rate.
This echoes the call by more than 450 scholars for an International Non-Use Agreement on Solar Geoengineering, which notes the unacceptable risk posed by solar geoengineering and the impossibility of fair and effective governance in our current world order. These unproven technologies carry incredibly dangerous risks, among them altering weather patterns across the globe with unknown impacts to ecosystems and biodiversity. Agricultural patterns could be upended, threatening food and water supplies for many millions.
Geoengineering is the ultimate dangerous distraction from bringing about what is unambiguously necessary: a just and equitable fossil fuel phaseout. Our governments don't need to regulate solar geoengineering. For the sake of a truly sustainable future, they need to permanently ban it.
Benjamin Day, Boston
The writer is a senior campaigner with Friends of the Earth's climate and energy justice team.
I found the April 28 editorial, "Who gets to decide to re-engineer the weather?," somewhat troubling. Sending sulfur up into the air could increase the possibility of acid rain and harm to plants that remove carbon dioxide and feed people. But we do need creative solutions for managing extreme weather.
Some years ago, I sent an idea to NASA about releasing a test dose of biodegradable iron particles into the atmosphere. These would concentrate near Earth's magnetic poles to protect the ice caps yet allow solar rays to help crops and forests to grow in temperate and tropical zones along the equator. I never heard back, which reflects domestic inertia, not only the lack of international effort mentioned in the editorial. We need an open forum of ideas, supported by carbon taxes, as it seems today's world is headed toward the disastrous solution of nuclear winter.
Henry Chang, Bethesda
Regarding Eve O. Schaub's April 23 Tuesday Opinion essay, "How to celebrate Earth Day? Just dump this toxic stuff.":
What a disheartening piece on the futility of plastic recycling. I'm not saying it's incorrect, just sad.
This is not the first time I've heard that recycling plastic might be ineffective. Opinions seem to range from the argument that recycling plastic is well-intentioned but useless, to suggestions that the process is pure hype for marketing purposes (so-called greenwashing). Yet my recycle bin overfloweth!
Given this situation, reducing plastic use is critical, and I suggest a good target is packaging. The amount of entirely unnecessary plastic bags, wraps, ties and fillers that come with every consumer item is staggering. In my experience, Apple is a huge abuser in this regard, with even a simple USB cable packed as though it's a Christmas gift going to the moon. Another example everyone encounters is bedding that comes in sturdy plastic zipper cases. They might look cute lined up on store shelves, but the case could easily be replaced with cloth or cardboard. Take your own inventory; across every type of product and use, excessive plastic packaging is a scourge on the environment and our health.
Of course, a major change would affect the plastics and packaging industries, the workers they employ and the whole supply chain. Somehow we must take that into account as we move toward environmentally friendly solutions.
Eric Wenocur, Olney
Eve O. Schaub's argument that recycling plastic is a waste of time took a zero-sum approach to an issue that is complicated -- and continually improving.
"Plastics" is a broad category of materials with differing chemical compositions and mechanical properties, all of which affect potential recyclability. That is why the recycling rates for different plastic resin types vary significantly, and why the average recycling rate for plastics is low despite some categories of plastics having high recycling rates.
Over the past several years, the recycled-materials industry has made significant investments in technology, education and partnerships to improve plastics recycling rates, and we are seeing improvements as a result for certain resins.
According to the U.S. Plastic Recycling Study, in 2022, more than 5 billion pounds of post-consumer plastic were recovered for recycling (though that figure does represent a slight decline in volume from the previous two years). More than 95 percent of recovered bottles stayed in North America to be remanufactured into new products.
There is still a long way to go, but manufacturers are increasing the use of recycled content and making products that are easier to recycle. They are recognizing the societal value and the demand from their customer base. My organization, for example, is working closely with Colgate-Palmolive, Starbucks and others to address product recyclability and find ways to strengthen recycling across all material categories.
Making a real difference will require a broad commitment from consumers, manufacturers, scientists, engineers and policymakers. This effort is worth everyone's time.
Robin Wiener, Washington
The writer is president of the Recycled Materials Association.
Regarding the April 26 news article "Massive volunteer-aided study reveals biggest known plastic polluters":
I was disappointed to read that U.S. negotiators at international meetings concerning plastic pollution have been resistant to an agreement that would limit plastic production.
I was a child in the 1940s, and I remember the milkman delivering milk in glass bottles to our house and retrieving the empty bottles for reuse. It was common practice. I drank my share of soft drinks then, but always from glass bottles. We have tried a plastic recycling approach for many decades, and it is apparent this is not working from an environmental perspective. It is time to phase back into the approach that was better for the environment by putting the emphasis on using, and reusing, glass. And if the glass cannot be reused, it can be recycled with a better outcome than trying to recycle plastic.
Robert F. Benson, Silver Spring
Regarding Dana Milbank's April 28 Sunday Opinion essay, "This tiny flower teaches us all we need to know about growing old":
I enjoy reading about Mr. Milbank's adventures on his new homestead in Virginia's Piedmont region. This essay about native wildflowers and tree planting was wonderful.
As an avid birdwatcher, I spent more than 20 years in Northern Virginia watching a lot of great habitat being bulldozed and turned into five-acre "estates," a fancy term for a fairly good-sized house with a lawn that was usually mowed down to the nubbin. One maple tree or dogwood would pass for landscaping. Often, streets in these neighborhoods would be named for the birds that used to live there but that no longer had places to nest and feed: Cardinal Court, Bluebird Lane, etc.
I hope Mr. Milbank's essay will inspire more homeowners to plant trees and wildflowers that are native instead of invasives such as Bradford pears, which are illegal in a growing number of states. This change could do wonders for all the birds that are under threat from increased development.
Rich Rieger, Schuylkill Haven, Pa.
Regarding the April 26 Economy & Business article "EPA rules would slash pollution from power plants":
The Environmental Protection Agency's new rules limiting coal-fired power-plant emissions will ensure that the United States remains competitive in the renewable-energy economy as well as protect human health and all life. The power industry and its friends have protested that the new rules will be "unrealistic" and "unachievable" and don't allow enough time to comply. But this argument ignores the fact that the industry has dragged its feet in reducing emissions in the 15 years since the EPA labeled greenhouse gases a health hazard.
Moreover, the power and fossil-fuel industries have both wasted decades of precious time since scientists concluded fossil fuel emissions drive climate change. Given the "pro-life" Republican Party's opposition to alleviating this threat to life, the outcome of November's election could very well determine whether power plants will finally clean up their acts -- or climate change will be "baked in" to our future.
Michael Wright, Glen Rock, Pa.
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Cartoon by Nick Anderson
Nick Anderson cartoon on free speech at Texas college campuses
By Nick Anderson | 2024-05-01

(Nick Anderson/Reform Austin News)
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Cartoon by Matt Davies
Matt Davies cartoon on Trump's gag order fine.
By Matt Davies | 2024-05-01

(Matt Davies/Newsday)
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The special counsel made a dangerous argument about Trump immunity
The Supreme Court pitch would make the presidency answerable to the Justice Department. Need criminal immunity? Just ask your attorney general in advance.
By James M. Burnham | 2024-05-01

A courtroom drawing depicts Michael R. Dreeben, counselor to special counsel Jack Smith, arguing before the Supreme Court on April 25. (Dana Verkouteren/AP)


James Burnham, an attorney, is a former Justice Department and White House official and clerk to Justice Neil M. Gorsuch.
One aspect of special counsel Jack Smith's arguments to the Supreme Court last week in Trump v. United States has not gotten enough attention: his claim that the Justice Department has independent power to confer immunity on the president. Adopting this argument would be a disaster for the presidency.
Smith was represented at the Supreme Court by Michael R. Dreeben, who served as a deputy solicitor general in the Justice Department for 24 years. In that role, Dreeben had primary responsibility for overseeing the department's criminal docket before the Supreme Court. Dreeben thus spent nearly a quarter-century as the top advocate at the Supreme Court for federal prosecutorial interests.
Perhaps influenced by that experience, Dreeben last week advanced a view of the presidency that in effect makes the president answerable to the Justice Department. He claimed that although presidents lack absolute immunity from criminal prosecution, they can obtain it by checking with the attorney general before doing anything that could be illegal.
Justice Samuel A. Alito Jr. asked Dreeben, "If the president gets advice from the attorney general that something is lawful, is that an absolute defense?" Dreeben said yes, under the principle of "entrapment by estoppel." In Dreeben's words, if "an authorized government representative" (the attorney general) "tells you" (the president) "that what you are about to do is lawful, it would be a root violation of due process to prosecute you for that."
In other words, should the president do as the attorney general directs, the president gets to retire in peace. But if the president defies the attorney general, the president then risks future Jack Smiths stalking him or her through the years.
That's an extraordinary claim. The Constitution did not create the Justice Department. It vested in the president the power to ensure that laws are "faithfully executed," which includes all law enforcement functions. Congress created the Justice Department after the Civil War to help enforce the postwar civil rights laws in the South.
Then and now, the Justice Department has been fully accountable to the president. It wields power delegated from him as chief executive. That's why the president always has the authority to overrule his attorney general.
Excellent lawyers work in the White House as well as the Justice Department, and the president is entitled to favor the advice of his White House counsel if he chooses. Presidents have done so throughout history, such as when President Barack Obama sided with his White House counsel over the Justice Department concerning his authority to engage in hostilities in Libya. In Dreeben's view, did Obama's rejection of the department's legal view that he lacked authority to continue U.S. military participation in Libya without congressional authorization make him more vulnerable to future prosecution for those actions?
Of course not. The "estoppel" rule Dreeben invoked arises when the Justice Department gives legal advice to a private party or a government official working outside the department. When Justice lawyers advise corporations or officials elsewhere in the government that a course of conduct is legal, future lawyers in the department cannot prosecute those who relied on that advice.
In those circumstances, the department provides the executive branch's official position on legal questions and thereby constrains the executive branch's future range of action. But it does so as the president's designee. The attorney general serves as an "authorized government representative" because the president selected him for that role. The president can always rescind that authorization, invest it in someone else or claim it for himself.
Because the attorney general wields delegated presidential power, it makes no sense for the attorney general to have independent authority to immunize the president. If that were so, then the president could simply immunize himself by judging his own actions lawful.
And consider how Dreeben's rule would operate in practice. If the Justice Department could confer immunity by blessing a proposed act, it could equally withhold immunity. This would give future attorneys general a partial veto over the presidents they serve.
Future Justice Departments would inevitably exploit this immunity-conferral power to advance the department's priorities at the expense of the president's and to further untether the department's substantial powers from presidential supervision. Alternatively, as Alito suggested in his response to Dreeben, presidents might react by choosing compliant stooges to head the Justice Department and thereby replicate the same absolute immunity that Dreeben decries today.
In any normal case, a proposal that could reshape the presidency like this would require careful review throughout the executive branch -- including by the Office of Legal Counsel, the attorney general, the White House counsel and probably the president -- before being presented to the Supreme Court.
But special counsels, jealous of their independence, are freed from the normal rules that govern executive branch lawyers. The only official outside the special counsel's office that Dreeben said he consulted is the solicitor general -- a litigator with no official policymaking role.
Dreeben's argument that attorneys general can immunize presidents appears to have been designed to persuade the justices to rule against immunity here by showing how future presidents could easily obtain its equivalent by consulting the Justice Department. It was an argument designed to win this case, not to safeguard the constitutional order.
Count this constitutional misfire as another strike against special counsels, who are too quick to elevate their own narrow prosecutorial interests above those of the executive branch they serve.
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In year of budget cuts, Mayor Muriel Bowser bets big on downtown D.C.
Bowser says reviving downtown will ultimately pay dividends to all D.C. -- returning the city to a period of growth that shaped the early years of her tenure.
By Meagan Flynn, Michael Brice-Saddler | 2024-05-02

D.C. Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) stands by a "Be Downtown" balloon sign at a gathering of business leaders and planners on Feb. 26. (Michael S. Williamson/The Washington Post)


They struggled to be heard from the back of the room, shouting as Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) tried to ignore them.
"Are you on the side of billionaires, or the working-class people of the District of Columbia?" one person yelled, as a demonstration broke out at the tail end of a budget forum Bowser held before releasing her proposal.
It was Dana White, advocacy director at Miriam's Kitchen, which aids the homeless. White and more than a dozen demonstrators had come to reject what they saw as a paradox: How could Bowser ask residents to brace for budget cuts in a time of fiscal scarcity, when she had just offered $500 million to billionaire Ted Leonsis to renovate Capital One Arena downtown?
The moment reflected arguably the greatest challenge of Bowser's third term: With city finances tumbling downhill by most estimates, she is betting big on investing in downtown to reverse the city's trajectory -- investments whose return may not materialize for years while cuts to city programs may be felt immediately. Downtown is one of three core areas in Bowser's $21 billion budget proposal, where she has enhanced investments -- including certain areas in education and public safety -- while most other areas are seeing cuts. Her pitch to residents has homed in on one central idea: that reviving sluggish tax revenue downtown, beset by office and storefront vacancies, will ultimately pay dividends to all of the city's neighborhoods -- returning the city to a period of growth that shaped the early years of her tenure.
"My message hasn't changed, and that is that a thriving downtown is essential to every part of the District," she said at a downtown event last week.

Bowser and Metro General Manager Randy Clarke walk to the Gallery Place and Chinatown metro station in D.C. on Feb. 12. (Marvin Joseph/The Washington Post)


Bowser has garnered broad support -- on the D.C. Council and within the business community -- on her overall downtown strategy. But since she unveiled her budget proposal, Bowser has taken pains to explain to residents her major proposed investments against the significant cuts, framing them as "shared sacrifices." In all, she proposed nearly $800 million in downtown investments -- including $520 million to revitalize Capital One Arena -- while at the same time proposing half a billion in cuts to city programs next fiscal year alone, including emergency rental assistance, legal aid for domestic violence victims and pay stipends for early childhood teachers.
All but roughly $141 million of the downtown investments comes from a separate pot of money, the capital budget, while city programs are funded through the more strapped operating budget. But Michael K. Fauntroy, director of the Race, Politics and Policy Center at George Mason University, said that distinction is not likely to change the political hurdle for Bowser: selling a long-term vision to revive downtown to residents wanting to know what's in it for them now, or 10 years from now. Early-childhood teachers have protested. Small-business leaders want more of the pie. Many see the big bucks for downtown as direct competition.
"This presents a really difficult quandary for the mayor," Fauntroy said, "because she's right: If downtown is bustling and you've got hotels that are packed and conventions and events and all that kind of stuff, there's a whole lot of revenue that can be utilized outside of downtown. ... But how do you sell that to people who want, and deserve, immediate impact?"
Jamila White, an advisory neighborhood commissioner in Anacostia who has pushed for more economic investment in the underserved Ward 8, said the downtown emphasis reminds her of a "trickle-down" approach with dubious results for other sectors of the city. "I would love to be proven wrong, but saying you have a great downtown you can go to -- that's still inaccessible for the rest of us over here," she said.
Bowser's pledge that the downtown investments will uplift all neighborhoods largely stems from the fact that the city's core has long been its economic engine. Economic activity downtown brings about $2.3 billion to the District's coffers each year, comprising about one-fourth of D.C.'s annual local fund revenue, according to the Downtown Action Plan released by her administration and downtown business leaders in February.
During remarks Thursday at an annual forum on the state of downtown, Bowser defended her administration's budget approach and said that it was "dangerous" to suggest different sectors of the District were in competition for resources. "The truth is, we have to do it all," the mayor told a crowd of business leaders.
"But I submit to you that we can't always do it all at the same time," she said, before adding, "If we see our values slide in the downtown, we can't invest in Ward 7 and Ward 8 and all the wards of the District of Columbia. It's important for us to do all government can do to stabilize the downtown."
Of late, while tourism and hospitality industries have shown strong rebounds, commercial vacancies have been a drag on revenue, and crime fears remain a challenge. Tracing the impetus of the aggressive downtown push, Gerren Price, president and CEO of the DowntownDC Business Improvement District, said at a meeting last week that vacancies in downtown were the worst since the early 1990s, back when D.C. was known as the murder capital and finances were out of whack. Office vacancies have reached 22 percent while a quarter of ground floor retail space is vacant, he said.
"That's alarming," he told the Committee of 100 on the Federal City, a D.C. urban planning group, during a forum last week on the future of downtown.

Storefronts, offices and restaurant spaces remain empty in D.C.'s Chinatown. (Marvin Joseph/The Washington Post)


Bowser made reinventing downtown the banner ambition in her third-term inaugural address last year, unveiling a goal to bring 15,000 people downtown by 2028 and more than 100,000 longer-term. She has insisted she remains committed to economic growth in other parts of the city, recently cutting the ribbon on several Anacostia developments. But the downtown focus has lately dominated her agenda. She's rolled out a Downtown Action Plan, a downtown housing plan, a downtown public realm plan. "Someone joked recently that we have enough downtown plans to create a PhD in urban planning," said Yesim Sayin, an economist who leads the D.C. Policy Center.
Bits and pieces of the many downtown plans appear in Bowser's proposed budget over the next five years. Aside from the half-billion for Capital One Arena, there's $63 million for tax incentives  to prompt developers to transform office buildings into apartments or other uses. There's another $68 million for streetscape projects such as the I Street Greenway and on Pennsylvania Avenue West. And another $64 million would expand a downtown homeless shelter. But there's also millions for shorter-term initiatives to try to draw more tourists and visitors, such as $5 million to prepare to host the WorldPride festival and $2.5 million to turn vacant storefronts into "pop-up" retail.
Sayin said the focus made sense -- and so did the budget cuts in her view, describing D.C.'s fiscal outlook as "very scary" without significant change. Putting the city's limited eggs in the downtown basket, she said, was the best bet to make a dent in the downward trends.
"I think the biggest return [on investment] is creating a downtown that's once again an engine of revenue growth," she said.
Council members have generally backed Bowser's investments in downtown -- even Robert C. White Jr. (D-At Large), her most vocal critic over her proposed $20 million cut to emergency rental assistance (ERAP). Still, White said, he understood why many residents he's hearing from could question how the city has big bucks for downtown while bracing for cuts. White said officials need to work harder to show residents citywide exactly "how investment in downtown will help them specifically" -- because for advocates for working-class families, a driving question is who benefits from a beautified and reinvented downtown?
"I'll tell you what -- it's not folks east of the river," said Niciah Mujahid, executive director of the Fair Budget Coalition, which pushes a tax increase on wealthier property owners to fulfill more of the "shared sacrifice."
The investments, Mujahid argued, are likely to draw wealthier tourists and transplants who already had the "class status" to live, work or visit downtown D.C. She rejected the idea that the investments would ultimately help other neighborhoods. "There's nothing about making folks come back to work downtown, having them buy sandwiches from Au Bon Pain at their lunch, that is going to increase the quality of life in Southeast. It doesn't work like that," Mujahid said. "There's nothing about investing in green space downtown that's going to fix the green space in Ward 8 or 7, or Ward 5."
Bowser faced some of the most intense pushback in the immediate aftermath of her budget presentation last month, as roughly 200 early-childhood teachers and parents gathered to protest her proposal to entirely eliminate the Early Childhood Educator Pay Equity Fund. Bowser had said she did not want to make the cut and only did so because Chief Financial Officer Glen Lee insisted that the city fully replenish a separate reserve fund. Nevertheless, the optics put Bowser in a political bind: Days before she presented the budget, she announced that the city would give Leonsis the half a billion dollars to renovate Capital One Arena.
"It's like they don't care about us -- it's more important that they have money for sports," Kristen Russi, a teacher at Adas Israel Congregation's early-childhood education center, said at the protest.
Council Chairman Phil Mendelson (D), who has defended Bowser, saying she was "forced" to make that cut, has vowed to restore the funds and ignore Lee's requirement.

D.C. Council member Charles Allen (D-Ward 6) (Craig Hudson for The Washington Post/For the Washington Post)


Council member Charles Allen (D-Ward 6) said Mendelson is going to have a "tough job" as lawmakers consider changes to Bowser's budget proposal ahead of their vote on the final version. "Nobody who's serious," he said, would try to undo every cut considering the fiscal circumstances. But he and council member Kenyan R. McDuffie (I-At Large) said they want to ensure small businesses in other commercial corridors get a fair slice of the pie -- for example, through the District's Main Streets program, which gives grants to small businesses in busy city arteries outside of downtown.
In fiscal 2024, for the first time since at least 2016, the city's 28 Main Streets organizations enjoyed a $1.3 million boost in funding that the groups say has substantially improved their ability to support small businesses across the city -- including those who want to expand their operations to downtown. But despite hope from small-business leaders that the increased funds would be sustained in Bowser's latest budget, the increase was nixed instead. The mayor said last week that Main Streets had been infused with one-time funding from the council and that her proposal is on par with previous investments.
"Don't get me wrong, I get the importance of revitalizing downtown, but I don't think you should do it at the detriment of other commercial corridors," said Babatunde Oloyede, president and CEO of the Marshall Heights Community Development Organization, which oversees the Pennsylvania Avenue East Main Street program. "Because of the challenges Ward 7 and Ward 8 face from an economic standpoint, I would argue that we need to have over-investment in these areas to get to a level playing field."
Bowser said last week that downtown's impact on city finances couldn't be compared to other commercial areas. "I would be careful to suggest that the type of investments we're making in corridors across the city and the transformative and catalytic investments in some of the downtown programs should be considered in the same way," she said.
Aiming to spotlight investments in her budget that will directly help small businesses, Bowser appeared Monday at one of the city's many Main Streets corridors: Rhode Island Avenue NE, where various businesses got a facelift thanks to city grants.
Michaela Blanchard, executive director of D.C. Squared, which oversees Rhode Island Avenue and Bladensburg Road main streets, said that with all the focus on downtown lately, it mattered to see the mayor spreading some of the love -- and investments -- in her area. Still, she said, she would still be advocating to maintain higher funds, "because it's needed."
"We just don't want to be forgotten," she said. "Obviously, this presence today shows we're not forgotten -- I just want to make sure we continue to have the same chances."
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RFK Stadium officially set to be demolished
The National Park Service has given the green light for the city to begin deconstructing the vacant stadium.
By Meagan Flynn | 2024-05-02

The National Park Service has cleared D.C. to begin demolishing what remains of RFK Stadium. (Marvin Joseph/The Washington Post)


It's time: The Robert F. Kennedy Memorial Stadium, simultaneously an endearing vault of decades of sports fan nostalgia and a rusting behemoth on the banks of the Anacostia River, is officially set for demolition.
The National Park Service gave the green light for the demolition in an announcement Thursday, saying that after evaluating the demolition's impact on the "natural, cultural and human environment," federal officials determined it was okay to proceed. Officials said in an April 29 report that demolishing the stadium would have "no significant impact" and that steps would be taken to "avoid and minimize negative effects."
The demolition has been a long time coming; D.C. officials for years have sought to take control of the vacant stadium and revitalize the 190-acre property -- possibly into a new stadium for the Washington Commanders.
In what kicked off a long goodbye for RFK, Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) and a cohort of D.C. luminaries and former Washington pro sports stars took a final step inside RFK in December 2022 to witness the removal of the last orange seats in the lower bowl. Deconstruction crews ripped out other furniture, fixtures and equipment and hauled away an accumulation of trash, debris and hazardous material, all in preparation for the anticipated demolition.
Now that the demolition finally coming, D.C. officials said, the city is closer to achieving its vision for a new RFK campus.
"We're excited that the process is moving forward and taking us one step closer to the District putting the land at RFK to a higher and better use that benefits our residents and communities," Nina Albert, Bowser's deputy mayor for planning and economic development, said in a statement.
Bowser has long said that she wants to build a new stadium at the RFK site for the Commanders, whose ownership is searching for a new home in the region, and turn the campus into a tax-revenue-generating mixed-use development complete with housing, retail and restaurants. But the federal government owns the land the stadium sits on, meaning D.C. needs congressional authorization to pursue a big new development on the site.
The city made progress toward clearing that hurdle this year, too, when the U.S. House passed bipartisan legislation that would give D.C. control of the site and allow for a broad spectrum of development, including a new stadium and commercial and residential uses. The bill must still pass the Senate, however.

RFK was the home of Washington sports teams and their fans for nearly six decades. (Jonathan Newton/The Washington Post)


In a news release, the National Park Service said it would next issue a permit to the District, which owns the actual stadium, to demolish it. Then NPS and the District will sign an agreement to confirm that any future use will follow 1950s-era regulations governing the site.
The demolition process is outlined in the "finding of no significant impact" document -- so here is what RFK's neighbors can expect: Just about everything except the parking lots is expected to go. First, the "steel structure will be deconstructed by lowering members to the ground piece-by-piece," the document says. "This will be followed by crushing the concrete structure into smaller sections that can be lowered to the ground." The building materials will be sorted for recycling, and the deconstructed concrete will be "crushed for use as backfill in connection with regrading the site."
Temporary noise, as well as temporary air emissions, were identified as some of the adverse impacts that will be monitored. "Demolition of the RFK Stadium will require the use of heavy equipment, and tractor trailer and tandem-axle dump trucks coming to the site on average 20 times per day, which will contribute to air emissions."
The Washington Post has sent inquiries to federal and D.C. officials regarding the demolition timeline but has not received replies.
So that the stadium is not totally erased, EventsDC, which manages the stadium, will coordinate with the Park Service to create commemorative signage, produce an oral history and document the stadium's unique place in D.C. history.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2024/05/02/rfk-stadium-demolition-dc/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Rebuilding Baltimore's Key Bridge expected to cost up to $1.9 billion
Rebuilding the Baltimore bridge destroyed by a container ship in March will cost between $1.7 billion and $1.9 billion, according to Maryland estimates.
By Michael Laris, Erin Cox | 2024-05-02

A view of the Dali cargo vessel, which crashed into the Francis Scott Key Bridge and caused it to collapse on March 26, in Baltimore on April 4. (Nathan Howard/Reuters)


Rebuilding the Baltimore bridge destroyed by a container ship in March will cost between $1.7 billion and $1.9 billion, according to Maryland estimates.
Officials are targeting fall 2028 for completing the new bridge, Maryland Transportation Secretary Paul J. Wiedefeld said in an interview.
The replacement for the Francis Scott Key Bridge, which originally opened in 1977, will be designed to meet modern safety standards and will not be vulnerable to collapse if a single component fails, Wiedefeld said. Its towers may also be placed farther apart to give ships a bigger buffer, he said.
Maryland officials said the cost estimates are in line with projects of a similar scale and complexity, including the Long Beach International Gateway Bridge in California, which opened in 2020 and cost about $1.5 billion. The Key Bridge replacement, like the Long Beach bridge, will be designed as a "cable-stayed" span, in which the bridge deck is held up by cables connected to towers.
The federal government stands to be repaid from insurance on the bridge, potentially to the tune of hundreds of millions of dollars, and could receive additional funds from legal proceedings against companies that are found to be responsible for the collision, Wiedefeld said.
The cost estimates and timeline come as a congressional delegation sets out Thursday to survey the wreckage and the stranded Singapore-flagged cargo ship Dali that created it after losing power and slamming into the bridge on March 26.
Rep. Tom Cole (R-Okla.), chair of the House Appropriations Committee, and Rep. Rosa DeLauro (D- Conn.), the committee's top Democrat, will be among the lawmakers on hand for a boat tour and briefing from Coast Guard and other officials overseeing the cleanup of debris blocking the main shipping channel to the Port of Baltimore, according to two people with direct knowledge of the event who requested anonymity because they were not authorized to discuss the visit, which is closed to the public.
A spokesperson for Cole did not immediately respond to a request for comment.
After surveying the disaster site last month, President Biden vowed not to rest "until the cement has dried on the entirety of a new bridge."
Biden said he intends to have the federal government cover the full cost of rebuilding the bridge -- "all of it," he said --and called on Congress to authorize that effort as soon as possible.
Some congressional Republicans have raised concerns over Biden's push for funding. Members of the House Freedom Caucus, a group of conservative lawmakers, are seeking concessions in exchange for any new funds for Baltimore.
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Crisis averted, fares hiked: What Metro's new budget means for riders
After threatening to shutter rail stations and bus lines, Metro has a new budget that avoids catastrophic service cuts. But it still comes at a cost to riders.
By Danny Nguyen | 2024-05-02

A new Metro rail car is shown during the Fleet of the Future event along D.C.'s National Mall on March 19. (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)


After months of financial challenges and threats to shutter rail stations and bus lines, Metro has a new budget that avoids catastrophic service cuts.
But it still comes at a cost to riders.
The transit agency's board passed a $4.8 billion budget last week for the coming fiscal year that will maintain rail and bus service levels but raise fares by 12.5 percent.
Here's how Metro got to this point, and what the budget will mean for riders.
As a tri-jurisdictional transit agency, Metro lacks a dedicated funding source, and D.C., Maryland and Virginia frequently quarrel over their share of investment in the transit system. In recent years, the funding gap ballooned as ridership collapsed during the pandemic and then federal relief funds expired.
In December, Metro warned that amid a $750 million deficit, it would close 10 rail stations and eliminate half its bus lines unless the region's jurisdictions substantially increased their funding.
Then, in February, the transit agency announced that the three jurisdictions had committed $480 million -- enough to stave off the cuts, though fare hikes would be necessary.
Still, Metro warned there could be funding hurdles in the coming years if the region doesn't establish dedicated funding for the system. On Wednesday, the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority, which oversees Metro, convened for the first time with a group of regional leaders to initiate plans for a long-term funding strategy. The group aims to release a draft plan in March and a final plan two to three months later.
Starting July 1, customers will experience a 12.5 percent fare increase, which Metro says keeps fares in line with inflation.
The maximum rail fare will increase from $6 to $6.75, and the base rail and bus fares will increase from $2 to $2.25. Late-night and weekend fares will rise from a $2 flat charge to between $2.25 and $2.50, depending on trip distance. MetroAccess, a paratransit service for people who cannot use bus and rail systems, will increase maximum fees from $4 to $4.50.
The cost of a monthly rail pass will increase by 12.5 percent, from between $64 and $192 (based on ride distance) to between $72 and $216.
Metro will also charge 5 cents an hour for bicycle lockers, up to $1 per day, replacing a system of annual leases. Parking fees will not change.
No bus or rail service will be eliminated, and most riders won't notice a difference in their commutes. Only Metrorail's Orange Line, which runs between New Carrollton and Vienna, will change slightly, arriving at stations every 12 minutes, up from 10 minutes currently. This matches the frequency of the Blue and Silver lines, which share tracks with the Orange Line through downtown D.C.
The budget will largely be used to maintain bus and rail service levels throughout the transit system and pay its roughly 12,000 employees.
Metro plans to purchase 256 new 8000-series rail cars, which will feature amenities like larger display screens, dedicated spaces for bicycles and luggage, and heated floors. The cars will replace the oldest cars in the fleet -- the 2000- and 3000-series cars, which date to the 1980s.
The transit agency will also continue to convert its bus fleet from gas and hybrid to electric, renovate its bus garages, and conduct maintenance for rail tracks and vehicles.
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As the bees swarm in D.C., he answers the call
Del Voss is a bee whisperer who chases after swarms of insects flying out of their winter homes and takes them to more hospitable places. 
By Anthony Rivera | 2024-05-02
Honeybees darted by Delwyn Voss's head as he stood on the roof of his rowhouse garage on Capitol Hill. Half a dozen came to rest on his shirt.
Suddenly, his smartphone rang.
It was a two-word message from the D.C. Beekeepers Alliance: "Get ready."
A swarm needed corralling.
Every year, just before the weather warms in the D.C. region, queens lay their eggs at the rate of 1,500 a day, overcrowding colonies. When the nectar begins flowing from spring flowers, thousands of bees fly out in search of a new home.  They swarm trees, buildings, parked cars -- anything that they can land on -- eliciting curses and screams from terrified people.
That's when folks like Voss, a member of the D.C. Beekeepers Alliance, get calls for help. Alliance volunteers  drop whatever they're doing to race to the site of a swarm. They sweep the queen and her colony into a box of corrugated plastic, then drive the insects to private hives owned by alliance members.
Voss, 58, didn't start out in life wanting to capture bees. Like many who come to D.C., he dreamed of working in Congress. But it never worked out, and the Iowa native instead became a business owner, operating the company that owns the wire service Washington Daybook.
Voss's father kept bees on the family farm, so Voss was familiar with their habits. About 15 years ago, his wife told him he needed a hobby, and a friend suggested he take up beekeeping, and so that's how Voss ended up racing downtown on a warm  afternoon after someone spotted a clump of bees outside the J. Edgar Hoover Building.
"It's perfect, Del," alliance member Antoinette Burnham had told him over the phone. "This is the one you want."
"Awesome," Voss said. "Thank you. I'm on my way."
"I sent you a picture. Get here soon. Bye."

Voss checks a swarm of bees outside the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Library. (Valerie Plesch for The Washington Post)


Voss popped his trunk, slipped on a yellow safety vest that said "Swarm Squad" on the back, and grabbed a roll of yellow caution tape. He walked to a sapling, expecting to find a ball of bees.
But only a few were left; most of the swarm had dissipated.
Another call came in, sending him to the People's Garden next to the Agriculture Department. He crawled past the crowds around the National Mall, double-parked along Jefferson Drive and got out. Then he cut in line at a hot-dog truck, explaining that he was collecting bee swarms and needed something quick to eat between calls.
"Excuse me. Has anyone seen a swarm of honeybees?" Voss shouted. He was greeted with blank stares and shaking heads.  His expression drooped slightly.
When he sees a swarm, Voss said wistfully, "it's like seeing a baby calf being born. As a farm boy, I've seen little baby animals be born -- lambs and calves and pigs and things -- and it's just special."

Swarms like these occur when the nectar begins flowing from spring flowers. (Valerie Plesch for The Washington Post)


The fourth call of the day mentioned a cloud of bees near the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Library in Chinatown. Voss jumped back into his car, the one with the DCHONEY license plates, and headed north.
The swarm, just steps from a bustling intersection, hung from a  branch like a large, dark T-shirt. A  loud, vibrating noise filled the air.
Then, the yellow and black mass thinned and seemed to melt away. The bees were leaving, drifting over the patio of a nearby restaurant.
Voss followed. Servers, busboys and diners hid inside the building. He addressed the people on the patio.
"They won't bother you, folks," he said, clearly enjoying the moment. "They're honeybees. They won't sting you."
"Hell, no," one man blurted as he sped from his table.
"Oh, my God. What is going on?" said a man with an eye patch, tilting his head to look up.
"Those are real bees?" a woman asked.
The cloud landed on the knob of a tree branch. The bees were too high for Voss to reach. So, he chatted with onlookers and shot a video for his 2,100 Instagram followers.
It was 5 p.m., almost five hours after he'd started bee-chasing. His window to find them was closing.
He had hoped to corral a swarm, getting cheers and thanks and maybe another video for his followers. But in the end, the day wasn't only about collecting bees. It was about helping people react calmly to a biblical-like event.
"I'm disappointed," he said, "but the bees are going to be just fine without us."
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Virginia state Sen. Ghazala F. Hashmi joins race for lieutenant governor
The former literature professor and Indian immigrant is the fourth Democrat -- and the first woman -- to seek the Democratic nomination.
By Laura Vozzella | 2024-05-02

Virginia state Sen. Ghazala F. Hashmi (D-Chesterfield) is seeking the Democratic nomination for lieutenant governor. (Steve Helber/AP)


RICHMOND -- Virginia state Sen. Ghazala F. Hashmi will announce Thursday that she is seeking the Democratic nomination for lieutenant governor in her party's June 2025 primary.
A former literature professor and community college administrator, Hashmi (Chesterfield) became the first Muslim in the Virginia Senate and the first Muslim woman in either chamber after flipping a redrawn suburban Richmond district in 2019.
In an interview Wednesday with The Washington Post, Hashmi, 59, said her ability to unseat a well-funded Republican that year is part of what sets her apart from the crowded Democratic field. She also noted that, at least so far, she is the only woman in the race. The other candidates are Prince William County School Board Chairman Babur B. Lateef, state Sen. Aaron R. Rouse (D-Virginia Beach) and Richmond Mayor Levar Stoney.
"As we've seen across the country, and certainly here in Virginia, the issues that are really propelling voters are focused around women's issues," she said, ticking off examples such as "reproductive justice," child care and paid family leave. "Those issues are going to be absolutely top of mind for so many voters in Virginia, and as the only woman in the race, I speak to those issues very clearly and directly."
Virginia's lieutenant governorship is a part-time, largely ceremonial job with only two constitutionally mandated duties: presiding over the state Senate and assuming the governorship in the event the incumbent dies or leaves office before their term is up. It pays just $36,321 a year.
But the office is always highly sought after as a steppingstone to the Executive Mansion, in part because Virginia does not allow its governors to serve back-to-back terms. Because the lieutenant governor has the power to break most tie votes, the position has become more critical in recent years, with control of the Senate closely divided.
The post is expected to be open, with Lt. Gov. Winsome Earle-Sears (R) widely expected to seek the GOP nomination to succeed Gov. Glenn Youngkin (R). Earle-Sears is likely to face Attorney General Jason S. Miyares (R) in the GOP gubernatorial primary, but no Republican has announced plans to run for governor or lieutenant governor.
U.S. Rep. Abigail Spanberger (Va.) is the only Democrat seeking the gubernatorial nomination. Stoney, the Richmond mayor, announced a run for governor late last year but switched to the lieutenant governor's race last week.
Hashmi, who was reelected to a second four-year Senate term in November, will kick off her campaign Thursday evening with a gathering at a private home in Richmond.
She said she does not view the post as a launchpad to the governorship, but as a way to expand her role in Richmond's upper chamber, where Democrats have a 21-19 edge.
"It is really the LG position that's attractive to me," she said. "I really enjoy being a member of the chamber and being a part of the procedures and discussion and debate that we have."
Yet Hashmi said she would like to reshape the position to function as a "bridge" between the Executive Mansion and the Capitol.
"I've spent five sessions now in the General Assembly and I've seen how it's really, really challenging to push critical and progressive legislation through, and it's time to fight," she said. "We need someone who's going to be able to not just serve as president of the Senate and break some ties, but someone who is actively engaged in the role of the lieutenant governor and is able to work as an effective bridge between the executive branch and the General Assembly, someone who has established collegial relationships with a variety of Senate colleagues, including people across the aisle."
Hashmi was born in India and moved with her family at age 4 to the United States, where her father taught political science at Georgia Southern University. She eventually earned an undergraduate degree there in English.
While working on her PhD in American literature at Emory University in Atlanta in 1987, Hashmi got involved in civil rights marches in Forsyth County, northeast of Atlanta. At the time, the county hadn't had any Black residents since White people violently drove them out in 1912.
She and her husband moved as newlyweds in 1991 to the Richmond area, where she spent 30 years as a professor, first at the University of Richmond and later Reynolds Community College. At Reynolds, she also served as the founding director of the Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning.
She said her experience with the community college system has special relevance to the race given the role it plays in advancing economic mobility, particularly for working women with children, who represent the largest population of community college students.
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D.C.-area forecast: Summery heat today before a much cooler and showery weekend
Highs near 90 today will challenge records.
By David Streit | 2024-05-02

A warm morning on the Potomac River near Key Bridge on Wednesday. (Jeannie in D.C./Flickr)


A somewhat subjective rating of the day's weather, on a scale of 0 to 10.
6/10: It may be May but it's okay to say this heat display is more like a July day.
I hesitate to call this a summerlike day since we lack any significant humidity, but many spots could see 90 degrees for the second time this week. Record highs are possible across the area. Cooler air funnels in from northeast tomorrow, and showers drop readings back to spring levels over the weekend.
Today (Thursday): Very few clouds pay a visit today and temperatures ratchet up at a quick pace. Highs in the upper 80s to lower 90s beg for some breeze, but it is lacking. Humidity levels are blessedly low (dew points in the 50s). Confidence: High
Tonight: Clear skies hold, allowing a good view of the crescent moon and Saturn on the eastern pre-dawn horizon. However, that means being up by 5 a.m. as sunrise is now nearly 6 a.m. Overnight lows are mainly in the upper 50s and lower 60s. Confidence: High
Follow us on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram for the latest weather updates. Keep reading for the forecast through the weekend...
Tomorrow (Friday): Sunshine starts the day, but a cool front crossing the Midwest begins to send clouds our way by afternoon with a near overcast by sunset. Highs range from the mid-70s to lower 80s as east winds bring some cooling in from the Atlantic. Confidence: Medium-High
Tomorrow night: Clouds thicken and a few light showers may help settle the pollen after midnight. Light east winds persist and lows range through the 50s. Confidence: Medium-High
Clouds dominate Saturday, but showers are still very limited in scope until overnight when more widespread rain develops. Highs only reach the low to mid-60s with lows that night in the low to mid-50s. Confidence: Medium-High
Showers remain active Sunday and then should taper off overnight. Much of the area could end up with an inch of rain or more, which would pep up all the blooming in the area. Highs are only in the mid- to upper 60s and lows drop to the mid- to upper 50s. Confidence: Medium-High
Clouds remain plentiful Monday and a few showers are still possible. Highs manage to warm up to the low to mid-70s. Confidence: Medium
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Body of fifth Baltimore bridge victim has been recovered, authorities say
The victim, one of six construction workers who died when the Key Bridge collapsed, was identified as Miguel Angel Luna Gonzalez, 49, of Glen Burnie, Md.
By Rachel Pannett | 2024-05-02

Miguel Luna and his wife, Carmen, in a photograph that was placed at a memorial near the collapsed bridge. (Hadley Green/The Washington Post)


Authorities said Wednesday they have recovered the body of a fifth construction worker from the site of the Baltimore bridge collapse.
Dive teams recovered the body of Miguel Angel Luna Gonzalez, 49, inside a red truck -- one of the construction vehicles that had been missing since the Francis Scott Key Bridge collapse in March.
The truck was located by Unified Command salvage teams, the group of agencies managing the response to the bridge collapse said in a statement.
"We remain dedicated to the ongoing recovery operations while knowing behind each person lost in this tragedy lies a loving family," said Col. Roland L. Butler Jr., superintendent of the Maryland Department of State Police. "Along with our local, state and federal partners, we ask that everyone extend their deepest sympathies and support to the families during this difficult time."
Authorities said previously that six construction workers who had been repairing potholes on the Key Bridge -- including Luna -- were believed to have been killed after a ship crashed into the span, collapsing it.
Luna had worked for the construction company, Brawner Builders, for about 15 years, his family said at the time.

After the Key Bridge collapsed, community members in Glen Burnie, Md., built a makeshift memorial where people gather every day, from morning to night.


His son, Marvin Luna, previously told The Washington Post that he knew his father was on the bridge on the night of the incident, but did not know it had collapsed until friends called him.
He immediately called his father's phone, but received no response as he waited at home in Glen Burnie, Md., for any news.
At a memorial site near the bridge to honor the construction workers who lost their lives, a wooden cross was set up with Miguel Luna's personal belongings -- including his construction uniform and work boots, a photo of Luna and his wife, Carmen, and the flag of his native El Salvador.
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A teen's body was found in Virginia. His family is devastated and angry.
After Maryland teenager Jason Abarca went missing in December, his family pleaded for the police and the public to see him as more than a fugitive.
By Theresa Vargas | 2024-05-01

Jason Abarca carries the casket of older brother Korey Platt. (Family photo)


When I spoke to Jason Abarca's mother in December, she wanted the police and the public to see her son as a person who was missing and not as a fugitive who was on the run.
She wanted them to look beyond his alleged crimes and recognize the anguish that led up to them.
She wanted them to find him.
"I just feel so helpless," Jennifer Soto told me at the time. "We just sit at home and wonder, 'What can we do?' I feel guilty for even just sitting at home in a warm house knowing my son could be out in the middle of the woods somewhere dying or dead."
On Monday, more than four months after the 19-year-old from Maryland was last seen alive, his family received a call telling them that a body believed to belong to Abarca was found in a tree in a densely wooded area of Frederick County, Va.
That call left the family devastated. It also left them angry because it confirmed what they had long suspected and why they had repeatedly pleaded with authorities to keep searching that area -- the teenager hadn't made it far from where he crashed a car.
The treatment that missing persons cases get across the country can vary greatly. When some people disappear, phones buzz with alerts, authorities hold news conferences, and the public's concern keeps the pressure at a level that ensures searches are launched and sustained. When others go missing, families are left on their own to plead for help.
Abarca's case shows how isolating and frustrating cases can be for those families, the ones whose missing person doesn't fit an easy narrative or the image of an ideal victim. On Dec. 13, according to a police account, Abarca took his mother's rental SUV from their Maryland home, drove to Virginia and crashed on a ramp connecting Interstate 81 to Berryville Avenue in Winchester. He then attempted to carjack a vehicle nearby before fleeing and stealing a car at knifepoint from a woman at a McDonald's, according to police. He then crashed that car, too.
Soto and her husband, Benito Soto, don't deny that any of that may have happened. But context matters, and the reason they initially spoke to me about his case (and I told you about it in a previous column) was because they wanted people to know the full story. Months before the teenager took off in that rental SUV, an older brother, Korey Platt, a captain in the Army, died by suicide. As relatives tell it, the loss left Abarca struggling to cope. They believe that when he disappeared, he was in the middle of a mental health crisis that was exacerbated by his taking too much Adderall, a medication he was prescribed.
Family members shared that information with police officials in hopes that it would change how they saw him as they searched for him. Benito Soto said the months that followed were instead filled with reminders that authorities were looking for a criminal who might be hiding, and not a young man who would have called home if he could.
Soto said that on March 11, officers with the U.S. Marshals Service showed up at the Baltimore home of Abarca's older brother and demanded to search the place. When questioned why they were there, they said they were looking for Jason and were sent by the Winchester Police Department, he said.
On April 3, a photo of Abarca appeared on the Winchester Police Department's Facebook page. "Wanted Fugitive," the post read, followed by a description of the events of Dec. 13 and a list of the charges he faced: one felony count of carjacking, two felony counts of attempted carjacking and two misdemeanor counts of destruction of property.
Most of the comments that followed -- which the family read -- were cruel. Many were also racist. Those commenters took issue with him being described as White. One comment read, "And I'm Michael Jordan." Another called him "a punk and a criminal."
One commenter, though, noted that he was someone's child and his death would mean his mom lost two sons. "Context is incredibly important and there's too much nuance in life for generalized statements without evaluating all of the facts," that comment read. "... If he is found he will be tried for his crimes, but it is nobody else's job but our judicial system's to judge him. Before plastering someone's photo and then crucifying them for their absolute worst moments, I really urge everyone to pause. Are you more than your worst moments?"
Soto said the Winchester Police Department handled the case poorly from the beginning and throughout. Meanwhile, he praised officers with the Frederick County Sheriff's Office for finding Abarca's body. The family had searched near that area but couldn't return whenever they wanted because signs warned against trespassing, Soto said.
Winchester Police Chief Amanda R. Behan said in a statement she sent me that the department is "committed to investigating every case thoroughly, including this one."
"We understand that this is a challenging time for the Abarca family and we are here to support them throughout the process," she said. She described the Winchester Police Department and the Frederick County Sheriff's Office as working "hand in hand" during the search. She said the police department "deployed multiple assets, including the Department's specialized Investigations Unit and Community Resource Team, and executed several search warrants."
"Our heart goes out to the Abarca family and all other families dealing with a missing loved one," she said.
The Frederick County Sheriff's Office in a public post announced the discovery of the body and said that because of the condition, the medical examiner's office will have to work with the Virginia Department of Forensic Science to make an identification. That post contained a statement from Sheriff Lenny Millholland: "Whatever crime this young man may or may not have committed in an adjoining jurisdiction, there is a family hurting over his disappearance and looking for him. If he was last in our county, we owe it to everyone involved to provide whatever assistance and answers that we can."
Soto said his family has many questions. He said they don't know how his body was positioned in the tree. He said they were told only that his leg was found in a part that split into a V and that his body was below that. The family suspects he was placed there. From the call records they requested and received, they know he was being followed by several people, including one who said he was armed and not scared.
Soto said the family wants to see the case receive an independent investigation. They also want to see people held accountable.
"It's completely destroyed us," Soto said of the disappearance and the months that followed. "Jennifer has been a zombie, just constantly crying day in and day out, day in and day out. ... As far as Jason resting now, that brings some closure. But it's not enough."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2024/05/01/jason-abarco-missing-teen-found/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



He was almost off probation in a murder case. Then a judge saw his videos.
Citing social media posts in which the teenager rapped about drugs and violence, a Prince George's County judge declined to release him from juvenile court supervision.
By Jasmine Hilton | 2024-05-02

Teenager's probation extended during hearing on second-degree murder (iStock)


A 16-year-old from D.C., who at age 12 was charged with murder in the fatal shooting of a 13-year-old outside a Dave & Buster's in Capitol Heights, Md., appeared in court Wednesday to determine whether his indefinite probation should come to an end.
The Maryland Department of Juvenile Services recommended that a judge close his case "successfully" in juvenile court, saying he had behaved satisfactorily over the past three years and met the conditions of his probation.
Then prosecutors asked a question: Would a recent history of disturbing social media activity by the youth change the agency's recommendation?
That led to an argument over social media posts and music videos, which prosecutors discovered about a week before the hearing. Prosecutors said they show the teen rapping about gun violence, drug use and other criminal activity. The posts prompted Prince George's County Circuit Court Judge Wytonja L. Curry to continue the boy's probation and order an updated psychological exam.
"His music has demonstrated these are things he has not dealt with," Curry said. The Washington Post typically does not identify criminal defendants who are charged as juveniles.
The victim was 13-year-old King Edward Douglas. For his mother, Ja'Ka McKnight, who has become a community advocate with other grieving mothers, the judge's decision was a relief.

King Edward Douglas, 13, was fatally shot in Capitol Heights, Md., on April 17, 2021. The teen charged in his death had his probation extended Wednesday. (Family photo)


"It would've been better if he would have been in jail, of course, and held with more accountability," McKnight said after the ruling. "To know that this judge sided with us today, it makes me feel better than the last hearings that I've witnessed."
King, an eighth-grader at Kettering Middle School in Upper Marlboro, Md., who aspired to be a video game developer, was fatally shot April 17, 2021, after a dispute broke out between two groups at the Ritchie Station Marketplace shopping center, according to authorities. He now has a street named in his honor in Prince George's.
In 2021, according to county police department data, at least 13 juveniles were arrested on murder charges and 11 juveniles were slain. Juvenile homicide arrests then dropped, with 12 in 2022 and seven in 2023. This year, as of April 22, there had been five.
Youth crime remains a top concern in the county. A 14-year-old and a 16-year-old were arrested this week in a shooting at a Greenbelt park that left five teens wounded.
The youth who fatally shot King was found "involved" (the juvenile court term for "guilty") in second-degree murder and was placed on probation, prosecutors said. According to the Department of Juvenile Services, he has participated in anger management and family counseling and will be heading into 11th grade soon.
Defense lawyer Kimberly Righter argued that the teen has followed the rules at home. While the music videos were "immature" and "stupid," she said, they were not a direct attack on King's family and should not count against the teen's progress under the juvenile system's supervision, she said.
Assistant State's Attorney Lynn Celestin-Antonin argued otherwise. Last week, Celestin-Antonin said, a private Instagram account was discovered, referencing a Threads account and a YouTube channel with multiple videos linked to the teen.
On the accounts, she said, the boy "boasts proudly" about shootings and gun violence, taunting the victim's family with lyrics about making "the victim famous by putting him on Fox and in a box."
"The respondent, in his own words, has treated probation like a joke," Celestin-Antonin said.
Curry also ordered the teen to be limited in his postings on social media, including no mention of underage drinking and gun violence.
"My son is already gone, I can't save my son," McKnight said to the judge before her ruling. "But I can save somebody else's child."
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PM Update: Pleasant this evening and tonight, with another try at 90 Thursday
D.C. just barely missed 90 earlier in the week. We'll give it a go again tomorrow. 
By Ian Livingston | 2024-05-01

Blue sky and sunshine over Florida Avenue in D.C. (Robert Lintott/Flickr)


Today ended up quite pleasant. A sometimes-gusty wind added to the flavor rather than sullying it. Above-average highs of 80 to 85 continue but are more comfortable than recent days. The heat gets turned up again tomorrow, as 90 or higher threatens to make another appearance.
Listen to our daily D.C. forecasts: Apple Podcasts | Amazon Echo | More options
Through tonight: It's a winner of an evening and nice overnight. With lower humidity hanging around, you might be tempted to leave the windows open. Near 60 to mid-60s is a good bet for lows.
Tomorrow (Thursday): Plan on near wall-to-wall sun throughout the day. D.C. missed 90 by a degree Monday. So, we'll give it another go. Given the anticipated ample sun and west wind -- which is often a warm wind -- highs near or a touch past 90 seem likely.
See Dan Stillman's forecast through the weekend. And if you haven't already, join us on Facebook and follow us on X and Instagram. For traffic news, check out Gridlock.
Pollen update: Tree pollen is high at 508.63 grains per cubic meter of air, which is up compared with yesterday. Grass pollen is moderate/high at 10.54 grains.
Thursday records: Record highs are within reach again tomorrow. Right now, all the major local climate observation locations appear on track to be close.
Record highs were set at Washington Dulles International Airport on Monday (91) and Tuesday (88). Baltimore set a record high of 92 on Monday. Below are the current records for Thursday.

Forecast highs from the Weather Service for Thursday. (Weatherbell.com)


Want our 5 a.m. forecast delivered to your email inbox? Subscribe here.
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We predict a muggy May in D.C. area with warm weather, plenty of rain
It was the 10th-warmest April on record in the D.C. area, but rainfall was below normal.
By Matt Rogers | 2024-05-02

The sun rises Tuesday behind the Capitol, as viewed from the Tidal Basin. (Jeannie In D.C./Flickr)


May has kicked off feeling more like June, and it may well seem like the weather has fast-forwarded ahead for most of the upcoming month.
Our outlook for May projects that temperatures will be about 2 to 5 degrees higher than normal, with an average temperature between 69 and 72 degrees (the record-warmest May average is 73.2 degrees, from 2015).
We're calling for about 4 to 4.5 inches of rain, slightly above the norm of 3.92 inches. The National Weather Service projects we should pick up about a quarter of that in the first week.
While you may be thinking, "If it's this hot now, just wait until this summer," May is historically a poor predictor of the season ahead. We've experienced very warm May weather ahead of both cool and hot summers. Nonetheless, our warmer-than-normal spring weather to date is forecast to persist in the coming weeks.
The latest computer models for the first half of May project a dip in the jet stream in the West, which tends to result in warm, humid air being pumped northward to the Eastern United States:

The American, left, and European, right, modeling systems project conditions that will be warmer (top) and wetter (bottom) than normal during the first half of May. (StormVistaWxModels.com) 


Longer-range models for the back half of May are showing less warmth, but they still lean toward a wetter-than-normal pattern.
Despite toasty conditions this week (highs are predicted to be near 90 again Thursday!), the relaxation of the warm pattern should keep this May from being the hottest on record.

The American, left, and European, right, modeling systems project conditions that will be near normal (top) and wetter than normal (bottom) during the second half of May. (StormVistaWxModels.com) 


The very warm end to April boosted the month's average temperature to 60.5 degrees, which is 2.3 degrees higher than normal and the 10th-warmest on record.
Our dry second half of the month held rainfall to only 2.06 inches, which was 1.15 inches drier than normal.
On April 1, we correctly projected the temperature would average between 60 and 62 degrees, but our forecast rainfall of 4 to 5 inches was much too high.
Here is how the month played out:

(NOAA)


All of April's records were set at the month's end. Baltimore hit a record high of 92 on Monday, surpassing the previous mark of 91 from 1974. Dulles International Airport set record highs on both Monday and Tuesday, reaching 91 and 88 degrees (surpassing the marks of 89 from 2017 and 86 from 1974, respectively).
This year, so far, is the fourth-warmest on record through April. All but one of the top five warmest years to date are from 2012 or later.

(NOAA)


Despite the rainfall deficit in April, this year so far still has a precipitation surplus. We are running about 5 inches wetter than last year up to this point:

(NOAA)
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He found Derby glory with California Chrome. They reunited on FaceTime.
California Chrome, winner of the 2014 Kentucky Derby, airlifted Art Sherman's career from good and happy to beyond his dreams and on to wonderland.
By Chuck Culpepper | 2024-05-02

Art Sherman trained California Chrome, who won the 2014 Kentucky Derby. (Ariana Drehsler for The Washington Post) 


SAN DIEGO -- Now came time for the racehorse and the trainer to attempt a reunion with the Pacific Ocean between them. Reunion would have to come by FaceTime, from Japan to California. It would come last September, and it would require the indispensable help of a "Chromie," that term for fans of California Chrome, the magical horse of proletariat breeding who won the Kentucky Derby 10 years ago, then sprinkled fine mirth across the Triple Crown until the Belmont Stakes proved one test too far.
The Chromie, Marianne Malczewski, held up the phone from the farm about an hour from Sapporo, and the oldest trainer to win a Kentucky Derby, Art Sherman, held a phone in his San Diego home where he's retired and 87 and waking up later than ever -- even 7 a.m. sometimes! -- and walking two dogs and joining his wife of 64 years, Faye, at the occasional neighborhood block party.
The attempt at reunion might answer some questions.
Do horses do FaceTime?
Will a racehorse who won $14.75 million, the Derby, the Preakness and the Dubai World Cup, who finished third and second in Breeders' Cup Classics and who was horse of the year twice even bother with FaceTime?
What a path they had taken from spring 2013, when the colt of the $8,000 mare and the $2,500 sire arrived at the Hollywood Park barn of Sherman, a former jockey turned trainer, with a smallish operation and a discerning approach that saw quality but not fame.  "He had the right conformation and the right look to him, and seemed smart," Sherman recalled in late April from his living room couch. "Then he adapted pretty fast after that, you know, training-wise. He wasn't hard to train. He liked to do his work, and he was an eager beaver, which is always good in a racehorse."
He would win nine times in graded stakes races while running from 2013 to 2016, causing Sherman to sit years later and epitomize the mystery of the sport when he said, "I never thought that he'd be the horse he turned out to be."

California Chrome won the Kentucky Derby and the Preakness Stakes, but fell short at the Belmont Stakes. (Morry Gash/AP Photo) 



"I never thought that he'd be the horse he turned out to be," Art Sherman said of California Chrome. (Garry Jones/AP Photo) 


He blossomed to elite as he tore through the California Derby-prep season and arrived in Louisville an underdog in life but a favorite in the country's most humongous race. Then he filled the Shermans' week with friends they knew they had and friends they didn't know they had and microphones every time Art turned around. He got Sherman into the position of incurring morsels of second-guessing because he didn't work the horse during the week, of which Sherman speaks a fine bromide of life: "You've always got to have a knock or two against you."
Then California Chrome arrived at the top of the stretch situated neatly in third before pouncing to an airy lead and doling to his humans a feeling words cannot convey as Sherman, the trainer who would go 1-0-0 lifetime in the Kentucky Derby, felt his old jockey feelings rekindle in the stands. Then the Shermans and California Chrome's unpretentious owners headed for the winner's circle through the masses as, Sherman says now, "If you didn't have the highway patrolmen leading the way, I don't think I'd have made it down there!"
Then the horse who relished competition kept filling the Shermans' lives with memories and their glassed living-room cabinet with coveted baubles. Through 27 races and 16 wins, he airlifted Sherman's career from good and happy to beyond his dreams and on to wonderland.
He allowed Sherman's life a dumbfounding set of travel extremes: He's the same person who, as an aspiring jockey at 18, rode in a boxcar five days from Los Angeles to Miami with eventual 1955 Kentucky Derby winner Swaps, with water spitting into Sherman's face whenever Swaps would dip into one of his water buckets, and then, at 78 and 79, rode Emirates to Dubai up front where the water came from the onboard shower. "I said to Faye, 'They ruined me as far as airplanes; now they put you in like cattle!' " Sherman says.
All the while, California Chrome shouted a lesson to anyone willing to hear: The world teems with skilled horsemen and horsewomen whose names we never learn as they toil morning upon morning.
"I always thought about that, you know, being a former rider, riding for [trainers]," Sherman says, "and I said, 'Gee, they always had them good claiming horses, good leg men, conditioners,' you know, but just never had that opportunity to have a great horse. So I always thought I was fortunate enough to do that and, you know, always thought that I was lucky, really lucky, to come up with California Chrome in my barn. A $2,500 mare and a $1,500 stud fee. You know, what's your chance of doing that now?"

Art Sherman lives in Southern California, in a home filled with trophies and mementos. (Ariana Drehsler / for The Washington Post) 


He says: "It's a lot of pressure when they get $2 million for a horse. I don't care what they say. You know there's added pressure. There was never added pressure for me, you know, knowing that he was a ham-and-egger that made it. You know what I mean? Just one of them guys that slipped through the cracks, just got lucky, he turned out to be one of those horses that you always dream of, the poor people in this game, you know what I mean? How do you get one like that now? ... Look at the sheikhs and stuff -- they can't buy a horse to win the Derby. It's killing them, too. You talk to [Sheikh] Mohammed [of Dubai], he says, 'You know I have never won the Derby.' I say, 'A lot of people have never won the Derby, who thought they would.' It's not the easiest race in the world to try and win."
Malczewski, the Chromie who provided the FaceTime assist, saw that win, the lone Derby she has witnessed in person. She kept visiting California Chrome at his races and thereafter, taking him Mrs. Pastures cookies for horses when he lived in Kentucky until he seemed to equate her voice with the promise of treats. He took her global as well, over the Pacific for her first trip overseas. In one of those cases of friendships formed over shared fondness for certain horses, Malczewski, who is from near Buffalo, would join a friend from Kansas City and a friend from San Francisco in traveling to Japan, where California Chrome has resided in stud since early 2020, a relocation from Kentucky that caused Sherman some melancholy.
They traveled to California Chrome's current residence, and they started with the tour, and they found him in his swell digs with his head in the hay until her voice found its familiar refrain, "Chrome, I'm back!" whereupon, she said, "His head popped up like, 'I know those words.' "
He got the cookies, and soon she got out the FaceTime.
In San Diego by then, Sherman coped with his second year of retirement. He does not golf. He does not make stuff. His thumb is not green. He does walk the dogs, and he does let loose his ready and lengthy laugh. He fields calls from sons Steve and Alan, and he treats the former, a trainer, to his vivid observations. ("You can't win by going 10 wide! Tell them jocks to sit down and save the ground!")
Old jockey injuries, such as the one to the collarbone, flare up sometimes. "Most of my friends have passed away," he says, "and owners. I've outlived all my owners." He appreciates California's horse safety push as helping deter "the bad apples," he said, but he disliked some of the rigors therein, as in, "I said, 'God almighty! I've been working for 40 years; now I've got to go to a class to learn!' " He misses the track ecosystem, and he really, really misses the horses. "I'm finally accepting retirement," he says. "I'm not loving it, but I'm accepting it -- let's put it that way."

"He wasn't hard to train," Art Sherman said of California Chrome. "He liked to do his work, and he was an eager beaver, which is always good in a racehorse, you know." (Ariana Drehsler / for The Washington Post) 


He can't believe it has been 10 years, and now an old friend with a long face appeared on FaceTime from Japan, and a sport long on complication distilled to one of its original strands of magic: that kinship from species to species.
"And it was the darnedest thing, too," Sherman says, "because I yelled, 'Hey, Chrome!' And he looked at me. He went like that" -- Sherman stirred and contorted his face at this point -- "like he knew my voice, you know what I mean? And I said, 'Oh, wow, he still remembers me, you know.' "
"Oh, yeah," Malczewski said. "His head looked right at the phone like: 'Where are you? I hear you, but where are you?' "
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How Jayson Werth ended up owning a horse that could win the Kentucky Derby
Jayson Werth is living a second life in thoroughbred racing, and he's already got a 3-year-old in Saturday's Kentucky Derby. 
By Barry Svrluga | 2024-05-01

Kentucky Derby hopeful Dornoch, whose owners include Jayson Werth, is bathed at Churchill Downs. (Special to the Courier Journal by Pat McDonogh.) 


Jayson Werth walked Wednesday morning along the backstretch at Churchill Downs, drinking it in. The spires were off in the distance. The Kentucky Derby was three days away. In the coming hour, his horse was going to take to the track.
Is this real?
"I'm new to this," he said by phone. "But I've done some things in horse racing, enough to notice that this is kind of the equivalent of going from the regular season straight to the World Series. You can already tell everything's different. Just the amount of people, the energy, the uptick and just the overall -- I don't know -- giddiness of everybody."
Include Werth in the giddiness. His 15-year major league career ended after the 2017 season with the Washington Nationals. He won a World Series with the Philadelphia Phillies in 2008, became an all-star, and is still a symbol of the Nationals transforming into serious contenders because he signed a seven-year, $126 million deal before Washington had even sniffed the postseason.
He produced one of the franchise's signature moments -- a walk-off homer to conclude an epic 13-pitch at-bat and extend the 2012 National League Division Series against the St. Louis Cardinals. His name is rightfully in the Nationals' Ring of Honor.
But that's his old job. At 44, he is fully immersed in his new one: owning racehorses. The competitive juices he funneled into baseball for the entirety of his life are now directed toward his horses, including Dornoch, the 3-year-old colt who will start from the first gate in Saturday's Kentucky Derby.

Jayson Werth with the 3-year-old colt Dornoch at Churchill Downs. (Courtesy of Jayson Werth) 


"In ways that you can't even imagine," Werth said. "I mean, it is the only thing that I can do at this point in my life that has any relevance to what I did for so long. And then the day of the race that your horse is running, the nerves -- I mean, I never got nervous for baseball. I had a job to do, and I knew I was going to do it.
"But this? You know, the hair on the back of your neck stands up. When they're running, and they're coming down the front straightaway, there's so much at stake -- even in like an $8,000 claiming race in Tampa on a Wednesday. The emotions, they're so high. It's the only thing I can do where I feel those emotions that I did when I was playing, the competitive juices. You want to win so bad."
This has all happened incredibly quickly for Werth. A couple of years ago, he had completed a round of golf with some buddies and had retired to the clubhouse. The friends gathered around the television and began watching a race -- intently. This was, say, a Tuesday at like 1 p.m. Werth's reaction: "This can't be live."
He was told it was, that horses race on all days of the week in all months of the year. One of the golf buddies, a guy named Rich Averill, explained he had a horse in the race on TV. Turns out he had been in the business for 25 years.
"I'm suddenly, instantly intrigued -- hooked," Werth said. "I'll never forget it. And I just start asking him all the same questions that you're asking me right now."
There are ways for a person to dip a toe into horse racing. Some horses are owned by conglomerates, and stakeholders can buy a fraction of a percent of a thoroughbred. By comparison, Werth dove in -- initially with Averill, but now with a variety of partners. He has made investments into as many as 30 horses at one time -- and he's not just dabbling. He goes to sales. He researches bloodlines.

Dornoch prepares for the Kentucky Derby. (Andy Lyons/Getty Images) 


The early returns are good. His Two Eight Racing LLC -- a nod to his old uniform number of 28 -- owns 10 percent of Dornoch and 25 percent of Drip, another 3-year-old that had been on a path to the Derby before being scratched from a race in March. Wednesday morning, he dropped in on R Harper Rose, a filly he owns that will race in Friday's Eight Belles Stakes.
"Oooh, she looks good," he said. "She walks good."
But as he drove from one barn to another along the backside of Churchill Downs, Werth was keenly aware of two things: how much he still has to learn about his new business, and how unlikely it is for him to be spending the first Saturday in May rooting for one of his own horses in the sport's marquee event when he's been in the game for what amounts to half a second.
"It's the sport of kings," Werth said. "People dump millions of dollars every year into horses just to try to get into the Derby. So people are like, 'Wait. You've been doing this for two years and you've already got a horse in the Derby? People do this their whole lives and have never gotten a horse in the Derby.'
"And I'm like, 'Yeah, I know. I know. It's not lost on me.' What we've been a part of here is insane."
As Werth made his way from barn to barn with his wife, Julia, he stopped our conversation from time to time to say hi to familiar faces in his new world. While the sport has replaced many of the feelings he used to get from baseball, he has also noticed a stark difference: The people who own horses are part of a tight community who, by and large, tug on the same rope.
Werth has sent some of his young horses to Julie Davies, who has a stake in Derby contender Catalytic, for early training known as "pinhooking." He is partners in other horses with the people who own Honor Marie, who will start from the seventh position Saturday. He is early in his horse-racing career. The bonds have already formed.
"It's like you're all in it together," Werth said. "You know what's at stake. You know what can happen. You kind of pull for each other.
"It's not like in other sports, where you're like, [screw] those guys. I don't ever have to play the Mets, you know?"

Jayson Werth and Doroch share a moment at Keeneland. (Courtesy of Jayson Werth) 


Dornoch is 20-1 on the morning line to win the Derby. But Werth has played the race out in his mind. Dornoch will start alongside Sierra Leone, who, at 3-1, trails only Todd Pletcher-trained Fierceness on the morning line. Dornoch edged out Sierra Leone in December at a graded stakes race at Aqueduct in New York.
Take it from there, Jayson.
"We're in the one spot, which some would say isn't the best place to be," Werth said. "But the 2 through 5 horses aren't speed horses, so he's going to have a lane to run early."
He thought a minute.
"There's 20 horses in this field," he said. "It's really all you can ask for."
He's living a second life and loving it. That's really all a longtime big leaguer can ask for.
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Brittney Griner says she considered suicide while imprisoned in Russia
During a television interview, Brittney Griner outlines her struggles to survive her imprisonment in Russia.

By Matt Bonesteel | 2024-05-02

Brittney Griner described the conditions at a Russian prison in an interview with ABC's Robin Roberts. (Steph Chambers/Getty Images)


Basketball star Brittney Griner said she considered suicide at the start of her nine-year sentence in a Russian labor camp, the result of her 2022 arrest near Moscow for carrying a small amount of cannabis oil.
"I wanted to take my life more than once in the first weeks," Griner told Robin Roberts on ABC. "I felt like leaving here so badly."
Griner, a two-time Olympic gold medalist and one of the most renowned women's basketball players of all time, was freed in a prisoner exchange between the United States and Russia in December 2022. In the interview with Roberts, she described the conditions at IK-2, the Russian corrective colony for female prisoners about 300 miles southeast of Moscow, as "really cold. It's a work camp, you go there to work. There's no rest."
"The mattress had a huge blood stain on it, and they give you these thin two sheets, so you're basically laying on bars," she said. "The middle of my shins, to my feet, stuck through the bars, which, in prison, you really don't want to stick your arm and leg through bars because someone will go up and grab it, break it, twist it, and that's what was going through my mind."
While in prison, Griner cut fabric for Russian military uniforms. She described the conditions as unsanitary, with the prisoners using the long-expired toothpaste they were given to clean off the mold in their cells.
Griner explained that, on the day she flew to Russia to join her professional team there, she woke up late at her home in Arizona and ended up "just throwing all my stuff in there and zipping it up," a packing job that usually was done by her wife, Cherelle. She said she forgot that the two cartridges of cannabis oil -- which is legal in Arizona but not in Russia -- were in her bag.
"I'm just like, 'Oh, my god, how did I make this mistake, how was I this absent-minded and make this huge mistake," she said. "I could just visualize everything I worked so hard for just crumbling and going away."
Griner was freed after the United States released convicted arms dealer Viktor Bout. But before that, she was forced to write a letter to Russian President Vladimir Putin.
"They made me write this letter. It was in Russian," she said. "I had to ask for forgiveness and thanks from their so-called great leader. I didn't want to do it, but at the same time I wanted to come home."
She also expressed disappointment that Paul Whelan, a former U.S. Marine who is serving a prison sentence in Russia on espionage charges, was not on the plane coming home with her.
"I walked on and didn't see him, maybe he's next. Maybe they will bring him next," she said. "They closed the door and I was like, are you serious? You're not going to let this man come home now."
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How the Nationals helped Mitchell Parker develop into a big leaguer
Parker represents a developmental success for the Nationals, who focused on his fastball as a starting point. 
By Andrew Golden | 2024-05-02

Mitchell Parker has been a pleasant surprise for the Nationals through his first three starts. (Brennan Asplen/Getty Images)


The Washington Nationals need more Mitchell Parkers. Players the team discovered and drafted. Players who grew up in the organization and developed into potential big league contributors. Players who could make an instant impact.
That's exactly what Parker, who is scheduled to start Thursday as the Nationals face the Texas Rangers, has done early in his MLB career. The left-hander boasts a 1.69 ERA and a 0.938 WHIP through three starts. He navigated a Los Angeles Dodgers lineup that features three former MVPs in his MLB debut, then carved up the Houston Astros before allowing one run against the Miami Marlins. All of that is encouraging to pitching coach Jim Hickey and the Nationals.
"How impressive? Extremely impressive," Hickey said. "I think we were all in agreement that, at some point this year, he was going to impact the club and be a productive member. We just probably didn't think it was going to be in the middle of April."
Parker, whom the Nationals made a fifth-round pick in the 2020 draft, isn't the only homegrown player on Washington's roster. There's Jake Irvin, who had an ascension similar to Parker's last season. Infielders Luis Garcia Jr. and Trey Lipscomb and outfielder Jacob Young have been solid contributors this year. Cade Cavalli, a right-hander working his way back from Tommy John surgery; reliever Jose A. Ferrer; and outfielder Victor Robles are on the injured list. But Washington has had its share of draft misses and recently prioritized investing in its farm system.
This offseason, the Nationals hired a new vice president and assistant general manager of player development (Eddie Longosz), a new scouting director (Danny Haas) and a new director of international scouting (Fausto Severino), signaling a desire to improve their talent acquisition and development.
Parker represents a developmental success for the Nationals, who homed in on his fastball as a starting point. The pitch has a high induced vertical break, which allows it to carry and stay up in the strike zone. Beginning in 2022, his second full professional season, Washington's minor league coaching staff and analytics department encouraged Parker to throw his fastball at the top of the zone.
"It was something that we always assumed," Parker said. "And then once I got into college and then even more once I got into pro ball was when I started working with all the stats guys, the pitching guys. They put it all out in front, like: 'This is how this is working. Here are the numbers to show that it was working.' And we had proof ... so [we're] just working on refining that."
Parker still uses the bottom of the zone to occasionally steal a strike and keep hitters off balance, but his high fastball can generate swings and misses. Parker's fastball has 1.6 inches of break above the average. Pitching at the top of the zone, though, didn't come easy. Parker would try so hard to throw fastballs up that he would miss right down the middle and give up extra-base hits. Or he would throw noncompetitive misses too high -- he walked more than 60 batters each of the past two seasons.
"He walked a lot of guys early on, but I always kind of made the analogy: I said the minor leagues is practice for when you get to the big leagues," high Class A pitching coach Mark DiFelice said. "So this is where we do the uncomfortable stuff, to make it click so, when you get to the big leagues, you're armed with that repertoire to get big league hitters out."
His fastball has a run value of 5 through three starts, the same value as established major leaguers Luis Castillo, George Kirby and Pablo Lopez. And his high fastball sets up his secondary pitches.
Early in Parker's career, he had a looping curveball that sat around 76 mph. The Nationals encouraged him to throw it harder in 2022 so that it played off his fastball better. Now, Hickey said the curveball comes out of Parker's hand looking flat like a fastball before dropping at the last minute, making it challenging for a hitter to recognize.
But the pitch was still a work in progress when Parker met Class AA pitching coach Joel Hanrahan in 2023. Hanrahan said Parker's curveball was at the desired speed -- around 81 or 82 mph -- but Parker was spiking it in the dirt and it had more of a slider shape. Parker went back to a more traditional curveball grip, which allowed him to control the pitch in the strike zone.
"I had asked him about it earlier in the year, and the first one, he threw it over the backstop, I think," Hanrahan joked. "But then we kept trying to work with it and we revisited it. And he said this right here actually feels good right now. Once he felt good with it, he took it into the game and had instant success with it and hasn't looked back since."
Parker also had a splitter and a change-up early in his career, but he ditched the change-up to focus on the splitter, a pitch he's still developing. Parker throws his curveball to lefties and his splitter to righties, though Hanrahan pushed him to throw his splitter to lefties, too.
Most of the Nationals' minor league coaches never questioned whether Parker had the pitches to compete at the big league level. It was a matter of refining them and then having the confidence to throw them for strikes.
"That's development at its finest," DiFelice said. "The year with me and then the year in 2023 with Joel was just us pressing the issue of competing in the zone and then figuring it out in the bullpens and then trusting it in the games. To do what he's been doing right now, it puts a smile on my face, for sure."
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Stephen A. Smith would like even more of your attention
Sports, politics, sex, SpongeBob: There's nothing ESPN's biggest star won't argue about -- as long as you keep listening.
By Ben Strauss | 2024-05-02
JERSEY CITY -- One recent afternoon, Stephen A. Smith was standing center stage on a set that only recently sprang from his imagination but now had all the bells and whistles: lights above, four cameras, video screens, a long, late-night-TV-style couch, a wall of photos of Smith with his famous acquaintances -- Magic Johnson, Kobe Bryant, Taylor Swift.
He was contemplating a question: Which SpongeBob character would make the best NFL quarterback? On the screen was a lineup of deep-sea creatures from the Nickelodeon cartoon: A crab, a plankton, the famous sponge.
"Ladies and gentleman, I haven't seen much of SpongeBob," Smith said. "Damn it! But I'm going to entertain y'all by guessing. ... Let me just look at it and gauge who looks the most athletic."
He stepped toward the camera. Jiggled his eyebrows, pursed his lips. Then he launched into the take.
"I'm not interested in Plankton. I don't like the way he looks."
"Patrick ... you look like a pink skinhead."
Finally, the verdict: "I'm going to go with Mr. Krabs. That's what I'm going to do. SpongeBob's legs are too skinny, the head looks like it weighs too much and the arms are too short."
Smith, 56, is the long-running host of ESPN's debate show, "First Take," where his longevity, ubiquity and uncanny ability to deliver opinions have made him the most famous talking head in sports. This studio, though, belongs not to ESPN but to Smith, and it's home to his namesake podcast and YouTube show.

Smith has spent more than $1.5 million on a Jersey City studio for his podcast and YouTube show. 



A 15-person staff works to produce each episode of the show. (Photos by Bryan Anselm for The Washington Post)


Smith has spent more than $1.5 million of his own money here, renting the space and buying equipment, he said. He launched the show last year through his production company, Mr. SAS Productions. Between the control room and the studio, a staff of 15 -- including graphics editors, a social media manager, a writer, producers and a director -- gathers here and in Los Angeles three times a week to produce each episode.
The objective, Smith said, is simple: growth in every way. More audience, more clout, more money. It's why, on top of this and his ESPN duties, he regularly appears on CNN and Fox News with his friend Sean Hannity to talk politics, why he guest-hosted Jimmy Kimmel's late-night talk show a few years ago. With his ESPN contract expiring next year, the exposure will, in theory, make him the highest-paid talent at the network -- somewhere north of around $20 million a year.
Asked about his aspirations to be the highest-paid talker at ESPN, Smith bristled -- not at the substance of the question but that anyone is still asking.
"You look at my contemporaries and their ratings compared to my ratings," he said. "Why ask me when everything -- metrically, analytically -- says that I should be?"
But cable-TV stardom is no longer enough to satisfy him. In an era when the influence of the cable bundle is shrinking; when everyone from Reese Witherspoon to the Manning brothers have their own production houses; and when the culture's biggest shapers, including fellow ESPN star Pat McAfee, are on YouTube and Spotify, Smith wants to be a franchise with relevance that spans sports, politics, internet and pop culture.
The SpongeBob question was submitted from a viewer on X, and it capped an episode in which Smith hosted Roland Martin for a segment on affirmative action ("The black eagle Joe Madison said it best when he talked about cultural conditioning"); weighed in on a simmering beef between Megan Thee Stallion and Nicki Minaj ("Can we all just get along?"); and defended Snoop Dogg's defense of Donald Trump ("I'm not going to condemn my boy.").
Smith used to be routinely lampooned -- "the final triumph of bluster and confidence over content," a Sports Illustrated writer once said -- but today, his naked-as-ever ambition is more often viewed as less an affront to the industry than a fact of life. "America has a Strange New Respect for Stephen A.," the Ringer's Bryan Curtis wrote in 2019. Now Smith is testing just how much Stephen A. America wants, or can take.
Before shooting, Smith bounced between the set and the control room. He wanted a graphic ready to promote Martin's book, and to move a boxing segment to the C block. "Follow me," Smith instructed the jib camera operator, as he choreographed how he would move across the set. "Stay close."
After the episode wrapped, Smith sat at the desk, a panoramic of the New York City skyline, the backdrop of his set, behind him. "If you want to be viewed a certain way," he said, "you have to show them you can do it."

By now, Smith is better known than most of the players he covers. (Stacy Revere/Getty Images)


IT'S A HALF-HOUR DRIVE to here from ESPN's Manhattan studios, where Smith films "First Take" most mornings. He prefers to drive himself, ever since his brother was killed in an accident while riding in a passenger van. In New York, he makes the drive in a Range Rover; in L.A., where he recently bought an apartment, he cruises in a Lamborghini truck.
It's those two live hours of "First Take" that made Smith famous, dating back to his days of shouting over Skip Bayless. Bayless left for Fox Sports in 2016, but Smith's star kept rising. Athletes such as Kevin Durant and John Wall publicly feud with him because they watch him, and by now he's better known than most of the players he covers. He takes a bodyguard to games. (Bayless declined to comment for this story, saying Fox Sports 1 preferred he not participate.)
On YouTube, Smith is trying to take that fame beyond cable and sports. One of his first hires was social media manager Bailey Carlin, who helps to curate fan interaction segments, such as the SpongeBob debate, designed to go viral.
Responding to audience questions, Smith recently declared a Troop song as his favorite sex soundtrack and offered his views on Latina women: "I love me a Spanish-speaking woman." He has lit social media afire by talking about his sex life.
One of his most-watched segments was a dissection of the top racer from the Pixar franchise "Cars." During a live call, a producer printed out some quick data on the most Piston Cups (the fictional championship of the film) won by the characters and ran it out to Smith. "Strip Weathers!" Smith said to the caller. "You forgot about him?!?"
One of Smith's ESPN colleagues, who was not authorized to speak publicly, marveled at the versatility of the Smith take, noting it didn't matter the subject, from presidential politics to NBA players to cartoons: "The vocabulary is the same," they said. "The delivery is the same. It's incredible."
The point, Smith said, is to resonate.
"I do something about Pokemon the other day, and it's 14 to 15 million views," he said. "I had no clue I could do that. But because I said that I would open the floodgates and I would entertain almost anything, all of a sudden you say, 'Okay, this is what resonates.' "
"He's asking, 'Why do people care about this? Why did a Pokemon tweet get 100,000 likes?' " said Carlin, who founded Bad Brain Digital Consulting. "I'll say, 'People love Pokemon, and your pronunciation was funny and genuine, and people appreciate that you don't blow off any question even if it's silly.' "
Smith's strategy is classic digital media -- part spectacle, part pandering to the algorithm -- but ESPN as a network has long leaned heavily on the teams and players with the widest appeal. No one has done it more dramatically than Smith. His approach of poring over minute-by-minute ratings data has served him well. "For me, I know the Dallas Cowboys are going to be very popular," he said. "That's a given."
After Smith's contract wasn't renewed by ESPN in 2009, his first stint with the network, Smith did some soul searching and concluded he didn't understand the business.
"My definition of popularity was people screaming my name in the streets in the arena or seeing an advertisement on the side of a bus stop like it was once in Philadelphia when I was writing for The Philadelphia Inquirer," he said. "But that's not popularity. Nothing gives you an idea about that better than ratings and revenue. And once you pay attention to that and you see that for what it is, you understand what your worth is."
Those in Smith's orbit today know exactly how well he's doing because he makes sure they do. When the website Mediaite crowned him the eighth most powerful person in media last year, he sent the link to his boss, among others. ("I thought I should have been higher than eighth," Smith said.) He sends notes to friends and colleagues about subscriber milestones for his YouTube show.
Recently, Hannity said, Smith texted him after he had gone on CNN one night to tell him a CNN staffer said the ratings spiked 50 percent for his appearance.
"I told him that couldn't possibly be true," Hannity said, laughing. "The minute-by-minute data doesn't come out until the next day."

Smith said he would like to have President Biden and Donald Trump on his show this election season. (Bryan Anselm for The Washington Post)


SMITH WALKED INTO HIS studio in a slim-fitting blue suit and lugging a makeup kit from "First Take." He stands 6-foot-1 and is down to 170 pounds from more than 200 last year.
Smith remade his body after he got covid-19 and had surgeries on both rotator cuffs and both knees, which helps him keep up with the grueling new schedule. He's bounced between a paleo and keto diet. Dana White recommended a trainer, and he's lifting weights five days a week. (On one afternoon in the studio, he grabbed a slice of pizza and later a handful of Sour Patch Kids. "I ain't supposed to be eating this stuff, but I'm hungry," he said.)
Over the course of two days in his studio, Smith's focus never left the business. He had almost no conversations with anyone, assistants or the crew, that didn't revolve around scheduling, booking, the show's lineup or how to shoot it. There was no banter and almost no discernible small talk.
Nothing that Smith is doing with his production company is new, necessarily. What is new is that Smith can plausibly talk about himself in the same company as the Mannings -- and just maybe even Reese Witherspoon, who Smith noticed sold her production company for $1 billion. He would like to build his company to include scripted series, and he envisions a studio audience one day watching his show, and potentially licensing his content to networks, whether it's politics content for CNN, sports for ESPN or someone else. (He said he's already sold a drama series to a network that will be announced soon.)
"I love Spike Lee," Smith said. "Tyler Perry is fantastic. Oprah Winfrey speaks for herself. But when I think about what my aspiration is, if I'm able to pull it off, it would be what Jerry Bruckheimer did. It would be a [" Law & Order" creator] Dick Wolf."
In the shorter term, his contract with ESPN expires next summer and he'll no doubt get a raise from a reported $12 million he makes now. (Smith declined to comment on his salary.) It's difficult to find people in the industry who don't think he'll get to $20 million, or maybe even higher. "He is ESPN's brand at this point," Hannity said.

Smith's next contract is expected to pay him more than the reported $12 million he makes now. (Rob Carr/Getty Images)


Matt Lauer made more than $20 million at the height of his run at the "Today" show, noted one industry source. Another industry veteran suggested that, if Smith really wanted to cash in, he would be the perfect replacement for Judge Judy, who earns around $50 million a year. Smith has mused about a late night show; he could also see himself doing "First Take" for another five or six years. "I don't expect to get dollars from one source," he said. "I desire to get dollars as a talent, as a production company and as an executive producer."
Even if nothing else ever materializes, the existence of his studio makes Smith's own independence a second bidder. His programmatic ads on YouTube, where he has more than 600,000 subscribers, are already worth seven figures annually. ESPN executives, meanwhile, have taken note of the revenue that independent shows can generate there. They had particular interest in a viral episode of Shannon Sharpe's podcast, Club Shay Shay, that earned in the millions of dollars, according to multiple people familiar with those conversations.
There is also the matter of Pat McAfee. McAfee, the former punter-turned-WWE star-turned-ESPN host, fills the daytime slot after Smith. He is not an ESPN employee, producing his own show and selling it back to ESPN for a reported $15 million a year. Since then, Smith has been fixated on it, both the amount and the freedom it affords McAfee, according to people who have spoken with him.
The New York Post reported recently that Smith and McAfee got in a shouting match over the phone. According to people familiar with the fracas, it was over McAfee's frustration with his depiction in a forthcoming documentary about the history of debate shows that Smith is producing for ESPN. Smith declined to comment on the alleged dispute. "I got nothing but respect for Stephen A.," McAfee said in a text message.
"I know what all the stars in media make," Smith said. "It has nothing to do with a network and an individual. It has everything to do with the market and the business climate because I stand to benefit from that."
ONE AREA OF CONTENT Smith thinks he can sell is politics. He strikes a defiantly centrist pose: socially liberal, fiscally conservative, as he likes to say. He's said he could never vote for Trump, but also stated recently on Hannity's show that Black voters could relate to the former president because of his legal troubles.
Who, exactly, craves these opinions from Smith is unclear. The majority of his most popular YouTube videos are still sports and pop culture. Politics is also more high stakes than arguing about the virtues of Michael Jordan versus LeBron James. Those comments to Hannity prompted a rebuke from the NAACP.
"When you're on with Hannity, it gives the impression you're there to affirm his beliefs," said Roland Martin, a political journalist and former CNN contributor. "And we know that Sean Hannity is absolutely against everything the NAACP stands for, so of course you get the backlash."
"Do people care what Stephen A. has to say about politics?" Martin asked. "The reality is when you have an audience you have audience. You look at Mediate. They have had more posts in the last six months about Stephen A.'s takes on politics than what they've done on my show... Now Fox News is calling and [Chris] Cuomo is calling and CNN is calling. There's a media game to this. And media loves bombastic. Media loves confrontation."
Smith offered a version of an apology on his show for the comments to Hannity, but maintained that his forays into politics were a question of courage more than anything else. "I recognize there is an elevated level of responsibility," he said. "But it's also not something I shy away from. I'm not scared."
Last year, Smith interviewed presidential candidate Chris Christie on his show and sent a message over X soliciting donations to Christie's campaign so he could appear in a debate. "We could see the data we got from donations that people reacted to it and acted on it," Christie said in an interview. "It was a great point of conversation with people, too. I forwarded that text to donors who hadn't given and it moved some of those people, as well."
Smith said he would like to have Biden and Trump on his show this election season (not to mention Barack Obama, Ted Cruz and Lindsey Graham). The candidates may consider it, too, said Adam Mendelsohn, a former advisor to Arnold Schwarzenegger and current media advisor to LeBron James.
"Politicians used to go on with Johnny Carson and Arsenio Hall, now sports is such a dominant part of popular culture," he said. "It's hard to deny the power of Stephen A.'s platform, and it's not just going on the show. It's how much it gets aggregated. So many people are teed up to aggregate whatever he does."
Beyond media, members of both parties, Smith said, have spoken to him about running for office, including at one point for a Senate seat in Pennsylvania. "The only office that would do it for me is the presidency of the United States," he said. "And I don't think there's a snowball's chance in hell the American people would ever vote for me."
Christie still sees it in Smith's future. "Either party would be foolish not to be willing to talk to him," he said. "I don't think it's imminent, but will he run someday? I think it's more likely than not that he would."

"I don't expect to get dollars from one source," Smith said. "I desire to get dollars as a talent, as a production company and as an executive producer." (Frank Franklin II/AP)


SMITH'S FATHER DIED A FEW YEARS AGO, and before giving the eulogy, he went to see his pastor, A.R. Bernard. As Bernard recalls, Smith wanted to go nuclear on his dad, a man who had been unfaithful to his mother and was mostly absent for his childhood.
Smith joined Bernard's congregation, which bills itself as the largest evangelical church in New York City, some two decades ago. Bernard suggested to Smith that he temper his remarks, citing a verse from the gospel of John that urges balance between grace and truth. Smith relented.
"No doubt that he would have ripped his father apart [years ago]," Bernard said. "I was proud of him for that growth."
Smith did not take Bernard's advice recently when he delivered a tirade on his show about his former colleague-turned-professional antagonizer, Jason Whitlock, in which he called Whitlock a "fat piece of s---." Naturally, it it is currently the most-viewed YouTube episode of the show's run. "I did forgive him for it," Bernard said.
When his mother died in 2017, Smith noticed a kindness from across the sports and media industries that he had never seen before. "All of these people out there who were customarily vicious, nobody did anything negative," Smith said. "You couldn't read a negative word about me. Folks' humanity came shining through."
It helped him understand that he could show more of himself on the air, part of a journey that has led to the SpongeBob bit, or talking shop about Latinas. "When he waxes poetic about relationships, sex or things you never imagined that Stephen A. had opinions on, it amuses me immensely," said Jemele Hill, a writer for The Atlantic and Smith's former ESPN colleague. "And I'm here for the after-dark content. I think it makes him seem more real to people."
Conveniently, Smith realized, it's also a good way to go viral. Whatever his exact ambitions, the metrics seem most important to him, in part because they give him control of his career. But it also makes the size of the audience the goal unto itself.
On a table off to the side of his studio were a group of balloons, including three large purple ones: a 5 and two zeros that commemorated the show's 500,000 YouTube subscribers.
"They brought that out here, but I didn't ask for it," Smith said. "I'll be happy when we hit a million."
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Trevor Williams's escape act helps Nationals blank Rangers 
The veteran right-hander works out of a pair of bases-loaded jams and the bullpen does its part in a 1-0 win that returns Washington to .500.
By Spencer Nusbaum | 2024-05-02

Trevor Williams helped the Nationals get back to .500. (Gareth Patterson/AP)


ARLINGTON, Tex. -- After the fifth inning of the Washington Nationals' 1-0 win over the Texas Rangers on Wednesday night, Trevor Williams walked to the dugout, his calm air belying what he had just accomplished. The right-hander's walk to the dugout might as well have been made on a tightrope against the defending World Series champions.
Williams, the Nationals' 32-year-old starter who entered with a career record of 46-54 and a 4.43 ERA, extricated himself from one final jam before exiting -- and it was a doozy. He loaded the bases with no outs on two singles and a walk. Up next: the heart of the Rangers' order.
No. 3 hitter Nathaniel Lowe managed a soft groundball right back to Williams, who threw home for a force out. Adolis Garcia, a postseason monster last year and off to a strong start this campaign, struck out on four pitches, the last a fastball that was clocked at 88.7 mph. Evan Carter popped out to shortstop CJ Abrams.
The kicker? The fifth was the second time Williams escaped a bases-loaded, no-outs situation. He did the same thing in the second inning.
"In those situations, you trust your catcher and you trust your preparation. You trust that the guys are going to make the plays behind you," Williams said. "Believe it or not, I've been there before. I've pitched with no outs, bases loaded before. You're just taking it one pitch at a time."
Texas (16-15) left 11 men on base, the most runners the Nationals have stranded in a shutout since Sept. 14, 2014, against the New York Mets.
Williams's final line might not look that impressive: five innings, five hits, four walks. But it holds one column of import: zero runs. And the four relievers Manager Dave Martinez turned to behind Williams kept that column clean for a victory that returned the Nationals to .500 at 15-15.
Williams improved to 3-0 on the season with a sparkling 2.27 ERA.
"He threw some really, really, really good pitches in key moments to get out of the inning," Martinez said. "He battles."
After allowing a National League-worst 34 home runs last year, he's one of just two MLB pitchers with at least 30 innings pitched yet to concede one this year. A root cause: He's throwing his four-seam fastball less than ever and barely using his curveball at all, relying instead on his sweeper and change-up. Those have been his most effective pitches. Couple that with a lower location -- on his fastball, most of all -- and his offerings are finding far fewer barrels.
The quartet of Derek Law, Dylan Floro, Hunter Harvey and Kyle Finnegan -- Washington's four most reliable relievers to date -- combined for four scoreless innings, another strong night for what has been an impressive back end of the bullpen. On the final pitch, a strikeout of Corey Seager, the bat flew out of the shortstop's hand -- a fitting end to the night.
"Trevor did a great job of battling tonight. Two bases-loaded jams with no outs and he gets out of it -- I mean, that's huge for our momentum," said Finnegan, who struck out the side in the ninth. "We continued that with Law and Floro, and Hunter came in to do his thing. So I'm just trying to not be the one to mess that up."
The strong pitching made up for another spotty night at the plate. After putting it on the Miami Marlins for a four-game sweep before the Nationals flew to Texas, it became a little easier to forget that this was the same team that scored just four runs in three losses to the Los Angeles Dodgers in the previous series.
The Nationals landed in Texas in the early hours of Tuesday morning, slept late, then tallied just three hits against the Rangers in a 7-1 loss that night. They got more sleep but couldn't muster much more against Texas on Wednesday with five hits against the Rangers, allowing starter Andrew Heaney to go seven innings the night after Jon Gray went eight. The Nationals have yet to draw a walk in this series.
They sparked to life for the only run they needed in the second inning, when Ildemaro Vargas lashed a high fastball for a double and scored when Alex Call singled. For MLB's 21st-highest scoring offense entering the night, it wasn't the hot-hitting Abrams or Nick Senzel but two reserves who produced the game's only run. Vargas ended the night hitting .321; Call, who was recalled from Class AAA Rochester on Saturday, is hitting .444.
"We've just got to start working better at-bats, start to see a little bit more pitches," Martinez said. "We're going up there and starting to swing, swing, swing, swing. We got to start working counts a bit better. When we do that, we're pretty good."
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USMNT's Sergino Dest sidelined with ACL injury, will miss Copa America
Offering speed and exquisite footwork, Dest has been U.S. Coach Gregg Berhalter's top right back since 2021.
By Steven Goff | 2024-05-01

Sergino Dest, a 2022 World Cup starter, was instrumental in the U.S. team's 2-0 victory over Mexico in the Concacaf Nations League final March 24. (Julio Cortez/AP)


Sergino Dest, the highly skilled right back for the U.S. men's national soccer team, will undergo ACL surgery and miss this summer's Copa America, a major tuneup for the 2026 World Cup.
"I will have an operation soon and will try to come back as soon as possible to my top level," he said Wednesday. "It will be a difficult time for me but I know these times only make me stronger. I will come back to make you all proud."
Dest, 23, was injured April 20 while training with his Dutch club, PSV Eindhoven. At the time, the club called it an "apparently serious injury." Subsequent tests confirmed the ACL damage. Dest is scheduled to undergo surgery May 8 in Santa Monica, Calif.
Offering speed and exquisite footwork, Dest has been U.S. Coach Gregg Berhalter's top right back since 2021. He appeared in all four matches at the 2022 World Cup in Qatar and has made 33 appearances overall, scoring twice and assisting five times.
"We send Serg our best wishes and support for a speedy recovery," the U.S. team said on social media accounts.
Dest's most recent U.S. match was March 24 in the Concacaf Nations League final in Arlington, Tex. He put on a dazzling performance during the 2-0 victory over Mexico, which secured the Americans' third consecutive Nations League title. Dest had missed the semifinal against Jamaica because of a red card suspension that carried over from a quarterfinal meltdown in November at Trinidad and Tobago.
Dest joined PSV Eindhoven last summer on a season-long loan from Barcelona. The Dutch club had been preparing to exercise an option to acquire him permanently from the Spanish giant.
This season, Dest started 25 times and scored twice for PSV, which is running away with the Eredivisie title. He also started nine UEFA Champions League matches as PSV advanced to the round of 16 before losing to Germany's Borussia Dortmund.
With Dest sidelined, Joe Scally apparently will move to the forefront. The 21-year-old is a regular for Borussia Monchengladbach in the German Bundesliga. He was on the 2022 World Cup squad but did not play. In the Nations League semifinal, Scally struggled in the first half and was replaced at halftime.
Berhalter also could turn to Tim Weah, a natural attacker who typically plays a deeper, wingback role for his Italian club, Juventus. Shaq Moore (Nashville SC) and DeAndre Yedlin (Inter Miami) were the other right backs on the World Cup squad.
The U.S. team will report to the D.C. area in late May and early June to prepare for pre-Copa America friendlies against Colombia on June 8 in Landover, Md., and Brazil on June 12 in Orlando.
The Americans' Copa group matches are against Bolivia on June 23 in Arlington, Tex.; Panama on June 27 in Atlanta; and Uruguay on July 1 in Kansas City, Mo.
Dest also will miss two friendlies in each of the September and October international windows and the 2024-25 Nations League quarterfinals in November.
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Local sports networks go dark mid-game amid dispute with Comcast 
Comcast dropped 15 regional sports networks late Tuesday in the latest shakeup of the sports TV landscape. 
By Ben Strauss | 2024-05-02

Diamond Sports Group, owner of Bally's Sports networks, filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection in March 2023. (Jeff Roberson/AP)


Comcast dropped 15 regional sports networks Tuesday night in the latest shake-up of the sports TV landscape.
The channels are owned by Diamond Sports, which has the broadcast rights to 38 teams from MLB, the NBA and the NHL. The impasse with Comcast could affect Diamond's ability to emerge from years-long bankruptcy proceedings and could have a significant impact on all three leagues.
Some fans lost access to the channels in the middle of watching their teams late Tuesday night. Diamond airs games on Bally's casino-branded networks in markets including Detroit, Indianapolis, New Orleans and Southern California.
The crux of the dispute, according to multiple people familiar with the discussions, is Comcast's desire to move the networks to a more expensive tier of channels, as it has done in recent months with RSNs in Seattle and Pittsburgh and Mid-Atlantic Sports Network in the Washington area. Those deals gave subscribers the option to pay a higher monthly fee to watch their teams.
Diamond balked at those terms, which led to dueling statements from the companies Wednesday.
"It's disappointing that Comcast rejected a proposed extension that would have kept our channels on the air and that Comcast instead pulled the signals, preventing fans from watching their favorite local teams," Diamond said.
Diamond directed customers to other video packages where its channels are still available, including Fubo and DirecTV.
Comcast countered: "We have been very flexible with Diamond Sports Group for months as they work through their bankruptcy proceedings, providing them with an extension on the Bally Sports Regional Networks last fall and a unilateral right to extend the term for another year, which they opted to not exercise. We'd like to continue carrying their networks, but they have declined multiple offers and now we no longer have the rights to this programming."
Comcast added that it would offer $8 to $10 rebates per month to its customers.
The dispute is part of the ongoing dissolution of the cable bundle, which for the better part of the past three decades has fueled much of the financial growth in sports. At the end of 2019, Comcast, the second-largest cable carrier in the United States, had 21.3 million video customers; today, it has 13.6 million. In the first quarter of this year alone, Comcast lost 487,000 video customers.
Last year, ESPN went dark on Charter Communications before the football season, though the sides eventually worked out a deal. Earlier this year, Diamond announced it had reached a new carriage deal with Charter that would require only new customers to pay for the more expensive sports tier.
Diamond has submitted a plan to a bankruptcy court in Texas that hinges in part on getting its channels distributed across its markets. How the company would maneuver through those proceedings without a deal with Comcast is unclear.
The commissioners of MLB, the NBA and the NHL have spoken publicly about the importance of finding new media distribution models for teams in their local markets. Last year, MLB took over broadcast distribution for the San Diego Padres after Bally canceled its contract.
"It's a great business model when a whole bunch of people pay for something they don't really care if they have or not, which is what the cable bundle did for us," MLB Commissioner Rob Manfred said last year. "It's hard to replicate that."
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Creating competition or division, challenge matches shape H.S. tennis
At top programs like DeMatha, climbing the lineup ladder means facing off against teammates. 
By Aaron Credeur | 2024-05-02

Many local tennis teams, including DeMatha, use a challenge system to determine the starting lineup. (John McDonnell for The Washington Post) 


When DeMatha sophomore Max Browne stepped onto the tennis court for the Stags' first practice this spring, he was already feeling immense pressure.
While other teams might take the first few days of the season to ease back into the habit of swinging rackets and running laps, Browne knew he would immediately be pitted against his own teammates in a tense and time-tested preseason tradition.
After spending his freshman year just outside the starting singles lineup, Browne was determined to use the preseason to prove to himself and his team that he deserved one of the top six spots on the roster.
"Coming into the season, I told [Coach Mark Dalzell]...'I'm playing No. 3. I don't care what I have to do. This year, I'm playing No. 3,' " Browne said.
To do that, he'd have to climb the ladder by beating his teammates in head-to-head matchups. Those internal team clashes, called challenge matches, are an integral part of how many high school tennis teams determine their lineup. While different programs vary in their approach, lineup decisions are often heavily influenced by direct internal competition.
The trick with challenge matches, coaches say, is fostering competition without sowing division among teammates.
For the Stags, winners of last year's Washington Catholic Athletic Conference title, the challenge process begins right away. After coaches get a look at new and returning players during tryouts, those selected for varsity are tossed into a gauntlet of challenges over the course of three days. Every athlete plays an abbreviated match against each of their teammates.
"Our coach told us, 'You guys are all starting at zero points. Whoever's got the most points, that's who I'm going to take. It could be anybody,' " said junior Emmet Coll, who is ranked at No. 7 singles after climbing from No. 11. "You could be No. 1 at the end of the first day, but you play one bad day and you're dropped down."
This seeding process is designed to keep negativity at bay by giving every player a chance to climb the ladder. It also prevents the top players from taking their spot in the lineup for granted. For No. 1 singles player Cody Gray, who secured the top spot as a freshman last year, there is no doubt that challenge matches have made the Stags a stronger squad.
"We have a lot of guys who are very competitive, want to play each other and that's how they get better," Gray said. "That's why we got better throughout the season and got closer as a team, because we had some new people and freshmen who are trying to prove themselves."
For the first four matches of each season, losing to his opponent opens a player up to a challenge at the next practice. Defeat creates vulnerability.
"You have to defend your position against the teams out there, and then you also have to defend your position in practice," Dalzell said. "It keeps you on your toes."

DeMatha tennis coach Mark Dalzell encourages competition, especially early in the season. (John McDonnell for The Washington Post) 


Seeding systems like the one used by DeMatha are unique in their transparency. Each player knows exactly how they compare to their teammates - and what they have to do to change the status quo. For many coaches, challenge matches show players that the lineup reflects skill, not favoritism.
"I know where I stand with our team," Coll said, explaining that challenging a player above you and losing can put to rest any doubt players may have about their place on the roster. "I wanted to play a little bit higher, but then I started playing against our No. 5 and our No. 6 and [I lost,] and then I was like, 'All right, I got it, I got it.' "
At St. Albans, another top area program and winner of last year's D.C. State Athletic Association championship, the coaching staff eschews the typical challenge process in favor of a more fluid system based on observation and player feedback.
While players still regularly play matches against each other during practice, results aren't necessarily linked to concrete changes in the lineup. Coach Karim Najdi says it alleviates some of the drama that can be sparked by direct competition and allows more freedom for experimentation. This is especially true for doubles, when coaches have to account for chemistry and cooperation between partners in addition to raw skill.
"It's a little anticlimactic," said senior Sam Fishman, who plays No. 3 doubles for the Bulldogs with junior Lucas Abizaid. "I'm competitive. I like it to be where I know there's this spot open, and I'm going to play this guy for it. ... But because we don't do this ladder system and things with the lineup can be murky, [Lucas and I] just decided, 'Oh, let's play together.' "
Already close friends after switching over from soccer, Fishman and Abizaid started playing together and built complimentary play styles. They each favor opposite hands, allowing them to use their forehands interchangeably. They say they've come to appreciate how Najdi took into consideration more than just their skill when pairing them up for doubles.
"It's easy to go wrong just playing a singles ladder and sticking singles players together for doubles and thinking it'll work the same way," Abizaid said. "When choosing the lineup for doubles, you have to go about it in a different way because players have different play styles and some doubles partnerships play better."
But the lack of formal challenge matches doesn't mean players are immune from the usual competitive atmosphere that defines top-tier teams.
"You're constantly comparing yourself to every other kid on the team in a way that can get exhausting," Fishman said. "You're watching the people playing over you and every time they miss a shot, you're like 'Oh, I could do better than that.' "
For Najdi, opting out of ladder systems and challenge matches isn't about eliminating competition. Instead, he says it's about focusing that competitiveness toward other teams.
"I call it cannibalism," Najdi said, "They just want to beat [their teammates] and challenge each other, and when we play other schools they aren't as hungry. They want to satisfy their position rather than look out for the other competition - the real competition."

DeMatha's Cody Gray earned the No. 1 singles slot last spring as a freshman. (John McDonnell for The Washington Post) 


Regardless of how different teams approach lineup decisions, many coaches say tennis calls for a different method of ranking players compared to other team sports. Since winning an individual match - whether at No. 1 singles or No. 3 doubles - contributes just a single point to a team's score, coaches such as Dalzell and Najdi have to implement alternate methods for players to prove themselves during matches and practice.
For players such as Max Browne -- who spent his offseason training, playing tournaments and improving his game -- challenge matches offer a clear path from the bench up the lineup card.
"I was struggling really, really bad toward the beginning of my freshman year," Browne said. "Watching my friends be able to play singles and be higher on the lineup, it really motivated me to say 'I should be here. I should be doing this. I should be one of the leaders of this team.' "
The system worked for Browne, who climbed the No. 3 singles slot this spring.
"[I knew] I could be higher on the lineup," the sophomore said. "This year, I said 'I have to be where I know I can be.' "

DeMatha sophomore Max Browne moved up to the No. 3 singles slot this year. (John McDonnell for The Washington Post) 
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Dose of adversity gives Dylan Crews a new perspective in Class AA
His first injury and a mounting strikeout total leave the Nationals' top prospect with work to do for Harrisburg.
By Andrew Golden | 2024-05-01

Dylan Crews, pictured during spring training with the Nationals in March, is back in action for Class AA Harrisburg. (Saul Martinez for The Washington Post) 


HARRISBURG, Pa. -- Sure, the results of Dylan Crews's four at-bats Tuesday night were underwhelming. His first two ended with swinging strikeouts on fastballs. His last two ended with strikeouts looking at breaking balls. Those at-bats matter, and his strikeout totals can be broken down and studied in the days ahead. But what mattered more was that Crews -- the No. 2 overall draft pick by the Washington Nationals a season ago -- was in the lineup for the Class AA Harrisburg Senators.
The previous time Crews played at Harrisburg's home park of FNB Field was April 17, when he sprinted to first base, stretched toward the bag to beat out a throw and landed awkwardly. He left the game a few innings later and eventually was sidelined with a hamstring injury.
It was mild enough that a trip to the injured list wasn't required, but Crews missed eight games before returning Saturday at Erie. In Tuesday's 3-2 win over Altoona, Crews -- the Nationals' top prospect -- manned center field without issue.
"I was really itching to get in there," he said before the game. "It's something that I'm not used to. I've never gotten hurt before. In college, never missed a game. In high school, never missed a game. So this is the first time I've kind of dealt with some kind of adversity injury-wise. ... It's early. The most important thing is to stay healthy."
Crews didn't even take pregame warmups for granted. He was smiling with his teammates during base running drills and batting practice. And in outfield drills -- in which players do push-ups for each miscue -- Crews even seemed to enjoy the 30 push-ups he had to do after missing two balls.
Sitting for more than a week provided Crews with a new perspective, and he was able to learn without even being on the field. He studied his teammates' positioning, sharing opinions on what he saw. He watched how pitchers attacked the Harrisburg lineup so he could apply that knowledge when he sees those pitchers from the batter's box.
But nothing beats the real thing.
"It just kind of sucks that [injury] happened right there," Crews said. "I was feeling great up there, feeling good. [I'm] trying to continue that run now that I'm back."
Crews is hitting .224 with a .296 on-base percentage and two home runs in 12 games. He's 1 for 8 with seven strikeouts since he returned from the injury. For the season, he has just three walks and 20 strikeouts, a concerning ratio considering that his bat-to-ball skills made him such a highly touted prospect.
"I just think that, in time, he's going to be as good as everyone feels like he's going to be," Harrisburg Manager Delino DeShields said. "The potential is there. It's just a matter of him figuring some things out and letting things happen organically."
Crews has always been aggressive at the plate. But at Class AA, where pitchers have better breaking pitches that they can command in the strike zone, he has seen his approach used against him. The 22-year-old said this level has exposed him to the best pitching he has seen so far.
"It's a different level of studying, for sure," he said. "You got the guys that got the induced vertical break now. You got the guys that got the horizontal break now. Velocity is a big thing now. You see guys that got 92, 93 [mph] in college. But the guys that got 92, 93 here, it's a whole lot different."

Dylan Crews said he was "feeling great" at the plate before his injury. (Nick Cammett/For The Washington Post)


Harrisburg hitting coach Jeff Livesey has talked with Crews about staying within an imaginary door frame while he's at the plate. Crews's aggression can lead to him striding too far toward the pitcher instead of letting the ball come to him. As a result, he can end up out in front and get under the ball. And Crews's head moves when he strides too far, Livesey has counseled, making the pitch seem as though it's getting to him more quickly than it is. Staying within that door frame helps him remain square and drive the ball.
"He's really aggressive, which is great," Livesey said. "But as the pitching gets better and as you move up in this game, you have to keep that aggression under control a little bit. When you're overly aggressive, you kind of speed the game up. He's starting to slow the game down a little bit and just barrel balls like he can and just swing at the right pitches."
Crews has adjustments ahead, which makes his presence on the field even more important. Now it's all about finding a rhythm as he settles back into his routine.
"I feel great now," Crews said Tuesday. "Today's the best I've felt since it happened. I honestly felt like myself out there today."
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Wary of a Knicks fan invasion, 76ers brass buys tickets for Game 6 
Josh Harris and other executives purchased 2,000 tickets that they will give to first responders and other local groups -- as long as they're Philadelphia fans.
By Des Bieler | 2024-05-02

Knicks fans try to distract 76ers center Joel Embiid during Game 1 of the first-round series at Madison Square Garden. Even 100 miles southwest at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, Knicks supporters have made their presence felt. (Mary Altaffer/AP)


Determined to minimize the presence of Knicks fans in Philadelphia for Game 6 of their first-round NBA playoff series, a group of current and former top-ranking 76ers officials have purchased more than 2,000 tickets to the contest, set for Thursday night at Wells Fargo Center.
The tickets, a 76ers spokesman confirmed Wednesday, will be "distributed to first responders, health-care professionals, community groups and other local Philadelphia-based organizations to harness the intensity and excitement for tomorrow's crucial showdown."
The move comes after thousands of Knicks fans descended on the 76ers' arena for Game 4 and cheered raucously as New York took a 3-1 series lead. Viral videos taken at the arena showed Knicks fans gathering in the concourse after the win and engaging in profane chants about 76ers star Joel Embiid.
Embiid told reporters that night the invasion of Knicks fans "kind of [ticks] me off, especially because Philly is considered a sports town."
The Knicks had a chance to end Philadelphia's season Tuesday, but the 76ers' Tyrese Maxey led a remarkable rally late in regulation before his team got an overtime win that sends the best-of-seven series back to Wells Fargo Center.
Making the large-scale purchase of Game 6 tickets were 76ers managing partners Josh Harris -- who also owns the NFL's Washington Commanders and the NHL's New Jersey Devils -- and David Blitzer, plus limited partner David Adelman and Fanatics CEO Michael Rubin, a former minority owner of the 76ers who sold his shares in 2022.
"We absolutely CANNOT let Knicks fans take over our arena again!!!" Rubin wrote Wednesday on social media. He added that the tickets would go to employees at Philadelphia-based organizations "once we know they're legit Sixers fans and not imposters!!"
"Excited to take care of so many people who take care of Philly at tomorrow night's game," Adelman wrote on X. "Time to even up this series!"
There promises to be a charged atmosphere at Wells Fargo Center as the 76ers try to prolong their season by forcing a Game 7 in New York. Philadelphia is coming off a near-miraculous Game 5 win, having been down by six with less than 30 seconds to go in regulation before Maxey hit a pair of improbable three-pointers. In a report released Wednesday, the NBA said Maxey should have been called for traveling before he hit the first of those shots, which resulted in a four-point play.
Despite the efforts of 76ers brass, a sizable contingent of Knicks fans can still be expected to find ways to acquire Game 6 tickets on the secondary market. In addition to showing support for their squad on the road, it's cheaper for many New York fans to travel south to Philadelphia for a game than shell out much more to get in the door at Madison Square Garden.
Among those exhorting 76ers fans to prevent rival fans from acquiring tickets was South Carolina women's basketball coach Dawn Staley, a Philadelphia native who was seated courtside for Game 4 alongside 76ers legends Julius Erving and Allen Iverson.
"I need the [Wells Fargo Center] full of @sixers fans," Staley, whose undefeated Gamecocks won the NCAA tournament last month, wrote Wednesday on social media. "Season tickets holders DO NOT SELL YOUR TICKETS to Knicks fans. ... I repeat DO NOT SELL YOUR TICKERS to Knicks fans! Pour into our @sixers! We can really do this [thing] man!!!"
Knicks guard Jalen Brunson, a New Jersey native who starred at nearby Villanova, said after Game 4 that as an Eagles fan he thought of Philadelphians as "very relentless and very passionate." Nevertheless, he described the notable presence of Knicks supporters at that Sunday afternoon game, in which he scored 47 points, as "pretty cool" and "awesome."
After his team lost Game 5, Brunson said the Knicks knew it meant returning to "a tough environment" in Philadelphia.
"We've got to go in there ready to play, do what we do," Brunson told reporters, "and just be ready for a battle."
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RFK Stadium officially set to be demolished
The National Park Service has given the green light for the city to begin deconstructing the vacant stadium.
By Meagan Flynn | 2024-05-02

The National Park Service has cleared D.C. to begin demolishing what remains of RFK Stadium. (Marvin Joseph/The Washington Post)


It's time: The Robert F. Kennedy Memorial Stadium, simultaneously an endearing vault of decades of sports fan nostalgia and a rusting behemoth on the banks of the Anacostia River, is officially set for demolition.
The National Park Service gave the green light for the demolition in an announcement Thursday, saying that after evaluating the demolition's impact on the "natural, cultural and human environment," federal officials determined it was okay to proceed. Officials said in an April 29 report that demolishing the stadium would have "no significant impact" and that steps would be taken to "avoid and minimize negative effects."
The demolition has been a long time coming; D.C. officials for years have sought to take control of the vacant stadium and revitalize the 190-acre property -- possibly into a new stadium for the Washington Commanders.
In what kicked off a long goodbye for RFK, Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) and a cohort of D.C. luminaries and former Washington pro sports stars took a final step inside RFK in December 2022 to witness the removal of the last orange seats in the lower bowl. Deconstruction crews ripped out other furniture, fixtures and equipment and hauled away an accumulation of trash, debris and hazardous material, all in preparation for the anticipated demolition.
Now that the demolition finally coming, D.C. officials said, the city is closer to achieving its vision for a new RFK campus.
"We're excited that the process is moving forward and taking us one step closer to the District putting the land at RFK to a higher and better use that benefits our residents and communities," Nina Albert, Bowser's deputy mayor for planning and economic development, said in a statement.
Bowser has long said that she wants to build a new stadium at the RFK site for the Commanders, whose ownership is searching for a new home in the region, and turn the campus into a tax-revenue-generating mixed-use development complete with housing, retail and restaurants. But the federal government owns the land the stadium sits on, meaning D.C. needs congressional authorization to pursue a big new development on the site.
The city made progress toward clearing that hurdle this year, too, when the U.S. House passed bipartisan legislation that would give D.C. control of the site and allow for a broad spectrum of development, including a new stadium and commercial and residential uses. The bill must still pass the Senate, however.

RFK was the home of Washington sports teams and their fans for nearly six decades. (Jonathan Newton/The Washington Post)


In a news release, the National Park Service said it would next issue a permit to the District, which owns the actual stadium, to demolish it. Then NPS and the District will sign an agreement to confirm that any future use will follow 1950s-era regulations governing the site.
The demolition process is outlined in the "finding of no significant impact" document -- so here is what RFK's neighbors can expect: Just about everything except the parking lots is expected to go. First, the "steel structure will be deconstructed by lowering members to the ground piece-by-piece," the document says. "This will be followed by crushing the concrete structure into smaller sections that can be lowered to the ground." The building materials will be sorted for recycling, and the deconstructed concrete will be "crushed for use as backfill in connection with regrading the site."
Temporary noise, as well as temporary air emissions, were identified as some of the adverse impacts that will be monitored. "Demolition of the RFK Stadium will require the use of heavy equipment, and tractor trailer and tandem-axle dump trucks coming to the site on average 20 times per day, which will contribute to air emissions."
The Washington Post has sent inquiries to federal and D.C. officials regarding the demolition timeline but has not received replies.
So that the stadium is not totally erased, EventsDC, which manages the stadium, will coordinate with the Park Service to create commemorative signage, produce an oral history and document the stadium's unique place in D.C. history.
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Sports TV and radio listings for D.C. region
Channels and times for today's games.
By Washington Post staff | 2024-05-02
MLB
1 p.m. New York Yankees at Baltimore >>> MASN, WIYY (97.9 FM),WSBN (630 AM)
1:30 p.m. San Francisco at Boston >>> MLB Network
2:30 p.m. Washington at Texas >>> MASN2, WJFK (106.7 FM), WDCN (87.7 FM)
8 p.m. Cleveland at Houston >>> MLB Network
NBA PLAYOFFS, FIRST ROUND
6:30 p.m. Game 6: Milwaukee at Indiana >>> TNT
9 p.m. Game 6: New York at Philadelphia >>> TNT
STANLEY CUP PLAYOFFS, FIRST ROUND
8 p.m. Game 6: Boston at Toronto >>> TBS
GOLF
4 p.m. PGA Tour: Byron Nelson, first round >>> Golf Channel
1 a.m. (Friday) DP World Tour: China Open, second round >>> Golf Channel
SOCCER
3 p.m. UEFA Europa League semifinal, first leg: Bayer Leverkusen at Roma >>> CBS Sports Network
TENNIS
6 a.m. ATP: Madrid Open, quarterfinals >>> Tennis Channel
10 a.m. WTA: Madrid Open, semifinals >>> Tennis Channel
2 p.m. ATP: Madrid Open, quarterfinals; WTA: Madrid Open, semifinals >>> Tennis Channel
COLLEGE BASEBALL
7 p.m. Tennessee at Florida >>> ESPN
7 p.m. Louisville at Boston College >>> ACC Network
COLLEGE SOFTBALL
7 p.m. Kentucky at Tennessee >>> SEC Network
8 p.m. Alabama at Auburn >>> ESPN2
MEN'S COLLEGE LACROSSE -- CONFERENCE TOURNAMENTS
5:30 p.m. Big East semifinal: Denver at Villanova >>> CBS Sports Network
6 p.m. Big Ten semifinal: Michigan vs. Johns Hopkins >>> Big Ten Network
8:30 p.m. Big East semifinal: Providence vs. Georgetown >>> CBS Sports Network
8:30 p.m. Big Ten semifinal: Penn State vs. Maryland >>> Big Ten Network
WOMEN'S COLLEGE LACROSSE -- CONFERENCE TOURNAMENTS
1 p.m. Big Ten semifinal: Johns Hopkins at Northwestern >>> Big Ten Network
3:30 p.m. Big Ten semifinal: Rutgers vs. Penn State >>> Big Ten Network
UNDER-18 MEN'S HOCKEY WORLD CHAMPIONSHIP QUARTERFINALS
5 a.m. United States vs. Switzerland >>> NHL Network
7:45 a.m. Czech Republic vs. Slovakia >>> NHL Network
10 a.m. Sweden at Finland >>> NHL Network
12:45 p.m. Canada vs. Latvia >>> NHL Network
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After swarm invades stadium, Diamondbacks turn to Plan Bee 
Hive fives all around after bee guy saves Diamondbacks-Dodgers game from swarm.
By Matt Bonesteel | 2024-05-02

Beekeeper Matt Hilton saved the day ahead of a Diamondbacks-Dodgers game in Phoenix. (Christian Petersen/Getty Images)


The Arizona Diamondbacks already have had a spring training game rained out this year, which is quite the accomplishment for a team that is located in a desert and plays in a stadium with a retractable roof. And while things were dry for the start of Tuesday night's home game against the Los Angeles Dodgers -- the roof was open at Chase Field -- there was one holdup, or rather thousands of very small, stinging holdups.
A colony of bees had taken up residence atop the protective netting behind home plate, and they weren't about to leave because a baseball game needed to be played.
Faced with the prospect of the first known bee cancellation in Major League Baseball history, the team placed a call to Matt Hilton, branch manager for Blue Sky Pest Control's Phoenix office. Hilton left his son's T-ball game and made the 45-minute drive to Chase Field, where he mounted a retractable lift, sprayed the bees to calm them down and vacuumed them right up.
Hilton wasn't done. After he saved the day, the Diamondbacks invited him to throw out the first pitch of a game that had been delayed by nearly two hours. Hilton, still wearing his beekeeping get-up, did not disappoint.
"I thought I was just going to do my thing and cruise out, but it was fun because of the thousands of people cheering for you," Hilton told the Associated Press. "It was a little nerve-racking, I'm not going to lie -- a lot of pressure to get this game going."
There have been a number of bee-related delays at MLB stadiums and beyond in recent years, including one at Chase Field in 2014. Last year, a bee swarm near the bullpens led to a delay at a Rockies-Orioles game in Baltimore. Games also have bee-en halted in 2019 and 2013.
In March, a tennis match between Carlos Alcaraz and Alexander Zverev in Indian Wells, Calif., was delayed by nearly two hours after a swarm of bees decided to take up residence on a camera above the court. The bee vacuum guy also received hearty cheers in that one.
Numbers released this year by the Census of Agriculture showed America's honeybee population has rocketed to an all-time high -- or at least the honeybee population that is used for commercial honey production. (The number of feral bees also probably is quite high after years of environmental worry about the state of the bee.) That should keep Hilton and his fellow bee-wranglers in business.
"Minor leagues to the big leagues now," Hilton said. "It's pretty cool."
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Jason Kelce calls ESPN 'the right fit,' but move isn't official yet
Former Eagles center Jason Kelce was careful not to announce anything but said he did his "due diligence" as a future in TV beckoned.
By Cindy  Boren | 2024-05-01

Last month, Jason Kelce turned up at WrestleMania in Philadelphia. This fall, he is likely to turn up on ESPN. (Elizabeth Robertson/Philadelphia Inquirer/AP) 


With his off-the-field popularity soaring, Jason Kelce's retirement from the Philadelphia Eagles started the clock ticking on his next move. It seemed evident that he would work in NFL broadcasting with some network, but which one?
The former center all but confirmed it would be ESPN, calling it "the right fit" on Wednesday's edition of the "New Heights" podcast that he and his brother, Kansas City Chiefs tight end Travis Kelce, do each week. ESPN has yet to announce the move.
"Nothing has been officially inked or announced yet, but obviously there's been a lot of reports out there about me going to ESPN," Kelce said on the podcast's latest episode. "I think time will kind of take care of that, but it's a tremendous honor to even be considered to potentially work there. That network was everything that Travis and I watched growing up. ... We had Rich Eisen on the show last year, and we talk about all these guys that we grew up watching. We lived watching ESPN."
"Before phones, that was the only way to get all the coverage," Jason said. "We were glued to the TV each and every day, so the fact that I may potentially, probably will be working there is pretty darn cool, man."
Jason was careful with his word choices but admitted he would be "a talking head now," a move that was clear with his participation last year in the league's broadcasting and media workshop, a boot camp for athletes looking to make the jump to media. During the Eagles' 2023 bye week, he turned up on Prime Video's "Thursday Night Football" and has made a number of appearances, drawing attention from multiple networks when he announced in March that he was retiring after 13 seasons with the Eagles.
While reiterating that an ESPN deal was not official, he continued: "I did my due diligence. You want to make sure that you're really looking at things, talking to people who are knowledgeable in the industry. ... Meeting and talking to everybody over at ESPN, it became apparent that it was really the right fit and at the end of the day it was something that I'm really, really looking forward to, this next phase. I guess it's a little bit clearer now, which I'm certainly excited about.
"I know to some degree who I'm working with and think very, very highly of all of them. I'm excited to learn. ... I know a lot about football but not a lot about this world."
The Kelces are expected to continue doing their podcast, and Travis will continue playing for the Chiefs, who restructured his contract this week to make him the NFL's highest-paid tight end.
With Jason's move, the broadcasting landscape for the NFL this fall begins to take shape. On Monday, CBS announced changes to its Sunday pregame show. Boomer Esiason and Phil Simms are out after long runs on "The NFL Today," with Matt Ryan joining James Brown, Nate Burleson and Bill Cowher on the set. J.J. Watt will make occasional appearances.
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Microsoft is changing how you log in to your accounts
Microsoft 365 workplace software, Xbox and Skype will now use "passkeys," which are more secure than traditional passwords. Here's how to set them up.
By Tatum Hunter | 2024-05-02

(Illustration by The Washington Post; iStock)


As passwords slowly go extinct, Microsoft is introducing another way to log in to your consumer account.
The company said Thursday that users logging in to Microsoft 365 workplace software, Copilot, Xbox and Skype can now use "passkeys" rather than traditional passwords or an authenticator app. That means whatever biometric authentication (such as a thumbprint or face ID) you use to open your phone or computer will be all you need to access your Microsoft account. Passkeys are available on desktop and mobile browsers starting Thursday, with support for mobile apps in the coming weeks, the company said.
Cybersecurity professionals and organizations such as the FIDO Alliance, an industry group that includes Amazon, Apple, Google and Meta, have been pushing consumer tech companies to retire "shared secret" passwords for the past decade. These passwords aren't so secret -- because people have so many to remember, they constantly lose or forget passwords, which leads to lost time and money for consumers and companies alike. Hackers, meanwhile, steal passwords in data breaches. Last year there were more than 3,000 breaches in the United States alone, according to the Identity Theft Resource Center. Microsoft says its identity systems detect around 4,000 password attacks each second.
Passkeys, on the other hand, can't be stolen or forgotten. They're strings of letters and numbers that are unique to your account, stored on your device or in a safe cloud environment. You don't need to memorize them -- they'll automatically unlock your accounts when you go to log in.
Microsoft has been working on passkeys since FIDO introduced the technology two years ago, said Vasu Jakkal, corporate vice president of Microsoft security. The company wanted to wait to release passkeys until they could function across consumer accounts, Jakkal added.
Many sites have adopted passkeys, including Uber, TikTok, Amazon, PayPal and Nintendo. Here's how to set them up for your Microsoft accounts.
Follow this link and select a method -- face, fingerprint or PIN -- to unlock your passkey. Going forward, you'll select "Sign-in options" to log in with your passkey.
You may decide to turn on passkeys for other eligible accounts as well. To set up a passkey for Google (which includes Gmail and YouTube), open any Google app, click on your profile icon in the top right corner and go to "Manage your Google Account." From there, go to "Security" in the left-hand menu, scroll to "How you sign in to Google" and turn on passkeys.
If you use a password manager such as Dashlane, 1Password, Apple or Google to store your passwords, you can save passkeys the same way. Your manager of choice should prompt you to save the passkey when you set it up.
You can access your passkeys through the same biometric authentication you use to unlock your device -- and yes, this method is safe and private.
Neither your device nor a company like Microsoft gets a copy of your face or fingerprint, as my colleague Shira Ovide has explained. Instead, your device uses some measurements of your face or thumbprint to create a mathematical representation of you. If your face or thumb matches this profile, your device sends the green light to Microsoft, saying it's really you trying to log in.
Biometrics are more secure than traditional passwords, experts agree. But if you can't or don't want to use face or fingerprint ID, you can still secure your passkey behind a PIN or password.
Shared devices and accounts -- such as a library computer or family email address -- can be a challenge for passkey users, said FIDO Alliance Executive Director Andrew Shikiar. Some password managers such as Apple's let you share passkeys with people in your contacts.
If you share a Microsoft account with someone else, it might be easiest to log in with a safe option like the Microsoft Authenticator app, which you can download on multiple devices linked to the same account.
Yep -- if you really don't want to set up a passkey, you can continue using a traditional password. Keep in mind, though: About two-thirds of people familiar with passkeys find them more convenient than passwords, a FIDO survey estimated.
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Apple is behind in AI and killed its self-driving car project. What's next?
Apple is facing an uncertain outlook this year amid regulatory hurdles, waning demand for its products and escalating U.S.-China tensions. 
By Trisha Thadani, Chris Velazco, Eva Dou | 2024-05-02

(Washington Post illustration; Monica Rodman/The Washington Post; Getty Images)


SAN FRANCISCO -- Lines used to stretch around the block at Apple's flagship Union Square retail store and others around the world, with hordes of eager customers camping out for days, just to be among the first to lay hands on its newest products. A decade ago, the Apple hype was seemingly unstoppable as the company unveiled a steady stream of must-have gadgets.
Today, however, Apple -- long thought of as the world's most innovative and valuable company -- is at a crossroads.
As the Cupertino, Calif.-based company struggles to revive the consumer enthusiasm for its products of the past decade, analysts expect Apple to report one of its biggest quarterly revenue declines in more than a year. Over the past few months, the company has been unable to capture a mainstream audience with its expensive Vision Pro headset and also finally abandoned its years-long attempt to develop a self-driving car. Meanwhile, consumers overseas -- especially in China -- are increasingly turning to smartphones from Huawei Technologies and Samsung, while existing customers happily hang onto the Apple products they have.
"We have hundreds of millions of products out there in use that are five years old or greater," said John Ternus, Apple's senior vice president of hardware engineering, in an interview with The Washington Post in April. "And that number just keeps getting bigger."
To reverse this slump, Apple Chief Executive Tim Cook is expected to hint at new artificial intelligence features next week  and unveil them at the company's World Wide Developers Conference in June. Analysts are pinning hopes that Apple will finally capitalize on the AI boom and unveil new, must-have features in the upcoming iPhone to re-energize customers and drive demand. The stakes are high for Apple, which made history last year by hitting a market capitalization of more than $3 trillion, fueled in part by demand from emerging markets -- such as India -- and excitement over the company's then-unreleased headset.

Apple's flagship retail store in Union Square in San Francisco. (Yun-Hee Kim/The Washington Post)


But earlier this year, Apple was dethroned as the most valuable company in the world to Microsoft, which became one of those powerful leaders in the AI boom through its investment in ChatGPT maker OpenAI. And  last month, Apple laid off more than 600 employees after shuttering its self-driving car project, its largest workforce reduction in years.
Meanwhile, in the backdrop, the company is also facing increased scrutiny from regulators in the European Union, it's No. 2 market by revenue, and an antitrust lawsuit from the U.S. Justice Department, which alleges that Apple is abusing its market power.
"Where's the next big thing?" said Bob O'Donnell, founder and chief analyst at TECHnalysis Research. "Apple always seems to pull a rabbit out the magic hat every time, but it just feels like the options for doing so are getting smaller and smaller."
Apple did not respond to a request for comment.
Apple's crown jewel of its product lineup remains the iPhone, and there's little to suggest that will change any time soon. But even Apple's most popular product, which generated more than $200.6 billion in revenue for the company during its 2023 fiscal year that ended Sept. 30, isn't immune to shifting tastes. That's especially true overseas, where the iPhone enjoys less of a stranglehold on consumer preference than it does in the United States.
The Greater China region, which encompasses mainland China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Macao, has long been one of Apple's most crucial growth zones. But growing pressure from a handful local rivals -- including Shenzhen-based Huawei, which surmounted U.S. sanctions aimed at slowing its advance in late 2023 by producing a smartphone with a domestically made processor -- cut sharply into Apple's market share in the region earlier this year.
Data from market research firm Counterpoint Research indicated that Apple's sales in China dipped by nearly 20 percent in the first quarter of 2024, a shift that senior research analyst Ivan Lam attributed partially to "Huawei's comeback."

People try Huawei's latest Pura 70 series phone at a store in Shanghai last month. (AFP/Getty Images)


For years, iPhones were a status symbol in China, but geopolitical tensions have soured some consumers on U.S. brands. The rise of Chinese smartphone brands was cheered recently by patriotic shoppers in China, with the news becoming a trending topic on Chinese social media platform Weibo.
"I've switched from the fruit to Huawei, and I don't regret it," one Chinese shopper wrote on Weibo, using a nickname for Apple. "Huawei is really nice to use. I won't ever buy the fruit one out of vanity anymore. Go Huawei! Go domestic products!"
The iPhone may soon "return to growth again in China," said Wedbush Securities analyst Daniel Ives, owing to "a pent-up demand cycle with an AI-driven iPhone 16 model on the horizon." But Apple's stature in China could also be affected by geopolitical factors, including potential retaliation from Beijing if TikTok is forced to shut down in the United States after Congress recently passed legislation. 
Apple is also facing regulatory challenges that could force it to rethink designs of existing and future products and services.
Some of Apple's popular smartwatch models, two of which were temporarily banned at the end of 2023, also face an uncertain future. New Apple Watch Series 9 and Watch Ultra 2 devices sold in the United States tell their owners that a built-in blood oxygen monitoring app is "no longer available" when they attempt to use it, owing to a patent infringement dispute with the medical technology company Masimo. That legal back-and-forth is ongoing, and a trial may not take place until 2025.
The European Union this year unveiled a new landmark anti-monopoly law, the Digital Markets Act, that forced the company to allow third-party app stores on iPhones for the first time. Apple generated about $85 billion in annual revenue from its services business, which includes the App Store, where it gets fees for app purchases.
Apple has tried to retain control over its platform in the E.U. by asserting it will charge fees for app purchases through third-party app stores, in a move that infuriated some app developers and also riled E.U. officials. Just  weeks after the DMA came into effect, the European Commission announced it had opened an antitrust probe into Apple, with the company facing fines of up to 10 percent of its global revenue.
Apple said at the time that it was confident it was complying with the DMA. 
Then, in March, the Justice Department launched an anti-monopoly probe against Apple. Prosecutors have accused Apple of abusing its market power to keep app developers and consumers in its ecosystem -- similar allegations to the ones being investigated in the E.U. If the court finds in prosecutors' favor, it could order changes in Apple's business structure.
"We allege that Apple has maintained monopoly power in the smartphone market, not simply by staying ahead of the competition on the merits, but by violating federal antitrust law," Attorney General Merrick Garland said in a statement. "If left unchallenged, Apple will only continue to strengthen its smartphone monopoly."
Apple spokesman Fred Sainz said at the time that the lawsuit is "wrong on the facts and the law" and that the company "will vigorously defend against it."
Meanwhile, Apple's attempts to grow beyond its handful of core products have had found limited success. The company's Vision Pro headset was released this year to mixed reviews. Critics have acknowledged the sophistication of Apple's hardware, but they lamented its limited feature set and app ecosystem.
Since then, the nearly $3,500 headset has struggled to find consumers outside mixed-reality and Apple fan communities. And while the product has only been available for the past few months, many are skeptical that it will become mainstream anytime soon.
"I don't think there's any hope that this will be the next big thing," said O'Donnell, the TECHnalysis Research analyst. "It's way too expensive, and the value you get for the vast majority of people is short-lived."
Then, shortly after the Vision Pro's launch, Apple  pulled the plug on one of it most ambitious projects: building a self-driving car.

Apple's Vision Pro headset was released this year. (Carolyn Fong for The Washington Post)


For nearly a decade, rumors swirled about Apple and its highly secretive self-driving car project, dubbed "Project Titan." Although the company was far behind its competitors -- including Tesla, Waymo and Cruise, which had  deployed vehicles to the public in California and other markets across the United States -- industry observers regarded Apple's push into self-driving technology as a vote of confidence in the potential of automated driving. It also gave investors hope of a new cornerstone technology from the company.
Apple never publicly acknowledged the project, but there were signs last year that it was quietly testing: Public data from the California DMV showed it tested 67 cars over 450,000 miles in California between December 2022 and November 2023, more than threefold increase from the year before. Meanwhile, its gold SUVs -- outfitted with large, boxy sensors -- could be seen around Apple's headquarters in Cupertino.
But then, in February, the project officially unraveled: The company scrapped the project, closing a long chapter of speculation on what the company was planning to do with the cars. Instead, Apple turned its focus to generative AI projects, giving industry observers hope that the Apple is finally ready to join the AI hype cycle.
"As we look ahead, we will continue to invest in these and other technologies that will shape the future," Cook said during the company's most recent earnings call in February. "That includes artificial intelligence, where we continue to spend a tremendous amount of time and effort, and we're excited to share the details of our ongoing work in that space later this year."
For now, though, the shape of the company's AI ambitions remain unclear. And Apple is late to the party while rivals Microsoft, Amazon and Meta spend billions of dollars to support AI infrastructure. Apple's first wave of devices that emphasize AI could debut as early next week, when the company is expected to unveil a long-awaited slate of new iPads.
Not everyone is giving up hope. Carolina Milanesi, Creative Strategies' president and principal analyst, said despite the grim earnings outlook for the near future, Apple "always seems to wiggle their way out of these situations."
"The fact that they have so many different revenue streams is what allows them to not feel the pressure in the same way as a one-trick pony would," she said.
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The tech billionaires who helped ban TikTok want to write AI rules for Trump
The tech moguls behind the Hill and Valley Forum are expanding beyond TikTok, prepping a proposal to dismantle President Biden's artificial intelligence rules.
By Elizabeth Dwoskin, Drew Harwell, Cat Zakrzewski | 2024-05-02

(Washington Post illustration/iStock)


Two years ago, Jacob Helberg, a little-known tech industry adviser, convened a dinner between lawmakers and a small group of Silicon Valley insiders on Washington's Embassy Row. The informal supper club, which would eventually receive funding from billionaire investor Peter Thiel's venture firm, was not distinctive for its wealth or clout -- the people involved had plenty of both -- but for its members' eagerness to eschew the industry's long-held ideals of boundaryless technology for an alternative vision rooted in American nationalism and an anti-China might.
Today, that group has turned into one of the most powerful lobbying forces for the technology industry in Washington, helping draft and promote one of the country's only pieces of tech legislation in decades: a law signed by President Biden calling for the forced sale or ban of TikTok, the video app owned by the China-based company ByteDance and used by some 170 million in the United States.
Fresh off that win, the group's leader, Helberg, is aiming to expand its mission. With associates, he is prepping an executive order geared for a possible future Trump presidency that would dismantle the Biden administration's rules on artificial intelligence, according to people familiar with its dealings who spoke on the condition of anonymity to describe private discussions. Instead, they will push government to pour money into AI grants and contracts that could benefit many in the group.
They aim to undercut China's status as a U.S. trading partner and are designing legislation that would shift the AI supply chain, including costly semiconductor chips, to domestic manufacturers.
Helberg declined to comment on the potential executive order.
Their newfound prominence was on display in Washington on Wednesday during their first public event, the sold-out Hill and Valley Forum, which featured a who's-who roster of tech luminaries and senators, including Majority Leader Charles E. Schumer (D-N.Y.), Cory Booker (D-N.J.) and John Thune (R-S.D.). They described the interplay of American and Chinese tech in high-stakes, warlike terms, such as assessing "America's Readiness for an AI Pearl Harbor." All the panelists but one, Sen. Kyrsten Sinema (I-Ariz.), were men.
The summit marked a victory lap for Helberg in particular. He helped promote the TikTok divest-or-ban bill, offering explosive and largely undocumented warnings that the video app was a "weapon of war" of Communist China. It is also a triumph for the worldview of Thiel, a longtime China hawk who propelled the careers of several speakers and whose firm, Founders Fund, is a sponsor of the forum's dinner.
But the event also served as a coming-out party for a group whose surging clout and sway on Capitol Hill may shape the debates about the next generation of AI. After Biden signed the TikTok bill into law last month, Helberg boasted his access to the top tier of Congress with a photo collage on X showing him glad-handing with "heroes": House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.), House Majority Leader Steve Scalise (R-La.) and the bill's co-sponsor Mike Gallagher, the Republican from Wisconsin who resigned from the House last month to join the defense contractor Palantir, where Helberg now works as a senior adviser to chief executive Alex Karp.
"Lots more work to be done!" Helberg wrote, alongside an emoji of an American flag.
Helberg said in an interview this week that his "strategy of being everywhere" has helped the cohort achieve its policy goals. They are spurred by a new, informal community of techies -- a "small cult that has grown into a movement" -- who are "unabashedly on Team America," he said.
"What used to be controversial ... in Silicon Valley actually now has moved to the consensus," he added. "The era of neutrality" is over.
This approach has also fueled criticism that the group's mission is self-serving, devoted largely toward promoting its technologies as the perfect solutions for an America facing growing global threats.
The consortium pushed to "ban an entire social media platform on the speculation of self-interested tech millionaires," said Ryan Calo, a law professor at the University of Washington who studies AI policy.
Now they're warning of "the potential of AI to pose an existential risk to all of humanity, when what they would really like to see ... is the government pump a bunch of money into their products and stay out of their way," he added.
Helberg says that such criticism is "unhealthy" and that the importance of the technological and geopolitical moment merits an extraordinary response.
"Did companies benefit during World War II, making weapons for the U.S. government? Of course," he said. "But then didn't the whole country benefit even more? Absolutely."
Several of the speakers at the event, including billionaire investor Vinod Khosla and Palantir co-founder Joe Lonsdale, have long argued that tech is uniquely capable of solving societal ailments -- and that Washington has historically stymied its progress. Many have avoided public events in Washington, preferring to negotiate behind the scenes, if at all.
But declining venture-capital returns, a costly AI arms race and China's growing technological sophistication have also sent the industry hunting for government contracts and espousing newly patriotic ideals. Some who were proponents of dismantling the regulatory state are now eagerly feting, and being feted by, the regulators themselves, seeing it as a way to gain influence, compete with foreign rivals and shape national policies.
Six years ago, Helberg was a policy adviser at Google, helping the search giant craft its response to Russian and other foreign interference on YouTube and other Google-owned properties.
But Helberg, 34, said that his worldview differed from many of his Google colleagues. They felt that technology could help authoritarian countries become more free; at the time, Google was reportedly exploring breaking into the Chinese market by launching a censored version of its app.
Helberg said he took a more adversarial view, informed by a belief that perennial political warfare, using everyday technologies, has become a "pervasive feature of international politics." Internally, he created the Good Neighbor Policy, which used software to detect news sites that misrepresented their ownership or country of origin. (He says his colleagues jokingly called it JacobCare.)
He said he was also troubled by a "growing rift" rooted in distrust between Washington and Silicon Valley, whose denizens argue that the bureaucratic culture of Washington runs counter to their "builder" ethos.
In 2021, he wrote "The Wires of War," a book that laid out an escalating technological clash between Western democracies and authoritarian countries like China and Russia.
The book was picked up by then-Rep. Kevin McCarthy, who displayed it on his wall and circulated it among fellow Republicans in Congress, Helberg said. The following year, Helberg set up the Embassy Row dinner with about 100 influential venture capitalists and lawmakers. The dinner included Helberg's husband, Keith Rabois, then a top partner at Thiel's Founders Fund. (Helberg and Rabois, a contemporary of Thiel at Stanford University, were married by OpenAI CEO Sam Altman a few years earlier, bringing the policy wonk into one of the most elite social networks in tech.)
The focus of the original dinner was for legislators to build relationships with a rising but still rare crop of Silicon Valley companies that aimed to sell defense technologies to the federal government. Many of these start-ups, such as Anduril, were incubated and funded by Founders Fund and seen as a second-generation Palantir, the data-mining defense contractor co-founded by Thiel nearly two decades earlier.
The first dinner turned into several, and they ultimately became a quiet back channel between some of the most influential Silicon Valley leaders and like-minded lawmakers such as Gallagher and Sens. Rick Scott (R-Fla.) and Bob Menendez (D-N.J.). Thiel attended last year's forum along with Khosla.
At the time, Helberg was in the thick of his campaign against TikTok. For over a year, he said yes to every speaking engagement and TV spot, invited lawmakers to his home with Rabois in Miami, and was on a plane to Washington three times a week -- drilling in the message "every time" that TikTok "should be treated as a tool of the Chinese Communist Party."
This was a shift from 2020, when an attempted TikTok ban from the Trump administration produced outcry in Silicon Valley -- spurring the app's investors, including the leaders of Sequoia Capital, to head to Washington to try to protect it. Today, Helberg noted, few Silicon Valley leaders are defending a platform that has emerged as a major rival to some of their businesses. Sequoia's newly anointed leader, Roelof Botha, is speaking at Wednesday's forum.
"It's a complete sea change," Helberg said.
The group has quickly shifted from its TikTok crusade to artificial intelligence -- an arena that the Biden administration and lawmakers have moved to aggressively regulate.
Biden recently signed a wide-ranging executive order establishing safety reviews for the next generation of AI models. House and Senate leaders have created bipartisan groups to develop proposals that would advance AI innovation, while other bills address potential AI harms, including copyright infringement and election fraud.
Venture capitalists and start-up CEOs have argued against some of these measures, worrying that a heavy-handed approach to regulation could slow the pace of technology and benefit some of the biggest companies at their expense. Some tech investors not involved in the forum, including Marc Andreessen and John Doerr, also attended a private meeting organized by Schumer, where they discussed how to regulate AI without impeding innovation.
As the confab got underway, and attendees from Silicon Valley AI companies mingled with government types, speakers discussed American exceptionalism and celebrated the growing partnership between Silicon Valley and the defense industry.
"Let the competition that is happening now ... just absolutely flourish," said Josh Wolfe, co-founder and managing partner of the venture firm Lux Capital. "This is what made the defense industry in America great. It is the very tenets of free markets and capitalism."
In one session, Helberg spoke to Khosla and Sen. Todd Young (R-Ind.) about "the U.S.-China Techno-economic war and the national security implications of AI."
Khosla, co-founder of the early-internet giant Sun Microsystems, has also embraced the role of a vocal TikTok critic.
He and Helberg co-signed a full-page ad in the New York Times in April calling TikTok a Chinese "weapon of war," adding they didn't "stand to gain or lose anything" from the bill and spoke "as private citizens out of love for the United States."
But Khosla's venture firm invests in Altman's OpenAI, the ChatGPT maker that has worked to market American AI firms as an irreplaceable national shield against an adversarial China.
"Doomsday-ing is good marketing," said Calo, the University of Washington law professor, noting that the "political theater" of anti-TikTok bans and Cold War talk distracts from more pressing needs, like properly funding the National Institute of Standards and Technology, the government lab critical to evaluating AI that has been plagued by leaks and mold.
The event closed with a video message from former president Donald Trump, who thanked attendees for "keeping your chin up."
"Our country is going through a lot of problems right now, but we're going to make it bigger, better, stronger than ever before," he added.
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        Live updates: Biden urges peaceful protest as more than 2,000 have been arrested
        Yasmeen Abutaleb, Ben Brasch, Maham Javaid, Justine McDaniel, Niha Masih, Andrew Jeong, Leo Sands, Jennifer Hassan

        The president urged against violence but defended the right to free speech. Overnight, a pro-Palestinian encampment at UCLA was dismantled and 90 were arrested at Dartmouth.

      

      
        Everything you know about Cinco de Mayo is wrong
        Rachel  Hatzipanagos

        The true story behind Cinco de Mayo and why Mexican Americans celebrate it.

      

      
        Shuttered by mass killing, Maine bowling alley reopens amid hope and heartbreak
        Joanna Slater

        Just-In-Time Recreation was one of the sites of Maine's worst mass shooting. Six months later, it's opening its doors.

      

      
        The 'shed hunt' is on. Towering prongs of elk antlers are the prize.
        Karin Brulliard

        The often intense event commences every May 1 on national forest land in Wyoming, drawing enthusiasts who search on foot, bike and horse.

      

      
        Inside the ground game to win Florida abortion referendum votes
        Lori Rozsa

        Democrats and Republicans are coalescing around two contrasting messages on Florida's Amendment 4 on abortion as they aim to persuade moderate voters.

      

      
        Hundreds of college protesters arrested across the U.S.: What to know
        Washington Post staff

        Arrests continued at Fordham, UW-Madison and other universities, after nearly 300 were apprehended Tuesday night at Columbia and City College of New York.

      

      
        Police make arrests at Fordham; UCLA chancellor denounces violence
        Niha Masih, Victoria Bisset, Kyle Melnick

        Police arrested an unknown number of protesters at Fordham University and 34 demonstrators at the University of Wisconsin in Madison.
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Live updates: Biden urges peaceful protest; campus arrests surpass 2,000
The president advocated for non-violence and defended the right to free speech. Overnight, a pro-Palestinian encampment at UCLA was dismantled and 90 were arrested at Dartmouth.
By Yasmeen Abutaleb, Ben Brasch, Maham Javaid, Justine McDaniel, Niha Masih, Andrew Jeong, Leo Sands, Jennifer Hassan, Caroline O'Donovan, Patrick Svitek, Whitney Leaming, Clara Ence Morse, Praveena Somasundaram, Lauren Kaori Gurley, Erin Patrick  O'Connor, Jackson Barton, Morgan Coates, Bryan Pietsch, Kelsey Ables, Kim Bellware, Victoria Bisset, Yvonne Condes, Jintak Han, Marisa Iati, Neeti Upadhye, Molly Hennessy-Fiske, Danielle Paquette, Hannah Natanson, Joanna Slater, Emily Wax-Thibodeaux | 2024-05-02
President Biden forcefully urged campus protesters to refrain from violence and intimidation on Thursday morning, saying that Americans have a right to peaceful protest but strongly condemning some of the tactics that he said have been used. Meantime, in a pre-dawn raid, Los Angeles police officers leveled the tents at the pro-Palestinian protest at UCLA after pushing through barricades, deploying stun grenades and taking over most of the encampment. 
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Everything you know about Cinco de Mayo is wrong
The true story behind Cinco de Mayo and why Mexican Americans celebrate it.
By Rachel  Hatzipanagos | 2024-05-02

A mariachi band plays on the sidewalk outside of the restaurant DC Corazon on Cinco de Mayo in 2021. (Allison Shelley for The Washington Post)


About US is a forum to explore issues of race and identity in the United States. Sign up for the newsletter.
The true meaning of Cinco de Mayo -- a holiday best known as an excuse to drink margaritas, eat tacos and celebrate Mexican Independence Day -- couldn't be farther from the stereotypes.
It's actually a celebration of a Mexican military victory over the French.
As the legend goes, upon hearing the news of the victory, Mexican American mineral miners in Columbia, Calif., fired gun shots into the air, which some historians cite as the first Cinco de Mayo celebration. Since then, Mexican Americans have used the day as an opportunity to honor their ethnic pride, said Alexander Avina, associate professor of Latin American history at Arizona State University.
"To this day, we see the celebration of Cinco de Mayo occur in a much more widespread fashion in the U.S. than we even see in Mexico," Avina said.
First of all, Cinco de Mayo has nothing to do with Mexican Independence Day, which is celebrated on Sept. 16.
Instead, it refers to a famous military victory when an ill-equipped, ill-armed, poor Mexican army was able to fight off a superior French army on the outskirts of the city of Puebla on May 5, 1862.
Mexico had gone through a three-year civil war and its president, Benito Juarez, decided to suspend repayment of loans to Britain, Spain and France. (Mexico owed a total of about 80 million pesos or $4 million using today's exchange rates, according to the Mexican government.)
Napoleon III, the leader of France at the time, wanted to create a French Empire in Latin America and decided to start in Mexico. He sent in 8,000 to 10,000 troops as part of the effort, said Avina.
But as the French troops tried to reach Mexico City they encountered the ill-equipped Mexican unit stationed in Puebla. Mexico won the battle but would ultimately live under French rule for years.
For Mexican American communities, particularly in the West and Southwest, the holiday is not just about a military victory. It's also a chance to celebrate Mexican culture and identity.
"The holiday wasn't created in Mexico, it was created in the United States by Latinos living in the United States," said David Hayes-Bautista, a professor of Latino health at UCLA and author of "El Cinco de Mayo: An American Tradition."
Activists in the Chicano Movement, a social and political movement in the 1960s and early 1970s, brought attention to the holiday which wasn't being widely celebrated at the time, Chicano studies scholar Ruben A. Arellano wrote in The Washington Post in 2022.
"Activists revived the dormant holiday to reconnect with the Mexican homeland of their forebears," Arellano wrote. "Chicano activists chose Cinco de Mayo because they viewed their struggle against the systemic racism they faced in the United States in the same light."
In Mexico, Cinco de Mayo is not celebrated anywhere near to the extent that it is in America, and it's not a national holiday. Larger celebrations take place in the city of Puebla, which hosts a parade including a reenactment of the battle, but they are not widespread.
As awareness of the holiday has grown over the last few decades, so has the marketing around it.
"Companies really strived to turn this day into a commercial opportunity, and they've succeeded," Avina said. "Now, it's gone mainstream."
In Los Angeles, the Cinco de Mayo fiesta is celebrated with traditional Mexican music including mariachis and marimbas. In years past, they've also hosted a car show featuring lowriders, a style of customized cars popular with Mexican Americans.
Dallas hosts it own festival with live music and food. Denver celebrates with chihuahua races and a taco-eating contest.
"We're going to have our own big celebrations here next week, but people don't know why we're celebrating. And that is the irony," Hayes-Bautista said.
"A number of Latinos have turned their back on the holiday, saying it was made up by corporations to sell goods and they purposefully do not celebrate it."
Food is also a big component of many celebrations. Over the years, The Post's Voraciously has offered several recipe options, including for chiles rellenos and molletes, as well as festive cocktails and food pairings.
"Despite being associated with an excuse to drink to excess and wear vaguely Mexican (and often offensive) garb, we like to mark the day as an opportunity to enjoy the classic Mexican flavors and foods," Kari Sonde, an editorial aide for Food, wrote in 2019.
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Shuttered by mass killing, Maine bowling alley reopens amid hope and heartbreak
Just-In-Time Recreation was one of the sites of Maine's worst mass shooting. Six months later, it's opening its doors.

By Joanna Slater | 2024-05-02
LEWISTON, Maine -- Justin Juray curled up in bed with his three dogs, knowing he should leave the house and get over to his bowling alley. But he couldn't.
Sometimes there were days like this, bad days, days when he struggled to be around people. His wife Samantha told him she loved him and offered to come home. He told her no.
Almost six months had passed since a gunman burst into Just-In-Time Recreation, the couple's bowling alley, the start of a rampage at two locations that left 18 people dead in the worst mass shooting in Maine's history.
Now they were close to reopening to the public, beginning with a special event for the customers and first responders who had been there the night of Oct. 25.
By the time Justin managed the 15 minute drive to the bowling alley last Wednesday, the gathering was already underway.
Trained counselors sat at a table near the entrance. Inside, survivors and relatives of the victims took in the remodeled interior -- new floors, new carpet, new paint -- as they cried and hugged.
Justin spoke with relatives of Bob and Lucy Violette, a youth bowling coach and his wife who were killed in the shooting. He saw Tom Giberti, a longtime employee who was shot multiple times in the legs.
And then there was Samantha, making sure there was a steady supply of pizza and hot dogs, keeping herself busy as a way of coping.
Justin looked around the room: This was their livelihood, the place where they had poured their savings and their dreams. He saw people smiling, some of them even bowling. They told him the place looked great.
The support they've received -- from family, friends, the community, even strangers -- has been "amazing," Justin said. He paused, and his breath caught. "I'd trade it all for that night back," he said, and began to weep.

Justin and Samantha Juray at their home in Sabattus, Maine. (Sofia Aldinio for The Washington Post)


At first, Justin was convinced they would never reopen. Two of their employees were dead. So were two regular customers on a night out; a father and his 14-year-old son bowling together; and a beloved bowling coach and his wife.
For businesses in their position -- the sites of mass violence -- there is no recipe, no right or wrong way to proceed.
Some proprietors have shut their doors. A Monterey Park dance studio where 11 people were killed in 2023 quietly closed. Others have reopened at varying intervals: A Buffalo supermarket where 10 people were killed in 2022 opened two months later.
Sometimes, the violence erases the very notion of a future: in Newtown, Conn., and Uvalde, Tex., officials decided to demolish the buildings where the two deadliest school shootings in U.S. history took place.
The mass killing in Lewiston, a small city on the Androscoggin River, was the worst in the country in 2023. The shooter -- army reservist Robert Card -- gunned down victims at Just-In-Time Recreation, then drove four miles to Schemengees Bar & Grille, where he opened fire a second time. Kathy Lebel, the owner of Schemengees, has said she does not plan to reopen at that location.
Justin, 43, and Samantha, 34, were still new to the bowling business. As recently as 2021, they were just regular customers. One night, the owner handed out a flier saying he would close by May. Justin brought the piece of paper home to Samantha and asked her what she thought.
They bought the bowling alley for $150,000, emptying their savings. Samantha's parents helped out when they couldn't get a loan. It reopened in August under a new name: Just-In-Time Recreation, a reference to their last-minute maneuver to save it from closing (Justin says it's not named after him).

New signs were added above the bowling lanes after the shooting. (Sofia Aldinio for The Washington Post)



On a wall, a sign bears the names of those fatally shot at the bowling alley on Oct. 25. (Sofia Aldinio for The Washington Post)


After the shooting, Justin didn't even want to go back into the building. He was barely sleeping and felt like he was stumbling through his days in a fog. He had trouble remembering things.
Samantha understood Justin's reluctance. When Card opened fire, she was in the kitchen. She stepped through the door and saw him shooting people. She turned around and told two employees to get in the walk-in fridge and stay there. After Card left, she looked for survivors.
She stayed for more than two hours. Someone needed to show law enforcement where to find the security camera footage, then shut down the bowling machines and the kitchen appliances. Three days later, it was Samantha who unlocked the doors for the team charged with cleaning and removing surfaces covered with blood.
Justin didn't return for about a week. Before he even made it to the entrance, he paused to cry beside a tree at the back of the building. When the shots rang out that night, Justin had been bowling with his father. They ran to an emergency exit. Once outside, his father, who has emphysema, couldn't go any further. He lay down under the tree.
Justin remembered lying on top of his dad to protect him and sobbing, "Samantha's dead, Samantha's dead." He had seen three muzzle flashes in the direction of where he thought Samantha was standing. It would be more than two hours before he found out she was alive.

Head mechanic Joshua D'Alfonso left an hour before the shooter entered the bowling alley. As part of the remodeling, photos of Lewiston by a local artist were mounted above the lanes. (Sofia Aldinio for The Washington Post)


Within weeks of the shooting, the couple decided to keep the business going, both for themselves and for the community. One time, not sure if he was awake or dreaming, Justin thought he heard Bob Violette's voice telling him to reopen.
"We put everything into this place," Samantha added. It wasn't just their job, it was where they saw friends every week, more often than members of their own families. Reopening meant Just-in-Time would be a place where people could "still make memories," she said.
Their landlord promised his support no matter what they chose. The couple had signed a 10-year lease, but the landlord said they were free to walk away without penalty. When they said they would reopen, the landlord told them to order new floors, offering to pay for the remodeling before insurance kicked in.
Other sources of help were unexpected. Frank DeSocio, executive director of the Bowling Proprietors' Association of America, asked for the names of the bowling alley's employees and sent each one a $250 gift card before Christmas.
In January, the BPAA flew Justin and Samantha to a conference in New Orleans. DeSocio had told Justin to make a wish list and the organization would see what it could do. So Justin wrote it up: The machines on their tenpin lanes were 40 years old or more, and three had been hit by bullets. Their scoring systems were outdated. They needed new bumpers and gutters.
The BPAA gave Just-In-Time Recreation a new scoring system, complete with sleek black consoles. The group put in new automatic bumpers and gutters and sent an expert from Kentucky who has been fixing bowling machines for four decades to spend a week in Maine.
Less helpful, according to Justin, was their insurer, K&K Insurance, a subsidiary of Aon based in Indiana whose motto is "insuring the world's fun." Payments were delayed and Justin was bounced to different people at the company, he said. Finally, he hired a private adjuster. A spokesperson for Aon did not respond to a request for comment.

Janine Champagne thanks Tom Giberti, right, for helping her open her locker. Giberti was shot numerous times in the legs on Oct. 25. (Sofia Aldinio for The Washington Post)


The night after the survivors returned to the bowling alley, Justin and Samantha invited back members of their Thursday bowling league. It was a soft opening, a dry run for the main event on May 3 when the doors will open to the public. There will be food trucks, speeches, a ribbon-cutting ceremony.
Wearing gray shorts and a red Philadelphia Phillies hoodie, Justin sat at a high table near the bar last Thursday and watched the scene. People drinking beer and eating pizza. Music on the sound system. Bowlers standing in a rough circle near the pool tables, their voices loud with affection and familiarity.
Some of them described a feeling of hesitation, a heaviness in the chest about returning for the first time since the shooting. Jamey Bissonette, 53, used to have dinner and sit at the bar before his weekly league night. Last Thursday, he sat in his car and ate a bag of chips, unsure what to do.
As soon as he went inside, the doubts evaporated. "Once I got through the door, I was home," Bissonette said. "It's a family, it's hard to explain."
The bowlers walked around the new interior. Above some lanes are photos of Lewiston donated by a local company, including one of an iconic sign atop a former mill: the word "hopeful" lit in marquee lights. Mounted on a wall behind the front desk are 18 painted bowling pins, each bearing the name of a victim of the Oct. 25 attack.
Aside from adding cameras, Justin decided against other security measures. "We're a family-friendly, fun environment," he said. "I'm not going to put an armed guard at the door."
Kenny Moore, 43, a member of the Thursday league, was talking with friends in animated tones. The night of the shooting, he was helping coach the youth league. He ushered some kids out an exit then went back inside, a decision that still haunts him. He stayed with Lucy Violette until an ambulance arrived. She died at the hospital.
Moore has been coming to the bowling alley since he was a kid. The building is "as familiar to me as my own house," he said. His older brother bowls in the same league. So does his nephew. "I need this," he said. "I need to look forward to that night of the week that I get to come in and vent, let off steam" -- and try to bowl a perfect score.
Moore is a hunter and owns four AR-15 style weapons. He's not sure anymore why he has them or how much longer he will keep them. The United States is "the only place in the world where this happens over and over and over," Moore said. "This is a sickness. And it's kind of our sickness."

Brenda Swett watches Dianne Mains bowl before Opening Day. (Sofia Aldinio for The Washington Post)



Giberti stands in the narrow passageway behind the bowling machines next to one of the three bullet holes that are still visible. (Sofia Aldinio for The Washington Post)


Nearby was Giberti, 70, who has worked at the bowling alley for as long as anyone can remember. A former manager, he had already tried to retire once before. When Justin and Samantha took over, he came back. He was shot at least five times on Oct. 25 as he pushed children to safety behind the bowling lanes. A bullet is still lodged in his calf.
At the event for survivors and first responders the previous night, Giberti sought out the police officer who had dragged him to safety and tightened the tourniquets on his legs. They walked through the narrow passageway behind the lanes, recalling their rush toward help. They exchanged numbers.
Giberti has one wish for the grand opening. "I want to see this place packed," he said.
While many employees have returned, a few have not. Dylan Harvey, 32, was working as a mechanic the night of the shooting. Now the sound of Just-In-Time's bowling machines makes him feel like he is about to have a panic attack. He's not sure he'll ever work there again.
One of the bowling league's leaders clapped and hollered to get everyone's attention. There was an item on the agenda: what to do with $2,400 in prize money from their September-to-May season that had been cut short.
Someone suggested the league keep it. Then Bissonette spoke up. Why not give it to the house, so we have a place to bowl?
Another bowler seconded the motion. There was no opposition. Justin had been laughing a moment earlier but his expression turned serious. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. He knew these people and how hard they worked. They were giving money away to support something they love. "Without hesitation," Justin said. "Without hesitation."
The bowlers broke up to chat. Some gravitated toward the lanes. The room filled with the familiar thud and clatter of rolling balls and tumbling pins. Samantha sat behind the front desk entering menu items into their new ordering system.
As the bowlers began to drift out the front door, Justin dispensed hugs and handshakes. "Hey, thank you all for coming!" he called out. "Looking forward to seeing you all again soon."
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The 'shed hunt' is on. Towering prongs of elk antlers are the prize.
The often intense event commences every May 1 on national forest land in Wyoming, drawing enthusiasts who search on foot, bike and horse. 
By Karin Brulliard | 2024-05-02
JACKSON, Wyo. -- The first day of May dawned frosty, partly cloudy and, Brady Rivenes hoped, auspiciously for snagging a "really big stack" of elk antlers in the snow-flecked national forest 20 minutes from where he sat in a black pickup.
His truck was No. 23 of 367 vehicles registered to begin lining up the morning before at the Teton County Fairgrounds, the starting spot for what may be the hottest event of a booming pastime in the American West: the annual Jackson "shed hunt," an intense and sometimes cutthroat search for the antlers that bull elk sprout every year, deploy in autumn battles for mates and then drop each spring.
Some shed hunters collect antlers. Others mount them on walls, fashion them into light fixtures or place them in gardens. A growing number sell them as dog chews -- an industry that has surged so much over the past two decades that the price of antlers is now upward of $16 a pound. Whatever the use, the largest ones -- towering bones that can span four feet and weigh 30 pounds -- are typically the most coveted.
"Some people come here for the really big horns," said Rivenes, 24, an environmental engineer who traveled with family and friends from Gillette, more than six hours away. "Personally, I'm looking to find a bunch."
Rivenes carried bare-bones equipment: a camo-patterned backpack and binoculars. In pre-dawn darkness on Wednesday, other participants had telescopes, horses, fat-tire bikes and tracking dogs -- all useful tools. Their vehicles would be led in a motorcade by law enforcement across the expansive National Elk Refuge, where shed hunting is not allowed, to Bridger-Teton National Forest, where the season opens at 6 a.m. each May 1.

The procession of shed hunters through the National Elk Refuge on Wednesday. (Amber Baesler for The Washington Post)



Teenagers Pax Larson, left, and his friend Paxton Holland wait in pre-dawn darkness with Larson's father, Rob, for the procession to leave the Teton County Fairgrounds. (Amber Baesler for The Washington Post)


In a sign of the burgeoning interest, all vehicles in this year's procession sported Wyoming plates. The legislature in 2023 voted to restrict the first week of shed-hunt season in certain areas to residents only.
State Rep. Ryan Berger (R), a special education teacher who sponsored the change, said he hoped to give seniors and people with disabilities a head start as well as to quell frenzied scenes that have led to harassment of wildlife, fistfights and felony charges.
When Berger was a child in the '70s and '80s, families "used to just go out and take a bucket of chicken or a sandwich and walk around the hills to look for antlers," he said. But profit seekers have made "a big mess of the season. It's just been crazy."
By crazy, he means: Flying drones over public lands to identify fallen antlers or bulls with big racks. Using snowmobiles or dogs to chase winter-weakened deer, elk and moose until their horns tumble. Collecting shed antlers out of season, when wildlife authorities -- who sometimes plant decoy antlers to catch poachers -- say fragile animals require tranquility to survive to spring.
In 2022, a Montana online dog-chew retailer pleaded guilty to federal felony and misdemeanor charges for illegally caching antlers on Bridger-Teton land before the calendar allowed; he was already on probation for the same offense in 2019, when authorities found more than 500 antlers that he hid on the refuge and in a horse trailer. Last month, an Idaho man was fined $6,100 and sentenced to three years' probation for illegal collecting in the same areas. Authorities said he had 1,000 pounds of antlers worth $18,000.
Such fervor has prompted officials in the West, home to the nation's largest elk herds, to limit shed hunting on public lands. Several states now have winter bans. Wyoming requires nonresident participants to buy a $21.50 conservation stamp. Utah requires everyone to take an online "antler gathering ethics course."

Brandon Nash traveled from Casper to participate in the shed hunt. (Amber Baesler for The Washington Post)



Elk antler sheds form an arch on Jackson's town square. Each corner of the square has an arch created from over 2,000 antlers. (Amber Baesler for The Washington Post)


The rules trouble Utah resident Weston McArthur, part of a thriving community of shed influencers. McArthur caught the bug 12 years ago, when he was making a living erecting cell towers and found his first sets of antlers. Six years later, he had built enough of a following and sponsor base -- his online handle is "Rise and Shed" -- that it became his full-time job.
"Every niche has its bad egg," said McArthur, who says limiting access on federal lands to only some people seems wrong. "But I don't like the shed closures for the fact that they hurt the honest person."
Rivenes has mixed feelings. Wyoming's new rule greatly improves his chances of finding that big stack every year. And, he said, he understood the need to crack down: The antler market has "ruined the sport."
But with far fewer vehicles, the vibe at this year's Jackson hunt was less social and kinetic. Rivenes had made out-of-state friends during the past five years, and he was bummed not to see them.
Still, hanging out at the fairgrounds on Tuesday, he had no doubt he would have a blast at what he described as something like an adult Easter egg hunt.
"It's a rush here. It's the competition -- you're trying to beat everyone to them and find more than everyone else," he said. "Every one of us will leave here and can't wait to come back next year."
If Jackson had an official animal, it would probably be elk. More than a century ago, the herds here were thin, depleted by hunting and settlement. Federal and state officials responded with winter feedings, a practice that helped revive the population yet is now a controversial wildlife management tool. The federal refuge hosts a winter-long buffet for some 8,000 elk that tourists can admire from horse-drawn sleighs. Feedings on nearby state lands sustain thousands more.
The result is lots of elk -- and, come springtime, lots of antlers that have tumbled to the forest floor.
Arches made of antlers flank Jackson's town square, where at the annual Elkfest in May, piles of the twisted tines are auctioned in a fundraiser for the refuge and local Scouts. Last year, buyers purchased 9,700 pounds of antlers.

Stedson Romrell, 13, holds up his finds for his father, Jase, at a trailhead for the Bridger-Teton National Forest on Wednesday. (Amber Baesler for The Washington Post)



Brady Rivenes, left, and Cougar Mager hang out in the shed-hunt lineup the day before the action. The pair travel every year with their fathers and friends to take part in the event. (Amber Baesler for The Washington Post)


Antler prices have doubled over the past decade, said Samantha Maher, a University of California at Berkeley graduate student who recently surveyed shed hunters in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. She was surprised to find less than 4 percent of those polled -- nearly all white, male, big-game hunters -- were motivated by profit.
"There's that narrative of out-of-staters coming to collect antlers for money and creating this gold rush atmosphere," Maher said. "What I found was, most people keep them for trophies and give them to friends and make pet chews. Really, people just like being outside."
As the vehicle procession arrived at a trailhead near Curtis Canyon around 6 a.m. Wednesday, Rivenes and his group darted into the hills. Riders on horseback galloped ahead.
Brian Prosser, an electrician with a red beard to his chest, headed uphill toward a campground. He quickly found a five-point horn and strapped it to his backpack.
Prosser had avoided the Jackson hunt for several years because, he said, "it was chaos." Instead, he searched for sheds on the state feed grounds closer to his home south of Jackson, where he had found half a dozen antlers within the first hour last year. "Like Christmas morning."
The residents-only rule drew him back, and he had a bet with a co-worker: Whoever found more horns owned the other one lunch.
"So I'm looking for quantity," he said.

A father and son on the first day of Wyoming's shed hunt. (Amber Baesler for The Washington Post)


Wearing short sleeves despite below-freezing temps, Prosser walked briskly up and down grassy hills, twisted branches crunching underfoot. He kept a sly eye on three other hunters within 100 yards. Staying ahead of them increased his chances of a find.
In the dusting of snow, he spotted coyote and wolf tracks. Early growth poked through the frozen ground. He passed the leg of a dead elk and the wings of a raptor. He avoided deep snow, knowing elk also would have eschewed it. He spotted a narrow trail, its coating of snow undisturbed.
"This is perfect," Prosser said, because elk love trails. "We're all lazy. Doesn't matter if you're an elk or a marathon runner."
More than two hours after the opening, hunters surveyed their treasures near a trailhead. Horses carried packs stuffed with antlers. One man toted the skull of a ram, horns intact.
Kayden Romrell, a 24-year-old welder in fringed chaps, stood over a "deadhead" -- a skull with six-point antlers still attached, which he said he had broken off the spine of a dead elk as a bighorn sheep watched.
An hour later, Rivenes emerged from the trail, cheeks rosy from sprinting in the chill. There were far fewer hunters in the hills this year, he said, but also far fewer antlers -- maybe, he surmised, because a low-snow winter had made elk less motivated to migrate toward the refuge.
Rivenes dumped his loot: Four antlers, including what appeared to be a set, and one 8-point. He had left two deadheads on the land, in part because those take time to separate from their carcasses, in part because they smell awful.
"It's a pretty average pile. Nothing too special. But it was a good walk," he said. "I'm ready for a nap."
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Inside the ground game to win Florida abortion referendum votes
Democrats and Republicans are coalescing around two contrasting messages on Florida's Amendment 4 on abortion as they aim to persuade moderate voters.
By Lori Rozsa | 2024-05-02

Volunteers with the Yes On 4 campaign attend a training session in Gainesville on April 20. (Lori Rozsa/The Washington Post)


GAINESVILLE, Fla. -- There was standing room only for the volunteers gathered near the University of Florida on a recent afternoon to learn how they could campaign in favor of a referendum to enshrine abortion rights in the state constitution.
Among the tips they got: Don't mention President Biden or Donald Trump by name. Describe abortion as a health-care issue, not a political one. And don't be afraid to get personal.
"We must not make this a partisan fight," said Julie Cantillo, one of the Yes on 4 campaign representatives leading the training. "Our goal is to kick all politicians, regardless of party affiliations, out of private medical decisions."
Florida's six-week abortion ban went into effect Wednesday, making the state one of the most restrictive for reproductive rights in the nation. Simultaneously, another front in the battle over abortion has begun: the fight to convince voters for or against a referendum enshrining access to the procedure in the state's constitution.
Though voters won't head to the polls until November, Democrats and Republicans have begun coalescing around two contrasting messages aimed at appealing to the sizable share of Floridians somewhere in the middle.
Sixty percent of voters will need to approve the referendum for it to pass, a threshold that cannot be met by Democratic votes alone. The state has increasingly veered right in recent years, and today, 65 percent of voters identify as either Republican or having no party affiliation.
Conservatives are painting the referendum -- which would allow abortion up until a fetus is considered "viable," a stage typically reached by 24 weeks of pregnancy -- as radical. Gov. Ron DeSantis (R) calls it "extremist." A political action committee is putting out a similar message.
"Florida voters are not in agreement with extreme abortion laws in states like California and New York," Sara Johnson, statewide grass-roots director for the Florida Voters Against Extremism PAC, said in an email. "Yet if Amendment 4 passes, Florida's abortion laws would be among the most liberal in America."

Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis (R) speaks to supporters in Kissimmee before signing a 15-week abortion ban into law in 2022. (John Raoux/AP)


Supporters of Amendment 4, meanwhile, are trying to navigate the hyperpartisan political waters in the state by keeping the issue nonpolitical.
It's a tall task at a moment when abortion rights are seen by Democrats as a way to energize voters and get them to the polls in November. The Biden-Harris campaign has pledged to spend more money in Florida, and the president and vice president both gave separate speeches in the state in the weeks following a court decision that allowed the issue to go before voters.
But in a state where Biden's favorability is consistently behind former president Donald Trump's, keeping the party at arm's length is at the center of the Yes on 4 campaign.
At the Gainesville volunteer training, one instructor put it plainly: Supporters need to get more than 7 million voters to approve the amendment to put it in the constitution. That will inevitably mean talking to people who disagree with them
"How do you change minds in increasing numbers if you're only talking to your echo chamber?" Chanae Jackson told the crowd at the Civic Media Center, a nonprofit library. "We stay focused on the ballot language, and we also stay focused on, this is absolutely health care, and it's valuable for everybody."
Amendment supporters are buoyed by the fact that so many Republican and no-party-affiliation voters signed petitions to put it on the ballot. Floridians Protecting Freedom, the group behind the amendment, gathered petitions from 1.4 million voters across the state, including in conservative rural counties. They said more than 35 percent of the signatures came from Republicans and independent voters.
The state Division of Elections confirmed that enough voters from all of Florida's congressional districts -- including places like rural Jackson County in the Panhandle, where Republicans outnumber Democrats nearly 2 to 1 -- signed petitions to get the issue on the ballot in November.
Ibis Soto, 34, a server in Miami, is the type of voter Democrats are hoping to attract. She had never voted in an election before and is not affiliated with any party. But she said the six-week abortion ban has motivated her to act.
"Some women don't even realize they are pregnant until they are at six weeks," she said. "My parents never pushed voting, but honestly, I am planning to for the first time this November, to extend the time. I think it's ridiculous."
A recent USA Today/Ipsos poll found that 57 percent of Florida voters favor expanding abortion access through the ballot measure, while 36 oppose it and 6 percent are unsure.
To persuade those on the fence, Democrats are planning to argue that abortion is an issue that transcends party lines.
"Nobody asks for your party affiliation when you're seeking health care," said state Rep. Anna Eskamani, a Democrat who used to work for Planned Parenthood.
But abortion will, undoubtedly, be a rallying cry for Democrats up and down the ballot here in November. Democrats like Debbie Mucarsel-Powell have begun highlighting the issue. The challenger to Republican Sen. Rick Scott is noting his support for the six-week ban as part of her bid to attract voters.
Vice President Harris traveled to Jacksonville on Wednesday for a speech on abortion rights, and while she said the contrast between Biden and Trump "could not be more clear," she didn't mention the proposed amendment by name.
"Reproductive freedom is on the ballot," she said. "And you, the leaders -- you, the people, have the power to protect it with your vote."

A woman wearing an anti-DeSantis T-shirt awaits the arrival of President Biden in Tampa last month. (Kevin Lamarque/Reuters)


Florida GOP leaders, meanwhile, are trying to "make sure that every Florida voter knows the truth about Amendment 4 -- that it is deceptive and extreme," said Johnson, of the anti-referendum PAC.
Anthony Pedicini, a GOP strategist in Florida, said most voters are in the middle on abortion rights, and if they're convinced the amendment is extreme, they'll reject it.
"The majority of voters think there's some middle-ground solution here, and I don't think the amendment finds a middle line," Pedicini said. "Also, getting 60 percent of Floridians to agree on anything is a huge feat."
Michael Binder, a professor at the University of North Florida and the director of the school's Public Opinion Research Lab, said because Democrats in the state face a deficit of nearly 1 million voters, it's a good strategy to separate the amendment from the party.
"It's very reasonable to think that people can go in and vote for a Republican presidential candidate and Senate candidate and congressional candidate and still have a different perspective on specific issues, in this case, abortion," Binder said.
He noted that the six-week ban DeSantis signed could sway some Republican voters who may have supported the 15-week ban the governor signed two years ago but who see the new law as too extreme.
"That's a very sharp distinction people can point to," he said.
For volunteer Eve Myer, a Republican from deep red Marion County who attended the Yes on 4 campaign training session, making the issue nonpartisan is the only way to persuade her fellow conservatives to vote for it.
"Do you support individual freedoms, limiting government responsibility and best medical practices?" Myer said after attending the two-hour "teach-in." "That's the message. And it is nonpartisan."
Jess Swanson in Miami contributed to this report.
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Hundreds of college protesters arrested across the U.S.: What to know
Arrests continued at Fordham, UW-Madison and other universities, after nearly 300 were apprehended Tuesday night at Columbia and City College of New York.
By Washington Post staff | 2024-05-02
College students across the country have joined protests since the Oct. 7 Hamas attack and the start of the Israel-Gaza war, with demonstrations swelling again in recent days. That has left university leaders struggling to balance demonstrators' right to speak up with the need to keep campuses safe and welcoming.
The latest protests began after police arrested pro-Palestinian demonstrators at Columbia University on April 18, leading students at several other colleges to put up their own tent encampments in solidarity. Police arrested 15 protesters at Fordham University on Wednesday and 34 at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, after confrontations in New York on Tuesday led to nearly 300 arrests at Columbia and City College of New York.
Here is a roundup of some of the events:
New York City police officers arrested 15 people for trespassing after several dozen people pushed inside the lobby of a school building and set up tents, according to Fordham University President Tania Tetlow. Some of those arrested appear to be students, she said. While saying that the university remains committed to respecting free speech, peaceful protests and conducting talks with student activists, she emphasized that school officials will "draw the line at intrusions into a classroom building, especially by people who are not members of our community."
"There is a difference between free speech and people barging into your home to shout," she added.
Police at the University of Wisconsin at Madison arrested at least 34 people and removed an encampment of protesters denouncing the war in Gaza and calling for the university to sever financial ties with Israel.
At least two UW-Madison professors who were detained described injuries on social media or in interviews from the scene.
Most of those arrested had been released without charges, but four people were booked on counts ranging from resisting arrest to battery of a police officer, according to a news release from the UW-Madison police.
Ten protesters were arrested at the University of South Florida on Wednesday after police deployed gas to disperse the pro-Palestinian crowd, according to the Hillsborough County Sheriff's Office. "This is Florida, a law and order state. Every student, regardless of color, creed or religion, should be able to feel safe and learn in a secure environment," Sheriff Chad Chronister said in a news release that included aerial video of the arrests.
Deputies deployed tear gas after the protesters repeatedly ignored several commands to disperse, sheriff's spokeswoman Jessica Lang said.
The arrests Wednesday followed three more -- one student, one employee and one person not affiliated with the university -- on Monday after a group tried to set up tents, the university said in a statement.
Police at the University of Texas at Dallas late Wednesday cleared an encampment that had been erected that morning, charging 17 protesters with criminal trespass, the university said.
University spokeswoman Kim Horner said school officials instructed demonstrators in writing to remove their tents. The university "requested assistance from outside law enforcement" after protesters on the Richardson, Tex., campus refused to comply, she said.
The City University of New York said that it was surveying damage to two buildings and grounds at the City College of New York, where the New York Police Department had arrested at least 173 demonstrators Tuesday night.
The university said in a statement that protesters broke into the administration building that night, smashed doors, created graffiti, painted over cameras and ransacked the property. Preliminary cleanup has turned up chains, flares, a bolt cutter and box cutters in bags left by protesters, the school said. It added that it had not determined the cost of repairs.
New York police said they arrested 109 people Tuesday night at Columbia University. Columbia said it had "no choice" but to call the police after demonstrators smashed windows and blocked doors. The university has asked police to stay on campus for at least two weeks.
One student group involved in the demonstrations posted on social media that police had injured "multiple" students. Deputy Commissioner Tarik Sheppard said in an earlier news conference that the "overwhelming majority" of arrests involved "no injuries, no real scuffles with police."
On April 18, another 100-plus people were arrested after Columbia's president summoned police to clear a pro-Palestinian encampment on campus.
At Yale, 60 people were arrested, including more than 40 students, on April 22 after protesters occupied Beinecke Plaza to press demands that the university disclose and divest from its investments in military weapons manufacturers. University officials said that before the arrests, they had made repeated warnings and offers to let demonstrators discuss the issues with trustees, who were meeting on campus at the time.
On Monday, the university said Yale police officers arrested one person suspected of vandalizing university property during last week's protests in New Haven, Conn.

Police arrested students protesting the Israel-Gaza war on the New York University campus April 22.


On April 22, the New York Police Department arrested 120 people at New York University after school officials blocked access to a plaza where an unauthorized pro-Palestinian demonstration was taking place. That barrier was breached, including by protesters who were not students, according to a university spokesman, and several alleged antisemitic incidents were reported.
Three people were arrested during an overnight confrontation April 22 with law enforcement after protesters occupied Siemens Hall, an administrative and academic building on the campus, the university said. Demonstrators continued to occupy the building and another on the campus on April 25.
Nine protesters were arrested April 23 on trespassing charges after a student encampment was cleared on the Minneapolis campus. The Minnesota Daily reported that the demonstration was intended to call "attention to Israel's conduct in Gaza" and to urge the university to "disinvest in companies in commerce with Israel and its military."

A woman is arrested at a pro-Palestinian demonstration at the University of Texas at Austin on April 24. (Austin American-Statesman/AP) 


Police in riot gear arrested 43 pro-Palestinian protesters late Monday afternoon at the University of Texas at Austin, according to George Lobb, an attorney with the Austin Lawyers Guild representing protesters. "Final numbers will likely be higher," said Brian Davis, a university spokesman. "Still going on." Campus, city and state police were on the scene, Davis said.
Footage posted online from the campus mall shows police using pepper spray on protesters as well as loading protesters onto buses to take to jail. Other protesters then tried to block the buses, the video shows.
Texas Gov. Greg Abbott (R) said he ordered new arrests Monday afternoon after dozens of people formed an encampment on the campus grounds. "No encampments will be allowed. Instead, arrests are being made," Abbott wrote on X.
Abbott previously ordered arrests at the university April 24, when hundreds of students had walked out of classes, and 57 people were taken into custody. The Travis County attorney later dropped the charges against all 57 who were arrested because the cases lacked probable cause, a spokesperson for the office confirmed in an email.
Los Angeles police said more than 90 people were arrested at the University of Southern California on April 24 as officers attempted to break up an encampment on campus. Demonstrators had set up a "liberated zone" on the campus, chanting: "Disclose, divest! We will not stop, we will not rest!" and campus police had intervened before the arrests.

Los Angeles police officers surround students protesting in support of Palestinians at an encampment at the University of Southern California's Alumni Park on April 24. (Zaydee Sanchez/Reuters)


At least 36 people were arrested during demonstrations on the university campus in Columbus, according to a university spokesperson. Of those, 16 were students and 20 were not affiliated with the university. The Lantern reported that university police had directed a crowd to leave an encampment in support of Gaza. Officials said the encampment violated campus policy.
More than 100 people were arrested on April 25 after police sought to break up a pro-Palestinian protest led by Emerson students in Boston. Police said four officers were injured, and students told The Washington Post that some demonstrators were also hurt.
Police arrested at least 28 people, including 20 Emory "community members," on April 25, university vice president for public safety Cheryl Elliott said in an email addressed to the Emory community. Atlanta police said officers used chemical irritants in making arrests.

Police detain protesters during a pro-Palestinian demonstration at Emory University in Atlanta on April 25. (Elijah Nouvelage/AFP/Getty Images)


Police arrested 34 protesters on the Bloomington campus April 25, including 28 who were affiliated with the university, according to Hannah M. Skibba, a spokeswoman with the university's public safety department. The 28 Indiana-affiliated protesters are barred from university grounds for a year, including dorms. Indiana University police said they arrested an additional 23 protesters on Saturday. "Affiliation with Indiana University for those arrested has not been confirmed," the police said in a statement.
About 40 protesters were arrested Friday at downtown Denver's Auraria Higher Education Center, home to the University of Colorado at Denver, the Community College of Denver and the Metropolitan State University of Denver. The center said in a statement that police broke up an encampment on a main quad but that some protesters returned and erected more than 30 tents. Several protesters were then arrested.
Northeastern University police detained roughly 100 people Saturday in Boston. This was after a demonstration was "infiltrated by professional organizers," school spokeswoman Renata Nyul said. Protesters who could show a valid Northeastern ID card were released and will face discipline within the university system, she said. Those who refused to show their affiliation were arrested.
In Phoenix, police arrested at least three people at Arizona State University on Friday and 69 on Saturday. The university said the protesters arrested Saturday, "most of whom were not ASU students, faculty or staff," were detained after refusing to leave following multiple warnings.
Two students at Princeton University in New Jersey were arrested April 24 while trying to set up an encampment.
Police at Washington University in St. Louis arrested more than 80 people who tried to set up an encampment on Saturday. The university said the group included students, employees and "many individuals not affiliated with the university." Jill Stein, a presidential candidate for the Green Party, said late Saturday on X that she was among those arrested, as well as her campaign manager Jason Call and deputy campaign manager Kelly Merrill-Cayer.
Virginia Tech in Blacksburg reported that campus police arrested more than 80 individuals late Sunday night and into Monday morning. Of those, 53 were current students.
Virginia Tech said the protest there began Friday morning outside the school's Graduate Life Center. The school said in a statement that it "values free speech and the protestors' right to be heard, but only if the rights of others and public safety can be assured."
Twelve people, including nine students, were arrested in connection with a protest that violated guidelines over the weekend, according to the university in Fredericksburg, Va.
Two people, including one student, were arrested on criminal trespassing charges during a protest Sunday evening, spokesman Jared Stonesifer said.
A graduate student was arrested Thursday during a 300-person pro-Palestinian protest on the Storrs, Conn., campus, according to officials. The graduate student allegedly pushed a police officer who was trying to detain a person, according to an arrest report.
The university said three people were arrested Monday after a group that was on interim suspension tried to hold a protest. The protesters included those affiliated with the campus group as well as those unaffiliated with the university. The group was stopped after participants tried to set up tents. "Under university policy, tents are prohibited without approval and are not permitted to be left up overnight," the university said in a statement, adding that the suspended group was not allowed to have "on campus activities." Those arrested were one student, one employee and one person not affiliated with the university, the statement said.
The university said that 17 people were arrested after officers moved to disperse protesters late Monday, hours after it told protesters that setting up camps overnight would violate Utah state law and the university's free speech policy. One officer was injured, the university said in a statement, adding that one hatchet was confiscated. The university later said it had cleared a protest overnight.
Law enforcement officers arrested at least six protesters who refused to identify themselves at Tulane University during an "unregistered and unsanctioned" protest, the university said in a statement on Monday. More than 40 officers, including mounted police, were present before the protest, the statement said, adding that offenses alleged are "trespassing, battery on an officer and resisting arrest." In a further statement early Tuesday, the university said three halls on the uptown campus would be closed for the day due to a continuing protest. Most protesters, it said, "are unaffiliated with Tulane."
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Police make arrests at Fordham; UCLA chancellor denounces violence
Police arrested an unknown number of protesters at Fordham University and 34 demonstrators at the University of Wisconsin in Madison. 
By Niha Masih, Victoria Bisset, Kyle Melnick, Washington Post staff, Aaron Blake, Andrew Jeong, Praveena Somasundaram, Yvonne Condes, Molly Hennessy-Fiske, Marisa Iati, Neeti Upadhye, Richard Morgan, Laura  Wagner, Kim Bellware, Patrick Svitek, Ben Brasch, Mariana Alfaro, Sarah Parnass, Julia Ledur, Hannah Dormido, Clara Ence Morse, Emily Wax-Thibodeaux, Emily Davies, Nicki DeMarco, Allie Caren, Patrick Marley, Dan Rosenzweig-Ziff, Susan Svrluga, Alexandra Ma, Julie Yoon, Morgan Coates, Jintak Han, Rachel  Hatzipanagos | 2024-05-02
Confrontations between pro-Palestinian protesters and police are continuing on campuses across the United States, a day after New York police breached a Columbia University building occupied by demonstrators and arrested about 300 people at Columbia and the City College of New York. Police arrested 15 protesters at Fordham University and 34 at the University of Wisconsin in Madison. In Los Angeles, UCLA's chancellor denounced "instigators" whom he blamed for violence that broke out overnight Tuesday between pro-Palestinian demonstrators and counterprotesters who tried to dismantle their camp.
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How a Palestinian slogan has ignited debate on college campuses and beyond
Activists and pro-Palestinian demonstrators have used the phrase "from the river to the sea" to express support for Gaza. Others find it antisemitic.
By Bryan Pietsch | 2024-05-02
A decades-old rallying cry for Palestinian nationalist aspirations has reached a new, broad audience among opponents of Israel's military campaign in the Gaza Strip -- and become a controversial focal point in protests on U.S. college campuses as they escalated over recent weeks.
At protests and on social media, activists and pro-Palestinian demonstrators have used the phrase "from the river to the sea" to express support for the cause of Gaza and Palestinians in the Israeli-occupied West Bank. The slogan refers to the territory between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea -- which includes the state of Israel -- and is often followed by a second clause: "Palestine will be free."
Some people have interpreted the phrase as a call to eradicate Israel. Critics, including some Jewish American organizations, say it constitutes antisemitic speech. A rise in antisemitic attacks in the United States and Europe since the start of the war has contributed to the unease.
Pro-Palestinian activists say the phrase is encompassing enough to express a range of visions, and that the controversy about it serves to silence dissent over Israel's assault on Hamas in Gaza, launched in response to the Hamas attack on Israeli communities on Oct. 7.
The phrase has been chanted and displayed on signs at protests on college campuses across the United States amid unrest and clashes between protesters, counterprotesters and law enforcement. Intertwined in the tumult are accusations that some of the speech and actions by students protesting the war in Gaza are antisemitic.
Here's what to know about the origins of the phrase, its connotations and the controversy it has caused.
It's not clear when the slogan emerged, but scholars say it started gaining traction in the 1960s among Palestinian activists and intellectuals who were made refugees by the 1948 war.
During that conflict, an estimated 700,000 Palestinians either fled or were expelled from their homes by Israeli forces, after which the state of Israel was established. Many of them settled in the West Bank, which was later annexed by Jordan, and in Gaza, which was administered by Egypt. (Israel captured both territories in the 1967 war with neighboring Arab states.)
Palestinian refugees began developing the idea of a "free Palestine" -- a "secular, democratic, free" state, from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean Sea, Maha Nassar, an associate professor of Middle East history and Islamic studies at the University of Arizona, said in an interview in November.
Later, the phrase was taken up by supporters of the Palestine Liberation Organization, or PLO, the coalition founded in 1964 that remains the official representative of the Palestinian people at the United Nations. In the rounds of conflicts and uprisings in the decades that followed, it became popular among different Palestinian factions.
More recently, supporters of Hamas, the militant group that controls Gaza, have adopted the slogan. The group's charter, in which the phrase does not appear, calls for a movement that "hits deep into the earth and spreads to hug the sky."
"Palestine is ours from the river to the sea and from the south to the north," Khaled Mashaal, the group's former leader, said in a 2012 speech in Gaza celebrating the 25th anniversary of the founding of Hamas, the Associated Press reported.

This screenshot taken in Berlin shows the Facebook page of Samidoun Deutschland, the German chapter of the international Palestinian rights activist group Samidoun, including the slogan "Free Palestine from the river to the sea." The German government announced it was banning Samidoun in the wake of its actions since Hamas's Oct. 7 incursion into Israel. (Sean Gallup/Getty Images)


To many Palestinians and their supporters, "min an-nahr ila al-bahr," "from the river to the sea," is still a call for a peaceful land -- though not always with the aim of a single, secular state. The slogan does not conjure "a specific political platform," Nassar said. Instead, it is a call for an "imagined future of peace and freedom."
It's "a call to end the occupation" by Israel, she said, and a "call for an ability to return" to areas from which Palestinians fled or were expelled. The internationally recognized "right of return" to land and home, held by refugees including many Palestinians, has long been a key point of dispute in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
Rep. Rashida Tlaib (D-Mich.), the only Palestinian American member of Congress, was censured in November for her remarks about the conflict, including and a video she posted on social media of protesters chanting the slogan. Tlaib, in a post on X, defended the phrase as "an aspirational call for freedom, human rights, and peaceful coexistence, not death, destruction, or hate."
The slogan is "a demand for democratic coexistence between Jews and Arabs," the Arab-American Anti-Discrimination Committee said in a statement defending Tlaib.
Many Jews, Jewish organizations and advocates for Israel, among others, view the slogan as antisemitic.
"The vast majority of Jews in many contexts, hearing that slogan, hear something that feels deeply threatening and offensive and many, many Jews would characterize it as antisemitic," Ethan Katz, an associate professor of history and Jewish studies at the University of California at Berkeley, said in an interview last year.
At best, Katz said, the slogan comes across to many Jews as a call for the end of the state of Israel. At its worst, he said, it's a call for "the annihilation of Jews living between the river and the sea." The attack by Hamas on Oct. 7 has amplified negative interpretations of the phrase, he said.
The Anti-Defamation League, an advocacy group devoted to identifying and fighting antisemitism, in a statement in October, described the slogan as "an antisemitic charge denying the Jewish right to self-determination, including through the removal of Jews from their ancestral homeland."
Such fears touch on memories of genocide and displacement instilled in Jewish communities by Nazi Germany's eradication of some 6 million Jews in the Holocaust.
Many pro-Palestinian advocates say that "from the river to the sea" does not call for the expulsion of Jews, and that extreme interpretations of the slogan are misguided. "The attempts to redefine this chant by those who are not Palestinian is an overreach and mischaracterization," the Arab American Anti-Discrimination Committee said.
Other defenders of the phrase contend that even maximally interpreted, it conveys an inverse of the stated ambitions of leaders of the Israeli settler movement, which has ties to the current Israeli government.
It's "important to center those who are actually using the phrase and what it means to them" in discussions about the slogan's meaning, Nassar said. Attacks on those who use the phrase, however well intentioned, serve to disarm Palestinians and their supporters of a powerful rhetorical tool, she said.
Intent aside, Katz said, people using the phrase should "think carefully about how the slogan is heard in this moment."

Rep. Ilhan Omar (D-Minn.) takes photos of Rep. Rashida Tlaib (D-Mich.) and Cori Bush (D-Mo.) as they pose in Washington during a call for a cease-fire between Israel and Gaza on Nov. 8. Tlaib was censured the day before over her "from the river to the sea" comments. (Haiyun Jiang for The Washington Post) 


Protests against the war in Gaza have been ongoing since October, but demonstrations on college campuses across the United States in recent weeks have become a focus of national attention. The phrase "from the river to the sea" can be seen and heard at many of the protests.
Columbia University in New York and UCLA are among the colleges where the demonstrations have been particularly fraught, but hundreds of people have been arrested on campuses across the country, according to a Washington Post tally.
Universities have historically been the nuclei of antiwar protests and discussions over free speech. Some of the debate over free speech at college campuses in recent weeks has centered on when free speech begins to intrude on the rights of other students, who may feel that protesters' statements or actions create an unsafe environment for them.
More than a quarter of U.S. undergraduate students view the phrase "from the river to the sea" as calling for Palestinians to replace Israelis in the region, even if it means forcibly expelling or committing genocide against Jews, according to a poll conducted by the University of Chicago. About the same percentage of students said the phrase meant Palestinians and Israelis should live in two separate states side by side.
But among Jewish students, about two-thirds said the phrase was calling for genocide or the forced expulsion of Jews from the territory. Among Muslim students, 42 percent said it called for a two-state solution and 14 percent said it was calling for genocide. The survey was of 5,233 undergraduate students in December and January and has a margin of error of plus or minus one percentage point for the general student population, and plus or minus two to seven percentage points when broken down by religion.
Sarah Dadouch in Beirut contributed to this report.
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Rapper Toomaj Salehi became an icon in Iran. It could cost him his life.
A rare and unapologetic voice of defiance inside Iran, rapper Toomaj Salehi has been sentenced to death for his support of the anti-government uprising in 2022.
By Nilo Tabrizy | 2024-05-02

Protesters hold signs during a rally in Berlin on Sunday protesting a death sentence given to Toomaj Salehi, an outspoken Iranian rapper, on charges of "spreading corruption on the Earth" in connection with his support for the anti-government women-led uprising that erupted in Iran in fall 2022. (Babak Bordbar/AFP/Getty Images)


In the video posted to Telegram, a banner emblazoned with the face of rapper Toomaj Salehi hangs from a highway overpass in Tehran.
"Forced officer, forced executioner, one who just follows orders, go find a rat hole," says a woman off camera, quoting lyrics from Salehi's 2021 breakout hit.
On April 24, the day before the video was shared online, Salehi was sentenced to death on charges of "spreading corruption on the Earth" in connection with his support for the anti-government uprising that erupted in the fall of 2022. A rare and unapologetic voice of defiance inside Iran, Salehi was an inspiration for the protest movement, and among the most high-profile figures to be caught up in the state's brutal crackdown.
International reaction to his death sentence was swift, with the United Nations, the White House national security adviser Jake Sullivan and the Recording Academy all putting out statements of support. Analysts said the draconian twist in Salehi's case was a sign of his far-reaching cultural impact.

Rapper Toomaj Salehi films a music video for his song "Pichak" in 2022 in Iran. (Courtesy of Toomaj Salehi)


Iran's leaders view Salehi as "a national security threat," said Holly Dagres, a senior fellow with the Atlantic Council's Middle East programs who spoke to Toomaj as a part of her research on Gen Z Iranians. She described his music as "a sword" that "tears at the very fabric of the clerical establishment."
Salehi first went viral in September 2021 with "Rat Hole," a song that openly challenged the Islamic Republic and its authoritarian rule.
"If you play in the middle and ask, 'What is politics?'/ Know that we don't have a vote to abstain./ Nobody can be neutral in this battle," he rapped.
He quickly attracted attention, both from new fans and from the country's security apparatus, which arrested him just days after the song's release. But he was released on bail soon after and refused to stay quiet. He continued to put out music under his name and videos that showed his face, often from undisclosed locations within the country.
"No musician has been as bold and outspoken as him. ... Even people with safety outside of the country," said Nahid Siamdoust, an assistant professor in media and Middle East studies at the University of Texas at Austin.
Salehi was born and raised in Isfahan to Bakhtiari parents, an ethnic minority in Iran's southwest. He was introduced to rap music by his brother at a young age, he has said, and cited Tupac Shakur as an early influence.
Negin Niknaam, one of his closest confidants, who manages his social media accounts from Germany, said he has also loved martial arts and boxing since childhood.
"That's why I think he became interested in rap, because it's also very direct," she added.
Salehi came from a family of activists. His father was a political prisoner who spent eight years behind bars, one of thousands of leftists rounded up in the 1980s as the revolutionary government took control of the country.

Salehi during filming of his "Pichak" music video in Iran. (Courtesy of Toomaj Salehi)


In Iran, where rap is illegal, the 'rap-e farsi" genre began to take shape in the 1990s. But the scene still exists entirely underground, making it difficult for artists to survive financially  off their music.
"This is a man who's sold his personal items, even his motorcycle, to produce music," Dagres said. "It's a real testament to his passion -- not just for the genre itself, but also his love for Iran as a country."
From the start, Salehi's music was overtly political, tackling women's rights, government corruption, the economy and child labor.
The "foregrounding of regime change discourse" in "Rat Hole" helped shift the conversation inside Iran, and ultimately became the core demand of the "Women, Life, Freedom" movement, Siamdoust said.
Navid, a Tehran resident who took part in the protests, said that Salehi set himself apart from the rest of the underground rap scene by going toe-to-toe with Iran's leaders.
"It's as if he's poking the dictator directly in the eye and saying, 'No matter what you do, I'll continue on my path. Whatever happens to me, I'll keep going,'" he said, speaking on the condition that he be identified by his first name for fear of reprisals.
When the women-led uprising began in September 2022 after the death of Mahsa Amini in the custody of the "morality police," Salehi addressed the budding movement with two songs.
"Woman, life, freedom, we will fight to the death/ Shoulder to shoulder like a defensive wall/ I believe in solidarity like divine faith," he rapped on "Battlefield," released in early October of that year.
Later that month, Salehi released "Divination," squarely speaking to the morality police: "Someone's crime was her hair dancing in the wind," one verse went.
Six days after the release of "Divination," Iran's state broadcaster announced that Salehi had been arrested, and a state propaganda campaign kicked into gear. The judiciary's official media outlet released a video accusing him of "planning and organizing" demonstrations with "diaspora leaders," including an image of Salehi blindfolded in a vehicle.
On Nov. 2, 2022, Salehi appeared in a video blindfolded and with a swollen face as he apologized for encouraging security forces to abandon their posts. Another forced apology video was released that December, showing Salehi speaking to someone who resembles an interrogator; the camera angles appeared to mimic those from his music video for "Divination."
After more than a year behind bars, Salehi was released on bail in late 2023. Days later, he posted a video to his YouTube account in which he explained his forced confessions and alleged that he had been tortured.
"They broke my arms and my legs. They were hitting my face and my head, so at first I tried to cover myself with my hands, and they broke my fingers," Salehi said.
He was arrested again less than two weeks later for "publishing lies and disturbing the public mind after publishing some false and undocumented comments online," the judiciary's media outlet reported.
When Salehi's case was appealed to the Supreme Court, it called on the lower court to drop some of the charges against him. But a revolutionary court, part of Iran's parallel justice system, reassumed jurisdiction and sentenced him to death -- an "unprecedented move," according to his lawyer, Amir Raeisian.
Niknaam spoke with Salehi days after his death sentence was made public. She said he was most concerned that people who took to the streets to protest his sentence might be arrested. Salehi's phone privileges have since been taken away and she has not been able to speak with him again.
"Toomaj is becoming a national hero," said Navid, the Tehan protester. He explained how at a protest organized by pensioners in southwestern Khuzestan province on April 28, there were calls to "free Toomaj" amid chants about wages.
"I'm thrilled to see that aside from political and human rights activists speaking out against the regime, a rapper is continuing this fight," he said.
On Wednesday, one of Salehi's closest friends and collaborators, the rapper Afrasiab, released a freestyle from inside Iran.
"Enforcing this sentence is the biggest mistake of the century," said Afrasiab, rapping to the camera with his face in full view.
"Toomaj is not just one person. He's a nation that won't be chained down."
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U.S. forces thought they killed a terrorist. They got the wrong man.
A new U.S. military assessment affirms Washington Post reporting that cast doubt on officials' initial claim to have slain a senior al-Qaeda operative in Syria.
By Alex Horton, Meg Kelly | 2024-05-02

A video by the Syrian Civil Defense, also known as the "White Helmets," captures the moments after a U.S. strike killed Lotfi Hassan Misto, 56, on May 3, 2023.


A U.S. drone strike in Syria last year killed a 56-year-old shepherd after confusing him for a terrorist leader, an internal investigation concluded, underscoring the Pentagon's persistent struggle to avoid unintentional casualties despite the Biden administration's pledge to curb such incidents.
The new assessment by U.S. Central Command, which oversees American military activity throughout the Middle East, affirms a Washington Post investigation published a year ago that cast doubt on officials' initial public claim to have slain a senior al-Qaeda figure. A summary of the investigation's findings was provided to The Post ahead of an anticipated release later Thursday.

An undated image of Lotfi Hassan Misto, who was killed on May 3, 2023, by a U.S. drone strike in Syria. (Courtesy of the Misto family)


Lotfi Hassan Misto was tending to his animals on May 3, 2023, in Qorqanya, a rural town in northwest Syria. Above, his movements were being tracked by an armed Predator drone. When U.S. forces fired a Hellfire missile into the rocky outcrop behind his home, commanders had confidence they were attacking a terrorist, officials said afterward. Instead, a defense official said, the suspected militant who had been their target slipped away and remains at large.
"The investigation determined U.S. forces misidentified the intended Al Qaeda target and that a civilian ... was struck and killed instead," officials wrote in the investigation's summary, which identifies Misto by name. He was the sole fatality, along with several of his sheep, according to video captured by first responders at the scene.

Plumes of smoke erupted after a U.S. drone strike outside Qorqanya, Syria on May 3, 2023.


Thursday's announcement offers little additional insight into how U.S. commanders and analysts botched the strike, saying only that it was "conducted in compliance with the law of armed conflict as well as Department of Defense and CENTCOM policies."
The military's investigation was opened about a month after The Post published its investigation on May 18 of last year.
In 2022, after years of scrutiny, the Pentagon said it would work toward reducing such incidents and increasing transparency when they do occur. The changes, enacted early in the Biden administration, were prompted by numerous investigations by the news media and other independent watchdogs that revealed how flawed intelligence and a dearth of clear-eyed analysis contributed to civilian deaths later minimized or excused away within the Defense Department and White House.
The defense official, who spoke with reporters on the condition of anonymity under ground rules set by the military, said the investigation showed that the botched drone strike was the result of "confirmation bias and insufficient red teaming," a term the Defense Department uses for personnel tasked with stress-testing the decision-making during such operations to ensure their accuracy.
"The investigation revealed several issues that could be improved," the command added, without providing specifics. "We are committed to learning from this incident and improving our targeting processes to mitigate potential civilian harm."
 The investigation was prepared by a one-star general who was assisted by 10 senior service members and civilians with relevant expertise but who were not involved in the deadly mishap, Central Command said. The work included interviews with more than 40 witnesses, and it sought information from nongovernmental organizations. It is unclear if any of the witnesses interviewed were civilians.
The investigation was completed in November. Officials did not explain why its findings were withheld until now.
The dearth of information disclosed by the military makes it difficult to assess if U.S. personnel acted recklessly in this case, said Oona Hathaway, an international law professor at Yale Law School. Yet the contours of the strike are similar to past incidents, she said, pointing to misidentification as a common factor in attacks that end in civilian bloodshed.
"The U.S. government doesn't do enough to learn from its mistakes," she said, citing her research on other U.S. airstrikes. "The exact same mistakes happen over and over and over again."
Several issues remain unclear, including: who the intended target was, how he was able to evade U.S. forces, whether this failure allowed him to resume his suspected terrorist activities and, vitally, how U.S. personnel watching Misto never realized that he was the wrong man.
It is also unclear whether anyone will be held accountable for the deadly mistake.
"We had been tracking Misto for some time under the belief that he was the target," the defense official said, declining to describe how long the surveillance occurred. Neighbors told The Post last year that such aircraft had circulated for about two weeks.
Priyanka Motaparthy, director of the Project on Armed Conflict, Counterterrorism and Human Rights at Columbia Law School, said the military appears to have conducted a far more robust investigation than others in recent years, but the response, she said, is inadequate.
"In every case we hear there was an unfortunate mistake," she said, noting that the confusion between Misto and the target was particularly troubling. "There's a legal requirement to have in place procedural safeguards to prevent acting on faulty intelligence and targeting the wrong person. ... The fundamental right to life is at stake."
Misto spent his life in Idlib province, where he married and started a large family of 12 children -- eight daughters and four sons, whom he supported with work as a brick maker. He tended to sheep and chickens, staying close to home except when visiting his mosque. A terrorist life was preposterous, his family told The Post, for a man whose priority outside work and prayer was sipping tea with loved ones steps away from where he was killed.
Central Command's statement is commendable in its admission of responsibility and pledge to learn from the strike, said Joanna Naples-Mitchell, an attorney previously in touch with Misto's family and the redress program director at the Zomia Center, a humanitarian rights nonprofit. But the Pentagon's immediate and sustained assertions of Misto's links to terrorism were harmful, she said.
"In the future, the Department of Defense should take care not to make prejudicial statements regarding civilian status once an investigation has been opened," she said in a statement. "In this case, such statements did further harm to a family that was already grieving the loss of a father, brother, and breadwinner. This, too, should be a lesson learned."
Omar Nezhat in Idlib, Sarah Dadouch in Beirut and Imogen Piper in London contributed to this report.
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U.S. officials wary of Chinese plans for floating nuclear plants
Officials fear reactors will be used to power military bases on artificial islands in the South China Sea.
By Ellen Nakashima, Vic Chiang, Joby Warrick | 2024-05-02

Chinese structures on the man-made Fiery Cross Reef in the disputed Spratly Islands in the South China Sea, as seen in March 2022.  (Aaron Favila/AP)


China is pursuing plans to develop floating nuclear reactors that could power military facilities it has built in contested areas of the South China Sea, according to the top U.S. military commander in the Pacific and State Department officials, a prospect they warn would undermine regional security and stability.
After more than a decade of research and development and Chinese regulators' safety concerns, China appears to be moving forward with its plans -- at a time when the international community has not yet crafted standards governing floating reactors' safe use, U.S. officials said.
U.S. officials say they believe any deployment is still several years away. Still, the concern is great enough that Adm. John Aquilino, who leads U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, is raising a warning flag.
"China's intended use of floating nuclear power plants has potential impacts to all nations in the region," said Aquilino, who is relinquishing his command Friday. "Chinese state media has stated publicly Beijing's intent to use them to strengthen its military control of the South China Sea, further exerting their unlawful territorial claims. China's claim of sovereignty of the entire South China Sea has no basis in international law and is destabilizing the entire region."
His apprehension is shared by the State Department.
"Our concern is that the closer they get to deploying floating nuclear power plants, the faster they'll use them for purposes contrary to the national security of the United States and broader security in the region," a senior State Department official said in an interview. The official spoke on the condition of anonymity under ground rules set by the department.
The State Administration of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense in Beijing, which oversees approved nuclear-related projects, did not respond to a request for comment.
Worries about China's intentions were voiced obliquely during the Obama administration and more forcefully during the Trump administration. Today, U.S. officials say China is in advanced research and development stages to build reactors for military purposes.
These worries are coming at a time of heightened tensions in the western Pacific. Beijing, which is executing the most ambitious military buildup since the end of the Cold War, has been increasingly assertive in waters off Taiwan, Japan and the Philippines. Its coast guard has directly challenged Philippine vessels seeking to resupply a Philippine ship anchored off the Second Thomas Shoal.
Russia is the only country to operate a floating nuclear power plant, the Akademik Lomonosov, which became operational in December 2019. Photos of the facility show a multistory co-generation plant on a non-motorized barge. According to IEEE Spectrum, it consists of two pressurized-water KLT-40S reactors, similar to those powering Russian nuclear icebreakers, and two steam turbine plants.

The floating nuclear power plant Akademik Lomonosov is towed out of a shipyard in St. Petersburg in April 2018. (Dmitri Lovetsky/AP)


China began designing floating nuclear power reactors in 2010. The state-run Global Times Online reported in 2016 that the government planned to deploy 20 of these reactors in the South China Sea to support commercial development, oil exploration and seawater desalination.
But the same article also boasted of military applications: "Each South China Sea island and reef, paired with a floating nuclear-powered platform," is essentially "a nuclear-powered aircraft carrier ... equipped with combat aircraft and missile systems. Their military advantage far outweighs that of a U.S. carrier fleet coming from afar."
Amid escalating tensions in the South China Sea, these reactors can "ensure the smooth conduct of military exercises," researchers from a State Council-affiliated institute highlighted in a 2020 article.
China's National Development and Reform Commission, which approves nuclear projects, has signed off on three types of floating power reactors currently in development. According to a 2022 report by the International Atomic Energy Agency, construction for one is scheduled to commence this year, while another is in the detailed design stage.
But progress has been spotty. China had hoped to debut its first floating nuclear power plant by 2021, but nuclear engineers working on the project revealed challenges, including regulators' concerns about "safety and feasibility."
China over a decade ago began building artificial islands on remote atolls and coral reefs in the South China Sea -- constructing ports, runways, barracks and hangars. Despite a 2015 pledge by President Xi Jinping not to militarize the islands, China has since placed antiship and antiaircraft batteries on the three biggest islands, Subi, Mischief and Fiery Cross Reefs; landed aircraft on the runways; and docked warships in the ports, alarming U.S. and regional allies.
In 2016, two days before Chinese state media reported the government's plan to build reactors, an international court in The Hague ruled that Beijing had no lawful claim to these reefs, some of which fell within the Philippines' 200-nautical-mile exclusive economic zone.
"Our biggest concern is potential deployment in the South China Sea," the State Department official said, noting the "long-standing and contentious territorial and maritime disputes in that area." The official added: "There are also critical questions around the implementation of existing nuclear safety and security frameworks that still need to be addressed."
Thomas Shugart, an adjunct senior fellow at the Center for a New American Security, said China's deployment of floating nuclear power plants "would amount to a doubling-down" on China's occupation of the artificial islands.
"The operation of these floating reactors within what are essentially military facilities would also raise risks that are greater than those associated with forward-deployed U.S. submarines at overseas ports," said Shugart, a former Navy submarine warfare officer. "Unlike U.S. nuclear submarines, which normally shut down shortly after mooring, and operate only at low power levels in port," he said, "these reactors would likely be operating at high power levels almost all the time to supply electrical power."
Some South China Sea experts are skeptical.
"We've been hearing about this for the better part of a decade now, and there's no reactor," said Gregory Poling, who runs the Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative at the Center for Strategic and International Studies. He said floating reactors are less feasible than solar wind and diesel fuel. "China's doing a lot of other, more concerning things that keep me up at night."
Many nuclear industry experts are bullish on next-generation technologies such as floating or small modular reactors as a way for countries to meet rising energy demands while lowering emissions of heat-trapping carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. But even supporters acknowledge that significant challenges remain.
Some scientists and environmentalists say that floating nuclear plants have unique vulnerabilities compared with their counterparts on land, and that a catastrophic accident could release radioactive contaminants into the ocean, as happened during the Fukushima nuclear accident in Japan in 2011.
On land, nuclear reactors and their fuel are generally protected inside containment structures of concrete and steel up to five feet thick. A reactor designed to float at sea would not be as robust, said Edwin Lyman, a physicist and director of nuclear power safety at the Union of Concerned Scientists.
"You can't have the kind of large, leakproof, thick reinforced-concrete containment that is typical for many land-based plants," Lyman said. If the reactor suffers a Fukushima-like failure, with molten nuclear fuel eating through the containment shell, "that stuff is going to end up in the ocean," he said.
A floating reactor would be vulnerable to a malicious attack or sabotage from underwater assailants, or to the destructive forces of a tsunami or extreme storm, Lyman said. The Pacific Basin is the most tsunami-prone region, officials said.
"Many of these ideas are based on expectations that this new generation of plants is so safe that you can stick them on a ship and send them anywhere without having to worry about them," Lyman said. "That's unrealistic and dangerous thinking. If you don't properly grapple with these issues, you're going to end up with potential disasters waiting to happen, around the world."
China has experienced a number of accidents involving nuclear technology over the last few years. An incident at the Taishan Nuclear Power Plant in 2021 led to the plant's shutdown for a year for an investigation and to fix damaged fuel rods.
Nuclear safety experts with the International Atomic Energy Agency met with a Chinese designer of the reactors this year to provide an overview of IAEA safety standards related to transportation of nuclear materials. The agency does not have sign-off authority, but China has not yet sent formal technical information or construction plans to the IAEA for review, according to a Western diplomat who spoke on the condition of anonymity because of the matter's sensitivity.
One of U.S. officials' biggest concerns is the lack of a robust legal and regulatory framework to ensure that these technologies are deployed in a safe, transparent manner. The IAEA is seeking to craft such standards, but states such as China and Russia have slowed the process, to the consternation of Western officials. China, in particular, has sought to shape the safety standards so they are less rigorous, said people familiar with the matter.
The bottom line, said U.S. Ambassador to Japan Rahm Emanuel, is that the region is too valuable to put at risk. The South China Sea provides 12 percent of the world's fish catch. A third of global sea trade takes place there. Terrorist groups like the Islamic State-East Asia, or Abu Sayyaf, operate in areas near it. "The last thing you want to do," he said, "is put 20 floating nuclear facilities in the middle of the South China Sea."
Chiang reported from Taipei, Taiwan. Michelle Ye Hee Lee in Tokyo, Aaron Schaffer in Washington and Pei-Lin Wu in Taipei contributed to this report.
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Middle East conflict live updates: Hamas says it views talks favorably; Blinken urges group to accept deal
A maritime corridor for aid deliveries to Gaza, via a pier being constructed by the U.S. military, is "probably a week away," Secretary of State Antony Blinken said before departing Israel.
By Frances Vinall, Annabelle Timsit, Heba Farouk Mahfouz , Cate Brown, Hazem  Balousha, Sarah Dadouch, Samantha Schmidt, Danielle Paquette, Hannah Natanson, Joanna Slater, Emily Wax-Thibodeaux, Missy Ryan | 2024-05-02
U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken urged Hamas to accept the latest cease-fire and hostage-release agreement proposed by Israel. In a statement, Ismail Haniyeh, chairman of the militant group's political bureau, said Hamas views the Egypt-hosted negotiations in a "positive spirit" and said that a negotiating delegation would travel to Cairo as soon as possible.
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Money goes elsewhere, aid workers flee, Haitians endure on their own
The United Nations asked this year for $674 million in aid for the beleaguered Caribbean nation. Donors have contributed $94 million -- less than 14 percent. 
By Widlore Merancourt, Amanda Coletta | 2024-05-02

An operating theater at the UNICEF-supported Fontaine Hospital in Port-au-Prince in September. (Giles Clarke/Getty Images)


PORT-AU-PRINCE, Haiti -- Almost all the beds at the La Paix University Hospital are occupied. Critical medical supplies, including blood collection tubes, are running low. Doctors are operating without blood; they fear they'll soon run out of anesthesia, too.
The stream of patients, meanwhile, is unrelenting. There are those who have been attacked by the armed gangs that control 80 percent of the capital. Stroke patients. Women in labor. People with kidney failure who need dialysis -- and are turned away because it's not available.
Once, the staff at La Paix was augmented by international doctors, director Jean Philippe Lerbourg said, helping their Haitian counterparts after the 2010 earthquake that killed 220,000 people here.
Now, as Haiti confronts what aid workers say is the worst humanitarian crisis since then, there's far less international help. The hospital's Haitian doctors and nurses -- many of whom have themselves been forced from their homes by the criminal paramilitaries who kidnap, rape and kill with impunity -- are on their own.
"The staff understands that help won't come from the outside, so they come to work," Lerbourg said. "The current situation falls on us. It's quite a heavy burden that we can't just drop and leave."

People prepare to distribute food in a school that has become a shelter for people displaced by gang-driven violence in Port-au-Prince. 


Under skies throbbing with helicopters carrying diplomats and aid workers away, as the world responds to crises in Gaza and Ukraine, Haitians are banding together through political chaos, rampant violence and endemic poverty to keep themselves and each other alive.
Jacky Lumarque, the rector of Quisqueya University in Port-au-Prince, remembers a "spirit of [international] solidarity" after the earthquake. It's absent today.
"Haiti has no friends," Lumarque said. "We are alone in the world."
The United Nations has appealed to donors this year for $674 million in aid for Haiti. They've contributed $97 million -- 14 percent. Last year, the request was $720 million; only 35 percent was met.
There's "a lot of competition at the moment" for aid, according to Carl Skau, deputy director of the World Food Program. The crisis in Haiti, meanwhile, is "complex" and "requires an equally complex response."

Armed gang members brandish weapons near the presidential palace in Port-au-Prince. (Ralph Tedy Erol/Reuters)


"But it's really unacceptable, frankly, that Haiti is at the state it is at the moment," Skau told The Washington Post. "The Haitians deserve that the world pay attention and step up support."
More than 2,500 people here have been wounded or killed in the first quarter of 2024, most of them by gangs, the U.N. office here has reported, the most violent period since it started tracking such attacks in 2022. More than 90,000 people in the capital alone have been forced from their homes.
Growing gangs have filled the power vacuum here opened by the still-unsolved assassination of President Jovenel Moise in 2021. In recent months, they've busted open prisons, laid siege to police stations and shut down the international airport.
More ominously, they control the main roads in and out of the capital, have attacked the main seaport and assaulted a key fuel terminal, prompting fears of shortages and stranding supplies. The violence has spread to the countryside -- Haiti's breadbasket -- as half the population faces acute hunger.
Armed gang members control many displacement camps and force young people to have sex with them for aid, said Guerda Previlon, who helps children and young mothers who have been forced from their homes.
"There is no life in these spaces," said Previlon, the founder and executive director of the Haiti-based Initiative for Youth Development. "It's not a living environment for children."

Children play in the courtyard of a shelter for displaced families in Port-au-Prince in March. (Odelyn Joseph/AP)


Ariel Henry, Haiti's embattled prime minister, resigned last week and a transitional government was sworn in. Standing up that council of Haitian leaders was a condition for the deployment of a U.N.-approved, Kenyan-led international police force, but it's unclear when it will get here.
The U.N. mission here, meanwhile, has reduced its presence to essential personnel -- and could shrink further amid concerns over continued access to clean drinking water and fuel.
U.S. Southern Command last week coordinated four military flights to Port-au-Prince to bolster embassy security and deliver privately donated aid including oral hydration fluids and medicines.
There's much about the response to the 2010 quake that Haitians are keen to not repeat. Billions of dollars in aid was allocated to international organizations, but much was mismanaged. U.N. peacekeepers were blamed for a cholera outbreak that caused almost 10,000 deaths.
Still, aid workers and Haitians say the response today is grossly insufficient.
"I do not see the mobilization of donors in proportion to the seriousness of the crisis," said Jean-Martin Bauer, the World Food Program's Haiti director. "I have been working at WFP for 23 years. When I started, there was not Yemen, Sudan, Ukraine [and] Gaza burning at the same time."
The Center for Peasant Animation and Community Action, a nonprofit in Port-au-Prince that collaborates with WFP and other aid groups, has provided more than 300,000 meals to displaced people here since February.
On a recent visit, cooks prepared rice, peppers and sardines. Benita Isidore Tranquile was one of them. She was chased from her home by gangs in 2015, she said. The violence has prevented her husband from driving his taxi, so she's now the family's main breadwinner.
"This work brings me a lot of joy," Tranquile told The Post.
The crisis has forced the group to hire more workers, according to Herns Francemy, the assistant to its program manager. It struggles to procure supplies, he said, including fuel and water.
"Some people depend on the food we provide every day. We face resource problems to cover the people in need," Francemy said. "Nevertheless, I feel proud to be able to meet the needs of those people. Some people say they would have starved to death if it wasn't for us."
Lerbourg, the hospital director, grew up dreaming of becoming a teacher or a lawyer, but his mother discouraged him. His parents have since left Haiti, but Lerbourg stayed behind with his wife and son because he felt he could be useful. He didn't want to be "just another social security number."
"I love medicine, and I can't see myself doing anything else," Lerbourg said. "As soon as I pass the hospital gate, my mood changes. I forget my personal problems and grievances regarding the situation. I'm here to save lives."
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Blinded in battle, these Ukrainian soldiers will never see their new babies 
Among the tens of thousands of Ukrainian soldiers wounded in Russia's relentless invasion, many have lost their sight -- an especially devastating injury for young parents. 
By Siobhan O'Grady, Kostiantyn Khudov | 2024-05-02
KYIV -- In the 10 months since his daughter was born, Ruslan Kozachok has hardly left her side.
He held baby Isabella in the hospital before his wife did. Lately, he's learned to keep her steady as she practices her first steps.
But he has never seen her.
Three months before Isabella's birth, Kozachok, 47, was blinded when shrapnel from a Russian shell pierced the left side of his skull in Chasiv Yar, the small city where he was fighting as a soldier in eastern Ukraine.
Kozachok was once a tattoo artist with his own salon, but his injury has robbed him of his profession, his hobbies, his routine and, most painfully, of the chance to see his daughter grow up.

Ruslan Kozachok, 47, a former tattoo artist and a veteran who was blinded by shrapnel on the front line, sits in the Kyiv office of Port, an organization that helps blind veterans and their families adapt after combat. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post)


On the front lines of Russia's bloody war, Ukrainian troops are killed and wounded daily, scarring and maiming a generation of young people. Many, like Kozachok, voluntarily joined the military in the first days of the invasion in 2022.
Severe eye injuries are pervasive. At least 1,000 soldiers have been blinded in the past two years, said Anna Purtova, a lawmaker who is advocating for soldiers who have lost their vision. Tetiana Lytvynenko, head of ophthalmology at a Kyiv hospital that treats soldiers and civilians, said the 30 beds in her ward are always full.
While medical advances have improved treatment for many war injuries, including with enhanced prosthetic limbs, little can be done for those who lose vision in both eyes and must learn to navigate the world without sight. Ukraine has not yet adapted to its growing blind population. Guide dogs are uncommon, many streetlights do not beep for pedestrians, and drivers often park on city sidewalks, creating dangerous obstacles.
Some wounded Ukrainians are struggling with all of these challenges while also facing parenthood blind.
For nine years before his injury, Kozachok and his wife, Yulia, who works in a bank, dreamed of starting a family. She was six months pregnant when she visited her husband in the hospital and told him what his doctors had explained to her: His vision was gone forever.
Kozachok's head injury could easily have been fatal. He lost one eye immediately and had to crawl to an evacuation point, where he lost consciousness. He survived but woke up in the hospital to a blur that soon faded into darkness.

Kozachok holds his daughter Isabella while taking a walk with his wife, Yulia Bespala, in Kyiv on April 10. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post)



Kozachok holds Isabella during a walk in the forest. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post)


For months, he struggled to accept his situation. "It was a daily process of finding the sense in living," he said. "It's like fighting with yourself."
Then Isabella was born. In the hospital, Yulia described Isabella to him: pink skin, red hair and bright blue eyes.
"When she said blue eyes, I just melted," Kozachok said. He knows that her hair has since turned blonde, and he likes to imagine that, too.
"I can only touch her face and picture her image in my head," he said. "I'm touching her face a lot."
Fatherhood, Yulia acknowledged, "is probably what kept him alive."
Kozachok still hasn't found a job he can do that satisfies his creative passions. But he has found some solace in rock climbing -- a sport he had never tried before losing his vision. Now, he regularly visits a gym in Kyiv.
The owner, who drives him to and from the sessions, calls out directions to help him navigate the rock wall that most climbers scale by following colored patterns.
Kozachok said he is trying to stay healthy and active, for himself -- and also for Isabella. "Every father wants to set an example for their kid," he said.

Kozachok, on right, has found solace in rock climbing at a gym in Kyiv after losing his vision. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post)



Rock climbing helps Kozachok stay in shape and be active. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post)


Denys Abdulin, 35, already had two sons when he left his home in Bila Tserkva, a small city near Kyiv, in March 2022 and joined the military. His wife, Olesia, took their boys to Lithuania for safety.
By April, Abdulin was in the eastern city of Severodonetsk, where Russian forces encircled his brigade, he said. They were hit with artillery, cluster munitions and aviation bombs.
Abdulin took cover in a building. He didn't hear the drone that spotted them -- or the whistle of the mortar that followed. Shrapnel pierced his skull through his left ear and exited his right eye. The soldiers in the building, all wounded, tried to patch each other up while awaiting evacuation.
In a hospital in Dnipro, Abdulin said, he waited days for bandages to be changed. Eventually, he was sent to Kyiv, and Olesia brought their sons, Vadym and David, to visit.
Even though he couldn't see them, their innocence about his injuries left him hopeful. One was excited to ride in his wheelchair; the other wanted to play with the adjustable hospital bed. "I cannot explain the happiness," he said.

Ukrainian veteran Denys Abdulin, 35, at a park in Kyiv on April 5. Abdulin lost the use of both eyes two years ago after shrapnel from a mortar pierced his skull through his left ear and exited his right eye. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post)



Abdulin hugs his 9-year-old son Vadym at home in Bila Tserkva as his wife, Olesia Abdulina, stands watching. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post)


The boys, now 9 and 6, were two years younger when he last saw them -- and that's how they will stay in his mind.
"I'm very grateful he had a chance to see them," Olesia said in their living room on a recent Saturday, as their cat, Usik, circled around their legs and the boys ran around with toys. "Their eye color, body types, features. He saw them in real life."
The boys struggle to understand their dad's blindness. The younger one, David, once took one of Abdulin's prosthetic blue eyes and attached it to the head of his red playdough octopus. They bring Abdulin books to read and pictures to see. Sometimes, when they ask him to assemble a toy, he gets frustrated. He wishes he could teach them to box, his favorite sport.
"We didn't explain the whole situation," Olesia said. "We tell them he got injured at war."
Abdulin used to work in a warehouse -- a job he can no longer do. Last year, he trained as a massage therapist with help from Port, an organization founded by Purtova, the lawmaker who helps blind veterans adapt. For now, Abdulin borrows a space to serve his few clients, but hopes to open his own studio.

After losing his sight, Abdulin, a former warehouse worker, trained as a massage therapist. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post)



Abdulin gives a massage to Elina Fediuk. His work has given him an important sense of purpose after a difficult recovery. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post)


Before hearing about massage school, he said, "I had no idea what a blind person could do."
His work has given him an important sense of purpose after a difficult recovery. Olesia used to comfort him through panic attacks about his blindness. He also suffered from nightmares. Even good dreams "always have a bad ending," he said, because he wakes up blind.
He recently had surgery to prepare for eye implants that will help prevent infections and give the appearance of natural eyes -- but he still holds out hope that he will see again. "I don't want to live my whole life blind," he said.
Ivan Soroka, 27, and his wife Vladyslava, 26, met online in April 2022. At military positions outside Kyiv, he climbed trees to find a signal to message her. They finally met in person and "I fell in love with her green eyes immediately," he said. By May, they were engaged. When he left for the front in June, "I promised her I'd come back," he said.

Ivan Soroka, 27, and his wife Vladyslava, 26, at their home in Kyiv on April 4, during Vladyslava's ninth month of pregnancy. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post)



Vladyslava and Ivan at the hospital on April 19 for a checkup at Kyiv maternity hospital during Vladyslava's ninth month of pregnancy. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post)


In August of that year, while Soroka's unit was retreating from near Bakhmut, a mortar exploded between him and his close friend, Yura, who died, leaving behind a wife and two children. Soroka was badly wounded in his face and legs. He lost sight in both eyes.
His biggest fear, he said, was that he would be a burden to Vladyslava. The biggest surprise, he added, was that she told him they would overcome their challenges together. They married last September. Last month, between air raid sirens in Kyiv, Vladyslava gave birth to a boy -- the first time her doctor delivered a baby for a blind parent. The doctor handed Soroka the scissors and he cut the umbilical cord.
They named the dark-haired baby Sviatoslav.

Ivan Soroka greets a friend who came to visit the family at the maternity hospital Monday. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post)



The Sorokas pose for a photo with friends and family three days after Sviatoslav was born. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post)


Three days later, family and friends -- including some of Soroka's fellow soldiers -- arrived to congratulate the new parents before they returned home. Soroka carefully held his son, cradling his head in the same hands that once held a gun.
"It's scary to hold baby in your hands," he said. "If you can see, it might not be so scary. But if you can't see him. ... Such little hands, little legs."
It was especially good news that he was a boy, the visitors said. Sviatoslav looks like his father. And Ukraine is running out of men.

Ivan Soroka holds his newborn son at the maternity hospital. (Oksana Parafeniuk for The Washington Post)


Oksana Parafeniuk contributed to this report.
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Chinese EVs are good for the world. Biden says they're bad for America. 
President Biden finds himself in a predicament: electrify America's roads faster with cheap Chinese EVs, or safeguard the nation's auto industry?
By Bryan Pietsch | 2024-05-02
You're reading an excerpt from the Today's WorldView newsletter. Sign up to get the rest free, including news from around the globe and interesting ideas and opinions to know, sent to your inbox every weekday.

A BYD vehicle is displayed at Auto China in Beijing last week. (Tingshu Wang/Reuters)


It was long thought that wealthy countries would lead the electric vehicle revolution. Oil-rich Norway was often, ironically, held up as a beacon of what the transition to EVs could look like. In the United States, Teslas and pricey electric BMWs have become a status symbol.
But in parts of the Global South, EV uptake is surging and, in some countries, keeping pace with that of the United States. The silver bullet: cheap, high-quality Chinese EVs.
"Up until a couple of years ago, there was this common narrative that electric vehicles were the kind of technology that was going to first do well in the Global North and then trickle down to the Global South," said Ilaria Mazzocco, a senior fellow at the Center for Strategic and International Studies. "And the automakers believed this. Experts believed this. I certainly believed this as well."
Chinese automakers, she said, "have completely upended this belief."
The affordable vehicles -- many of them made by Chinese auto giant BYD -- can be seen on roads from Brazil to Colombia to Vietnam. In Thailand, 1 in 10 cars registered there last year was electric, on par with the share of EVs in the U.S. car market, according to a report last month by the International Energy Agency. "Chinese companies account for over half the sales to date, and they could become even more prominent" in Thailand, the report said, as BYD is set to begin operating production facilities in the country this year.
China's EV prowess is on display this week at the Beijing Auto Show, where Chinese automakers like BYD, Nio and Xiaomi, more known for its smartphones, brought home the point that while the rest of the world may be planning for an electrified future, China is already there.
"If you come here, you should have no doubt about EVs anymore," William Li, Nio's founder and chief executive, told Reuters. "It is actually not the future but is what's happening right now."
The transition from combustion-engine vehicles to electric ones is a boon for middle-income countries, where air quality is often a concern. In turn, it's a tool for battling climate change globally.
But the cheap climate-friendly cars have presented a paradox for President Biden. The Biden administration has made combating climate change a key policy priority. As my colleague Maxine Joselow reported in March, the Biden administration's Environmental Protection Agency is nudging the U.S. auto industry toward electrification: "The Environmental Protection Agency rule -- President Biden's most far-reaching climate regulation yet -- will require automakers to ramp up sales of electric vehicles while slashing carbon emissions from gasoline-powered models, which account for about one-fifth of America's contribution to global warming."
And a new change in U.S. tax policy allows a hefty credit on certain electric vehicles to be taken off the car's price upfront rather than during tax season. But the cars must undergo final assembly in North America -- ruling out Chinese vehicles, which are subject to an additional 25 percent tariff on top of the 2.5 percent tariff on imported cars, a Trump-era imposition that the Biden administration maintained.
"These cheap electric vehicles would absolutely increase the uptake in electrification in the United States and elsewhere. That's really where the dilemma lies," Mazzocco said.
The average cost of an EV in China is about $30,000 -- half the average cost in the United States, according to an analysis by Bloomberg News, which notes that BYD's Seagull hatchback sells for less than $10,000.
"There are few things that would decarbonize the U.S. faster than $20,000 EVs," David Autor, an economist at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, told the Atlantic's Roge Karma. "But there is probably nothing that would kill the U.S. auto industry faster, either."
The picture is already a bit bleak for EVs in America's auto industry. Automakers including Ford and GM are scaling back on EVs, hoping that plug-in hybrids -- a solution for Americans worried about electric-only range between charging stations -- will help bridge the gap between a gas-powered present and an electrified future. Tesla, which sells only electric vehicles, has cut prices as it faces falling sales. Rivian, a California-based maker of electric SUVs, said in a letter to shareholders that it lost $43,000 on each vehicle it delivered last year.
Such is the predicament Biden finds himself in: electrify America's roads faster with cheap Chinese EVs or safeguard the nation's auto industry. For now, he has chosen the latter. Biden said in a February statement that "unfair" Chinese policies -- Beijing is thought to stand up China's auto industry with subsidies and injections of capital -- "could flood our market with its vehicles, posing risks to our national security. I'm not going to let that happen on our watch."
The risks extend beyond the potential impacts on the U.S. auto industry, and in turn the U.S. economy, according to Biden. "Connected vehicles from China could collect sensitive data about our citizens and our infrastructure and send this data back to the People's Republic of China. These vehicles could be remotely accessed or disabled," he said in the statement.
In keeping Chinese EVs out of the United States, Biden finds himself on rare common ground with his opponent in this year's presidential election, Donald Trump. The former president has warned of a "bloodbath" should Chinese EVs enter the U.S. market and has proposed a 100 percent tariff on the vehicles. As such, it appears that regardless of who wins in November, you probably won't see swarms of Chinese EVs on American roads anytime soon. (One exception is Volvo, which has found a workaround to the steep tariffs on its Chinese-made EX30 model -- one of the most affordable EVs on sale in the United States, starting at less than $35,000 -- because it has manufacturing operations in the United States, Reuters has reported. Volvo, originally a Swedish brand, is now owned by Chinese company Geely.)
Even if the United States succeeds in keeping the Chinese vehicles out in a bid to protect its own industry, innovation among American automakers could suffer. In a market where affordable, forward-looking products are excluded, the U.S. auto industry risks becoming complacent. That could hurt consumers and cause U.S. automakers to fall behind competitors in markets abroad.
The United States could end up having "missed the chance to push their companies to be more innovative in that process," Mazzocco said, pointing to a "really bad track record" in the United States of protecting industries while trying to keep them competitive.
"We're in a race against time on climate," said Jennifer Turner, director of the China Environment Forum at the Wilson Center. "If you want to go whole-in on the climate, we should open the doors for cheap electric vehicles. But that doesn't help us in the long run economically."
The key will be supporting innovation on next-generation electrification technologies -- products and solutions beyond just electric vehicles -- "the kinds of things you and I can't even imagine," Turner said. "We are an incredibly innovative and talented country, and there's finally some money out there to make it happen."
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Why the Solomon Islands election matters to China and the U.S.
Jeremiah Manele, who was foreign minister when the Solomon Islands forged a controversial security deal with China, is the Pacific nation's next prime minister.
By Rachel Pannett | 2024-05-02

Jeremiah Manele, left, then the Solomon Islands' foreign minister, is seen in 2019 with his Chinese counterpart, Wang Yi, at a ceremony in Beijing to mark the establishment of diplomatic relations between the Solomon Islands and China. (Mark Schiefelbein/AP)


The Solomon Islands, the Pacific country most friendly to Beijing, looks set to deepen its strong ties with China following Foreign Minister Jeremiah Manele's elevation to prime minister on Thursday.
The election has been closely watched by Washington and its allies as Beijing extends its reach into a region traditionally dominated by the United States and Australia, forging security agreements that could further its military aims across the Pacific.
The strategically valuable Solomons archipelago -- comprising hundreds of islands straddling important international shipping lanes -- is at the center of great power rivalry in the Pacific as China uses loans and aid to gain influence in the often-overlooked the region.
National elections held on April 17 delivered no clear winner, triggering weeks of backroom negotiations to form a government. Lawmakers, who are not bound to political parties and can move between rival camps, cast their votes for prime minister in a secret ballot on Thursday. Manele won the ballot by 31 votes to 18, Radio New Zealand reported. 
The country's China-friendly former leader, Manasseh Sogavare, had already announced he would not seek reelection after holding onto his electorate by only the narrowest of margins.
Security was tight in the lead-up to Thursday's decision. Local and international police stepped up controls, deploying helicopters, drones and sea patrols to survey the capital, Honiara, for any signs of unrest. Australia and other neighboring countries had sent police and defense personnel to the Solomon Islands to help maintain the peace ahead of the elections.
"I will at all times put the interests of our people and country above all other interests," Manele told reporters outside Parliament Thursday.

Members of the Solomons International Assistance Force (SIAF) keep watch outside the main entrance of a vote-counting center in Honiara, the capital of the Solomon Islands, on April 18, the day after the general elections. (Saeed Khan/AFP/Getty Images)


Manele, 55, was a diplomat before entering politics in 2014. Experts say that background in statecraft could play into China's hands by keeping the Solomons out of the international spotlight.
"In Manele, you have a far less strident and polarizing political figure," said Mihai Sora, a Pacific expert at the Lowy Institute in Sydney and a former Australian diplomat in Honiara. "This may actually have dividends for China in the sense that they might continue to enjoy the privileged political access that they had with Sogavare, but there might be less international scrutiny on their activities."
Manele is likely to continue pursuing close relations with China, although in a less "rabble-rousing" manner than his predecessor, said Cleo Paskal, a Pacific expert and senior fellow at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies in Washington. At a recent campaign rally, Sogavare praised Chinese governance and suggested Western-style democracy leads to moral decay.
Manele served as foreign minister under Sogavare's administration, which switched diplomatic ties from Taiwan to China in 2019, and in 2022 struck a secret security agreement with Beijing.
"He was the contact guy for engagement with China," said Paskal. "He wouldn't have been selected as the prime ministerial candidate for [the incumbent] party if they expected him to drift far from the path."
The United States and its allies worry the security pact -- which gives Chinese ships, including military forces, full access to the Solomons, according to a leaked copy -- could lead to the establishment of a Chinese military base, although China and the Solomon Islands have denied any such plans.
Chinese navy ships regularly brush up against U.S. allies in the region. The Chinese navy's floating hospital ship, Peace Ark, docked in Honiara last year, ahead of a planned visit by the U.S. Navy hospital ship Mercy.

Manele, seen in 2022, has garnered enough votes to become the Pacific nation's next prime minister. (Mark Mitchell/AP)


Manele heads up a group called the Government for National Unity and Transformation made up of lawmakers from three parties, including his Our Party.
His main rival, Matthew Wale, who leads the main opposition Democratic Party, was trying to get the numbers to form a government but failed.
Wale has argued the 2022 security deal with Beijing would affect regional security and could jeopardize relationships with traditional allies. The country's political elite had long perceived by the people of the Solomon Islands as "compliant to Asian business interests in the granting of logging, fishing and mining concessions, Wale wrote in an article in the Guardian newspaper at the time of the deal.
Wale also opposed spending money on last year's Pacific Games -- including flashy stadiums funded by Beijing -- when the country's hospitals were in dire need of repair.
Wale had the support of Peter Kenilorea Jr, an outspoken lawmaker and the son of the country's first prime minister, who has advocated switching ties back to Taiwan.
"That ship has long sailed," said Sora of the Lowy Institute. "China's significance as an economic partner for the Solomon Islands outweighs the relationship that the Solomon Islands had with Taiwan."

A man casts his vote during the Solomon Islands elections in a village on the island of San Cristobal on April 17. It was the South Pacific nation's first general election since the government switched diplomatic allegiances from Taipei to Beijing and struck a secret security pact that has raised fears of the Chinese navy gaining a foothold in the region. (Charley Piringi/AP)


The United States is increasing its aid and diplomatic engagement with Pacific nations, including the Solomon Islands, as Washington fears that Beijing is outcompeting it in even the tiniest of countries.
Washington has scrambled to catch up, reopening an embassy in Honiara in January last year -- 30 years after it closed it. It also opened an embassy Tonga last May. There are plans for two more in Vanuatu and Kiribati.
The 2022 security pact between the Solomon Islands and China sparked fears it could lead to the establishment of a Chinese military base in the site of some of the fiercest fighting of the Pacific campaign in World War II. Thousands of American soldiers died in the Guadalcanal campaign. The island chain lies only about 1,200 miles east of the Australia, a key U.S. ally.
China's biggest technology company, Huawei, is building dozens of telecommunications towers in the archipelago, raising concerns it could enable Chinese surveillance. Last year, Sogavare signed a pact on police cooperation during a visit to Beijing.
Washington fears that the Solomons deal is becoming a blueprint for Chinese ambitions across the region, although other Pacific nations, notably Fiji, seem wary of the conditions attached.

The port in Honiara, the capital city of Solomon Islands. A controversial security pact with China will allow Chinese naval ships to dock at the Pacific island nation. (Saeed Khan/AFP/Getty Images)


Even before the Solomon Islands switched diplomatic ties to Beijing in 2019, Chinese businesses in the archipelago were a source of tension. Many of the stores lining Honiara's potholed main street are owned by recent Chinese migrants. Chinese businesses have been targeted in riots as far back as 2006.
In 2021, protesters set fire to Parliament, demanding the prime minister's resignation. The days-long riots spread across the capital, Honiara, targeting the Chinatown area and Sogavare's home.
Sogavare's Our Party won about 15 of the 50 seats in parliament in last month's election -- a result some experts interpreted as a backlash against China.
"If you end up with basically Sogavare-lite, a kinder, gentler-looking but pro-[China] party, the people of the Solomons, who didn't vote for that, will not be delighted," said Paskal. "There's concern about potential unrest."
In an interview with Australian Broadcasting Corp. ahead of Thursday's leadership vote, Manele suggested the incumbent Our Party's poor election result was a reflection of its lawmakers not meeting the needs of their own local constituencies, rather than a rejection of the party or its China policies.

Manasseh Sogavare did not stand for reelection as the Solomon Islands' prime minister. He is seen here speaking during a meeting with his Chinese counterpart Li Qiang in Beijing last year. (Pool/via REUTERS)


Outgoing prime minister Manasseh Sogavare was openly pro-Beijing, and known for his combative relationship with the West. During a week-long visit to China last year, Sogavare said his country had "a lot to learn" from China.
In a televised address announcing his decision to stand aside, Sogavare said "geopolitics is at play" and his government had been "under pressure from the United States and western allies" after the 2019 decision to switch recognition to China. Experts expect Sogavare will continue to wield influence within the new government. "He's a proxy. And proxies are disposable. But he still has some utility" to China, said Paskal.
In his Monday address, Sogavare repeated a phrase he often used to describe his foreign policy approach, now adopted by his successor: "friends to all and enemy to none."
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Blinken meets Netanyahu in Jerusalem; U.S. presses Israel on Gaza aid
Secretary of State Antony Blinken met with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu on Wednesday morning in Jerusalem during his seventh trip to the Middle East since October.
By Kelsey Ables, Annabelle Timsit, Bryan Pietsch, Sammy Westfall, Samantha Schmidt, Claire Parker, Karen DeYoung, Missy Ryan, Ishaan Tharoor, Lior Soroka, Niha Masih, Loveday Morris | 2024-05-02
Secretary of State Antony Blinken met with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu on Wednesday in Jerusalem, as the United States urged Hamas to accept a cease-fire proposal and pressed Israel to speed aid distribution for Gaza. The meeting came a day after Netanyahu vowed that Israel would invade Rafah regardless of any cease-fire deal with Hamas. "We will enter Rafah, and we will eliminate the Hamas battalions there -- with or without a deal," Netanyahu said.
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Colombia is the latest and largest country to sever ties with Israel
The decision makes Colombia -- a longtime security and trade partner of Israel's -- the most populous country to sever ties amid the war in Gaza.
By Samantha Schmidt | 2024-05-01

Colombian President Gustavo Petro attends a march as part of a Workers' Day celebration Wednesday. (Nathalia Angarita/Reuters)


BOGOTA, Colombia -- Colombian President Gustavo Petro announced Wednesday that his government will suspend diplomatic relations with Israel, its longtime defense ally, making Colombia the largest country to sever ties amid the war in Gaza.
Petro, Colombia's first leftist president, described Israel's government and president as "genocidal."
"If Palestine dies, humanity dies, and we won't let it die," Petro said during a Workers' Day celebration in the packed Plaza de Bolivar in the country's capital.
Colombia, the third most populous country in Latin America and the most important U.S. ally in the region, joins Bolivia and Belize in taking the rare step of severing diplomatic ties with Israel. While many countries, including Colombia, had already withdrawn diplomats from Israel, few nations have gone so far as to suspend diplomatic relations.
Colombia in particular has long depended on Israel's military support in its decades-long fight against armed guerrilla groups and drug traffickers. In the 1980s, Colombia purchased a fleet of Kfir jets that were crucial in its efforts to deplete its largest leftist rebel group, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, before the country's historic peace accords with the rebels in 2016. Colombia has also relied on an arsenal of Israeli-made weapons, in addition to Israeli training and intelligence support.
Aside from the United States, Israel is one of Colombia's most important defense allies, said Juan Carlos Ruiz Vasquez, a professor at Colombia's Rosario University and a former adviser to the country's Defense Ministry. But those relations have deteriorated significantly under the leadership of Petro, who has frequently lambasted Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. In late March, Petro invited world nations to sever diplomatic relations with Israel if it were to ignore a cease-fire resolution passed by the U.N. Security Council.
In February, Petro announced that his government would suspend purchases of weapons from Israel after more than 100 people were killed as they sought humanitarian aid in Gaza City. In October, Petro ignited a fiery diplomatic spat with Israel after he compared Israel's treatment of Palestinians to "the injustice that the Jewish people suffered by the Nazis in Europe," in a social media post.
Israeli Foreign Minister Israel Katz responded to Petro's announcement on Wednesday in a post on X, calling the Colombian leader "an antisemitic president, full of hatred."
The severing of diplomatic relations between the two countries will probably make it more difficult for Colombia to maintain its Israeli-made equipment. Colombia has also been unable to maintain its Russian-made equipment, particularly helicopters, ever since Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022.
It could also hinder Colombia's access to spare parts and servicing equipment, including software, said Adam Isacson, who leads the defense oversight program for the Washington Office on Latin America, a research and advocacy organization.
It's unclear to what extent Israel has been sharing intelligence with Colombia in recent months. But Israel has for years served as an important intelligence partner for Colombia, Ruiz Vasquez said.
The relationship also has its dark past. In the 1980s, Israeli mercenaries were accused of training drug trafficking right-wing paramilitary groups in Colombia. In many ways, Ruiz Vasquez said, Colombia has long "imported know-how" from Israel "in legal and illegal ways."
Cate Brown contributed to this report.
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Israel high court hears first case challenging secret detentions in Gaza war
Thousands of people have gone missing in Gaza, including some detained by Israeli forces. But Israel says it's under no obligation to disclose where they are.
By Claire Parker, Hazem  Balousha | 2024-05-01

Israeli soldiers handle a blindfolded Palestinian detainee from Gaza after arriving to the Israeli side of the border on Wednesday. The detainee's hands were tied behind his back with a plastic zip tie. (Heidi Levine for The Washington Post) 


JERUSALEM -- Israeli government lawyers defended the secret detention of Palestinians from Gaza before the country's Supreme Court on Wednesday, arguing that the state is not required to disclose where it has held potentially thousands of detainees apprehended during the war.
The hearing, which lasted less than an hour, was the first on Israel's incarceration of Palestinians from the Gaza Strip since the conflict started on Oct. 7. It was held after an Israeli rights group, HaMoked, brought a petition to locate a Palestinian medical worker detained by Israeli forces during a raid on Nasser Hospital in southern Gaza in February.
The petition, for a writ of habeas corpus, is part of a broader legal effort by rights groups to figure out where and under what legal framework Israel is holding the Palestinians its security forces have rounded up during military operations in Gaza. The case, while technically centered on the fate of one man, could also have sweeping implications for Israel's commitment to rule of law during wartime, as it faces global scrutiny over the conduct of the war, including by top international courts.
"There is no obligation to provide this information," Ran Rosenberg, a lawyer for the state, said at the hearing Wednesday. He cited an earlier ruling by a high court justice saying the state considers Gaza "enemy territory" and has no duty to alert the families of detainees to their whereabouts.
Thousands of Palestinians have gone missing in Gaza since the start of the war. Some of the missing are still buried under the rubble, while others have vanished into Israel's opaque military detention system. HaMoked, which provides free legal aid to Palestinians, said it hoped the hearing would force the court to rule on the detentions and compel authorities to allow the detainees access to lawyers.
"What is the legal basis for detention?" Nadia Daqqa, a lawyer from HaMoked, asked the court Wednesday. "There is no explanation as to why we can't know where the person is held."
Israel launched its military campaign in Gaza after Hamas-led militants staged a brutal attack on Israeli communities near the border, killing about 1,200 people and kidnapping more than 250 others. At least 34,000 people have been killed in Gaza, according to the local Health Ministry, which does not distinguish between civilians and combatants but says the majority of the dead are women and children.
The Israel Defense Forces said Wednesday that it apprehends terrorism suspects in Gaza as part of its effort to "dismantle Hamas's military capabilities."
"Individuals suspected of involvement in terrorist activity are being detained and questioned," the IDF spokesperson's unit said in a statement. "Individuals who are found not to be taking part in terrorist activities are released."

A man who was detained by the Israeli military in northern Gaza awaits treatment for his injuries in the city of Rafah after he was released through the Kerem Shalom crossing in December. (Said Khatib/AFP/Getty Images)


Israel has sent about 1,500 detainees back to Gaza through the main Kerem Shalom crossing, according to UNRWA, the U.N. relief agency for Palestinian refugees.
In a report released last month, UNRWA said former detainees described being beaten, threatened and deprived of food, water, toilets and sleep. Responding to the report, the IDF said mistreatment of detainees "is a violation of the IDF's values and contravenes IDF orders and is therefore absolutely prohibited."
HaMoked submitted requests to the IDF to locate 1,317 Palestinians from Gaza, including 29 women and 19 teenage boys. It also brought four blanket habeas corpus petitions to the Supreme Court, which the justices rejected on procedural grounds.
The group began filing petitions for individual detainees, including the subject of Wednesday's hearing, a 43-year-old X-ray technician named Muhammad Hamid Salem Abu Musa. A high court judge last month ordered the IDF, the head of Israel's prison service, its chief military prosecutor and others to respond to HaMoked's petition.

Muhammad Hamid Salem Abu Musa, an X-ray technician at Nasser Hospital in Khan Younis whom Israeli forces detained when they raided that facility in February, is shown in a photo provided by his family. (Jasser Abu Musa)


Abu Musa, who is from the city of Khan Younis, was reportedly detained by Israeli troops in February as they swept through Nasser Hospital, apprehending dozens of patients and medical workers, according to the Gaza Health Ministry.
"Since then, his whereabouts have been uncertain," his brother, Jasser Abu Musa, said in a phone interview.
The IDF said it stormed the medical complex to recover the bodies of hostages it believed were being held there -- and to stop what it said was militant activity in and around hospital grounds. Israeli forces did not find any hostages' bodies in the raid, but said they discovered boxes of medicine bearing the names of Israelis kidnapped by Hamas.
"Hundreds of terrorists and terror suspects" were arrested, the IDF said, and "transferred to undergo further investigations by security forces."
Abu Musa had worked at the hospital as a radiology technician for roughly two decades, his brother said. And he was at work in October when his young son, Yousef, arrived at the hospital morgue following an Israeli strike on the family home.
Jasser, 45, said he heard from former detainees that his brother is "being treated well" in Israeli custody, and that Wednesday's hearing "offered a glimmer of hope amid the uncertainty."
Still, the family's fears deepened when civil defense workers in Gaza discovered several mass graves at the Nasser Hospital complex in the weeks after the raid. Some of the graves contained bodies buried there before the operation.
"I have little faith in the court given the ongoing violations of human rights in Gaza," he said. "My only wish is to hear that Muhammad is safe."
In court on Wednesday, lawyers for the state did not say under which legal framework Abu Musa was detained, but said broadly that Gaza detainees are being held under either Israeli criminal law or a 2002 law on the incarceration of unlawful combatants.
The law on unlawful combatants allows Israel to hold people accused of "hostile acts" against the state without charge or trial. In a filing this week, the state said Abu Musa would be granted access to a lawyer -- but it did not say where he is being held.
"The decision-makers have decided at this time not to provide this information to [nongovernmental organizations] or to families," Rosenberg, the government lawyer, said.
The panel, which did not rule on the case Wednesday, seemed skeptical of the state's argument. Justice Ofer Grosskopf questioned why there is not a clear avenue for rights groups and relatives to seek information about individual detainees short of petitioning the high court.
"In a country governed by the rule of law, everyone has to petition the high court, so the high court asks the state's attorney to locate a detainee?" Grosskopf said.
Israel has not allowed the International Committee of the Red Cross to visit Palestinian detainees since the start of the war. The ICRC has also called on Hamas to release the hostages still held by Palestinian militants in Gaza and to allow its representatives to visit them in the meantime.
Israeli media reported earlier this year that the defense establishment supported providing the ICRC with information on about 60 detainees from Gaza. But the state reversed course after far-right National Security Minister Itamar Ben Gvir intervened, saying details regarding Palestinian detainees should only be shared if Hamas first provided information about the remaining hostages in Gaza.
"It's shameful that Israeli authorities would aspire to behave like terrorists," Jessica Montell, executive director of HaMoked, said in an interview before Wednesday's hearing.
"We should be a law-abiding country committed to respecting international legal standards," she said.
Alon Rom in Jerusalem and Hajar Harb in London contributed to this report.
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Report: China's propaganda units harvest data from overseas tech firms
Beijing's propaganda engine is pulling data from Chinese tech firms, including popular shopping and gaming apps with hundreds of millions of U.S. users, researchers say.
By Cate Cadell | 2024-05-01

Chinese President Xi Jinping. (Lintao Zhang/Getty Images)


SYDNEY -- Beijing's state-controlled propaganda units are forging ties with Chinese tech companies, including the sister company of popular e-commerce firm Temu, in what researchers say is likely a coordinated effort to gather targeted data on foreign users that can be used to bolster misinformation campaigns and other state propaganda work abroad.
The Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI), a Canberra think tank, released a report on Wednesday that mapped extensive linkages between state-run propaganda groups tasked with harvesting data from Chinese tech firms, including popular shopping and gaming apps with hundreds of millions of combined users in the United States and elsewhere.
U.S. lawmakers have in recent years raised concerns that the soaring popularity of Chinese-owned apps among American users could have national security implications.
"They use those companies to gain access to strategically valuable data sets, within China, but also globally, to process and use that data to contribute to propaganda work," said Samantha Hoffman, a former senior analyst at the ASPI who led the research.
The report maps ties between over a thousand Chinese government organizations and Chinese companies, including state-owned enterprises. It includes details of a cooperation agreement between the Chinese sister company of Temu -- the breakout Chinese shopping app with over 100 million U.S. users -- and a unit of the CCP-controlled media group People's Daily, which shares commercial data with the Chinese government and police.
Information funneled to these state data agencies could offer Beijing valuable insights into patterns of preferences, behavior and decision-making that can be used in targeted misinformation campaigns among other applications, the report's researchers say.
Hoffman says it highlights an urgent need for lawmakers to increase scrutiny of how user data is repurposed and consider registering internet companies with ties to China's state-controlled propaganda groups as state agents -- a restrictive designation applied to Chinese state media in the United States.
It comes amid a crackdown on Chinese-owned apps in the United States -- including TikTok -- over fears that their data could be accessed and misused by the Chinese government. Under Beijing's strict national data framework, companies are legally compelled to give authorities access to data stored in the country on request.
President Biden signed a bill into law last week that would compel TikTok's Chinese owners to sell the app. The legislation also leaves space to target other apps controlled by Chinese owners, including Temu.
Beijing has strongly condemned efforts by the United States to restrict Chinese apps on the grounds of national security.
"It is sheer robbers' logic to try every means to snatch from others all the good things that they have," said Foreign Ministry spokesman Wang Wenbin in March, after the House passed the legislation to force Chinese-owned ByteDance to divest TikTok.
While links between Chinese propaganda units and the country's tech products are becoming increasingly visible, there is little direct insight into how data harvested and shared is used.
"It's hard to tell that story in so many ways because there's never going to be that sort of smoking gun ... and yet you can see that the propaganda system in China is investing heavily into these efforts so it must matter," said Hoffman.
Beijing tightly controls information through a web of state propaganda units, censorship restrictions and technical infrastructure that separates Chinese internet users from information outside of the country -- including bans on all popular Western social media and news outlets.
Under President Xi Jinping, China has sought to retool its propaganda to control and influence narratives about the ruling Communist Party abroad, either by promoting positive messages or by undermining its critics. That drive has become increasingly visible through the aggressive expansion of Chinese state media abroad, as well as the proliferation of networks of pro-Beijing misinformation accounts on social media.
That process is aided by large-scale data collection conducted by a growing number of sophisticated groups linked to China's central propaganda authorities that are investing in technology, creating state-controlled data-sharing platforms and building partnerships with Chinese tech firms operating abroad.
One of the leading entities behind this drive is the state-run People's Daily media group, which in recent years has spawned units to oversee mass data harvesting and cloud services that in turn are made accessible to the government, police and other state clients looking to better understand perceptions of Beijing abroad and target critics.
Among the links uncovered by ASPI is a partnership between Pinduoduo -- the sister company of Temu -- and People's Data Management, a unit of People's Daily that facilitates state data sharing.
According to the People's Data website, the unit says its role is to "break down data barriers between party committees, governments, enterprises and institutions at all levels," and facilitate the flow of "social data" to the CCP. The project is part of a broader national drive to bring commercial and industrial data into state-run exchanges and cloud centers in aid of a guiding national principle called "party managed data."
Pinduoduo is listed as an enterprise partner on the website of People's Data. Pinduoduo, in a statement, denied it has a data-sharing agreement as part of its cooperation agreement with People's Data, and said it works with the state propaganda unit to "to distribute editorial content like press releases."
Boston-based Temu says it does not have a relationship with People's Data, and says it stores U.S. user data on Microsoft Azure cloud services in the United States.
People's Data is a unit of People's Daily Online, a group that The Washington Post previously reported conducts extensive overseas surveillance of Western social media targets on behalf of Chinese police and intelligence services, according to troves of government bidding documents.
ASPI researchers pointed to caveats in Temu's data-sharing agreements that allow information to flow to affiliates -- which Hoffman says could include Pinduoduo.
"Significant downstream data access risks emerge if you follow the logic of the Party-state's stated policy intent," said Hoffman.
People's Data did not respond to an emailed request for comment.
Pinduoduo was suspended in the Google App store last year over violations of Google's privacy rules. The company is also facing class-action lawsuits in Illinois and New York over what users claim is unwarranted collection of unnecessary data.
The ASPI report also notes partnerships between People's Data and Didi Chuxing -- China's top ride-hailing app, which operates in Australia, New Zealand and 10 countries in Central and Latin America -- and Air China, the country's top state-run airline.
State propaganda authorities are likewise expanding links with Chinese gaming, artificial intelligence and metaverse companies. In one case study, researchers point to links between a CCP national technology program and the popular international game and mobile app, Genshin Impact, made by Chinese firm Shanghai miHoYo Tianming Technology.
Pro-Chinese misinformation campaigns have recently expanded on X, while Meta in November cracked down on a network of thousands of Facebook accounts set up in China that sought to boost the country's image.
Chinese actors are increasingly developing new techniques, including one campaign uncovered last year that saw state-friendly articles placed on the websites of dozens of local U.S. newspapers.
"The more we understand this system and the more we can get on top of managing its implications, the more we're able to control, the negative effects of those efforts," said Hoffman.
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Blinken in Israel seeks cease-fire and hostage deal to stave off Rafah move
Hanging over the visit is whether the Biden administration can persuade Israel to support a Palestinian state to eventually stabilize the Middle East.
By Steve Hendrix, Missy Ryan | 2024-05-01

Secretary of State Antony Blinken shook hands with protesters in Tel Aviv on May 1, after meeting families of hostages being held by Hamas in Gaza.


JERUSALEM -- Visiting Israel on Wednesday at a moment described by U.S. officials as the last chance to head off a surge of fighting, Secretary of State Antony Blinken urged Hamas to accept a cease-fire proposal and pushed the Israelis to do more for Gazan civilians.
Looming over the visit were questions about whether the Biden administration can persuade the Israeli government to support an eventual Palestinian state, essential to winning Arab backing for a sweeping postwar plan that U.S. officials see as key to stabilizing the Middle East.
Blinken met with Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and other top leaders as Israel appeared poised to move on Hamas's final enclave in southern Gaza and mediators awaited the Palestinian militant group's response to Israel's latest offer to stop the fighting in exchange for the release of hostages.
"We are determined to get a cease-fire that brings the hostages home and to get it now, and the only reason that wouldn't be achieved is because of Hamas," Blinken said before meeting Israeli President Isaac Herzog in Tel Aviv. "There is a proposal on the table, and as we've said, no delays, no excuses. The time is now."
The Biden administration sees the hostage talks, which have collapsed repeatedly in recent months, as probably the only remaining hope of securing a cease-fire before Israel fulfills its pledge to resume full-scale warfare with an attack on the southern Gazan city of Rafah.
Israeli military officials say Hamas's remaining battalions are holed up in Rafah, and they cannot eliminate the group's military capacity without attacking its final stronghold. The Israel Defense Forces withdrew most of its troops from Gaza early last month, but it recently called up two battalions of reservists to deploy to the enclave and has stepped up airstrikes on Rafah.
An international chorus of allies and aid agencies is beseeching Israel not to endanger more than a million civilian refugees sheltering in and around the city. A ground operation in Rafah would be "nothing short of a tragedy beyond words," U.N. humanitarian chief Martin Griffiths said in a statement Tuesday. "No humanitarian plan can counter that."

Tents housing displaced Palestinians stand behind barbed wire in Rafah in the southern Gaza Strip on Tuesday. (AFP/Getty Images)


President Biden has warned Netanyahu that the United States cannot support a Rafah attack unless Israel does more to safeguard civilians in Gaza. "We have not yet seen a plan that gives us confidence that civilians can be effectively protected," Blinken said Monday in the Saudi capital, Riyadh.
The American team made two stops Wednesday along the pop-up humanitarian supply chain that Israel and aid agencies are building to surge more food and medicine into the enclave.
At Kerem Shalom, a border crossing point in southern Israel that has been a bottleneck for trucks awaiting Israeli security clearance, Blinken and Defense Minister Yoav Gallant were briefed on the entry and inspection process.
Shimon Freedman, a spokesman for COGAT, the Israeli government agency that handles Palestinian civil affairs, said the Israeli government hoped to increase the number of aid trucks entering Gaza daily to 500 -- roughly the number that entered the Strip each day before the war. He cited what he said was a 450-truck backlog of supplies on the Gaza side of the border waiting to be distributed.
Blinken also toured Israel's port of Ashdod, just 30 miles from the Gaza border, where Israel says it is clearing more aid to enter Gaza through the recently reopened Erez Crossing.
Following talks with U.N. humanitarian officials in Jordan on Tuesday, Blinken said he would press Netanyahu and other Israeli officials to improve the circulation of humanitarian aid in Gaza, especially in the north, where experts warn a famine may already be underway. State Department spokesman Matthew Miller said Blinken discussed the issue in a meeting Wednesday that stretched to about 21/2 hours, far longer than originally scheduled.

Palestinian children walk past a house damaged in an Israeli strike in the southern Gaza Strip on Wednesday. (Hatem Khaled/Reuters)


U.S. officials say the flow of aid began increasing in early April after Biden issued an ultimatum following the Israeli military's killing of seven aid workers in airstrikes. The moment was an inflection point in already strained U.S.-Israeli ties as Biden, for the first time, made an implicit threat to condition or suspend military aid to Israel if it did not to more to alleviate the suffering of Gazans.
Speaking to reporters at Ashdod before departing the country, Blinken said he had left Israeli officials with a list of steps the Biden administration believes should be taken to protect and assist civilians in Gaza, including improved deconfliction of military and humanitarian operations.
"The progress is real, but given the immense need in Gaza, it needs to be accelerated; it needs to be sustained," he said.
Humanitarian assistance remains controversial among war hawks in Israel, including some far-right ministers in Netanyahu's government. A protest group that has blocked trucks trying to cross at Kerem Shalom appeared Wednesday at the Allenby Bridge crossing from Jordan, where officials are creating a new aid route to Gaza.
The two Jordanian aid convoys were later attacked when passing near an Israeli settlement in the West Bank, the government of Jordan said, with some of the trucks damaged and cargo dumped in the road. The trucks ultimately reached their destination.
An Israeli police statement said four men were under investigation in connection with the incident.

Secretary of State Antony Blinken meets Wednesday in Tel Aviv with families of hostages kidnapped in the deadly Oct. 7 attack on Israel. (Evelyn Hockstein/Reuters)


The secretary awoke Wednesday to protests outside his hotel by hostage families chanting: "S.O.S. U.S.A. -- Bring our children home today!" Many carried signs critical of Netanyahu, whom they blame for failing to achieve a cease-fire accord that would free their relatives after almost seven months in captivity.
Blinken met privately with a group of families, then spoke briefly to demonstrators outside.
"Bringing your loved ones home is at the heart of everything that we try to do, and we will not rest until everyone -- man, woman, soldier, civilian, young, old -- is back home," he told a small crowd.
Netanyahu is politically pinched between hostage advocates taking to the streets in ever-greater numbers to press for a hostage release deal and far-right members of his coalition threatening to bring his government down if he reaches such an agreement.
Public cracks in his coalition and the five-member emergency war cabinet have widened in recent days. War cabinet members Benny Gantz and Gadi Eisenkot, both former military chiefs of staff, have made a hostage deal a priority even at the expense of a move into Rafah.

People take part in a protest Tuesday in Tel Aviv calling for the release of hostages kidnapped in the deadly Oct. 7 attack on Israel. (Shannon Stapleton/Reuters)


But Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich has threatened to topple Netanyahu's fragile governing coalition if the prime minister agrees to a cease-fire.
"Accepting the deal that is currently on the table means unequivocally waving a white flag and granting victory to Hamas," he said at a party meeting Tuesday.
These views from inside the Israeli government, as well as Netanyahu's own categorical rejection of a two-state solution, pose a serious obstacle to Blinken's plan to stabilize the region through the eventual creation of a Palestinian state.
One aspect of that hoped-for arrangement would enlist Arab nations in helping to secure and rebuild Gaza once fighting with Israel stops. Blinken began his latest Middle East tour, his seventh since Oct. 7, in Riyadh, conferring with Arab ministers whose nations could be asked to play a key role in that scenario.
U.S. officials say they have made progress in outlining what governance and security plans might look like for what they term "day-after" Gaza. They also acknowledge that, as foreign ministers from Jordan, Egypt and Saudi Arabia insisted, any role for Israel's Arab neighbors in peacekeeping operations in Gaza cannot occur without a clear path to a Palestinian state.
Blinken's talks in Riyadh also addressed another plank of that plan: the quest to secure normalization between Israel and Saudi Arabia, whose weight in the Arab world American officials hope would prompt other nations to make peace with the Jewish state.
Blinken said bilateral U.S.-Saudi components of a normalization deal, which is expected to include a bilateral defense deal and arrangements permitting Saudi Arabia to establish a nuclear power program with U.S. backing, are nearing completion.
Lior Soroka in Tel Aviv contributed to this report.
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France shows its anger on May Day ahead of Paris Olympics
Traditional labor rights marches melded with pro-Palestinian protests and anti-Olympics demonstrations. Paris 2024 organizers fear disruptions to the Games.
By Ellen Francis | 2024-05-01

Demonstrators march on Place de la Bastille during the traditional May Day protest in Paris on Wednesday. (Alain Jocard/AFP/Getty Images)


PARIS -- Demands for wage hikes, chants for Gaza and a smattering of calls to extinguish the Olympics flame echoed in the streets of Paris on Wednesday, as traditional May Day labor rights marches melded with pro-Palestinian protests and anti-Olympics sentiment.
May 1 is Labor Day for much of the world and an annual display of protest and activism. In France, it can be a good moment to take the temperature of the nation.
The turnout at Wednesday's protests suggested that French anger has dissipated since spring of last year, when the government forced through a widely unpopular law that raised the retirement age. But workers and students are still angry enough to make officials worried about disruptions to the Paris Olympics this summer.

Demonstrators burned Olympic rings as they gathered for May Day labor union march in Paris on May 1.


Isabelle Garivier, 57, who was marching as a member of the main General Confederation of Labor (CGT) union, said people were in the streets this year to protest the "attack from all sides on workers' rights" as well as "the shameful support for Israel from this government."
"The anger is still here," she said. "It's here every day at work, and they are trying to silence it, but we will not stop."
Paris Olympics organizers are watching to see if uproar from different groups -- garbage collectors, transportation workers, student protesters -- could build momentum into July and August and "ruin the party," as one French official put it.

Protesters march past a smashed bus stop in Paris on Wednesday. (Olympia De Maismont/AFP/Getty Images)


A small group of protesters in Paris drew attention Wednesday by burning Olympic rings while standing on a statue of Marianne, the personification of the French Republic.
Lisa, who wouldn't give her last name out of fear of repercussions from the police, said their anti-Olympics collective believed the Games were putting political and business interests above local ones.
"At no moment were people's opinions considered, even among residents of neighborhoods that were transformed ... spaces that were reclaimed, privatized and concreted over," she said.
Among the group's concerns, she said, was that migrants and other people were being evicted from areas of the city as part of Olympics preparations and an effort to speed up "gentrification of the neighborhoods."

Protesters marched through Paris as they gathered for May Day labor union demonstrations on May 1.


Crowds on Wednesday in Paris and other French cities -- including Lyon, Marseille and Bordeaux -- were much smaller than last year, when outrage over the retirement-age hike united unions and brought 782,000 people to the May Day marches, including 112,000 in the capital, according to official estimates.
This time, the main CGT union reported 200,000 demonstrators across France and 50,000 in the capital, while the Interior Ministry estimated 121,000 total and 18,000 in Paris.
The Paris march was largely calm, but there were some clashes. Police said seven law enforcement members were hospitalized after being hit with a homemade explosive device late in the afternoon, according to French media.
Elsewhere in the city, protesters threw projectiles at police. Officers dispersed tear gas and detained at least 45 people.

Riot police charge demonstrators during the march in Paris on Wednesday. (Alain Jocard/AFP/Getty Images)


Such scenes are typical of demonstrations in France. But it will be uncomfortable for French officials and Olympics organizers if strikes halt trains or leave garbage mounds in the streets while the world is watching.
To stave off labor actions, French ministers recently promised bonuses and other incentives to eligible government staff working during the Olympic and Paralympic Games.
The minister for public services, Stanislas Guerini, said during the March announcement that it "must be a moment of success for the nation."
A range of grievances could converge to upend that success.
A branch of the CGT called on police officers to join the May Day march to demand better pay and working conditions. Another French police union had threatened to disrupt the upcoming Olympic torch relay, saying that promised bonuses were held up, as authorities scrambled to clinch deals with the unions.
A disgruntled police force does not bode well for France's plan to deploy tens of thousands of officers, soldiers and guards to protect an Olympics that faces a potential shortage of private security agents and unique challenges, including ambitions to hold the July 26 Opening Ceremonies along the Seine River.
French authorities have also negotiated with rail workers and air traffic controllers, hoping to avert walkouts that could disrupt Metro trains or flights as elite athletes, world leaders and millions of tourists flock to Paris. Transportation workers and garbage collectors are among unions that have filed strike notices for the period of the Games -- when the city is counting on them to work -- although it remains unclear whether they will actually walk off the job.
Even some workers at the French institution making Olympic medals went on strike in recent weeks, demanding better recognition and higher pay.
It's not just labor strikes. As protests engulf college campuses across the United States, outrage over Israel's war in Gaza has sparked protests in Paris for days, including at the prestigious Sciences Po and Sorbonne universities.

Labor union activists and protesters from around the world hit the streets on May 1 to rally for better working rights and a cease-fire in Gaza.


On Wednesday, demonstrators waved Palestinian flags and raised signs calling for boycotting Israel at the Olympics.
Marie Rieth said she joined the march in Paris because "it's abominable what's happened in Gaza for seven months, and we find it disturbing what is happening to silence the voices of support for Palestine."
"And we personally know Gazans who could have been killed under the bombs. ... Those we know have gotten out," she added. "They lost everything."
The head of the Paris 2024 organizing committee, Tony Estanguet, has said he hopes sports, not politics, will dominate the Games this summer, even as he acknowledged that "the international context is particularly tense today."
He has also called for a domestic truce for the Olympics, and said officials were working to address social issues. "I would like for us to welcome the whole world in the best conditions and that we don't ruin the party," he said.

Demonstrators burn Olympic rings during the traditional May Day labor union march in Paris. (Sarah Meyssonnier/Reuters)
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Should you kill hammerhead flatworms?
The toxic and invasive pests, which originate from Southeast Asia, have long been spotted across the United States and around the world.
By Jennifer Hassan | 2024-05-01

Hammerhead flatworms are spread through the horticultural trade and the movement of infested plants and soil, according to the U.S. Agriculture Department. (Kevin Ambrose for The Washington Post)


Once again, hammerhead flatworms are wriggling into the spotlight -- this time in Canada.
The toxic and invasive pests, which originate from Southeast Asia, have the ability to regenerate even if chopped into pieces. They have long been spotted across the United States and in other countries, including Canada. On iNaturalist, an invasive species reporting platform, there is evidence of Canadians mentioning the worms since at least 2019, with the most recent report logged as of Tuesday.
But sightings are increasing across Ontario, where the species is making itself "at home," and some Canadians are wondering what to do if they spot a giant toxic worm on their land and if they should kill it.
"People are surprised to see them because they are very unusual," John Reynolds, a laboratory biologist and worm expert, told CTV News Toronto.
Hammerhead flatworms are, you guessed it, flat in appearance.
The group of worms is usually referred to as the broadhead planarians and contains more than 200 different species, experts said.
They have broad, shovel-shaped heads and "are usually shades of tan or brown with various patterns of stripes on their backs," Theresa Dellinger, an entomologist with the Insect Identification Lab at Virginia Tech, wrote in an email.
She said some of the worms are "long and skinny," while other species "are shorter and broader." They range in length from about 11/2 inches to about a foot.

Hammerhead worms are an invasive flatworm from Asia that has been spreading throughout the D.C. area over the last 15 years.


The worms are spread through the horticultural trade and the movement of infested plants and soil, according to the U.S. Agriculture Department. Experts say their egg cases are tough, hard to detect and able to endure weeks in transport.
Dellinger said that hammerhead worms probably entered North America "in the soil of plants imported from Asia" and that once they arrived "they were spread in a similar manner through the movement of potted plants and perhaps mulch and similar materials."
The planarians are usually found in dark and moist conditions such as under rocks, in leaf litter or in flower beds, Dellinger said, adding that "they are not typically found in hot, dry environments."
In the more northern parts of the United States and the southern parts of Canada, the most common species is Bipalium adventitium, called the wandering broadhead planarian, said Peter Ducey, a professor in biological sciences at the State University of New York at Cortland, in an email.
"It has been in North America for probably more than 100 years, but the northern extent of its range may be expanding as the climate warms," Ducey said.
Last year, The Washington Post reported that hammerhead worms were invading the D.C. area, much to the concern of residents. "These worms are one of the craziest creatures I have ever seen and are pretty darned creepy," entomologist Michael Raupp said in July.
In the United Kingdom, Buglife, a nature conservation charity, said it is "concerned" about an invasion of nonnative flatworms. "Once introduced these flatworms can reproduce rapidly, cannot be eradicated, and pose a risk to native soil invertebrates such as earthworms by feeding on them," the website said.

A hammerhead worm slithers across a road. (Kevin Ambrose for The Washington Post)


Some species of broadhead planarians, such as Bipalium adventitium and Bipalium kewense, secrete a neurotoxin, which is found in the worm's mucus, Dellinger said. It is believed to be used to subdue prey, though the worms are unable to bite or inject the toxins into humans or animals, she said.
The neurotoxin called tetrodotoxin also is found in puffer fish and certain salamanders, Ducey said.
"I don't know of any cases of humans or their pets being seriously harmed by handling broadhead planarians," but "It is wise not to handle the flatworms, and certainly not a good idea to lick them," Ducey said.
Seek veterinary advice if your pet eats a hammerhead flatworm, and wear gloves if you handle the worms, experts said.
When asked if Canadians should be worried about recent reports, Ducey said that "this is not a 'sky is falling' situation," though "any spreading, nonnative species should be monitored carefully to see whether they are having negative impacts on the native ecosystems."
The flatworms are considered a possible threat to the environment, however, as they feed off earthworms, slugs and snails and may disrupt soil ecosystems. The predators "could impact agricultural, horticultural, and natural ecosystems," according to the U.S.  Agriculture Department.
While flatworms are not generally considered a health risk to humans, Ducey urged people to be vigilant in reporting sightings of hammerhead flatworms to government agencies and researchers.
"Hammerhead worms found in the United States are not native to North America," Dellinger said. "It's okay to kill any that you find around your home as these species are considered invasive."
She said you can kill the hammerhead flatworm by dropping it into a container and using one of these methods:
Dellinger warned against preventively scattering salt in areas where hammerhead worms might be found, as the salt will harm plants and beneficial invertebrates.
She also cautioned against using pesticides as a preventive measure "as this will likely kill more beneficial species of animals than just the occasional hammerhead worm."
Experts also warned against trying to destroy hammerhead worms by chopping them up, as this will produce more hammerhead worms.
"Hammerhead worms can regenerate from fragments of their body, which is why we suggest you don't cut them in half to kill them," Dellinger said.
Ducey said the group of worms was "incredibly fascinating biologically," and their "special powers of regeneration" are being researched for possible medical implications.

A 14-inch hammerhead worm slithers across a driveway in Oakton, Va. (Kevin Ambrose for The Washington Post)
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U.K. police issue charges in mysterious vandalism of iconic sycamore
Northumbria police have charged two men with felling the beloved, ancient Sycamore Gap Tree in northern England, close to Hadrian's wall.
By Adela Suliman | 2024-05-01

A view of the Sycamore Gap tree before the Perseid meteor shower in August 2015. (Scott Heppell/AP)


LONDON -- More than 200 days after an old and beloved sycamore near Hadrian's Wall was cut down in an overnight act of vandalism, British police announced they have charged two men in the crime.
The men were named Tuesday by the Crown Prosecution Service as Daniel Graham, 38, and Adam Carruthers, 31, both from the Carlisle area of northwest England, not far from where the tree stood in Northumberland. Both face charges of criminal damage to the tree.
The charges could bring some resolution to a case that had provoked local anguish and international condemnation. But the news this week didn't answer a central mystery in the case: Why? Police have not offered any motive for the crime.
The Sycamore Gap tree, as it was known, towered almost 50 feet above the ground and flourished picturesquely in a dip between two rolling hills.
Thought to be about 150 years old, the tree was a staple part of the scenic greenery of England's Northumberland National Park. It also enjoyed international fame, featuring in the 1991 Kevin Costner movie "Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves." In 2016, it was honored as England's Tree of the Year.
"There has been an ongoing investigation since the Sycamore Gap tree was cut down," Detective Chief Inspector Rebecca Fenney of the Northumbria Police said in a statement. "As a result of those enquiries, two men have now been charged."
"We recognize the strength of feeling in the local community and further afield the felling has caused, however we would remind people to avoid speculation, including online, which could impact the ongoing case," Fenney added.

The Sycamore Gap tree lies on Hadrian's Wall after being cut down in late September. (Jeff J Mitchell/Getty Images)


The Sycamore Gap tree was planted in the late 1800s next to a portion of Hadrian's Wall, a UNESCO World Heritage site. The historic 73-mile rock barrier, built in A.D. 122 by Emperor Hadrian, once marked the northernmost border of the Roman Empire's province of Britannia.
Overnight on Sept. 27, the Sycamore Gap tree was reduced to a stump -- chopped down in what police called a "deliberate act of vandalism." Images showed the severed tree toppled over, with part of its trunk resting on the rock wall. Graham and Carruthers have also been charged with criminal damage to Hadrian's Wall.
There are shoots of hope, however.
In March, scientists in England said they had salvaged seeds and cuttings from the felled tree and were working on cultivating new plants -- a rebirth of the venerable tree.
According to Northumberland National Park, the tree was "one of the most photographed in the country." It was also the site of marriage proposals, family picnics and the dispersal of loved ones' ashes, according to the area's mayor, Jamie Driscoll, who called it "part of our collective soul."
The national park and the National Trust, a heritage conservation charity, said earlier this year that they have been working to "ensure a fitting legacy for both nature and people following this act of vandalism." They added that the public response had been "nothing short of overwhelming, with over 2,000 heartfelt messages pouring in from every corner of the country, and overseas."
"The original tree stump remains in situ, in the hope it will regrow in time," the park said in a statement. Parts of the felled tree have also been "carefully cut," and the park is taking advice from specialists in woodwork and wood preservation so that parts may be "repurposed in the future by artists, in collaboration with the public."
"The felling of the Sycamore Gap tree has shown just how much nature and landscape mean to people, to their very well-being," Tony Gates, CEO of the Northumberland National Park Authority, said in a March statement.
"As stewards of the legacy of Sycamore Gap, the partners have been humbled by the outpouring of love and emotion for the tree," he added. "We are determined to honor the spirit of Sycamore Gap through opportunities to connect with the tree, and to create a legacy for both people and nature."
Both Graham and Carruthers were arrested in October but released on bail, police said. A man in his 60s and a teenage boy were previously arrested but let go without facing further action.
Graham and Carruthers will appear at Newcastle Magistrates Court on May 15, police added.
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Organic walnuts recalled over E. coli outbreak
A California-based supplier of organic foods said it is recalling walnuts sold in 19 states after it was notified of 12 recorded cases of E. coli.
By Aaron Gregg | 2024-05-02

E. coli bacteria growing in laboratory dish inspected in a food laboratory. (iStock/Getty Images) 


A California-based supplier of organic foods said it is recalling walnuts sold in 19 states after it was notified of 12 recorded cases of E. coli.
Gibson Farms, of Hollister. Calif., voluntarily recalled its Organic Light Halves and Pieces shelled walnuts that were sold to distributors in California and Washington state, according to a company notice posted this week on the Food and Drug Administration's website.
The specific strain of bacteria identified in the Gibson Farms recall announcement is E. coli 0157:H7, which the FDA notice said causes a diarrheal illness often with bloody stools, and in rare cases can lead to kidney failure.
A full investigation is underway to determine the source of the contamination, according to the FDA. Gibson Farms did not immediately respond to an emailed request for comment.

Gibson Farms, of Hollister. Calif., voluntarily recalled its Organic Light Halves and Pieces shelled walnuts that were sold at retailers in 19 states.  (Fda) 


Bill Marler, a Seattle-based attorney who has focused on food-borne illness cases since 1993, told The Washington Post that he has been retained by the family of a 9-year-old boy in California who was hospitalized with acute kidney failure after eating the walnuts. A genetic sample linked the boy's case to Gibson Farms, Marler said.
"Fortunately he did not have to go on dialysis," Marler said Thursday. "My hope is it's not enough damage that he's going to lose one of his kidneys."
The recalled walnuts were sold in bulk boxes with net weight of 25 pounds, and can be identified by the lot numbers 3325-043 or 3341-501 with the expiration dates 5/21/25 and 6/7/25, according to a company announcement published by the Food and Drug Administration.
The FDA published a list of roughly 300 food retailers that received Gibson Farms walnuts, including dozens of independent organic food retailers as well as several large grocery stores.
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GOP split could doom bipartisan child tax credit bill
A bipartisan group is trying to push legislation to cut taxes for working families and some corporations into law, but it faces stiff opposition.
By Jacob Bogage | 2024-05-02

Senate Finance Committee Chair Ron Wyden (D-Ore.), left, and Sen. Mike Crapo (R-Idaho) huddle during a hearing last year. The two are at odds over a bill to cut taxes for working families and extend some corporate breaks. (Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post)


A bipartisan compromise to expand the child tax credit and restore some corporate tax breaks looks like it may wither under opposition from Senate Republican leadership, dooming the measure even though the House passed it with a huge majority this year.
The Senate's top Republican tax writer, Mike Crapo (Idaho), opposes the bill, as do other top party officials. Most Democrats back it, and supporters say it's close to having enough GOP votes to overcome a filibuster but could still be short. With tax season over and elections approaching rapidly, the Senate may not take the bill up at all if lawmakers don't act soon.
But even some Republicans who like the compromise plan say they might rather deal with the issue next year. The GOP hopes to control the Senate -- at least -- after November's elections, and sweeping tax policy changes will already be on Congress's agenda no matter who controls the chambers because much of the Trump-era Tax Cuts and Jobs Act expires in 2025.
Lawmakers will have to decide whether to extend any of the trillions of dollars in tax cuts that are set to come off the books, and the child tax credit could roll into that broader debate.
"I think from a political standpoint, a lot of Republicans, me included, feel like we'll have more leverage a year from now than we have today," Sen. Kevin Cramer (R-N.D.) said Tuesday. "... We want to help working families. We want to help the employers who support those working families, who hire those working families, and we have a year to do it. And we don't need to rush into it."
Other supporters, especially Senate Finance Chair Ron Wyden (D-Ore.) and some rank-and-file Republicans, are pressing Senate Majority Leader Charles E. Schumer (D-N.Y.) to bring the $79 billion legislation to the floor and dare their fence-sitting conservative colleagues to vote against it. Wyden drafted the legislation with Rep. Jason T. Smith (R-Mo.), who chairs the tax-writing House Ways and Means Committee, before House passage in January.
"I think we need to call their bluff on it," Sen. Markwayne Mullin (R-Okla.) said. "There's a lot of people that may not commit to it until it goes on the floor. I told Wyden to tell Schumer bring it to the floor. Make people vote against the tax bill. I mean, when it comes time to actually make the vote, and you're going to vote against the tax bill? As Republicans? Let's try that. Let's see if you're really going to do that."
The bill pairs an expansion to the child tax credit, or CTC -- long a major priority for President Biden and other Democrats -- with restoring some business tax incentives initially limited in 2017 under President Donald Trump. Negotiators had set a loose April 15 deadline to consider the bill so it could help filers with this year's tax returns; the Senate's May work period is widely seen as the bill's last shot
The CTC increase would allow low-income families to claim the benefit for multiple children; under current law, the lowest-earning families can receive the credit only for one child. Starting in 2025, the benefit would be linked to inflation, which would add up to a roughly $100 jump. Research from economic analysis firm Implan found that expanding the tax credit would boost the U.S. gross domestic product by $11.4 billion and would increase household spending -- especially on food and health-care services -- by $7.3 billion in its first year.
Nonpartisan estimates say it would lift 400,000 children out of poverty. A previous Biden-era CTC expansion kept 3 million children out of poverty, according to research conducted by Columbia University's Center on Poverty and Social Policy. The expansion expired at the end of 2021, and child poverty spiked immediately afterward.
"Before we talk about what it means for Washington, let's talk about what it means for people who are hurting," Wyden said. "For small-business people who aren't going to be able to make payroll, what it means for a kid in a large family and they're not going to get much to get a pair of sneakers or diapers."
Crapo spokesperson Amanda Critchfield said he "fully supports" the broad idea of extending business tax incentives and expanding the child tax credit but "continues to have policy concerns with the current bill, as do other Republican members, and he has been clear that he would like to find a compromise that a majority of Republican senators can support."
Business groups in Washington have rallied around the corporate tax provisions. Officials say limiting deductions on research and development have restrained spending on product innovations that could bring down consumer costs. Without them, industry leaders say, small businesses could struggle to afford investments, such as new equipment and larger payrolls.
"The small-business community has been in a bit of a whipsaw between administrations and between different parties in the chambers of Congress. There's an absolute need for some level of certainty to return to the business community. One of the ways that you do that is through tax policy," said Joe Shamess, managing partner at Flintlock Capital, a venture capital firm that invests in small businesses.
Hoping to win GOP support, Wyden and Democratic leaders have offered to strip out sections that Crapo and other Republicans opposed -- namely a "look back" provision that would allow low-income families to use a prior year's return to earn a larger tax credit. Conservatives say that would incentivize parents to leave the workforce and still collect the tax benefit.
That change and the business tax measures have kept prospects for the legislation afloat -- but barely.
"The tax deal, it's still alive, but it is true that there is much less chatter about the tax bill and how it might get done," said Sen. Todd Young (R-Ind.), one the bill's biggest boosters.
The measure's backers have focused on Cramer as a Republican who is open to the legislation, but the North Dakotan said he would not want to be part of a renegade faction of the party that bucks Crapo.
"What I don't want to do is be part of a gang that pieces together nine Republicans" to defeat a filibuster, Cramer said. "I've taken the heroic walk plenty of times, and I'm not afraid to do it sometimes, but this was part of our bill. This was something we did, those of us that were here in 2017, and did together, and I don't want to water it down, particularly when we have a moment when this all comes due in about a year."
Sen. Susan Collins (R-Maine) said she supported bringing the bill to the floor with amendments to eliminate the CTC provisions "that break the link between the credit and work," a GOP refrain about the "look back."
"I think there's a potential deal to be had here," said Sen. Josh Hawley (R-Mo.). He also wants to eliminate the "look back" and link the legislation to another bill to compensate victims of nuclear tests and radiation, part of a strategy among bill supporters to attach the tax legislation to other, more broadly popular bills. "That's doable, totally doable."
Schumer, though, has signaled reluctance to bring the legislation to the floor without a clear path to winning the 60 votes necessary to defeat a filibuster. He told lawmakers in April that the chamber could consider the bill "in the weeks and months ahead" -- without laying out a specific timeline.
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Work Advice: My boss wants me in the office. My autistic kid needs me at home.
Although I've been working remotely since before the pandemic to be available to my autistic grade-schooler, my employer is issuing a return-to-office mandate. How can I push back?
By Karla Miller | 2024-05-02

(iStock)


Reader: I've been employed for almost 11 years as a bank analyst. I'm in my 40s with an autistic son who is almost seven years old and in first grade. I have been working from home ever since he was born, because my team was located in another state and there was no need for me to come to the office.
I'm my child's sole caregiver, as his father is physically disabled. We chose a school close to our home so I can run to there when needed (at least twice a week for meltdowns or bathroom help since my son is not completely bathroom independent).
Recently the bank decided on a return-to-office mandate of at least three days a week, with no exceptions, including for me. They plan to use badge access reports and set performance goals for hours in the office. While they haven't given a firm date, we're told that once the announcement happens, there'll be no adjustment period. We would have to return immediately.
For the first time in 11 years, I'm looking for a new job. I thought I would retire here, and what's happening now is so disheartening.
Karla: Putting out feelers for a more accommodating workplace is never a bad idea -- but don't leap just yet.
First, for every official policy, there's often a corollary shadow policy being carried out by front-line managers who want to keep their teams happy and intact. Speak with your immediate managers and team to find out if they have been granted (or plan to assume) any discretion to apply the mandate as they see fit.
Second, "this will affect future performance reviews" is a few levels of urgency removed from "come in tomorrow or not at all." In the interim, it's "better to work with this employer who knows what you are capable of," says Jack Tuckner of Tuckner, Sipser, Weinstock & Sipser, an employment attorney specializing in gender equity.
Tuckner recommends you approach your HR representative and management with a thoughtful, diplomatic explanation of how this new policy will affect you, emphasizing points that are relevant "legally, emotionally and practically." Reiterate that as primary caretaker of a child (and of a spouse?) with disabilities, you would face significant challenges in trying to comply with the new in-office policy. (Note: Federal rules include autism as a disability, defined as a "physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities.")
Collect data and performance reviews attesting to your contributions and achievements over the last decade and outline "how you'll be better able to optimally serve the company's interest" by continuing to work remotely, Tuckner says. As a compromise, he adds, you could offer to use unpaid leave under the Family and Medical Leave Act when you're called to your son's school. According to Tuckner, people who qualify for the FMLA's 12 weeks of unpaid, job-protected leave per year can take it intermittently in increments as short as an hour.
As always, submit your explanation in writing or follow up with a summary email to document your conversations.
According to Tuckner, "no exceptions" often means your employer "[doesn't] want to hear all of your nonprotected problems." As a caregiver for a child with a disability, Tuckner says, you represent a "valid exception" that an employer trying to heed anti-discrimination laws and policies would do well to consider. For example, Tuckner notes, although you may not personally have a disability for which you could request a reasonable accommodation under the Americans With Disabilities Act, the ADA has an "associational provision" that prohibits your employer from discriminating or retaliating against you on the basis of your relationship with a disabled person.
And your state or locality may offer even stronger protections than federal law. Four states and nearly 200 cities and counties have family responsibility discrimination laws that specifically protect parents and other family caregivers.
Even if an across-the-board in-office mandate is legally sound and justifiable, Tuckner says, mentioning FMLA leave and "protected attributes" such as disability should give your employer pause about refusing to accommodate you. Especially when you have seven years of evidence that working remotely has been neither a hardship for your employer nor an impediment to your performance.
Ideally, once you have made your case to your employer, the reaction will be supportive and accommodating. But that presumes that the company would rather retain employees than lose them. Yours would not be the first employer to suddenly throw down an unpopular mandate in hopes of encouraging voluntary attrition to cut costs, or "quiet firing."
Ultimately, policies like these disproportionately disadvantage many workers for whom workplace flexibility is essential to high performance: People with disabilities, neurodiverse workers, caretakers and parents -- particularly mothers, but also fathers who dare to regard child-rearing as more than a weekend gig. Despite the progress and promises made about balance, diversity, equity and inclusion, the message sent by inflexible employers is clear: We don't want your kind here.
If your employer happens to fall into that category and responds to your diplomatic, sympathetic, reasoned request with a shrug, then, yes, finding another job sounds like your only option. Before quitting, however, Tuckner recommends you take your well-documented conversations and evidence to an employment attorney who might help persuade your employer to ease your departure with some kind of severance package.
Doubling down on proximity bias: A recent study by data analysts at Live Data Technologies, quoted by the Wall Street Journal, showed remote workers in 2023 were promoted 31 percent less often than their in-office peers. Former hybrid-work champion Dell has outright declared that employees who elect to be fully remote will not be eligible for promotions.
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UnitedHealth CEO faces grilling from Congress over Change Healthcare hack
Andrew Witty, CEO of UnitedHealth Group, faced withering criticism from lawmakers over the company's handling of a crippling cyberattack.
By Daniel Gilbert, Dan Diamond | 2024-05-02

UnitedHealth Group CEO Andrew Witty appears Wednesday before a House committee, which asked pointed questions about a cyberattack on a company subsidiary. (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)


Congressional leaders unloaded blistering criticism at UnitedHealth Group in a pair of hearings Wednesday, saying the health-care conglomerate's handling of a cyberattack had damaged the U.S. health system, threatened the financial stability of hospitals and doctors and put tens of millions of patients' data at risk.
UnitedHealth's handling of the situation will probably be "a case study in crisis mismanagement for decades to come," said Rep. Cathy McMorris Rodgers (R-Wash.), chair of the House Energy and Commerce Committee.
Facing both chambers of Congress, UnitedHealth CEO Andrew Witty repeatedly apologized for the hack of subsidiary Change Healthcare, vowed that he and the company will not rest "until we fix this," and said the company was offering no-interest loans to affected hospitals and doctors and free credit monitoring to affected patients.
Witty said the personal information of about one-third of Americans might be affected by the Change Healthcare hack, which was detected Feb. 21, and that the company was still reviewing the extent of the stolen data.
Witty's apologies were rejected by lawmakers, who criticized UnitedHealth's inadequate cybersecurity protocols, asked whether the scope of its operations put Americans at risk and in some cases called for the $450 billion conglomerate to be broken up. Witty admitted that hackers accessed Change Healthcare's systems through a portal that was not protected by multifactor authentication, a security feature that requires additional information to log in -- a point lawmakers repeatedly hammered.
"The Change hack is a dire warning about the consequences of too-big-to-fail megacorporations gobbling up larger and larger shares of the health-care system," said Sen. Ron Wyden (D-Ore.), the Senate Finance Committee chairman.
Wyden also criticized UnitedHealth's inadequate cybersecurity protocols, saying the hack "could have been stopped with cybersecurity 101." He dismissed the credit monitoring offered by UnitedHealth as "the 'thoughts and prayers' of data breaches," Wyden said.
Sen. Thom Tillis (R-N.C.) brandished a copy of "Hacking for Dummies," questioning how UnitedHealth's auditors could have missed the lack of multifactor authentication. "This is some basic stuff that was missed," he said.
Witty committed that UnitedHealth would impose multifactor authentication on its systems across the company within six months. He said the company has advanced more than $6.5 billion in no-interest loans to practices affected by the cyberattack. Witty also confirmed that UnitedHealth, at his direction, paid a $22 million ransom to the hackers in bitcoin -- an admission blasted by lawmakers who said it rewarded criminals while failing to keep patient information from being leaked to dark corners of the internet.

Sen. Thom Tillis (R-N.C.) holds the book "Hacking for Dummies" as he arrives for a Senate Finance Committee hearing where UnitedHealth CEO Andrew Witty testified May 1. (Kent Nishimura/Getty Images)


Witty faced bipartisan pressure from senators, including Sen. Marsha Blackburn (R-Tenn.), who said the UnitedHealth CEO was painting a "rosy picture" of progress that was "wildly different" from the situation facing providers on the ground in her state, who are still struggling to get paid. She described one provider that had submitted all of its claims but was still waiting on weeks of revenue.
"It is like you all can't figure this out," Blackburn added. "When can Tennessee providers and hospitals expect you all to clear the backlog, to catch up and be back to normal?"
Sen. Bill Cassidy (R-La.) suggested UnitedHealth was "almost a too-big-to-fail insurer," while Sen. Elizabeth Warren (D-Mass.) called it "a monopoly on steroids" that should be broken up. UnitedHealth brought in $371.6 billion in revenue last year, the fourth-highest among all publicly traded U.S. companies.
Witty countered that his company was not too large, noting UnitedHealth does not own hospitals in the United States nor drug manufacturers. He also took issue with estimates that UnitedHealth employs 90,000 physicians, saying the vast majority were contracted or affiliated. "They choose to work with us," he said.
At times, Witty tried to shift blame to Change Healthcare's use of outdated technology. "We were in the process of upgrading the technology we'd acquired," Witty said, adding he was "incredibly frustrated" that the server that was compromised was not protected by multifactor authentication. UnitedHealth's Optum unit closed the acquisition of Change Healthcare in October 2022.
That didn't satisfy Sen. John Barrasso (R-Wyo.), who said he was confused about why Change Healthcare did not deploy multifactor authentication when small, decades-old hospitals in Wyoming use that protection. He dismissed Witty's arguments that the cybersecurity challenges predated UnitedHealth's acquisition of Change Healthcare, framing it as "an excuse."
"I'm unsatisfied," Barrasso said in a brief interview after he left the hearing.
Witty's contrite tone from the outset contrasted with the full-throated defense he offered two weeks ago, when he told financial analysts it was "important for the country that we own Change Healthcare." He also said UnitedHealth resolved the hack "more quickly than I think would ever have been imaginable" if Change Healthcare had been a stand-alone company.
The hack and UnitedHealth's aggressive growth by buying up such companies as Change Healthcare took center stage at Wednesday's hearings by the Senate Finance Committee and the House Energy and Commerce Committee. Witty's appearance marked the first time in 15 years that a UnitedHealth chief executive has testified on Capitol Hill.
After detecting the hack in February, UnitedHealth shut down Change Healthcare's networks, cutting off pharmacies, hospitals and health-care providers nationally from the system on which they relied to submit claims and get paid. Patients experienced delays in care and couldn't use coupons on which they rely to afford prescription medications.
For many, this was the moment they discovered the existence of Change Healthcare, a kind of superhighway for the traffic of medical claims. Before UnitedHealth took it over in 2022, the smaller firm handled half of all U.S. medical claims, according to the Justice Department, which tried to block the $13 billion merger.
Witty was on the defensive as lawmakers, including McMorris Rodgers, pressed him on why so many Americans' private health information was at risk if, as he said recently, UnitedHealth was a "comparatively small part" of the health system. Witty characterized Change Healthcare as a relatively small company that played an important role by "processing about 40 percent of claims" flowing through the entire health system.
The abrupt outage at Change Healthcare left pharmacists, doctors and hospitals scrambling to find another electronic clearinghouse that could route their claims to insurers. While many were able to switch to rival clearinghouses, some said that technical requirements or contractual agreements with Change Healthcare prevented them from doing so, further delaying their ability to submit medical claims. Federal officials took steps to help tide over stricken providers and facilities.
As of late March and early April, nearly 80 percent of physician practices surveyed by the American Medical Association said they were still feeling the effects of the cyberattack. Christine Meyer, a doctor who owns a primary-care practice outside Philadelphia, expressed outrage in a LinkedIn post Monday at the notion that the Change Healthcare outage has been resolved.
"We are not 'post' anything," Meyer wrote, adding that a loan from Optum -- the United subsidiary that owns Change Healthcare -- has helped but that "our full losses will not be recouped."
Pressed by Sen. Bob Casey (D-Pa.) about Meyer's case, Witty apologized for a "delay in getting the right level of loan capacity" to Meyer's practice, and confirmed that "we have no intention of asking for loan repayment until she determines her business is back to normal."
In prepared testimony, Witty revealed that cybercriminals first accessed Change Healthcare's systems on Feb. 12 by using compromised credentials. Nine days later, the hackers deployed ransomware, and UnitedHealth realized its systems had been compromised.
"This was one of the hardest decisions I've ever had to make," Witty said of paying the ransom. "And I wouldn't wish it on anyone."
Only a few lawmakers offered sympathy to Witty during his testimony. "You were a victim of a crime," Sen. Ron Johnson (R-Wis.) told Witty, saying cyberattacks are plentiful and that UnitedHealth did not seek out the attention.
Sen. Mike Crapo (R-Idaho), the top Republican on the finance panel and a longtime recipient of UnitedHealth-linked funds, also framed Witty's testimony as "a valuable opportunity to learn from United's experience."
But for the rest of the day -- which stretched across two hearing rooms and more than seven hours, and involved 40 lawmakers -- Witty received little relief. About a dozen protesters from People's Action, an advocacy organization that has battled with health insurers over their practice of claims denials, attended the Senate hearing and swarmed Witty once it ended.
"Andrew Witty, you can't hide. We can see your greedy side," the protesters chanted. In interviews, protesters shared stories of UnitedHealth denying payment for essential medical procedures.
Rep. Buddy Carter (R-Ga.) -- a longtime pharmacist and the final lawmaker to question Witty -- ended the day by displaying a chart of UnitedHealth's sprawling operations, saying its consolidation posed a risk to the health system. "Let me assure you that I'm going to continue to work to bust this up," Carter said, gesturing to the chart.
Richard J. Pollack, CEO of the American Hospital Association, said in a statement that Wednesday's hearings "rightly exposed the size and scope of UnitedHealth Group" and its impact on delivering health care. "We believe this examination is long overdue," he said.
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Fed leaves interest rates unchanged, signals worries in inflation fight
The central bank is making clear that interest rate cuts are still a ways off.
By Rachel Siegel | 2024-05-01

Federal Reserve Chair Jerome H. Powell arrives for a news conference after the central bank left interest rates unchanged on Wednesday. (Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images)


The Federal Reserve needs more time before cutting interest rates, as hotter-than-expected inflation zaps any need for policymakers to take pressure off the economy.
That was the message from central bank chief Jerome H. Powell on Wednesday, after the Fed wrapped up its latest two-day policy meeting by leaving rates unchanged. That move had been widely expected -- leaving much more anticipation around when officials will begin to lower borrowing costs from their highest levels in 23 years.
Powell gave few specifics. Over the past few months, Fed leaders have penciled in three cuts sometime this year. But that pivot keeps getting pushed back, especially after data from January, February and March kept central bankers from securing confidence that inflation is falling back to normal levels.
"We didn't see progress in the first quarter," Powell said at a news conference. "It's going to take longer for us to reach that point of confidence. I don't know how long it'll take."
Still, he reiterated the Fed's commitment to getting inflation down to its 2 percent target. After annual inflation peaked at 9.1 percent in June 2022, it had come way down, to closer to 3 percent by January. But data since the start of the year has reversed some of that progress.
Fed officials aren't at the point where another rate hike is on the table, and Powell said he still thinks rates are high enough to slow the economy meaningfully. But he said more progress isn't guaranteed, and the path ahead is still hazy.
"Of course, we're not satisfied with 3 percent inflation," Powell said. "Three percent can't be in a sentence with 'satisfied.' So we will return inflation to 2 percent over time."
The Fed's decision left the benchmark interest rate between 5.25 and 5.5 percent, where it has remained since July. Policymakers also decided that starting June 1, they will slow the pace for reducing more than $7 trillion in the Fed's vast balance sheet. Over the past few months, markets expected such a move to trim the balance sheet was probably coming.
Financial markets are eager for any sort of timeline and have already been bracing for rates that stay higher for longer than once expected. But they weren't shaken up by Powell's remarks, flashing green throughout the afternoon, though some indexes closed slightly down.
Diane Swonk, chief economist at KPMG, said there isn't time left for the Fed to cut three times this year unless a major crack in the labor market triggers more urgent action.
"The threshold to cut is clearly lower than the threshold to hike," Swonk said. "But they have been shaken."
As the months go by, the Fed also faces the growing reality that its moves will collide with the presidential election. Central bankers try to avoid politics, and much of their independence relies on a separation from the rest of Washington. But the next few months will be prime time for President Biden and former president Donald Trump to persuade voters to back their economic agendas.
Fed officials say their decisions will solely be made on how the data unfolds, especially on inflation. But the timing could get increasingly fraught. Few economists think the Fed will be ready to cut rates by this summer, which would punt potential cuts to policy meetings in September, November and December. (The November meeting falls during the week of the election.)
Powell said there's no room for politics when "it's hard enough to get the economics right." Making decisions based on election cycles would make the Fed's already-difficult task that much harder, Powell said, noting that this fall marks his fourth presidential election since joining the Fed during the Obama administration. (Both Trump and Biden have nominated Powell as chair since then.)
"It's not what we're hired to do," Powell said. "If we start down that road ... I don't know how you stop."
Earlier in the year, Fed officials weren't convinced that unexpectedly high inflation data was the start of a more worrisome trend. Initially, policymakers cited seasonal glitches for January's outsize figures. But that argument didn't hold up after February and March followed suit. In March, the Fed's preferred inflation gauge clocked in at 2.7 percent over the year before, up from 2.5 percent in February.
Since the economy is still behaving in weird ways, officials try not to conclude too much from a single report. But Powell said enough time had passed to convince him and his colleagues that progress wasn't keeping up the way it did for much of 2023.
"This is a full quarter, and I think it's appropriate to take signal now," Powell said. "And the signal that we're taking is that it's likely to take longer for us to gain confidence that we are on a sustainable path."
Zoomed out, the economic picture looks different from just a few months ago. Coming into 2024, Fed leaders rallied around the message that they'd made so much progress bringing prices back under control that they could take some pressure off the economy soon. After annual inflation peaked at 9.1 percent in June 2022, it had come way down, to closer to 3 percent by January.
A looming concern is that some of the stickiest sources of inflation are going to make the Fed's job even harder in the months ahead, which means central bankers probably won't see the same kind of gains as they did last year.
Part of the reason is that a lot of the progress in 2023 came from temporary factors that weren't directly tied to Fed policy. For example, gas and energy costs were a huge reason inflation surged to 40-year highs after Russia's invasion of Ukraine. Those prices have since fallen significantly, bringing overall inflation down, too.
Also, prices popped during the pandemic for semiconductors, bicycles and couches alike. Since then, easing supply chains have helped cool prices for all kinds of goods -- or even helped them fall.
But certain inflation categories -- including services like hospitality, leisure and health care -- still haven't had a major breakthrough. Housing costs have been a consistent driver of high inflation. And even though real-time measures show rent costs cooling, the official statistics aren't budging much.
As a result, the Fed could struggle with what is dubbed the "last mile" of the inflation fight. And to make things worse, the economy is just not responding to high rates as economists expect.
High borrowing costs -- especially when they rise so quickly -- typically slow the economy by taming job growth and consumer spending. But the unemployment rate keeps extending its long run below 4 percent. Consumers are still spending. And even though growth slowed at the beginning of the year, the overall picture is of a strong economy that doesn't look like it needs the Fed to take its foot off the brake.
"There's absolutely, in my mind, no urgency to adjust the policy rate," San Francisco Fed President Mary C. Daly said last month. "Policy is in a good place right now, and I need to be fully confident that inflation is on track to come down to 2 percent -- which is our definition of price stability -- before we would consider a rate cut."
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Senator slams GlaxoSmithKline over cost of asthma inhalers
Less than two months after GlaxoSmithKline pledged to cap out-of-pocket costs, Sen. Maggie Hassan (D-N.H.) is accusing the company of circumventing that vow.
By Aaron Gregg, Dan Diamond | 2024-05-01

Sen. Maggie Hassan (D-N.H.). (Charles Krupa/AP)


Pharmaceutical giant GlaxoSmithKline is sidestepping its pledge to lower asthma inhaler prices, a key senator charged Wednesday, in the latest effort by Democrats to pressure drug companies on the issue.
Less than two months after GlaxoSmithKline pledged to cap out-of-pocket costs for its inhalers at $35 a month, Sen. Maggie Hassan (D-N.H.) is accusing the company of circumventing that vow through a preexisting licensing deal. That agreement discontinued a popular inhaler and replaced it with a more costly generic alternative not covered by most insurance companies.
Hassan, who sits on the Senate's health and finance panels, is alleging that GSK "appears to be exploiting a licensing agreement" with generic drugmaker Prasco Laboratories to "price-gouge families without access to affordable alternatives to Flovent," a specialized inhaler that can be used by children.
GSK pledged March 20 to cap out-of-pocket costs for its "entire portfolio" of asthma drugs. But Flovent had previously been discontinued as a branded product as the company signed a licensing deal with Prasco.
"This has led to a crisis for children with asthma, leaving families across the country with no way to afford this lifesaving medication," Hassan wrote in a letter Wednesday to GSK CEO Emma Walmsley. The letter was shared with The Washington Post.
The decision to switch the drug to a generic version has resulted in a "worst-case scenario" for patients, because the generic product is not covered by most insurers, Hassan wrote, adding: "Countless children no longer have a single age-appropriate inhaler covered by their insurance plan."
This means families must pay the full list price, ranging from $150 to $250 per month, Hassan said.
Hassan's letter describes the Flovent HFA inhaler as "the most commonly prescribed inhaler for young children with asthma, and one of the only inhalers that infants can use." It is also used for elderly patients who can't use other drugs, according to the letter.
GSK already planned to discontinue Flovent and other products "for some time" before it promised in March to limit out-of-pocket costs for its asthma products, company spokeswoman Kathleen Quinn said in an email to The Post.
Prasco's generic version is for adult and pediatric patients age 4 and older, Quinn said. Another generic drug entering the market may give patients additional options, Quinn said.
GlaxoSmithKline has a "clear role -- and financial stake" in the marketing strategy Prasco is taking, even though GSK is no longer listed on the package, Hassan said.
"I urge GSK to put Flovent HFA back on the market in the short term and to work with Prasco to ensure access to affordable fluticasone," she wrote, adding that the generic drug should be included in the company's $35-per-month price cap.
Prasco Laboratories did not respond to requests for comment.
While the devices and drugs used for inhalers have been generally unchanged for decades, pharmaceutical companies have invoked loopholes in patent law to tweak their offerings and retain patent protections, helping to box out lower-cost alternatives and frustrating patient advocates. President Biden and other officials have also criticized pharmaceutical companies for setting high inhaler prices that they say are unreasonable; for instance, AstraZeneca in January charged about $650 for an inhaler that was sold for about $50 in Britain.
About 25 million Americans suffer from asthma, and about 16 million people have chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, or COPD. Many of those patients purchase inhalers on a monthly basis and rely on them to help them breathe.
Democrats have framed the high cost of inhalers as a symptom of America's broader struggle to contain drug prices, tying the issue to the party's election-year agenda of cracking down on the pharmaceutical industry. The price of inhalers is "outrageous," Biden said in an April 3 speech at the White House.
Hassan sent the letter to GSK  after her office was contacted by the New England Pediatric Pulmonary Consortium. The pulmonologists said GSK's decision to discontinue its brand-name inhaler has made it harder for some children to access medication they need.
"GSK's decision to maximize profits has literally ripped life-saving medication out of the hands of children and families with asthma and thrown health systems across New England -- and the entire country -- into chaos," the pulmonologists wrote in a March 26 letter reviewed by The Post.
Seeking to lower inhaler prices, Democrats have adopted a multipart strategy, spanning their agencies and Capitol Hill.
The Federal Trade Commission and the Food and Drug Administration last year worked together to review patents listed in the FDA's Orange Book -- a registry of drugs approved by the health agency -- challenging more than 100 patents for inhalers, EpiPens and other products. In March, the FTC also waded into a court fight over generic competition for inhalers.
"It's disturbing to think that big pharma companies got away for so long with inflating the cost of these essential drugs, forcing American families to struggle," FTC Chair Lina Khan said at the April 3 White House event.
Sen. Bernie Sanders (I-Vt.), who chairs the Senate's Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee, and colleagues also launched an investigation into AstraZeneca, Boehringer Ingelheim, GlaxoSmithKline and Teva Pharmaceutical, which collectively report billions of dollars in annual revenue on the products. The senators demanded information on the inhalers' production, patient assistance programs and patents, including internal strategic communications.
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Get to know gruner veltliner, a versatile and delicious white wine
Plus, 5 bottles to try, including a 1-liter bottle at $14.
By Dave McIntyre | 2024-05-02

FROM LEFT: Paul D. Gruner Veltliner 2023; Domane Wachau Gruner Veltliner Federspiel Terrassen 2022; Galen Glen Gruner Veltliner 2022; Weingut Muller Grossmann Gruner Veltliner Satz Viertel 2022; Groiss Gruner Veltliner Braitenpuechtorff 2022. (Scott Suchman/for The Washington Post)


If you haven't discovered gruner veltliner, Austria's most famous wine, please pick up a bottle of it the next time you visit a wine shop. You may ignite a lifelong love affair.
Here are my five reasons to love gruner.
You can find delicious, quaffable gruner in liter bottles for under $15, or thrilling, complex gruner for $50 or more for a standard 750-ml bottle. Even those bottles on the higher end of the spectrum can rival much more expensive white burgundies in their depth and thrill factor.
For me, gruner's signature is white flowers, such as jasmine and honeysuckle. Toss in rosehips, even talc for complexity. These flavors are followed by a spiciness from white pepper and a stony minerality that seems to give voice to the Earth itself. Texture ranges from supple, crystalline spring water to a zesty creaminess.
I'm not alone in my love for the grape. Karen MacNeil, author of "The Wine Bible," says gruner veltliner "definitely deserves to get more attention from consumers than it does. With its creamy texture, vivid fruit flavors, splashes of minerals, echoes of lime zest, and above all, its subtle white pepperiness, great gruner veltliner is a showstopper."
Those liter bottles and simple gruners may be best within two years of the vintage, but higher examples, especially the single-vineyard bottlings (notable for the word Ried before the vineyard name), will reward your patience. About four or five years after the vintage, these wines begin to reveal their true expression, taking on extra depth and complexity. If you have a wine cellar, keep some top gruners back for a few years. Look for older vintages in restaurants -- don't talk yourself out of them with the mistaken idea that white wine must be consumed young.
If you're ever caught in one of those awkward social situations where a wine geek traps you in a blind tasting, beware the gruner. Its flavors can be subtle and it reveals itself more by what it isn't: It's not as weighty as chardonnay, nor as grassy as sauvignon blanc. Riesling and albarino emphasize tree fruit flavors. Focus on gruner's signature white flowers and white pepper to guide you.
Salads, asparagus and artichokes are considered wine killers, but gruner can stand up to them if the dressing isn't too vinegary and the veggies aren't overcooked. Gruner also pairs well with the complex spices of Middle Eastern or South Asian cuisines. If you're an adventurous cook and wondering what wine will go with your dinner, consider gruner veltliner.
Historically, gruner veltliner has been associated with Austria and neighboring regions that used to be part of the Austrian empire. It isn't ubiquitous around the world like chardonnay and sauvignon blanc, but it has made some impressive appearances. Several small California wineries make it, with my favorites being Fiddlehead, Carlisle, Field Recordings and Zocker. It's in Oregon (Ribbon Ridge), New York (Dr. Konstantin Frank, Weis), Virginia (Blenheim), Maryland (Black Ankle, Loew) and Pennsylvania (Galen Glen). If you travel, look for gruner from Australia's Adelaide Hills (Hahndorf Hill) and Canada's Okanagan Valley (Culmina).
Here are some of my favorite Austrian producers of gruner veltliner, in alphabetical order, with some specific recommendations below: Alzinger, Anton Bauer, Brundlmayer, Domane Wachau, Groiss, Hirsch, Knoll, Lenz Moser, Loimer, Markus Huber, Nigl, Nikolaihof, Paul D., Prager, Schloss Gobelsburg, Steininger, Tegernseerhof.
And here are 5 gruner recommendations to get you started.
Austria, $14 for 1 liter
Winemaker Paul Direder produces one of the best wine values available today in this liter format. This is gruner at its youthful best -- refreshing and racy, seemingly revealing a new flavor with each sip. It should settle down with a few more months of bottle age, but why wait? Make this your house white for the summer. Certified vegan, sustainable. Alcohol by volume: 12 percent. Bottle weight: 425 grams (Light).
Imported by Select Wines. Distributed locally by Select Wines and Siema Wines.
Wachau, Austria, $19
Exuberant and on the fruity side for gruner, with apricot and peach blossom, accented with zesty citrus and peppery spice. Certified vegan, sustainable. ABV: 12.5 percent. BW: 430 grams (Light).
Imported by Gonzalez Byass USA. Distributed locally by Southern Glazer.
Lehigh Valley, Pa., $20
Galen Glen has become the standard-bearer for gruner veltliner on the U.S. East Coast. Okay, that may be a small sample size, but this wine is consistently delicious vintage after vintage. Its fruit leans to Bosc pear and Granny Smith apple with their blossoms, with a creamy consistency mid-palate and a peppery finish. As they say in social media, IYKYK. ABV: 12 percent. BW: 445 grams (Light).
Distributed locally by Siema Wines.
Kremstal, Austria, $20
Crisp apple, Asian pear and jasmine headline the first impression on this wine, backed up by white pepper on the finish. Certified sustainable. ABV: 12 percent. BW: 420 grams (Light).
Imported and distributed locally by Siema Wines.
Weinvertel, Austria, $35
Ingrid Groiss's wines showcase mineral intensity, as though they ground you to the Earth. She also offers a Weinvertel appellation wine ($22) and a reserve single-vineyard called Ried Pankraz ($65) -- both are outstanding. ABV: 12.5 percent. BW: 425 grams (Light).
Imported by Vineyard Brands. Distributed locally by Elite Wines.
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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Napa cabbage gives this wedge salad extra crunch
Cabbage's unrivaled versatility is on display in this crunchy riff on the classic wedge salad.
By Julia Turshen | 2024-05-02

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


My spouse, Grace, used to drive to Hudson, N.Y., a full hour from our house, to get their hair cut. To make the trip extra worth it, Grace would time the appointments to bring home a roast chicken from Kitty's Market, an adorable cafe near the train station there that makes sensational rotisserie chicken.
Kitty's simple menu includes not much beyond that chicken and some side dishes, including potatoes roasted in the chicken fat (YUM) and a napa cabbage Caesar salad. As much as I looked forward to the chicken and potatoes, the cabbage salad was always the most surprising and delightful thing in our takeout order. I had never had napa cabbage swapped out for romaine lettuce in a Caesar salad before, and I quickly came to appreciate how sturdy and crisp it was, and how well the cabbage stood up to the assertive dressing.
That salad inspired me to think of napa cabbage not merely as something to make kimchi, a slaw or a stir-fry with, but as a worthy salad green. Today's recipe for a hearty wedge salad showcases cabbage's unrivaled versatility.
Get the recipe: Napa Wedge Salad With Chickpeas and Bacon
One thing I love about this recipe is a trick I borrowed from ... myself. In "Now & Again," a cookbook I published in 2018, I included a classic iceberg wedge salad recipe. To make it, I first thinly slice a shallot and let it marinate in a simple brine of vinegar, water, a pinch of sugar and a tiny bit of salt. This gives you two incredible things: quick-pickled shallots and a brine that becomes the base of a blue cheese dressing. You just have to whisk some mayo into the brine and stir in crumbled blue cheese. That's it. That's the dressing!

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


For this updated recipe, I swap in thinly sliced red onion for the shallot, because they're more readily available. (But you can use a shallot if you prefer.) And instead of iceberg, we've got wedges of napa cabbage, which are sturdy enough for the creamy, rich dressing, plus extra toppings, including hot, crispy bacon and chickpeas warmed through in the bacon fat. I also include tomatoes for extra acidity and color.
And if you'd like, add more toppings, such as thinly sliced radishes, thinly sliced scallions, croutons, chopped parsley and/or pickled beets. You can swap turkey bacon for regular bacon or skip the meat all together. In the substitutions and tips below the recipe, I offer suggestions for how to add more flavor to the chickpeas sans bacon (as well as ideas for a vegan rendition of the salad).
Whatever you do, give napa cabbage a chance. Its sturdiness and crunch make it, dare I say, a superior wedge.
Get the recipe: Napa Wedge Salad With Chickpeas and Bacon
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Ask Sahaj: Responding to microaggressions is taking a toll on me. Can I stop?
As the only minority in their church group and classes, this letter writer hates the burden of responding to offensive jokes.
By Sahaj Kaur Kohli | 2024-05-02

(Maria Alconada Brooks/The Washington Post; iStock)


Dear Sahaj: I'm the only minority person in many of my classes and in my church group. The people around me make a lot of not-okay jokes about other minorities, and I feel as if it's my job to respond to these microaggressions, even if I'm not *insert minority here*. It takes a toll and makes me feel alone.
Should I get rid of this responsibility that's ingrained in my brain?
-- Alone
Alone:  As a minority, you should not have to do the emotional labor to educate White people making racist jokes. However, you also don't want to forego your own values and sense of self to fit in.
I wonder how not responding and still hearing these offensive jokes will impact you? You say feeling responsible to respond makes you feel alone, but I wonder if it's that you're surrounded by people who don't share your values or beliefs? Even if these jokes are not directed at you, they can still impact your own sense of self. Protecting yourself is an act of resistance as a minority, and only you can decide if -- and how -- to do that.
How do you respond and how are you received when you do? It's one thing to feel like you have to educate or offer long-winded replies, and it's another to make short, direct statements about how these jokes make you feel -- which you can prepare in advance to minimize stress. This can sound like, "I'm uncomfortable when you make comments about [minority group]." Or, "I don't think that's funny." If they aren't sure why, you can say "Here's how I perceived what you said and why it really upset me."
You may even ask them to clarify to put the onus back on them to really think through what they said. This may sound like, "What did you mean by [repeat comment]?" Or, "You said [repeat comment]. Is that what you meant?" You can also change your behavioral responses rather than making verbal ones. This might look like not laughing, changing the subject or simply walking away.
Finally, consider if being a part of this church group is good for you. Is it worth these feelings of alienation? And if you can't leave the classes altogether, find ways you can take care of yourself and build other circles and relationships that don't include microaggressions and inappropriate jokes.
Dear Sahaj: Middle sibling in a big family here. I feel squeezed on all sides by everyone's baggage, hormonal changes, sensitivities. With grown siblings, spouses, in-laws, and now growing and vocal children all in the mix, planning get-togethers, keeping traditions and changing traditions all seem to take an exhausting level of emotional diplomacy. How do we keep it all in balance without giving up on each other?
-- In The Middle
In The Middle: When new people enter a family, that family automatically shifts and changes. There may be a grieving process for how things are no longer the same but it doesn't mean you can't learn new ways to engage and be together.
"Balance" will look different for everyone, and it seems like you have an ideal version of how your family should interact and spend time together. But ultimately, you have to also honor what other family members want and need for themselves, without feeling like the sole person who has to problem solve.
It's not your responsibility to maintain people's relationships with each other. But you can focus on your relationship with your family members. Be honest about how close you were with individuals in your family before members got married or had kids. If the relationship already lacked a level of emotional intimacy, care, or intention, then it makes sense that it lacks this now. Regardless though, you should be more intentional about nurturing your individual relationships with loved ones and voicing your desire for time together. This may sound like, "I miss you and want to spend more time all together. Can we try to plan something next year when we are all free?"
It's possible you "feel squeezed" because you have yet to create some distance between your own needs and others' expectations of you in the family. I sense that you are monitoring how others feel and are the one who plays a role for keeping the peace -- hence the need for emotional diplomacy. It may require some unlearning and boundary setting to separate yourself from the belief that you have to figure it all out for your family. The next time someone comes to you with their "baggage," you may say, "I think you should talk to [name of person they are talking about] instead of me." Or, "I'm not comfortable talking about this."
Different family members are going to have different capacities and availability as life goes on and priorities change. Reflect on where you are and how much you are willing to try or make more of an effort to maintain these family traditions and dynamics -- while accepting what everyone else is willing and not willing to do.
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9 things to consider when shopping for a grill
Whether it's charcoal, propane, pellet or electric, here's how to find one that fits your budget, space and cooking style.
By Laura Daily | 2024-05-02
Thinking about adding an outdoor grill to your cooking arsenal, or replacing a well-loved model? Whether you favor old-school charcoal, the convenience of propane or newer technology, such as a pellet or electric grill, you can find one that fits your budget, needs and cooking style. Here's what experts say you should consider.
Do you barbecue every day or only on weekends? Are you cooking for two or a household of six and guests? What do you cook -- steak, fish, or a full meal? Are you going to experiment with recipes and techniques or throw on burgers and call it a day? Do you like to monitor your grill or close the lid and set a timer? These factors can help you decide among charcoal, gas, pellet or a griddle, says Allan Kiezel, owner of the website Fatty Butts BBQ, which reviews outdoor grills.
An outdoor grill can cost from $200 for a basic charcoal model to $2,500 for a fully tricked-out gas version with WiFi connectivity. Pellet grills, which have built-in electronics, cost $900 to $1,100. Electric grills are $399 to $900. Griddles start around $350. A decent basic propane, stainless steel four- to five-burner grill with cast iron grates can be had for $300 or less, says Matt Moore, author of "Butcher on the Block." Looking for a deal? The best time to find sales is around Memorial Day, the Fourth of July and the end of summer.

A charcoal grill. (Shutterstock)


Outdoor grills use one of four fuels: charcoal, gas (propane or natural), pellets or electricity. Charcoal, gas and pellets all cost roughly the same: about $20 for a tank or bag. Propane is reasonably cheap and easy to replace, but it pays to have a spare tank handy. Pellets are easy to store and offer that wood-fired flavor. Charcoal can be messy and intimidating to light. And there are environmental considerations. Gas grills produce three times fewer carbon emissions than their charcoal counterparts, but gas is still a fossil fuel. Most charcoal comes from trees, a renewable resource. Electricity is the cleanest way to grill.
Different fuels also yield different results. A charcoal grill offers great flavor, open flames and the flexibility of using direct or indirect heat. But with no dials to control heat, there's a learning curve to manage the live fire, Moore says. Propane grills are easy to use, reasonably priced and provide consistent heat. Pellet grills -- Kiezel calls them the Easy-Bake Ovens of barbecue -- offer the best of both charcoal and propane. Fueled by all-natural hardwood pellets, they offer consistent heat and a smoky, wood-fired flavor. An electric controlled auger moves pellets from a hopper to the fire, while a fan circulates heat and smoke. Electric models are plug-and-grill, but they're usually small and less durable than propane or charcoal grills, and they don't provide the same flavor. Griddle grills are new to the market. "They're phenomenal, like a big saute pan on your patio, and cook all sorts of food without flare-ups. The only downside is no grill marks," says Dustin Green, head grill master for outdoor grill manufacturer Weber.
If possible, you want to set the grill at least 5 feet from your home to keep exhaust from damaging the siding, Green says. If you're considering a pellet or electric grill, you'll need an exterior electrical outlet nearby. In apartments or high-rises where charcoal and gas may be prohibited, opt for an electric grill.
Space permitting, buy bigger than you think want. "My rule of thumb is 30 percent larger. That way you have the extra grill space for when you host friends or family," Moore says. For gas models, at minimum look for three burners (the tubes of gas that run from the front to back of the grill) and ideally four or five, to allow for both direct and indirect cooking.
You don't need to measure the gauge of the exterior metal, which could be stainless steel, cast iron or sheet metal. But lift the cover and note whether it feels sturdy, Moore says. Knobs should be durable and easy to turn. Check the grates. Are they thicker cast iron or porcelain-coated, which retains heat, or are they lightweight plated steel? Look for metal wheels you can lock in place. Don't be afraid to push and pull the grill to judge how easily it rolls.
Kiezel says it's just as important to research the quality of a manufacturer's customer service as the grill itself. "Almost every grill I've owned has had a small part break at some point. Before you buy, call the customer service line. How long did you wait for a representative and are they familiar with the product?" he says.

A gas grill. (iStock)


Ask your retailer whether it provides assembly and/or delivery, and what it charges. Some offer free or flat-fee delivery that includes hauling away your old grill. If you prefer to assemble it yourself, determine if it's a one- or two-person job, and whether you need any special tools. Also research how long it should take to put together. Another option is to check out handy.com, where you can book a tech to build your grill.
A grill mat will protect flammable surfaces from sparks and ash and keep grease stains off any surface. Propane users may want a tank gauge, an inexpensive and easy-to-read dial that indicates when the tank is running low. Experts also strongly recommend a digital thermometer -- available for around $15 -- to measure internal food temperature. And of course you will need a basic grill cover. Skip the brand name for a generic version at half the price.
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The children who remember their past lives 
What happens when your toddler is haunted by memories that aren't hers?
By Caitlin Gibson | 2024-05-02
In the beginning, it seemed like Nina was just an imaginary friend.
Two-year-old Aija had invented plenty of fictional characters before, but her parents -- Ross, a musician, and Marie, a psychologist -- noticed right away that Nina was different. (The family spoke to The Washington Post on the condition that only their middle names be used because of the sensitivity of the subject and because Aija is a young child.) From the time Aija learned how to talk, she talked about Nina, and her descriptions were remarkably consistent. Aija told her parents that Nina played piano, and she loved dancing, and she favored the color pink (Aija emphatically did not). When Aija spoke as Nina, in the first person, Aija's demeanor changed: Her voice was sweeter and higher-pitched, her affect more gentle and polite than what Marie and Ross typically expected from their rambunctious toddler.
Aija sometimes told them that Nina was afraid of bad guys coming to get her, or of not having enough food to eat; Aija once hid a bowl of cereal and told her mother it was for Nina. One day, when Marie was using the food processor in the kitchen, Aija reacted with horror to the sound: "Get the tank out of here!" she shrieked. Marie couldn't fathom how her daughter knew the word "tank."
It all seemed more curious than concerning -- until one afternoon in the early spring of 2021, when Marie came to believe that there was something more to Nina. That day, Marie recalls, she and Aija were playing together in their living room, enacting little scenes with toy figurines.
Then Aija suddenly turned to her mother and said, "Nina has numbers on her arm, and they make her sad."
Marie's mind raced. "What did you say?" she asked her daughter, willing her voice to remain calm.
"Nina has numbers on her arm, and they make her sad," Aija said again, pointing to the inside of her forearm. Then she added: "Nina misses her family. Nina was taken away from her family."
It wasn't just the words that sent a jolt of adrenaline through Marie's body, or the way her child said them -- clear and certain, with the letter R pronounced correctly, which Aija usually couldn't manage -- but there was also something about Aija's expression in that moment.
Nearly three years later, Marie tries to explain it: "There was just --" she pauses. "There was such deep pain there." It seemed beyond what a toddler should know: "The look on her face, it was too old," Marie says. "Does that make sense?"
It does, and it doesn't, even to her, even now. What she knows: that her toddler had never heard anything about the Holocaust, and could not possibly recognize the significance of numbers on a forearm. Marie knows how this story might sound, and she is exceedingly careful about sharing it.
Marie also knows that she is not alone -- that since the 1960s, more than 2,200 children from across the world have described apparent recollections from a previous life, all documented in a database maintained by the Division of Perceptual Studies within the Department of Psychiatry and Neurobehavioral Sciences at the University of Virginia School of Medicine. Sometimes a child presents enough identifying information for relatives or researchers to pinpoint a deceased person, but that level of specificity is elusive; about a third of the cases in the database do not include such a match.
The phenomenon, with its aura of the paranormal, has long been fodder for books, academic studies, newspaper stories and dramatized documentaries. All of these explorations tend to orbit the same existential questions: Is reincarnation real? What happens after we die? How can this be explained? But there is, of course, no scientific means to conclusively prove -- or disprove -- a mechanism that might explain how a person could recall living a past life.
Which leaves parents such as Marie and Ross to navigate an inexplicable, often isolating experience. Something is happening, that much they know, and so they find themselves facing different but equally daunting questions: What happens -- what does it mean, what do you do -- when, one day, your child tells you they remember being someone else?

(Illustration by Vartika Sharma for The Washington Post)


Some of the most notable cases began with a child crying in the night.
In Louisiana in 2000, 2-year-old James Leininger would wake screaming, repeating the same phrases to his baffled and disturbed parents: "Airplane crash on fire! Little man can't get out!" Over the following year, a story unspooled in memories and drawings: He was a World War II pilot whose plane took off from a boat, and he died when he was shot down by Japanese forces. James offered names of people and places, and his account would ultimately become one of the most prominent and thoroughly documented "cases of the reincarnation type," or CORT, ever recorded.
In Oklahoma in 2009, 5-year-old Ryan Hammons would lie awake at night and plead: "Can I go home? Can I see my mom?" or "What happened to my children?" Sometimes, he would climb tearfully into his mother's bed. He was lying beside her one night, Cyndi Hammons remembers, when he said that he needed to tell her something. "I think I used to be somebody else," he whispered.
Soon after Aija told her mother about the numbers on Nina's forearm, Aija also began to wake at night in a state of agitation. Crying and pacing in her room, she would say she was afraid of eyes staring at her in the dark, or "bad guys" who would take her away, or bluish clouds that were "coming to kill us all."
By that point, Marie says, she had done more reading about children who seem to recall past lives, and felt convinced that Aija was experiencing the same phenomenon. "I always tried to remain open-minded," Marie says. Ross was less certain, but he agreed that whatever was happening seemed extraordinary.
In the moments when Aija seemed scared or inconsolable, her parents learned that what helped most was simply to stay close. They would hold her, or sit calmly on the floor, and remind her that she was safe. "I didn't know what to do except love her through it," Marie says. Aija, who was otherwise a fearless and happy kid, sometimes seemed to share their bewilderment. One night, as Marie tried to soothe her daughter, Aija asked a question her mother couldn't answer: "Why do I have these bad pictures in my heart?"
Marie eventually shared these stories with a few trusted friends from her graduate school psychology program. "They were like, 'This is not normal for a 2-year-old,'" she says.
For many of the parents who find themselves in this surreal circumstance, there comes a point when they realize that it is not a passing phase. It isn't the kind of topic they can research in parenting books or casually bring up to their peers at the playground.
So they do what any parent might do when they have a question they're not sure how to answer: They turn to the internet. They pull up Google -- child talking about past life?  -- and discover a search result that looks startlingly legitimate. "Advice to Parents of Children who are Spontaneously Recalling Past Life Memories," reads the headline on the page of the University of Virginia School of Medicine's website, and further down, "Contact Us," and that is how they come to the attention of Jim Tucker.

Jim Tucker leads the University of Virginia's Division of Perceptual Studies. Each year, about 120 families contact DOPS about their children's past-life recollections. (Justin Ide for The Washington Post)


As director of the Division of Perceptual Studies (DOPS) at the University of Virginia for the past 10 years, Tucker has worked directly with nearly 150 families, making comprehensive records of children's descriptions of past-life memories.
Tucker inherited this work from Ian Stevenson, U-Va.'s former psychiatry department chairman and the founder of the division that would eventually become DOPS. Beginning in the 1960s, Stevenson traveled the world documenting cases of the reincarnation type, publishing academic papers and a number of books about his findings before his death in 2007. Stevenson's reputation -- even among those skeptical of the topic -- was that of a serious and scrupulous scientist, someone who openly examined both the strengths and weaknesses of the cases he chronicled.
Tucker learned of Stevenson's research while completing his residency at U-Va., but he didn't become more interested until nearly a decade later. After nine years in private practice as a child psychiatrist, Tucker married a clinical psychologist who was curious about reincarnation, telepathy and near-death experiences. "That opened me up a little," Tucker says, and in 1996 he began assisting Stevenson with a study of people who had had near-death experiences. Since joining the School of Medicine full time in 2000, Tucker has split his focus between DOPS and his work as a clinician and professor of psychiatry and neurobehavioral sciences.
Stevenson's ideas faced no shortage of criticism from the scientific community: Some maintain that consciousness is generated by the brain and therefore cannot survive beyond its death; others have speculated that the children he documented could be reciting "false memories," having been unintentionally pushed toward a particular narrative by their parents.
Tucker shares Stevenson's desires for these critics to engage with the evidence in the case reports, and for the work of DOPS to be destigmatized; but Tucker's own goal is more personal. "In many ways, I am doing this to try to sort it out for myself," he says. "With each case, I come in with certainly an openness, but also, I think, a fairly critical eye: What is the level of evidence, and could it be explained in other ways?"
Certain consistent patterns have emerged: The most pronounced and convincing cases, Stevenson and Tucker both found, tend to occur in children between the ages of 2 and 6. They might suddenly describe places they have never been, people they have never met, sometimes using words or phrases that seem beyond their vocabulary. Nightmares or sleep disturbances are occasionally reported. Many of these children are highly verbal and start speaking earlier than their peers. Their descriptions of past-life recollections often fade away entirely by the time the child turns 7 or 8.
These similarities span accounts recorded around the world. Among the cases in the DOPS database, about 15 percent are North American; of those, an overwhelming majority are from Indigenous communities. "There's no question that the cases are easier to find in cultures where there's a belief in reincarnation," Tucker says.
The true prevalence of this phenomenon is difficult to know, Tucker says -- particularly given that many families might not recognize it, or might actively suppress it -- but DOPS is contacted by about 120 families per year, most of whom are American. If a child's recollections are detailed enough to potentially identify a particular individual, DOPS opens an investigation, and the case is entered into the database.
But even if a child can offer that level of specificity, sometimes parents don't want to know more. "That can be the frustrating part, where you get what starts like a really interesting case, but then the parents don't stick with you," Tucker says.
Other times, parents can be too intrigued -- which can muddle potential evidence. If parents ask leading questions, or if children learn that certain statements are met with dramatic or enthusiastic responses, it can be difficult to discern whether a child is just trying to please their parents.
Tucker is convinced that the vast majority of families he's met are not lying or embellishing their accounts to draw attention. In fact, he says, the opposite is often true: Many parents are quite unsettled by their child's claims and do not want to publicly share them.
That impression is echoed by Tom Shroder, a former Washington Post editor and author of "Old Souls: Compelling Evidence From Children Who Remember Past Lives," who accompanied Stevenson as he studied cases in Lebanon and India. None of the families they interviewed, Shroder says, seemed to have any personal or material motive to misrepresent what they'd witnessed. "They were normal people relating their experiences," he says. And what they were describing of their children, he says, "is so clearly not normal imaginative behavior."
Tovah Klein, a leading child development psychologist and author who directs the Barnard College Center for Toddler Development in New York, confirms that assertion.
She explained that at age 2 or 3, children engage in fantasy play, but they are not likely to fabricate a statement involving their primary relationships. In other words: Saying "You're not my mom" or "I want my other parents" or "Where are my children?" -- common among these cases -- is not something you would typically expect a very young child to say, let alone repeat insistently. "It doesn't sound like confusion," Klein says. "It sounds like a real statement. And young children just don't make this kind of thing up."
What to make of that, then? Being receptive to this kind of message from a child requires a degree of openness that might feel challenging, Klein says, particularly in the absence of a clear scientific explanation.
"Sitting with the unknown, for humans, is perhaps the hardest thing we have to do," she says. "But we owe it to a child, we owe it to the family, to listen, and to try to understand and support them, wherever they are, whatever is happening."
On a sunny Saturday morning in late August, Tucker parks his car on a suburban neighborhood street in Alexandria, Va., outside the home of one of Marie's friends. "Let's see what we have here," he says as we walk to the front door of the house, where we are greeted by Marie, her friend Shawn, and Aija, a petite, elfin child in a Spider-Man T-shirt, her wispy blond hair tied in a loose topknot.
We settle inside, where Aija plays with magnetized blocks and munches graham crackers, while Marie and Tucker go over paperwork for the research study. Tucker is poised and soft-spoken, his tone calm and steady when he leans forward to speak to Aija. "I understand you've been talking about Nina," he says.
"Yeah!" Aija chirps in a sweet, singsong voice.
"What can you tell me about Nina?" Tucker asks.
"Oh!" Aija says. "She is being me."
Tucker mishears this: "She's being mean?" he asks.
Aija shakes her head. "She's being me."
Tucker nods. "Well, one thing your mom mentioned was that Nina had some numbers on her arm. Can you tell me about that?" At this question, Aija lowers her eyes and falls silent, pressing her small body against the couch cushions. "Don't want to talk?" Tucker says gently. He is well accustomed to the challenges of conversing with a small child and never pushes beyond what feels comfortable. "Well, I will talk with your mom a little bit about Nina, and then you speak up any time you want to, all right?" he says, and Aija nods.
"Do you remember the first things she would say about Nina?" Tucker asks Marie.
"She would say that Nina is very fancy," Marie says. "And she also sometimes would be very theatrical. That or shy. Her personality has been really consistent since we started hearing about Nina."
"Were there things that made you think this was different from an imaginary friend?" Tucker asks.
"Just the consistency," Marie says. "And like, who Nina was and her background."
Over the next hour, Marie describes standout moments from Aija's story: How she once sat down at a piano and sounded out the melody to "Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star" and when her parents reacted with surprise, she said, "Nina taught me how to do that." How Aija sometimes cried when she spoke of how Nina missed her family. How Aija once dramatically declared to her parents, "Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the end of the world!" and curtsied.
"It's a little disturbing to hear that from a 2-year-old, especially in the middle of a pandemic," Marie says with a slight laugh.
Tucker nods. "You kind of wonder where she even picked up the expression."
Throughout their conversation, Tucker is thorough and attentive, carefully recording each detail Marie shares. At moments when Marie or Shawn become animated about something Aija has said -- at one point, they wonder whether Aija's reaction to the cover of a book written by a Holocaust survivor might be a sign of some connection to the author -- Tucker remains impassive and pragmatic.
"It's not always clear how we should put the pieces together," he tells them. He understands the impulse to identify a specific person Aija might be recalling, but "most of the time, certainly in the American cases, we're not able to identify one particular person," he says. "Presumably there were a lot of Ninas in concentration camps."
Toward the end of the interview, their discussion turns toward what the experience has felt like for Aija and her family. Marie talks about how they've neither prompted nor discouraged Aija from talking about Nina, responding instead with a neutral openness. Tucker nods approvingly.
"The good news is that this stuff almost always fades, and will often disappear, and hopefully over the next year or two you'll be hearing less and less about Nina," Tucker says. The more Aija becomes fully involved in this life, he says, the more Nina will recede: "Often school helps them do that."
Later, when I call Tucker to ask him what he thought of Aija's story, he says that he found the family's account compelling that but there was not enough specific detail to continue an investigation. "It basically becomes one more unverified American case," he says.
But even if Tucker couldn't guide Aija's family toward a clear resolution, it seems he provided something perhaps even more meaningful. "I felt so much validation," Marie tells me. "I have been having this feeling, like, 'This is so profound; is anyone else seeing this?' And I felt like we were finally seen."
It made her think that, at some point, she might seek out another parent who has gone through this before, someone who could tell her how it all plays out. "I would love that support," she says. "Just to talk to these parents, like -- what have they done? How do they feel?"

(Illustration by Vartika Sharma for The Washington Post)


Over the past dozen years, Cyndi Hammons has grown adept at fielding the messages that appear in her Facebook inbox, sent by overwhelmed parents who don't know what to do about children who seem to be remembering a past life.
"Anybody who is struggling with it, I tell them, 'You're going to make it through,'" she says. Mostly, she just tries to listen and offer understanding. "I don't know that I've helped anybody, but I know what it feels like. I know what the fear feels like, what the judgment feels like, and it's heavy," she says. "And most cases aren't solved. Ryan's was solved. So I was very lucky."
It didn't feel lucky in the beginning, when Ryan was waking up sobbing at night and describing things his mother couldn't fathom: that he remembered living in Hollywood in a big white house with a swimming pool. That he once had three sons and a younger sister. That he drove a green car, and his wife drove a black one.
"It felt like living with someone who had Alzheimer's, mixed with grieving," Cyndi says. But that someone was her small child, and all she wanted was for him to feel safe and happy.
Cyndi didn't tell anyone at first, not even her husband, Ryan's father. Kevin Hammons was the son of a Church of Christ minister, a police officer in their small town in Oklahoma, and Cyndi knew what he would think. For months, it remained a secret between mother and son. She brought home library books about Hollywood in the 1940s so Ryan could leaf through the pages. When he wanted to collect sunglasses instead of Hot Wheels, or window-shop for suit jackets, or listen to Bing Crosby, "that's what we did," Cyndi says.
But Ryan's night terrors and recollections did not stop, and eventually Cyndi told Kevin what was happening. He didn't initially accept the possibility of reincarnation, she says, but as a detective, he told her to write down everything Ryan said. Not long after, Ryan saw a man he recognized in one of his library books, a peripheral figure in a photograph of six men: "That's me!" he told his mother.
Cyndi wrote to Tucker, and in April 2010, with the help of a production crew from the A&E series "The Unexplained," they were able to identify the man as Marty Martyn, a movie extra and talent agent who died in 1964.
With Tucker and the television crew, Cyndi and Ryan traveled to California to meet Martyn's daughter, Marisa Martyn Rosenblatt, who was 8 when her father died. She was skeptical -- but she ultimately confirmed many of Ryan's statements about Marty Martyn, including some she hadn't realized were correct. She didn't know that her father had driven a green car, or that he had a younger sister, but it turned out both claims were accurate. Marty Martyn's death certificate cited his age as 59, but Ryan insisted he had died at 61; Tucker found census records and marriage listings that confirmed this, as did Martyn's daughter.
When the episode of "The Unexplained" aired in 2011, it catapulted the Hammons family into a different realm, where their names were in newspaper headlines, and everyone in their town knew Ryan's story.
"Kevin and I had professional jobs. I was a county clerk's deputy for 14 years," Cyndi says. "We were known in our community." But that didn't stop people from telling her their thoughts: Your child needs to find Jesus. You're a bad parent. Are you doing this for money?
"People don't really understand this unless they've lived it," she says. "Everything pivoted around protecting Ryan. I didn't care what anyone thought about me -- it didn't matter. I knew the truth, and I just knew that Ryan had to be okay."
Ryan is a college junior now. He doesn't remember being Marty Martyn anymore, and this isn't a story he shares when he meets people. He still isn't sure how to label what he experienced: "I'm open to anything," he says, "but I cannot say with certainty that reincarnation is real." He says he is at peace with the unknown, focused now on his future.
But he knows his mother is still searching for answers about what they lived through. Time has made Cyndi the lone keeper of those memories: Ryan's father died two years ago, and Ryan's recollections have faded. "It isn't really my story," he says. "It's kind of her story now."
A few weeks after Marie and Aija meet with Tucker in Virginia, Aija starts attending preschool -- and as Tucker had predicted, Nina's presence begins to subside. Aija is enthralled with her new school and the friends she makes there.
Several months later, on a cold Sunday morning in February, Aija twirls and dances to a playlist of favorite songs in the bright living room of her grandmother's house in Michigan. Her parents sit nearby, describing a transition that feels, to them, like the beginning of an ending. Only months ago, they say, Aija would speak as Nina, or about Nina, nearly every day; now, several days might pass without any reference to her. So far, Nina has never been mentioned at school, at least not to their knowledge. Aija turned 5 in December, and Tucker had told Marie that past-life recollections often begin to fade around this age.
As a family, they've been reflecting on their experience recently. Marie feels certain that Nina is some sort of distinct entity, that Aija carries memories that aren't her own. Ross's mother -- whom Ross describes as "more conservative" -- is convinced that Nina is just an imaginary friend, like the ones Ross used to conjure when he was a small boy. Ross says he understands the human impulse to name something so mystifying, but he doesn't share that need. "The mystery -- I can observe it, but I don't need to define it," he says.
Months have passed since Aija described the frightening imagery that once defined her night terrors, and Marie says she would be profoundly relieved if those episodes never returned. "You never want to see your child suffer," she says. "I hope she never has dreams of that intensity again."
Yet Nina has also been a source of joy for Aija -- a companion of sorts, whose presence has infused moments of her early childhood with a gentle, delicate charm. That, too, is beginning to recede, which feels more poignant to Marie: "There is a kind of nostalgia, already."
Ross nods in understanding. But he feels more at peace with the ebbing of Nina's influence, he says; it seems to mirror so much of parenthood, the constant movement from one uncharted landscape to the next. "The disappearance of it feels like part of the natural progression," he says. As a family, they have learned to stay open to whatever comes.
Marie lifts her phone to select a new song to play, and Aija raises her arms into position for her next dance. She looks at her parents and grins. "Are you ready?" she asks.
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Ask Amy: My wife's sister confessed her feelings for me
She confessed her long-held feelings for her sister's husband - then asked that he keep it a secret.
By Amy Dickinson | 2024-05-02
Dear Amy: I grew up in the same town as "Carly," the woman I later married. Her older sister "Susan" and I were in the same class in high school. Susan and I were friendly in high school, but I wouldn't say we were exactly friends. It was a small school. After college I returned to my hometown when my father got sick and needed help in his business. I met Carly and we fell in love.
Carly and I have a great marriage with two young children. We are all close with Susan. Recently Susan pulled me aside and said she wanted to talk to me alone. Okay, no problem.
She told me that she has had feelings for me ever since high school. She said she knew she could never act on those feelings, but that she wanted to be honest about it and that's why she told me. I was completely stunned. She urged me not to tell my wife about this and I agreed.
Now I'm not feeling good about that. I don't feel comfortable with the whole situation and I'm not sure what to do.
-- Stuck Husband
Stuck: If you want to stay in a primary and loving relationship with your wife, then you need to tell her about this episode. Her sister has broken all sorts of norms and violated some pretty basic boundaries, but the one you should be most concerned about is her insistence that you keep this a secret from your wife. Intimacy involves telling the truth and being brave enough to be honest about a situation that might wound the relationship between your wife and her sister. Holding this bombshell as a secret creates a bond with "Susan" and distance from your wife.
Tell your wife what happened. Tell her that Susan asked you to keep this from her and that you agreed, but that you feel extremely uncomfortable doing so. I believe that the entire clan can recover from this and move forward (eventually), but this depends on the temperaments of the principal parties.
Your honesty about this will kick-start some awkwardness, but you should refuse to be a party to any subsequent drama. Move through this with complete transparency, and with your wife by your side.
Dear Amy: We live on a street with on-street parking in front of the houses, as well as private driveways. We have lived here for more than 10 years and basically park peacefully wherever we want to, including using the available on-street parking. We all do that.
We just got new neighbors who seem to want to claim the two spaces in front of their house. They have posted notices on Facebook and Nextdoor, including photos of our cars. This is really nervy, in my opinion, and I'm not sure how to react. I don't want to be a bad neighbor.
-- Unsure Neighbor
Unsure: In my opinion, your neighbors are the ones who should worry about being a "bad neighbor." They are nervy and entitled, and perhaps you should let them know how you feel about these directives by parking wherever you want to park -- as long as it is legal and allowable.
Dear Amy: I wanted to address the question about polyamory from "Confused." When it is done right, polyamorous relationships can be very healthy and loving. They require lots of trust, communication, and compromise, which all healthy relationships need. Yes, polyamorous relationships can end badly, but so can monogamous ones. Monogamy is not some kind of armor against cheating or separation. The best position from which to dip your toe into polyamory is one where your relationship is already solid and strong.
A lot of couples run into issues when they open a relationship as an attempt to fix underlying issues, or when one partner feels coerced into it. This letter writer describes their relationship as quite happy, and the couple sounds like they're both interested in trying polyamory. The best advice I've heard on polyamory is to do your research, set boundaries that both partners are comfortable with and feel good about, and check in with each other frequently.
-- Don't Judge
Don't Judge: Thank you. As I said in my response, " ... if you don't have children at home and can mutually agree to parameters that will allow you to explore your sexual and relationship curiosity with other people while still staying emotionally committed to each other, you might take the leap."
(c) 2024 by Amy Dickinson. Distributed by Tribune Content Agency.
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Miss Manners: Offering my bedroom to guests
Is it good manners to offer guests your bedroom instead of a guest accommodation?
By Judith Martin, Nicholas Martin, Jacobina Martin | 2024-05-02
Dear Miss Manners: What is the proper etiquette regarding bedroom assignments for guests? A friend of mine told me that it is good manners to offer the main suite to guests, especially married and/or elderly couples. I was never advised of such a rule when I was growing up, and I wonder if I have been impolite over the years.
My adult daughter, her boyfriend and his parents -- who live out of state, and whom I have not yet met -- will soon visit me. They will drive several hours for us all to have dinner together, and then stay at my home for one night. I have a TV room with a queen-size foldout sofa bed (which I enhance with extra foam, but I expect provides less than ideal comfort), plus my daughter's old bedroom, which has a very comfy double bed. My plan is to offer the parents their choice of the sofa bed or the double bed.
But should I be offering my own bedroom suite to them? This, of course, would necessitate that I predetermine and pack up whatever clothes and toiletries I will need while they are visiting, as all of my personal belongings are in there. I would, of course, do this, if that is indeed the correct and polite way to treat guests.
Even Miss Manners, a consummately gracious hostess, does not offer her own bedroom to guests. It is not required, nor should it be expected. That you are giving these strangers lodging is already gracious. Your comfort need not be sacrificed -- nor theirs diminished for having inconvenienced you.
Dear Miss Manners: I am socially engaged in my community through volunteering. I tend to be an outgoing, cheerful person who gets frequent invitations to many wonderful social events.
Although I live on a modest income, I often socialize with a number of very successful people. Frequently, these acquaintances will discuss their overseas travels, cruises and other vacations that are far beyond my budget. I am happy for these people, and I enjoy listening to the stories they bring back from their excursions. On at least three occasions, I have been invited to accompany a group on some extended getaway. When I reply that I can't go, that usually puts an end to the matter. But once, I was stunned when someone demanded to know why I couldn't go.
I was too embarrassed to reply that I couldn't afford the trip, so I mumbled something about family obligations and then excused myself. What would you have done?
Been less charmed by people who keep recounting expensive vacations in general company -- while still being, as you were, too polite to express any such displeasure. But Miss Manners would not feel she owed an excuse for declining.
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: Will request for a postnup offend much younger wife?
A "not delusional" letter writer with a son wants a postnup with much-younger wife, but doesn't want to offend her.
By Carolyn Hax | 2024-05-02

(Nick Galifianakis/Illustration by Nick Galifianakis for The Washington Post)


Adapted from an online discussion.
Dear Carolyn: I was married for the first time a year ago. At the time, I mentioned to my partner we should sign a prenup but never got around to doing it. My wife is 16 years younger. I love her, but I am not delusional. I also have an adult son from a previous relationship. So getting a postnup would also benefit him.
Should I push forward on this? We are also just starting to try to have babies. I don't want to be a cad. But also want to be safe.
-- Not Delusional
Not Delusional: If you intend to leave money to your son when you die, then make an appointment with an attorney ASAP. That's not caddish, that's realistic; if you don't specify your wishes, then someone else decides.
Also, even a much younger wife isn't immortal or immune to calamity, so you can trust her 100 percent and still end up in a situation where trust is not enough. Plus, clarity is better for your son and any future children.
So just do it. If she balks, then make it clear it's not about distrust, or else you wouldn't have gone ahead with the marriage -- and it's not about taking something away from her. It's about making sure everyone gets what you and she intend, and no one gets a nasty surprise when you're no longer there to fix it.
Dear Carolyn: My bestie often talks about being overwhelmed and anxious, not sleeping, and struggling. We've talked about therapy -- we have both had some in the past -- and she acknowledges that it would help her. But nothing ever comes of it.
I am happy to be her sounding board, the person she complains to, and there for her whenever she needs it. But I do think she would benefit from professional help that I'm just not qualified to give. I very tentatively mention it once or twice a year, and she always agrees that it would be helpful, but it seems as though the barriers to finding the right therapist for her (insurance, time, good personality fit, etc.) are just too much for her to get started.
Is there anything else I can or should do, or do I just leave it as it is? I love her as she is now and don't need her to change for me. I want her to be happy and fear she is often not. She's an adult with her own agency, but maybe I could offer to do legwork on finding therapists or something? I often feel helpless when she opens up about the things she's struggling with.
-- Bestie
Bestie: Yes, offer to help with the legwork. Offer a ride and hand-holding. The times we most need help are often when we're least able to navigate our way to it -- and obstacles to therapy persist. Not enough providers taking new patients, for one.
Another option, especially in combination with others, is to rethink the where and how of these talks. If you're sitting somewhere, especially a regular spot, then that can be conducive to more spiraling. Walking or wheeling as you talk, though, can move her forward not just literally, but figuratively, too. Talking through a shared activity can also nudge things along and push a mind out of its rut.
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Marcel's, a D.C. fine-dining mainstay, to close after 25 years
Marcel's, the white-tablecloth French-Belgian restaurant in DC's West End, is shutting its doors after a quarter-century.
By Emily Heil, Tim Carman | 2024-05-01
Marcel's, the West End establishment that for much of its existence represented the epitome of fine dining in Washington, D.C., announced Wednesday that it would close its doors, weeks after chef-owner Robert Wiedmaier celebrated the 25th anniversary of his flagship restaurant.
Wiedmaier told The Washington Post that he had been prepared to negotiate a new 10-year lease, but he said the building's new landlord wouldn't negotiate better terms -- something he said needed to happen to reflect the tough climate restaurants are facing. According to a statement Wiedmaier posted on the restaurant's website, its last day of service will be May 12.
"I've spent a lot of my life in that restaurant, and I had no intention of ever doing this," he told The Post. "I've got very loyal staff, some who worked for me for 25 years, and it was a very, very sad day."

Chef Robert Wiedmaier, left, talks with David Thomas, seated, at Marcel's in 1999. (Juana Arias/The Washington Post)


Fewer customers are willing to drive downtown for dinner these days, he said, and the post-pandemic increase in remote work has meant a decrease in expensive-loafer traffic from the lobbyists-and-lawyers crowd. "We had all intention to sign a 10-year lease, but I was trying to persuade them or to enlighten them that the city has changed a bit," he said.
Asked whether the city's crime rates played a role in his calculations, Wiedmaier indicated that it wasn't a dealbreaker. "It's around us, it's definitely around the area," he said. "But I would have signed a 10-year lease with these guys if they could have gotten to the terms that I needed it to be until things started coming back to where people felt safe coming into the city."
The staff displaced by the closure will all have jobs in his other restaurants, he noted, which includes Mussel Bar and Grille in Arlington, Keystone Korner in Baltimore and the Mussel Bar location in Bethesda that is set to reopen in June. He said he plans to look for a location for a revamped Petit Marcel's, possibly in the suburbs as well. In March, Wiedmaier closed Brasserie Beck, his Belgian restaurant that had been open since April 2007.
"The weird thing about it is that I'm not going have a restaurant in the city anymore," Wiedmaier noted. "I've been in the city for so long."

The Marcel's dining room in 2014. (Scott Suchman for The Washington Post)


Opened in 1999 and named after Wiedmaier's firstborn son, Marcel's was not an instant hit when it debuted. In her June 1999 review of Marcel's, Phyllis C. Richman, then food critic for The Washington Post, noted that Wiedmaier had brought "considerable talent with him" to the space that once housed Provence, legendary chef Yannick Cam's former restaurant.
But "it doesn't always show," Richman wrote. "I keep looking."
Marcel's, however, would soon climb in critics' estimation, and its longevity and consistency made it one of the city's classics. In 2019, Tom Sietsema named it to his "Hall of Fame" pantheon of the top fine-dining destinations, praising it as "one of the best antidotes to the incivility of Washington."
Marcel's never earned a Michelin star, but Wiedmaier received one in the 2019 guide -- for Siren by RW, his opulent seafood restaurant in Logan Circle, which closed shortly after getting the honor. When Wiedmaier received the call from inspectors about Siren, he "thought it was going to be for Marcel's. We were really happy with Siren -- when I first got the phone call, I thought it was awesome," the chef told the Michelin Guide.
Marcel's earned numerous semifinalist mentions from the James Beard Foundation Awards, often in the "outstanding service" category.

Wiedmaier, left, and Chef de Cuisine Paul Stearman in 2014. (Scott Suchman for The Washington Post)



Sea urchin flan with lobster and caviar in 2014. (Scott Suchman for The Washington Post)



A duck entree with cabbage in 2020. (Laura Chase de Formigny for The Washington Post)


Since Marcel's opened in 1999, the neighborhood around it changed: New restaurants and high-end gyms lit up the once-sleepy West End area. Zooming out, Washington's restaurant scene was exploding, and diners' tastes expanded, too. Over the years, they welcomed small plates. Cuisines from every corner of the globe. Vegetarian fine dining.
Marcel's, though, remained a bastion of old-school, white-tablecloth opulence. Its French-Belgian menu was anchored with such signature dishes as gratineed mussels and boudin blanc. Caviar and truffle service were mainstay flourishes.
Wiedmaier is seen as one of the remaining members of Washington's culinary old guard. Founding fathers including Jean-Louis Palladin and Michel Richard, who dominated the fine-dining scene in the 1980s, were eventually joined by then up-and-comers Roberto Donna, Kaz Okochi, Ris Lacoste and Wiedmaier -- the latter group of whom all still helm local restaurants.
Simone Rathle, the veteran publicist who represented Wiedmaier off and on for nearly a decade, attended Marcel's 25th anniversary celebration in March at the West End restaurant. She went with her husband, chef and restaurateur David Guas. Chefs were popping in and out during the course of the evening, she recalled.
"There couldn't have been more compliments," Rathle said. "It is a sad day to know it will not be part of the restaurant scene anymore."
Ramon Narvaez, who had been working for Ashok Bajaj at Knightsbridge Restaurant Group, came back to work with Wiedmaier two months before the decision to close Marcel's. Narvaez had worked off and on for Wiedmaier's restaurants for 17 years before his return as wine director and general manager.
"I'm still grappling with the thought, but it's been sad," he said about the closing. "Things were picking up again. The pandemic was a very hard hit. We were able to form a really strong team."
Narvaez says he plans to stay with the Wiedmaier group, probably working at the Mussel Bar in Arlington.
"The restaurant industry is in dire straits, with all the things that are contributing, from inflation to higher wages," he says. "Fine dining is a tough act, and, it's not it's not getting any easier."

Jenn Castaneda-Jones, Wiedmaier and Adnane Kebaier in the dining room in 2020. (Laura Chase de Formigny for The Washington Post)
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Emptying my late parents' home is too hard. Hax readers give advice.
A reader wasn't prepared for the emotional toll of sifting through their late parents' possessions.
By Carolyn Hax, Haben Kelati | 2024-05-01

(Illustration by Nick Galifianakis for The Washington Post)


We asked readers to channel their inner Carolyn Hax and answer this question. Some of the best responses are below.
Dear Carolyn: My widowed father died last year and, since then, I've been trying to liquidate my parents' home. I haven't made significant progress on it for several reasons and was hoping for a little perspective.
While I'm still trying to figure out how to sell 1,000 $50 tchotchkes and learning that nobody wants even the nice china, my biggest obstacle is sifting through the personal effects. Every drawer or box I open has something they touched or loved or thought was important enough to keep. I have been trying to understand why these things had value to them, and it's taking so much time and more of an emotional toll than I thought. With every letter or note or picture I throw away, I feel like I'm throwing away a piece of them. It's like if I don't keep enough evidence of their lives, they will disappear. I will scan the things I want to archive when I can winnow it down, but I'm a long way from that right now.
I'm also surprised by the intimacy of this process. I'm learning things about my parents that are challenging my understanding of who they were. Some if it isn't pleasant, and I don't think I have the capacity to manage this without some context.
I know there are professionals that liquidate estates, but that process seems too radical and dishonorable for me. There has to be an in-between.
-- Estate Matters
Estate Matters: First, you're not going to forget them; they will always live in your memory. Even if you tossed everything, you would still have the memories. Second, not everything they kept had value to them. They probably had a lot of clutter they didn't take the time to sort through.
It would probably help if you gave some thought to where you want to end up as far as keeping your parents' stuff. Do you, for instance, want two or three significant pieces of furniture, plus a handful of practical items that you can use and remember them by? Do you want a small box of letters and such that are just mementos? Accepting that you're not going to keep everything will help.
Finally, you don't say when last year he passed. Time will take the edge off the feeling of losing them again when you let go of their things, and the dissonance of their not being the idealized people you grieved. It's okay to have a deal-with-later box for the hardest, most personal stuff. And the professionals can be a good solution for the things you just need to figure out how to sell, when you're ready, without abandoning the closing of your parents' household to anyone else. I'm sorry about your parents.
-- One Step
Estate Matters: I feel your pain, and you have my condolences! When my mom died in 2001, I couldn't bring myself to empty her closets and drawers. Way too much emotional baggage. When my sister-in-law came to visit a few months later, I asked her to help me. She was great!
She packed everything up, then asked me to wait three days and think of one thing I would miss if she donated or trashed all the bags and boxes of stuff. After three days, I couldn't, and she did. It's been 23 years, and I still don't miss anything specific. Except my mom -- I miss her every single day.
-- Spinning Goddess
Estate Matters: I am forever grateful to my two good friends who came over and helped me through the clearing of my father's house, which had become the repository of "treasures" going back to great-grandparents on his and my mother's sides. They were helpful in providing needed logical clarity on organizing the process and providing the emotional buoyancy throughout the day that kept me from becoming paralyzed from the emotional overload. If you are fortunate enough in friends and time, this might be an option, taken in manageable bites.
And don't discount the value of the liquidators. Just because all these things were their treasures doesn't mean you are disrespectful if you don't make all of them yours as well. With my friends' help, I was able to find what was important for me to keep, and the estate sale people unburdened me from the rest.
-- Been There, Done That
Estate Matters: It is always difficult to close the lives of those we love. With both your parents gone, it will be next to impossible to know or understand the context of the information you are finding out about them. It may be best to box up these items and slowly review them as you feel up to it. If even that would be too difficult for you to do, then keep any paperwork needed for tax purposes and discard the rest.
There are many things all of us will never know or understand about our parents. Maybe we need to hold close the best of our memories and release all other things from our grasp, for our own well-being.
-- Let Go
Estate Matters: I found this experience to be difficult as well. First, I donated things like sheets and towels to a homeless shelter. Then, I offered kitchen things to young college students or couples starting out. I did the same with the furniture, too.
Finally, I came face-to-face with things that held so many memories, and I realized that I could not keep them all. Rather than dismantling my parents' lives, I decided to start offering things to people who knew and loved them: a small statue went to one friend, a painting to another, Christmas items to people who wanted such decorations, etc.
People who loved my parents were delighted to have something of theirs. When I would visit those homes, I saw my parents' presence there in these objects. Sharing my parents' things helped me to spread their love to others, and that became a joy.
-- Happy Old Lady
Every week, we ask readers to answer a question submitted to Carolyn Hax's live chat or email. Read last week's installment here. New questions are typically posted on Thursdays, with a Monday deadline for submissions. Responses are anonymous unless you choose to identify yourself and are edited for length and clarity.
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Cooking chat: Will flour contaminate my counters with salmonella?
Every Wednesday at noon Eastern, Aaron Hutcherson and Becky Krystal answer your cooking questions.
By Aaron Hutcherson, Becky Krystal | 2024-05-02

(Stacy Zarin Goldberg/for The Washington Post)


Every Wednesday at noon Eastern, Aaron Hutcherson and Becky Krystal provide practical, personalized cooking advice that you can't find on Google. They answer questions like "Do you need to rinse rice?" and "Is it safe to leave butter at room temperature?"
But there's more! Often, your excellent questions inspire us to write full-length articles. Recent posts have covered broth vs. stock (and whether it really matters), foolproof ways to cook fish and a look at carbon-steel pans.
Aaron and Becky both write and test recipes for Post Food, our team dedicated to helping you cook with confidence. We're hoping this weekly chat will be a lively conversation where you can figure out any issues in the kitchen and identify new recipes for you to try.
Here are some questions we answered today:
Looking for more? Read on below:
Want more recipes and tips? Check out our past chats, catch up on recently published recipes with our weekly Recipes newsletter, or sign up for the Eat Voraciously newsletter, in which Julia Turshen shares one quick, adaptable dinner recipe every Monday through Thursday.
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6 ways to make a mint julep for the Kentucky Derby
Transport yourself to Churchill Downs with these refreshing julep recipes.
By Anna Rodriguez | 2024-05-01
It's shaping up to be a big race weekend at Churchill Downs as thousands prepare to celebrate the 150th anniversary of the Kentucky Derby. Many are already placing bets or breaking out their fascinators ahead of the Saturday Run for the Roses, but our favorite part of the pomp and circumstance is the cocktails.
The mint julep was made the official race day drink in the late 1930s, an invigorating combination of bourbon, mint, simple syrup and ice. But as times and traditions have evolved, so has the julep. Whether you're looking for a classic mint julep or want to experiment with a floral, fruity or tropical twist on the tipple, we have a handful of race-day-ready drinks that fit the bill.
Above. No need to choose between a tea party and cocktail hour -- this chamomile-infused julep can do it all. The floral flavors might even match your race day outfit. Get the recipe.

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


The julep that started it all. This classic cocktail from the American South dates all the way back to the 1700s and was made the official drink of the Kentucky Derby in the late 1930s. It originally was made with cognac but eventually became the bourbon-based drink we know and love. Get the recipe.

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


The race might be in Kentucky, but this julep is sweet like a Georgia peach. The fruit gets muddled with ginger syrup and mint for an aromatic treat. Get the recipe.

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


This julep pulls inspiration from the tropics, using sweet-tart pineapple juice to help balance out the strength of the bourbon. Get the recipe.

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


This low-alcohol julep uses Cynar in place of bourbon, which adds a pleasant bitterness to the drink. Grapefruit soda and lemon juice provide a delicious dose of citrus. Get the recipe.

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


Not a bourbon fan? This refreshing tequila-based cocktail offers a twist on the original mint julep. Get the recipe.
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Dining chat: a fancy restaurant charged us $900 -- two months ahead of dinner 
Washington Post food critic Tom Sietsema entertains your dining questions, rants and raves.
By Tom Sietsema | 2024-05-01

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


Thanks for joining my every-Wednesday-at-11 a.m. dining discussion. I'm here to answer your restaurant-related questions and solve your dining dilemmas, like how to best switch tables in the middle of a meal or what to do if the server doesn't pour all the contents of a bottle of wine.
I like to keep the format broad and open; recent chats have touched on tales of misbehaving dogs, how best to switch tables and when to let restaurants know about dietary restrictions.
Got an etiquette question? Want to know where to find a favorite dish? Or where to eat in another city? I aim to field those questions, too, occasionally with an assist from some of the smart chatters who frequent this hour-long discussion.
Meet me here Wednesday at 11 a.m. Eastern. You can find all of my reviews and past chats here.
Send us your question below. Your question may be edited for accuracy and clarity.
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Lemon poppy seed pancakes are a bright, textured delight
These light, lemony pancakes are ideal for a festive brunch -- or any time of year.
By Ellie Krieger | 2024-05-01

(Tom McCorkle for The Washington Post/food styling by Gina Nistico for The Washington Post)


Pancakes are often considered a splurge that veers away from healthy breakfast goals -- a reputation that isn't entirely unwarranted. Since many batters are made primarily with white flour, sugar and butter, they're literally a type of cake cooked in a pan -- fine to eat now and then, but not every day.
On the flip side, pancakes can also be a tender, fulfilling treat that tracks perfectly with the most nourishing breakfast choices. They are easy vehicles for whole grains, nuts, seeds, fruit and yogurt, and they can be made deliciously with healthy oil and minimal sweetener. There is a multitude of good-for-you, delicious pancake possibilities. I know, because I have probably made 101 varieties of them over the years. My ideal pancake delivers the tenderness of cake, but with grounding texture and flavor that goes beyond simply sweet.
Get the recipe: Lemon Poppy Seed Pancakes
This recipe brings all that -- and more.
Made with an extra-soft variety of whole-wheat flour -- either whole-wheat pastry or white whole-wheat -- these lemon flapjacks turn out light and tender. (A combination of equal parts regular whole-wheat flour and all-purpose also works, as would a gluten-free cup-for-cup mix.)
The wheat flour gets whisked with some almond flour, which adds body, protein, healthy fat and minerals. Egg and yogurt make the base of the liquid ingredients, providing plenty of nutrient-rich protein. Heart-healthy oil keeps the crumb soft and rich-tasting, and a burst of lemon from the fruit's juice and zest, balanced with vanilla extract and a touch of maple syrup, gives them a bright punch of flavor. Poppy seeds bring it home with a pop of texture and a festive look.
Served dusted with confectioners' sugar, these pancakes feel like a special occasion -- they'd be an ideal treat for Mother's Day -- but they are so healthful and simple to make they could rightly be enjoyed any time of year.
Get the recipe: Lemon Poppy Seed Pancakes
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8 tasks for your May home maintenance checklist
Take advantage of the beautiful May weather by focusing on outdoor chores this month.
By Jeanne Huber | 2024-05-01
May is too wonderful a month to stay cooped up indoors. But if you play all month, you'll pay come summer, when the itch to relax gets even stronger. There's a simple way to resolve this quandary: Focus this month on chores that get you outside.
If you cleaned the grill before stowing it for the winter, you might just need to dust off a few cobwebs. But if not, the interior is probably covered in crud.
Near the end of May, you're likely to notice a big drop-off in pollen, the majority of which comes from trees. That's a signal that it's time to clean the exterior of your house. The process makes a house look fresh and gives you an up-close look at other issues that might need attention.
You can wash window interiors any time, but for the exteriors, wait for a rain-free day after the pollen eases. Hire a professional if the windows are hard to reach and you're not comfortable working on a ladder. If you tackle the job yourself:
Before you open your house up for fresh air, wash and patch window screens.
Celebrate spring by getting set up to enjoy the scent and texture of air-dried sheets and towels -- and the satisfaction of taking a small step toward using less energy.
This is a chore that may warrant doing in the spring, not just in the fall, especially if you have evergreens, which shed needles year-round, or trees such as oaks that take a long time to drop leaves in the fall. One difference about gutter-cleaning in the spring, though, is that any drainage issues related to gutter water are far more pleasant to deal with now than when the weather is getting colder by the day.
"Spring cleaning" is a term usually applied to interior chores, but an outdoor cleanup makes a lot of sense, too.
With humid summer days on the way, now's the time to make sure you have an operating dehumidifier to combat musty odors. Dehumidifiers operate most efficiently when their coils are clean.
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In praise of 'The Bad Batch,' the most Star Wars Star Wars project ever
"Star Wars: The Bad Batch" is an animated show from a galaxy far, far away that touches nearly every corner of the franchise.
By Herb Scribner | 2024-05-02

A Stormtrooper in "Star Wars: The Bad Batch." (Lucasfilm)


You won't find much consensus if you ask Star Wars fans which movie or project feels like the definitive expression of the franchise. "The Empire Strikes Back" is the most loved film, true, but it hardly captures the breadth of a universe that includes 11 movies, 14 TV shows, and countless novels, comic books and more. "Return of the Jedi" has the Ewoks going for it; on the other hand ... it has the Ewoks. "Star Wars," from 1977, started it all; George Lucas's 2005 prequel, "Revenge of the Sith," works for dark-side enthusiasts, and Hayden Christensen stands. There are a few sequel trilogy truthers out there, as well as some die-hard "Rogue One" supporters. Others point to the animated show "The Clone Wars" or "Star Wars Rebels" as their favorite.
Fans can debate the best Stars Wars longer than it takes to do the Kessel Run. But the most Star Wars Star Wars project? It just ended its three-season run on Disney Plus.
"The Bad Batch," a show about a group of ragtag clone troopers on the run from the Empire, wrapped up its final season this week. The show isn't just a nod to the Star Wars story -- it is the Star Wars story, all bottled together into one show. "Bad Batch" connects to almost every era of Star Wars -- the prequels, the sequels, the expanded universe, the original trilogy and everything in between. It draws inspiration and characters from novels, comic books, video games and a long list of Star Wars material (no matter if it's considered canonical or not). The show is packed with so many minute plot points about the Empire, the Rebellion, the Jedi, the Sith, clones and more that it might leave you wondering if you even understand Star Wars at all.
On its face, "The Bad Batch" shouldn't have been all that interesting. It centered on a group of a clone soldiers who deserted the Empire and tried to survive on their own. No lightsabers, Millennium Falcons or bitter Wookies in sight. But the show's central storyline had deep ties to the main Star Wars mythos. That's mostly because the group -- Hunter, Wrecker, Echo, Tech and Crosshair -- was tasked with watching over Omega, a young female clone who is being sought out by the Empire for her apparent connection to the Force. And Emperor Palpatine -- yes, the Palpatine -- wanted to use her for his own unnatural experiments.
And that's just the beginning. "The Bad Batch" dipped into the deepest of Star Wars lore, ripping ideas about the dark side, clone soldiers and the ongoing galactic war itself to underscore that the galaxy far, far away is smaller than you think.
Nothing is more monumental than the featured location of Mount Tantiss -- a massive mountain with an Imperial base built inside of it that appears in multiple episodes of the show.
This isn't any old mountain base, though. Mount Tantiss is a location that originated in Star Wars data logs decades ago in '90s Star Wars novels. Its claim to fame? Housing a clone of Luke Skywalker, aptly named "Luuke," as well as a treasure trove of Palpatine's heirlooms and personal keepsakes that made for MacGuffins throughout multiple books, video games and comics.
In "Bad Batch," it was a similar story. The Empire used the base to conduct experiments with clones -- including an ominous-sounding "Project Necromancer." Though we never got a clear answer about the project's goal, it was shrouded in vague dialogue about cloning technology, the force and various dark-side mumbo-jumbo. Many fans believed it was a tie-in to 2019's "Star Wars: The Rise of Skywalker," where Palpatine was resurrected by vague cloning technology (something that also happens in '90s Star Wars comics).
"Once we knew this was a possibility that we could get into Tantiss, as fans, we got so excited," said Brad Rau, supervising director and executive producer for the show.
Outside of Mount Tantiss, "Bad Batch" was packed with connections to the wider Star Wars galaxy. Fennec Shand, a bounty hunter who appeared in the late stages of "The Clone Wars" animated show, as well as recent live-action projects "The Mandalorian" and "The Book of Boba Fett," stopped by for a visit with the clone soldiers. Similarly, Palpatine made an appearance in Season 3, speaking with the Imperial commanders and soldiers about the cloning operations. (Ian McDiarmid, who played the role in all three Star Wars trilogies, voices the character in the animated show.)
Characters such as Commander Wolffe and Commander Rex, two popular characters from the Star Wars animated shows, popped up for brief appearances. And Asajj Ventress, an assassin-like dark Jedi who debuted in "Clone Wars" and has her own novel, showed up with a minor role in Season 3. Add in the mention of labor camps, which had a prominent position in the "Rogue One" movie and critically acclaimed show "Andor," and you can see a show oozing with "Star Wars" lore and storytelling. Every episode has a thread that leads to anything Star Wars.

Asajj Ventress in a scene from "Star Wars: The Bad Batch." (Lucasfilm)


The final scene of the show was a wink to the bigger story at play. Omega, grown up and safe from the Empire, hopped in a starship to fight alongside the Rebellion, the famous group that eventually enlists iconic Star Wars heroes Luke Skywalker, Han Solo and Princess Leia.
Writers for the "Bad Batch" show were clear that these Easter eggs are fun little teases for fans. But they also play a role in telling their protagonists' story. These soldiers, despite being so obscure and offbeat and far removed from the main Skywalker family drama, had an important role to play in how the Star Wars story unfolds, they said.
"Even though we're talking about these big things, we see the Emperor, we see Mount Tantiss -- that is the backdrop," said Jennifer Corbett, head writer and executive producer for the show. "It's really about our squad ... and how they find purpose in the galaxy, and how they're always there for each other and finding a way to be a part of the galaxy and make a difference."
Put another way, the "Bad Batch" soldiers dealt with the debris kicked up by almost every other installment in the franchise. Though they didn't battle Darth Vader on Mustafar or hide baby Luke Skywalker, they fought on the front lines. The war part, no stars needed.
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The 33 best things to do in D.C. this weekend and next week
More than 80 bands perform outdoors in Adams Morgan, Chihuahua races return to the Wharf, and Washington National Cathedral is in bloom during Flower Mart.
By Fritz Hahn, Sophia Solano, Adele Chapin, Chris Kelly | 2024-05-02
This weekend seems to cover all the bases. Love live music? See 80 bands during Adams Morgan PorchFest. Love tacos? It's Cinco de Mayo, with specials at bars and restaurants. Fan of "Star Wars"? Participate in trivia and lightsaber battles, or watch the movies on May the Fourth. Have a green thumb? Washington National Cathedral's Flower Mart brings plant vendors, floral arrangements and family entertainment. Curious about all those embassies you pass during your commute? Sixty are opening their doors to the public Saturday. Enjoy a fancy hat or mint julep? It's Kentucky Derby weekend. Enjoy spending a warm night watching films under the stars? Outdoor movies are back at National Harbor. And that's just the tip of the iceberg.
We have separate guides to making the most of the Around the World Embassy Tour and where to watch the Kentucky Derby, so we're not going to go in depth about those in this column.
Movies on the Potomac at National Harbor
Outdoor movie season comes roaring back this month, starting with one of the biggest series in the area. Movies on the Potomac takes over the plaza at National Harbor on Thursdays and Sundays through the end of September, with movies shown on a giant 18-by-32-foot LED screen in front of the Capital Wheel and the Wilson Bridge. Thursdays are "Date Nights," with movies such as "What About Bob" (Thursday), "Titanic" (May 9) and "Aquaman and the Lost Kingdom" (May 23). Sundays are for family fare, like "Moana" (Sunday) and "Lilo & Stitch" (May 19). Bring blankets or low lawn chairs, and pick up takeout from a nearby restaurant, such as Bombay Street Food or Mason's Famous Lobster Rolls. Thursday at 7 p.m. and Sunday at 6 p.m., through Sept. 29. Free.
'Star Wars' Trivia at Atlas Brew Works
You might know that Star Wars Day is May 4 (May the fourth be with you, and whatnot) and that a new series ("Star Wars: Tales of the Empire") is dropping in celebration. But did you know it took three hours to film the first opening crawl or that the Yoda voice actor also voiced Miss Piggy? Test your knowledge of the franchise at Atlas Brew Works' trivia night, where the winning team will receive a $50 Atlas gift card and $5 core pints are offered until 10 p.m. 7 to 9 p.m. Free.
Smithsonian Craft Show at the National Building Museum
The theme of this year's Smithsonian Craft Show is "Celebrating Joy," and any artful items you purchase are sure to spark joy, Marie Kondo-style. For four days, 120 artists set up shop inside the National Building Museum, showing and selling an incredible variety of merchandise: painted silk jackets, built-by-hand ostrich leather Western boots, the most beautiful brooms and dustpans you didn't know you needed. Whether you're in the mood to buy or just look, the 42nd annual Smithsonian Craft Show spotlights skilled artisans from across the country. Through Sunday. $20.
Experimental Cocktail Night at Lapop
Lapis is renowned for its Afghan food. The Adams Morgan restaurant's basement cocktail bar, Lapop, incorporates some of those spices and flavors into its drinks during its Experimental Cocktail Night series. This time, Lapop is working with D.C. amaro maker Don Ciccio & Figli to infuse its Italian-style liqueurs with saffron and sumac, and pair them with fruits such as cantaloupe and mangos. (Guests get to sample the "regular" versions of Don Ciccio spirits, too.) Making a reservation costs $5, which gets you a table for two hours, a welcome drink and the samples, and all cocktails are purchased a la carte. 5 to 11 p.m. $5.
Utica Queen at Pitchers
Utica Queen wiggled her way to sixth place on the 13th season of "RuPaul's Drag Race," but Utica's outrageous couture style made her a firm fan favorite. Find out what she'll wear to the next edition of Pitchers' Thirst Trap Thursday, which starts with a free meet-and-greet session and includes a drag show hosted by Cake Pop. Meet-and-greet at 9 p.m., show at 10. Free.
Flower Mart at Washington National Cathedral
You don't have to be a gardener to enjoy Flower Mart, the largest annual fundraiser for Washington National Cathedral's gardens and grounds. This spring tradition, dating back to 1939, includes free entertainment from musicians, dance troupes and choral groups; activities for children, including carnival rides and an antique carousel; treasure hunting at the White Elephant Tent; food stalls offering lobster rolls and funnel cakes; floral displays created by embassies in the cathedral's nave; and a chance to climb to the top of the cathedral's towers. The front lawn is set up as a Flower District with vendors selling plants, herbs, bonsai, orchids, cut blooms and flower arrangements. Friday from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m., Saturday from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Free entry, with charges for games, rides and the tower climb.
Perchfest at the Perch
An urban park atop a suburban performing arts hall? Welcome to the Perch, which is the hottest hangout in Tysons, if recent visits have been anything to go by. Parents, happy hour work gatherings and couples with dogs all share the sprawling 21/2-acre park, which is home to an 18-hole mini golf course, Starr Hill's beer garden, an amphitheater for cover bands, a dog park, a game area with cornhole and giant chess, and a food truck court. Get a taste of all it offers during Perchfest, which brings multiple bands, a pie-eating contest, exercise classes, a 1980s and '90s dance party, and a market of local makers 11 stories above street level. Friday from 6 to 11 p.m., Saturday from 11 a.m. to 11 p.m. Free; donations to Miriam's Kitchen encouraged.
Capital Rare Book Fair at the University Club
Explore thousands of rare books, historic documents and maps, from an inscribed copy of John F. Kennedy's "Profiles in Courage: Decisive Moments in the Lives of Celebrated Americans" to George Washington's "Justice and Public Good" letter, plus books by Charles Dickens and Jane Austen that will go for tens of thousands each. The fair kicks off with a reception Friday evening (that ticket price of $50 includes access for the whole weekend) and features speakers like YA author Christy Cashman and royal family biographer Hugo Vickers. Friday from 5 to 8:30 p.m., Saturday from 11 a.m. to 6 p.m. and Sunday from 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. $10-$50.
Star Wars Day celebrations
The unofficial Star Wars holiday of May 4 brings events across the district -- the largest being Star Wars Weekend at Barracks Row. It consists of two days of franchise-themed parties, drink and food specials, and entertainment from participating establishments, plus a Jedi lightsaber parade. Costumes are encouraged (Friday and Saturday; free). Also on Friday, AFI Silver Theatre and Cultural Center kicks off screenings of the original trilogy (times vary, through May 9; $10-$13).
'Good Fortunes' art installation at the Heurich House Museum
The new art installation at the historic Dupont Circle house and beer garden asks the question, "Who gets to be a visionary?" The response comes from artist Xena Ni, whose interactive exhibit is a "portal to the future." It's the second installment of the "We Should Talk" series, which explores futures imagined by Asian American artists including Philippa Pham Hughes and Adele Yiseol Kenworthy. Through May 31. Free.
Cansei de Ser Sexy at the Black Cat
Pop music in 2003, when the band Cansei de Ser Sexy was formed in Sao Paulo by a group of friends, was marked by a particular turn-of-the-millennium vibe: glittery, bright, experimental and expressive, defined by DIY ethics and not a small note of debauchery. The moment was fleeting. And Cansei de Ser Sexy's lead singer, Lovefoxxx, assumed the band's existence would be similarly brief -- but after an 11-year hiatus, the quartet is back with a reunion tour (featuring hits like "Music Is My Hot, Hot Sex") that kicks off at the Black Cat. 8 p.m. $30-$35.
Around the World Embassy Tours
Dozens of countries from Albania to Zambia host open houses during the annual Around the World Embassy Tour, one of those "only in Washington" events you'll tell friends and relatives about. How often do you have the chance to tour the British ambassador's residence and the embassy's gardens, watch a K-pop performance at the Korean Cultural Center, sample rum at the Embassy of Guyana, listen to Indigenous music at the Australian Embassy or enjoy traditional cuisine at the Embassy of Thailand? It's a busy day, so start planning now, and read our tips on how to make the most of the festivities. 10 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Free; some embassies may charge for food and drinks.
Running of the Chihuahuas at the Wharf
The Wharf's quirky combination of the Kentucky Derby and Cinco de Mayo is back for the 12th year: The annual Running of the Chihuahuas involves more than 100 of these tiny dogs sprinting in groups of eight on a 60-foot "racetrack." One Chihuahua eventually emerges as the fastest of the pack, winning $100 cash and swag during this bracket-style tournament. Only Chihuahuas can race, but dogs of all types can enter an all-breed dog costume contest, while human spectators enjoy the Pacifico Beer Garden, a DJ, a pet photo booth and an adoptable-dog parade. This event is very popular: Arrive early for the best views of the track, or watch on a giant video projection screen. 2 to 5 p.m. Free admission. All spots for racing Chihuahuas are filled.
Adams Morgan PorchFest
On the heels of last weekend's Petworth PorchFest, Adams Morgan is getting in on the fun with its own Adams Morgan Spring PorchFest. (The neighborhood also hosts a festival in the fall.) More than 80 bands are taking over 20 locations, turning front porches, parks, patios and the Marie Reed school plaza into stages for performances, and closing 18th Street NW between Columbia and Kalorama roads to make even more room for crowds. A map of stages and schedule of bands is available on the PorchFest website. Beyond the music, dozens of businesses are offering specials throughout the day, such as buy one, get one free lunchboxes at City Lights of China, free dog treats at Life of Riley, and $5 draft beers and house wines at Roofers Union. Pick up a wristband at one of the main stages to take advantage of discounts. 2 to 6 p.m. Free.
Kentucky Derby viewing parties
No one goes to a Kentucky Derby party to watch the horses. Okay, maybe a few people do -- if they've got a bet on the race. But the Kentucky Derby is known as "the fastest two minutes in sports" for a reason. Fierceness, Sierra Leone and the other contenders will be on the track at Churchill Downs for mere minutes, while parties stretch for hours before and after. Instead, this weekend is all about the rituals of the first Saturday in May: elaborate hats, bright floral dresses, seersucker suits and mint juleps. Whether you want a rooftop party with passed hors d'oeuvres and a special bourbon cocktail menu (Jack Rose), a rooftop party with adult hobby horse races and a fancy hat contest (Hi-Lawn), a party with $5 Old-Fashioneds and $2 Jim Beam jello shots (Last Call) or an all-you-can-eat pig roast (American Ice Company), there are options in our guide to Kentucky Derby parties. Reminder: Post time is 6:57 p.m.
Anacostia River Festival
The final event of the National Cherry Blossom Festival -- no, really -- fills Anacostia Park with music and activities. Entertainment comes from go-go titans Junkyard Band, R&B singer Adamare, the U.S. Navy Band and the Anacostia High School Band. Learn how to fish with the D.C. Department of Energy and Environment, play lawn games, browse art exhibitions, or volunteer to help clean the park and the river. The 11th Street Bridge Park sponsors a Southeast Market with local vendors including fashion by the Museum and beauty products from Black Bella Spa. 1 to 5 p.m. for main activities; market until 6 p.m. Free.
Baltimore Kinetic Sculpture Race
A tribute to John Waters (covered in flamingos, naturally), a 35-foot-long crocodile and a "monumental rubber duckie" named Tail-or-Swiftie are among the giant pieces of art competing in this year's Kinetic Sculpture Race around Baltimore's Inner Harbor. Sponsored by the American Visionary Art Museum since 1999, the race takes over the streets of Charm City every May, with two dozen human-propelled sculptures moving through downtown and plunging into the harbor itself before taking on an obstacle course in Patterson Park. (Canton Waterfront Park, where the sculptures prove their buoyancy, is one of the most popular viewing areas; check the annual spectators' guide for other options.) The 15-mile course begins and ends at the Visionary Art Museum in Federal Hill, where it's followed by an awards ceremony and race recap. This is one event that's definitely worth the day trip. Opening ceremony at 9:30 a.m.; awards ceremony at 6 p.m. Free.
Build Day at the Hirshhorn Museum
Kids 12 and younger are invited to the Hirshhorn Plaza for a midday, hands-on exploration of building and design. Budding architects can tour a city design exhibition featuring artwork by DCPS elementary students, make LED sculptures, see student-made 3D-printed building reproductions from George Washington University's Fab Lab, and construct 3D structures from blocks, bricks and more at maker stations. Stroller parking will be available in the lobby and lower level. 10 a.m. to 1 p.m. Free.
Star Wars Day celebrations
Saturday is actually May the Fourth, and celebrations continue beyond the events listed above. Recently renovated Stead Park, located on P Street NW between 16th and 17th streets, hosts its grand reopening party with a day of "activities that will help you become a Jedi." Look for space-themed games and story times for kids, out-of-this-world temporary tattoos, lightsabers created by a balloon artist, live music, and food from local restaurants. (11 a.m. to 3 p.m. Free.) Cheeky Dupont Circle cocktail bar (cantina?) McClellan's Retreat celebrates Star Wars Day once again with a themed "The Cocktails Strike Back" menu, which will be announced and made available on May the Fourth. Come in Star Wars apparel for a free shot. (4 to 11:30 p.m. Free.)
Cinco de Mayo on 14th Street NW
The stretch of businesses near the corner of 14th and Spring streets NW is home to a number of Mexican bars and restaurants, and they're celebrating Cinco de Mayo with two days of music and specials. The party includes strolling mariachi musicians Saturday from 6 to 9 p.m., and folk dancing by Corazon Folklorico on Sunday between 1 and 3 p.m. Chef Alfredo Solis, the owner of the strip's Anafre and Mezcalero, is setting up outside Anafre on Saturday and Sunday from 11 a.m. to 11 p.m., serving a special menu of street tacos, plus discounted beers and margaritas. Meanwhile, Chicatana is hosting an all-day happy hour with taco specials, and Taqueria Habanero has margarita and shot specials both days. Both of those offers continue into Sunday, when there's also a day-long party with DJs and drink deals at Toro Bar and an all-day happy hour at D.C. Corazon. Saturday and Sunday; business hours vary. Free.
Spring Beer Fest at Solace Outpost
More than a dozen local producers of beer, cider and mead are joining forces at Solace's Falls Church brewpub for this low-key fest, including Sapwood Cellars, Settle Down Easy and Mieza Blendery. Tickets include unlimited four-ounce samples, served in a commemorative glass, and music from the Aftermath Band and Ramaan Insari. Families are welcome, with balloon artists and face painters to entertain the kids. 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. $45-$65.
Free Comic Book Day
Celebrate independent comic book stores at locations throughout the DMV, including Victory Comics Group in Falls Church and Big Planet Comics in Bethesda and on U Street NW. At Fantom Comics in Dupont Circle, you can take home up to five titles plus shop at Joint Custody's vintage clothing and record pop-up. There are also cosplayers, raffles and prizes. (11 a.m. to 9 p.m. Free.)
Hellbender Brewing Record Fair
What goes together better than listening to vinyl and drinking craft beer? How about finding the perfect new record while drinking craft beer? At least 20 record stores and vendors are setting up shop at Hellbender Brewing on Saturday afternoon, including Sonidos, Som and Smash, while Takoma Radio's DJ Dempsey provides the tunes and Beef Space BBQ and El Jefe pizza serve up grub. 1 to 7 p.m. Free.
Berry-Ocracy Release Party at Red Bear Brewing
The first collaboration between Red Bear and Soul Mega is a Berry-Ocracy, an American wheat ale with blackberries, which "rounds out the sweetness from the wheat with a nice tart finish," according to Soul Mega's Instagram announcement. Get a first sip at the NoMa brewpub while listening to music from DJs Bri Mafia and Konshince. 1 to 5 p.m. Free.
Village at Leesburg Pet Festival
What's your dog's secret talent: Playing dead? Doing a backflip? Pushing a shopping cart? Let your furry friend show off its skills at the Village at Leesburg's annual Pet Festival, which has a talent contest with novice, intermediate and advanced categories. (Note: You have to register before 5 p.m. Friday.) Beyond the showcase, pets can pose for a caricaturist or try a luring course, while humans can browse pet supply vendors or meet adoptable rescue animals. Noon to 4 p.m. Free.
Pinata-making class at Taqueria Habanero
Taqueria Habanero is a place to find "the fresh, authentic flavors of Mexico," as our colleague Tim Carman once said, but on Cinco de Mayo, its Bryant Street Market location is also a place to get crafty. Learn how to create a pinata, and figure out what you're going to stuff it with while sipping a margarita from the Alegria bar and snacking on quesabirria or mango salmon tacos. This class is appropriate for all ages. Noon to 2:30 p.m. $40-$45.
Soulful House Sessions at Eighteenth Street Lounge
Veteran DJs Divine and Oji celebrate Cinco de Mayo by dusting off their favorite Latin and Latin-influenced soulful house records, and spinning tracks for an appreciative and ready-to-dance crowd at Eighteenth Street Lounge. Meanwhile, Jarobi Murray serves up tacos on the rooftop deck, and the bar pours tequila and margarita specials. 5 to 10 p.m. Free.
Cinco de Mayo at Lost Generation
Is there a better day than Cinco de Mayo to release (or rerelease) a Mexican-style lager? Probably not. Vida, which Lost Generation called "our lightest lager yet" when it originally dropped in 2023, hits the taps at the Eckington brewery again, alongside tacos from La Michoacana, a menu of margaritas and agua frescas, and a 4 p.m. performance by a mariachi band. 1 to 6 p.m. Free.
Amapiano Sundays at Hook Hall
After spending last summer hosting parties at the Sandlot venues in Georgetown and Anacostia, Amapiano Sundays -- your monthly destination for the jazzy, infectious style of deep house from South Africa, as well as other African rhythms -- has moved to Hook Hall in Park View on the first Sunday of the month. May's guest is DJ Priyanka (get a preview here) alongside vibe setters Mobu, Amenpiano and Anansi. 2 to 8 p.m. $30.
F1 Wine Class at the Eastern
Formula One racing is having a moment in D.C., as evidenced by the crowd of 50,000 that showed up to watch a Red Bull F1 car drive back and forth on Pennsylvania Avenue two weeks ago. But here's an unexpected crossover: wine classes. Robert Morin, the sommelier at the Eastern wine bar on Capitol Hill, is a Formula One fan. His next wine tasting -- held on the same day as the Miami Grand Prix -- features wines and wine styles that originate in regions that host Formula One tracks. After sampling through the selections, the Eastern is showing the race in Miami on all its TVs, with full sound. 1 to 3 p.m. $50.
Pinko de Mayo at Primrose
Sebastian Zutant is a partner in Virginia winery Lightwell Survey as well as Brookland bistro Primrose, so it's not really a surprise that the release party for Lightwell's five newest natural wines is being hosted at the former sommelier's own bar. Tickets to Pinko de Mayo include a full flight of wine and food from the Primrose kitchen, and colorful attire is requested: As the invite says, "Wear pink, come drink." 1 to 4 p.m. $50.
The Chisel at Union Stage
English hooligans the Chisel pay tribute to their country's street punk and pub rock traditions by making a straight-ahead attack on politicians, hypocrites, propagandists and bloodsuckers. The title of their latest album, "What a F---ing Nightmare," captures the daily feeling of living through the doom scroll, but the band, and its like-minded tour mate Conservative Military Image, is about perseverance over exploitation: "I just feel like living for myself," goes one of its full-throated pint-smashers. "Life's worth more than serving someone else." 8 p.m. $20-$40.
Live Jazz on Kennedy Street at HR Records
Jazz lovers already know HR Records as a place to hunt for vintage vinyl from big names and underappreciated artists. But the Brightwood Park shop will soon be a place to catch local jazz, too. The Live Jazz on Kennedy Street series brings a new musician each month, starting this week with the versatile saxophone player Sarah Marie Hughes. Browse the records in the shop, enjoy the music and, afterward, head across the street to Brightwood Pizza, which hosts a monthly vinyl night and offers a 10 percent discount with a receipt from HR. Neighborhood synergy! 7 to 9 p.m. Free.
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Do Ho Suh's monument on the Mall turns public art upside down
"Public Figures," at the National Museum of Asian Art, continues the artist's reimagining of monumentality.
By Kriston Capps | 2024-05-02

Do Ho Suh's "Public Figures," 1998-2023, Jesmonite, aluminum and polyester resin. (Colleen Dugan/Do Ho Suh/Lehmann Maupin/National Museum of Asian Art, Smithsonian Institution)


At a glance, it looks like a work in progress, an empty plinth for a memorial still missing its heroic bronze.
Instead, "Public Figures" is inverted: The sculpture standing outside the National Museum of Asian Art puts the figures on the bottom, underneath the plinth. Not one but scores of sculpted figures appear to support the pillar, an entire polity holding aloft the notion of monumentality.
The piece is one of many projects by artist Do Ho Suh twisting the themes of public art and private space. The artist is best known for large-scale sculptural installations that re-create entire rooms and building exteriors in transparent fabric, a way of turning hard architecture into soft art. Monuments are another focus of the artist's work, part of a project -- which he describes with humor but also grand scope -- to trace his way through space.
First made nearly 30 years ago and re-created for the National Museum of Asian Art's centennial, "Public Figures" (1998-2023) is a "counter-monument," according to Suh -- one that arrives on the National Mall at a time when the whole idea of memorials is up in the air.
"The hierarchy of the power and that structure, we're so accustomed to it," Suh says. "Like our language, we don't question it."
The artist's last big splash in D.C. came in 2018 with "Almost Home," an exhibition of his ethereal installations at the Smithsonian American Art Museum. For that show, Suh re-created rooms from homes he occupied at various points in Seoul, New York and Berlin in exquisite detail, combining advanced modeling techniques with traditional sewing methods to build delicate, immersive displays.

Installation view of "Do Ho Suh: Almost Home" at the Smithsonian American Art Museum in 2018. (Libby Weiler/Do Ho Suh/Smithsonian American Art Museum)


Suh, who grew up in Seoul, came to the United States in 1991 in his late 20s as a student at the Rhode Island School of Design. The artist says his first American residence was an old Victorian building -- a dramatic departure from the hanok architecture he knew in Korea, with its configurable paper doors and windows. Measuring the new interiors of his student housing digs and re-creating them in gauzy fabric was a way of fixing his identity in a new location.
"In Korea, there's less separation between nature and man-made space, but in the West, it's the other way around," Suh says.

Artist Do Ho Suh. (Gautier Deblonde, DACS 2023/Do Ho Suh/Lehmann Maupin)


For nearly as long as Suh has been making art, he's been rethinking public art. That started with "Public Figures," which was part of "Beyond the Monument," a groundbreaking show organized by the New York-based nonprofit Public Art Fund in 1998. That public exhibit also included "Historias," a series of engraved copper rings mounted around trees by Valeska Soares, as well as "Stray Dog," a lifelike painted bronze of a lost guide dog by Tony Matelli.
"Public Figures" includes many dozens of figures (Suh can't remember how many he made) that look like little army men (Suh was once himself one, having been conscripted after studying art in Seoul). The patinated figurines comprise people of various genders and classes, with individuals in coveralls standing alongside those in suits. Other projects by Suh with hundreds or thousands of these anonymous figures have included flashes of comedy, with clothing brands and the like, but this project is more straight, almost socialist realist in tenor. ("I hid some naughty stuff in my work before," Suh says. "I couldn't resist.")

Do Ho Suh, "Fallen Star," 2012. (Philipp Scholz Rittemann/Do Ho Suh/Lehmann Maupin)


Suh expanded his investigation into public and private space with "Floor" (1997-2000), an installation of 180,000 miniature plastic figurines supporting a plane of glass; visitors could walk across the glass (if they dared). For "Fallen Star" (2012) at the University of California at San Diego, Suh built a complete cottage that appears to totter precariously from the rooftop corner of the university's engineering building. And for a piece for his longtime New York gallery Lehmann Maupin, Suh worked with the Bristol, England-based Center for Print Research to create "Inverted Monument" (2022) -- a partially built, partially printed thermoplastic-polyester wire sculpture of a statue disappearing into a plinth, as if it were popped inside out.
In "Inverted Monument," public space is negative space, with the personal disappearing into the collective. "Public Figures" is the flip side of that coin: The collective substantiates the personal. There is a potent politics in the artist's work that can be easy to overlook in its light, attractive presentation.
For all his forays into monumentality, Suh only rarely makes truly public artwork. "Grass Roots Square" (2012), a site-specific installation in front of a government building in Oslo, depicts tens of thousands of figurines replacing or holding up flagstones along the pavement. The artist says he wanted to invert the directionality of Western monuments that force viewers to look up; here, the heroic figures are "mincho," a Korean term for "grass people" -- the public.
"Individual grass is very weak, but together, they never die," Suh says.

A close view of "Grass Roots Square" (2012). (Do Ho Suh/Lehmann Maupin)


Suh was one of the first contemporary artists to be shown by the National Museum of Asian Art, with the site-specific display of "Staircase-IV" in 2004. This new exhibition of "Public Figures," organized by associate curator of contemporary Asian art Carol Huh, is part of an effort by the museum to show both more Korean work and more contemporary art. The sculpture is not a permanent piece for the museum, but it will be on display for five years -- making it a counterpoint to the many forever memorials on the National Mall, and also a complement to recent efforts to imagine what other forms commemoration can take.

Do Ho Suh and children, "Artland," 2016-ongoing, at the Brooklyn Museum. (Aami Suh, Omi Suh and Do Ho Suh)


Impermanence suits Suh just fine. For example, his latest show for the Brooklyn Museum isn't really art at all: "Artland," based on the clay figurines the artist began making en masse with his daughters during lockdown (they're all over his studio), asked children to create their own sculptures, building up huge towers in a collective exercise of exuberance. For an upcoming, undisclosed solo show in Europe, Suh says he plans to install a monument that will sometimes appear inside the museum -- and sometimes pop up outside.
Over the past 30 years, the artist's efforts to map his space have followed his moves from one continent to the next. In a way, that project remains unchanged, a constant.
"My art responds to the life I'm actually experiencing at the moment," Suh says.
National Museum of Asian Art, 1050 Independence Ave. SW. 202-633-1000. asia.si.edu.
Dates: Through April 29, 2029.
Prices: Free.
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A new king of horror is coming to haunt you
With "Late Night with the Devil," actor David Dastmalchian is cementing his status as horror's next Vincent Price.
By Jada Yuan | 2024-05-02
TORONTO -- If ever someone were born to play a vampire, it's David Dastmalchian, who opens the door to his temporary Edwardian-style home looking like a steampunk Nosferatu. Black linen duster. Chipped black nail polish. Black hair swept skyward from that angular, haunting face you'll recognize from dozens of small but memorable movie roles.
Dracula socks. Okay, maybe that one's a little too on the nose.
Had the star of the horror-comedy hit "Late Night with the Devil" -- a found-footage flick about a '70s talk show host who opens a door to hell on live TV -- dressed on theme? "No, no, no, this is just David," he says, laughing.
Dastmalchian is in the midst of what he describes as "one of the most, if not the most, resoundingly incredible and rewarding professional years of my career." The night of the Oscars, he was in L.A. celebrating the triumphant "Oppenheimer" (he plays William Borden, who wrote a letter to the FBI accusing the physicist of being a Soviet agent). By 5 a.m., he was on a plane to Toronto to start filming a central role as a hacker in "Murderbot," a sci-fi series for Apple TV Plus starring Alexander Skarsgard as an android. And three days after that, he was in New York to open "Late Night with the Devil," a collaboration with Australian directors Cameron and Colin Cairnes and Dastmalchian's first leading role in a movie he didn't write. It became an out-0f-nowhere mainstream hit, selling out multiplexes, earning an eerie $666,666 its first Sunday in theaters and recording the best-ever opening weekend for its distributor, IFC Films.
Dastmalchian plays Jack Delroy, a wannabe Johnny Carson who's made an unfortunate deal with the occult in a desperate effort to raise his show's ratings. The entire movie takes place over a single disastrous, and gruesomely funny, Halloween broadcast featuring a parapsychologist working with a teenage girl possessed by a demon.
Stephen King declared it "absolutely brilliant." It's since made $11.1 million on a $3 million budget, with positive reviews from horror and mainstream critics alike. (It's still in theaters and, in mid-April, became the highest-watched debut in the history of the horror streaming service Shudder.)
In many ways, this feels like the start of a new chapter for Dastmalchian, 48, who seems poised to become the new king of horror -- a go-to actor for fright films in the vein of Vincent Price, Lon Chaney Jr., Bela Lugosi and Boris Karloff.
"What made Vincent Price so special was that he took the genre seriously and he acted so intensely and beautifully and I think he recognized that the genre can be a way of expressing very human experiences ... like grief and trauma," says Sam Zimmerman, Shudder's vice president of programming. "And David reminds me of that."
What separates Dastmalchian from his cohort, beyond his soulful performances, are those striking looks that have led to an impressive career of playing creeps. "I have a love-hate relationship with my face," Dastmalchian says, fiddling with a water bottle adorned with stickers of the Bride of Frankenstein and Taylor Swift (courtesy of his wife and daughter; he also has a son). "I'm not going to be a matinee idol. And that's okay."
You may remember him as a paranoid schizophrenic acolyte of the Joker in Christopher Nolan's "The Dark Knight." Tortured superhero Polka-Dot Man in "The Suicide Squad." Pompadoured Russian cybercriminal Kurt in "Ant-Man." And a favorite of director Denis Villeneuve, who's killed him off brutally in three films: as a suspected child-abductor in "Prisoners"; a quickly dispatched morgue worker in "Blade Runner 2049"; and bald, red-lipped psychopath Piter de Vries, henchman to Stellan Skarsgard's Baron Harkonnen in "Dune."
Villeneuve has joked that Dastmalchian is the first person he thinks of when he has a character who needs to die a miserable death and calls him "an incredibly versatile and tremendously inspiring artist." The director first noticed him in "The Dark Knight," and says by email, "I'm fascinated by his range and by the mad poetry he brings on screen."
It's in horror, though, that a respected character actor like Dastmalchian, often cast as a bone-chilling sadist, can become a leading man.

Dastmalchian has turned increasingly toward horror as he's risen in prominence. (Braden Moran)


I'm not sure there's anyone like David circulating at the moment," says Phil Nobile Jr., editor in chief of Fangoria. "No one looks like David, no one sounds like David. And I think horror fans are taken in because they just recognize him as one of their own."
Thirty years ago, Nobile explains, horror was considered a ghetto legitimate actors had to claw themselves out of. It's a sector of the industry that prints money by casting faceless (read: cheap) unknowns because, well, they usually all die by the end.
But Dastmalchian has turned more toward horror as he's risen in prominence. He was the whistling marauder in "Bird Box" and, just before "Late Night," could be seen in 2023's "Boogeyman," a Stephen King adaptation, and "The Last Voyage of the Demeter," as a sailor aboard a notoriously doomed 1897 merchant ship from Bram Stoker's "Dracula." He's also started a production company, Good Fiend Films, geared toward creating fun, quality genre fare, which he used to help produce "Late Night."
Dastmalchian -- whose wedding ring features a carved skull and crossbones -- has always gravitated toward the spooky and the gruesome. For the past three years, he's hosted horror's equivalent of the Oscars, the Fangoria Chainsaw Awards. He's also the author of "Count Crowley," a comic book about a female vampire hunter. He even became a brand ambassador for Titan Caskets ("At Titan Caskets we have an obvious interest in you dying, but we can wait").
Even his social life is horror-tastic. He met his close friend Trent Reznor at a haunted house and now they do board game nights together with their families. While in Toronto, he's been hanging out with the cast from the vampire mockumentary series "What We Do in the Shadows."
Dastmalchian jokes that it's all part of his master plan to keep making horror films just to see "if I can get a shot someday at Dracula, because they keep putting me in vampire films and then not letting me be the f---ing vampire! I'm always fighting Dracula or getting killed by him. It makes no sense!"
As the youngest kid of an evangelical family in Kansas City, Kan., he wrestled from an early age with what he now understands was untreated anxiety, depression and suicidal ideation, much of it exacerbated by the bitter divorce of his parents -- his father, an Iranian immigrant, was an engineer, and his mother, who could trace her ancestry to the Mayflower, worked in education. At school, he was bullied relentlessly for having vitiligo. (Kids called him "polka-dot," which would give him unique empathy for the doomed superhero he'd later play.)
Comic books were an escape, while horror was a natural fascination, given the constant talk in their deeply religious household about the afterlife and the watchful eyes of the dead.
"Monsters were always my favorite thing," he says. "It drove my mother crazy because horror was considered so evil." He'd secretly check out slasher movies with his older siblings and, on Friday nights, watch a local fright fest, "Crematia's Friday Nightmare."
"What I love about [horror] is that, if it's done properly, it fills the audience with so many physical, visceral experiences. ... I think it helps us look down the barrel of the inevitable in a way that feels healthy, and it gives storytellers a way to wrestle with really pointed questions, like what happens when you don't deal with grief?"
By high school, he was playing the part of a well-adjusted football player dabbling in theater on the side, even as suicidal thoughts crept into everything he did. On a different timeline, he would have gone to a Division II school on a sports scholarship. But he followed a "wild, crazy dream" to audition for the theater conservatory at DePaul University in Chicago and got a scholarship there instead.
Then, at 19, he tried heroin while hanging out with some musician friends he admired.
"It was the first time everything made sense," he says. "It was the first time all the pain was just gone. ... I was just surrounded by complete bliss."
He thought drugs could help him create art like his hero William S. Burroughs, whom he, coincidentally, met around the time he started using and took as a sign he was on the right path. Instead, he says, "out of theater school it went right to full-time junkie and pretty quickly into homelessness." He'd sleep in his car, shoplift, run scams where he'd raid gift tables at weddings and sell the spoils at pawnshops. At one point he was running small quantities of heroin down from Chicago into areas south of the Ozarks and taking meth back. He narrowly survived multiple serious suicide attempts and had to be institutionalized twice.
He sometimes still can't believe he made it out. "I like the term 'miracle,'" he says. "And I'm just filled with an ocean of gratitude."

Dastmalchian as Lester in "The Boogeyman." (Patti Perret/20th Century Studios)


The doorbell rings.
After a brief conversation with the person at the door, Dastmalchian comes back looking terrified and starts peeking out through the curtains.
It's a moment straight out of a horror film.
"Oh my god, my heart is racing," he says. "A very mentally ill woman just came and told me that I'm her universal husband and she's been waiting for me."
When he told her she had the wrong house, she smirked silently until he was forced to close the door.
Dastmalchian runs to the street to make sure she's gone before calling the landlord, only to find out that she'd stopped by his house first. "Did she ask for David?" Dastmalchian wants to know. She had not.
She must have been on drugs -- Dastmalchian knows the signs well -- but still, it's weird, and he has had a stalker before.
"I think I've played so many people who are mentally ill that [fans] tend to respond to me in a in a really strong way," he says.
He takes some deep breaths: "I think my initial fear is subsiding. I think we're safe."
By the time Dastmalchian got sober in his mid-20s, he was sure he'd missed his shot. "I robbed myself of prime years for an actor," he says. He lived in a halfway house and worked odd jobs. His favorite was ushering and working concessions at a Chicago movie theater, where he'd chain smoke and watch films with the projectionists.
It was there that a couple of theater-director friends saw him and convinced him to get back onstage. To his surprise, he was a much better actor sober.
He'd just gotten his biggest on-screen credit, in a Cingular Wireless commercial, when he joined every other character actor in Chicago at a cattle-call audition for "The Dark Knight." He was devastated when he didn't get cast as one of the Joker's henchmen in the opening heist scene.
Then four months later, on a day he was heading to the unemployment office, he got a phone call. "Little did I know that they had saved a much cooler role for me and it changed my life," he says. He'd be playing a deranged Joker fanboy who can only giggle as Aaron Eckhart's Harvey Dent shoves a gun into his forehead. The feeling of being on that enormous set, in the company of great actors gave him the fuel that's carried him through all the Weirdo No. 7 roles that followed: "All you need is one person, somebody just saying, 'Yes, you belong here. Come on in,'" he says.
The most rewarding experiences of Dastmalchian's life, he says, are when he's had the courage to face down his fears -- which is a good thing to know about yourself, because he was racked with anxiety in 2021 as he headed to Melbourne to shoot "Late Night with the Devil." The 1977 world of Jack Delroy, says Dastmalchian, "hinges on how well the guy at the center of the story can pull off being not only a talk-show host but a man who's on the verge of a dissociative psychotic nervous breakdown."
The Cairnes brothers, though, had no doubt about Dastmalchian's abilities. They'd written him a personal letter after reading an essay he'd written in Fangoria about the comfort he'd found in the horror hosts he'd adored as a kid after his mother's death during covid. They loved how he "is utterly compelling in everything he does, whatever the genre and however big or small the role," says Colin Cairnes by email.

Dastmalchian "is utterly compelling in everything he does, whatever the genre and however big or small the role," says director Colin Cairnes. (Braden Moran)


In Dastmalchian's hands, Delroy isn't just a comedian with a dark side, but something more frightening: a charming, ruthlessly ambitious man with nothing but emptiness beneath his mask. And there's more horror from Dastmalchian to come. Up next, he's in "Dust Bunny," a horror-comedy about a little girl seeking revenge on the monster under her bed, and "The Life of Chuck," a Stephen King adaptation about the end of the world.
"I'm building this little circus of like-minded artists where we're trying to create genre stories that wrestle with the complicated things that I think are interesting about life," he says.
But mostly, he's just staring into the void and enjoying the view.
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'The Idea of You': Quit playing games with our hearts
Anne Hathaway and Nicholas Galitzine try to harmonize in "The Idea of You," a patronizing rom-com that hits almost all the wrong chords.
By Amy Nicholson | 2024-05-02

Nicholas Galitzine and Anne Hathaway in "The Idea of You." (Alisha Wetherill/Prime)


A romantic comedy works like a pop hit: The gimmick can be eye-rollingly silly, but the good ones commit to the bit. We acknowledge the corniness and still wind up singing along.
That happens in exactly one scene of Michael Showalter's "The Idea of You," the story of an uptight 40-year-old mom swept off her sensible shoes by the 24-year-old singer of a mega-famous boy band who boasts the British accent and fuzzy cardigans of Harry Styles. Early on, Solene (Anne Hathaway), a Los Angeles art gallery owner, is driving her daughter Izzy (Ella Rubin) to Coachella to see August Moon, the band Izzy adored back in seventh grade (which, to a 16-year-old, is the Stone Age). Solene's ex David (Reid Scott) gifted their girl VIP meet-and-greet passes, not realizing she now prefers edgier artists. But then an August Moon song comes on the radio and these hunky lads harmonizing "haters gonna hate" dismantle the teenager's too-cool defenses. She grooves in her seat with an embarrassed grin.
It's a great moment. Only, the rest of the movie hits almost all the wrong chords. The script, co-written by Showalter and Jennifer Westfeldt from Robinne Lee's novel of the same name, plays like some trifler read a tip that rom-com lovers like chocolates and set about force-feeding bonbons down the audience's throat. As Solene enthralls August Moon's Hayes Campbell (Nicholas Galitzine) by the mere coincidence of mistaking his private trailer for the public restroom (and being the first non-fan he's met in a decade), what you really feel is the filmmaker's condescension. For something this featherweight, that's the kiss of death.
The fantasy isn't that the heartthrob is willing to whisk Solene off on an impulsive European adventure (which he is). It's that a guy who has the world screaming at his feet would just love to help Solene clean out her fridge -- and doesn't get mad that she kicks him out after their first smooch. (He leaves his designer watch behind like Cinderella's slipper.) Solene resists so long that she becomes a drag, so long that his pursuit strains credibility, so long that what we thought was an escapist popcorn flick turns into a punishing drama where our heroine barely seems to be having any fun. The turn-on is power and control, not release.
The movie gets its thrills watching the pop star swoon "yes, yes, yes" and the mom tut "no, no, no." There's no growth or change, no lessons to learn, no sense of two humans grappling with genuine emotions. The dialogue is just vague conversations about age gaps and trust issues that sound dramatic but are the kind of thing mismatched couples on reality dating shows natter on about while TV producers try to fill airtime. Hayes is so charming that, for a second, I hoped the complication might be that he's a shallow, playful people pleaser. ("I love Glendale!" he cheers about a trip to the Los Angeles suburbs.) But no, he's just Prince Charming.

Nicholas Galitzine plays a boy-band heartthrob in "The Idea of You." (Alisha Wetherill/Prime)


There are glimpses of what could have been interesting points of connection. Both Solene, who had been a young mom, and Hayes, who signed his life-altering contract at 14, feel as though they missed out on their freewheeling youth. And Hayes is insecure that he's not taken seriously as an artist. He sees a future where he's merely a nostalgic joke. When Solene, the high-class art expert, assures Hayes that he's actually quite good on guitar, there's a hint that this could be the appeal. Tabloids scream that he has mommy issues. Really, he's got credibility issues.
The cast does its best with the material, especially supporting player Perry Mattfeld, who makes a meal out of her small role as the mistress who broke up Solene and David's marriage. Galitzine's string of sexually charged performances in "Red, White & Royal Blue," "Bottoms" and "Mary & George" has proved he can ignite chemistry with the entire Kinsey scale. Better still, he carries himself with a humor that's evident from his character's introduction. "Hayes Campbell," he bows with a flourish of self-mockery, voice rising nervously as he says, "I'm with the band?" Galitzine's stage moves are impressive. The choreographer Dani Vitale nails boy band tics like the preen, the hair-swoosh and the one-legged hop. Even more surprisingly, he does his own singing. (He's not bad!)
As for Hathaway, she's a master at layering her characters with intelligence, ego and vulnerability -- even this character, in the rare moments when she can. Toward the climax, there's a beat where the camera just watches her face as Solene toggles through expressions: a teeny smile, a sigh, a laugh. If only the film had stopped right then, as the novel wisely did. Things would at least have ended on a powerful note.
R. Available May 2 on Prime Video. Contains language and sexual content. 115 minutes.
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'The Fall Guy' takes stunt casting to new heights
Ryan Gosling and Emily Blunt star in "The Fall Guy," a meta-movie action comedy with plenty of romance.
By Ty Burr | 2024-05-02

Emily Blunt and Ryan Gosling in "The Fall Guy." (Universal Pictures)


With the Hollywood stunt community continuing to lobby for its own Academy Award category, "The Fall Guy" arrives as Exhibit A in the case for a stunts Oscar. Helmed by stuntman-turned-director David Leitch ("Atomic Blonde," "Bullet Train"; producer of the John Wick series), it's an action-comedy-romance-mystery, heavy on the flipping cars, high-speed chase scenes and plummets from tall buildings. Not surprisingly, plot is the least important thing here. Surprisingly, the quieter romantic comedy scenes are the best.
But that's probably inevitable when you have Ryan Gosling and Emily Blunt as leads, two actors who could class up the reading of legal boilerplate. They take this clever meta-blockbuster about the behind-the-scenes making of a blockbuster and give it warmth, intimacy, idiosyncrasy and laughs. The result is by far the most recognizably human movie Leitch has made to date.
Links to the 1980s TV series starring Lee Majors are tenuous at best, but that's the modern Hollywood way: Take a fondly remembered intellectual property, refurbish it with modern stars and CGI, and send it up while playing it straight. Gosling plays Colt Seavers, an accomplished stuntman and longtime stunt double for an arrogant idiot of a box office star (Aaron Taylor-Johnson). An on-set accident early in the film sends Colt out of the business and away from camera operator/girlfriend Jody Moreno (Blunt), but time passes and he gets a call from producer Gail Meyer (Hannah Waddingham of "Ted Lasso"). Jody has gotten her big break directing a sci-fi epic called "Metalstorm" in Sydney, and she needs her best stuntman.

Emily Blunt is film director Jody Moreno in "The Fall Guy." (Eric Laciste/Universal Pictures)


Or so Colt thinks. Arriving in Australia, he's immediately enmeshed in a case of a missing movie star, which spirals out into a web of drug kingpins, dead bodies in bathtubs and a cellphone that everybody wants. "The Fall Guy" cares less about the whodunit or the whydidit than the what'sgonnahappen, with each step of the mystery pausing for an extended and lavishly choreographed action scene. They include a nightclub fight sequence with a drugged Colt seeing neon tracers with every swing of his fists (not to mention the occasional unicorn), a car chase through downtown Sydney involving a garbage truck and an attack dog that responds only to commands in French, and a bit where Colt and his friend and stunt coordinator Dan (Winston Duke) battle some heavily armed villains with a blank pistol and a possibly rubber tomahawk.
So, yes, there's humor here, and also a lot of blood, sweat and bruises -- this is not one of those movies where the hero scales the Burj Khalifa and makes it look like a trip to CVS. At its heart, "The Fall Guy" honors the craftsmanship and camaraderie of stuntmen and stuntwomen -- "You don't know they're there, and that's the job," says Colt -- and no more so than in the scenes of the movie within the movie, a ridiculous slab of big-budget aliens-and-cowboys nonsense. The movie isn't important to Colt. What's important is the next cannon roll, the next flame suit, the next leap into the void.

Ryan Gosling takes a leap in "The Fall Guy." (Universal Pictures)



Gosling plays an accomplished stuntman in the action comedy. (Eric Laciste/Universal Pictures)


And Jody. The movie acknowledges the pleasure and passing of on-set flings ("flingettes," she calls them), but it also captures the wary playfulness of co-workers in the storytelling industry who are congenitally unable to separate fiction from reality. One of the funniest scenes in "The Fall Guy" has Jody and Colt arguing over the plot of the movie they're making through megaphones in front of the entire cast and crew; everyone knows they're talking about their relationship, and nobody really minds. The movie's just a metaphor; the movie doesn't even matter; what Gosling and Blunt put across is the crackle and joy of people working together on the job to be done today.
Likewise, "The Fall Guy" doesn't really matter, especially in its final scenes, when the necessity of wrapping things up takes over and the movie turns noisy and ordinary. Until then, it's an unexpectedly charming diversion -- a studio film turned inside out, with the stars sent out to pasture and the worker bees front and center. That the end credits show us Gosling's own stunt double, Logan Holladay, in the action scenes is just one more curtain whisked away from the never-ending levels of make-believe. The movie's like that M.C. Escher print of two hands drawing each other -- except here they're slapping each other silly.
PG-13. At area theaters. Contains action and violence, drug content, and some strong language. 126 minutes.
Ty Burr is the author of the movie recommendation newsletter Ty Burr's Watch List at tyburrswatchlist.com.
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Hannah Einbinder is ready for her next act
The 28-year-old, back onscreen with a stand-up special and Season 3 of "Hacks," was lost before comedy cleared her path.
By Thomas Floyd | 2024-05-02
Before landing on "Everything Must Go" as the title of her first stand-up special, Hannah Einbinder considered a moniker more closely connected to her atypical outlook: "The Neurodivergent Hour."
Diagnosed with ADHD as a child, the 28-year-old "Hacks" star has long wielded comedy as a tool for combating what, until recently, she would describe as "intense self-loathing." While Einbinder has happily progressed in the self-esteem department, her special -- filmed last month at El Rey Theatre in Los Angeles ahead of a mid-June release on Max -- was forged over many years of stepping onstage to escape her swirling doubts and insecurities.
The climate-conscious comic calls the hour a "micro- and macro-examination of life on Earth." Personal anecdotes blend with ecological observations about the state of the planet. Some carefully fashioned bits utilize mixed media and music. Einbinder also dons a variety of characters and affectations.
"I mean for the hour to capture the attention of someone with a brain like mine," Einbinder says during a recent video chat from Los Angeles. "It started as relief for myself, from myself. Now, I really do want, for an hour, to give people a break from what lies beyond their doors."
Einbinder's special will arrive on the heels of another long-anticipated release: Season 3 of "Hacks," which premieres Thursday on Max after a two-year hiatus. Einbinder plays Ava Daniels, an alt-comedy writer hired to punch up material for fading stand-up giant Deborah Vance, in the acclaimed series, which already has earned co-star Jean Smart a pair of Emmys and Einbinder two nominations.

Einbinder returns as comedy writer Ava Daniels in Season 3 of "Hacks." (Eddy Chen/Max)


A stand-up first and foremost, Einbinder had barely acted before booking "Hacks." But when Smart read opposite her for a pandemic-era chemistry test in a darkened soundstage, the actors separated by plexiglass, their bickering comedy proved deliciously combustible. Over the first two seasons, the actors mined no shortage of laughs and camaraderie from the characters' cavernous generation gap. As Ava has matured, so has Einbinder's on-screen craft.
"It's wonderful to watch her gain such enormous confidence as an actress," Smart says. "I mean, it's kind of astonishing. She's a complete natural. She is absolutely, organically in the moment."

"She's a complete natural," says Jean Smart, Einbinder's "Hacks" co-star. "She is absolutely, organically in the moment." (Max)


Einbinder's uncanny instincts shouldn't surprise: Her mother is original "Saturday Night Live" cast member Laraine Newman, and her father, Chad Einbinder, is a commercial director and former comic. When Hannah Einbinder made her stand-up debut as a student at Southern California's Chapman University, opening for Nicole Byer, she poured a glass of whiskey for a dash of liquid courage but never took a sip.
"I just had it in my hand, and I walked out onstage and every ounce of nerves that I had totally dissolved," Einbinder says. "I felt this feeling that I had never felt before but, of course, would go on to feel all the time performing, which is that I was out of my own head. That was something I so desperately needed at the time."
Raised as a third-generation Angeleno in a liberal Jewish household, Einbinder wholeheartedly embraces her L.A. roots. ("I really am the person who dreads ever getting on a plane," she says, "because not inhaling a certain amount of smog disrupts my equilibrium.") But she does recall enduring a fraught upbringing, to the extent that she can remember it at all.
As a child, Einbinder was placed in classes for students labeled "learning impaired." Prescribed Adderall, she smoked heavy amounts of marijuana as a teen to tamp down the stimulant's effect and slid into a years-long stupor. It wasn't until Einbinder cut off her Adderall regimen, while trying out for Chapman's improv team, that the fog lifted.
"It was like night and day," Einbinder says. "I snapped back in."
Many viewers' introduction to Einbinder was a March 2020 set on "The Late Show With Stephen Colbert," in which she took on a femme fatale persona, shared that Newman got pregnant with her at age 42 and, pausing for dramatic effect, explained: "Before that age she was ... busy." Einbinder has since made conceptual comedy -- offbeat, stoner-adjacent and undefinably uproarious -- a staple of her sets.
Einbinder's sardonic wit is apparent over the course of the early-morning call, the timing of which she drolly downplays. "I've been up for hours," she quips, "the fear of generations coursing through my veins." Yet Einbinder can't help but exude sincerity. Speaking before a bookshelf adorned with a menorah, a California license plate and the satirical text "A Very Gay Book," Einbinder wells up when reflecting on her lost teenage years, alternately sniffling and chuckling while blotting tears with her hoodie.
"There's a sweetness, almost an innocence about Hannah that contrasts sharply with her sagacity," comedian and friend Chelsea Handler says over email. "That is what you see when she is onstage."

"I walked out onstage and every ounce of nerves that I had totally dissolved," Einbinder says of the first time she performed stand-up. "I felt this feeling that I had never felt before." (Corey Nickols/Getty Images/IMDb)


This reporter has seen Einbinder perform twice. The first time, a headlining set at the DC Improv in June 2022, was a crisp and polished hour. The second, a 20-minute workshopping set in July at Los Angeles's Largo at the Coronet, was a shaggier affair. As Einbinder worried the audience wasn't getting its money's worth and pivoted to her established material, she theatrically banged her head on a piano and apologized to any L.A. regulars who already knew the punchlines.
In naming her special "Everything Must Go," Einbinder means it for an hour of material she has no plans to repeat. When it came time to film the special -- captured over two performances on April 20 -- the logistical demands of accommodating the cameras reduced the theater's capacity from more than 700 to around 250, largely morphing the crowd into an intimate collection of her closest confidants. Einbinder's friend Sandy Honig directed the special, and cinematographer Adam Bricker was among the many "Hacks" cohorts in the crew. As Einbinder both celebrated the hour and recognized she would never perform it again, she came to describe the occasion as "a wedding and a funeral all in one."
"The command of the stage and the audience was just incredible," says Smart, who attended both performances. "But, I mean, that's her home. I told her, 'You have completely found your voice. It's in your bones.' There is something about her that is absolutely unlike anybody else."

Einbinder's special, "Everything Must Go," is set for a mid-June release on Max. (Emma McIntyre/Getty Images/IMDb)


If "Everything Must Go" was a mountain Einbinder long endeavored to scale, "Hacks" was a cliff she plunged off without looking. Even though she only aspired to be a stand-up comic, acting provided a clearer path to meaningful income. So Einbinder plugged away on the audition circuit, going through the motions until the "Hacks" pilot script and its incisive portrayal of comedy culture sparked her interest.
As bisexual comics with highly progressive politics, Einbinder and Ava have obvious similarities. Once Einbinder was cast, some of her quirks -- such as her love of matcha and mushrooms -- found their way into the script. ("But not the crazy kind of mushrooms, which are also great and very palpable tools for healing," Einbinder dutifully clarifies.) Still, Einbinder seems mildly mortified by the notion that she and Ava are one and the same, making clear that she doesn't share the character's bratty insolence, confrontational edge or penchant for serial oversharing.
At least, not the Einbinder of today.
"Ava is like how I maybe was when I was taking Adderall and I was super aggro," she acknowledges. "I'd, like, start a fight with a frat guy at a party. I really was that girl. So I would say that as I have connected to my core softness, that part of Ava is so unlike me."
With Ava's emotional evolution have come more opportunities for Einbinder to tap into her inherent compassion on-screen. As Season 3 kicks off, following Deborah's decision to fire Ava and push her out of the nest in last season's finale, the character has landed on the staff of a John Oliver-esque satirical news program. Ava has found tenuous peace in her personal life, as well. But feelings of abandonment still simmer for a character with more heart than her cutting persona may let on.
"There's such an empathy and sensitivity that radiates from Hannah," says writer Jen Statsky, who co-created "Hacks" with Paul W. Downs and Lucia Aniello. "She's such a good person in her actual real life and such a wonderful listener, and she's so emotional and in tune with other people's emotions. That really comes out on-screen."
Discussing her life-imitates-art rapport with Einbinder, Smart adds, "I have found myself turning to her at times when I've really needed to talk to somebody about deeply personal things. There's just a love there and a trust that's very rare. I feel maternal toward her, but at the same time, I feel like we're the best of friends. It's just a lovely thing."

Season 2 of "Hacks" ended with Deborah Vance, the stand-up giant played by Smart, firing Einbinder's Ava. (Karen Ballard/HBO Max)


Noting that the "Hacks" team envisioned a five-season road map from the start, Einbinder understands her time as Ava will be up sooner rather than later. Now that she's put a stand-up set on tape, Einbinder is envisioning her next act -- both non-"Hacks" acting gigs, which she says are percolating, and the next special.
Building another hour from scratch is no small feat, especially for a comedian with gags as intricate as Einbinder's. Case in point: When she opened for Handler in Denver a few years back, the combination of altitude sickness and her dense material left Einbinder sucking air from an oxygen mask in the green room between sets. "I struggle at sea level sometimes to get all my words out," she says. "So it was really an effort, and I was really out of breath up there."
As Einbinder relays the anecdote, she realizes in real time that she missed laughs that were there for the taking. "Frankly, I should have gone on with the mask and the tank," she muses. "That would have been funnier. Next time, I suppose."
Even now, years too late, she can't help but think of a good bit. Such is a mind whose comic gears never stop spinning.
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Dan Schneider sues 'Quiet on Set' producers for defamation
Dan Schneider,  the creative force behind hit shows including "iCarly," "The Amanda Show" and "All That," called the popular "Quiet on Set" documentary a "hit job."
By Herb Scribner, Samantha Chery | 2024-05-02

Executive producer Dan Schneider attends a 2017 Nickelodeon event in Los Angeles. (Charley Gallay/Getty Images)


Dan Schneider filed a defamation lawsuit on Wednesday against the producers of "Quiet on Set: The Dark Side of Kids TV," a docuseries on the alleged toxic working conditions for child actors during Nickelodeon's golden age.
Schneider filed the lawsuit against Warner Bros. Discovery, Maxine Productions and Sony Pictures Television, among others, calling the documentary a "hit job" that falsely implied that he sexually abused child actors during his time working at Nickelodeon as a producer and writer on a number of popular shows, such as "All That." He is seeking damages and the potential to edit, remove or take down portions of some or all of "Quiet on Set" and its trailer.
In the lawsuit, Schneider's attorneys, Jana Moser and Richard McKie, criticized the documentary for negatively impacting the producer's reputation and legacy. They also critiqued the documentary's trailer for mischaracterizing Schneider and his behavior on set.
"'Quiet on Set's' portrayal of Schneider is a hit job," the lawsuit reads in part. "Defendants have destroyed Schneider's reputation and legacy through the false statements and implications that Schneider is exactly that."
"Schneider will be the first to admit that some of what they said is true," the lawsuit reads. "At times, he was blind to the pain that some of his behaviors caused certain colleagues, subordinates, and cast members. He will regret and atone for this behavior the rest of his life. But one thing he is not -- and the one thing that will forever mar his reputation and career both past and present -- is a child sexual abuser."
"Quiet on Set," which aired in March, included a number of interviews with former writers, crew members and actors who worked on the toxic and hostile set environments for Nickelodeon television shows from the mid-1990s and early aughts. It had more than 16 million viewers within about two weeks, becoming one of the most-watched shows ever on the Max app. The docuseries shared details about former acting and dialogue coach Brian Peck, who was sentenced to 16 months in prison and had to register as a sex offender in 2004.
The docuseries also mentioned Schneider, a former producer who was the creative force behind such shows as "iCarly," "The Amanda Show" and "All That." His shows and scripts helped launch the careers of child stars Amanda Bynes, Drake Bell and Ariana Grande. Schneider was accused in the documentary of mistreating women and children on those sets.
Schneider did not appear in the original four-part series in March or the fifth episode, which aired in early April. Two days after the original four episodes aired, he denied the allegations against him in a 20-minute video, saying that he owed people on set an apology.
On Wednesday, he offered a similar apology, saying in a statement: "There is no doubt that I was sometimes a bad leader. I am sincerely apologetic and regretful for that behavior, and I will continue to take accountability for it."
"I have no objection to anyone highlighting my failures as a boss, but it is wrong to mislead millions of people to the false conclusion that I was in any way involved in heinous acts like those committed by child predators," Schneider said. "I owe it to myself, my family, and the many wonderful people involved in making these shows to set the record straight."
Sony, Warner Bros. and Nickelodeon did not respond to requests for comment.
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Sir Simon Rattle shakes the Kennedy Center with his rock-solid BRSO
The Bavarian Radio Symphony Orchestra made its first visit to the District in eight years under its new conductor.
By Michael Andor Brodeur | 2024-05-01

Conductor Sir Simon Rattle and the Bavarian Radio Symphony Orchestra at the Kennedy Center on April 30. (Michael Andor Brodeur/The Washington Post)


It's been eight years since the Bavarian Radio Symphony Orchestra made its last visit to Washington, under the baton of Mariss Jansons. But they must have made quite an impression; I've never heard so much German in the lobby of the Kennedy Center.
On a Tuesday night at the Concert Hall, most seats were taken -- chorister rows included -- to welcome the esteemed BRSO back under its new conductor, Sir Simon Rattle, making his first visit to the District in two decades. Rattle, 69, is in his inaugural season with the BRSO, following storied tenures leading the London Symphony Orchestra as well as the Berlin Philharmonic.
A chat with the conductor last month revealed a long affinity for the BRSO, and Tuesday night's three-piece program, presented by Washington Performing Arts, found that ardor coursing like electricity through the orchestra, a rock-solid assembly of 86 keyed-in musicians showing no signs of wear from the road.
From the exquisitely lit "Prelude und Liebestod" from Wagner's "Tristan und Isolde" that opened the concert, Rattle demonstrated such easy dynamic control over the orchestra that you might suspect he had them hooked up to a dimmer. Once the strings burst open, Rattle and the BRSO launched into elastic explorations of Wagner's themes -- crisply etched oboes, elegantly strewn lines of bassoon, flutes that seemed to tow the orchestra behind them. A low fog of bass grew almost imperceptibly quiet and still as we drifted dreamlike into the "Liebestod" -- Isolde slipping from mortality's grip through draping harps, pining woodwinds and strings that heave like caught breaths. Pure wow.
Baritone Lester Lynch joined the orchestra for the program's centerpiece, Austrian composer Alexander Zemlinsky's 1929 "Symphonische Gesange, Op. 20," a suite of seven settings of verse by Harlem Renaissance poets in translation, including Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen, Jean Toomer and Frank Smith Horne. (Zemlinsky sourced them from a German anthology titled "Afrika Singt.")
Lynch's instrument is looming and formidable but remained set like a jewel into the orchestra's enveloping sound. Each of the songs in the suite has a remarkably different character -- both in sound and spirit -- and Lynch's sonorous, regal tone enjoyed a snug fit in each. He slowly peeled open "Lied aus Dixieland" (based on a poem by Hughes), its rhythmically rocking theme building to a simmer before breaking into a mechanistic march over little smears of woodwind. (Oboist Stefan Schilli was in top form all night.)
Zemlinsky-ian ostinatos undergirded the searching bassoons and dutiful wood block of Toomer's "Lied der Baumwollpacker," pushed forth by blurts of tuba and vanishing into the shimmer of a struck metal plate. Lynch showcased his velvety upper register in Cullen's "Totes braunes Madel," his voice casting long shadows over insinuating bassoons.

Baritone Lester Lynch joined the orchestra for the program's centerpiece, Austrian composer Alexander Zemlinsky's 1929 "Symphonische Gesange, Op. 20." (Michael Andor Brodeur/The Washington Post)


Lynch kept sprightly pace over the mischievous slapstick of Hughes's "Ubler Bursche," and brought muscular lyricism to the same poet's "Erkenntnis." The short, sharp shock of Hughes's penultimate "Afrikanischer Tanz" introduced a tumultuous setting of Horne's "Arabeske," with Zemlinsky's obtuse melodies flirting with swinging rhythms. Lynch towered over its big finish, which seizes up like a quitting engine.
The concert's second half was a pass through the familiar pastures of Beethoven's "Symphony No. 6 in F Major, op. 68" (a.k.a. the "Pastorale"), granted uncanny freshness by Rattle, who seldom let the smile slip from his face. He brought appropriately gusty tempos to the first movement's "Awakening of Cheerful Feelings upon Arrival in the Country," moderating a vivacious exchange between the violins and violas. He kept the softly flowing andante bright and brisk, with playful birdsong -- nightingales, quails and cuckoos, to be specific -- leaping from the flutes and woodwinds.
Rattle ushered the silvery currents of the scherzo into frothing rapids by its finish, and he seemed to reach into the din of the fourth movement thunderstorm to pull out vibrant details with a wizardly waggle of fingers. The fifth and final movement left us sharing the shepherd's "Happy and Thankful Feelings After the Storm," Rattle translating the relief into a calm, cleansing finish.
Answering demands for an encore, Rattle reappeared to roaring applause for a rambunctious farewell in the form of Dvorak's "Slavonic Dance No. 7" (the wild "Kolo" from the second set of 1886, Op. 72). As last impressions go, it was enough that I'm already eager to hear the BRSO again. Here's hoping we don't need to wait eight more years.
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