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        Supreme Court allows disputed South Carolina voting map, a win for GOP
        Patrick Marley, Ann Marimow

        At issue was whether the map was an unconstitutional attempt to divvy voters up by race -- or was permitted partisan gerrymandering.

      

      
        Senate to tackle immigration, birth control in shift to campaign mode
        Liz Goodwin

        A Thursday vote on a bipartisan border deal marks a shift for the Democratic-controlled Senate into campaign mode, with more messaging votes to put Republicans on the spot expected in the coming weeks.

      

      
        How Trump used his own court filing to claim an 'assassination' attempt
        Glenn Kessler

        Here's how a four-Pinocchio claim surged across social media.

      

      
        Johnson girds for another House GOP fight on government spending
        Marianna Sotomayor

        House Speaker Mike Johnson and his leadership team announced an ambitious timeline to pass government spending measures, otherwise known as appropriations bills.

      

      
        Electors who tried to reverse Trump's 2020 defeat are poised to serve again
        Amy Gardner, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez

        Their eagerness reflects a widespread belief among Republicans that the alternate electors did nothing wrong in 2020 -- and raises questions about what they might do if Trump again loses their states.
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        Hannah Knowles

        Still-persuadable residents are largely unmoved by historic legal proceedings that in another election year could dominate public attention.
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        Katie Mettler, Jasmine Hilton

        Marilyn Mosby, who rose to prominence for prosecuting police in the death of Freddie Gray, has been on a campaign seeking a presidential pardon before her federal sentencing.
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        Marianne LeVine

        The dizzying sequence of events offered a glimpse of Trump's volatile bid for a second term in the White House -- one filled with legal uncertainty, escalating attacks, and comments he and his campaign have had to back away from or recast.
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        Mariana Alfaro, Jacob Bogage

        "Maybe they want to distract from the fact that their candidate for president has been indicted more times than he's been elected," Rep. Jim McGovern (D-Mass.) said of his Republican colleagues.

      

      
        Did Trump's lawyers do enough to damage Michael Cohen's testimony?
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        Dylan Wells, Patrick Svitek

        Her announcement came in her first public appearance since suspending her campaign in early March.

      

      
        In the GOP House, details of Trump's trials are an unfair personal attack
        Philip Bump

        Rep. Jim McGovern's (D-Mass.) articulation of Trump's legal issues on Wednesday was stricken from the record.
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        Philip Bump

        Donald Trump Jr. suggested this week that support for his father in the city was some sort of underground movement.
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        Philip Bump
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        Aaron Blake

        In his attempt to return to the White House, Trump has repeatedly avoided taking positions on key issues.

      

      
        How Trumpworld convinced itself that the feds aimed to take out Trump
        Philip Bump

        Gaining fame on the right doesn't require being correct. It just requires being alarmist.
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        Praveena Somasundaram, Niha Masih, Maham Javaid

        A federal jury in December ordered Rudy Giuliani, a former attorney to Donald Trump, to pay $148 million to poll workers for falsely accusing them of election fraud.
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Election 2024 latest news: Trump to hold rally in South Bronx; Biden hosts Kenya's president
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, Sabrina Rodriguez, Philip Bump, Meryl Kornfield, Hayden Godfrey, Emily Heil, David Ovalle, Perry Stein, Hannah Knowles, Patrick Marley, Ann Marimow, Amy Gardner, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, Dylan Wells, Liz Goodwin, Naomi Nix, Marianne LeVine, Glenn Kessler, Toluse Olorunnipa, Tobi Raji | 2024-05-23
Former president Donald Trump plans to hold a large rally Thursday in the South Bronx, a largely Hispanic and Black neighborhood of New York, during a break in his hush money trial in Manhattan. In Washington, President Biden is hosting Kenyan President William Ruto at the White House for a second day. Thursday's agenda includes a joint news conference and a state dinner.
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A look at Trump's misleading, inaccurate graph of U.S. immigration
The former president keeps sharing a graph that misrepresents immigration -- and the politics undergirding it.
By Philip Bump | 2024-05-23

Former president Donald Trump speaks about immigration during a campaign rally in Green Bay, Wis., on April 2. (Joshua Lott/The Washington Post)


We may never know why it occurred to Donald Trump or someone with access to his Truth Social account to post a graph about immigration at 2:20 a.m. Fox News was re-airing Sean Hannity's show during which Sen. Lindsey Graham (R-S.C.) discussed the subject; it's more than possible that the former president was tuning in.
Whatever the trigger, there it was: a survey of 12-plus years of stops at the U.S.-Mexico border, with little annotations about what had happened and what it meant. A chart that Trump has displayed before, one rooted in actual numbers but peppered with misinformation and rhetoric that obscures what it actually shows. And, of course, ignores some context entirely.
Here is the chart. You will notice that the actual data -- those red, blue and yellow columns -- are afloat in a sea of commentary and arrows.

The immigration chart shared by Donald Trump. (Donald Trump/Truth Social)


Let's start with the red text at the top, itself functionally equivalent to a Trump social media post. Pointing to a peak in the "illegal immigration" numbers, the chart reads, "BIDEN WORLD RECORD ILLEGAL IMMIGRANTS, MANY FROM PRISONS AND MENTAL INSTITUTIONS, ALSO TERRORISTS."
None of that is defensible. The latter part, about the purported dangers of those immigrants, has been part of Trump's patter since he first announced his candidacy for the 2016 Republican nomination. This particular assertion doesn't comport with the recent decline in crime across the United States, not to mention the (thankful) lack of terrorist attacks. It is simply rhetoric, an effort to convert the data into a particularly frightening presentation.
The first part isn't defensible, either. It's not clear what the "world record" for "illegal immigration" would look like, but there have been plenty of periods in which thousands of people emigrated in response to tragedies or war. Trump (or whoever made this chart) doesn't have any particular insight here. Again, just rhetoric.
This is the point at which we should explain what the chart actually shows. U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) compiles data on the number of people stopped at the U.S.-Mexico border. There are two sources for that data, the Border Patrol which (as the name would suggest) patrols the border between checkpoints and the Office of Field Operations, which manages those checkpoints.
The data in Trump's graph includes data from the latter. It shouldn't. The December 2023 data, the "world record" spike, includes more than 52,000 people determined to be "inadmissible" when they attempted to enter at a border crossing. They didn't enter the country illegally; they were prevented from entering the country.
If we solely look at the Border Patrol's apprehensions by month, the patterns are similar even if the figures are different. But we can also extend the data backward a bit, allowing us to see that the figures under Biden were similar to a surge at the end of the Clinton administration. Levels have been higher and more enduring under Biden, but the "world record" looks a bit more modest in this light.




Perhaps the most important aspect of this chart is that not all of the people apprehended at the border are now in the United States. That's the point; they were apprehended. There have been people (largely families with children) who have been released to await hearings assessing whether they are allowed to stay in the country and people who have evaded apprehension. But those two groups are a subset of the figures above. What's more, those immigrants waiting for immigration hearings? They are permitted to be here, muddying the determination of "legality."
Trump's chart attempts to make the case that his policies led to a collapse in immigration. It was the case that, at the outset of his presidency, immigration sank -- a reflection of concern about his approach as president. It recovered, with a surge in families seeking to enter the United States prompting him to declare a state of emergency in 2019. Well, that and his desire to build a wall on the border before his 2020 reelection bid.
Trump's chart suggests that his "clampdown" on immigration began sometime in 2019, with apprehensions reaching a nadir just as he left office. This is false. The surge in families coming to the United States faded, ending the immediate uptick in apprehensions. As you can see on Trump's chart, the number of individual adults (yellow) who were stopped at the border was relatively consistent both before and after the 2019 spike.
What crushed immigration to the United States was the coronavirus pandemic and the sudden halt endured by the U.S. economy. Trump's chart has an arrow showing when Biden took office, but it's in the wrong place. In the months before Biden was inaugurated, immigration was rebounding (as our graph shows), primarily among individual adults. In the month of the 2020 election, the number of apprehensions was higher than at any point of the Obama administration.
There's no question that the number of people seeking to come to the United States has surged under Biden. While many of them remain in detention or were turned away, that's not what happened with all of them. In part, this is a reflection of the comparative strength of the American economy, just as the surge in 1999-2000 was. Far, far more immigrants come to the United States to work than to do crimes.
Trump's presentation has been consistent: Immigrants are dangerous, and seeing more immigrants enter the country has increased the danger faced by Americans. But if a chart can't accurately figure out where January 2021 falls, you might be skeptical of the other claims it makes.
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Trump claims he'd use relationship with Putin to free detained reporter
The reporter, Evan Gershkovich, has been held in Russia for more than a year in what the U.S. government has deemed a wrongful detention. 
By Patrick Svitek | 2024-05-23

Wall Street Journal correspondent Evan Gershkovich stands in a glass cage during his arrest appeal hearing at the Moscow City Court on April 23. (EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


Former president Donald Trump claimed Thursday that he would leverage his relationship with Russian President Vladimir Putin after the U.S. presidential election to secure the release of Evan Gershkovich, a Wall Street Journal reporter detained by Russia.
Gershkovich has been held for more than a year without formal charges or a trial. The American citizen was arrested in March 2023 while on a reporting trip and faces allegations of espionage that he, the Wall Street Journal and U.S. government vehemently deny.
"Evan Gershkovich, the Reporter from The Wall Street Journal, who is being held by Russia, will be released almost immediately after the Election, but definitely before I assume Office," Trump said in an early morning post on his Truth Social platform. "He will be HOME, SAFE, AND WITH HIS FAMILY. Vladimir Putin, President of Russia, will do that for me, but not for anyone else, and WE WILL BE PAYING NOTHING!"
The Kremlin did not immediately respond to a request for comment but told the Wall Street Journal that "there is no contact between Putin and Trump on this matter."
Trump has long sidestepped criticism of Putin -- including over the February death of imprisoned Russian dissident Alexei Navalny -- and he has remained silent on Gershkovich's detention until recently. In a Time magazine interview last month, Trump was asked why he has not pushed for Gershkovich's release. He replied that he has been busy with other matters but that he would "certainly call" for the reporter's release.
"I do have many, many things," Trump said. "And here's a difference between me and Biden: I'll get him released. He'll be released. Putin is going to release him."
Trump added that he gets "along very well" with Putin.
President Biden has spoken out repeatedly about Gershkovich. In a statement on the first anniversary of Gershkovich's detention -- March 29 -- Biden said his administration will "never give up hope" and "continue working every day to secure his release."
Biden's reelection campaign slammed Trump over his latest comments on Gershkovich.
"Donald Trump doesn't give a damn about the innocent Americans unjustly imprisoned by Vladimir Putin," Biden campaign spokesman TJ Ducklo said in a statement. "Trump has called journalists 'enemies of the people' and pledged to imprison reporters whose coverage he doesn't like -- not all that dissimilar to what's happening right now to Evan Gershkovich in Russia."
Biden's campaign also criticized Trump's record on Americans detained in Russia, including Paul Whelan, a former U.S. Marine who was arrested in 2018 while Trump was in office.
Trump said in 2022 that as president, he "turned down a deal with Russia" for the release of Whelan if the United States freed Russian arms dealer Viktor Bout. At the time, Trump was criticizing Biden's decision to release Bout in exchange for U.S. basketball player Brittney Griner.
Whelan's brother, David Whelan, has suggested that Trump did not show as much interest in Paul Whelan when he was president.
"For Donald Trump, these wrongfully imprisoned Americans are political weapons and props to use for his own gain -- for Joe Biden, they are human beings whose loved ones and family members he has spent time with," Ducklo said.
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Democratic operative indicted over Biden AI robocalls in New Hampshire
Steve Kramer is facing felony charges of bribing, intimidation and suppression over the calls. He also faces misdemeanor charges for impersonation of candidates.
By Maegan Vazquez, Meryl Kornfield, Hayden Godfrey | 2024-05-23

A sign suggesting that voters write in Joe Biden on their New Hampshire ballots on Jan. 20. (Philip Bump/The Washington Post)


Steve Kramer, a Democratic operative who admitted to commissioning an artificial intelligence-generated robocall of President Biden that instructed New Hampshire voters to not vote early this year, is now facing criminal charges and federal fines.
New Hampshire Attorney General John Formella announced on Thursday that Kramer had been indicted on charges of felony voter impression and misdemeanor impersonation of a candidate. He faces a total of 26 counts across four counties based on the residences of 13 New Hampshire residents who received the calls.
The Federal Communications Commission also announced Thursday that it would propose fining Kramer $6 million for violating the Truth in Caller ID Act. The FTC also proposed a $2 million fine for Lingo Telecom, a carrier that put the AI calls on the line.
In a statement, Formella said that he hopes the federal and state enforcement actions "send a strong deterrent signal to anyone who might consider interfering with elections, whether through the use of artificial intelligence or otherwise."
FCC Chairwoman Jessica Rosenworcel said in a statement that the actions were "only a start," because "AI technologies that make it cheap and easy to flood our networks with fake stuff are being used in so many ways here and abroad."
On Wednesday, Rosenworcel also shared a proposed FCC regulation that, if approved, would consider whether to require disclosures when there is AI-generated content in political ads on radio and TV.
Kramer, who worked for Dean Phillips -- the long-shot Democratic presidential candidate who ended his campaign in March -- told The Washington Post in February that he produced the AI-generated robocall. Kramer claimed he created the robocall to raise awareness about the dangers AI poses in political campaigns.
Kramer did not respond to requests for comment.
The robocall, which went out the weekend before the New Hampshire primary, sounded like a digitally generated voice impersonating Biden that advised people not to vote on Tuesday, according to complaints that the New Hampshire attorney general had said it was investigating in January.
The call, which began with a catchphrase of Biden's, calling the election "a bunch of malarkey," told voters: "It's important that you save your vote for the November election."
Biden was not on the ballot in the New Hampshire Democratic presidential primary, but a group of Democrats organized a campaign to write in his name to show support for the incumbent.
"Voting this Tuesday only enables the Republicans in their quest to elect Donald Trump again," the robocall said, according to an audio recording provided by a Write-In Biden organizer. "Your vote makes a difference in November, not this Tuesday."
Phillips, who has denied any involvement in the robocall, said in a statement after Kramer's indictment that the case "is a canary in the coal mine."
"Congress must take immediate steps to manage the nefarious use of artificial intelligence before it surely manages us," he continued.
Kramer told The Post in February that he sent out the call to "just under 5,000" people listed as the "most likely Democrats" to vote in the New Hampshire primary.
In early February, Formella announced a criminal investigation into the matter, and sent a telecom company, Life Corp., a cease-and-desist letter ordering it to immediately stop violating the state's laws against voter suppression in elections.
The incident highlights the ease and accessibility by which AI-generated technology is making its way into the 2024 campaign cycle, posing a new challenge for regulators seeking safeguards against potential election interference.
A multistate task force was also prepared for potential civil litigation against the company, and the FCC ordered Lingo Telecom to stop permitting illegal robocall traffic, after an industry consortium found that the Texas-based company carried the calls on its network.
The FCC issued him a subpoena for his involvement, according to Kramer. And after the robocall, the FCC adopted a ruling that clarified generating a voice with AI for robocalls is illegal and swiftly issued a cease-and-desist letter to Kramer for "originating illegal spoofed robocalls using an AI-generated voice in New Hampshire." It issued a public notice to U.S.-based voice providers regarding blocking traffic related to the call.
Pranshu Verma contributed to this report.
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The flags were redundant
Samuel Alito's predilections were obvious before the most recent controversy.
By Philip Bump | 2024-05-23

Supreme Court Justice Samuel A. Alito Jr. testifies in a House hearing on March 7, 2019. (Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images)


The two weeks from Jan. 6 to Jan. 20 in 2021 were tumultuous ones.
The riot at the Capitol, in which supporters of President Donald Trump attempted to block the finalization of Joe Biden's victory in the 2020 presidential election, fell on that first date. On Jan. 13, Trump was impeached for his role in stoking the day's violence -- a week before Biden was slated to be inaugurated.
Despite the failure of the riot to protect Trump's presidency, many of his supporters believed there might still be a way to block Biden's presidency. It was during this period that Mike Lindell, founder of a pillow-manufacturing company, was photographed entering the West Wing holding a document that suggested a declaration of martial law might be warranted. It was also a period in which supporters and allies of the president otherwise sought to show their objections to Trump's ouster and/or support for the outgoing president.
For some length of time during this period -- it's not clear precisely how long -- an upside-down American flag, a traditional symbol of distress that had been appropriated by those arguing falsely that the 2020 election had been stolen from Trump, flew at a D.C.-area house.
The house belonged to Supreme Court Justice Samuel A. Alito Jr.
Alito denied involvement in placing the flag both to the New York Times, which first reported its appearance, and to Fox News's Shannon Bream. The flag, he told the Times, had been "briefly placed by Mrs. Alito in response to a neighbor's use of objectionable and personally insulting language on yard signs." To Bream, he claimed that the neighbor had blamed his wife for the Capitol riot. In neither case did he provide comment on the intended meaning of the display.
On Wednesday, the Times had an update. At multiple points last summer, Alito's vacation home on the Jersey Shore displayed a flag with its own political message. The "Appeal to Heaven" flag -- displaying a pine tree under those words -- flew at the top of a staff outside the residence. The Times notes that similar flags were carried by Jan. 6 rioters, but that's probably because it had already become a symbol of right-wing Christian nationalism.
Writing for Rolling Stone, Bradley Onishi and Matthew Taylor described how an influential conservative Christian activist named Dutch Sheets embraced the symbol. (The prompt for their essay: House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) displaying the flag near his office.)
Having been given the flag, Sheets "seized upon the flag as a symbol of the spiritual-warfare driven Christian nationalist revolution he hoped to see in American politics," they wrote. "In 2015, he published a book titled An Appeal to Heaven and rolled out a systematic campaign to propagate this symbol in right-wing Christian circles."
The phrase "an appeal to Heaven" comes from philosopher John Locke: "where the Body of the People, or any single Man, is deprived of their Right, or is under the Exercise of a power without right, and have no Appeal on Earth, there they have a liberty to appeal to Heaven, whenever they judge the Cause of sufficient moment."
Alito didn't respond to the Times's requests for comment on the vacation home flag. Why it flew and who placed it is unclear. It is unclear who learned about the flag and its meaning or what prompted its display. Just as it is unclear why a neighbor's insult would lead Alito's wife to display the symbol that flew over their Virginia home.
But the flags are not needed to divine Alito's political views or sympathies with the sentiments encapsulated by them. His positions are suggested, if not obvious, elsewhere. Not just his alliance with conservative political principles, but the specific defenses suggested by the flags: the centrality of religious conservatism and frustration with America's evolution.
There are two speeches in particular we can look at to make this obvious.
The first was one Alito gave to the Federalist Society a few days after the 2020 election. In it, he condemned the restrictions that had been implemented to curtail coronavirus infections earlier in the year -- restrictions at first embraced and then quickly abandoned by Trump.
Alito pointed to a specific example: Nevada limiting church attendance while allowing people to go to casinos. The context for his offering that example is important. It came only after Alito had complained that "in certain quarters, religious liberty is fast becoming a disfavored right," outlining examples of legal fights endured by religious institutions. He offered praise to Trump for siding with one such institution.
Alito also pointed to a 2016 blog post in which a Harvard law professor mused about how to handle the losers of the culture war -- meaning conservatives -- comparing the left's victory to the defeat of the Axis powers in World War II.
"Is our country going to follow that course" of punishing the defeated, Alito asked. "To quote a popular Nobel laureate, it's not dark yet but it's getting there." At another point, he described some of this looming darkness: "When I speak with recent law school graduates, what I hear over and over is that they face harassment and retaliation if they say anything that departs from the law school orthodoxy."
Alito's comments about religious liberty were much sharper in a speech he gave at the University of Notre Dame in 2022.
"The problem that looms is not just indifference to religion. It's not just ignorance about religion," he said then. "There's also growing hostility to religion, or at least the traditional religious beliefs that are contrary to the new moral code that is ascendant in some sectors."
This idea that conservative voices and, specifically, conservative Christian ones are unfairly constrained is a central element of Trump's politics. The former president has pledged to give prominence and power to Christians repeatedly, and has seen White evangelical Christians support him broadly in each of his presidential bids. The position Alito presented at Notre Dame aligns with Trump's promises about the centrality of religious power, as does his record on the bench.
"Religious liberty is under attack in many places because it is dangerous to those who want to hold complete power," Alito said at another point in his Notre Dame speech. It echoed a line from his November 2020 one, when he excoriated the pandemic restrictions as an example of the "dominance of lawmaking by executive fiat."
In that speech, he complained that decisions were being made by bureaucrats (the Deep State, if you will) and executive leaders (meaning governors like those in Nevada) instead of Congress. But his respect for Congress's role evaporated last summer when legislators mulled new questions about the ethics boundaries at the Supreme Court.
"No provision in the Constitution gives [Congress] the authority to regulate the Supreme Court -- period," Alito said. That was in July, a month in which the "Appeal to Heaven" flag flew outside his New Jersey home.
Last month, Alito and his colleagues had the opportunity to consider the specifics of Trump's efforts to retain power after the 2020 election -- the effort at the heart of the Alitos' tensions with their neighbors. The former president has argued that he cannot be federally prosecuted for attempting to overturn the election results because presidents have broad immunity for their official conduct. In April, the Supreme Court heard oral arguments on the issue.
In questioning attorney Michael Dreeben (who was arguing for special counsel Jack Smith in favor of the prosecution), Alito argued that the various protections from baseless indictments presented by the government were full of holes, however multilayered. Then he offered a concluding point.
"I'm sure you would agree with me that a stable democratic society requires that a candidate who loses an election, even a close one, even a hotly contested one, leave office peacefully if that candidate is the incumbent," he said. "Now, if an incumbent who loses a very close, hotly contested election knows that a real possibility after leaving office is not that the president is going to be able to go off into a peaceful retirement but that the president may be criminally prosecuted by a bitter political opponent, will that not lead us into a cycle that destabilizes the functioning of our country as a democracy?"
In other words, he offered, couldn't one argue that democracy is better protected by ensuring that no post-presidential indictments can take place than by ... prosecuting efforts to retain power despite the election outcome?
"I think it's exactly the opposite, Justice Alito," Dreeben replied.
Alito's question does not necessarily mean that he believes this to be the case; the point of oral argument is to test and evaluate arguments. But the line of questioning does suggest sympathy for Trump's broad claim of immunity, perhaps the ultimate empowerment of "executive fiat." It also, while offered in the abstract, minimizes Trump's actions after 2020 to comport with his having lost a "hotly contested" race -- rather than that Trump's actions warranted a unique response, which is the argument Smith himself has made.
Again, we don't know that Alito had any hand in selecting the flags that flew outside his homes. But those looking for public indicators of how he felt about Trump's presidency or the primacy of religion could simply look at what Alito himself is saying.
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The biggest 2024 Supreme Court rulings so far, and what's still to come
We're tracking decisions in the biggest cases before the Supreme Court in 2024. See the latest.
By Ann Marimow, Nick Mourtoupalas, Tobi Raji | 2024-05-23
In a Supreme Court term that coincides with the 2024 presidential primary season, the justices are at the center of many of the nation's most politically sensitive debates. At the top of the list: former president Donald Trump's eligibility to return to the White House and a challenge to a key element of the criminal charges against him related to his efforts to overturn Joe Biden's 2020 election victory.
Also this term, abortion is back at the court, with one case involving access to the medication mifepristone, widely used to terminate pregnancies, and another focused on emergency abortion care at hospitals. A trio of cases challenge the power of federal agencies, long a target of conservatives concerned about what they consider unaccountable government bureaucrats.
Gun rights and state laws restricting social media companies from removing certain political posts or accounts are in the mix, as well.
Here's a look at the major cases we are tracking from now until the end of the Supreme Court's term in June or early July. We will update the list as each case is decided, or as arguments are held in those that have not yet been heard.
Alexander v. South Carolina State Conference of the NAACP
What they ruled: South Carolina is permitted to use a congressional map, created by the GOP-led state legislature, that a lower court said wrongly "exiled" Black voters from one district to another to protect a White Republican incumbent. The court's conservative majority said those challenging the map had not proved it was motivated by race, which would be illegal, rather than by partisan politics, which is legal.
Why it matters: The case is one of several redistricting cases that have been closely watched because the U.S. House is so narrowly divided, and because the outcomes of the legal challenges could affect who controls Congress after this fall's elections and beyond.
Consumer Financial Protection Bureau v. Consumer Financial Services Association of America
What they ruled: The funding mechanism Congress adopted to ensure the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau's independence is constitutional and does not violate the Constitution's command requiring congressional appropriation of money.
Why it matters: The CFPB case is one of several the high court heard this term that challenge the power of federal agencies, long a target of conservatives concerned about regulation and government bureaucrats whom they see as unaccountable to the public. The Biden administration has said that a ruling in favor of the challengers could have implications for the funding of other regulatory agencies, including the Federal Reserve Board, and could even cast doubt on Social Security and payments to the national debt.
Muldrow v. City of St. Louis
What they ruled: Workers can pursue employment discrimination claims over job transfers without having to show that the involuntary move caused a "significant disadvantage," such as harm to career prospects or a change in salary or rank.
Why it matters: Some lower courts had ruled that employees must show they suffered significant harm from a job transfer to successfully lodge a discrimination complaint under Title VII, a federal civil rights law. In unanimously ruling on April 17 on behalf of a female police sergeant in St. Louis who said she was reassigned to a less prestigious role because she is a woman, the Supreme Court lowered that bar. Employees still have to show they experienced some harm.
O'Connor-Ratcliff v. Garnier and Lindke v. Freed
What they ruled: Public officials can be liable for blocking or deleting critics from their social media accounts -- but only when they are acting in an official capacity and with "actual authority" to speak on behalf of the government. In a pair of unanimous decisions issued March 15, the court said public officials are still private citizens with their own constitutional rights.
Why it matters: Lower courts have been divided over how to determine when government employees are acting in an official capacity online and are therefore bound by First Amendment restrictions on censorship, and when they are acting as private citizens, with individual free-speech rights. The Supreme Court decisions set the rules for interactions between the government and its citizens, who are increasingly relying on popular social media platforms to access public officials and critical community information.
Donald Trump v. Norma Anderson
What they ruled: Colorado cannot disqualify Trump from election ballots because of his actions before and during the Jan. 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol. In a decision issued March 4, the justices said the Constitution does not permit a single state to bar a presidential candidate from national office, declaring that such responsibility "rests with Congress and not the states."
Why it matters: The Colorado Supreme Court and judges or officials in a few other states had ruled that Trump could be barred from returning to office under Section 3 of the 14th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. The post-Civil War era provision was intended to prevent Confederate leaders from returning to positions of power and has rarely been invoked in modern times. Had it been applied to Trump, who is again running for president, it would have upended the 2024 election by keeping the Republican front-runner off the ballot.
Trump v. United States
Oral argument: Held April 25
What's at stake: Whether Trump is immune from prosecution for his alleged efforts to stay in power by overturning Joe Biden's election victory.
Background: Trump's unprecedented claim that presidents cannot be criminally charged for acts they undertook while in the White House will directly impact whether he goes on trial in D.C. on election-obstruction charges. It could also affect his separate trials in Florida and Georgia. At oral argument, the justices appeared ready to say Trump can be prosecuted but rule in a way that requires more pretrial action from lower courts, further delaying his stalled trial in the nation's capital.
Fischer v. U.S.
Oral argument: Held April 16
What's at stake: Whether prosecutors properly charged hundreds of Jan. 6 defendants and Trump using a law that makes it a crime to obstruct or impede an official proceeding -- in this case, the disruption of Congress's certification of Biden's 2020 election victory.
Background: The case concerns whether a law written in the wake of the Enron scandal, which involved document-shredding by the company's accountants, can be used to prosecute some of the Jan. 6 rioters. At oral argument, the court appeared deeply divided, with several conservatives quite skeptical of the government's decision to charge participants under the law.

Pro-Trump protesters attempt to tear down a police barricade during a rally to contest the certification of the 2020 presidential election results at the U.S. Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021. (Shannon Stapleton/Reuters)


U.S. v. Rahimi
Oral argument: Held Nov. 7
What's at stake: Whether a law disarming individuals subject to domestic-violence protective orders violates the Second Amendment.
Background: At oral argument in November, the justices seemed poised to allow the ban on gun possession for people who are subject to domestic-violence protective orders. Such a decision would be among the first to show the limits of New York State Rifle & Pistol Assoc. v. Bruen, the court's historic 2022 decision expanding the rights of gun owners. It requires the government to point to historical analogues when defending gun restrictions.
Garland v. Cargill
Oral argument: Held Feb. 28
What's at stake: Whether a federal ban on bump stocks -- which, when attached to rifles, speed up how quickly bullets can be fired -- is permitted under federal law.
Background: The Trump administration announced the ban after a Las Vegas gunman used the devices in 2017 to kill dozens of people in the deadliest mass shooting in modern U.S. history. The Biden administration is defending the rule, asserting that bump stocks fit the legal definition of machine guns, banned since 1986. At oral argument, several justices expressed concern about the carnage bump stocks can bring. But they were divided on whether the machine gun ban applies to the devices.
FDA v. Alliance for Hippocratic Medicine
Oral argument: Held March 26
What's at stake: Whether to restrict access to a key abortion medication used in more than half of all U.S. abortions and first approved by the Food and Drug Administration in 2000. Abortion medication has increased in importance as more than a dozen states have restricted or banned abortion since the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade in 2022.
Background: At oral argument, the justices seemed unlikely to limit access to mifepristone, part of a two-drug regimen used to terminate pregnancies. A majority of justices expressed deep skepticism that the antiabortion doctors challenging the Food and Drug Administration's loosening of regulations for the medication have suffered the type of direct harm that would give them legal grounds to bring the lawsuit.
Idaho v. U.S.
Oral argument: Held April 24
What's at stake: Whether a federal law requiring emergency room care for life-threatening cases means ER doctors in states with strict abortion bans must nevertheless terminate pregnancies in certain circumstances.
Background: After the Supreme Court eliminated the nationwide right to abortion in 2022, the Biden administration turned to a Medicare law as a narrow way to challenge state-level abortion bans in federal court. The Emergency Medical Treatment and Active Labor Act requires hospitals receiving Medicare funds to treat or transfer patients with emergency medical conditions regardless of ability to pay. At oral argument, the conservative justices expressed skepticism that the law requires hospitals to provide emergency abortion care in states with strict bans on the procedure.
NetChoice, LLC v. Paxton and Moody v. NetChoice, LLC
Oral argument: Held Feb. 26
What's at stake: Whether the First Amendment allows states to restrict social media companies from removing certain political posts or accounts.
Background: At oral argument, justices seemed skeptical that the First Amendment permits state governments to set rules for how social media companies such as Facebook and YouTube curate content. Even as justices expressed concern about the power of the platforms over public debate, a majority appeared likely to block Texas and Florida laws passed in 2021. The court's review of the laws is the highest-profile examination to date of allegations that Silicon Valley companies illegally censor conservative viewpoints.
Murthy v. Missouri
Oral argument: Held March 18
What's at stake: Whether the Biden administration violated the First Amendment in its contacts with social media companies about public health and election misinformation.
Background: At oral argument, the justices seemed poised to reject the Republican-led effort to sharply limit the federal government from pressuring social media companies to remove harmful posts and misinformation from their platforms. Republican attorneys general in Louisiana and Missouri initiated the lawsuit, which raised significant and novel questions about how free-speech protections apply online.
Loper Bright Enterprises v. Raimondo and Relentless, Inc. v. Dept. of Commerce
Oral argument: Held Jan. 17
What's at stake: Whether courts must continue to defer to the reasonable interpretations of agency officials enforcing ambiguous federal statutes. Conservatives concerned about the power of the administrative state want to limit the discretion of agency officials and allow courts to interpret laws regulating the environment, the workplace, public health and financial markets.
Background: The court is being asked to overturn a long-standing precedent that set the framework for evaluating agency action known as "Chevron deference," from a 1984 case, Chevron U.S.A. v. Natural Resources Defense Council. While the Supreme Court has not invoked Chevron in recent years, lower courts still rely on it. The court's conservative majority seemed inclined during argument to overturn or significantly scale back Chevron, which could weaken the government's ability to regulate vast swaths of American life.

Skipper Patrick Quinn works aboard the Retriever while docked at a Norpel facility with a boat full of herring in New Bedford, Mass., on Jan. 3. The fish are at the center of the regulatory oversight case. (Joe Lamberti for The Washington Post)


Securities and Exchange Commission v. Jarkesy
Oral argument: Held Nov. 29
What's at stake: Whether in-house legal proceedings used by the Securities and Exchange Commission to discipline those accused of committing fraud are unconstitutional.
Background: A lower court ruled the SEC's in-house tribunals violate the Constitution's Seventh Amendment right to a jury trial, that Congress exceeded its power in allowing such tribunals and that the job security provided to administrative law judges who hear such cases infringed on the executive branch's prerogatives. A broad decision could cast doubt on the work administrative law judges do across the federal government, but the justices critical of the SEC procedures seemed to be looking for a more narrow resolution during oral argument.
Harrington v. Purdue Pharma
Oral argument: Held Dec. 4
What's at stake: The legality of a proposed Purdue Pharma bankruptcy plan that would allocate billions of dollars to help ease the nation's opioid crisis but shield the family that owns the company from future lawsuits.
Background: The legal issue before the court is whether, according to federal bankruptcy laws, the Sackler family can be spared from future opioid-related litigation by those who do not consent to give up their rights to sue. Purdue attorneys and the vast number of parties that agreed to the deal see it as the best hope of ending years of legal disputes and recovering at least a portion of their claims. The Justice Department opposes the plan and says another settlement could be worked out that doesn't necessarily involve releases or bankruptcy.
City of Grants Pass, Oregon v. Gloria Johnson
Oral argument: Held April 22
What's at stake: Whether state and local officials can punish homeless individuals for camping and sleeping in public spaces when shelter beds are unavailable.
Background: A lower court declared it unconstitutional to enforce anti-camping laws against homeless individuals when they have nowhere else to sleep. Democratic leaders in cities on the West Coast say the ruling has made it more difficult to address safety and public health risks created by tents and makeshift structures. At oral argument, the justices expressed concern about punishing homeless people for sleeping outside when they have nowhere else to go, while also struggling with how to ensure local and state leaders have flexibility to deal with the growing number of unhoused individuals nationwide.
Moore v. U.S.
Oral argument: Held Dec. 5
What's at stake: A challenge to a provision of Trump's 2017 tax package. Experts say invalidating the provision could destabilize the nation's tax system and preemptively block Congress from creating a wealth tax.
Background: The justices are considering whether a one-time tax on offshore earnings that helped pay for Trump's massive tax cuts is permitted under the limited powers of taxation that the Constitution grants Congress. At oral argument, justices from across the ideological spectrum seemed skeptical of the challenge brought by a Washington state couple and backed by an anti-regulatory advocacy group.
Ohio v. EPA, Kinder Morgan Inc. v. EPA, American Forest & Paper Assn. v. EPA, U.S. Steel Corp. v. EPA
Oral argument: Feb. 21
What's at stake: The court is reviewing the Biden administration's plan to limit smog-forming pollutants from power plants and other industrial facilities that cause problems for their downwind neighbors in other states.
Background: At oral argument, the conservative majority seemed poised to halt the Environmental Protection Agency's effort to cut emissions from power plants and factories to reduce pollution that blows into neighboring states, a setback to an ambitious federal initiative to cut lung-damaging smog. The initiative was challenged by three Republican-governed states and industry groups, who said they could not bear the cost and questioned whether the program would work, especially because some states have been excluded by other legal challenges.
Robert Barnes and Justin Jouvenal contributed to this report. Justice illustrations by Shelly Tan.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2024/supreme-court-cases-abortion-trump-guns/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Supreme Court allows disputed South Carolina voting map, a win for GOP
At issue was whether the map was an unconstitutional attempt to divvy voters up by race -- or was permitted partisan gerrymandering.
By Patrick Marley, Ann Marimow | 2024-05-23

South Carolina state Sen. Nikki Setzler (D) looks at a map of suggested U.S. House districts drawn with 2020 census data in 2022. (Jeffrey Collins/AP)


The Supreme Court on Thursday allowed the use of a South Carolina congressional map that a lower court said "exiled" thousands of Black voters to carve out a district safer for a White Republican incumbent.
At issue for the court was whether South Carolina's new map, which was created by the GOP-led state legislature and moved Black voters from one district to another, was permitted to bolster the Republican majority or was an unconstitutional effort to divvy up voters by race. The 6-3 conservative majority reversed the lower court finding that the map was an unconstitutional racial gerrymander but gave Black voters a chance to continue the case using a different argument.
The decision marked a victory for Republicans not only because it clears the way for a map that is favorable to the GOP. It also sets a high bar for determining when a map can be considered a racial gerrymander, rather than a partisan one. The court has previously found that the Constitution bars racial gerrymandering but that federal courts cannot police partisan gerrymandering.
Writing for the majority, Justice Samuel A. Alito Jr. noted many predominantly Black precincts in Charleston were moved out of one district and into another. But "because of the tight correlation between race and partisan preferences, this fact does little to show that race, not politics drove the legislature's choice," he wrote.
He was joined by all members of the court nominated by Republican presidents: Chief Justice John G. Roberts Jr. and Justices Clarence Thomas, Neil M. Gorsuch, Brett M. Kavanaugh and Amy Coney Barrett.
Justice Elena Kagan, writing for the justices nominated by Democrats, said the majority got it "seriously wrong."
"Perhaps most dispiriting is what lies behind the court's new approach -- its special rules to specifically disadvantage suits to remedy race-based redistricting," Kagan wrote in an opinion joined by Justices Sonia Sotomayor and Ketanji Brown Jackson.
Kagan warned that the majority opinion sends a message to lawmakers and mapmakers to use race as a proxy to achieve partisan ends.
"And so this 'odious' practice of sorting citizens, built on racial generalizations and exploiting racial divisions, will continue," she wrote. "In the electoral sphere especially, where 'ugly patterns of pervasive racial discrimination' have so long governed, we should demand better -- of ourselves, of our political representatives, and most of all of this Court."
Janai Nelson, president the NAACP Legal Defense Fund, said the majority had taken important protections away from Black voters. Her group represents the Black voters who challenged South Carolina's map.
"Today the voices of Black South Carolinians were muted, and if we are not careful the next set of votes denied could be those in your state," she said in a written statement.
The case is one of several redistricting cases that have been closely watched because the U.S. House is so narrowly divided. Some of them won't be conclusively decided until after this year's elections and will determine districts for 2026 and beyond.
South Carolina had asked the justices to issue a decision by Jan. 1 so that this year's elections could proceed smoothly, but the justices apparently needed more time. The slow pace of the case prompted the lower court -- a three-judge federal panel -- to rule last month that the state had to use the disputed map this year no matter how the Supreme Court ruled. With the state's primaries slated for June 11, there was no time to draw a new map, the panel said.
The panel found last year that the map illegally split Black neighborhoods in the Charleston area to create a "stark racial gerrymander." Rep. Nancy Mace (R), who had squeaked by her Democratic opponent in 2020, coasted to victory in 2022 in the redrawn district, keeping her seat in what has become a Republican-dominated 6-to-1 congressional delegation.
The judges found that South Carolina's mapmaker tried to keep the Black population below a certain target in the district, treating Charleston County "in a fundamentally different way than the rest of the state." Doing so would violate the 14th Amendment's equal protection clause, which prohibits state lawmakers from considering race as the predominant factor in adopting a new map.
After the panel rejected the map, South Carolina asked the Supreme Court to intervene, saying that maintaining Republican dominance was the reason for the changes, not race. The state also said the changes were partly to protect Rep. James E. Clyburn, the senior Democrat who is part of House leadership. Clyburn represents parts of Charleston County, and his district lost population over the past decade.
The fact that Black voters lean dramatically toward the Democratic Party often makes for legal battles after the redistricting that follows every decade's census. The Supreme Court for more than a decade has issued decisions making it harder for Black voters to challenge redistricting plans. Thursday's ruling adds to those difficulties by requiring much more explicit evidence that how a map was drawn was motivated by race.
"In the last decade, the racial gerrymandering cause of action has been one of the tools that minority voters have used to have better representation in Congress and in state legislatures," said Richard Hasen, director of the Safeguarding Democracy Project at the University of California at Los Angeles. "This makes it much more difficult to win those cases."
The majority opinion reversed the lower court's finding that the map was an unconstitutional racial gerrymander and found that it used the wrong standard in determining the map diluted Black voting power. The voters who brought the case said they would continue the case on the vote dilution claim to try to get a new map for 2026 and beyond.
Alito wrote that those challenging maps must "disentangle" race from politics to show that a map is racially gerrymandered -- a difficult task because race and partisan leanings are so closely linked. What's more, courts must start with a presumption that legislatures act in good faith when they draw maps, Alito wrote. The district court "paid only lip service" to those notions, he wrote.
Thomas wrote a lengthy separate concurrence in which he agreed with the majority's conclusion but said the courts should not be in the business of deciding constitutional claims over voting lines. "Drawing political districts is a task for politicians, not federal judges," Thomas wrote. In addition, he objected to a process of reviewing such claims in court that he said reduces Black voters to "partisan pawns and racial tokens." The analysis, Thomas wrote, "is demeaning to the courts asked to perform it, to say nothing of the black voters that it stereotypes."
Thursday's ruling came after conservatives on the Supreme Court last month provided a surprise victory to Black voters in Louisiana by blocking a lower court that could have reduced the number of majority-Black congressional districts in the state from two to one. The Supreme Court's order in that case affects only the 2024 election, and the justices could revisit what the state's election map looks like for 2026 and beyond.
In a separate case last year, the justices held that Alabama had illegally designed its congressional map to undercut the power of Black voters. Roberts and Kavanaugh joined the court's three liberals to form a majority, finding that the state's plan violated the Voting Rights Act by not creating a second congressional district -- out of seven in the state -- where Black voters made up a large enough share of the electorate to have a strong chance of electing their candidate of choice.
The South Carolina case is Alexander v. the South Carolina State Conference of the NAACP.
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Senate to tackle immigration, birth control in shift to campaign mode
A Thursday vote on a bipartisan border deal marks a shift for the Democratic-controlled Senate into campaign mode, with more messaging votes to put Republicans on the spot expected in the coming weeks. 
By Liz Goodwin | 2024-05-23

Senate Majority Leader Charles E. Schumer (D-N.Y.) is turning to issues that resonate on the campaign trail. (Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post)


The Senate will again vote on a bipartisan border security deal on Thursday that Republicans killed months ago as Senate Majority Leader Charles E. Schumer (D-N.Y.) attempts to put the GOP on the defensive on a core campaign issue ahead of 2024.
Schumer teed up the vote, which is expected to fail, as Democrats try to mitigate a political vulnerability this election cycle -- voters' concerns about the U.S.-Mexico border and belief that Republicans would handle the issue better than Democrats.
With elections less than six months away, the vote also marks a shift for the Democratic-controlled Senate into campaign mode, with more messaging votes to put Republicans on the spot expected in the coming weeks. Democrats will soon consider legislation making contraception a federal right and also likely another bill protecting access to in vitro fertilization, known as IVF, as they turn a spotlight on some Republicans' unpopular positions on reproductive rights.
The GOP-controlled House, meanwhile, is lining up votes they believe will divide and hurt Democrats ahead of November in recent weeks -- including ones on Israel, crime and the border.
Republicans have hammered President Biden and Democrats on immigration as record high numbers of migrants crossed into the United States late last year. (Those numbers have dipped in recent months.) The bipartisan deal would provide significantly more resources for border enforcement, make it harder to qualify for asylum in the United States and shut the border to most crossers during periods of high traffic. The bill's support collapsed earlier this year after Donald Trump signaled opposition to it and his allies said it would hurt him if it passed in an election year.
"Are they going to put their votes where their rhetoric is? Or are they going to play politics?" Schumer asked Wednesday about Republicans' border complaints.
Republicans, including some moderates, dismissed the border vote this week as "political theater" and said Democrats would not be able to change their image with voters on the issue.
"This is not trying to accomplish something, this is about messaging now," said Sen. James Lankford (R-Okla.), who brokered the bipartisan deal that Schumer is holding the vote on. "Let's not play games with it, let's sit down and actually solve it."
Senate Democrats, who narrowly control the chamber with 51 seats, face a brutal map in November and must defend seats in multiple red and purple states, including Ohio, Montana and Wisconsin. They are all but guaranteed to lose in ruby-red West Virginia, where Sen. Joe Manchin III (D-W.Va.) is retiring.
In an interview last month, Schumer acknowledged there was very little room for error for Democrats but predicted they would hold the majority next year.
"We have to win every one of our incumbent states," Schumer said.
"Each of our candidates in battleground states is running very well and I believe we will keep the Senate," he said.
Democrats expressed frustration that Republicans continue to criticize their handling of the border, given their opposition to the legislation that had been endorsed by the union representing border patrol agents and slammed by immigrant rights groups.
"Spare us the crocodile tears, vote for the thing that you say you are for," Sen. Brian Schatz (D-Hawaii) said at a news conference Wednesday aimed at highlighting the bill's ability to crack down on the flow of fentanyl into the country.
If Republicans vote against the measure, Schatz added, "they forfeit their right to discuss the border."
The Senate will also soon consider legislation that creates a federal right to access contraception, Schumer said on Wednesday, as Democrats seek in June to spotlight some Republicans' support for unpopular restrictions on abortion and reproductive rights. Trump has also stirred controversy in recent days about his seemingly conflicting statements on birth control.
Republicans have opposed the contraception legislation in the past, on the grounds that it could protect medications that induce abortions. Trump recently said he was "looking into" whether he supported restrictions on birth control, but later clarified that he would "never" support a birth control ban or restrictions.
"That that will be controversial speaks to this moment and what's at stake in this upcoming election," Sen. Raphael G. Warnock (D-Ga.) said of the birth-control bill.
Reproductive rights have become a political liability for Republicans in the wake of the Supreme Court's 2022 decision overturning Roe v. Wade, which led many states to ban abortion. Earlier this year, Alabama's highest court ruled that embryos created by IVF are children, causing clinics to pause treatment for fear of prosecution. Many Republicans running for office have since clarified that they do  not support banning the technology.
"Reproductive freedom is a major issue for people all across the country," said Sen. Gary Peters (D-Mich.), who chairs the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee. "It's important for us to continue to show that we're fighting for it."
Republicans said they believed the border and contraception votes were merely political.
"He's using the Senate floor to give all his vulnerable Democrats something to vote on," Sen. Marco Rubio (R-Fla.) said. "There is no threat to contraception nationally. ... It's all made up stuff."
"I think clearly the Democrats have figured out they can't run on their record so they're going to run on this border package that has no chance of passing," said Sen. J.D. Vance (R-Ohio), who said he had not reviewed the contraception bill yet. "I'm sure they're going to run on scaring people about abortion, contraception ... I think most Americans see through it."
The White House has also sought to highlight Republicans' positions on abortion and neutralize voters' perceptions of them as mishandling the border.
Biden has issued several executive actions aimed at the border and immigration, and this week called Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-Ky.) and House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) to urge them to support the legislation.
Trump currently leads with voters on immigration by a large margin. In a recent ABC News poll, 47 percent of respondents said they trusted Trump to address the border, while 30 percent said so for Biden. Multiple surveys have found that immigration or border security is tied or just ahead of the economy or inflation as the most important issue to voters.
-- Leigh Ann Caldwell contributed to this report.
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How Trump used his own court filing to claim an 'assassination' attempt 
Here's how a four-Pinocchio claim surged across social media.
By Glenn Kessler | 2024-05-23

(Victor J. Blue for The Washington Post)


"Biden's DOJ authorized use of deadly force against President Trump in the Mar-a-Lago raid."
-- former president Donald Trump, in a post on social media, May 21
On Feb. 22, former president Donald Trump's legal team in the criminal case concerning classified documents filed a brief seeking suppression of evidence gathered during an August 2022 search of his Mar-a-Lago estate and dismissal of the indictment. On the fourth page, the brief misleadingly quoted from an FBI policy statement to suggest deadly force was contemplated when FBI agents executed a search warrant to recover missing documents.
For three months, the brief remained under seal, even as the Supreme Court debated whether Trump's sweeping claim of immunity in another criminal case would give a president permission to assassinate a political rival.
"If the president decides that his rival is a corrupt person and he orders the military or orders someone to assassinate him, is that within his official acts for which he can get immunity?" asked Justice Sonia Sotomayor when the case was argued before the Supreme Court on April 24.
"It would depend on the hypothetical," replied Trump attorney D. John Sauer. "We can see that could well be an official act."
When U.S. District Judge Aileen M. Cannon unsealed the filing in the classified-documents case Tuesday, Trump supporters suddenly had their own -- false -- example they could point to.
Here's how a bogus feeding frenzy developed. My colleague Clara Ence Morse assisted in tracking the spread of these claims across social media.
Julie Kelly, a writer associated with Real Clear Investigations who has more than 600,000 followers on X, tipped the soup when she posted that the filing had been unsealed.
"Tons of new unsealed filings on classified docs case -- I will try to post as much as I can (there goes the workout) but this is mind-blowing," she wrote, highlighting part of this sentence from the brief in yellow: "The Order contained a 'Policy Statement' regarding 'Use Of Deadly Force,' which stated, for example, 'Law enforcement officers of the Department of Justice may use deadly force when necessary ...'"
This quotation, without explanation, omitted a crucial word -- "only."
An exhibit in a separate filing reveals the complete sentence: "Law enforcement officers of the Department of Justice may use deadly force only when necessary, that is, when the officer has a reasonable belief that the subject of such force poses an imminent danger of death or serious physical injury to the officer or to another person."
This is boilerplate language used by the FBI. The "policy statement on use of force" -- which is much longer than this one sentence -- appears automatically when a search warrant is executed and is read aloud to the team members before they begin their search. (Similar language was used when a search was conducted for classified documents of President Biden's properties.)
The Trump attorneys who signed the brief did not respond to a query about why the filing deleted the word "only" without indicating it had been removed.
To her first tweet, Kelly attached another tweet in which she highlighted another document: "Oh my God. Armed FBI agents were preparing to confront Trump and even engage Secret Service if necessary. They were going to go door to door to terrorize MAL guests and even pick the locks. Gestapo."
This page from the filing, titled "contingencies," laid out procedures in the event the media or Trump unexpectedly arrived at the scene. The document, laden with abbreviations, says that if Trump were to appear, the Miami FBI executive manager and the on-scene coordinator "will be prepared to engage with FPOTUS [former president of the United States] and USSS [Secret Service] Security team." In this context, "engage" means talk and coordinate. If the Secret Service agents on the ground were to resist, then the document directed that the discussion would be elevated to more senior officials, including "points of contact" that the FBI has with Secret Service through existing liaison relationships. (Two names are redacted.)
In an interview over the summer with the House Judiciary Committee, former FBI assistant director in charge Steven D'Antuono described what was planned. D'Antuono had disagreed with the decision to send the FBI to Mar-a-Lago, believing that Trump's attorneys should have been given another chance to provide missing documents. But he said he lost the argument because there was concern that without quick action these highly classified documents could leak out, given the poor security at Trump's estate.
In the interview, he disputed the idea that it was a raid. Officials knew that Trump was not in the state, residing at the time at his estate in New Jersey. (During the operation, he was visiting Trump Tower in Manhattan.)
"It wasn't even a show of force, right, because we were all in agreement," D'Antuono said. "We didn't do a show of force, right. I was adamant about that, and that was something that we agreed on, right, the FBI agreed on, right. No raid jackets, no blazed FBI. We interact. We made sure we interacted with the Secret Service to make sure we could get into Mar-a-Lago with no issues. We're not banging down any doors. We weren't bringing any like FBI vehicles, everything that was reported about helicopters and a hundred people descending on, like a Die Hard movie, was completely untrue, right. That is not how we played it."
He added that executing a search warrant was "not against policy or against the law." During the search, the FBI seized 102 additional classified documents. Seventeen were marked top secret, 54 secret and 31 confidential.

Secret Service and Palm Beach police are seen at the Mar-a-Lago home of former president Donald Trump on Aug. 8, 2022. in Palm Beach, Fla. (Eva Marie Uzcategui/Getty Images)


Kyle Becker, who has bounced around conservative media and now has his own news site, became the first to use the "assassin" language in a post for his nearly 500,000 followers.
"NEW: The FBI was basically authorized to assassinate Trump if necessary in Mar-a-Lago raid," he wrote over Kelly's original tweet.
Mike Cernovich, a right-wing social media personality with 1.2 million followers, weighed in with his own take on Kelly's tweet: "The FBI raid was designed to provoke a response. This was an assassination attempt on President Trump."
Again, when the FBI agents went to Mar-a-Lago, they knew Trump was not in the state.
Rep. Marjorie Taylor Greene (R-Ga.), with 3.2 million followers, quickly elevated the stakes, also with a post over Kelly's first tweet. "This is grounds for impeachment of Wray and Garland," she wrote, referring to FBI Director Christopher A. Wray and Attorney General Merrick Garland. "Trump and team was cooperating the entire time with the FBI. Was deadly force authorized against Biden for his docs? Were they going to shoot SS then Pres Trump, Melania, and Barron too???"
Other Republican lawmakers follow up with their own posts.
Trump's Truth Social account posts an image of Biden with the headline: "Biden's DOJ authorized use of deadly force against President Trump in the Mar-a-Lago raid."
Trump posts his own comment on his Truth Social Account: "WOW! I just came out of the Biden Witch Hunt Trial in Manhattan, the 'Icebox,' and was shown Reports that Crooked Joe Biden's DOJ, in their Illegal and UnConstitutional Raid of Mar-a-Lago, AUTHORIZED THE FBI TO USE DEADLY (LETHAL) FORCE. NOW WE KNOW, FOR SURE, THAT JOE BIDEN IS A SERIOUS THREAT TO DEMOCRACY. HE IS MENTALLY UNFIT TO HOLD OFFICE -- 25TH AMENDMENT!"
As noted, the "reports" came from Trump's own legal filing, so this should not have been a surprise to him.
Trump issues a fundraising appeal: "BIDEN'S DOJ WAS AUTHORIZED TO SHOOT ME! It's just been revealed that Biden's DOJ was authorized to use DEADLY FORCE for their DESPICABLE raid in Mar-a-Lago. You know they're just itching to do the unthinkable."
Christina Bobb, who was on Trump's legal team at the time of the search, posted: "WTF?!! They were prepared to kill me?! A few dozen FBI agents v. me and they were ready to kill me?!!! What in the world happened to the United States of America?!"
Months before the FBI search, Bobb had signed a document swearing that she had been told that "a diligent search" was conducted of boxes of records shipped from the White House to Florida when Trump left office, The Post reported.
Former Trump aide Stephen K. Bannon, on his war room podcast, declares: "This was an attempted assassination attempt on Donald John Trump or people associated with him."
As the day wore on, the social media discussion became ever more disengaged from the truth. A shocking claim -- that President Biden ordered the assassination of his rival -- was allowed to take root on the flimsiest of evidence.
The original citation was in a three-month-old filing by Trump's lawyers -- a filing that misleadingly quoted from standard FBI language in search-warrant instructions. As is typical in social media frenzies, quotes were taken out of context without due diligence or actual reporting. Then Trump used the outrage to gin up a fundraising appeal.
Ironically, Trump in his effort to win immunity for his actions as president has suggested that ordering the killing of a rival would not be subject to criminal prosecution. Whether he's successful will depend on the Supreme Court.
In the court of facts, the former president and his supporters earn Four Pinocchios.
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Johnson girds for another House GOP fight on government spending
House Speaker Mike Johnson and his leadership team announced an ambitious timeline to pass government spending measures, otherwise known as appropriations bills.
By Marianna Sotomayor | 2024-05-23

House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.). (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)


Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) only recently survived an attempt from his right flank to oust him from leading the House. Nonetheless, he is planning to plow ahead into a fight over government spending that could tear wide open the bitter personal wounds and policy disputes that have badly divided House Republicans.
Johnson and his leadership team officially announced during a GOP conference meeting Wednesday an ambitious timeline to pass as many of the 12 government spending measures for fiscal year 2025 -- otherwise known as appropriations bills -- as possible in the coming months. He wants to do so before lawmakers spend August campaigning in their districts, according to multiple people in attendance who, like others, spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss off-the-record meetings.
It's a bold move from the speaker, who, because of his slender House majority, is always tottering on the precipice of failure, both in passing bills and keeping his gavel. Tackling spending cuts ahead of an election could be perilous. Last year's appropriations process led to the first ouster of a House speaker in history and sparked the movement to remove Johnson from the speakership. In both instances, the GOP majority relied on Democrats to fund the government for the current fiscal year.
And those tensions are still simmering. The speaker's right flank is already demanding that Johnson punt funding the government until after the November election or incorporate drastic spending cuts. Moderate Republicans representing swing districts worry hard-liners will put them in a precarious position so close to the election by forcing votes on extreme measures that made House bills go nowhere during the last funding cycle.
Luckily for the speaker, the House doesn't face imminent deadlines, such as keeping the government funded until the fiscal year ends on Sept. 30. And as of right now, there are some signs that hard-liners are willing to go along with his plan to fund the government and avoid chaos five weeks before the election.
With a recent declaration that he intends to lead Republicans post-November, Johnson is moving full steam ahead in hopes of restoring some kind of comity to the unruly House. His goal is not to wait until late September to negotiate with the Senate, but rather to begin passing bills through the House in June and July.
Clearing the deck sooner rather than later, the speaker said in meetings last week, would give GOP lawmakers more time to collectively plan the future. Johnson is brainstorming what the next House Republican majority's first 100 days would strive to achieve in hopes of releasing a slate of goals that unites the conference ahead of campaigning during the August break.
Johnson and former president Donald Trump have briefly discussed needing to align their policy priorities if voters decide to reelect a House GOP majority and choose Trump as president, according to two people familiar with the conversations.
Johnson tried to brighten Republican spirits last week, telling colleagues that Trump's poll numbers give him a good chance of being reelected and that Republicans are poised to control both chambers of Congress in 2025. The idea of a conservative trifecta -- a Republican president, House and Senate -- is influencing how the speaker is shaping his decisions for the rest of this session, and how his ideas are being received by members.
After defeating a move earlier this month by Rep. Marjorie Taylor Greene (R-Ga.) to oust him, Johnson turned to less divisive issues among Republicans, focusing on messaging bills that unite his conference and have divided House Democrats, though they have little hope of gaining traction in the Senate.
So far, Johnson has put bills on the floor that would restrict how the D.C. Council manages crime in the nation's capital and condemns the Biden administration's handling of the U.S.-Mexico border. The House will also focus on passing several "election security" bills next month, including to prevent undocumented immigrants from voting, which is already illegal.
The minor wins appear to have reminded the House GOP of what a functioning governing majority could look like. But many battle-scarred members are still bracing for a rocky future.
Republicans know they need to use their next several weeks in session wisely to iron out differences on bills they must address this fall such as the National Defense Authorization Act and a flurry of proposals packaged to reauthorize farming and agricultural programs, and to discuss how to raise the debt ceiling by January.
No issue has been more contentious than compromising on how the government should spend its money. House Republicans passed eight of 12 appropriations bills last year, many of which included drastic cuts that were nonstarters in the Senate. House Republicans were unable to agree on the other four bills as far-right members pulled their support in the name of purity.
The policy differences and the amount the government should spend in 2024 led to multiple stopgap bills to prevent a shutdown until both chambers compromised on all 12 bills to fully fund the government in March.
The same battle lines are once again being drawn for fiscal 2025.
Allies close to Johnson say that like last time, some of the spending bills will be easier to pass and lawmakers could do so as soon as next month. But the speaker has not said what would happen if House Republicans failed to unite on some of the most controversial spending bills, leading several to believe the majority would probably have to rely on Democrats -- again -- to fund the government by Sept. 30.
Republicans know their fiscal battles must be kept to a low boil  so that they do not appear unable to govern. The House's farthest-right flank is pushing to punt legislating into the new year in hopes that a GOP hold over the White House and Congress would mean it could finally implement its agenda.
The House Freedom Caucus seems to want to delay the spending battles until early 2025 and instead pass a short-term extension of current funding levels, which the group spent all last year fighting.
"I don't believe based on the history of the last year and a half, that we're going to effectively fight for policy changes or spending reductions. So I think the best thing we can realistically hope for is that we just keep [funding levels] as is for six months ... and then new government, whoever that may be, will impact and decide the funding and the priorities and policies for the next year," Freedom Caucus Chairman Bob Good (R-Va.) said. "Now that would relieve the pressure of a government shutdown."
It's a dramatic turnabout to many Republicans who quickly pointed out the far right's double standard. The Freedom Caucus was vehemently against any short-term extension in the 2024 appropriations process, demanding instead that the House GOP pass ultraconservative bills even if that led to a government shutdown. Government-minded Republicans instead relied on Democrats to avert a shutdown multiple times over several months.
Meanwhile, more pragmatic conservatives prefer to finish the appropriations process ahead of the new year, hoping to move ahead on consequential legislative deadlines -- like addressing the debt ceiling -- that loom in 2025. Those members also warn that the speaker should not entertain the agenda of a handful of hard-liners who have moved goal posts and ultimately oppose whatever Republicans put forth.
"I think people understand we need to build back the muscle memory of actually doing our appropriations work. I think that means we need to come as close as possible to passing total appropriations bills out here before we leave for August," said Rep. Dusty Johnson (R-S.D.), who chairs the pragmatic Main Street Caucus.
So far, House Appropriations Chairman Tom Cole (R-Okla.) has released top lines for each funding bill that largely mirror parameters set by then-Speaker Kevin McCarthy (R-Calif.) and President Biden last May, which the House Freedom Caucus has revolted against.
And some Republicans are considering adding some of the same conservative policy riders -- known as "poison pills" -- to the 2025 spending bills as in the past, which could plague the process again and expose divisions as Republicans try to prove to voters that they deserve another two years in the majority.
"In an election year, it's more challenging. That combined with a thin margin makes it harder than it was last year," said Rep. Ben Cline (R-Va.), a Freedom Caucus member who serves on the Appropriations Committee. "It's a rough process when you have a one-vote margin. We shouldn't expect everything to flow smoothly, but we're interested in moving conservative legislation forward, and so I say give it a try."
Jacqueline Alemany, Leigh Ann Caldwell and Jacob Bogage contributed to this report.
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Electors who tried to reverse Trump's 2020 defeat are poised to serve again
Their eagerness reflects a widespread belief among Republicans that the alternate electors did nothing wrong in 2020 -- and raises questions about what they might do if Trump again loses their states.
By Amy Gardner, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez | 2024-05-23

Protesters stand outside the state Capitol before members of Michigan's electoral college cast their votes on Dec. 14, 2020, in Lansing, Mich. (Carlos Osorio/AP)


Republican activists in at least three states where Donald Trump tried to reverse his defeat in 2020 -- nearly all of them under criminal indictment for casting electoral votes for him despite his loss -- are poised to reprise their roles as presidential electors this year.
Six activists in Michigan, Nevada and New Mexico have made clear to GOP leaders in their states that the investigations into their 2020 activities have not deterred them from seeking the position again. If anything, their view that the prosecutions are bogus has motivated them to step up, according to party leaders.
Their eagerness to serve -- and encouragement to do so from their parties -- reflects a widespread belief among Republicans that the electors did nothing wrong in 2020, raising the question of what they might do or say if Trump once again loses any of those states. Would they be willing to convene again and cast electoral votes for Trump? Would the Trump campaign try to organize such an effort? What might Trump ask of them? How far would they go to help him return to power?
"There is no hesitancy at all to be put in that same position again," said Pete Hoekstra, chairman of the Michigan Republican Party. "They would be excited by the opportunity to do it."
The nation's presidential electors, apportioned to the states according to their number of congressional seats, make up the electoral college, which is empowered by the Constitution to determine the outcome of presidential elections every four years. Typically only the electors of the winning candidate meet and cast votes in the weeks after the election, but in 2020, 84 Trump electors met in seven states that Democrat Joe Biden had won. In four of those states, 35 of the electors face criminal charges related to those votes. In Georgia, Nevada and Michigan, they have all pleaded not guilty. In Arizona, 9 of the 11 electors have pleaded not guilty, while two have not yet entered pleas.
Hoekstra said three of Michigan's 16 Trump electors from 2020 have approached him to say they'd like to do it again, although he did not provide their names. All 16 were indicted last year on charges that they submitted false documents claiming that Trump had won the state. The decision about this year's slate of electors rests with delegates to the party's state convention, which convenes in August, but Hoekstra said he has no problem with 2020 electors serving again.
The story is playing out similarly in other states where Trump electors convened on Dec. 14, 2020, to cast electoral votes for him after results had been certified for Biden. In Nevada, two of the six Trump electors -- Michael McDonald, the state party chairman, and Jesse Law, who leads the largest county committee in the Las Vegas area -- were chosen again to serve at the state GOP convention earlier this month. All six also face state charges related to their 2020 actions.
In New Mexico, the state party chairman chose one 2020 elector to serve again this year, Deborah Weh-Maestas, the former chair of the state party. It's not clear why New Mexico electors convened in 2020 to vote for Trump, since Biden had won the blue state handily. Those electors, as well as 2020 electors in Pennsylvania and Wisconsin, have not faced criminal charges so far. Weh-Maestas did not respond to a request for comment.
And in Arizona, at least two Republicans who served as Trump electors four years ago and were indicted last month have expressed interest in serving as electors again -- although state party officials have made clear they are not interested in appointing people who are mired in the ongoing state criminal prosecution, said five Republicans familiar with the conversations who requested anonymity to discuss them. Those two individuals are state senators Jake Hoffman and Anthony Kern, neither of whom responded to requests for comment.
Even if Trump loses this year, their likelihood of success is narrower than it was four years ago.
In 2020, Trump electors met and voted in seven states he had lost, part of a broad scheme organized by the Trump campaign to upend the Jan. 6, 2021, joint session of Congress for the final certification of the electoral college vote. The scheme to challenge Biden's victory failed in part because then-Vice President Mike Pence (R), who presided over the joint session, refused to go along with it.
Many electors have said they had no idea about the larger scheme, and that they cast votes for Trump under the guidance of campaign officials or GOP officials who told them they were simply preserving the campaign's legal right to contest the result. Under federal law, if a campaign's electors do not meet on the appointed date, cast votes and send signed certificates to Washington, their votes cannot be counted.

An electoral college ballot box is carried through Statuary Hall en route to the Senate on Jan. 6, 2021. (Amanda Voisard/for The Washington Post)


A revamp of the federal law that governs the proceeding, the Electoral Count Reform Act, would make it even harder to do what the Trump campaign tried in 2020. Then, one member each from the House and Senate were enough to lodge an objection to a state's electoral college tally. Now, such an objection requires 20 percent of each chamber's members. In addition, Vice President Harris (D) will preside over the proceeding, rather than a Trump ally, making it even less likely that a challenge would be allowed.
Still, the elector gatherings in 2020 bolstered Trump's baseless allegations of fraud, helping to spread the false claim that Trump was the rightful winner -- and adding to the inflamed rhetoric that motivated thousands to descend on Washington on Jan. 6, 2021.
Derek Muller, a University of Notre Dame law professor, said the power of the electors' platform alone should not be discounted. Should Trump lose, they can join the chorus of Trump allies pressing lawmakers or courts to assess election theories through formal proceedings.
"It can obviously seem more significant when it's coming from people who have some authority or purport to have some authority, like people with the title of 'elector,'" Muller said.
Trump continues to claim he won in 2020, and he has stated repeatedly that the only way he could lose to President Biden a second time in November is if Democrats cheat. Not only does that sort of rhetoric erode faith in U.S. elections, democracy experts said, but it increases the possibility of violence if Trump again loses.
"At that point it's not about electoral law," said Edward B. Foley, a constitutional law professor at Ohio State University. "My expertise becomes irrelevant. It becomes a question of political violence. I hope we don't have to go there but I do worry that if Trump is saying that it was stolen, you might see insurrectionist-type activity well before Jan. 6."
The Washington Post attempted to contact the Republicans who served as Trump electors in the seven states in 2020, including those on track to be electors again this year. The vast majority either did not respond or declined to comment.
Some 2020 electors do not want the job back.
Rosie Tripp, a 2020 GOP elector in New Mexico, said serving as an elector was an honor -- but she never again wants to endure the stress from the legal fallout. Her actions drew interest from state and federal prosecutors, who asked her to travel to Washington to testify before a grand jury in the spring of 2023.
Her advice for the upcoming crop of electors: "Be a little more cautious and make sure that you know what you're doing. I wouldn't wish my experience on anybody. It was definitely frightening."
Not all 2020 electors even have the option to serve again this year. In Wisconsin, the 10 electors who signed certificates falsely stating that Trump had won agreed not to do so as part of a settlement in a civil suit in which they also admitted that their actions were part of an effort to overturn Biden's victory in the state.
In Georgia, GOP chairman Josh McKoon said he struggled to recruit Republicans to consider the role, particularly business leaders and party donors who are less loyal to Trump and aren't interested in the headache -- or potential legal bills -- that 2020 electors have endured.
As a result, the pool of Republicans willing to take on the duty is more pro-Trump than it was four years ago, McKoon said. He blamed that on the prosecutions, not on the actions of the electors in 2020.
"It's a strategy designed to take something that used to be very prestigious, something that some of your top donors wanted, and was very coveted, and turn it into something that people are kind of terrified of," he said.

Members of Georgia's electoral college are sworn in before casting their votes at the state Capitol on Dec. 14, 2020, in Atlanta. (John Bazemore/AP)


Three of Georgia's 16 Trump electors from 2020 face criminal charges in the Atlanta area, but all were the subject of the investigation and incurred legal expenses, some in the six figures. Although the state party -- and a conservative legal defense fund -- have helped fund the legal costs of the three indicted electors, that has not been true in all states.
"I'm snakebit," said Ken Carroll, a 2020 Trump elector in Georgia who was not indicted and has no interest in serving again. "Let's face it. The election didn't go exactly the way we'd hoped it would last time."
In Arizona, a now-expired state party insurance policy has been paying some expenses for some electors, according to three people familiar with the arrangement who spoke on the condition of anonymity.
But if the legal expenses reach the policy's limit, they said, the cash-strapped party will not continue paying those legal bills. In obtaining a new insurance policy last year, they said, the party made clear to the insurer that its leadership and business practices had changed, a message intended to convey that it would take steps to try to avoid the type of claims that arose out of the 2020 presidential election cycle. Gina Swoboda, the new state party chair, declined to comment.
How electors are appointed varies by state. In many, those interested in serving must stand for election at the state convention. In others -- including Arizona -- the selection of electors is at the sole discretion of the GOP chair.
Some Arizona party officials and their allies hope to recruit business leaders, longtime GOP donors and current and former elected officials to serve as electors, according to Republicans familiar with their thinking. Not only would this perhaps avoid a repeat of what happened in 2020, they say, it could build good will with wealthy or influential Republicans who have been alienated in recent years. It is unclear how the devoted Trump supporters who dominate the party would react to accepting electors who are not always viewed as loyal to the MAGA cause.
One of the Republicans whose name has been mentioned as the type of figure that could be approached to serve as an elector is former governor Jan Brewer, an early supporter of Trump's first presidential bid who has spoken out against the election denialism that has gripped the battleground state and faced ridicule for backing GOP candidates who were critical of Trump.
Elector positions "should go to responsible people that understand what they're doing, and do it correctly, and work with the secretary of state and cast their vote," said Brewer.
The Trump campaign, meanwhile, is not yet closely following the process or planning elector scenarios, said a senior campaign official, who requested anonymity to speak about internal deliberations.
The official said the campaign's bigger focus is ensuring that electors are loyal to Trump and won't decide to vote for someone else in states where Trump wins the popular vote. Another priority, the official said, will be to build an elector whip operation to make sure all electors in states Trump wins show up on Dec. 17 to cast their votes.
Wingett Sanchez reported from Phoenix.
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Biden welcomes Kenyan leader after failing to visit Africa as promised
As Biden focuses on the wars in Ukraine and Gaza, the continent of Africa -- publicly, at least -- has faded into the background.
By Toluse Olorunnipa | 2024-05-23

From left, Vice President Harris, first lady Jill Biden and President Biden applaud a performance by Gladys Knight during the U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit in 2022. (Demetrius Freeman/The Washington Post)


When President Biden addressed dozens of African leaders from Washington at the end of 2022, he declared that the old days of the world's fastest-growing continent being overlooked by American leaders were gone.
"The United States is all in on Africa and all in with Africa," Biden said, promising to visit the continent in 2023 and build robust relationships with the participants in the U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit.
In the year and a half since then, the president has held just one phone call with an African head of state, and this week he is hosting his second Oval Office meeting with a leader from the continent. His promised trip to the continent has not materialized and, with his reelection campaign fully underway, it appears unlikely to happen anytime soon.
On Wednesday, as Biden welcomed President William Ruto of Kenya to the White House in advance of a state dinner on Thursday, he came up with a new schedule for an Africa trip. "I plan to go in February after I am reelected," he told reporters.
As Biden faces a swirl of global challenges -- including wars in Europe and the Middle East, and intensifying competition with China -- the continent of Africa has, at least publicly, faded further into the background. After Donald Trump used profane language to refer to African nations during his presidency, Biden faces the challenge of showing the continent -- and the millions of voters in America with personal or familial ties to it -- that his presidency has been materially better than his predecessor's.
"One of the major gaps between the U.S. and Africa, and the way that the Africans perceive the U.S., is that the U.S. promises a lot and does not deliver what it said it will deliver," said Mvemba Phezo Dizolele, director of the Africa Program at the Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington. "But the presidential promises to visit them that doesn't come, while they see him visiting conflict zones and others -- it becomes very difficult to justify."
Ruto's state visit is designed in part to combat the sense that Africa has become an afterthought for an administration focused on other global hot spots, according to current and former administration officials. The most high-profile visit by an African leader since 2008, Ruto's trip to the White House stands out as the first time Biden is hosting a state visit for a country that is not part of the Group of 20 nations.
During the visit, Biden is likely to tout much of the work his administration has been doing on the continent, even as his own public focus has been trained on other parts of the world. Trips to Africa last year by his top officials -- including Vice President Harris and seven Cabinet members -- aimed to highlight U.S. commitment to the diverse needs of Africa's 54 countries. At the United States' insistence, the African Union has been welcomed as a member of the G-20, and Africa's presence has increased at other multilateral forums.
On Thursday, Biden will announce plans to designate Kenya a major non-NATO ally, a status that conveys close relations with the United States, according to a senior administration official who spoke on the condition of anonymity to preview the visit.
Billions of dollars in public and private investments have flowed from the United States to African nations. Biden is expected to tout additional funding during Ruto's visit, and agreements on climate change, debt relief, mutual security and cultural ties will also be announced, national security adviser Jake Sullivan said Wednesday.
In a mark of the growing power of Africa-aligned voices in the United States, Biden last year appointed several African immigrants to a new presidential advisory council on relations with the continent. Many of those individuals are expected to be guests at Thursday's state dinner, a glitzy opportunity for the president to showcase his engagement with the African diaspora several months before the election.
Politically important states such as Georgia, Pennsylvania and Minnesota have large, fast-growing populations of Black immigrants. About one in five Black people in the United States is either an immigrant or the child of immigrants, according to a 2022 Pew Research Center report, which notes that people hailing from Africa have driven most of the recent growth.
Many of those immigrants are voters, and some are at least indirectly affected by crises that have unfolded or worsened on the continent in recent years.
The war in Ukraine has spiked food prices in several countries, adding to already stifling inflation in places such as Nigeria. Fighting in the Darfur region of Sudan has created a humanitarian crisis of hunger and bloodshed. Climate change and economic instability continues to drive masses of African migrants to seek asylum in Europe and North America.
A string of military coups and contested elections over the past three years, meanwhile, has tested the strength of democracy and the influence of the United States in a region where China and Russia have made significant gains.
Ruto addressed some of those problems during a speech Monday in Atlanta, calling on world powers to show that democracy can still deliver for developing countries.
"We now run the escalating risk of democracy and free markets being associated with poverty and suffering, lending credence to the widespread lamentation that democracy is or has been on the retreat in many parts of the world, including Africa," Ruto said.
Biden administration officials hope to hold up Kenya, which is marking its 60th anniversary of diplomatic relations with the United States, as a leading example of how embracing democratic principles can pay off. They also hope to draw a contrast between Biden's engagement and what they describe as four years of abandonment by Trump.
"We came in after pretty serious neglect under the Trump administration," said the senior administration official. "From the get-go, President Biden has been pretty clear that he wants to strengthen ties with African partners."
While Kenya has drawn closer to the United States, Biden's message could be a difficult sell for other African nations that have drifted away. Chad and Niger, both longtime U.S. allies, for example, have recently asked American troops to leave. Niger's Prime Minister Ali Mahaman Lamine Zeine recently blamed the United States for the breakdown in bilateral relations, accusing Washington of pursuing a one-sided security relationship.
"It is not a sign of friendship to come on our soil, but let the terrorists attack us," he said in an interview. "We have seen what the United States will do to defend its allies, because we have seen Ukraine and Israel."
The setbacks to democracy across the continent have complicated a central component of Biden's domestic reelection pitch, which casts his battle against Trump as part of a broader fight to defend democratic principles. Recent military coups in countries including Niger, Mali, Burkina Faso, Guinea and Gabon have strained Biden's policy teams, as they have been forced to balance their public defense of democracy with the practical realities on the ground, said Dizolele.
In some cases, Biden officials have tried to work with military juntas, even as congressional restrictions have forced them to cut back aid in the wake of the coups. China and Russia, which do not face such qualms about democratic erosion, have sought to fill the void.
African leaders have also been more willing to buck the United States publicly on world affairs. South Africa frustrated Washington by charging Israel with genocide at the International Court of Justice, for example, and several African countries have rebuffed a White House effort to condemn Russia in the United Nations.
The outreach by Beijing and Moscow to Africa has forced the White House to recognize that African leaders will not hesitate to make their own strategic decisions about future partnerships, even if that means crossing the United States.
"It's a different world. There are new challenges," said Judd Devermont, who until February served as Biden's top Africa adviser on the National Security Council. "So we're having to do a lot of innovation in our policies so that we can achieve our goals, and [we] recognize that the ability to do it in the way that had defined the last 30 years is just no longer effective."
The United States has provided billions of dollars of military aid to Ukraine and Israel, and some activists in the United States question whether Biden's relative reticence on African crises -- including wars in Darfur and the Democratic Republic of Congo -- reflects an administration that is less focused on the suffering of Africans.
U.S. officials point out that the Biden administration has provided billions of dollars in aid to combat food insecurity and instability in Africa, with one official saying Biden personally is "seized" by the humanitarian crises there.
But with the presidential election looming, African immigrants in the United States are facing the question of whether their home countries are better off now or four years ago under Trump. While the limited polling of the African diaspora shows some alignment with the Democratic-leaning broader Black vote, Trump's strongman approach to politics has generated support in parts.
Biden has stressed that his administration's investments have made a difference on the ground. He has touted the $14 billion Lobito Corridor project, which connects Angola, the Democratic Republic of Congo and Zambia. That project is the largest of U.S.-led investments on the continent, which Biden has predicted would reach $55 billion over three years.
Such investments will determine how Biden's Africa policy is remembered, whether or not he visits, said W. Gyude Moore, a former Liberian minister who is a senior fellow at the Center for Global Development in Washington.
"It is not evident that not keeping this promise has material bearing on the Biden administration's overall Africa policy or the relationship," Moore said, adding that African leaders are more interested in strengthening trade and financial ties than having Biden show up in their countries.
Still, presidents often use foreign visits to showcase their priorities, as Biden did with dramatic stops in Ukraine and Israel last year. By contrast, it has been almost nine years since an American president traveled to sub-Saharan Africa, and that sends the message that the continent is low on America's priority list, said Cameron Hudson, a senior associate with the Africa Program at the Center for Strategic and International Studies.
"Those of us who follow Africa have these indelible images of President Bush in Liberia or President Clinton in Rwanda," Hudson said. "These are moments that mark a president's agenda with the continent, and so not having that is a real detriment to the relationship that the president says he wants to build."
Rachel Chason contributed to this report.
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TikTok says it removed an influence campaign originating in China
TikTok said it removed thousands of accounts belonging to covert influence operations, including the second largest such network detected from China.
By Joseph Menn | 2024-05-23

(Michael Dwyer/AP)


Dominant short-video platform TikTok said Thursday that it had taken down thousands of accounts that belonged to 15 covert influence operations in the first four months of this year, including the second largest such network detected from China.
The company, which is under threat in the United States because of its Chinese ownership, said that in February it removed 16 accounts based in China that promoted the policies of the ruling Chinese Communist Party as well as Chinese culture. The network had 110,000 accounts following it, TikTok said. In the second quarter of last year, the company took down a different Chinese information operation that had 141,000 followers.
Some of the accounts impersonated celebrities or leading creators to build their audience, according to TikTok, which said the campaign was aimed at people in the United States.
Overwhelmingly popular with young people who increasingly rely on it as a news source, TikTok sued the U.S. government this month to overturn a law requiring its China-based parent ByteDance to sell off the company or face a possible ban.
One of the most significant technology policy bills enacted in a decade by an often deadlocked Congress, the law cast TikTok as a threat to national security because, officials said, it might obtain sensitive data about American users and could indoctrinate them into beliefs supporting China's global ambitions. No such campaign has been reported, however.
Some legal experts give the company's legal action a good chance of succeeding, owing to free-speech rights of 170 million U.S. users and the bill's focus on a single company. The company says it will not be sold.
While TikTok has taken down propaganda networks before, it is now moving to highlight those efforts as it fights for survival in the United States. The company said it will break out influence campaign takedowns in a separate transparency report, instead of combining summaries of its actions in a broader report that comes out once every three months.
Company spokesperson Jamie Favazza said that takedown reports could also come out closer to when TikTok acts, rather than being kept back for quarterly release.
As with other social networks and media platforms, influence operations are common on TikTok and often evade detection. Russia has recently increased its presence on TikTok, The Washington Post reported earlier this month.
Unlike the Chinese network, which targeted users outside China, most of the covert operations TikTok reported dismantling so far this year originated in the same country as their target audience.
Among the largest were a pro-Ukraine campaign aimed at an audience there that amassed more than 2 million followers, another one targeting Iraqis with anti-American and anti-Israeli content that had 448,000 followers, and an internal Indonesian campaign promoting one presidential candidate's narratives to 148,000 followers.
In most cases, TikTok discovered the campaigns on its own. It does not attribute any of them to a specific government or private actor, and it did not release the names of the suspended accounts.
In a year filled with elections around the world, TikTok also said it would add to its policies that identify state-controlled media outlets. Those accounts will only be able to advertise in their home markets, and they will not appear in the recommended feed for viewers elsewhere.
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Veterans became eligible for billions. These firms saw a chance to profit.
Despite a federal law that prohibits charging veterans for help in applying for disability benefits, for-profit companies are making millions.
By Lisa Rein | 2024-05-23
Senators savored the moment on a summer day outside the Capitol -- the passage of a sweeping, bipartisan agreement to add $280 billion in new benefits and health care for millions of veterans exposed to toxic burn pits.
More than a year after taking effect, the Honoring our Pact Act has proved enormously popular. This week, President Biden announced that more than 1 million disability claims have been approved under the new law.
But glitches, slowdowns and other mishaps have dogged the program's rollout by the Department of Veterans Affairs, enabling the growth of an unregulated shadow industry that promises to drastically boost tax-free disability checks, according to lawmakers, advocates and leaders in the claims industry -- in exchange for veterans signing away thousands of dollars in future benefits.
Despite a federal law that prohibits charging veterans for help in applying for compensation for wartime injuries, as many as 100 unaccredited, for-profit companies now are making hundreds of millions of dollars, a Washington Post review found. The overwhelmed veterans agency says the government is all but powerless to stop the practice, particularly since Congress years ago stripped criminal penalties from the law. And now a cadre of mostly Republican lawmakers is pushing to do away with the restrictions altogether, a plan bankrolled by a well-funded industry group led by a former high-ranking Trump administration VA official.
Interviews with current and former employees, VA officials and court documents reveal a booming industry that charges veterans anywhere from $5,000 to $20,000 for help filing disability claims that by law should be free. Many former service members are enticed by aggressive online and TV sales pitches from the largely veteran-led groups that promise a success rate of up to 90 percent in boosting benefits.
"It looks like they're throwing you a lifeline when they're just taking advantage of you," said Miranda Powell, 28, a Navy veteran from Topeka, Kan., who paid a claims company $8,000 for helping her win an increase to her disability rating.

Miranda Powell, 28, at her home in Rosslyn, Va. Powell was a Navy corpsman who paid a for-profit company $8,000 to help her increase her disability benefits after she left the military. She says the firm took advantage of her and used predatory tactics. (Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post)


The industry says it's simply educating veterans about how to negotiate a long-troubled VA benefits system and that its services are fully legal since clients ultimately submit their own claims. While government lawyers have sent them numerous notices to cease and desist, the companies argue that the law doesn't expressly forbid their services.
"VA Claims Insider is an education company. Period," spokesman Jeff Eller said of one of the industry's founding companies. Seeking accreditation from VA "would be like a doctor pursuing a law degree or a plumber deciding to get HVAC certified -- it doesn't make any sense."
Free services provided by Veterans of Foreign Wars, Disabled American Veterans, state and local veterans agencies and other accredited, nonprofit groups have failed to keep up with VA's cumbersome bureaucracy, the companies say. Industry leaders say that veterans should have a choice to pay for help and don't get charged if they don't win compensation.
Jim Hill II, co-founder and chief executive officer for Gainesville, Fla.-based Trajector Medical, which specializes in preparing medical evidence for claims, said the vast majority of his company's clients have already tried and failed to secure benefits with the help of free groups. "The veterans service organizations have already taken a crack and lost." His and other firms declined to provide data to support their assertion that they get better results than accredited groups.
But some current and former employees of the firms say they make unrealistic promises and embrace tactics that can put veterans' claims at risk. Many companies devote minimal time to individual cases, former clients and employees say.
"These companies are incredibly savvy," said Maureen Elias, a senior benefits official at VA and co-chair of a task force the White House created in December to protect veterans from scams. Veterans "infer that somehow filing through them is going to be more beneficial to them than filing through VA, but they're misinforming people."
Experts on veterans benefits say the companies are violating the law by assisting veterans with their claims and taking advantage of VA's lack of enforcement.
"Each company does it a little differently, but it's not just giving consulting services. They're helping them get medical evidence to help with the claim," said Yelena Duterte, director of the veterans legal clinic at the University of Illinois Chicago School of Law.
With little federal action on the horizon, state legislatures in New York, New Jersey and Maine have banned or restricted for-profit claims companies, and similar bills are pending in at least five other states, prompted by the VFW, which is waging a public battle against the industry. Several law firms representing veterans and accredited claims agents, along with the Texas attorney general, are suing companies for a range of allegedly predatory practices. The VA inspector general's office also has opened criminal investigations into several firms, officials said, aiming to find a legal way around the agency's lack of prosecutorial power.
Caught in the middle are millions of veterans who want the benefits they're owed under existing law. Powell, now a student activist for veterans at George Washington University, says she is gathering medical evidence to file a claim under the Pact Act for exposure to burn pits off the African coast that may have contributed to two surgeries for polycystic ovary syndrome, a hormonal condition.
But Powell says this time she will get free help from an accredited agent with the VFW.
"Looking back on it I feel dumb," she said of her experience paying a company, which she declined to name for fear she will be harassed. "They wanted a cut of everything I got. I don't want to hold onto that shame."

Burn pits like this one in April 2011 at Forward Operating Base Caferetta Nawzad south of Kabul are believed to have led to illnesses among many U.S. veterans. Congress passed the Pact Act in August 2022 to compensate those with toxic exposures. (Simon Klingert/AP)


For decades, the military burned waste on many U.S. bases in combat zones abroad, lighting the refuse on fire with jet fuel.
Veterans and their advocates have long pushed the government to recognize links between cancers, bronchial ailments and other illnesses suffered by service members returning from the Gulf War and post-Sept. 11 conflicts and toxic smoke they were exposed to from the burn pits. VA leaders cited a lack of conclusive evidence and staggering costs of care.
But in August 2022, the Pact Act passed the Senate 86-11, after sailing through the House and drawing support from President Biden and comedian and activist Jon Stewart. The law, which recognized 370 conditions linked to toxins dating to the Vietnam era, became the largest expansion of veterans benefits since VA allowed claims for illnesses stemming from Agent Orange in 1991.
The new benefits came amid a larger cultural shift at VA, which for years had faced congressional pressure over long delays and high rejection rates for disability compensation. Under Denis McDonough, who became secretary in 2021, the agency has prioritized greenlighting claims and aggressively pushed veterans to seek benefits. It's worked: Veterans and survivors filed a record 2.3 million overall claims in fiscal 2023, an increase of 41 percent over 2022, budget data shows.
Since the late 1950s, VA has accredited nonprofit service organizations like the VFW to help veterans apply for benefits. Their services, by law, must be free for initial claims. Many veterans also submit claims on their own.
VA leaders decided in fall 2022 to roll out the new program in four months instead of over multiple years as planned to serve more veterans and speed up benefits delivery. Claims flooded in. As of Tuesday, VA had approved 1 million veterans and survivors for $5.1 billion in disability payments related to toxic exposures and offered free health care to millions of others under the new law.
The ambitious timeline led to speed bumps, though.
The Veterans Benefits Administration, with a record $197 billion budget, brought on 11,300 new employees to process not just toxic exposure claims but also a growth in other disability benefit requests. But training for the new hires fell short, officials acknowledged to lawmakers. The staff was required to work mandatory overtime most months.
The expanding claims led to mistakes, the inspector general's office found, and the training manual for how to handle newly covered toxic exposures has been revised multiple times, prompting delays and inaccurate decisions, according to union officials.
"People are still learning this," said David Bump, a quality review specialist in the benefits system and an official with the American Federation of Government Employees, a union representing VA employees. "They waited too long to roll out any training, and it was basic."
These flaws, along with an outdated processing system relying on manual work, have contributed to a claims backlog that stood at more than 307,000 cases in April. Officials said they are working to improve training and streamline processing.
Still, many veterans who have sought Pact Act benefits and other disability compensation have encountered months of waits and a bureaucracy that can seem impenetrable, creating an opening for claims companies.
"You have a system right now that's very uneven, and a chokehold around VA to process claims," said Clayton Simms, a former Marine whose YouTube channel, The CivDiv, teaches veterans about the disability process. "It's what makes many veterans disgruntled."

Comedian and activist Jon Stewart hugs Rosie Torres, wife of veteran Le Roy Torres, as they celebrate Senate passage in August 2022 of the Pact Act, major legislation to compensate veterans for toxic exposures. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


When Bill Taylor was preparing to retire from the Army a decade ago after deployments to Iraq, Afghanistan and the Balkans, he said he was stunned by the lack of support he found at Fort Bragg, N.C., for departing soldiers wanting to file for disability benefits.
"We quickly saw was there was a gaping need," he said, a claim that Fort Bragg officials deny.
So in 2018 he co-founded Veterans Guardian -- a for-profit company pitching a promise to improve a veteran's likelihood of securing disability benefits. Since then, dozens of other companies have emerged with similar promises. Of 18 million veterans in the United States, 6 million receive disability compensation, the pitch goes -- and "70 to 80 percent of that population is underrated," Taylor said, meaning these veterans have more severe health ailments than they are receiving compensation for.
But there is a cost: Clients sign contracts that bind them to pay a one-time sum equal to five times their new monthly disability payment or increase, the industry standard. Others go higher; VA Claims Insider, one of the largest firms, charges a fee six times the new payment or increase. The higher the rating, the more profit for the company.
In ads, the companies suggest that veterans prioritize the easiest claims. In a recent YouTube video, VA Claims Insider founder Brian Reese shares the top health conditions that regularly qualify for the biggest disability compensation payments, from post-traumatic stress disorder to chronic fatigue and asthma.
Many clients agree to hand over Social Security numbers and passwords to access VA's benefits portal, former clients and employees say, so that the veteran technically "submits" the claim, while the company often actually fills out the paperwork.
The unaccredited industry flourished during the coronavirus pandemic, when many accredited veterans groups, which rely on bricks-and-mortar operations, closed their doors.
Then came the Pact Act, which became a perfect sales pitch. Veterans Guardian had 20,000 clients in 2023; it's on target to serve 40,000 veterans this year, he said. VA Claims Insider's monthly advertising expenses ran as high as $300,000, said one former executive, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss the firm's private data. Its first crop of coaches took home millions of dollars a month in commissions, according to three former employees. Eller, the company spokesman, declined to comment on the commissions.
Business was so good at Trajector, with more than 1,000 employees and 50,000 clients projected this year, that the company told the Securities and Exchange Commission in late 2021 that it planned to go public. The filing showed $127 million in revenue in the previous 18 months.  
The companies say their strategy is no different from the attorneys accredited by VA to appeal when a claim is denied, who are allowed to collect some of a veteran's back pay if the appeal is successful. These lawyers have incentive to delay cases to take a larger share, said Taylor and others in the for-profit industry.
The association that represents accredited lawyers, though, says the fees they're legally permitted to charge are significantly lower than what claims companies take. Diane Boyd Rauber, executive director of the National Organization of Veterans' Advocates, said Congress allows attorneys to charge for appeals because "the choices a veteran faces become much more complex" than for an initial claim.
VA officials have also told Congress that they conduct rigorous due diligence with the claims agents they accredit. In the past three years, the agency has removed or suspended the accreditation of nearly 15,000 attorneys, claims agents and veterans service groups representatives.
Companies that specialize solely in gathering medical evidence for veterans, like Trajector, also argue that the law doesn't specifically forbid charging veterans to produce such documentation.
Others in the industry say it represents an existential threat to the VFW and other groups, whose membership decline has thinned resources. "You have to ask yourself, what's their motive for pointing the finger at us?" Hill said. He accused veterans groups of "actively mobilizing their members to disparage us" by filing complaints about Trajector's service with the Better Business Bureau.
Some veterans say they got exactly what they signed up for.
"They did more for me in six months than I did in 18 years," said John Gray, a Gulf War veteran from Temple Hills, Md., who paid Trajector $5,000 and then saw his disability rating boosted to 90 percent from 30 percent for a back injury in the Army and other issues. Gray said he had previously worked with one of the major accredited veterans service organizations years earlier to file a claim, but "it was like they didn't have the proper skill set."
He said he is now working with Trajector on a claim under the Pact Act for persistent gastrointestinal issues and referring fellow veterans to the company. "I was fighting VA for years," he said.
William Mason of Key West, Fla., a coach with Veterans Guardian from 2019 to 2022, said the company is clear with veterans up front that "you can do this for free," including with a veterans service organization. But, he said of those groups: "God bless them, you kind of get what you paid for."

Miranda Powell says she will ask the Veterans of Foreign Wars for help filing another claim for disability benefits under the Pact Act. (Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post)


At times, though, the for-profit claims industry did not live up to its promises, with disastrous consequences for some veterans, according to interviews, lawsuits and communications between veterans and the companies.
Former employees of the unaccredited industry say it prioritizes profits and volume over helping veterans.
"I was charging veterans $20,000 who I potentially spent 45 minutes on the phone with," said a former coach at VA Claims Insider who quit last spring because he felt the job had become unethical. He spoke on the condition of anonymity out of concern he could face retribution from the firm, which he called a "veteran mill," with most contacts handled by a contract employee in the Philippines.
"It was sales in a sense, and that's where it got sketchy," said Christopher Borum of Gilbert, Ariz., who worked as coach for Veterans Guardian for almost three years. "If the companies are doing well, things get overlooked."
Other former employees said the companies often have an incentive to stretch the truth as they prepare claims, and some recalled veterans being pushed to give the most aggressive possible descriptions of their symptoms to medical professionals to secure larger disability checks.
"It was a cut-and-paste system," a former manager at VA Claims Insider said of the medical letters, which can cost up to an extra $1,500 across the industry. Veterans are steered toward filing claims for mental health ailments, for which VA tends to award generous ratings.
Veterans' groups say those practices are damaging to the full benefits system. "When a company comes along that promotes fudging the numbers, it erodes public confidence in the system," said Ryan Gallucci, the VFW's executive director.
VA Claims Insider also refers veterans to an affiliated entity operated by the wife of its founder that promises to establish links between their health conditions and military service -- for an additional fee. Some former employees say they believe the arrangement is a potential conflict of interest because clients are steered to see its doctors.
Eller, the VA Claims Insider spokesman, called the medical company, Telemedica, a "separate administrative services company" that is part of a "preferred provider network" and said that Brian Reese, VA Claims Insider's founder, "has never received a penny" for referring clients there. A veteran "can use any service" to obtain a letter and medical exam, Eller said.
Other companies with similar business models have proliferated. They use medical groups specifically established to examine veterans before they submit a claim for disability benefits. The physicals often are cursory and limited to medical record reviews, with no face-to-face exam, former employees say, and can jeopardize legitimate claims by casting suspicions on outside medical letters, critics say. An audit released by the inspector general's office in January found a "significant" risk of fraud from the questionnaires that veterans submit from private medical providers, with nearly 70 percent of those that it reviewed containing one or more fraud risk indicators.
VA leaders say the claims processing staff has virtually no way to know if a veteran is coached as the industry grows more savvy at removing traces of its involvement in preparing claims.
Veterans also said some companies harassed them for payment, even when they settled their bills and decided to file claims on their own.

A text from a private disability claims company to Grant Gallagher, a veteran from San Antonio, shows an agent asking for payment on an invoice. Gallagher is suing the firm, Just4Vets of Clarksburg, Md.,  alleging that he was charged "illegally excessive fees," among other predatory practices. Just4Vets did not respond to requests for comment. (Washington Post illustration; courtesy Grant Gallagher)


"They're stealing money out of veterans' mouths, but what they're doing is negligible," Abigayle Patterson, a former Army captain who worked as an emergency room nurse in Baghdad's Green Zone during the Iraq War, said of her experience with Veterans Guardian. Now living in El Paso and working as a disability examiner for a VA contractor, Patterson said the company helped boost her monthly disability check by $619.00 for post-traumatic stress disorder and traumatic brain injury in exchange for a $3,000 fee.
But when Patterson reapplied to VA on her own and won another step-up for chronic sinusitis, Veterans Guardian sent her an invoice for both increases, she said. "I put my foot down and told them, 'I'm not paying you for what I did myself.'" She is now suing Veterans Guardian for several practices she says were predatory.
Spokesman Michael Bova said in an email that the company "cannot comment on broad generalizations and hypotheticals" but said that "based on the example provided it looks like the issue was resolved promptly."
Other veterans have used the VA's complaints as the basis to sue for-profit companies. Grant Gallagher, an Air Force veteran from San Antonio, was billed $7,426.00 by Maryland-based Just4Veterans last year after the company helped boost his 90 percent disability rating to 100 percent, according to records provided by Gallagher. He sued the firm, alleging it charged "excessive" fees while not being accredited by VA and used deceptive trade practices. In court filings, the firm says Gallagher breached his contract by failing to pay the full fee. Just4Vets and its attorney did not respond to requests for comment from The Post.
As the industry has grown, scrutiny and complaints have spread -- to the Better Business Bureau, the Texas attorney general, the Federal Trade Commission, state lawmakers and VA's general counsel's office. The complaints allege a range of predatory practices, including harassment, threats over money veterans did not owe, and misleading ads.
But even in clear cases of abuse, VA officials said there is little they can do, thanks in part to a decision by Congress in 2006 to remove criminal charges from the law forbidding entities from charging veterans for claims help. It's unclear what prompted the little-noticed change, which is not mentioned in the transcript of the Senate's committee report. But it has come to haunt the agency.
"The unintended consequence is, these folks do what they want," Sen. Jon Tester (D-Mont.), chairman of the Senate Veterans' Affairs Committee, said of the for-profit claims companies.
VA says it has now opened investigations into almost 40 unaccredited companies since the fiscal year that began in October 2022, and issued letters to about two dozen -- including Veterans Guardian, VA Claims Insider and Trajector, directing them to "immediately cease any and all illegal activities."
"Our message to every Veteran and survivor is this: you don't have to pay anyone to file a benefits claim," Josh Jacobs, the undersecretary for benefits, said in a statement.

The Department of Veterans Affairs has sent letters to more than two dozen for-profit companies notifying them that they are not accredited to help veterans with claims or ask for money. The companies say they are educating veterans and have no obligation to seek VA accreditation for their work. (Washington Post illustration; Courtesy the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs)


The industry responded by maintaining that it was providing guidance to veterans and not "helping" with claims. The reality was that the letters had no legal teeth.
In December, following a Texas Tribune story, Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton (R) sued VA Claims Insider, seeking damages and an injunction that would prevent the firm from operating in the veteran-rich state. The firm said it is fighting the lawsuit.
Lawmakers in April 2023 introduced a bipartisan bill with backing from 44 state attorneys general to restore the Justice Department's authority to seek criminal charges against the firms. VA lawyers have said it would deter bad actors, regardless of what state they operate in.
But the industry mobilized quickly. Investing heavily in Washington lobbyists and campaign contributions -- Veterans Guardian spent $804,000 on lobbying last year, public records show -- the industry's biggest players won over a majority of GOP lawmakers on the House and Senate committees that oversee veterans' affairs. The measure has not yet come up for a vote.
Veterans Guardian also sued New Jersey in November, alleging that the state's law violates the First Amendment and puts veterans' benefits at risk.
Late last year, the claims industry formed its first trade association, the National Association for Veteran Rights. Led by Peter O'Rourke, acting VA secretary during the Trump administration, the group is funded by Veterans Guardian and another for-profit company, Veteran Benefits Guide.
"There are bad actors," O'Rourke told a committee of the Florida legislature in February as he opposed a bill to ban unaccredited companies from the state. "We need to find them, deal with them and clean up that area."
But he said for-profit companies should be legalized. Republicans introduced a bill last year that seeks a pathway to accreditation for the industry, capping fees at $12,500 for each claim.
The legislative battle has reached a stalemate. The claims staff at VA continues to process disability claims without knowing if they've been submitted legally. Trajector withdrew its SEC filing late last year as scrutiny grew, a decision Hill attributed to the falling stock market.
Inspector General Michael Missal's office, meanwhile, is interviewing witnesses and issuing subpoenas for records in its investigation. That has attracted the interest of senior officials at the Justice Department, according to a person familiar with the probe, which is looking at possible false statements, false medical records and wire fraud. "We are aware of and continue to investigate these schemes," Missal said in a statement.
VA officials note that if a claim is discovered to be fraudulent, it's likely to be the veteran -- not the company -- who will be held liable because its fingerprints are so hard to trace.
Aaron Schaffer, Alice Crites, Razzan Nakhlawi and Monika Mathur contributed to this report.
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Trump's unprecedented trial is unremarkable for some swing voters
 Still-persuadable residents are largely unmoved by historic legal proceedings that in another election year could dominate public attention.
By Hannah Knowles | 2024-05-23

The Ledford family enjoys ice cream from Malt's Shop on Broad Street while in town visiting family in Chesaning, Mich., on Sunday. (Emily Elconin for The Washington Post)


CHESANING, Mich. -- Judy Loachridge, a rare undecided voter, keeps up with Donald Trump's criminal trial by reading the news and hearing about it from her daughter. She said she thinks Trump was dishonest about his finances and was caught in lies.
But as the case nears its conclusion, it has not shifted Loachridge's thinking about her ballot in November. She already disliked Trump, who she said "doesn't respect women," but might still vote for him. She also has concerns about President Biden, who she thinks has been weak on foreign policy. Regardless of what the jury decides, Loachridge reasoned, she is left to contemplate what she regards as a lousy choice in November.
"I'm still deciding the lesser of two evils," said Loachridge, 74, who lives in a swing county in a swing state that narrowly backed Trump in 2016 and then Biden in 2020.

Judy Loachridge outside Frank's Supermarket in Chesaning, Mich. (Emily Elconin for The Washington Post)


The first criminal trial of a former president is in its final stages in a Manhattan courthouse, where jurors will deliberate on whether Trump falsified business records to cover up a hush money payment to a porn actress. While the long-term political effects of the case are not yet known, three dozen interviews with voters in Saginaw County the past few days show many have shrugged off Trump's case, with still-persuadable residents unmoved by historic legal proceedings that in another election year could dominate public attention.
After norm-shattering campaigns, a tumultuous Trump presidency with two impeachments, and a Biden term rocked by high inflation and concerns about his age, a rematch many have dreaded has so far centered much more heavily on deeply held views about the candidates and issues such as abortion and immigration. The interviews with voters in this closely divided swath of Michigan offer a glimpse of Americans' cynicism toward the presumptive nominees this year, and the limited capacity of even major events to sway the undecided.
Trump has pleaded not guilty in New York and denied having sex with Stormy Daniels, the adult-film actress who testified about a sexual encounter she said she had with him. He faces 88 criminal charges across four indictments on charges including election interference and mishandling classified documents. But the New York case might be the only one to go to trial before the election in November.
Few people in Saginaw County brought up Trump's legal woes unprompted, more eager to talk about grocery prices or their dismay at the country's politics. And fence-sitters said they already had plenty of strikes to consider against Trump, relegating weeks of court testimony about old scandals to the backs of their minds.
Samantha Roznowski, a former Trump supporter who recoiled from his pivotal role in overturning Roe v. Wade, was surprised to learn that Trump can continue running for president if he is convicted or sentenced to jail. But she did not think a conviction would change her calculus for November and said she is not preoccupied with Trump's trial or its tawdry allegations.
"He's a man," 39-year-old Roznowksi said of Trump outside a tiny Baptist church where she had just emerged from Sunday services with her daughters. "What he did in his marriage is between him and his wife." She said she is just as sour on Biden and might sit things out in November.

Samantha Roznowski after Sunday services at Bible Baptist Church. (Emily Elconin for The Washington Post)


Standing beside her, 18-year-old Lacey Roznowski said she hadn't seen anything about the trial on TikTok. But she did remember hearing the false claim -- circulated in an apparently satirical video that some have taken at face value -- that Biden was one of the first presidents to fail a random test of his ability to recite the alphabet. In fact, there is no "ABC test" for presidents and no evidence of Biden taking one.
Some Trump and Biden supporters said they were following the trial closely, either angry at what they viewed as an underhanded effort to keep Trump out of the White House or upset that a man accused of so many things could go to jail and still win in November. But their views of the candidates were typically baked in beforehand.
Trump supporters and undecided voters sometimes suggested that Trump's charges were unremarkable in a sea of bad behavior by politicians. They brought up an investigation into Biden's handling of classified documents -- which did not result in criminal charges -- and the charges against his son Hunter Biden, who is set to stand trial soon and is accused of tax evasion and lying about his drug use when he purchased a firearm.
Sometimes, they raised accusations that are false or unsupported by evidence -- including that Biden is a pedophile, or that Barack and Michelle Obama lost their law licenses for lying (they registered as inactive but not because of any discipline).
Some allowed that Trump may be guilty of the accusations in his New York trial. But they said that they think the felony charges are a stretch. They hinge on a claim that hush money from Trump was meant to benefit his campaign and violated finance rules.
Trump supporter Brian Walsh, 62, kept coming back to the same thought: "Why do they hate Trump so bad?"
"I think it's because they're so crooked," he said, using one of Trump's favorite words to describe critics. "That they don't want him in there, shining light on the crookedness."

Brian Walsh outside Frank's Supermarket. (Emily Elconin for The Washington Post)


Curtis Barancik, another Trump backer in his 60s, felt similarly as he stood in the parking lot outside Chesaning's supermarket, admiring another man's antique car brought out for "Cruise Night."
"I believe our news is very biased," he said as old cars roared by, occasionally drowning him out. "Every night all you hear is Trump bashing. Trump did this, Trump did that, blah blah blah."
"Let it go, you know?" said the other man, Don Louchart. "Let it go."
Barancik said he heard 86 percent of jurors in Trump's trial are "against" him. (Manhattan voters broke more than 80 percent for Biden in 2020; the judge and attorneys for the prosecution and defense screened jurors for their ability to set aside their political beliefs). He was skeptical of Daniels's testimony against Trump: "Don't come out these years later when somebody gets famous."
He said he was deeply Christian and cared more about Democratic policies on abortion and LGBTQ issues than he did about Trump's personal life.
"You're not hiring a saint," he said.

A pedestrian walks across the street as American flags are seen in the reflection of a store window on Broad Street in Chesaning, Mich. (Emily Elconin for The Washington Post)


Nearly a quarter of registered voters who back Trump said in April that a conviction in one of his four criminal cases might cause them to reconsider supporting him, according to a CNN poll. But strategists said his New York case appears to be the easiest for voters to dismiss.
In Georgia, another swing state, most participants in two recent focus groups of Trump-to-Biden swing voters said they were not paying close attention to the trial in Manhattan. "The former president of the United States is on trial for 34 counts, and you don't want to pay more attention to that?" moderator Rich Thau, the president of Engagious, pressed a participant at one point. "It doesn't concern me," replied the woman, identified on screen only as Miaisha.
With Trump polling ahead of Biden in battleground states such as Georgia and Nevada, the "blue wall" of Michigan, Wisconsin and Pennsylvania may be Biden's best path to reelection. Saginaw County has been a bellwether for past presidential elections: Obama won it handily in 2008 and 2012, Trump won it by about one percentage point in 2016 and Biden prevailed in 2020 by some 300 votes -- just a few tenths of a point ahead.
Trump held a rally here this month in Freeland, and Biden campaigned early this year in the city of Saginaw. The city is more racially diverse and more Democratic than the towns that fan out into surrounding farmland.
The rural roads are dotted with American flags and, outside one house on the edge of Montrose, a big Biden-Harris lawn sign designed to look as if it's full of bullet holes.
Lynne Gold, the 55-year-old homeowner, said her husband had it specially made at the local sign shop a few years ago after someone spray-painted their Trump sign and then slashed it with a knife. She said no one seems to mind the bullet depiction. "People will honk and wave," she said.

A Biden-Harris lawn sign is designed to look as if it's full of bullet holes in front of Lynne Gold's home. (Emily Elconin for The Washington Post)


"Do I think he had an affair?" Gold said of Trump and the allegations surrounding his trial. "It's possible, I don't know. But he wouldn't be the first person to pay hush money, and what they have him up for trial for, that is not a crime."
The lack of hand-wringing over Trump's trial did not surprise another voter in the area, 34-year-old Lisa Muirhead, who said she voted for Trump in 2016 because many people around her were supporting him but recoiled from him after following politics more closely. Muirhead hasn't heard much about the trial in her small community, she added.
"Small-town life -- people here, they only really notice what affects them," said the resident of St. Charles, population roughly 2,000. She has concerns about Biden but said she would vote for him if necessary because she opposes Trump.
Her prediction: "I think if you're still a fan of Trump, you're still a fan of Trump, whether he goes to jail or not."
Many Trump critics are equally set in their views.
"He's guilty. He's been guilty. It's known he's guilty," said Lyle Mikolanz, 63. "Why even go to trial, just slap the cuffs on him."
If Trump is not convicted of anything, he added, "I give up on this country, I really do."
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On her clemency quest, some say Marilyn Mosby is leaving out key facts
Marilyn Mosby, who rose to prominence for prosecuting police in the death of Freddie Gray, has been on a campaign seeking a presidential pardon before her federal sentencing.
By Katie Mettler, Jasmine Hilton | 2024-05-23

Then-Baltimore City State's Attorney Marilyn Mosby speaks about her indictment on Jan. 14, 2022 in Baltimore. (Michael Robinson Chavez/The Washington Post)


In Marilyn Mosby's first stop on her public campaign for a presidential pardon, Baltimore's former progressive prosecutor sat at a table with MSNBC's Joy Reid and laid out her situation as she saw it: She prosecuted Baltimore police officers for the in-custody death of Freddie Gray. As political payback, federal officials prosecuted her for financial crimes. Now she could go to prison for 40 years.
"I've done absolutely nothing wrong, nothing illegal, nothing criminal," said Mosby, 44. "I know this was politically targeted."
Mosby, who was recently convicted of perjury and mortgage fraud in federal court in Maryland for lying to mortgage lenders in the process of buying two Florida vacation homes and falsely claiming financial hardship to access retirement money, said investigators came after her at the behest of President Donald Trump's administration.
Mosby has repeated that perspective in subsequent interviews with pop culture media, including "The Breakfast Club," and has received support in an online presidential pardon petition backed by more than a dozen national civil rights organizations and Democratic lawmakers within the Congressional Black Caucus.
But ahead of Mosby's sentencing hearings Thursday and Friday, those who investigated her have pushed back on her version of events.
In court filings, federal prosecutors said Mosby was "charged and convicted because she repeatedly chose to break the law, not because of her politics or policies." They asked that she be sent to prison for up to 20 months, far less than the sentencing maximum of 40 years that Mosby has repeatedly cited and that judges rarely impose.
In response to Mosby's claims of racial animus, her critics have pointed out that her prosecution was overseen by U.S. Attorney Erek Barron, who was appointed by the Biden administration as the first Black person to hold the job, and that her trial was presided over by Judge Lydia K. Griggsby, the first Black woman to sit on the U.S. District Court in Maryland.
And the original investigation into her finances, which spawned the federal criminal probe, did not come at the behest of any president -- but from Mosby herself.
Public records show that in July 2020, Mosby wrote a letter to Baltimore City Inspector General Isabel Cumming asking her to open a "full investigation" into her "travel and financial disclosures to determine if there has been any ethical or legal wrongdoing" during her time in elected office.

Marilyn Mosby, left, speaks while standing next to her then-husband, Nick Mosby, during a viewing service for the late U.S. Rep. Elijah E. Cummings (D-Md.) at Morgan State University in Baltimore. (Julio Cortez/AP)


Since Mosby had become state's attorney in 2015, her progressive approach to criminal justice -- and her status as a young and trailblazing Black woman willing to take on police abuse -- had earned her national praise and disdain. Mosby believed that a particular series of stories, by the Baltimore Brew and a local news station, had painted a "misleading and erroneous" picture of her conduct in office.
She wanted Cumming, an "independent" investigator, to prove the media reports wrong, Mosby said in her letter.
"I am willing to share with you any and all documentation you request, including bank account statements, credit card statements, and inner-office financial ledgers," Mosby wrote to Cumming. "The people of Baltimore have endured far too many corruption scandals and need to know what is and is not illegal."
Cumming got to work, she said in an interview, making clear during letter correspondences and a meeting with Mosby that her independent investigation would be comprehensive and guided by the protocol of her office -- not the direction of anyone else.
"The case 100 percent started by the letter she wrote to me," said Cumming, who is Puerto Rican and worked as a public investigator for more than 20 years, including as the assistant inspector general for the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority and the chief of economic crimes and special prosecutions in Prince George's County.
"I never heard from a president in my life," she said. "I just investigated the case I was given."
During the seven-month probe that followed, Cumming requested a host of financial documents from Mosby -- some of which she never produced, according to the final report.
Cumming eventually uncovered discrepancies with Mosby's taxes, including suspicious tax deductions and missing tax documents, she wrote in the OIG report released in February 2021. Per office protocol, Cumming referred those findings to the federal officials with purview over potential financial wrongdoing, including the FBI and the Internal Revenue Service.

U.S. District Court for the District of Maryland in Greenbelt. (Katie Mettler/The Washington Post)


In January 2022, Mosby was indicted by a federal grand jury on perjury and mortgage fraud charges. Prosecutors charged her with lying about her finances to withdraw $90,000 from her city retirement account to buy two vacation homes in Florida. Mosby falsely claimed she was experiencing financial hardship, prosecutors said, so she could access the money through a Cares Act program designed to help people struggling during the coronavirus pandemic.
Prosecutors then said Mosby failed to disclose her financial liabilities when she obtained a mortgage loan for the vacation properties -- an eight-bedroom home just minutes from Disney World and a beach condo in Longboat Key. She did not reveal that she had unpaid federal taxes, according to court documents, or that in March 2020 the IRS had placed a $45,000 lien against all properties she and her then-husband, Nick Mosby, owned.
Even before the indictment became public, Marilyn Mosby and Nick Mosby -- who had been elected Baltimore City Council president -- questioned the ethics of the federal investigation, accusing two federal prosecutors on her case of misconduct.
The two had battled with Mosby over tensions between their offices, and one had donated money to the political campaign of Mosby's opponent in the race for state's attorney.
After Barron took over the U.S. attorney's office, one of the attorneys was demoted and removed from the case, which went before two juries in two criminal trials in November and January, one for the perjury charges and the other for the mortgage fraud allegations. Mosby requested her trial be moved outside of Baltimore to seek an impartial jury and to have separate proceedings. The judge granted both.
In the first trial, Mosby did not testify, and the jury found her guilty on both perjury charges. She opted to testify in her second trial, telling jurors she wanted them to "hear my truth."
In the second trial, the jury acquitted Mosby of mortgage fraud related to her purchase of the property near Disney, but it convicted her of making a false statement to a mortgage lender to buy the Longboat Key condo.
Mosby's federal public defender declined to comment for this story but filed court documents in early May asking the judge to sentence Mosby to probation. They argued that she had already been "punished enough."
"The impact on her life and future due to this prosecution is profound," her attorneys said in court documents. "Imposing incarceration upon Marilyn Mosby is gratuitous."
By then, Mosby had begun her media blitz.
Supporters of Mosby, including the NAACP, Congressional Black Caucus and other civil rights organizations, have mirrored Mosby's arguments: that she was politically targeted for a trumped-up crime that involved withdrawing and spending her "own retirement" funds.
In a news release in early May, NAACP President and CEO Derrick Johnson said Black Americans have "faced wrongful prosecution at the hands of those who seek to promote injustice" and that "the only thing Marilyn Mosby is guilty of is the desire to provide her family with a better life."
An online pardon campaign led by "Native Land Pod" had garnered 68,565 signatures as of Wednesday afternoon. The petition outlines politically motivated disputes between Mosby and her opponents under the Trump administration.
"The United States government, a global superpower, is actually coming for me," Mosby said on the "Breakfast Club" podcast.
The U.S. attorney's office declined to comment on Mosby's publicity tour.
Mosby has asked all those she fought for as state's attorney to now stand behind her pardon campaign. Her supporters, including prominent civil rights attorneys, have planned a rally at the federal courthouse in Greenbelt shortly before her sentencing hearing Thursday morning.
To Jeremy Eldridge, a defense attorney and former Baltimore City prosecutor, though, Mosby's efforts feel not only disingenuous but also "dangerous," tapping into concerns from Black and Brown people and those who are poor or have been targeted by law enforcement.
"She's playing into these very real undercurrents of the criminal justice system in a way that is not only unfair, but not true," Eldridge said.
Biden has been vocal about using his clemency powers to rectify what he has said are unjustified racial disparities, mostly in drug sentencing. When asked recently about Mosby, White House press secretary Karine Jean-Pierre said she could not comment about individual pardon cases.
Caroline Mala Corbin, a constitutional law professor at the University of Miami School of Law, said that a pardon provides a way to "show mercy or address a miscarriage of justice," which Mosby has said her case represents.
Procedurally, in most cases people apply to the Office of the Pardon Attorney in the Justice Department, which evaluates applications and makes a recommendation, Corbin said.
The Justice Department did not immediately respond to a request for comment about whether Mosby had applied.
But Corbin said even a successful pardon has limits.
"It erases the punishment," Corbin said, "but not the guilt."
Amy B Wang contributed to this report.
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For Trump, two days filled with backpedaling and baseless attacks
The dizzying sequence of events offered a glimpse of Trump's volatile bid for a second term in the White House -- one filled with legal uncertainty, escalating attacks, and comments he and his campaign have had to back away from or recast.
By Marianne LeVine | 2024-05-23

Former president Donald Trump speaks to the press May 21, 2024, at the end of the day's proceedings in his criminal trial at Manhattan Criminal Court in New York City. (Mark Peterson/AFP/Getty Images)


NEW YORK -- In under 48 hours this week, Donald Trump's social media account promoted a video featuring a term frequently associated with Nazi Germany and later removed it. He suggested he was open to states restricting access to contraceptives and then walked that back. He falsely accused President Biden of being "locked & loaded" to "take me out." And in between, he was in court as his legal team rested its case in his ongoing criminal trial.
The dizzying sequence of events offered a glimpse of Trump's volatile bid for a second term in the White House -- one filled with legal uncertainty, escalating attacks and comments he and has campaign have had to back away from or recast. This week, Trump gave a potential opening to Democrats on topics they are eager to challenge him over in coming months, including abortion and reproductive rights.
"The Democrats want this to be a referendum on Trump and his controversies, and when Trump makes these sorts of gaffes it feeds Biden's campaign strategy," said Alex Conant, a GOP strategist who worked on Sen. Marco Rubio's campaign in 2016. "This is mostly noise, but when the noise gets loud enough people notice."
It started Monday, when the Associated Press first reported that a video posted on Trump's social media profile that featured mock-up headlines and newspaper clippings envisioning coverage after a Trump victory. One headline read: "What's next for America?" with text underneath that referred to "the creation of a unified Reich."
The word "Reich" is associated with Germany under Adolf Hitler, who designated his Nazi regime the "Third Reich." The reference in the video appeared to refer to the formation of the German empire in 1871.
Biden spoke about the video to donors on Tuesday, telling them "it is not the first time Trump has gone down this road." A Biden social media page also featured a video of him appearing to react to the Truth Social video: "Wow, a unified Reich? That's Hitler's language, that's not America's. He cares about holding onto power. I care about you."
Karoline Leavitt, a Trump campaign spokesperson, said the video was not produced by the campaign and that it was posted while the former president was in court by a staffer "who clearly did not see the word." The video was removed Tuesday.
Later, Trump suggested openness to restrictions on access to contraception. "We're looking at that, and I'm going to have a policy on that very shortly, and I think it's something that you'll find interesting," he said in an interview with KDKA TV in Pittsburgh, when asked whether he supported any restrictions on a person's right to contraception. "I think it's a smart decision. But we'll be releasing it very soon."
When pressed on if he meant he would support states if they wanted to ban certain forms of birth control, Trump did not answer directly.
The interview was partially released Tuesday morning and drew attacks from Democrats who are eager to run on abortion rights this year and have frequently noted that Trump appointed three Supreme Court Justices who helped overturn Roe v. Wade, which had established a constitutional right to abortion. Democrats have found success since the 2022 ruling running on abortion.
By 2:04 p.m., Trump posted on his Truth Social account: "I HAVE NEVER, AND WILL NEVER ADVOCATE IMPOSING RESTRICTIONS ON BIRTH CONTROL, or other contraceptives."
In response to questions about Trump's KDKA TV interview, the Trump campaign pointed to a statement from Leavitt in which she said: "The Supreme Court will make a decision on the use of mifepristone very soon. President Trump has consistently stated his view that abortion regulation is now up to the will of the people in each state."
At 5:49 p.m., Trump had created another firestorm when he sent a fundraising email that falsely claimed that Biden was "locked & loaded ready to take me out" during a 2022 search of his Mar-a-Lago estate for classified documents. He appeared to be referencing a law enforcement document released in court filings that day that included a standard policy statement on the use of deadly force. Trump was not at the Florida property on the day of his search, and The Washington Post previously reported that the FBI chose to search the property on a day Trump would not be there and gave the Secret Service a heads-up.
For some Democrats, Trump's controversies were part of a familiar pattern -- and one they have been seeking to put a greater spotlight on in the run-up to the November election. With Biden confronting low approval ratings, his allies have been seeking to frame the election as a choice between two candidates offering starkly different visions and leadership styles.
"Has this been a particularly chaotic 24 hours? Absolutely," said Sen. Tina Smith (D-Minn.) on Wednesday. "But strap in, because this is what he does."
The Biden campaign sought to capitalize on Trump's comments. "Posting Nazi imagery and promising to rip away more freedoms from women is not what we would call a winning campaign strategy," said Ammar Moussa, a Biden campaign spokesperson.
Whit Ayres, a Republican pollster, called the past couple of days "par for the course."
"It's baked into the cake" with voters, Ayres said. "It drives people who don't like him crazy, and people who like him dismiss it."
Trump and his campaign have promoted polls showing him leading Biden in several battleground states. The Washington Post's average this month finds Trump and Biden are tied nationally at 39 percent apiece with Robert F. Kennedy averaging 8 percent.
Trump's campaign said it raised $76 million in April across all its affiliated committees, roughly $25 million more than Biden's campaign said its committees raised over the same period, campaign finance reports released this week showed. But Biden and the Democratic National Committee still currently maintain a strong cash advantage.
Here in New York, the criminal trial in which Trump is accused of falsifying business records to cover up a hush money payment to a porn actress is nearing its conclusion. With no court session on Wednesday, Trump was in Texas fundraising.
After being silent for most of Wednesday on social media, Trump posted a video that included a reference apparently designed to bolster his misleading claim about the Mar-A-Lago search, and a mashup of headlines and images of Biden that ended with: "Joe Biden: the real threat to our democracy."
Emily Guskin, Scott Clement, Hannah Knowles, Rachel Pannett, Ellen Francis, Amy Wang and Clara Ence Morse contributed to this report.
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A Democrat listed Trump's trials on the House floor. His words were struck from the record.
"Maybe they want to distract from the fact that their candidate for president has been indicted more times than he's been elected," Rep. Jim McGovern (D-Mass.) said of his Republican colleagues.
By Mariana Alfaro, Jacob Bogage | 2024-05-23

Rep. Jim McGovern (Mass.), the top Democrat on the House Rules Committee, was at the center of a disagreement on the House floor Wednesday. (J. Scott Applewhite/AP) 


The House was brought to a halt for over an hour on Wednesday after Republicans demanded that the words of Rep. Jim McGovern (D-Mass.) be "taken down" from the congressional record after McGovern, during House floor remarks, listed the number of criminal trials former president Donald Trump faces.
As House members were debating a procedural move on digital cryptocurrency legislation, McGovern -- the top Democrat on the House Rules Committee -- accused House Republicans of pandering to the "most extreme members" of their party and blocking bipartisan collaboration. This, he said, is a "stunning indictment of their ability to get anything done."
Then McGovern tore into Trump.
"Speaking of indictments, Republicans are skipping their real jobs to take day trips to New York to try to undermine Trump's criminal trial," he said, referencing the times House Republicans have skipped votes to support Trump at his Manhattan criminal trial, where he faces charges in connection with alleged hush money payments made to an adult-film actress.
McGovern accused Republicans of having "no time to work with Democrats, but plenty of time to put on weird matching cult uniforms and stand behind President Trump with their bright red ties like pathetic props."
"Maybe they want to distract from the fact that their candidate for president has been indicted more times than he's been elected," McGovern said. "Maybe they don't want to talk about the fact that the leader of their party is on trial for covering up hush money payments to a porn star for political gain, not to mention three other criminal felony prosecutions he's facing."
Rep. Jerry L. Carl (Ala.), the Republican presiding over the House floor, then reminded members that they should refrain from attacks directed toward "presumed nominees for the office of the president."
McGovern argued that he shouldn't be admonished for "stating the simple fact that the former president was indicted by a grand jury and is on trial in a court of law."
"That's not my opinion; it's just the truth," McGovern said. The congressman then asked Carl if it's "unparliamentary to state a fact" on the House floor.

Rep. Jim McGovern's (D-Mass.) comments on May 22 about former president Donald Trump's trial drew a rebuke and were stricken from the House record.


"The chair is not in a position to determine the veracity of remarks made on the floor," Carl said.
McGovern doubled down, noting that last week, a Republican House member called the Trump trial a "sham" on the House floor without being admonished. McGovern then wondered why he was being admonished when that colleague was not. Carl said he would not offer an opinion.
McGovern then pulled out a House rule book and asked if his admonishment was based on a principle in Jefferson's Manual that says: "In Parliament, to speak irreverently or seditiously against the king is against order."
"Is that's what this is about?" McGovern challenged.
Once again, Carl said McGovern could not engage in personality attacks in debates, in accordance with a rule in the House rule book.
"So it is, in fact, based on Jefferson's Manual," McGovern concluded. "Donald Trump might want to be a king. But he's not a king. He is not a presumptive king. He's not even the president."
The House's manual forbids "abuse, innuendo, or ridicule" of the president during debate -- derivative of centuries-old British parliamentary procedure -- and extends the policy to "presumptive major-party nominees for president."
"I know you're trying to do your job and follow precedent," McGovern told Carl. "But frankly, at some point, it's time for this body to recognize that there is no precedent for this situation. We have a presumptive nominee for president facing 88 felony counts, and we're being prevented from even acknowledging it."
McGovern then summarized the trials Trump faces: the Manhattan one; two separate ones in connection with his efforts to overturn the 2020 election; and a federal one about classified documents found at his Mar-a-Lago estate in Florida. He also noted that a jury in civil court has already found Trump liable for sexually abusing and defaming E. Jean Carroll.
As McGovern continued through Trump's legal woes, Rep. Erin Houchin (R-Ind.) grew impatient.
"Take down his words," she said. "Mr. Speaker, I demand that his words be taken down."
"The gentleman from Massachusetts will now be seated," Carl ordered McGovern.
The House then came to an abrupt pause as the House parliamentarian, staff and Carl figured out whether McGovern's words broke any rules that would merit having them struck from the record.
Clerks rifled through a transcript of McGovern's remarks as members of the Rules Committee crowded around the Democratic and Republican work stations. McGovern, meanwhile, leaned back in his chair sporting a large smirk. Across the chamber, Houchin leaned forward in her chair and covered herself with a large white shawl.
A little over an hour later, Carl returned to the rostrum.
"The chair is prepared to rule," he said, in a slow Southern drawl. He would be striking down McGovern's words. The Democrat stared back at him with his hands in the air, then rolled his eyes at the decision. Carl cited the archaic House rule McGovern had referenced earlier that prohibits House members from criticizing the king. Carl argued that, per that rule, House members in the chamber can't accuse a presidential nominee of engaging in illegal activities -- even if that nominee has been legally charged.
"This is warranted even though a candidate may not have officially obtained the party's nomination once there's no reasonable dispute that the candidate will receive the nomination," Carl said. The Republican added that while the House rules allow for criticism of a candidate's official positions, "it is a breach of order to refer to a candidate in terms [that are] personally offensive."
McGovern, thus, was blocked from speaking on the House floor for the rest of the day.
In a post shared on X, McGovern said he was silenced for listing the multiple charges Trump faces.
"Apparently, Republicans are allowed to say that Trump's trial is a sham, and the judge is corrupt and the jury is rigged," McGovern said. "But it's against the rules for me to even acknowledge that the trials exist."
House Democrats have, over the past week, been critical of their colleagues who have taken time off from Congress and flocked to Manhattan to show solidarity with Trump. Even House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) -- an advocate of conservative Christian morals -- visited the courthouse last week, calling the hush money payment trial a "travesty" and a "partisan witch hunt."
Johnson doubled down on these criticisms at a Wednesday news conference, calling the Manhattan case "patently absurd" and without evidence accused several prosecutors in the Trump cases as well as the Justice Department of colluding against the former president.
"They're clearly going after President Trump because of who he is," Johnson said. "They have him tied up for weeks in a courthouse when he should be out, have the ability to speak freely and to campaign, and to be around the country."
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Did Trump's lawyers do enough to damage Michael Cohen's testimony?
Trump defense lawyers hoped prosecution witness Michael Cohen's testimony in the New York hush money trial would fall apart because of past lies.
By Shayna Jacobs, Rachel Weiner | 2024-05-23

Michael Cohen is cross-examined by defense lawyer Todd Blanche during former president Donald Trump's trial in Manhattan on May 16. (Jane Rosenberg/Reuters)


NEW YORK -- Michael Cohen arrived for his cross-examination by Donald Trump's defense lawyers known as someone convicted of lying to Congress and cheating on his taxes.
The former Trump lawyer left the Manhattan criminal courthouse witness stand after several days of testimony having admitted that he stole tens of thousands of dollars, lied to a federal judge and invented meetings with a prosecutor. Cohen was presented with some evidence that appeared to contradict his previous statements under oath at the trial.
For Trump's defense team, the ultimate hope was to tarnish Cohen's earlier testimony under questioning by prosecutors, during which he helped connect the former president to charges related to hush money payments to adult-film actress Stormy Daniels before the 2016 presidential election.
Defense lawyers wanted to leave doubt in at least one juror's mind about any alleged criminal behavior by Trump, who has pleaded not guilty to 34 counts of alleged falsification of business records. He is the first former president on trial for criminal charges and the presumptive Republican nominee in the November election.
Some legal experts say Trump lawyer Todd Blanche succeeded in painting Cohen as an incorrigible liar with an ax to grind against Trump. But others say he was not especially effective, noting that he raised issues that may have been counterproductive by reinforcing for the jury that Trump was involved with falsifying records or knew about a plan to disguise reimbursements as a legal retainer.
The defense had to contend with testimony from several witnesses who corroborated aspects of Cohen's story.
Cohen, who began testifying last week and finished Monday, came into court with a straightforward tale -- he lied when he was working for Trump, who scrambled his "moral compass," and is now trying to serve "the country" by coming clean. Among his dirty deeds, he said, was paying Daniels on Trump's behalf, then getting reimbursed by Trump through fake legal fees.
That account is supported by witnesses who understood Cohen to be representing Trump in the hush money deal, records related to the deal and the reimbursements, and checks signed by Trump to Cohen. But Cohen was the only witness who said Trump personally participated in the scheme and did so to influence the election. During a grilling that stretched nine hours over three days, Blanche tried to undermine that testimony.
On Cohen's second day on the witness stand, Blanche cast doubt on his recollection of discussing the Daniels payout with Trump in a late October 2016 conversation. He showed text messages to suggest that Cohen was actually speaking with Trump's bodyguard, Keith Schiller, about a 14-year-old prank caller.
It was the most dramatic moment of the questioning -- and the only time Blanche appeared irate. The defense lawyer grabbed the microphone on his podium and raised his voice as he declared, "That was a lie." He pressed Cohen, "You can admit it."
Cohen appeared caught off guard but recovered with a simple explanation: He could have discussed both matters during the same conversation.
Blanche also showed as evidence an email that he suggested contradicted Cohen's earlier testimony that the reimbursement plan, meant to be secret, was not formalized in writing. The chief financial officer of Trump's business, Allen Weisselberg, emailed Cohen in January 2017 and asked him to "prepare the agreement we discussed so we can pay you monthly." (He also chided Cohen for leaving the Trump Organization without "a bro hug.")
But that email could also be viewed by the jury as evidence that Trump or his top finance deputy was in on the plan to disguise the Daniels repayment as a legal retainer. Likewise, by spotlighting that Cohen stole $60,000 from Trump by padding his reimbursement request, Blanche may have inadvertently bolstered the idea that the funds were reimbursements rather than legal fees. (Trump admitted years ago that he reimbursed Cohen for the Daniels money, but in opening statements, Blanche said the money "was not a payback.")
Handwritten notations between Weisselberg and Cohen are an exhibit in the trial, and Cohen testified on direct-examination that the notes memorialized how he would get paid back.
Prosecutor Susan Hoffinger reminded jurors that Cohen was not on trial. Instead, he was a crucial witness against Trump.
Mark Zauderer, a New York trial and appeals attorney, said the Manhattan district attorney's case is "a jigsaw puzzle with clear ties to Donald Trump" and it appeared to be generally untarnished by attempts by the defense to discredit Cohen.
Blanche's confrontation about the October 2016 phone call -- hailed by some as a major setback to the district attorney -- did not appear to destroy Cohen's credibility, according to Zauderer, "because it's perfectly plausible that his explanation would be accepted by the jury."
"Nobody can be sure what the jury will decide, but it's to me a distortion to argue that the testimony of Cohen was so undercut that a jury would find reasonable doubt given the storm of corroborating evidence," Zauderer said.
Blanche succeeded, other experts said, in raising necessary points to argue that Cohen is generally dishonest. That point, they said, can be emphasized during closing arguments, scheduled for Tuesday.
"I don't think [Blanche] can accomplish much more than getting up and closing and saying you can't believe a word Michael Cohen says," said Jeffrey Cohen, a Boston College Law school professor who is unrelated to the witness.
Jeffrey Lichtman, who helped acquit mobster John Gotti Jr., said it would be "almost impossible" to get Cohen to recant his telling of private conversations with Trump.
"You're not going to get him to say, all of a sudden, 'Oh, my God, you got me,'" Lichtman said.
Peter Frankel, a defense attorney based in New York, said that while "a lot of the questions ... were confusing and had to be rephrased," Blanche "was obviously very well prepared, and he put in the work to cover every single aspect of Michael Cohen's history."
Much of Cohen's narrative of his dishonest and criminal ways has been known for years, but Blanche laid out the highlights for jurors -- including that Cohen told Congress he would never seek a pardon from Trump when he already had through his attorney.
Trump's defense tried to paint Cohen as an exaggerator for making a remark on his podcast last year about spending "countless hours" with Manhattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg, who is prosecuting the case. He clarified that he never met Bragg (although he did meet with lawyers from Bragg's office).
Pulling up a 2020 episode of a podcast Cohen hosts, Blanche showed a different version of the calm, rueful man jurors saw in court. Jurors heard evidence of his past outbursts, in which Cohen sounded at times furious as he fantasized about seeing Trump convicted.
Blanche pressed Cohen on why he pleaded guilty to tax fraud but then went on to call the charges "bogus" and both the judge and prosecutors corrupt. Cohen said he was willing to lie and falsely claim to accept responsibility, because otherwise his wife might have been charged.
"You lied to a federal judge because the stakes affected you personally, correct?" Blanche asked.
"Yes," Cohen replied.
Later, Blanche asked Cohen, "Does the outcome of this trial affect you personally?"
Again, Cohen answered, "Yes."
It was a setup that allowed Blanche to argue in summations that Cohen had motive to lie under oath to help convict Trump and was capable of lying again.
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Biden has appointed 201 judges, boosting diversity of federal courts
The Senate confirmed judicial nominees from Arizona and California, adding two more women to a group far more diverse than those named by past presidents.
By Tobi Raji | 2024-05-23

Judge Ketanji Brown Jackson, accompanied by President Biden and Vice President Harris, walks out to speak during an event celebrating the confirmation of Jackson as the first Black woman on the Supreme Court on the South Lawn of the White House on April 8, 2022. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


The Senate on Wednesday confirmed two women of color as President Biden's 200th and 201st judicial nominees, a significant milestone for Democratic and White House efforts to diversify and remake a federal court system that grew increasingly conservative under President Donald Trump.
Magistrate Judge Angela Martinez, a Latina who previously served as an assistant U.S. attorney, was approved to become a federal judge in the District of Arizona in a 66-28 vote, with 45 Democrats, three independents and 18 Republicans supporting her nomination.
Dena M. Coggins, who is Black and Asian American, was confirmed as a federal judge in the Eastern District of California, 50-44, with yes votes from 46 Democrats, two independents and two Republicans.
Together they bring additional ethnic and gender diversity to a cohort of judges nominated by Biden that even before Wednesday included more women, people of color and LGBTQ individuals than those nominated by any other president in U.S. history.
"Judges matter. These men and women have the power to uphold basic rights or to roll them back," Biden said in a statement following the vote to confirm Martinez. "They hear cases that decide whether women have the freedom to make their own reproductive healthcare decisions; whether Americans have the freedom to cast their ballots; whether workers have the freedom to unionize and make a living wage for their families; and whether children have the freedom to breathe clean air and drink clean water."
More than four years have passed since Biden promised to appoint judges who reflect the diversity of the United States as part of his presidential campaign's pitch to Black voters. Since then, the Senate has confirmed 200 of his judicial nominees.
They include Judges Zahid N. Quraishi, the first Muslim to sit on a federal district bench; Nusrat Choudhury, the first Muslim woman to serve as federal judge; Nancy Abudu, the first Black woman to serve on the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 11th Circuit; Sara Hill, a member of Cherokee Nation and Oklahoma's first Native American federal judge; Irma Carrillo Ramirez, the daughter of Mexican immigrants and the first Latina judge on the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 5th Circuit; Jerry Edwards, first Black federal judge in the Western District of Louisiana; and Amanda Brailsford, the first woman to serve as district court judge in Idaho.
Biden's barrier-breaking nominees also include Supreme Court Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson, the first Black woman to sit on the nation's highest court.
"I'm very proud to be one of Biden's many nominations of women and people of color," U.S. District Judge Susan DeClercq, the first federal judge of East Asian descent in Michigan, said in an interview. "I think that we need a lot more administrations like that to make up for the years and decades where women and people of color were definitely not represented."
Biden's push to remake the federal judiciary extends far beyond racial and gender lines. He has nominated a several judges who come from diverse professional backgrounds such as civil rights lawyers, labor lawyers and public defenders, as well as those who are openly LGBTQ. Judge Beth Robinson, for example, is the first openly gay woman to serve on any federal appeals court, and Nicole G. Berner is the first openly gay judge and first labor lawyer on the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 4th Circuit.
In an emailed statement, Berner cited the importance of bringing her experience as an openly gay person, as well as "a professional background representing workers and their unions" to the federal bench.
"A court comprised of judges with a broad range of professional and personal backgrounds is better equipped to delve deeply into the variety of cases that come before them," her email said.
Maya Wiley, who heads the Leadership Conference on Civil and Human Rights, a coalition of more than 200 groups, echoed the idea that it was crucial for the federal bench to include groups that have long been underrepresented.
"For decades, we've made it clear: Civil rights lawyers, public defenders, and other lawyers from diverse professional backgrounds belong on the federal bench," Wiley said in a statement. "And already, many of these fair-minded judges have played key roles in bringing justice to people across the country."
Only 13 percent of Biden's judicial picks have been White men, according to a Washington Post analysis of self-reported race and ethnicity data from the Federal Judicial Center.
By contrast, Trump's nominees were predominantly White and male. Eighty-four percent of Trump's judicial picks were White and 76 percent were men, according to the analysis. The former president did not name a single Black judge to any U.S. appeals court.
DeClercq said it's important to have a diverse federal judiciary that is reflective of the country because it adds perspective when hearing cases.
"In the judiciary in particular, we are called upon to neutrally decide cases that come before us, and the cases that come before us come from all the corners of our community, from businesses, from schools, from people -- from individual people -- from prisoners," DeClercq said. "I think that if you don't have some diversity of perspective and experience, you're not the best person [for the job]."
She described in the interview how she became interested in a legal career as young girl after watching attorneys work through her parents' divorce, eventually becoming a civil rights lawyer.
"I'm certainly very proud to be the first East Asian judge on this bench. But what I'm also very proud of is, I am also a naturalized citizen who was on this bench and I'm also the daughter of a disabled single mom who's on this bench," she said. "And so I think, again, diversity goes beyond simply race and gender. And I think that all of those things will help me in this job and will make me a better judge."
Trump also significantly reshaped the federal judiciary during his term in office by filling 237 vacancies, including three on the Supreme Court. It is unlikely that Biden -- himself a former chair of the Senate Judiciary Committee -- will exceed Trump's confirmations before the end of the year, committee Chairman Dick Durbin (D-Ill.) told reporters Wednesday afternoon.
There are 22 nominees pending in the Senate, according to data compiled by the American Constitution Society. Of those, 10 are waiting for a vote by the full Senate. Senate Democrats would need to work at breakneck speed to confirm all 22 nominees, plus the additional 14 needed to tie Trump's total.
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Biden welcomes Kenyan president; Trump trial on hiatus
Live updates from the 2024 campaign trail, with the latest news on presidential candidates, polls, primaries and more.
By Amy B Wang, Mariana Alfaro, Azi Paybarah, Patrick Svitek, Maegan Vazquez, Liz Goodwin, Aaron Blake, Philip Bump, Perry Stein, Jenny Gathright, Hannah Allam, Katharine Houreld, Karin Brulliard, Tobi Raji, Paul Kane, Tyler Pager, Marianne LeVine, Adriana Usero, Justin Jouvenal, Ann Marimow, Leigh Ann Caldwell, Theodoric Meyer, Praveena Somasundaram, Michael Scherer, Hannah Knowles, Holly Bailey | 2024-05-22
President Biden welcomed Kenyan President William Ruto to the White House on Wednesday for a state visit. It is the first state visit by an African president since 2008. Former president Donald Trump's hush money trial in New York is on hiatus until Tuesday, when closing arguments are expected.
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Nikki Haley says she will vote for Trump in 2024 election
Her announcement came in her first public appearance since suspending her campaign in early March.
By Dylan Wells, Patrick Svitek | 2024-05-22

Nikki Haley suspended her presidential campaign in early March. (Melina Mara/The Washington Post)


Former U.N. ambassador Nikki Haley, who suspended her run for the Republican nomination for president in early March, announced she will vote for Donald Trump but reiterated that he should not assume that her supporters will back him.
"I will be voting for Trump. Having said that, I stand by what I said in my suspension speech," Haley said Wednesday. "Trump would be smart to reach out to the millions of people who voted for me and continue to support me and not assume that they're just going to be with him. And I genuinely hope he does."
Her announcement came in her first public appearance since suspending her campaign for president during a conversation at the Hudson Institute, a conservative think tank where she was recently named the organization's Walter P. Stern chair. In a speech, Haley repeatedly attacked President Biden's position on foreign policy and criticized his handling of the wars in Gaza and Ukraine. She did not mention Trump in her remarks but responded to a moderator's question after the speech about which candidate she preferred on foreign policy -- Trump or President Biden.
Haley rattled off a list of issues that are important to her and said that Trump has not been perfect on them but that Biden "has been a catastrophe."
Haley, a lifelong Republican, heavily criticized Trump during the GOP primary and did not endorse him when she suspended her campaign. Her suspension cleared the way for him to become the presumptive Republican nominee against Biden.
Still, she has continued to earn sizable shares of the vote in primaries since she dropped out, including over 20 percent against Trump in the Indiana primary earlier this month.
Haley, who served in the Trump administration, was the first major rival to challenge Trump for the nomination. She criticized Trump when he first ran in 2016, before joining his administration the next year. During her campaign she aggressively hit Trump, including questioning his mental fitness for office.
In addition to policy criticisms, Trump attacked Haley with both sexist and racially charged attacks, including sharing a false "birther" claim about Haley that incorrectly suggested she was ineligible to be president or vice president because her parents were not U.S. citizens when she was born. Ahead of the South Carolina primary, he mocked Haley's husband, a service member who was deployed overseas, enraging Haley and her allies.
The Biden campaign has recently made moves to persuade her supporters to vote for Biden instead, including a digital ad featuring Trump denigrating Haley during the campaign. Some of Biden's fundraisers have held meetings with people in Haley's orbit to recruit them.

Nikki Haley on May 22 said she will vote for former president Donald Trump in the 2024 presidential election.


Biden's campaign reacted quickly to Haley's announcement Wednesday that she would vote for Trump. Within minutes, the campaign shared on X old clips of Trump criticizing Haley supporters and downplaying the need to court them.
"Nothing has changed for the millions of Republican voters who continue to cast their ballots against Donald Trump in the primaries and care deeply about the future of our democracy, standing strong with our allies against foreign adversaries, and working across the aisle to get things done for the American people -- while also rejecting the chaos, division and violence that Donald Trump embodies," Biden campaign communications director Michael Tyler said in a statement.
Haley's speech made clear her criticism of Biden, who she said "will go down in history as the commander in chief who refused to stop our enemies."
Explaining her decision to back Trump, Haley said: "As a voter, I put my priorities on a president who's going to have the backs of our allies and hold our enemies to account. Who would secure the border, no more excuses. A president who would support capitalism and freedom. A president who understands we need less debt, not more debt."
She added: "Trump has not been perfect on these policies. I have made that clear many, many times. But Biden has been a catastrophe."
Among her criticisms of Biden, Haley said Wednesday that his decision to withhold weapons from Israel "validates the totally false and destructive narrative that Israel is acting unjustly by defending herself," adding that she thinks Israel "is conducting its war of self-defense more humanely than any army in history."
Biden, she said, is "dragging out a war, emboldening terrorists and making other wars more likely."
After the speech, Haley announced she would travel to Israel to show support and see the situation on the ground.
Many of Haley's top advisers and campaign staff members were present for her address. She thanked them and her supporters and told attendees that life has been "really good" since ending her campaign. She said she slept 10 to 12 hours a day for weeks after suspending her presidential bid. Hayley added that she has been able to spend more time with family, including her husband, Michael, who was deployed abroad for much of her campaign but has since returned from Djibouti.
Haley has not spoken to Trump or Biden since suspending her campaign, including ahead of her announcement on Wednesday, according to a person familiar with the matter who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss Haley's private schedule.
Tyler Pager contributed to this report.
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In the GOP House, details of Trump's trials are an unfair personal attack
Rep. Jim McGovern's (D-Mass.) articulation of Trump's legal issues on Wednesday was stricken from the record.
By Philip Bump | 2024-05-22

Rep. Jim McGovern (D-Mass.), the top Democrat on the House Rules Committee, speaks during the panel's meeting last month. (Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post)


A candidate for president of the United States is on trial for allegedly helping facilitate a hush money payment to a porn star to avoid a sex scandal during his 2016 campaign, and then fraudulently disguising those payments in violation of the law. He's also charged with conspiring to overturn the 2020 presidential election. He's also charged with willful retention of classified information. And a jury has already found him liable for rape in a civil court.
As you probably know, those statements apply to Donald Trump, the presumptive Republican nominee on November's presidential ballot. They are also statements that, with only a few slight changes, were deemed unfair personal attacks by House Republicans and removed from a record of debate on Wednesday afternoon.
Rep. Jim McGovern (D-Mass.) rose on the House floor to challenge having been admonished for saying Trump had been indicted by a grand jury and is on trial. He made a parliamentary inquiry about the admonishment; that is, he asked Speaker Pro Tempore Jerry L. Carl (R-Ala.) for clarification on the rules of debate. Specifically: "Has the chair determined that it is unparliamentary to state a fact?"
Carl was handed a note, suggesting that McGovern's question was anticipated.
"The chair is not in a position to determine the veracity of remarks made on the floor," he replied as the member facilitating debate at the time. "Members must avoid personalities."
McGovern declared this to be "unbelievable."
"Personalities" is another of those terms that has a specific meaning in the context of the House. It comes from a long-standing rule governing debate in that chamber, including the rules adopted for the 118th Congress.
"Remarks in debate (which may include references to the Senate or its Members)," Rule XVII, Section 1b states, "shall be confined to the question under debate, avoiding personality." And "avoiding personality" means, simply, not making personal attacks on peers.
The intent is to foster collegiality, to keep members of Congress from attacking other representatives, senators or the president. In this way, decorum might be maintained and interpersonal disparagements limited.
But Trump is not a representative, senator or president. He is a private citizen, at least at the moment. And there are broad protections granted to members of Congress under the Constitution's speech and debate clause. That clause protects sitting legislators from lawsuits for defamation, among other things, specifically to allow them to speak freely. McGovern has broad impunity for his comments when speaking from the House floor -- except, it seems, from rebuke by the Republican majority.
To McGovern's point, it's fraught to suggest that statements of fact are personal attacks. He noted that previous comments about the trial in New York, in which Republicans called it a "sham," did not prompt any sanction. His articulation of Trump's status, though, did.
Pressing his point, he outlined the facts at the beginning of the article.
"These are not alternative facts. These are real facts," he began. "A candidate for the United States is on trial for sending a hush money payment to a porn star to avoid a sex scandal during his 2016 campaign, and then fraudulently disguising those payments in violation of the law."
We can split hairs here; the payment was sent by his attorney, Michael Cohen. And Trump is innocent until proven guilty, so we use the word "allegedly." But "on trial for" serves a similar purpose and the allegations made otherwise comport with his articulation.
"He's also charged with conspiring to overturn the election," McGovern continued, referring to charges in Fulton County, Ga. "He's also charged with stealing classified information."
That latter claim is a stretch. Trump isn't charged with stealing or theft but, instead, with "willfully retaining" documents in his possession. It's the difference between you picking my pocket and you running off with my wallet instead of returning it after I asked you to hold it for a moment.
McGovern added that "a jury has already found him liable for rape in a civil court," which is true.
It was at about this point in McGovern's soliloquy that Rep. Erin Houchin (R-Ind.) demanded his comments be stricken from the record. Carl stated that the words would be taken down and told McGovern to sit down.
This probably wasn't a great idea from a political standpoint. The clip of McGovern's objection and comments was shared on social media, where prominent Democrats quickly jumped in to defend the legislator -- and ensure their followers saw what he said. This is the Streisand Effect at work: the effort to suppress awareness of information can draw even more attention to it.
But we shouldn't lose sight of McGovern's broader point. It is both the case that his comments were (largely) accurate and also that they were embarrassing for Trump and, by extension, members of his party who seek to downplay his legal problems. McGovern highlighted this tension, giving Republicans the opportunity to argue that true things said about a nonmember violated rules of decorum barring the disparagement of elected officials.
Houchin and Carl obliged.
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Obviously there are people in New York who support Donald Trump
Donald Trump Jr. suggested this week that support for his father in the city was some sort of underground movement.
By Philip Bump | 2024-05-22

Donald Trump departs after visiting Sanaa Convenient Store in Manhattan on April 16. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post) 


One of the lines of argument used by Donald Trump and his supporters to attack the criminal trial that's underway in Manhattan is that no jury in such a pro-Democratic place could possibly be fair. As jury selection was underway in the trial, which is likely to go to a jury next week, Trump's allies studiously pored over available biographical details to suggest that the jury pool's politics sat somewhere between Sen. Bernie Sanders (I-Vt.) and Che Guevara.
But, of course, this is in tension with another central motivation for Trump and his allies: presenting him as remarkably popular and well-regarded. So when Trump's son Donald Trump Jr. appeared on former Trump adviser Stephen K. Bannon's podcast earlier this week, he presented the scale of Trump support in the city as though it was an underground resistance movement.
"When I'm in New York, the amount of people who show support is actually huge," Trump Jr. said. "But they do it like this" -- he held up his hands to illustrate -- "like, it's like a thumbs-up, like, hidden under their jacket so no one else can possibly see."
It is amusing that the only people Trump has seen do this are apparently people wearing jackets -- presumably sport coats, given how nice the weather has been in the city in recent weeks. But it is not surprising. The 74 million votes Trump received in 2020 came heavily from big cities where lots of people live, however likely those cities were to prefer Joe Biden's candidacy.
We can illustrate the distribution of Trump votes by looking at the total number of votes he received in each of the 3,000-plus U.S. counties. The fewest votes he received came in Loving County, Tex., where he won 60 of the 66 votes cast. The most he received in a county? His 1.1 million in Los Angeles County -- good enough for just over a quarter of all votes cast.




The five boroughs of New York (five individual counties) all provided Trump with at least 67,000 votes. The fewest came in the Bronx, where he got 67,740 votes. The most came in Queens, the county where he was born, where he got nearly 213,000. Even that low total in the Bronx, though, was more votes than he got in 92 percent of U.S. counties. In Manhattan, where the trial is underway, Trump's 85,000 votes are more than he got in 94 percent of counties. In New York City overall, the total Trump vote was larger than all but three counties: those housing L.A., Phoenix and Houston.
In fact, Trump lost all 23 counties where he got the most votes in 2020. In those counties, he won 10.6 million votes, about 14 percent of his total. He lost the counties by an average of 18 percentage points.
Let's use 100,000 votes as the dividing line. Trump won about three-fifths of his votes in counties where he got fewer than that number of votes; in two-thirds of those counties, he won by at least 25 points. He lost two-thirds of counties where he got more than 100,000 votes, but still got 2 out of every 5 votes he won in those places.




As we noted in December 2020, Trump got more votes in states he lost than in states he won.
So, yeah, it's not hard to believe that there are Trump supporters in Trump Jr.'s vicinity, particularly given the likelihood that younger Trump spends more time among sympathetic people than antagonistic ones. It is somewhat hard to believe that all these guys are trying to hide their thumbs-ups in their sports coats, though. When Donald Trump visited a bodega in upper Manhattan a few weeks ago, there was a boisterous crowd there to welcome him.
In fairness, it is possible that Trump Jr.'s experience of sheepishness is skewed by his spending time in one particular part of the city: the area around Trump Tower on Fifth Avenue. In the precinct that houses Trump's former home, two-thirds of voters preferred Joe Biden.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2024/05/22/trump-popularity-cities/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Pro-Palestinian college protests have not won hearts and minds
Many Americans see antisemitism in them.
By Aaron Blake | 2024-05-22

Pro-Palestinian protesters pitch tents and gather in front of George Washington University President Ellen Granberg's house in D.C. on May 9. (Jordan Tovin for The Washington Post)


Pro-Palestinian college protests have faded somewhat from the news, as law enforcement has cracked down on encampments and schools break for the summer -- though the protests continue on some campuses across the country.
While the protests might have earned some concessions from administrators, it's become clear that they've failed in one key respect: winning over the American public.
Multiple polls in recent weeks have shown relatively little sympathy for the protesters or approval of their actions. And notably, large numbers of Americans have attached the "antisemitic" label to them.
The most recent data on this come in the form of a striking poll in New York, a hotbed of the protests at Columbia University, in particular.
The Siena College poll shows residents even of that blue-leaning state -- Democrats tend to sympathize more with the Palestinian cause -- agreed 70 percent to 22 percent that the protests "went too far, and I support the police being called in to shut them down."
This comes on top of other polls showing low national support for the protests.
YouGov polling for both the Economist and Yahoo News this month showed Americans disapproved of the protests by around a 2-1 margin. Ditto a Fox News poll last week.
And a Suffolk University poll showed that 7 in 10 Americans either opposed the protests (46 percent) or sympathized with them while opposing the way the protesters conducted themselves (24 percent). Just 19 percent said they supported the protests, full stop.
The Fox News poll showed just 16 percent said the protests made them more sympathetic to Palestinians, while 29 percent said the protests made them less sympathetic. (Half said the protests made no difference.)
Perhaps most telling are the sentiments that Americans say undergird the protests.
Many pro-Palestinian activists are careful to distinguish between supporting Palestinians and supporting Hamas, a group the United States government regards as a terrorist organization. But large swaths of Americans don't see much of a distinction in the protests.
The Suffolk poll showed 33 percent of Americans thought a majority of the protesters were pro-Hamas, compared with 43 percent who disputed that. The Fox poll showed 42 percent described the protests as pro-Hamas, while just 49 percent disagreed. Both positions were outnumbered, if not overwhelmingly.
A bit more pronounced is the view that the protests have veered into antisemitism. And that position isn't just held on the right:
In each poll, between 25 percent and 35 percent of Democrats attached the protests to antisemitism, and fewer than 6 in 10 Democrats disputed that.
The Siena poll is again even more striking on this front.
It showed that New Yorkers agreed 61-25 that the protesters have lost sight of Hamas's Oct. 7 massacre of Israelis and that "it feels like these demonstrations have crossed the line into antisemitism." Even Democrats agreed, 54-32. Even the age group most sympathetic to the Palestinian cause, adults under the age of 35, agreed, 46-38.
There are two clauses in that poll question, raising the possibility that respondents agreed with one part of the question but not necessarily the other. Maybe some agreed the protesters have lost sight of Oct. 7 but are less apt to agree they've crossed into antisemitism.
But this is also New York, a state President Biden won by 23 points in 2020. And the fact that these numbers were so lopsided even there would seem to speak meaningfully about how these protests have played.
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Biden has installed the most non-White judges of any president
An analysis of Federal Judicial Center data shows the racial and gender breakdowns in Biden's picks for the Supreme Court and other federal courts so far.
By Nick Mourtoupalas | 2024-05-22
In three and a half years, President Biden has already installed more non-White federal judges than any president in history. His slate of judges is also majority female -- another first.
As Biden and former president Donald Trump barrel toward a fall rematch, The Washington Post is examining the numbers behind their time as president. In this case, we reviewed their approaches to nominating federal judges, who enjoy lifetime tenure once confirmed by the Senate.
Across the Supreme Court, Circuit and District courts, 65 percent of Trump's appointments are White men. Just 13 percent of Biden's Senate-confirmed appointments so far are White men, according to a Post analysis of self-reported race and ethnicity data from the Federal Judicial Center.
"I'm particularly proud that these judges reflect the diversity that is our country's strength," Biden said in a February statement after his 175th judge was confirmed.
The Senate confirmed three more Biden judges this week, marking his 200th confirmation. The president will need significant Senate action in coming months to match Trump's pace filling the federal bench. Trump filled 237 federal judge vacancies during his term, including three Supreme Court justices.
Trump and the Republican-controlled Senate worked efficiently to fill a glut of vacancies the GOP had held open at the end of Barack Obama's presidency. The resulting conservative influence, most notably on the Supreme Court where it led to the 2022 overturning of Roe v. Wade, could endure for decades.
As of mid-May, Biden remains the only president in history to install more women than men on the federal bench. More than 6 in 10 Biden-appointed judges are women.
The Senate confirmed as many non-White women to the federal bench in Biden's first year as it did for his predecessor in his entire four-year term.
Obama is the only president who has appointed more women to the bench: 138 judges in his entire eight years as president. Biden is about a dozen short of that total as he nears the end of his first term.
Since judges enjoy lifelong appointments, the age at nomination is a strategic consideration for presidents aiming for a lasting impact on the judiciary. For both Trump and Biden, roughly half of judges put forward by either president were under 50 years old at the time they were confirmed. Trump had 16 judges under 40 and Biden had six.
Tobi Raji contributed to this report.
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GOP challengers make gains but lose bid to oust hard right in North Idaho
A rebel Republican faction in North Idaho lost its bid to reclaim power from hard-right GOP leaders in a closely watched primary election.
By Hannah Allam | 2024-05-22

Brent Regan, chairman of the Kootenai County Republican Central Committee, speaks to a group at the Coeur d'Alene Public Library on May 16. (Rajah Bose for The Washington Post)


A rebel Republican bloc aiming to curb far-right extremism in North Idaho made significant gains Tuesday, flipping dozens of local seats, but fell short of the votes needed to change the hard-line GOP leadership in an area with historic ties to the far right.
The primary-election showdown in Kootenai County, a mountainous region near the Canadian border, drew national attention as a rare example of self-described "traditional" Republicans organizing against the party's hard-right swing of recent years. Ultimately, however, a majority of members of the county GOP committee kept their jobs.
"The predictions of my demise were greatly exaggerated," Brent Regan, chairman of the GOP committee and target No. 1 for the challengers, posted on X early Wednesday. Regan and other GOP leaders have been linked to far-right figures but have strongly rejected the extremist label.
The rebel bloc's goal was to win 37 of 73 precinct committee seats, hyperlocal posts that play an outsize role in shaping the direction of the Kootenai County Republican Central Committee and, by extension, the state party. The establishment challengers picked up 30 seats, according to local news reports, a result that won't allow them to take power but a sign, they say, that their nascent movement has a future.
"Voters in 30 precincts made it clear - they want to restore integrity to our local party," said Christa Hazel, an organizer with the breakaway GOP camp.
Still, it was a disappointing finish for organizers who sought a clear rejection of far-right extremism in a place whose history is intertwined with hate. The Aryan Nations and other white-power groups operated near Coeur d'Alene, the area's main city, for decades.
Legal challenges and infighting collapsed the Aryan Nations around 2000, but some North Idaho activists fear that the old bigotry has returned with new political cover as ultraconservatives consolidate power and promote North Idaho as a place where White Christians can escape "liberal" ideas about racial diversity and women's rights.
Regan and others aligned with the ruling hard-liners describe their opponents as RINOs -- "Republicans in name only" -- who no longer reflect the sensibilities of North Idaho, home to a recent influx of ultraconservative "political refugees" from California and other Western states.
In deep-red North Idaho, as in most of the state, the May primary is regarded as more important than the November election. Both camps of Republicans worked overtime to raise money and get out the vote, portraying the stakes as a battle for the soul of the local GOP.
The rivals aren't that far apart on a conservative agenda that promotes strict abortion bans and hard-line polices dictating how schools teach about race, gender and sexuality. The split also transcends feelings about former president Donald Trump, who has supporters on both sides. The fissures come mainly over accusations that hard-liners are infusing Christian nationalism into policy and are picking fights that are damaging local education and health-care systems. Critics also charge that the local leaders have grown too cozy with far-right figures who have records of hate speech and extremism.
The most-cited example is Dave Reilly, who attended the 2017 white-supremacist march in Charlottesville, and whom extremism researchers call a far-right propagandist with a history of antisemitic tweets and associations.
Reilly moved to North Idaho and, in 2021, ran for a school board seat, garnering an endorsement from the GOP committee and a donation from Regan. More recently, Reilly was hired by the Idaho Freedom Foundation -- where Regan serves as board chairman -- to shape communications strategies for the conservative lobbying group, which wields influence statewide.
Reilly didn't respond to a voice mail seeking comment; he has previously denied accusations that he's a racist or antisemite. Regan said in an email to The Washington Post that the committee "was not aware" of Reilly's Twitter posts at the time it endorsed him. He added that he never defended Reilly's words but has "defended people's right to free speech and due process."
Early Wednesday, candidates from the breakaway faction consoled one another with text messages and pledged to keep up momentum in their fight against far-right extremism. They called their 30 new committee seats a good start.
"Not a majority, but a significant step for our community," said Russell Mann, who lost his campaign for a precinct committee seat in Post Falls, just outside Coeur d'Alene. "While I'm disappointed to not be among them, I'm rooting for the winning challengers to be able to make a positive difference."
Reilly wasted no time in trolling Mann, who frequently spars with him on X. When the race was called, Reilly posted a photo of himself with Mann's opponent, Michael Burgess. "God bless Idaho!" Reilly wrote.
The split over extremism has cleaved North Idaho's political scene in two, with the official party and the more moderate shadow party holding separate events and communicating their messages through rival publications.
In a legislative district north of Coeur d'Alene, the challengers celebrated a win in one race that epitomized the split: a state Senate contest between "traditional" conservative Jim Woodward and Scott Herndon, a self-proclaimed "abortion abolitionist" whose remarks on the subject have drawn national outrage.
After an expensive, hard-fought campaign, Woodward narrowly won with 8,219 votes to Herndon's 7,606, according to Idaho's official results.
In an interview with The Post ahead of the primary, Woodward warned that North Idaho was going down a path toward authoritarianism and extremism. He said the election served as a reminder that, even in a deeply conservative area, not everyone is on board with the party's increasingly rightward shift.
"It's just people getting together and saying, 'Hey, we need to push back on this because this is not who we are,'" Woodward said. "This is not what we are in Idaho."
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Biden's base isn't as freaked out as he might want them to be
Younger and non-White voters are less likely to express concern about democracy or express anxiety about the election.
By Philip Bump | 2024-05-22

President Biden waits to walk onstage during an event at the White House on July 4. (Tom Brenner for The Washington Post)


When Yahoo News presented Americans with a number of phrases describing the 2024 presidential election, the one that received the most agreement from poll respondents was one focused on the importance of defending democracy.
Six in 10 respondents in the poll conducted by YouGov offered at least some agreement with the statement, which read: "Whether democracy is still America's sacred cause is the most urgent question of our time. It's what the 2024 election should be all about." That included three-quarters of Democrats and 6 in 10 Republicans. The only other statement with which a majority of respondents agreed was one about how "Donald Trump's campaign is about him, not America." But Republicans weren't on board with that one.
You can see how different demographic groups responded to the democracy statement below, including breaking respondents down by the cable news channel they watched most often, if any. We'll come back to this.




Supporters of President Biden might justifiably be curious how these responses comport with another of the questions asked in the same poll. Respondents were also asked whether they thought candidates for office should commit to accepting election results in advance. While a majority said they should, only 4 in 10 Republicans held that position. Among those who said they plan to vote for Trump in November, more respondents said that candidates shouldn't make such a commitment.
YouGov provided The Washington Post with a breakdown of responses on the importance-of-democracy question among those who did or didn't think committing to respecting the results was important. Among those who believed candidates should commit to respecting results, 7 in 10 agreed that democracy was the central issue in 2024. Among those who didn't believe such a commitment was important? Six in 10 agreed about democracy.
In other words, this is heavily a manifestation of the mirror-image view of American elections: that they need to be defended from nonexistent fraud rather than treated as the reliable determiners of public will that they are.
You might have noticed in the results above that there were other important demographic divides on the democracy question. Older Americans were more likely than younger ones to view the issue as urgent. So were White Americans.
When we introduce another bit of data -- the percentage of respondents who weren't sure whether they agreed with the statement -- that becomes more obvious.
If we consider respondents who agreed with the statement only among those with an opinion, agreement was about even regardless of race, and the gap between older and younger respondents narrowed. But non-White and younger respondents were less likely to have an opinion on the statement itself.




That pattern is reflected in another question asked in the poll. Yahoo prompted people to indicate their level of anxiety about the 2024 contest. Overall, most respondents indicated some anxiety. But rates were lower among younger and non-White respondents. Both groups were also less likely to have an opinion on the question at all.




Where Biden's campaign would probably want people to be is a bit closer to the MSNBC-viewer numbers in these charts: worried about the election and worried about democracy. But at this point, it's simply not the case. Instead, the views of Black, Hispanic and younger Americans (groups that overlap more than many people realize, by the way) look more like people who don't watch cable news at all. Many younger respondents probably don't.
The Yahoo News poll also asked respondents whether things in the country are better now under Biden or whether they were better under Trump. Respondents under 30 -- an age group that backed Biden by a wide margin in 2020 -- were equally likely to say Trump and Biden. Among Black respondents, who cast 11 votes for Biden for every Trump vote four years ago, Biden's presidency was preferred by less than a 3-to-1 margin.




Biden's team is aware it is struggling to engage young and Black voters (as Biden's weekend schedule makes obvious). But YouGov's polling suggests that a central element of his campaign pitch -- that democracy is under threat and this election is a referendum on our political system -- simply isn't engaging those voters as he might hope. As a result, their views of the contest, look more like everyone else's.
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The many punts of Donald Trump
In his attempt to return to the White House, Trump has repeatedly avoided taking positions on key issues.
By Aaron Blake | 2024-05-22

Former president Donald Trump at a campaign rally this month in Waukesha, Wis. (Sara Stathas for The Washington Post)


Former president Donald Trump's botched handling of a question about contraception was somewhat inexplicable. When asked by a local TV news reporter if he supported any restrictions on contraception, Trump answered that it was a state issue -- the implication being that he was open to some states restricting it. This was a problem, given that national Republicans have sought to assure voters that they aren't targeting contraception.
Soon, Trump clarified on social media, "I HAVE NEVER, AND WILL NEVER ADVOCATE IMPOSING RESTRICTIONS ON BIRTH CONTROL, or other contraceptives."
But in another way, this was par for course. Over and over again in recent months, Trump has punted on many of the most important issues facing the country in 2024. Trump has done this for years -- on his health-care and infrastructure plans, particularly -- but it's especially conspicuous these days.
Many of his punts involve reproductive rights, but not all. Trump will often promise a position shortly, then never provide one.
Trump's cleanup effort on the contraception question points to the limits of this punting strategy; sometimes avoiding a position is problematic, too. But that hasn't stopped him from forging a remarkably unclear 2024 platform on some key issues.
Let's recap.
KDKA News in Pittsburgh asked Trump whether he supported any restrictions on contraception.
"We're looking at that, and I'm going to have a policy on that very shortly, and I think it's something that you'll find interesting. I think it's a smart decision. But we'll be releasing it very soon."
"Things really do have a lot to do with the states and some states are going to have different policies than others."
Trump soon clarified that he would "never advocate imposing restrictions on birth control."
Time magazine asked Trump on April 12 if mifepristone, the drug used for 60 percent of abortions in the United States, should be available to women.
"Well, I have an opinion on that, but I'm not going to explain. I'm not gonna say it yet. But I have pretty strong views on that. And I'll be releasing it probably over the next week."
Time then did a follow-up interview on April 27, noting Trump hadn't announced his promised position. Trump again kicked the can down the road.
"I'll be doing it over the next week or two. But I don't think it will be shocking, frankly. But I'll be doing it over the next week or two."
It's been 31/2 weeks since the latter interview, and still no Trump position has been announced.
This is a workaround that some Republicans have sought to use to ban abortion and contraception, by prohibiting the mailing of drugs used in them. Time asked Trump if his Justice Department would enforce the Comstock Act, a 150-year-old law, but he wouldn't -- and still won't -- say.
"I will be making a statement on that over the next 14 days. ... Yeah, I have a big statement on that. I feel very strongly about it. I actually think it's a very important issue."
It's now been 40 days, and Trump still has not made the promised statement.
Trump has said this should be a state issue, in a rather transparent attempt to avoid getting bogged down in the details. ("Now all I say is that states are handling it, and it's totally killed that issue," Trump claimed last month.)
But despite that posture, Trump in the Time interview declined repeated attempts to get him to say whether he would veto any federal restrictions.
"There will never be that chance, because it won't happen. You're never going to have 60 votes [in the Senate]."
"I won't have to commit to it because it'll never -- number one, it'll never happen. Number two, it's about states' rights."
Similar to the way he handled his initial contraception stance, Trump has punted on whether to give legal rights to embryos and fetuses -- an effort by Republicans to ban abortion.
"I'm leaving everything up to the states. The states are going to be different. Some will say yes. Some will say no. Texas is different than Ohio," Trump told Time of granting rights to embryos.
He also strenuously avoided, in an interview with NBC's "Meet the Press" in September, directly answering questions about granting rights to fetuses.
"Well, I don't know," Trump said, while talking around the question and citing other abortion restrictions.
National Republicans have sought to distance themselves from notions of punishing and imprisoning women and doctors for abortions. But Trump has left both of these ideas open.
Of punishing women, he said in the Time interview: "I don't have to be comfortable or uncomfortable. The states are going to make that decision. The states are going to have to be comfortable or uncomfortable, not me."
Just days earlier, Trump made similar comments about punishing doctors.
"I'd let that be to the states. ... And now the states are handling it. And some have handled it very well, and the others will end up handling it very well."
He also left open in the Time interview that some states could monitor women's pregnancies.
"I think they might do that. Again, you'll have to speak to the individual states."
Trump is a Florida resident, meaning he is faced with whether to support the state's popular abortion rights amendment in November. The measure would overturn Florida's harsh six-week abortion ban, which Trump has criticized.
But Trump declined to take a position on it in the Time interview.
"I don't tell you what I'm gonna vote for. I only tell you the state's gonna make a determination."
While many have interpreted Trump's position as opposing further aid for Ukraine to repel Russia's invasion, he hasn't been nearly so clear.
He largely stayed away from the recent bill that approved funding for Ukraine and other allies. And before that happened, he left his position  nebulous in the Time interview.
"I'm going to try and help Ukraine, but Europe has to get there also and do their job. They're not doing their job. Europe is not paying their fair share."
Trump told NBC in September and Time last month that he wouldn't telegraph his position on this.
"I won't say. I won't say. Because if I said, I'm giving away -- you know, only stupid people are going to give that," he told NBC.
"I've been asked this question many times, and I always refuse to answer it because I don't want to reveal my cards to a wonderful reporter like you," he told Time.
Trump's answers here are actually in keeping with long-standing U.S. policy of "strategic ambiguity" toward defending Taiwan. But both President Biden and other Republicans have broken with that and said they would defend Taiwan.
Trump has criticized Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and Israel's approach to the war in Gaza, telling Israel to "get it over with."
But he wouldn't tell Time whether withholding military aid -- as Biden has now threatened to do -- is on the table to force Israel's hand. Trump was asked that question five times and talked around it every time, pointing to his past Israel policies.
Trump did later criticize Biden's threat to withhold certain weaponry if Israel invaded Rafah.
During the United Auto Workers strike last year, NBC asked Trump if he was taking sides. He wasn't.
"I'm on the side of making our country great. The autoworkers are not going to have any jobs when you come right down to it, because if you take a look at what they're doing with electric cars, electric cars are going to be made in China."
In the same interview, Trump talked around whether he might pardon himself for his alleged federal crimes if he's elected president again.
"Oh, I think it's very unlikely."
But when pressed on whether it was on his radar, Trump demurred and referenced the false claim that 2020 was a "rigged election."
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How Trumpworld convinced itself that the feds aimed to take out Trump 
Gaining fame on the right doesn't require being correct. It just requires being alarmist.
By Philip Bump | 2024-05-22

Police stand outside an entrance to former president Donald Trump's Mar-a-Lago estate on Aug. 8, 2022, in Palm Beach, Fla. (Wilfredo Lee/AP)


At the end of April, Judge Aileen M. Cannon unsealed a number of documents related to the investigation into Donald Trump's retention of documents marked as classified after he left the White House. Within hours, a new line of rhetoric emerged among the former president's most fervent supporters: The whole thing had been a frame-up!
Julie Kelly, a right-wing writer who specializes in plucking sensational-sounding allegations from legal documents, had plucked a sensational-sounding allegation from the mix. The General Services Administration, she claimed, had stored and shipped material to Mar-a-Lago that included the marked documents -- a discovery that she suggested indicated that Trump had been framed.
"These are the boxes that ended up containing papers with 'classified markings,'" she claimed on social media.
But this narrative was not true. The team of folks managing Trump's transition out of the White House leased space from GSA that expired after six months. At that point, all the material from the transition office was sent to Florida, including to Mar-a-Lago. By September 2021, Trump was in possession of those boxes, months before several boxes were sent back to the National Archives and Records Administration and almost a year before the FBI search that uncovered more than 100 documents marked as classified.
Picking through court files, Kelly also claimed that the famous photo of documents on a carpeted Mar-a-Lago floor was a product of an effort to mislead the public. This, too, was incorrect.
On Tuesday, Cannon unsealed a new tranche of documents in the Florida case being prosecuted by special counsel Jack Smith (and being delayed by Cannon). And there was Kelly, picking out details of the FBI's documents preparing for the search and casting them in a remarkable light: They showed not standard operating procedure but, instead, that federal law enforcement was ready to draw their weapons on the former president.
"Armed FBI agents were preparing to confront Trump and even engage Secret Service if necessary," she wrote on social media, following a post quoting a filing from a legal team in which the FBI's authorization to use deadly force was noted. "They were going to go door to door to terrorize [Mar-a-Lago] guests and even pick the locks. Gestapo."
Later she shared a document titled "Policy Statement Use of Deadly Force."
Even just Kelly's summation of the "confrontation" is misleading. The linked document notes that, if Trump (the former president of the United States, or FPOTUS) should show up during the search -- he was known to be at his home in New Jersey, which was one reason that the search occurred when it did -- that staff from the FBI and the special counsel's office "will be prepared to engage with FPOTUS" and his Secret Service team.
Kelly's presentation of "engage" here is in the military, engage-the-enemy sense. The obvious interpretation, however, is that the unexpected arrival of the former president was a contingency for which the bureau needed to be prepared (this document is titled "contingencies") and that the plan was simply for the FBI and special counsel team to deal with it. If, additionally, the Secret Service made the search difficult, the FBI would engage with the Secret Service ... "per existing liaison relationships." This is phone call engagement, not bang-bang engagement.
In a statement, the FBI noted that it "followed standard protocol in this search as we do for all search warrants, which includes a standard policy statement limiting the use of deadly force." That point is important: The deadly-force document shared by Kelly constrains how and when firearms might be used. (Kelly wrote that it showed how the "FBI risked the lives of Donald Trump, his family, his staff, and MAL guests for a publicity stunt to make it look like Trump stole national security files.")
Thanks to her repeated willingness to make sweeping, unsubstantiated allegations of dire malfeasance to an audience utterly uninterested in the validity of those allegations, Kelly has amassed a large audience on social media. So the "the feds wanted to kill Trump" story quickly took off.
The right-wing blog Federalist wrote a story about it. Rep. Marjorie Taylor Greene (R-Ga.) shared Kelly's allegation, asking if the FBI was "going to shoot SS then Pres Trump, Melania, and Barron too???" When Trump himself posted the allegation on Truth Social, Greene took credit for tipping him off that the "Biden DOJ and FBI were planning to assassinate Pres Trump and gave the green light."
By Thursday evening, Trump was fundraising off it.

Section of a fundraising email from Donald Trump's presidential campaign. (Trump National Committee)


On Fox News, host Jesse Watters -- the replacement Tucker Carlson -- had no qualms about picking up the story.
"They're saying Trump's going to unleash assassination squads on his enemies," Watters said, "but Biden unleashed armed agents into Trump's house, authorizing them to use deadly force." He continued to suggest that the FBI agents conducting the search perhaps wore plain clothes not to reduce the visibility of their hunt for documents but because "maybe they were looking for a little action," hoping the Secret Service would prompt a confrontation.
Hours later, well after the Kelly-driven narrative had been demonstrated to be unfounded, Fox Business host Maria Bartiromo hosted a panel that marveled at President Biden -- quickly positioned by Trump supporters as the real driving actor here -- "authorizing the FBI, if it came to that and he resisted arrest ... to kill Donald Trump," as she put it.
The idea that opposition to Trump is so fervent among his opponents that they want to see him dead is not new. In a conversation last year, Carlson suggested this possibility to Trump directly. The former president replied that the "savage animals" who were targeting him are "people that are sick." It's an appealing bit of rhetoric in that it frames the left as deranged and bloodthirsty and it reinforces a sense of victimization that's undergirding Trump's 2024 campaign.
To an objective observer? It is self-evidently ludicrous.
It is a feature of the modern age that people peruse large sets of documents or data and pluck out things that they then misinterpret. Few, however, have Julie Kelly's combination of audience, devotion to Trump and shamelessness. The result is that her dishonest or incorrect assessments of important issues drive news coverage and spur the claims made by the former president.
There was another post she offered Tuesday that was not as attention-grabbing. She noted that the new documents again noted the transfer of material to Florida in September 2021.
"[W]ho knows if some of the 'classified' docs seized during FBI raid were contained in GSA-packed boxes," she mused.
And the answer is: She did, back in April -- at least according to her initial thread on social media that went viral then.
It's almost as if her sensational claims don't hold up over time. Perhaps her allies might be more cautious in elevating them.
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Giuliani says he will stop accusing Georgia workers of election tampering
A federal jury in December ordered Rudy Giuliani, a former attorney to Donald Trump, to pay $148 million to poll workers for falsely accusing them of election fraud.
By Praveena Somasundaram, Niha Masih, Maham Javaid | 2024-05-22

Rudy Giuliani leaves a courthouse in Washington after he was ordered to pay $148 million in a defamation case for falsely accusing two Georgia poll workers of election fraud. (Bonnie Cash/Reuters)


Rudy Giuliani has agreed to no longer accuse two Georgia poll workers of tampering with the 2020 election, according to a draft agreement filed Tuesday in federal bankruptcy court.
The agreement bars Giuliani -- who has amplified election falsehoods for years as a staunch ally of former president Donald Trump -- from publishing or helping to publish false statements that the two workers "engaged in wrongdoing" related to the 2020 election.
A draft of the agreement filed Tuesday said Giuliani was permanently prohibited "from publishing, causing others to publish, and/or assisting in others' publication of ... any statements that suggest that Plaintiffs, whether mentioned directly, indirectly, or by implication, engaged in wrongdoing in connection with the 2020 presidential election."
Joe Biden defeated Trump in Georgia, a linchpin for his victory that year. The false accusations against election workers were part of an aggressive pressure campaign by Trump and his allies to cast doubt on the validity of results in the state.
The two Fulton County, Ga., election workers, Ruby Freeman and her daughter Wandrea ArShaye "Shaye" Moss, sued Giuliani for defamation, saying they faced abuse and emotional distress after he promoted election falsehoods in Georgia.
In the weeks following the 2020 election, Giuliani repeatedly claimed that Freeman and Moss had brought in "suitcases" full of fake votes for Biden -- accusations that were debunked after an investigation by Georgia's secretary of state. Giuliani also baselessly claimed that the two "deliberately threw people out and counted the ballots in private" and counted ballots multiple times.
During the trial, Moss testified how her life was turned upside down the day after Giuliani first made the accusations. She began to suffer panic attacks and was eventually diagnosed with acute stress and major depressive disorder. In April 2022, she ultimately quit her $39,000-a-year position with the Fulton County Department of Registration and Elections.
A federal jury in December ordered Giuliani, a former attorney to Trump, to pay $148 million to Freeman and Moss for falsely accusing them of election fraud.
The next day, Giuliani filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy in New York, listing up to $500 million in debts. He continued, however, to rant against the trial and the ruling, describing the judge as "hopelessly biased."
"The amount, $148 million, is so irrational it tells you the trial was irrational because the result is the result of a completely unfair trial," he added.
Freeman and Moss sued him again in December after he continued to spread falsehoods about them. At the time, their attorney Michael Gottlieb asked Giuliani's trial judge to let Freeman and Moss immediately pursue the $148 million judgment, citing the risk that Giuliani would empty out his savings before any money could be recovered.
On Tuesday, Gottlieb said the plaintiffs were "pleased" with the agreement. "Today ends [Giuliani's] efforts to profit off lies about these two heroes of American democracy," Gottlieb said in a statement.
Gottlieb told The Washington Post, "If the court grants the permanent injunction as we have requested, then the second lawsuit would be over, because that is all we asked for in that lawsuit."
Giuliani spokesman Ted Goodman said the former New York mayor has agreed not to comment on the election service of Freeman and Moss, "based on advice from his lawyers."
"He will continue to comment on everything else surrounding the 2020 election," Goodman said in a statement Tuesday.
Giuliani was fired from a New York talk radio station this month for continuing to spread falsehoods about the 2020 election.
He also appeared in court on Tuesday in Arizona, where he pleaded not guilty to felony charges that he and other Republicans are facing related to their alleged efforts to subvert Biden's 2020 victory in the state.
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What the flag your Supreme Court justice is flying means
Including the Jolly Roger, the rainbow flag and all orientations of the Stars and Stripes.
By Alexandra Petri | 2024-05-23

Supreme Court Justice Samuel A. Alito Jr. and his wife, Martha-Ann Alito, pay their respects at the casket of the Rev. Billy Graham at the U.S. Capitol in 2018. (Pablo Martinez Monsivais/AP)


There has been a lot of concern lately among us flag folk about the fact that Supreme Court Justice Samuel A. Alito Jr. has been flying various standards.
"He is putting the vex in vexillology," we have said to one another. "But not the lol." (We vexillologists have few pleasures in life and making such simple jokes is one of them.)
Alito and his family's flag-flying has raised lots of questions, such as, "Should he recuse himself from cases involving punishments for the other people who enjoy flying flags the same way?" and "What is the Appeal to Heaven flag?"
Fortunately, I have the answers. Below is a simple guide to the meaning of what your Supreme Court justice happens to be flying over their home at any given moment:
U.S. flag, right side up: This is a Supreme Court justice who has a flag at his house.
U. S. flag, upside down: Like poor, put-upon Macbeth and Adam before him, the Supreme Court justice has been led astray by his wife. This is so often the reason a flag is wrongly hung: the frailty of Woman.
U. S. flag, sideways: The justice purchased a defective flag whose misplaced grommets leave its politics unclear.
Flag of Maryland: The justice lives in the Washington suburb of Chevy Chase.
Flag of Virginia: The justice wants an excuse to fly a visible breast over his house.
Yellow flag: The justice has committed a penalty.
Red flag: The justice wants to date me.
Blue flag: The justice loves France but only one-third of it.
Checkered flag: The justice has crossed the finish line!
Rainbow flag: The justice promises not to destroy the Earth *by flood.*
Swiss flag: The justice loves to add.
Jolly Roger: Pirates have seized the justice's house!
Orange-white-and-green flag: The justice either loves the Ivory Coast or thinks the Irish election was rigged.
Green-white-and-orange flag: The justice either loves Ireland or thinks the  Ivorian election was rigged.
Semaphore flags, drooping: These flags are not sending a message.
Don't Tread On Me flag: The justice is worried someone will step on his snake.
Thin Blue Line flag: The justice's wife loves the police.
Trump 2024 flag: The justice's ... wife ... loves Donald Trump.
Confederate flag: The justice's wife is out of control!
Confederate flag, sideways: The justice's wife purchased a defective flag with misplaced grommets. Politics remain clear.
Union Jack: The justice thinks originalism is not enough and longs to return to monarchy.
Habsburg flag: The justice longs to return to monarchy but believes the country would be best served by putting a member of the ancient House of Habsburg on the throne.
Six flags, over a long period of time: The justice is pretending to be the state of Texas.
Six flags, all at once: The justice is operating a theme park.
Green flag: The justice was just kidding with all those other flags!
Appeal to Heaven flag: The justice supports or is at the very least sympathetic to the campaign to elect Trump, to the 2021 attempt to overthrow the U.S. government and to efforts to remake the country as a Christian nationalist state.
White flag: The justice is surrendering to demands that he recuse himself from Supreme Court cases regarding supporters of the Appeal to Heaven flag or has picked a new favorite thing about France.
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The Checkup With Dr. Wen: New human case of bird flu raises questions -- and concerns
A new human case of avian flu is the third ever H5N1 infection in the United States.
By Leana Wen | 2024-05-23

Dairy cows, which are experiencing an outbreak of bird flu, stand together at a farm in Clinton, Maine. (Robert F. Bukaty/AP) 


You're reading The Checkup With Dr. Wen, a newsletter on how to navigate medical and public health challenges. Click here to get the full newsletter in your inbox, including answers to reader questions and a summary of new scientific research.
Health officials on Wednesday announced a new human case of avian flu, the second from presumed cow-to-human transmission and the third ever H5N1 infection in the United States. While I agree with their assessment that the risk of bird flu remains low for most Americans, this new case raises questions and concerns.
Here's what we know: The case involves a farmworker in Michigan who was regularly exposed to livestock, including cows infected with avian flu. The person had only mild symptoms, specifically conjunctivitis (or inflammation of the eye), and has recovered.
This course of illness mirrors that of the Texas dairy worker who tested positive last month for H5N1, which is reassuring. In the past, H5N1 has led to severe illness in humans, with a global fatality rate of more than 50 percent, but these cases were mild. The same is true of the instance in 2022 of a man in Colorado who contracted the virus from poultry.
Another reassuring aspect is that the Michigan farmworker was enrolled in what's called an active monitoring program. Nirav D. Shah, principal deputy director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, explained on a call with reporters Wednesday that the worker was being tracked by the state's health department. This person received a daily text message asking if they were experiencing any symptoms. After acknowledging some eye redness, the state offered to test them right away.
Such active monitoring is terrific. It allows farmworkers, many of whom normally lack health-care access, a direct line to report symptoms and receive public health guidance.
However, Shah said about 170 people are enrolled in the Michigan program, which seems low. Michigan has 19 farms across nine counties that are known to have H5N1 outbreaks. It's great that active monitoring was successful, but what about workers not in the program?
Another number that stuck out to me during the briefing: About 40 people have been tested for H5N1 since March. Again, this seems low -- very low. Especially since avian flu has manifested in the three U.S. cases as mild symptoms, could there be additional human infections that we don't know about because they were never flagged and tested?
Curiously, the Michigan farmworker tested negative via nasal swab, the traditional method used to detect influenza. The positive test was the result of a conjunctival swab, meaning it was taken by lowering the eyelid and rubbing the swab directly on the eye.
On the one hand, the lack of virus in a nasal swab is good news. A major factor in determining how concerned we should be is how easily the virus spreads. High viral concentrations in someone's nose and mouth increase the likelihood of the virus being spread to others. While it's certainly possible to spread infections through eye secretions, the transmissibility should not be as high as, for example, the coronavirus, which can be spread simply by breathing and talking.
On the other hand, clinicians need to be extra vigilant. They should follow the guidance from the CDC not only to take the traditional nasopharyngeal swab but also to test the eye. And those exposed to potentially infected cows and poultry should be alert to conjunctivitis as a possible symptom of H5N1.
Federal health leaders stressed that they are hard at work to ensure that treatments and vaccines will be ready to deploy if needed. I agree that we are much better prepared to handle avian flu compared with the start of covid-19. I also agree that this is not the time for most Americans to start changing behaviors, such as avoiding dairy products. After all, the human H5N1 cases thus far have all been in people with direct contact with infected animals. There has been no instance of human-to-human transmission in this outbreak.
What worries me is what comes next. Shah referred to "variable cooperation among farmworkers" in the call and alluded to Michigan being among the states with a more fine-tuned public health response. As avian flu spreads to more herds, the chance of additional human cases increases, requiring more engagement with farms, workers and health departments.
Indeed, Shah advises these entities around the country to "take steps to prepare for the possibility that their jurisdiction, their farm or the workers that they work with, and their organizations may themselves experience a case of H5N1."
I hope health officials and farms alike will heed this call.
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Scarlett Johansson's ChatGPT face-off confirms our fears about AI  
We're trusting tech companies with the very thing that makes us human.
By Molly Roberts | 2024-05-23

Scarlett Johansson during the White House Correspondents' Association dinner in D.C. on April 27. (Bonnie Cash/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock) 


This op-ed has been updated. 
Sam Altman has promised creators that ChatGPT comes in peace. This week, he showed us what he really thinks.
The OpenAI chief executive recently introduced a new audio chatbot equipped with five "personas" capable of deciphering confusing questions, telling bedtime stories and engaging in plain old small talk. One thing, however, didn't seem new at all: the voice of the "Sky" persona. It sounded an awful lot like Scarlett Johansson.
Her fans, her friends, her family - even Johansson herself - agreed.
The company claimed that the throaty, flirty voice "belongs to a different professional actress using her own natural speaking voice." The Post's later reporting backs up this story. But the thought that the startling similarity was just a coincidence is more fantastical than the robot apocalypse.
Johansson says Altman asked her in September to lend her voice to his soon-to-be released tool. She considered the offer but said no. Two days before the technology's demonstration, Altman asked again, but before she responded, the system was released.
As if that weren't enough grounds to cry "thief!" the 2013 Spike Jonze film "Her" features Johansson as a super-intelligent AI assistant called "Samantha" who - or that - enamors a lonely and love-starved Joaquin Phoenix. (Spoiler: The affair ends poorly.) And there's more: Altman counts the flick as his favorite movie.
Johansson's lawyers have fired off a letter threatening ChatGPT with legal action, and the company has put access to Sky on pause. It maintains it did nothing wrong.
There are many methods by which OpenAI could conceivably have crafted Sky. The worst? Training its system on snippets of Johannson's professional or otherwise public output. The best, and nearest to OpenAI's narrative? Picking a different actress with style and syntax eerily similar to a movie robot who, it turns out, is romancing thousands of oblivious users at the same time. None of the imaginable in-betweens -- synthetic voice manipulated to imitate Johannson; real voice altered by AI to resemble a Hollywood-generated male fantasy -- flatters OpenAI, either.
When ChatGPT first emerged, the key question was about what the new technology would mean for blue- and white-collar workers who perform the kinds of rote tasks that AI could likely learn to do far more efficiently. Next came worries about the effects on more specialized areas, such as writing legal briefs or research papers.
The Johansson saga taps into something perhaps more visceral: a fear that large language models such as ChatGPT will take the very thing that defines us as human: our creativity. Until now, our ability to dream something up in our minds or souls and express it in the real world was unique to us. This sentiment motivated the Writers Guild of America strike that plagued studios all last summer -- or, less noticed, the uprising among fanfiction authors when they discovered their opuses riffing on popular works were included in massive AI training data sets.
The makers of AI technology understandably want to assure our anxious species that these fears are unwarranted. So they've been saying they have no intention of hoovering up human creations to turn AI systems into hyper-optimized creators in their own right: OpenAI said on Monday that "we believe that AI voices should not deliberately mimic a celebrity's distinct voice." Altman has said before that AI shouldn't be anthropomorphized at all. But what they are doing, it seems, is just the opposite.
By so brazenly borrowing Samantha to build Sky, OpenAI proved not only that it can indeed replicate a celebrity's distinct voice but that it will -- with or without consent. Either OpenAI's leaders lacked even the awareness of the reaction they'd elicit or they didn't care. Altman was supposed to send the message that AI is for humans to harness, not to be harnessed. Instead, he sent the message that our nightmares are about to come true.
As a technology we don't and can't understand encroaches on daily life, we're relying on the integrity of the people who are building it to do so for our benefit. Historically, this has been a bad bet: Silicon Valley's darlings such as Facebook and Google, after all, proved in scandal after scandal to be more devoted to their bottom lines than their lofty missions of improving the world.
Worse still, dystopia is exactly what Altman's beloved film depicts. He told on himself in more ways than one last week when he tweeted a single word: "her."
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Invisible memorials and the presence of absence
In searching for buried memories, we ourselves become a monument to the dead. 
By Howard Mansfield  | 2024-05-23
Howard Mansfield is the author of "I Will Tell No War Stories: What Our Fathers Left Unsaid About World War II."
This Memorial Day, I'll be thinking about a buried memorial in the small German city of Saarbrucken. There's nothing to be seen but a plaza of cobblestones and a sign that says, "Platz des Unsichtbaren Mahnmals": The Place of the Invisible Monument.
Conceptual artist Jochen Gerz created this Holocaust memorial, and he did it on the sly, without permission or a commission. It was an illegal, guerrilla act of commemoration. He chose the plaza because it faced the regional assembly hall, which was once was the Gestapo's regional headquarters and  a basement jail. Some of the prisoners managed to scratch messages and their names on the walls, which still can be read. Almost all the Jews in the region were rounded up and sent to concentration camps.
Beginning in April 1990, Gerz's art students dug up cobblestones and snuck them out in their bookbags. They left other cobblestones in their place so the good citizens of Saarbrucken wouldn't suspect anything. Then Gerz inscribed the stones -- eventually, 2,146 of them -- with the names of the 2,146 Jewish cemeteries that had existed in Germany before the Nazis began desecrating or destroying them.
The students returned in darkness and installed the inscribed cobblestones face down. When word first spread about the Holocaust project, upset residents rushed to the square to see what had been illegally done, but there was nothing to be seen. "Gerz hoped they would realize that such memory was already in them," James E. Young, a leading scholar of holocaust history, said in a talk at Yad Vashem in Jerusalem. "The visitors would become the memorials for which they searched."
The Holocaust left an absence, and only by absence can we approach this vast loss, Gerz said. The absence is the monument. Visitors don't stand before a great object that strains to seize their attention: "That same absence also allows each person to become the author of his own commemorative work."
The illegal monument soon came before the regional assembly. Some members walked out, but those who remained adopted this outbreak of unsanctioned remembrance, commissioning it retrospectively. They even voted to rename the plaza the Place of the Invisible Monument.
But isn't that a sign we could put up almost anywhere? Think of all the mute memorials you may pass in a week that are unseen, a blurred background to your daily routine: the green-mottled great man on his horse, hosting random pigeons; the curious obelisk looking like a stunted Washington Monument; the historical marker crowded with so many words it looks like a warning label. So much narrative left out in the weather, so much storytelling that has lost its meaning.
It's also a sign that we could erect at family gatherings. Many families are founded on buried history, on stories left unspoken. So many of us are walking over buried cobblestones with the truth incised, face down.
In my family, one of the buried cobblestones was my father's service in World War II. At 18, he volunteered for the Army Air Forces, and though he was initially deemed unfit because of  a birth defect in one hand, they took him. He was a gunner on a B-24, flying out of England to bomb Germany. On his 19th mission, over Kassel, Germany, he was hit by flak and had to be carried off the plane. He'd be in hospitals for the next 164 days.

Cpl. Pincus Mansfield, 19, near Peterson Field in Colorado Springs in 1944. (Courtesy of Howard Mansfield) 


I knew none of this while he was alive. Like most veterans of his generation, he refused to talk about the war. Cleaning up the old family home shortly before he died, I found a diary he had kept of the missions he'd flown. (This was strictly forbidden by the military.) I quickly read it, drank it down in a gulp. Some of the missions he flew were harrowing, marked by attacking fighter planes and big antiaircraft cannons firing from the ground, blowing holes in his bomber and wounding crewmen. Twice they limped back to England on three of the four engines, once with another engine threatening to quit. He'd seen bombers blown out of the sky, exploding into nothing -- 10 men, 18 tons of aluminum with tons more of high explosives and fuel: just gone. And they had to fly on.
Like all fliers in the Eighth Air Force, my father had seen flak  hitting the big bombers in a storm of steel pellets. It sounded like hail on a tin roof, like BBs rolling around, the airmen said. It could tear into the bomber's aluminum skin with a "shriek" or a "hissing." It could hit the head of your pilot or miss by an inch. Loose, hot steel rattling around, as though your anxieties had taken shape. It was lethal with a randomness that was cruel. They could smell the flak through their oxygen masks.
With the discovery of that diary, I had turned over a buried cobblestone. I would turn over many more as I searched for his story.
I'll be thinking about my father and those mute monuments when I attend our small town's Memorial Day service. As the old veterans in their young men's uniforms place a wreath on our small memorial, and "Taps" is played, I'll be thinking: We are the monument.
We are here to witness the sacrifices that won us peace, the men and women who never came home. We are here are to witness their absence.
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How to identify ultra-processed foods 
You can tell by how weird and menacing the mascot is. 
By Edith Pritchett | 2024-05-23

(Edith Pritchett/The Washington Post)
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Is it time to wave goodbye to the white picket fence?
The American Dream is changing.
By Charles Lane, Catherine Rampell, Alexi McCammond | 2024-05-23

A construction worker frames a house in Allen, Tex., in August 2021. (Tony Gutierrez/AP) 


Owning a home has for many years been a part of the so-called American Dream -- a way to move up in the world, grow your wealth and then pass it on to future generations.
Editors Charles Lane and Alexi McCammond and columnist Catherine Rampell discuss whether that needs to change -- and whether people are already thinking about homeownership differently.
Use the audio player or The Post's "Impromptu" podcast feed to listen to the entire conversation.
Charles Lane: Should everybody own a home? Is that a socially beneficial policy objective?
Catherine Rampell: I think of homeownership as consumption and not investment. People think about their homes as their primary investment. And for most people who own a home, it is. But that's not necessarily something we should be nudging people toward.
It's a very undiversified investment. And if you bet wrong, if you happen to be in a part of the country where housing prices go down, it can turn out very badly for you -- particularly if it is your main source of retirement income, effectively, or your main source of savings that you hope will support you when you retire. And as we learned in 2007, home prices do not always go up.
So I do not think we should be encouraging people to buy homes. It's just not a safe way either to invest money relative to something like the stock market, which has over time generally gone up. And when you nudge people toward home buying or homeownership as their primary source of savings, that creates all sorts of weird distortions.
Alexi McCammond: I don't want to sound like I'm flippant and don't care about my money or my future. I have also just come up in a different time and, culturally, things are totally different post-pandemic. The YOLO economy: People truly are saying, "We really only live once." I'd like to spend my money how I'd like to spend it.
I love D.C. I've been here for six years. I don't want to be here forever. A lot of my friends don't want to be in the same place forever. They have pipe dreams, of just moving to L.A. or going to London or spending a year somewhere else. And I think we all saw that during the pandemic and especially with hybrid work. People are like, why would I lock myself into this place? Especially if you're not married, if you're not in a long-term relationship, if you don't have kids?
I am also obsessed with thinking about how we don't own anything anymore, how we rent everything. We used to buy DVDs. We all have Netflix. We rent Ubers. You don't have to own a car. You rent a house or an apartment. You don't have to own a house. People are even renting their clothes through different services. You don't have to own clothes. We obviously stream music we don't own. We're moving in this direction as a society, where ownership simply isn't the goal.
Listen to the full conversation here:
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Take it from conservative national security experts: Trump is unfit
Bolton and Gates deliver a warning on global security to America.
By Jennifer Rubin | 2024-05-23

President Donald Trump chats with Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, left, and then-Russian Ambassador Sergey Kislyak at the White House on May 10, 2017. (Russian Foreign Ministry/AP) 


Four-times-indicted former president Donald Trump's terrifying plans to assume dictatorial powers (and try for a third term), deploy the military against civil protesters, create a massive police state to carry out mass deportations and use federal power to exact revenge on his opponents should be enough to convince voters that his election would be a disaster for the United States domestically. However, returning him to the position of commander in chief and "leader of the free world" is just as scary on a global front. Don't take it from me; just listen to two former senior Republican national security experts.
Former national security adviser John Bolton recently told Jordan Klepper of "The Daily Show" that his former boss "doesn't understand alliances." Bolton opined that Ronald Reagan would be "appalled" by the MAGA Republican Party, and added that Trump has a "fascination with authoritarian leaders." Bolton also concurred with former secretary of state Rex Tillerson's description of Trump as a "f---ing moron," though Bolton refrained from using the expletive. (Klepper taunted Bolton for, after all that, saying he would vote for neither President Biden or Trump. "Great. So, in the race between a current president and a former president, it looks like the winner will be the Russian president.")
Bolton has previously said of Trump: "He's fundamentally ignorant, and he really doesn't care about the facts. He thinks international relations are about personal relations, which is a line and approach that I can tell you, Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping are eagerly looking forward to." Trump's ignorance and overweening narcissism make him easy pickings for manipulative dictators. (Trump came to regard North Korea's Kim Jong Un as a friend because he sent "love letters." He turned over foreign signals intelligence to Russians in the Oval Office.) He is, in other words, a patsy for strongmen whose object is to weaken the United States.
Trump declared that he would invite Putin to invade NATO countries that didn't contribute sufficiently to the alliance's collective defense. (He continues to misunderstand how NATO forces are funded.) His well-known hostility toward European allies and threats to ditch NATO should indicate to any voter concerned about national security that Trump's return to office would spell disaster for international peace and stability.
Bolton is not the only conservative foreign policy veteran sounding the alarm about Trump's strange brew of isolationism and dictator-worship. Former chief of staff and retired Marine general John F. Kelly has warned about Trump's unfitness and fond thoughts about Adolf Hitler. Most recently, Republican Robert M. Gates, former CIA director and defense secretary who served in the administrations of both George W. Bush and Barack Obama, had this exchange with Margaret Brennan on CBS's "Face the Nation":
Gates went on to praise Biden for "putting together that three dozen countries willing to help Ukraine with money, with military assistance" and "being able to warn the allies before the Russians actually invaded so that when they did, we had enormous credibility with others, that we knew what we were talking about, and we knew the nature of Putin's threat."
But if Republicans share Gates's measured criticisms of the Biden team's delays in sending arms to Ukraine, they should find the notion that we would hand over an ally to Putin utterly disgraceful. One cannot care about Ukraine, the Western alliance and the United States' standing in the world and then turn around to vote for the candidate certain to undermine all three.
Biden has had to walk a fine line between supporting Israel and deterring the Netanyahu government's excessive and counterproductive prosecution of the war. Gates suggested the president has gotten the balance just about right. He weighed in on Biden's handling of the Middle East, specifically his decision to withhold one shipment of arms, saying, "I think it sends an important message that we, like them, want to see Hamas weakened, if not destroyed. But we don't think the way to do that is to flatten two-thirds of the buildings in Gaza."
Gates also shared the Biden administration's frustration with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's obstinate refusal to consider how this ends and what comes next: "The United States government has been asking Prime Minister Netanyahu for months, what's your plan?" He continued, "What happens after the shooting stops? Where are you going with this? What's the solution politically? ... And [the Biden team is] not getting any answers."
Compare that with Trump's Middle East track record, including his reckless decision to pull out of the Iran nuclear deal with no viable alternative, his contempt for any legitimate Palestinian aspirations and his desire to expand his Muslim travel ban to Gaza residents.
"Everything we know about the former president, from his extensive policy record on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict to his top advisers' statements on the war, suggests he would have no qualms about aligning himself completely with Israel's far-right government," Zach Beauchamp writes for Vox. "While Biden has pushed Israel behind the scenes on issues like food and medical aid to civilians -- with some limited success -- it's hard to imagine Trump even lifting a finger in defense of Gazan civilians whom he wants to ban from entering the United States." As Beauchamp points out, this is why right-wing National Security Minister Itamar Ben Gvir "pines" for Trump.
The bottom line from two Republican voices with decades of experience in national security: One might have legitimate complaints with aspects of Biden's foreign policy, but anyone who cares about democracy, NATO, Middle East peace and the United States' role as the "indispensable" nation should consider the prospect of a second (and third!) Trump term an unmitigated disaster.
Voters should dispense with the notion they can only vote for a perfect candidate. You think Biden has been insufficiently attentive to Palestinians' aspirations? Trump has supported the most extreme aspects of the Netanyahu government's policies. You think Biden pulled out precipitously from Afghanistan? He never considered inviting the Taliban to Camp David or set the date for withdrawal of U.S. troops.
Biden likes to say, "Don't compare me to the Almighty. Compare me to the alternative." In the case of foreign policy, according to hawkish Republican foreign policy gurus, the alternative to Biden is the candidate who wants to hobble NATO, sacrifice European allies to Putin, betray Ukraine, encourage the worst aspects of both the Saudi and Israeli governments, and do PR for North Korea, Hungary and every tinpot dictator who can flatter Trump. If you find these outcomes abhorrent, you cannot be indifferent to the outcome of the election.
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Epic cowardice at NPR
The broadcaster dismissed a high-profile critique from within its ranks. Then it crumbled.
By Erik Wemple | 2024-05-23

(Evy Mages for The Washington Post)


NPR last month fell victim to a digital ambush. One of its own editors, Uri Berliner, published an attack essay in the Free Press claiming that his colleagues pushed liberal "advocacy" and failed to promote viewpoint diversity in their ranks.
NPR Editor in Chief Edith Chapin responded in the fashion of a leader, crafting an assertive statement about the organization's "exceptional work."
Cowardice has now supplanted defiance: NPR last week announced a number of organizational changes, prominent among them the creation of an editorial "Backstop" that will scrutinize all of the outlet's journalism prior to publication. It will be staffed by "a new group of senior-level editors who are not involved in the inception or development of a particular piece of work, working 24/7 to ensure that all coverage receives final editorial review," Chapin wrote in a memo.
A Committee of "No," in other words.
Staffers have had a week to digest the changes -- a span that has included meetings to discuss the state of NPR -- and find themselves wondering: What problems is the new structure designed to resolve? Will it fix the faults cited in Berliner's essay?
Management's responses, say multiple NPR staffers, have only prompted more questions, more wondering about where the organization is headed. The manifest answer to all this confusion is that NPR has retreated into panic mode, scorched by its sudden turn in national headlines and desperate to show that it is taking measures to strengthen itself, somehow.
It is doing no such thing. It is just pandering.
Who is NPR trying to appease? From all appearances, Republicans. Following publication of the Berliner essay, GOP lawmakers hammered the broadcaster. "Expect NPR to suffer" under a Republican administration, Sen. Mitt Romney (R-Utah) is quoted as saying in a Fox News story. The Republican-controlled House Energy and Commerce Committee, which has wide-ranging jurisdiction, sought testimony from NPR chief executive Katherine Maher (she declined to appear, citing a scheduling conflict) and opened an investigation into alleged liberal bias at the organization.
At issue is the federal funding that makes its way to NPR directly (around 1 percent of its budget) or indirectly through its member stations, which receive support from the federally funded Corporation for Public Broadcasting. "Millions of Americans depend on their local public radio station for the fact-based, unbiased, public service journalism they need to stay informed about the world and about the news in their own communities. Federal funding is essential to making that happen," NPR said in a statement.
The Backstop furnishes a bona fide deliverable for NPR's leaders: Here's a fresh team of experienced editors equipped to snuff out bias and pounce on half-baked journalism. There's no way we can be accused of sitting on our hands.
Nor can it be accused of coherence. According to NPR staffers, Chapin has been asked what problem the deployment of the editors is designed to correct. No specific problem, she has responded, adding that she's just trying to improve things. There's no need to rely on unnamed staffers in this instance, however. In her memo on the changes, Chapin attempted a preemptive strike against this line of questioning. Here it is, in its mealy-mouthed entirety:
Can we get a Backstop editor to make sense of that?
In a meeting with staffers, Chapin was "waffling" as she tried to explain the hows and whys of the new editorial tier, according to an NPR source. Vice President of News Programming Eric Marrapodi declared, "There was an opportunity because we got punched in the face" -- a reference to the availability of funds for an editorial build-out and to Berliner's essay. As Benjamin Mullin of the New York Times reported, Chapin was asked to identify an anonymous funder who is helping bankroll the Backstop. She declined, though she did say that the identity of the funder wouldn't surprise staffers. Dark money in public radio! (NPR declined to comment in response to my questions about the editorial build-out.)
A year ago, NPR cut 10 percent of its staff on account of a "yawning budget gap" of more than $30 million. The slashing -- a literal decimation -- has left staffers feeling as though they're doing someone else's job in addition to their own. The copy operation stands as a poignant example. According to NPR spokeswoman Isabel Lara, there are 660 staffers in the company's content division. Yet there's a skeletal copy-editing staff of just two, according to NPR sources (efforts to confirm this figure were unsuccessful). One staffer says three-quarters of his web pieces never meet the piercing gaze of a copy editor. An unspoken rule, says the staffer, is that only pieces trending on Chartbeat get a (retroactive) look from the copy desk.
"My kingdom for a copy editor," one senior NPR editor told management at a meeting.
Despite this mismatch between reportorial output and copy-editing bandwidth, Chapin's memo makes no mention of the problem, and instead preoccupies itself with high-level oversight, standards and the like. Could it be that the big-dollar funder lacks a passion for copy editing?
NPR's decision to lard its upper ranks would be an appropriate response to another set of circumstances -- say, if the broadcaster had just published a massive investigative piece that turned out to be a fabrication. Yet there have been no such breakdowns. The last NPR retraction came in 2018, over a piece titled, "The Man Who Spent $100K To Remove A Lie From Google."
The lead editor on that piece, according to multiple sources, was Uri Berliner. Reached by phone on Tuesday night, he said, "I don't have any comment." (He resigned his post days after publishing his Free Press essay.)
Nor would Berliner opine on whether NPR's maneuvers address the alleged shortcomings cited in his piece. He needn't, of course. His work, shoddy though it was, has roiled his former employer, which announced quarterly content planning and review meetings, and now a platoon of chin-stroking editors. Through it all, many NPR journalists are freaking out that their internal deliberations are leaking to the media, including verbatim remarks in closed-door sessions. At one such session Wednesday, Maher said there would be no investigations over the leaks, though she denounced them in corporate speak: NPR's work to recoup its audience loss of recent years, she said, will "require iterative conversations, and those are the conversations that happen best in an atmosphere of trust."
Safe to say that Berliner has emerged as the most powerful senior business editor in NPR history?
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I'm pro-choice, pregnant and moving to a state with an abortion ban
Entire generations cannot be uprooted because of conservative lawmakers and their cruelty. 
By Danielle Campoamor | 2024-05-23

(iStock) 


Danielle Campoamor is a freelance writer.
I first considered moving my family from New York to rural South Dakota after my beloved grandfather -- recently diagnosed with Alzheimer's -- broke his hip. He required surgery and physical therapy, all while navigating the unfair, nefarious reality of dementia.
The family member caring for my grandfather in the place he's called home for 87 years needed a reprieve, so for six nights I slept on a couch and kept watch as the towering man of my youth meandered to the bathroom and back with his walker and argued with his demons. After visiting my grandparents with my two young sons in tow, I decided to move.
That was already a big decision for my small family -- but then, before returning to South Dakota to look for houses, I found out I was pregnant. I took one pregnancy test on a whim, another out of disbelief, a third to confirm, a fourth to confirm the confirmation. I was shocked. I was excited. I imagined a reality in which I was a mom of three, recalling the sleepless nights, pregnancy pains and breastfeeding woes I knew, without hesitation, I wanted to relive again.
Then I recalled another reality: South Dakota has a near-total abortion ban.
The state's trigger law went into effect immediately after the Supreme Court overturned Roe vs. Wade, outlawing all abortions except to protect the life of the pregnant person. There are no exceptions for rape, incest or the prevention of serious injury, and the "exception" language itself is vague. Doctors are forced to consider what constitutes dying or being near-death "enough" before intervening. Others are advised by legal experts not to intervene at all.
Since Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization, the media has highlighted how abortion bans harm not just those with unwanted pregnancies but also those carrying wanted ones. Studies show these restrictive laws disproportionately affect Black, Brown and Indigenous mothers. Women undergo invasive and unnecessary C-sections. They wait in emergency room parking lots until their nonviable pregnancies render them sick "enough" to receive care. They miscarry alone in hospital bathrooms and carry nonviable pregnancies to term only to watch their infants -- born with a portion of their skulls and brains -- die.
Many of these women require abortions that occur later in pregnancy, which account for 1 percent of all abortions. Rare cases, in other words, but I know what it's like to be on the losing end of a statistic. In 2014, I was pregnant with twins and eagerly expecting two beautiful babies. Less than 0.5 percent of pregnancies end in miscarriage at or after 20 weeks' gestation, yet I lost Twin A at nearly 20 weeks. Decades of data did not shield me from numerous hospitalizations because of a blood infection and several preterm labor scares. Probability did not protect me from the trauma of giving birth to a baby who cried and to the silent remains of a fetus that never would.
Now, at 37, I have what is referred to as a "geriatric pregnancy," meaning I'm automatically high-risk. Given my medical history, it's not hyperbole to consider worst-case scenarios and how South Dakota law would make them worse. To many liberals, relocating to an antiabortion state likely seems an act of stupidity, at best.
Yet abandoning the first safe place I knew as a child shouldn't be encouraged. Entire generations cannot be uprooted because of conservative lawmakers and their cruelty. Families cannot afford to move, find new jobs and untether themselves from the support they have found in family members, friends and community members alike.
My grandfather is not incapacitated. Forever the stubborn and strong cowboy I've always known, he still has stories to tell and great grandchildren to admire. The Supreme Court already took away my constitutional right to an abortion. I will not allow South Dakota Republicans to steal what precious time I have left with the greatest man I've ever known.
I am privileged, so I will access care elsewhere. I plan on giving birth in nearby Minnesota -- where access to abortion care is a fundamental right -- and I'll drive two hours or so to a Minnesota-based OB/GYN for prenatal care. I am painfully aware that not every pregnant South Dakotan has that option.
Oh, and I will hope.
I'll hope I won't experience a pregnancy complication -- one that could land me in a South Dakota hospital, where physicians will weigh my life against the risk of incarceration. I'll hope doctors do not discover a fatal fetal abnormality on a random Thursday, forcing me to travel even further so I can have what I know to be a humane, merciful abortion that will spare my future child a short life of suffering.
I'll hope the South Dakota Right to Abortion Initiative will pass and abortion care will be enshrined in the state's constitution.
I'll hope I won't be a statistic.
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I disagree with Trump on taxes, except for one idea
Tax filing in the United States should be a lot simpler. 
By Natasha Sarin | 2024-05-23

On Nov. 2, 2017, House Ways and Means Committee Chairman Kevin Brady (R-Tex.), joined by House Speaker Paul D. Ryan, holds a proposed "postcard tax filing form." (J. Scott Applewhite/AP) 


I disagree with almost all of Donald Trump's tax policy agenda. His across-the-board 10 percent tariff would increase costs for American families by thousands of dollars annually. The blanket extension of the failed Trump tax plan would cost $4.6 trillion over the next decade and make our country less financially secure. Trump's tax plans -- and much of his economic agenda -- are focused on delivering for the wealthy elite at the expense of most Americans.
But there is one Trump tax promise that we should find a way to keep. He made a bold pronouncement in his first term: Tax filing should be as easy as sending a postcard.
He was far from the first to identify that tax filing in this country is too complex. It takes the average family thirteen hours and hundreds of dollars to file. A month after Tax Day, tens of millions of Americans are working on their extensions and many are still awaiting their refunds.
Attempts to fulfill Trump's postcard promise resulted in some acrobatics by the Internal Revenue Service. At the time, the agency experimented with microscopic fonts and extra-large postcards. Ultimately, it piloted a postcard-ish filing (with a host of additional appendixes) that lasted a year before the agency reverted to earlier forms. The "postcard promise" became a source of ridicule: a symbol of how little Trump and his administration understood the complexity of governing and valued symbolic gestures over serious reform.
When you compare the United States to other rich nations, a postcard-size return doesn't seem outlandish. In Sweden and Australia, many taxpayers spend five minutes (and no money) making good on their obligations. They don't need postcards; they fulfill their civic duty simply by responding "yes" to text messages. Even many developing countries have simpler processes than ours because they are underpinned by more modern technology. The United States is the global leader in artificial intelligence innovation, yet the IRS is still having employees handle paper tax returns by hand with red pens.
In some ways, these comparisons aren't fair. One reason it's difficult to file an individual tax return in the United States is our maze of tax rules. Our tax code is more complex than many other countries, which rely on simpler taxes such as valued added taxes (VATs) that do not require documentation and information provided by third parties.
But we can at least start to simplify the filing process for many. Recent work by the Budget Lab at Yale, which I co-founded, shows that the IRS has enough information to pre-fill returns for approximately 40 percent of taxpayers. These are "simple filers" who receive only wages or Social Security income and do not need to file any additional schedules.
Low earners are especially likely to be simple filers (nearly 65 percent of the bottom quintile of the income distribution fall into this category). Moving toward a system that is return-free, like many of our peers, will help save time and resources for those who need it most.
Filing simplification has rightfully been of bipartisan interest and there has recently been some important progress. The Biden administration introduced a new Direct File system this year that allows eligible taxpayers to prepare returns directly with the IRS. More than 140,000 taxpayers made use of this new tool, saving an estimated $5.6 million in tax preparation fees. While these numbers are small (the pilot was only open late in filing season to a narrow group of taxpayers across just 12 states), they show proof of concept that can  quickly scale up.
The IRS wants to move in the direction of return-free tax filing by investing in IT upgrades that would allow for "real-time tax processing," as it emphasized in its updated strategic plan released earlier this year. Simplifying tax filing will bolster the integrity of the system because it will create an easier, more accurate process that relies less on taxpayers keeping track of their own obligations and gets refunds out the door more quickly.
It costs money to make this transition. That's why the Inflation Reduction Act's historic investment in the IRS is critical. Unfortunately, some in Congress have pushed to defund the agency and keep it in a bygone era. The only winners would be the well-heeled tax preparation industry. It's no surprise their lobbying efforts have focused on quashing the nascent momentum toward simplification.
In a world where we can buy coffee and send money around the world from our phones, filing our taxes on a postcard -- or even without a return at all -- isn't a naive aspiration. It is the very least that Americans can and should expect from their government.
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Trump is hardly libertarian. But neither is today's Libertarian Party. 
Donald Trump's upcoming appearance at the party's convention says more about the party than him.
By Peter Goettler | 2024-05-23

Former president Donald Trump gives a thumbs-up before speaking at the National Rifle Association convention in Dallas on May 18. (LM Otero/AP) 


Peter Goettler is president and chief executive of the Cato Institute.
We know by now that Donald Trump likes nothing better than stepping onto a stage, hearing his name chanted by an adoring crowd, and flashing his familiar thumbs-up sign. This week, the former president will do just that under the bright lights at the Libertarian National Convention in D.C.
It will be the first time in U.S. history that a presidential candidate of a rival party will address the convention of a party that is presumably gathering to nominate its own candidate. And this strange turn of events has many libertarians scratching their heads.
With a razor-thin electoral college contest in the offing this November, it's clear that any play for incremental support is worth Trump's effort and could make the difference. But what's in it for the National Libertarian Party? The answer, unfortunately, reveals the truth about today's party: It's hardly libertarian anymore.
Libertarianism, at its core, is the modern manifestation of classical liberalism, the transformative movement that, beginning in the 18th century, challenged monarchs, autocrats, mercantilism, caste society, slavery and religious persecution. As heirs to that tradition, libertarians believe in individual freedom, equality under the law, pluralism, toleration, free speech, freedom of religion, government by consent of the governed, the rule of law, private property, free markets and limited constitutional government.
I often hear people say that many Americans are libertarians without even realizing it. But few would count Trump as one. As president, Trump did several things in economic and foreign policy that any libertarian can support, such as signing the 2017 tax cuts and rejecting military adventurism overseas.
But the list of Trump policies and postures that libertarians oppose is long and dangerous. He allowed government spending and debt to continue to spiral upward, increasing the national debt by $8.4 trillion. Federal outlays soared from $4 trillion his first year (2017) to $6.8 trillion in his last year. He persists in railing against immigration and free trade, supports further expansion of presidential power and seeks to crack down on political enemies. The Libertarian Party itself said it best in a 2018 statement: "Whatever libertarian impulses Trump the candidate seemed to have ... his actual performance as president stands in stark contrast."
Of course, both the Republican and Democratic parties share an addiction to executive power. And neither is above using extralegal means to accomplish policy objectives, as demonstrated by President Biden's brazen efforts to cancel student loan debt. And, of course, the supreme example is the Capitol riot of Jan. 6, 2021, a tragic event that celebrated a total disregard for the peaceful transfer of power and constitutional order. Libertarians know that the Constitution and the rule of law are essential elements in keeping government power constrained.
In truth, Trump's appearance this week says as much about the Libertarian Party as it does about him. The party has had its ups and downs and some embarrassing moments throughout its history. But its problems more often arose from amateurism and fractiousness rather than malice, the inevitable effect of being a small third party in a two-party system.
But today's party leadership has been taken over by a faction that places it well outside the bounds of libertarianism altogether and appears comfortable with right-wing authoritarianism. Some tweets issued from state libertarian parties and other libertarian operators can only be described as shockingly racist or antisemitic -- the Libertarian Party of Michigan, for instance, posted a cartoon portraying Jews as puppet masters of the Democratic and Republican parties -- and would be more welcome on the alt-right than among true libertarians.
This is not what traditional libertarians represent and it isn't aligned with the position of most Americans. And with the two-party duopoly stacking the deck against true political competition in our country, Americans are making it clear they've had enough. Quietly, they're moving the United States in a more libertarian direction in many important areas, such as foreign policy (only 57 percent of Americans in 2023 believed America should take an "active part" in foreign affairs, compared with 71 percent in 2002), drug legalization, and the inspiring expansion of school choice and educational freedom for children and parents across the country. It's too bad the party is not participating in this peaceful revolution, instead choosing to focus primarily on culture war issues.
The founding principles of our nation that libertarians believe in -- life, liberty and private property -- are frequently at risk of being dismantled by government action. Standing up for those principles in an increasingly polarized and rancorous political environment is a lonely struggle. It's about to get lonelier now that the political party pretending to be libertarian has transitioned to a different identity. It should at least have the decency to change its name, too.
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In a remarkable letter, imprisoned Vladimir Kara-Murza explains why he has hope
The historian and Post writer shares why he knows truth ultimately will prevail. 
By Mary Hockaday | 2024-05-23

Vladimir Kara-Murza lays flowers during a February 2021 memorial event in Moscow. (Mihail Siergiejevicz/Getty Images) 


Mary Hockaday, former controller of the BBC World Service and former head of the BBC Newsroom, is the master of Trinity Hall college at Cambridge University.
Sometimes you have to take the long view. Sometimes only strategic patience will do. But imagine what it takes to adopt this stance when it is your own life at stake, when the days and weeks and years are passing without you having any control over your life.
A few weeks ago, I received a remarkable letter from Vladimir Kara-Murza, a Russian opposition leader, historian and writer now in detention in Siberia. Sentenced last year to 25 years in prison on charges of treason for criticizing Russia's war against Ukraine, he has nonetheless managed to keep writing, and this month was awarded a Pulitzer Prize for his columns for this newspaper. As a young man, Kara-Murza studied history at Cambridge. Last year, his college, Trinity Hall, which I lead, awarded him an honorary fellowship in absentia. Months later, his letter reached us. In it, he takes the long view:
His message brings to mind the many examples of men and women who fought and endured for years under oppressive governments, and who eventually prevailed. I think of Vaclav Havel, whom I had the privilege to meet when I was a young reporter in Prague. Born in 1936, Havel spent most of his adult life waiting for release from the Soviet yoke, which finally came in 1989. Like Kara-Murza, Havel understood the power of words to express resistance, to keep spirits up, to share ideas across borders.
Havel spent several stints in prison, the longest for nearly four years in the early 1980s. Somehow, he never gave up, but patiently kept writing plays, patiently worked with dissident groups across Eastern Europe, patiently developed channels of communication across the Iron Curtain, patiently developed a philosophy whereby the powerless could find agency, and where some kind of freedom could be carved out within a totalitarian state.
Not everyone is afforded the luxury of the long view: those who died in the crushing of the Prague Spring of 1968, for example, or more recently, outspoken Kremlin critic Alexei Navalny, who died in prison in February. But keeping the flame of hope alive can succeed. For Havel, when tumbling, unexpected change arrived in 1989, he and others who had survived holding onto the long view were ready. Havel became president of a newly democratic Czechoslovakia. Similar stories unfolded elsewhere as the Soviet Union crumbled.
It is the historians, such as Kara-Murza, who keep these truths in view.
But we can't all be patient historians. There is another group, more preoccupied with capturing the here and now, laying down the first draft of history, who are also essential: journalists.
Dictators have always known this, and they work hard to stop reporters inform citizens in their own countries and tell the outside world about authoritarian oppression.
This is why Russia imprisons not only political activists but also journalists whose work the Putin regime finds intolerable. This month, the longtime war correspondent and author Nadezhda Kevorkova was charged with "justifying terrorism" and is in pretrial detention. If found guilty, she faces up to five years in prison. She is 65. Also in recent weeks, two Russian journalists were detained on "extremism" charges for contributing to a YouTube channel founded by Navalny. The Kremlin also locks up foreign journalists on spying charges, including Evan Gershkovich of the Wall Street Journal and Alsu Kurmasheva of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, who have been detained since last year.
Given the Kremlin crackdown, Russian journalists have been fleeing the country. More than 1,500 who worked for independent or international media are now in exile in the Baltics or elsewhere, according to Reporters Without Borders. I recently heard a young BBC Russian Service journalist talk with heartbreaking honesty about the depression and bewilderment of sudden forced and unwanted exile in Riga, Latvia.
The absolute disregard for justice, journalism or history; the campaign to disrupt today's news and rewrite our sense of the past -- these are hallmarks of Vladimir Putin's Russia, but they spill out beyond Russia's borders. The battles for understanding the world right now can be seen in the alternative "truths" about the war in Ukraine; in Georgia's move to adopt a "foreign agent" law likely threatening independent media; and even in reports of meddling by Russia and Azerbaijan in New Caledonia as France copes with violent protests there. All of those developments will pose challenges for future historians.
For Kara-Murza, whose appeal was rejected last week by Russia's Supreme Court, the long view is essential, and his faith that "however unpromising the odds may appear, the truth, in the end, does come out stronger," is a mark of great courage. For the rest of us, in the meantime, our task is also to help truth keep breathing, and to defend the journalists alongside the historians and -- of course -- the dissidents.
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We could all be Scarlett Johansson one day soon 
Plus: Africa's 'mitumba; problem. China isn't cool now. Baltimore's bridge.
By Drew Goins | 2024-05-22
You're reading the Today's Opinions newsletter. Sign up to get it in your inbox.
In today's edition:

Displaced people taking shelter at a school wash their clothes in Nairobi on April 25. (Daniel Irungu/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock) 


Way back in 2012, this wide-eyed undergraduate took his first international political economy course and learned that Toms -- the feel-good brand that donated a pair of shoes to developing African countries for every pair sold in the West -- was actually undermining local economies on the continent, which were pretty good at making shoes themselves.
I traipsed around in Toms-clad shame the rest of the semester. Don't now tell me there are issues with donating used clothes to people in Africa, too.
Kenya Wiley, a fashion law professor at Georgetown University, doesn't mince words breaking the bad news: "If you've donated clothing ... chances are your discarded items will be dumped in Africa, winding up in landfills, water and eventually breaking down into microplastics. Your castoff T-shirt will be among millions of items harming human health, marine life and local economies."
Mitumba, originally from the Swahili word for "bundles," is the term for these gobs of clothes, which, yes, also undermine local economies -- if they're not so low-quality that they're simply burned as fuel.
A group of East African countries tried to unite against the glut in 2016, Wiley explains, but the Trump administration later threatened to ice them out of U.S.-Africa trade policy. Most relented.
The best fix, Wiley writes, is transforming a decades-old trade law to fund investment in textile recycling. She lays out a plan for how African economies could flourish, turning that castoff Nickelback T-shirt into something someone might actually want to wear.
Chaser: Looking out the back of her taxicab window in Nairobi traffic in 2023, MIT professor Kenda Mutongi saw a lesson on the entire global economy.
When OpenAI approached Scarlett Johansson in September to lend her voice to the artificial-intelligence firm's chatbot Sky, the actress says, she politely declined. Sky debuted this week -- and features a voice a dead ringer for Johansson's. Johansson called it a shocking violation of her rights and threatened legal action.
Then again ...
Molly Roberts plucks out the upshot of the dust-up. We're all afraid, she writes, "that large language models such as ChatGPT will take the very thing that defines us as human: our creativity."
All the AI makers say they don't plan on "hoovering up human creations" to train their own bots on art, Molly writes -- but OpenAI also said it wouldn't use ScarJo's voice!
For the meantime, it seems, we're at these makers' mercy. Sky's not the limit, either; it's barely the start.

goins (The Washington Post)


From Keith Richburg's column on how China lost its cool -- and how the United States could lose its edge as a result.
That frankly insane drop, Keith explains, is the result of a bunch of concrete factors, too, beginning with the coronavirus pandemic, during which China shuttered itself. The United States then shut down its Peace Corps and Fulbright operations in China, and both countries have churned out warning after warning regarding travel between the two.
After all that, how can you expect a young international political economy undergraduate to think China is the move? Thus hollows out a generation of stateside China experts.
Meanwhile, Keith points out, Chinese students are still flocking to schools in the United States. In other words: "Chinese learning about us, Americans learning less about them -- [putting] the United States at a huge future disadvantage."
Baltimore's Francis Scott Key Bridge collapsed in March, but the image of the city surrounding it tumbled down long before then. Now, Michele Norris writes, comes a chance to rebuild both.
Michele, who married into a Baltimore family, laments that the hometown of Thurgood Marshall, Edgar Allan Poe and Johns Hopkins -- along with Berger cookies, I might add -- is most known for murder and corruption, a reputation cemented by (admittedly excellent) books, TV, movies and podcasts.
The swift repair work so far has Michele hopeful that a similar resolve can seep through the city, inspiring it to fix much more than its bridge.
It's a goodbye. It's a haiku. It's ... The Bye-Ku.
Solace for ScarJo:
All those controversial roles?
"It was Sky, I swear!"
***
Have your own newsy haiku? Email it to me, along with any questions/comments/ambiguities. See you tomorrow!
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Warriors? Americans? Potatoes? Any of these beats 'Commanders.'
Readers spar over D.C. sports -- the Commanders and horse racing -- and react to Maryland's primary.
By Letters to the Editor | 2024-05-22

Washington Commanders coach Dan Quinn watches during a practice session for rookies in Ashburn on May 10. (Susan Walsh/AP) 


Regarding the May 14 Sports article "Senator threatens to block RFK bill":
The Commanders will be committing a colossal mistake should they revisit in any way the decision to discard the old racist name and logo. The latest backsliding involved new coach Dan Quinn, who sported a shirt with feathers from the previous imagery. These incidents continue, despite team president Jason Wright saying in 2021 that the team would not use any Native American imagery.
Native American advocacy against the former name spans decades and features two major federal court battles. Native American advocacy continues against other usages, such as the Kansas City Chiefs.
As the Post article describes, a powerful senator now wants the team to honor the Native American who developed the logo of an Indian that was on the team's helmets from the 1970s until the name was dropped in 2020. Instead, how about honoring the 1,500 signatures representing Native American leaders and communities who asked the team to change the name in 2020.
Neither the Commanders nor the Senate should cater to the demand by Sen. Steve Daines (R-Mont.) to honor one Native American artist whose own family is divided over the previous name and logo. The Senate should instead pass the House bill that would allow D.C. to use the federal land on which RFK Stadium sits for a redevelopment plan with genuine community input -- one that provides desperately needed affordable housing as well as any recreational or sports facilities.
If the Commanders want to win, they must not be sidetracked by a noxious and ruinous debate over the team's name, an unnecessary distraction that contributed to the downfall of the franchise under Dan Snyder.
Josh Silver, Bethesda
The May 14 Sports article "Senator threatens to block RFK bill," usefully subtitled "Daines (R-Mont.) wants Commanders officials to honor history of logo," suggests there might be a second opportunity to get right the renaming of the Washington NFL franchise.
On one hand, the name "Redskins," which some activists say refers to Native American scalps collected for bounty, is widely regarded as offensive. On the other hand, the team's former logo depicted a handsome and noble Native American man, which was designed by a Native American. The change to "Commanders" was a safe choice: unlikely to offend but also unlikely to inspire.
I believe there is a solution to the naming problem that is both simple and elegant: Retain the dignified logo and rename the team as "the Washington Americans." What people deserve to be recognized as American more than this country's first inhabitants?
Life does not always offer second chances. The Washington football franchise should seize the opportunity to get this right.
Zachary W. Carter, Bethesda
Perhaps the most significant way to honor Walter "Blackie" Wetzel, creator of the Washington football team's former logo and a member of the Blackfeet Nation, would be to drop the current team name, which is not popular and has no defining logo, and reinstate Wetzel's logo with a new team name that reflects the pride inherent in his design. The name "Warriors" has been frequently mentioned.
Doug Widener, Gainesville
As a resident of the District of Columbia, Maryland and Virginia for over 30 years who has never stopped rooting for the team, even after moving to South Florida six years ago, I have come up with a solution. The new owner simply needs to change the name of the team to the Washington Potatoes. This native vegetable has always been nutritious, wholesome and delicious. My favorite variety of potatoes has always been the redskin potato. It is to be anticipated that, in the future, our fans will come up with their own favorite nicknames for the team, such as "Spuds," or "Redskins," or "Taters." Let the fans organically decide which nicknames they prefer for the Potatoes.
The new team fight song can go something like this:
"Hail to the Redskins!
Hail victory!
Spuds on the table.
Fight for old D.C.!"
Arthur Rosecan, Jupiter, Fla.
As a Maryland taxpayer, I am compelled to voice my strong opposition to the signed legislation that lets the state take over thoroughbred horse racing at Pimlico Race Course. This move not only seems reckless, but it also places an unnecessary financial burden on taxpayers, especially at a time when the state is already grappling with the prospect of raising taxes later this year.
The thoroughbred racing industry, despite its rich tradition in Maryland, has faced significant challenges in recent years. If the private sector -- with all its resources and expertise -- cannot sustain this industry, it is highly questionable why Maryland taxpayers should be expected to take on this responsibility.
Where is the report that the state used to justify transferring ownership of these racetracks from the Stronach Group to a state-run nonprofit? Transparency is paramount, and Maryland residents deserve to see the rationale behind this decision. Without such a report, it is difficult to trust that this will be a prudent use of public resources.
It is also worth scrutinizing the vested interests behind this initiative. Who stands to benefit from the state taking over thoroughbred racing? It appears that powerful forces are pushing this agenda, yet their motivations remain shrouded to those whom the state government represents.
Maryland has far more pressing issues that require attention and resources. Our state faces challenges in education, health care and infrastructure. Residents deserve better than to be saddled with the financial burden of an industry that the private sector cannot sustain. Our leaders must focus on solutions that benefit all the people they represent -- not just a select few.
Hampton E. Brown III, Fulton, Md.
I was honored to serve as an election worker in Montgomery County during Maryland's primary election. Our team had veteran staffers and new election workers alike -- and many were high school students. After enthusiastically working 15 hours at the polls, the students woke up on Wednesday to classes and year-end exams.
We met at least a dozen first-time voters, some teens, some older adults. The whole team cheered raucously and clapped loudly for each one.
In a time of polarization and discouragement in our nation, it was heartening to be a part of an election and welcome a new generation to our fundamental freedom to vote.
Kathleen Oehl, Rockville
Money can't buy love, and not even $60 million-plus can buy a U.S. Senate seat from voters. Rep. David Trone (D) tried to buy his way through the Maryland Senate primary, but it didn't work. He blanketed media markets with ad after ad after ad to the point it became a turnoff. Just think what $60 million could buy instead of a Senate primary race: housing for the homeless, food for the hungry, college tuition for poor but motivated students.
And we also found out that Mr. Trone spent some of his millions supporting Republican politicians across the country whose views on abortion and other issues were antithetical to his own -- supposedly in hopes of gaining favorable liquor laws for his Total Wine & More business. Hypocrisy, apparently, knows no bounds. He got what he deserved.
Janet Bass, Bethesda
Regarding Karen Tumulty's May 16 Thursday Opinion commentary, "In Maryland, the message beat the money":
I beg to differ with Ms. Tumulty's theme that the "message" of Angela D. Alsobrooks was what defeated the "money" of her opponent, Rep. David Trone. It's true that Mr. Trone is wealthy and chose to deploy his wealth to seek the office. But Ms. Alsobrooks had the advantage early on of very public endorsements from two of the most powerful Democrats in the state, Gov. Wes Moore and Sen. Chris Van Hollen, both of whom did television ads for the Prince George's County executive. If one studies the ads, the respective messages of Ms. Alsobrooks and Mr. Trone were not that different in substance.
I, for one, thought it was unfair of Mr. Moore and Mr. Van Hollen to use the prestige of their offices to tip the scales. Whatever one's preferences, it compromised the sense of fair play that should have prevailed. At least Sen. Ben Cardin was dignified enough to remain above the fray.
Unfortunately, the result of this campaign is divisiveness among Maryland Democrats, many of whom did support Mr. Trone. It is a situation that can only help the prospects of former governor Larry Hogan, who was and remains popular with voters of both parties. The election in November is his to lose.
Marjorie Schulenburg, Laurel




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2024/05/22/rfk-stadium-horse-racing-maryland-primary/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Who will be worse in the Trump-Biden debates? I answered your questions.
Read the chat's transcript for Wednesday, May 22.
By Jennifer Rubin | 2024-05-22
Jennifer Rubin's live chat occurs every other Wednesday. On Wednesdays when there is no chat, Washington Post subscribers will be able to submit their questions for Jennifer Rubin's subscriber-only newsletter. Sign up here to receive questions and answers, plus special features and a Friday newsletter, directly to your inbox. Read Wednesday's chat in the transcript below, and submit your questions for the next one.
Read Jennifer Rubin's columns and past live chats.
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Donate clothes? You're contributing to Africa's 'mitumba' problem.
Establishing robust recycling infrastructure in Africa will demand support from both the public and private sectors.
By Kenya Wiley | 2024-05-22

Displaced people taking shelter at a school wash their clothes in Nairobi on April 25. (Daniel Irungu/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


Kenya Wiley is a policy counsel and fashion law professor at Georgetown University. She previously served as counsel and senior policy adviser for the Senate Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs Committee.
If you've donated clothing to a local charity or tossed your stained shirts in a drop-off bin, chances are your discarded items will be dumped in Africa, winding up in landfills, water and eventually breaking down into microplastics. Your castoff T-shirt will be among millions of items harming human health, marine life and local economies. In 2021, the United States was the leading exporter of secondhand clothing, according to United Nations data, and Africa was one of the main destinations for these goods. The intention is for vendors to sell at African markets, but the quality of the used clothing -- referred to as mitumba -- is often so poor and soiled that the items are dumped or burned as fuel.
This week, Kenyan President William Samoei Ruto is making an official state visit to the United States, marking the first time in nearly 16 years for an African leader to do so. President Biden and Ruto are expected to discuss trade and investment between the two countries, but there's one part of trade policy that must not be overlooked: the billion dollars of used clothing we ship every year that ends up as textile waste in Kenya, Ghana, Tanzania and other countries in sub-Saharan Africa.
Transforming a decades-old trade law can address the mitumba problem. The African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) -- a trade preference program between the United States and certain African countries -- was first signed into law in 2000 and is set to expire in 2025. It provides duty-free treatment to encourage trade and investment in apparel and other products, but it does not go far enough. The initiative should expand its focus beyond apparel manufacturing, as AGOA-eligible countries have done for years, but also encourage investments in recycling infrastructure to tackle the escalating textile waste problem.
This revision would help spur private investments for start-ups to scale recycling innovation in Africa -- for both low-quality secondhand clothing and fabric scraps from factories in countries where apparel manufacturing is on the rise. Fabric recycling is a multifaceted process, requiring advanced chemistry for cleaning, funding for technology developments in artificial intelligence to identify and sort fiber blends, and mechanical engineering to transform old tees into new materials. Establishing robust recycling infrastructure in Africa will demand support from both the public and private sectors.
For a bipartisan precedent that can guide the needed revisions, look no further than the Save Our Seas 2.0 Act, the 2020 law Congress passed to combat ocean plastic pollution worldwide. That was followed by USAID's launch of the Save Our Seas Initiative, with support from U.S. and international businesses. Such a blueprint can be used in the reauthorization of AGOA to tackle textile waste in Africa, foster innovation and empower entrepreneurs.
Yet cleaning up Africa's existing textile waste will address only part of the problem. Investing in talent across the continent is crucial to prevent future pollution. African entrepreneurs have age-old answers to environmental sustainability that must not be overlooked -- particularly by brands striving for circular solutions so that items stay in use for longer periods.
Designing with durability has been a part of African cultures for centuries, using weaving techniques and high-quality fabrics passed from generation to generation. Young entrepreneurs are also leading the way in developing innovative products and materials across the continent -- turning farm waste into biodegradable fabrics and fusing art and commerce to redesign secondhand items. In 2023, entrepreneurs in Kenya alone secured more than $600 million in start-up capital across green energy, agri-tech and logistics -- sectors that will be pivotal in addressing Africa's waste problem.
If used clothing is the problem, why not prohibit it altogether? The answer is that countries tried. In 2016, a group of East African countries joined forces to ban imports of secondhand clothing. In retaliation, the Trump administration threatened to remove the countries from the program that is at the core of U.S.-Africa trade policy if they followed through. No surprise that a lobby group representing used clothing sorters backed the move. The only country that stood firm was Rwanda and, to this day, its duty-free apparel benefits under AGOA remain suspended.
As the African Growth and Opportunity Act approaches its 25th anniversary, now is the time to ensure that its reauthorization upholds its original intent: Reduce trade barriers and foster economic development in sub-Saharan Africa, not stifle it. That starts with addressing textile waste.
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Rainy Saturday forecast means D.C. streak of wet weekends could continue
It has rained on 14 of 20 Saturdays so far this year, and on five straight weekends.
By Ian Livingston | 2024-05-23

Rainfall forecast for the weekend from the Weather Prediction Center. (weatherbell.com) 


If it's a weekend in Washington lately, there's a good chance some rain fell. D.C. is on a run of five straight weekends with rain and is probably poised for another.
Saturday has been the rainiest weekend day. Fourteen out of 20 so far this year have produced measurable precipitation.
It's not just this year -- 2023 also had a disproportionate amount of rain that fell on the weekends.
If measurable rain falls this weekend for the sixth time in a row, it will become the longest such streak since 1959.
And this isn't 2024's only weekend rain streak. Precipitation fell on five straight weekends from Feb. 11 to March 9. In all, measurable precipitation has fallen on 15 of 20 weekends so far this year.
Only a handful of other years have seen such five-week-long streaks since 2000: 2019, 2015, 2011, 2003 and 2000.
The persistently rainy weekends of late are reminders of weekends in 2023, which saw more than their share of rain. Rain fell on 33 of 52 weekends -- the most since 34 in 1990.
The 14 rainy Saturdays so far this year have produced 6.2 inches of precipitation, more than any other day of the week. Tuesday is the next rainiest day with 4.22 inches; while Sunday ranks third with 2.39 inches
At least half an inch of rain has fallen on Saturday six times, including last week.
Saturday was also the wettest day in 2023; at least half an inch of rain fell on 11 days.
Thursday, meanwhile, is a real oddball and, apparently, the day to schedule outdoor plans. A half-inch or more of rain hasn't fallen on that day since 2022.
Over time, however, these weird anomalies tend to even out. In weather data dating to 1872, each day of the week has a remarkably similar number of days with measurable rain.
Perhaps not surprising, the current forecast calls for a chance of showers and storms each day this holiday weekend. It doesn't look like a washout, and the highest chance of showers and storms will probably come during the afternoon and evening. Saturday and Memorial Day have the highest rain chances, while showers and storms may end up pretty spotty on Sunday.
One difference between the upcoming weekend and recent ones is that temperatures may run near or even above average. Previous rainy weekends have mostly been on the cool side. The normal high temperature over the Memorial Day weekend is 79 degrees.

Forecast highs for Saturday from the National Weather Service. (Capital Weather Gang) 


For the first weekend in June, forecast models show conflicting signals. The European model projects periodic rain, while the American model shows sunny weather.
A forecast 10 days into the future is near the limit of useful predictions. That said, you might put your money on the rainier outcome if history is any indication.
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Montgomery County police veteran Marc Yamada nominated as police chief
Marc Yamada has served in Montgomery County for 35 years and would become the first Japanese American to serve as the county's police chief if confirmed.
By Dan Morse | 2024-05-23

Montgomery County Assistant Police Chief Marc Yamada. (Picasa and Montgomery County Poice Department)


Montgomery County Executive Marc Elrich nominated as his new police chief Marc Yamada, a 35-year veteran of the county police force, marking a sharp departure from Elrich's desire early in his tenure to bring in an outsider for the post.
Yamada's "career has been marked by dedication, courage, and unwavering commitment to the safety and well-being of our community," Elrich (D) said at a news conference Wednesday.
Yamada joined Montgomery's force in 1988. He rose through the ranks over a wide range of duties: patrol work, narcotics detective, lieutenant in the Wheaton district, major crimes supervisor and director of community engagement.
If confirmed by the Montgomery County Council, Yamada would replace Chief Marcus Jones, who is set to retire in July. Yamada currently heads the department's Field Services Bureau, which handles tactical operations, traffic enforcement, community engagement and other functions.
Yamada also seems to have the nod from Montgomery's influential police union, FOP Lodge 35. "The membership supports this pick," said the union's president, Lee Holland.
Yamada attended public schools in Wheaton and went on to Montgomery College and Frostburg State University. He has spoken about his family to community groups.
"My father's parents were both Japanese," he wrote in a brief bio statement. "He was the first member of his family to be born in the United States in 1910. My mother's parents were German, and she was born in New York in 1920. My father's family was placed in a Japanese internment camp in Poston Arizona after the bombing of Pearl Harbor and he made the decision to join the US Army. He met my mother in Washington DC when she was serving breakfast to soldiers. They later married and settled in Wheaton in 1955."
Not long after Elrich took office in late 2018, he set about replacing retiring police chief J. Thomas Manger. Elrich embarked on a national search, eventually zeroing in on a candidate from Virginia who withdrew. Elrich also considered two Maryland chiefs from outside the Montgomery County department. They also didn't work out, and he eventually selected a department veteran who had wanted the job all along: Jones.
On Wednesday, Elrich praised Jones and the department as a whole for embracing changes he supported. He called the department "one of the most respected law enforcement institutions in our nation."
"I am happy that I could look at this department and find candidates -- and more than one -- who could have done this job, and done this job with honor and earned the respect of our community," he said.
Not everyone supported Elrich's move. Three change-minded groups -- Silver Spring Justice Coalition, Racial Justice Now and Jews United for Justice -- issued a joint statement opposing Yamada's nomination and "expressing serious concerns" with the selection process.
"The County Executive's failure to conduct a national search for a new chief reflects a lack of care for the importance of finding the very best candidate to lead our police department," said Dayo Akinsheye of the Silver Spring Justice Coalition.
At Wednesday's announcement, Elrich stressed that his support for Yamada goes beyond fighting crime.
"Throughout his career, Marc has been a steadfast advocate for modernizing our police force, fostering community trust and ensuring that our officers have the resources and training they need to serve effectively," Elrich said, adding, "His vision for the future of policing in Montgomery County is rooted in accountability and a deep respect for the diverse communities we serve."
Yamada spoke Wednesday about the department's main challenge, one reflected nationwide: a shortage of officers. He said that as part of recruiting efforts, he'd like to introduce prospects to some of the department's experienced detectives, drone pilots and K-9 officers. The pitch: "This is who you can be on our department."
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Doctor released from Va. prison two years after being pardoned
Vince Gilmer was a North Carolina physician when he murdered his father. Diagnosed with a brain disease, he became a symbol of mental health issues in prisons.
By Gregory S. Schneider | 2024-05-23

Vince Gilmer was released from this prison in Marion, Va., on Thursday. (Earl Neikirk/AP)


More than two years after being pardoned for a murder conviction, Vince Gilmer finally left a Virginia prison Thursday, resolving a controversial case that has drawn attention from around the world.
Gilmer is gravely ill with Huntington's disease, a neurological disorder that was undiagnosed at the time of his conviction for the 2004 murder. His case became a rallying point for advocates who say mental illness is mishandled by the criminal justice system.

Vince Gilmer is shown during an interview with the Bristol Herald Courier in 2005 from the Washington County jail in Abington, Va. (Andre Teague/AP)


"He really highlights ... the worst offense of how we treat extreme mental illness in incarcerate systems," said Benjamin Gilmer, who is not related but who has spent years leading efforts to get treatment for the man who shares his name and profession.
Vince Gilmer, 61, was a beloved physician at a rural clinic in North Carolina when he strangled his father in 2004 and dumped the body -- minus its fingers -- beside a road in Virginia.
Several years later, Benjamin Gilmer happened to take over the practice at the clinic and set out to understand what had gone wrong with his predecessor.
Piecing together scraps of medical evidence, Benjamin Gilmer came to believe that Vince Gilmer had been suffering from Huntington's disease, which can lead to impulsive and inexplicable behavior.
Benjamin Gilmer theorized that the disease's effects were aggravated by a recent brain injury in a car accident and that Vince Gilmer was acting out after years of sexual abuse at the hands of his schizophrenic father.

Benjamin Gilmer, the longtime advocate of Vince Gilmer (no relation),  outside an Asheville, N.C., restaurant on April 29. (Sarah Rankin/AP)


Medical tests eventually confirmed the diagnosis, and Benjamin Gilmer began a campaign arguing that Vince Gilmer should have received medical and psychiatric care, not incarceration in a prison.
The case was chronicled in a 2013 edition of the public radio series "This American Life" and again in a book by Benjamin Gilmer titled "The Other Dr. Gilmer," drawing widespread attention. A GoFundMe campaign raised more than $100,000 toward the cost of securing transportation if Vince Gilmer should ever be released, with donations from around the globe.
Benjamin Gilmer lobbied Virginia officials for clemency. He was rejected by two governors, but then-Gov. Ralph Northam (D) -- a pediatric neurologist -- reconsidered and issued a conditional pardon in 2022 during the last hours of his term in office. To be released, though, Vince Gilmer would need to be transferred to a secure medical facility.
Lining up that type of care consumed 21/2 years of effort. The result was an unusual situation in which Vince Gilmer was left in prison despite having been technically cleared of his crime.
At times, as his disease worsened and his behavior became more erratic, Vince Gilmer was placed in "restorative housing," which advocates said amounted to cruel solitary confinement. The Virginia Department of Corrections insisted that it was for his own protection and that classic "solitary" was discontinued several years ago.
The department had little comment on his release this week. A spokeswoman said by email Wednesday only that the corrections department was "still in the process of processing the release of Mr. Gilmer."
Wednesday night, as he drove from Asheville, N.C., toward the prison in Marion, Va., where Vince Gilmer has been held, Benjamin Gilmer said he was racked with emotion and anxiety. He had come close to securing the release before; Vince Gilmer was set to be out for Thanksgiving of 2022, only to have a North Carolina hospital withdraw its offer of housing, Benjamin Gilmer said.
"I have been in a state of panic for the last four weeks. This evening is the first time I'm starting to feel that all the pieces are in place," Benjamin Gilmer said by telephone as he traveled to Virginia. He paid $1,600 to rent a van to transport his own family, Vince Gilmer's mother and a North Carolina police officer to accompany them back to the hospital in western North Carolina, where Vince Gilmer will live.
Benjamin Gilmer said the hospital asked not to be identified out of concern for security and possible public controversy.
Joined by a documentary film crew, the group greeted Vince Gilmer on Thursday morning with Coca Cola, Mountain Dew, Twinkies and other snacks. They planned to whisk him 21/2 hours south to the clinic near Asheville where Vince Gilmer once had a reputation as a kind and caring physician. His health is poor, Benjamin Gilmer said -- he can't walk, and his Huntington's has progressed to the point that communicating is extremely slow and difficult.
"It's unconscionable" that he was being imprisoned in such a degenerative state, Benjamin Gilmer said. "If he didn't have an army of people working on this, he would've stayed in prison as a clemency-granted person forever. It's just so dark, the whole process. ... Now we're going to see what happens when you actually treat somebody."
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Long before Key Bridge collapse, Baltimore mariners warned of 'ship strikes'
Over the past two decades, a Baltimore harbor safety committee repeatedly discussed the risks that ever-larger cargo ships posed to local bridges, according to previously unreported records obtained by The Washington Post.
By Steve Thompson, Ian Duncan | 2024-05-23

The remains of the Francis Scott Key Bridge on March 26, 2024, in Baltimore. Six construction workers were killed and Baltimore's port was crippled when the 985-foot-long cargo ship Dali hit the bridge, bringing it down in seconds. (Michael A. McCoy for The Washington Post) 


The warnings came, sometimes in eerily specific terms, years before a giant cargo ship struck Baltimore's Francis Scott Key Bridge: A ship could lose power "in close vicinity to a bridge," an out-of-control vessel could cause "a bridge collapse," and the Key Bridge was "not designed to withstand collisions from large vessels."
After the strike caused the bridge's collapse in March,  horrified officials described the catastrophe as one that couldn't have been anticipated. But a maritime safety committee, including experts from key government agencies, repeatedly raised the possibility of such a disaster over the past two decades, according to previously unreported records obtained by The Washington Post. For nearly 10 of those years, as ever-larger cargo ships visited Baltimore's port, the committee included "Recommendations for bridge protection from ship strikes" on a list of its action items. In 2016, that action item stopped appearing in meeting minutes without explanation.
The group, known as the Baltimore Harbor Safety and Coordination Committee, discussed the Key and Chesapeake Bay bridges, among others. Maryland pilots -- specialists who board large vessels and then guide them safely in and out of port -- in particular sounded alarm about local bridges needing more protection from errant ships, the records show.

Officials board the Dali on April 15, 2024, after the FBI opened a criminal investigation into the circumstances surrounding the collapse of the Key Bridge. (Jonathan Newton/for The Washington Post)


Six construction workers were killed and Baltimore's port was crippled when the 984-foot-long cargo ship the Dali lost power and hit the bridge, bringing it down in seconds. As federal investigators continue to probe the causes of the accident, and who may have been at fault, the records show that state and U.S. officials invoked the high cost of adding protections in response to pilots' cautions over the years.
The records include no indication that the safety committee's discussions resulted in new physical protections for the Key Bridge. Federal investigators have said protections in place at the time of the crash dated to the bridge's original construction.
Minutes from each meeting were circulated within the agencies represented on the committee, according to Frank Hamons, who helped start the committee as a dredging manager for the Maryland Port Administration in the 1980s and chaired it until he retired in 2013. But it is unclear who inside the agencies actually saw those minutes, and numerous former top Maryland transportation officials told The Post they did not recall ever being briefed on the discussions about bridge protections.
Told of the pilots' long-standing concerns, Robert Flanagan, the Maryland transportation secretary between 2003 and 2007, said he wished now more had been done to raise the alarm.
"In hindsight, sure, I'm sure that every secretary wishes they had focused on this issue," Flanagan said.
Bruce Gartner, the executive director of the Maryland Transportation Authority, which operates the Key and Bay bridges, said that in the aftermath of the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks, the transportation industry determined that the greatest threats to infrastructure were posed by terrorism. Decisions his agency made about risk mitigation were consistent with those made by its counterparts around the country, he said.
The Key Bridge disaster "raised industry-wide questions of how we build new facilities to withstand a direct, fully laden containership strike, and what we can do to retrofit existing facilities," Gartner said in a statement.
Jonathan Daniels, executive director of the Maryland Port Administration, which oversees the Port of Baltimore, said he was shocked by the bridge collapse. "Those of us who dedicate our careers to ports and harbor safety of course examine all types of worst-case scenarios," he said. "This type of incident is exceptionally rare and almost unimaginable."
Richard Scher, a port administration spokesman, said he did not know why discussion of bridge protections was dropped from the safety committee's meetings.
More than two dozen committee members  did not respond to or declined requests for comment, some saying they could not speak because of ongoing investigations into the Dali disaster. Spokesmen for several entities represented on the committee, including the Association of Maryland Pilots and the U.S. Coast Guard,   also did not comment.

A truck crosses Baltimore's Key Bridge in October 2021. Rebuilding the structure will cost nearly $2 billion, according to Maryland officials. (Brendan Smialowski/Afp/Getty Images)


Experts disagree about whether any protection could have saved the Key Bridge from the Dali given the ship's size and speed. But they generally agree that bridge-protection standards have not kept pace with the risk posed by the huge container ships that now regularly call on Baltimore and other East Coast ports. Upgrades are expensive: A ship-collision protection system for the Delaware Memorial Bridge, which spans the river separating Delaware from New Jersey, is projected to cost more than $90 million. But the Baltimore disaster shows that a bridge collapse can be extraordinarily expensive, as well as deadly: Rebuilding the Key Bridge will cost nearly $2 billion, according to Maryland officials.
The National Transportation Safety Board is investigating bridge pier protections along with other safety measures, according to its preliminary report on the Key Bridge collapse, released last week. The report also said that the Maryland Transportation Authority is now studying options to upgrade the protections on the Bay Bridge. The Coast Guard, which is responsible for maintaining systems that help vessels safely navigate to ports, announced it was opening a national inquiry to assess its port safety work, including the risks that large modern ships pose to bridges.
Harbor safety committees exist for ports around the country. While they do not typically have powers to make formal rules or initiate construction projects by themselves, experts said they play an important role in helping officials and others with a stake in the waterways -- such as ship pilots -- coordinate their work and identify risks.
Such committees have also played a role in preparing for the safe arrival of massive modern container ships in East Coast ports in recent years. A harbor safety committee working group for the port of New York and New Jersey established guidelines for the vessels, spelling out requirements for ships in narrow passages to be escorted by tugboats. A Delaware River committee issued similar guidance for ships bound for the Philadelphia area. In Baltimore, officials have said decisions about whether to use such escorts are left to ship captains and local pilots and that tugboats had left the Dali before it lost power and hit the Key Bridge.
Baltimore's harbor safety committee was created in the 1980s as a way for the Maryland Port Administration to bring together stakeholders in dredging projects, which were meant to make way for larger vessels by clearing and enlarging the port's channels.
In 2000, the group expanded its focus to include safety, according to an archived version of a Maryland Department of Transportation website. The site also includes minutes from the committee's quarterly meetings in 2004 and 2005.

Officials moved the cargo ship Dali out of the collapsed Key Bridge wreckage in Baltimore during high tide on May 20.


Discussions about the possibility of a ship hitting the Key Bridge show up in the minutes as early as 2004, the first year for which The Post reviewed records.  Joe Smith, a veteran captain and representative of the Association of Maryland Pilots, asked whether a hotline was available to quickly stop traffic on the Key or Bay bridges if a ship "dangerously veered" toward one of them. Over the next six years, the minutes show, Smith repeatedly warned that bridges needed more protection from ship strikes -- and that ship captains needed clear communication protocols in case of such an emergency.
"I still feel that way, that we should support the bridges," Smith said in a brief interview outside his home, 10 miles from the stricken bridge. But he added that the protections he's advocated for are expensive. He said the pilots, wary of litigation over the bridge collapse, had agreed not to talk publicly, and he declined to comment further.
"The minutes tell most everything," he said.
Smith's concerns about communication foreshadowed a key element of the Dali disaster: the challenge of warning bridge users of impending danger. In the minutes before the Dali hit the Key Bridge, an apprentice pilot aboard the ship used a mobile phone to call a pilot dispatcher, who called a transportation authority police officer, according to the  NTSB's preliminary report. Officers managed to halt traffic, but seven workers repairing potholes and an inspector were still on the bridge when the ship hit. The inspector ran to a surviving bridge span before the collapse, the NTSB report said. The workers were plunged into the Patapsco River. One was rescued with serious injuries. The rest died.
In March 2006, two years after Smith's warning, a barge hit a bridge over Maryland's Severn River. That accident and its implications came up during a meeting of the safety committee the following day, minutes show. The Post found those minutes uploaded to an online document-editing service. Scher, the port administration spokesman, said there was no reason to doubt their authenticity.

A police boat in March 2006 heads to an unmanned barge that drifted out of control and lodged against the Severn River bridge in Annapolis. That accident and its implications came up the following day during a meeting of the Port of Baltimore Harbor Safety and Coordination Committee, minutes show. (Matthew S. Gunby/AP)


Nafiz Alqasem, an engineer with the Maryland Transportation Authority, told the committee that the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials had issued guidelines for protecting bridges from ship strikes in 1991. But because bridges in the area were built before 1991, those guidelines did not apply, he said.
Alqasem told the committee that potential protections included "islands surrounding piers, fender systems, slide and ring structures, concrete walls around piers, stand alone structures, and small fender structures," according to the minutes. But he said there were no plans in place for any Maryland bridges, noting that such projects would be "very costly."
The minutes show that Smith urged action. "Captain Smith stressed the importance of bridge protection, and noted that Agencies should be meeting and discussing implementation possibilities," the minutes say.
Then Hamons, who had helped start the safety committee, inquired specifically about the level of protection for the Key Bridge, meeting minutes show. "The Key Bridge is not designed to withstand collisions from large vessels," Alqasem replied.
Alqasem declined to comment.
The bridge had 25-foot wide concrete bumpers known as "dolphins" in the water nearby, dating to the time of its construction in the 1970s, according to the NTSB's preliminary report. The bridge's supports were surrounded by concrete and timber boxes, according to investigators.
Three years after it opened in 1977, the bridge was struck by a container ship and suffered only minor damage. That same year, 1980, a 609-foot ship hit Florida's Sunshine Skyway Bridge, triggering the bridge's collapse and killing 35 people. In the decades since, cargo ships have become longer, broader and heavier.
"We've always known that it is possible for ships, barges and other things to hit and damage the bridge, so it's always a factor of concern," Hamons said in an interview. "And as we watched the ships get larger and larger and larger, the question was: Do we have enough protection to protect this bridge?"
Hamons said he didn't recall any specific committee recommendations to protect bridges against ship strikes. "There was a lot of concern, but it was difficult to assess the level of risk involved," he said.
The Post was unable to find minutes for subsequent safety committee meetings in 2006. The port administration provided minutes beginning in 2007. Minutes from March of that year contain the first mention in the records reviewed by The Post of the action item, "Recommendations for bridge protection from ship strikes."
Nine months later, in December 2007, Smith asked whether any progress had been made on bridge protection, according to the minutes. A Coast Guard official, Brian Dunn, told the group that the Coast Guard doesn't own bridges itself and has "limited capability" to require fenders. Dunn, who is now chief of the Coast Guard's bridge program, told The Post he stood by his assertion in the minutes. "We don't have the authority to direct pier protection systems," he said. "That's up to the bridge owner."
At the meeting, Alqasem outlined several bridge-protection recommendations from his agency, the Transportation Authority. He urged committee members to share any questions or comments.
The minutes do not make clear what the recommendations were but explain that they were developed following a 2003 study that included examination of the Key and Bay bridges.
The Post requested a copy of the 2003 study under Maryland's public records law, but the Transportation Authority has not yet released it. John Porcari, state transportation secretary from 1999 to 2003 and again from 2007 to 2009, said he thought the 2003 study focused on the potential for terrorist attacks on bridges after 9/11.
"The information that we got at the most senior level at the time was very much related to terrorist vulnerability," Porcari said.

People gather in September at Fort Armistead Park to see the giant ship Zhen Hua arrive from China and navigate under the Key Bridge. (Jonathan Newton/The Washington Post)


During the December 2007 meeting, the minutes show, Smith repeated his concern that bridges needed more protection "to prevent damage resulting from a potential ship strike." He also reiterated the question he had posed in 2004 about how to stop vehicle traffic on the Key Bridge, raising the possibility that a ship could lose steering or propulsion nearby, according to the minutes.
Smith again raised the issue of emergency communication in March 2008, expressing concern about "the potential of a ship losing power in close vicinity to a bridge."
The committee's bridge-protection action item appeared in minutes for the June 2008 meeting and remained for every meeting but one until mid-2016. Minutes from some of the meetings include no description of any discussion about it. Minutes from other meetings offer brief glimpses.
Umesh Murthy, an engineer representing the Maryland Transportation Authority, asked about the action item in 2010. Smith explained it "was developed based on Pilots concern for a bridge collapse as a result of ship strikes." Murthy told the committee it would cost $65 million to protect the Bay Bridge against an accidental collision, saying the cost of retrofitting existing bridges was much higher than building protections into newly constructed bridges. Murthy, who is no longer an agency employee, declined to comment, citing a transportation authority "gag order."
In his statement to The Post, Gartner, the current executive director of the transportation authority, said that "experts constantly evaluate the likelihood of catastrophic events versus realistic mitigation efforts" and that decisions are influenced by "available funding resources, risk assessments, and the prioritization of potential threats."
Smith attended his last meeting in 2013, telling fellow members he planned to retire from piloting the next year.
At a meeting in 2014, committee members again considered the need for bridge protection, and again, discussion turned to the expense.
John Walters, a Coast Guard official, "expressed that protecting bridges from ship strikes would cost Maryland a substantial amount of money," the records show. An unnamed Coast Guard official said the agency could not mandate such protections and suggested that the action item be placed under the transportation authority's purview.
A port administration official, David Bibo, said he would explore obtaining a Federal Emergency Management Agency grant to cover the cost.
Bibo, who had taken over as chair of the safety committee when Hamons retired, did not recall his comments in that meeting, according to Scher, the Port Administration spokesman.
After a reporter read Walters the minutes, he said he did not recall the discussion but added: "It's obvious that the lines of authority are not clear, or not well understood. ... It looks like everybody's passing the buck."
Asked if he was among those passing the buck, Walters, who is now retired, said: "Probably. It wasn't my responsibility. It was outside my wheelhouse, as far as what my area of responsibility was."
The 2014 exchange was the last substantial discussion on the topic recorded in the minutes.
In December 2023, John Kinlein, a Maryland pilot, rekindled discussion of the same concerns Smith had previously voiced. Kinlein mentioned that the committee might need to consider how crews would communicate in an emergency involving "the loss of steering or propulsion of a ship approaching the Bay Bridge or Key Bridge." He said his concerns were "due to the unreliability of reaching someone in the current protocol."
Kinlein declined to comment for this story.
Hamons, the port administration official who helped create the committee, emphasized that the committee had no significant funding or authority of its own. It could only identify issues affecting the port of Baltimore and urge relevant agencies to take action.
"It did that, and it did well," Hamons said. "Looking back, of course, everyone wishes that something had been done to prevent this particular ship strike."
Alice Crites contributed to this report.
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An entertainer turned politician takes on Robert White in D.C. council race
The at-large race pits comedian Rodney "Red" Grant against the more seasoned council member. The winner is likely to prevail in November's general election.
By Meagan Flynn | 2024-05-23

D.C. Council candidate Rodney "Red" Grant, left, and incumbent Robert C. White Jr. at a forum in the Hill Center on Monday. (Meagan Flynn/TWP)


Rodney "Red" Grant says it's not funny.
The D.C. native has had enough of the jokes about being a comedian running for office. Now on his second attempt after a failed bid for mayor in 2022, Grant is all that stands between council member Robert C. White Jr. (D-At Large) and a third term in the June 4 Democratic primary -- although it's a decidedly uphill climb.
"I'm doing the work right now, and the work speaks for itself," Grant, who runs a pair of programs focused on helping D.C. youths, said in an interview after a Capitol Hill candidate forum on Monday evening. "The work is helping these communities grow, and it's no laughing matter."
This year's at-large race pits the entertainer turned politician who can work a crowd against the more seasoned White, the housing committee chairman who often describes himself as a "problem solver" on the council and likes to get into the weeds on policy. In his eight years in office, White has developed a reputation for his work on social issues and housing affordability -- as well as his mayoral ambitions, after he unsuccessfully challenged Muriel E. Bowser (D) in the 2022 primary. It's one thing he and Grant have in common -- and now the two men are facing each other in the at-large race, sending White out on the Districtwide campaign trail to sell voters on his record.
"Often, if you point to the problem first, you have a headline. If you have a flashy idea, you have a headline. But you need people who are willing to get under the hood and do the work, and that's what I've done," White said.
The winner advances to the general election in November, where the at-large Democratic nominee faces a typically crowded slate of independent candidates and others, and the top two candidates win.
At the Hill Center on Monday, White and Grant debated the critical issues shaping the campaign in one of their last forums of the season, moderated by Capital Community News Managing Editor Andrew Lightman. One clear theme emerged: The kids aren't all right. From education to crime, the meatiest discussions centered on how to build more promising futures for the city's youths.
White recalled meeting a mother who said her 4-year-old daughter knows that when they park at their home, she already has to "have her seat belt off so they can get into the house safely."
"That is not the type of city we want to live in," White said.
When it comes to juvenile crime, both called for earlier intervention through preventive programs, as children have increasingly been either the victims or perpetrators of violent crime. And concerns about chronic truancy or absenteeism at D.C. public schools have compounded worries about keeping kids on track.
White pointed to a package of bills he introduced in February that would expand vocational education programs for students, create a citywide youth mentorship network for kids who have faced adversity and increase reporting requirements on students' attendance, which White said would allow officials to identify schools with struggling students sooner.
"There has to be an understanding there will be consequences" for crime, White said, "but we are best served if we have good prevention programs, like expanded vocational education that I'm working on, like mentoring kids across the city that I'm working on, like addressing truancy at its earliest stages, like I'm working on right now."
He also touted his proposal to create the position of emerging adult services director, intended to help coordinate a universe of available programs for at-risk youths in the legal system. The provision passed as part of the council's omnibus crime legislation, Secure D.C.
Grant, who returned to D.C. from Los Angeles after a career in entertainment -- including producing television shows for Viacom and BET -- has put his work with D.C. youths at the center of his campaign, saying he wants to build on it in office. He started Don't Shoot Guns, Shoot Cameras, a program exposing kids to videography and filmmaking. And he and his wife, a former police officer, run Beyond Your Block, introducing kids to new experiences like visiting the White House or attending a Commanders game, he said. He advocated for expanded vocational education, new programming in schools targeting kids' interests, like gaming or coding, and expanding diversion programs for youths involved in crime.

Grant dances at an event in 2022 during his campaign for mayor. (Bill O'Leary/The Washington Post)


"We have to have diversion programs for young people to go with their parents before they get to a certain point," said Grant, who noted that he had a brush with D.C.'s juvenile justice system as a child. "We gotta have some type of deterrence early so our young people know we love them."
On housing, both candidates said they were deeply concerned about displacement. "It's getting out of control," Grant said of the proliferation of luxury high-rises. "We have to make sure we have apartment buildings that service everyone. If you can't afford $4,000 and can only afford $800, they should still be able to live here, too."
White, who also is a D.C. native, said he thinks about his grandfather who bought a rowhouse in the city in 1963 for $14,000 -- and how that block, while structurally the same, is now racially and economically unrecognizable. "We need to build housing for the people that are here, not just the people that we hope to come here," White said.
The council member said the same logic applied to the future of the RFK Stadium site. He said he would support the return of a football stadium only if more housing was prioritized at the site and if building the stadium didn't use taxpayer money. Grant said he welcomed a new stadium -- and likewise said it should not require taxpayer money.
White is the heavy favorite in the race. But Grant is not without a base. His star power as a comedian and his work with D.C. youths have built him a following and name recognition that doesn't always come easy for candidates who have never held office. In his mayoral race in 2022, he leveraged his social and professional connections to make a splash, for example with an endorsement from Snoop Dogg. Running as an independent, he garnered 29,000 votes in the general election -- light-years behind Bowser in second place but not nothing for a first-time candidate. White had garnered more than 50,000 votes against Bowser in the primary.
In an interview, Grant argued that despite White's many legislative proposals, he was the "more relatable" candidate. "My opponent, as much as he's legislating, I love it, but you've got to get into the community and be boots on the ground," Grant said, arguing that was more his style. He has bristled at being labeled or viewed as "just a comedian," or entertainer, even releasing a moody campaign ad titled, "I'm not just one thing."
White has spent more than $180,000 in the campaign to Grant's $116,000 -- but has a much larger war chest at his disposal. While both are leveraging public financing, White has over $300,000 on hand compared with Grant's $67,000.
In an interview, White described his experience as the key distinction over his opponent. If elected to a new term, White said, focusing on crime and the future of D.C.'s economy would be his priority. He highlighted legislation he's introduced targeting problems in the criminal justice system such as at D.C.'s 911 center and its crime lab. He has proposed launching a task force to study the 911 center's troubles and creating hiring incentives to attract talent to the D.C. crime lab, which has yet to regain full accreditation after a 2021 scandal.

White on the D.C. Council dais. (Craig Hudson for The Washington Post)


Since taking over as chair of the housing committee last year, housing has largely been the bedrock of White's work on the council. He pointed to his oversight of the D.C. Housing Authority following a scathing federal audit that found public housing was, in some cases, in uninhabitable conditions and management of the housing stock was rife with problems. White had some standout moments during scrutiny of the former DCHA administration, such as his questioning of former executive director Brenda Donald over the $41,000 bonus check she received while the agency was in shambles.
Asked what problems he has solved, White said he worked to ease a backlog of housing vouchers by identifying holdups, such as a lack of social workers to help residents, and passed legislation creating a free master's in social work degree at the University of the District of Columbia to incentivize more of them. And he pointed to his advocacy for millions in more funding for emergency rental assistance last year after Bowser's proposed cuts. It's been one of his fiercest policy disagreements with the mayor, and the two engaged in one of the tensest exchanges at last month's budget hearing over funding for the program -- harking back to their campaign rivalry two years ago.
Asked whether he is looking to challenge Bowser in the future, White said he is focused on his council work for now.
"I just want to make sure I stay focused on that and people know I'm focused on that," White said.
While mail-in voting is underway, early voting for the June 4 primary begins Sunday.
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D.C.-area forecast: Summery warmth fuels showers and storms through the weekend
Every day of the holiday weekend could see showers and storms, especially late in the day.
By David Streit | 2024-05-23
A somewhat subjective rating of the day's weather, on a scale of 0 to 10.
5/10: Warmth and storms are here; low risk that they could be severe.
For the warm-weather lovers, you are set now through the holiday weekend as highs each day should reach at least the upper 70s. For outdoor lovers, you will have to do some artful dodging of showers and storms. Right now, the drier days look to be Friday and, possibly, Sunday -- but stay tuned for updates as the timing of showers and storms is still uncertain.




Today (Thursday): The cold front responsible for the past tw0 days of severe weather in the central states arrives on our doorstep today. This is likely to set off scattered showers and thunderstorms; some are possible in the morning with a more widespread round toward evening. An isolated severe storm capable of producing high winds and hail is possible. Winds are minimal except during any storms. Highs are mainly in the low to mid-80s. Confidence: Medium-High
Tonight: Scattered showers and storms may continue for a time during the evening but should taper off by midnight. Many areas could see a half-inch to an inch of rain. Clouds will make it hard to see the full "Flower" moon. Winds are mainly calm, with lows in the low to mid-60s. Confidence: Medium-High
Follow us on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram for the latest weather updates. Keep reading for the forecast through the weekend...
Tomorrow (Friday): Clouds dissipate in the morning for a fairly sunny day overall. The cold front that passed the night before won't have much punch, allowing highs to once again reach the low to mid-80s. Dew points holding in the 60s offer a lingering hint of humidity. While an isolated shower or storm cannot be ruled out, most areas remain dry. Northwest breezes are minimal. Confidence: Medium-High
Tomorrow night: Clouds are scattered and shower chances are low. Lows slip into the low to mid-60s. Confidence: Medium-High

Clouds and light rain over the National Mall in the early morning on May 18. (Jeannie In D.C./Flickr)


The next wave of showers and storms is likely to arrive later on Saturday, which could make afternoon activities tricky. Hopefully there will be some breaks, but make indoor plans, too. Highs reach the upper 70s to lower 80s and overnight lows are low to mid-60s. Confidence: Medium
Sunday morning into the midafternoon should be safe for outdoor plans, finger crossed. Storms sweeping the Midwest could arrive later in the day, when things could get noisy. Highs should reach the low to mid-80s. Overnight lows are again low to mid-60s. Confidence: Medium
The Midwest cold front pushes into the area Memorial Day (Monday) and this is likely to foster another surge of shower and thunderstorm activity, especially in the afternoon and evening. Highs are mainly in the upper 70s to lower 80s. Confidence: Medium
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PM Update: Storm watch discontinued tonight but downpours are likely late tomorrow
A few storms could produce damaging winds and hail, in addition to lightning and heavy rain.
By Ian Livingston | 2024-05-22
7:20 p.m. -- Severe thunderstorm watch canceled
The severe thunderstorm watch that had been in effect was discontinued because storms mostly fell apart. A few widely scattered showers and storms could still develop overnight, but are most likely north and west of Washington and probably won't be severe.
Original article from 4:20 p.m.
It was feeling a bit summerlike across the area today, especially adding in humidity, closing in at high levels. Temperatures deep into the 80s and around 90 in some spots felt more like the low 90s in the peak of afternoon heat because of the mugginess.
With all the warmth and moisture around, showers and storms have fired up to our west. Some could sweep through parts of the area through this evening, and there's a chance that a few storms could produce damaging winds and hail, in addition to lightning and heavy rain.
Listen to our daily D.C. forecasts: Apple Podcasts | Amazon Echo | More options

Severe thunderstorm watch. (NWS) 


Through tonight: Scattered thunderstorms are possible through the evening, and may end up most numerous in the western and northern parts of the area. Activity could last through about midnight. The best chances for storms near the Beltway are probably closer to sunset, if they don't fall apart before arrival. Any storm could be strong to locally severe.
Remember that a severe thunderstorm watch means ingredients are in place for the possibility of severe storms -- it is not a guarantee your location will be hit. However, if a warning is issued for your location, it means a storm is imminent and you should seek shelter.
Overnight, lows should fall to a zone roughly from the mid-60s to near 70. Winds continue blowing from the south, around 5 mph. Some patchy fog may form.
View the current weather at The Washington Post.
Tomorrow (Thursday): After any patchy fog departs, skies are probably cloudier than not, which may end up limiting late-day storm potential somewhat. There's presently a Level 1 of 5 risk of severe storms from the National Weather Service Storm Prediction Center. However, showers and storms may end up more numerous today than tomorrow -- irrespective of whether they're severe. Highs should range from around 80 to the mid-80s.
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 related traffic news, check out Gridlock.
Pollen update: Tree pollen is moderate at 22.68 grains per cubic meter of air. Grass pollen is moderate/high, and mold spores are as well.
Want our 5 a.m. forecast delivered to your email inbox? Subscribe here.
Jason Samenow contributed to this report.
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They want to change how D.C. votes -- one signature at a time
Signature collectors hit D.C. streets to garner support for an initiative to implement ranked-choice voting and allow independents to cast ballots in primaries.
By Justin Wm. Moyer | 2024-05-22

Michael Jacobs gathers signatures to support a ballot initiative. (Justin Wm. Moyer/The Washington Post)


Sunglasses on and clipboard in hand at the corner of Georgia Avenue and Seventh Street NW, Michael Jacobs is "reconnoitering" -- on the lookout for D.C. voters in hope of getting their signatures for a ballot initiative. Jacobs, 64, will be paid up to $7 for each John Hancock.
"Are you a D.C. voter?" Jacobs asks a man. The man walks away.
"Are you a D.C. voter?" Jacobs asks a woman. The woman walks away.
But after about 10 minutes, Jacobs has five signatures -- each one a financial boost as he prepares for surgery to resolve neck and back pain, and for months of lost income as he recovers.
Jacobs, a permanent resident of Colorado, is one of dozens of people collecting signatures for a drive run by activist Adam Eidinger, who has helped lead three D.C. ballot initiatives to success -- marijuana decriminalization, psychedelics decriminalization and the tipped-minimum wage.
This year, the team is focused on an initiative that would allow about 74,000 people registered as "unaffiliated" to vote in D.C.'s primary elections starting in 2026. Initiative 83, commonly called I-83, would also implement a ranked-choice balloting system in which voters could rank candidates for an office in order of preference.
The initiative will appear on November's ballot only if Jacobs and the other workers can collect the signatures of at least 5 percent of D.C. voters -- about 23,000 people -- and from 5 percent of voters in five of D.C.'s eight wards. But Eidinger, who said Wednesday that those goals were reached, didn't plan to quit until they hit 30,000.
"We want a surplus," he said while collecting forms from signature seekers at his Massachusetts Avenue townhouse, which serves as the headquarters for his consulting firm Mintwood Strategies. "We want a surplus that is insurmountable."
The District's Democratic Party opposes the initiative and believes "political parties should remain accountable for their candidate selections," said Charles E. Wilson, chair of the D.C. Democratic State Committee. He said he thought out-of-town signature collectors should not be convincing people to support I-83.
"I urge residents to ask questions and thoroughly research this ballot initiative to grasp its broader implications before signing their name to a petition," he said in a text message. "I am not opposed to reforms to our voting process, but I believe we should implement initiatives that would work best for the District, which will not always necessarily be what works in other states."
Eidinger, a longtime employee of the California soap company Dr. Bronner's, works with the Bronner family to fund ballot initiatives around the country. A January campaign finance report showed the company donated about half of the $150,000 raised for I-83. (A group opposing I-83 had raised just $720, according to the report.)
Eric Bronner, a veteran and co-founder of the nonpartisan organization Veterans for All Voters -- who does not run Dr. Bronner's -- said ridding politics of partisanship is his "life's-work mission." With the help of his cousins who manage the soap operations, he has pushed for more open primaries across the nation, including in his home state of Missouri and five states in this election cycle.
Because the District is heavily Democratic, the winner of the November general election is often decided in the primary. With closed primaries, independent voters are essentially locked out of choosing their elected officials. I-83 supporters say the initiative can fix this.
"D.C. is going to go from a Democratic town to an independent town," Eidinger said. "Many of us have been coerced into being Democrats, because it's the only primary. ... I believe in majority rule."

Signature collectors turn in their forms at Mintwood Strategies. (Justin Wm. Moyer/The Washington Post)


At the campaign office of Mintwood Strategies, volunteers and staff turned in their collection sheets. Many wore purple T-shirts that read, "Yes on 83." Some drank beers and smoked cannabis in Eidinger's driveway. Two dogs wandered about.
About 70 percent of those getting signatures for I-83 are paid, said Eidinger, who called professional signature seekers "a godsend." It takes up to 6,000 work hours to get enough signatures to put an initiative on the D.C. ballot, he said, and those who persuade others to sign should be paid for their labor.
Some signature seekers are locals. Uneeda Nichols, a Ward 8 native, started working with Eidinger in 2014 on the cannabis initiative. A gig worker and former restaurant manager, she has traveled across the country to get signatures for ballot initiatives, including a minimum-wage increase in Michigan.
"I'm for what the people want," she said. "I know what to say. I know where to go."
Naum Diaz, of California, has worked on so many ballot initiatives around the country he can't remember them all. Raising the minimum wage. Legalizing weed. Infrastructure. Health care. Education. When he's not collecting signatures, he hangs drywall.
Diaz was struck by how segregated the District is. According to statistics on a whiteboard at the HQ, he secured 448 signatures in the past week -- about 150 more than any other collector.
Diaz's initial pitch to voters doesn't explore the intricacies of ranked-choice voting. He simply asks: "Will you sign my petition?" The conversation builds from there.
"I try to give off D.C. vibes," he said.

Adam Eidinger in his townhouse. (Justin Wm. Moyer/The Washington Post)


After a person signs on the dotted line, each signature must then be linked by name and address to an actual D.C. voter. Though the Board of Elections will verify signatures when it receives petitions, Mintwood Strategies verifies them first.
Kris Furnish, the initiative's field director, typed names from the signature sheets into a database that linked the signature to a voter and checked for duplicates. Only when the signature was validated in this internal system would the person who collected it be paid for it, she said.
It was slow, painstaking work. Furnish struggled with a person's middle name that was illegible. She decided it was "Alexa." That middle name popped up in the database linked to an address that the voter had provided.
Furnish, who has worked on previous initiatives with Eidinger, said she prefers them to traditional political campaigns.
"I've never worked on a campaign for a candidate before because I feel like it's too polarized, and it's hard to get behind candidates," she said. "We have to kind of resort to making our own laws."

Jacobs, right, convinces restaurateur Louie Hankins to sign a petition. (Justin Wm. Moyer/The Washington Post)


And making laws from the ground up requires gathering signatures on the ground.
As people waited for a city bus, Jacobs hit them up -- using the skills he honed over decades of work as an activist and teacher of public speaking. One man told Jacobs he "didn't really vote" but signed anyway. A septuagenarian D.C. native signed her name with enthusiasm, expressing frustration with a lack of alternatives in primary elections.
Jacobs approached Louie Hankins, a D.C. restaurateur whose businesses include El Techo on Florida Avenue. Like many in the industry, Hankins was frustrated with a previous ballot initiative that raised the tipped minimum wage. The subsequent increased labor costs and bureaucratic wrangling make it difficult to do business in the District, he said. Though he's from Northern Virginia, he has contemplated moving from Florida Avenue to the state of Florida to avoid such headaches.
Still, Hankins signed.
"In my mind, it's going to open up the election," he said. "Let's open it up."
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RNC headquarters locked down after receiving package with blood vials
The package also contained a Chinese philosophical text and two ice packs, according to U.S. Capitol police.
By Jenny Gathright | 2024-05-22

(iStock)


Republican National Committee headquarters and surrounding streets on Capitol Hill were placed on lockdown Wednesday morning after the RNC offices received a package containing two vials of blood, a Chinese philosophy text, and two ice packs, according to U.S. Capitol Police.
Police spokeswoman Brianna Burch said officers responded to the Republican headquarters, in the 300 block of First Street SE, about 7:45 a.m., and at midmorning they are still investigating the source of the package. Earlier Wednesday, Burch had incorrectly described the text that was in the package as a "Korean bible."
It was unclear whether the package was mailed to the headquarters or dropped off. By 10 a.m., the Capitol police hazardous incident response unit had removed the package and lifted the lockdown, according to Burch.
A spokesperson for the RNC did not immediately respond to a request for comment. Asked about the incident at a Wednesday press briefing, White House press secretary Karine Jean-Pierre called it "concerning."
"We ... condemn any political violence, threats, or intimidation," she said. "That has no place in any community or certainly in our political discourse, and it is important that we continue to repeat that."
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Luka Doncic, older and wiser, returns to West finals with a clutch gem
Doncic scored 33 points and showed maturity on both ends of the floor as the Mavericks struck first in the Western Conference finals.
By Ben Golliver | 2024-05-23

Dallas Mavericks guard Luka Doncic scored a game-high 33 points, including 15 in the fourth quarter, to lead a 108-105 Game 1 victory over the Minnesota Timberwolves in the Western Conference finals at Target Center on Wednesday. (Abbie Parr/AP)


MINNEAPOLIS -- When the Dallas Mavericks went down quietly in five games to the Golden State Warriors in the 2022 Western Conference finals, Luka Doncic knew why: "We're a young team." More to the point, Doncic was only 23 years old when he got that first taste of a deep postseason run.
Two years can make quite the difference: The Mavericks are back in the West finals with an overhauled roster that is still led by Doncic, who is older, wiser and more adept at finding ways to eke out close wins. After spreading the wealth in the fourth quarter of Game 6 to eliminate the Oklahoma City Thunder from the second round on Saturday, Doncic took over on both ends down the stretch Wednesday to cap a 108-105 Game 1 victory over the Minnesota Timberwolves. The tense upset win was doubly surprising given Dallas had suffered Game 1 losses to the Los Angeles Clippers and Thunder in the first two rounds, while Minnesota had scored Game 1 wins over the Phoenix Suns and Denver Nuggets.
Doncic was so extraordinarily productive early in his NBA career that his recent growth is difficult to quantify in points, rebounds and assists, though he continues to rack those up by the boatload. His evolution is more a matter of intangibles: He displays better decision-making with the ball, greater patience with his teammates, more conscientious shot selection and significantly more buy-in defensively. A younger Doncic sought to play the hero by hoisting threes from every distance and zipping passes through tiny windows; his wholesale lack of concern about negative consequences made him both thrilling and stressful to watch.
The version of Doncic who put down the Timberwolves ignored a deafening road crowd, kept his focus after a slow start and dissected the league's top-ranked defense with ease in key moments. Doncic, 25, finished with a game-high 33 points to go with eight assists, six rebounds and three steals, including a crucial lob breakup with a little over a minute remaining. The Slovenian star netted 15 points in the fourth quarter, making a step-back three-pointer and a pretty midrange jumper during Dallas's decisive 10-3 closing push.
"I said to myself that we've got to win this game and I've got to be way better," Doncic said. "Through three quarters, I didn't play good. I came into the fourth, got to my spots and led the team to a win."
At every big moment, Doncic was meticulous. With Dallas trailing by four points and just over three minutes remaining, Mavericks center Dereck Lively II came up with an offensive rebound and kicked it back to Doncic, who was three steps behind the three-point line. Rather than launch immediately, Doncic calmly pump-faked to avoid Anthony Edwards, stepped in closer to the arc and got his rhythm for a sidestep three-pointer that swished home.
Less than a minute later, Doncic forced Jaden McDaniels to the baseline, where the Timberwolves forward got trapped with nowhere to go. As McDaniels attempted a pass to Rudy Gobert before falling out of bounds, Doncic stepped in for the steal and quickly pushed the ball up the court to Kyrie Irving, who found P.J. Washington in the left corner for a go-ahead three-pointer.
Doncic then quickly got to work protecting the lead by making the play of the night. Timberwolves guard Mike Conley found a driving lane into the paint and hoped to pull Doncic away from the basket so he could toss an alley-oop to Gobert near the rim. Doncic initially leaned forward to bait Conley into throwing the pass, then retreated and jumped high to successfully deflect it away from the 7-foot-1 Gobert, who stands six inches taller than him.
For Doncic, who was derided throughout his early years as an ineffective and uninterested defender, this was a game-deciding forced turnover that combined advanced feel, positioning and timing against an experienced duo in Conley and Gobert.
"It was a heck of a defensive play for Luka," Mavericks Coach Jason Kidd said. "Just understanding the tendencies. His basketball IQ, knowing what was going to take place there. We always talk about his offense, but this time of the year his defense has definitely improved."
The fatal blow for Minnesota came seconds later, as Doncic milked the clock while the long and athletic McDaniels hounded him in isolation. As the game clock ticked under a minute and the shot clock went under 10 seconds, the Timberwolves never sent a second defender at Doncic. Realizing he was free to play in space if he could create it, Doncic drove hard to his right, slammed on the brakes to shake McDaniels and swished a midrange jumper like he was taking target practice during warmups. The Mavericks held a 106-102 lead they never relinquished.
"I just read the game," Doncic said. "I like to read the game."
Dallas's poise was true to form. During the regular season, the Mavericks were 23-9 in games that were within five points in the final five minutes -- good for the NBA's second-best winning percentage in such contests. Doncic and Irving, who added 30 points in the win, are both experienced and capable closers, and Kidd said he made a point to get them extra rest early in the game in preparation for the final push.

Kyrie Irving found creases in the Minnesota Timberwolves' league-leading defense to score 30 points in a Game 1 victory. (David Berding/Getty Images)


Together, the Mavericks' star guards found success against a Timberwolves team that has spent most of these playoffs participating in blowout wins or blowout losses. Entering Wednesday, Minnesota's eight playoff wins had come by an average of 18.3 points and its three playoff losses had come by an average of 16.7 points. Seven of those 11 games were decided by at least 12 points, and Game 1 against Dallas was the Timberwolves' first game this postseason decided by fewer than six points.
Dallas did most of its damage inside: Minnesota allowed 62 points in the paint, as Doncic and Irving found some soft spots in a defensive scheme designed to take away three-point attempts. Starting center Daniel Gafford and Lively also put pressure on the rim via lobs and putbacks.
"The way we're built with the length and size we have, we can't allow points in the paint," Timberwolves forward Karl-Anthony Towns said. "That's our biggest advantage. We've got to be tougher in there."
Edwards, ostensibly Minnesota's go-to scorer and late-game answer to Doncic, showed his youth in Game 1, finishing with 19 points on 6-for-16 shooting. Though he added 11 rebounds and eight assists, Edwards spent most of his night on the perimeter, attempted only two free throws and put little interior pressure on a Dallas defense that crowded the paint. The 22-year-old all-star had just one basket in the game's final seven minutes, and he committed three unsightly turnovers on a night Minnesota struggled to match the desperation it displayed during its Game 7 comeback victory over Denver on Sunday.
"I came off and was open a bunch of times," Edwards said. "I took the shots and I'll make them next time. I'll live with it. Everything was on us. I didn't get downhill as much. Stuff like that. We were a little tired probably. We were a step behind everybody, especially myself. ... I was exhausted, man, but we'll be all right."
The Timberwolves physically overwhelmed and wore down the Suns and the defending champion Nuggets, but Game 1 proved they will need to mix their physicality and size with thoughtfulness and precision to outexecute the Mavericks. This series is shaping up to be a chess match with Doncic, not a street fight or a track meet.
"Terrible offense down the stretch," Timberwolves Coach Chris Finch said. "Bad shots. Turnovers. No composure. We've got to be better in clutch moments."

Anthony Edwards, Karl-Anthony Towns and the Timberwolves must regroup after dropping Game 1 of the Western Conference finals to the Mavericks. (Stephen Maturen/Getty Images)
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The Celtics want a different ending this year. It's not going to be easy.
Jaylen Brown's clutch shot helped the Celtics survive Game 1 of the Eastern Conference finals against the Pacers
By Candace Buckner | 2024-05-23

Boston Celtics guard Jaylen Brown made a tying three-pointer with 6.1 seconds left in regulation to force overtime in Game 1 of the Eastern Conference finals against the Indiana Pacers. (Maddie Meyer/Getty Images)


BOSTON -- The Boston Celtics have made a tradition out of this time of year. When the weather beckons people outside, with robed graduates posing around Boston Public Garden and tourists falling for the Swan Boats trap, year after year the city's professional basketball team celebrates the end of May by hosting the Eastern Conference finals. It has become the birthright of the Celtics' young, bright stars, who have since been aged by playoff successes and failures and have been saddled with the kind of criticism usually reserved for superstars who fall short of expectations. Five conference finals appearances in seven seasons together can equally varnish and vaporize a reputation when you're as talented as perennial all-star Jayson Tatum or as acclaimed as Jaylen Brown, an all-NBA selection a year ago, yet you don't possess the championship ring to silence the pundits.
And so they're at it again. These Celtics are back in another conference finals, now against the Indiana Pacers. Again teasing a spoiled fan base that awaits that 18th championship banner. Once more proving who runs the East while breezing to the end of May yet reminding everyone this wouldn't be a Celtics conference finals without the crazy. It's tradition.
Making sure there would be bedlam, the Celtics opened the series on their home floor Tuesday night with a 133-128 overtime win. And they needed Brown to make a heroic shot late in the fourth quarter to steal Game 1.
"It's always great to come out with a win," Brown said after he scored 26 points and saved Boston by nailing a tying three-pointer in front of the Pacers' bench with 6.1 seconds remaining in regulation.
"Obviously, we've got to tighten up in some areas," Brown continued. "The majority of it was just transition. We knew [the Pacers] were going to be fast. They didn't surprise us. But it's one thing watching it on film and then seeing it in person. They just got out of a dogfight in New York, and it just felt like they were flying by us. We got to get better. We've got to match their intensity if we want to win this series."
Although the sixth-seeded Pacers, the gate crashers of the East, were coming off a seven-game rumble against the Knicks, they looked as fresh and bouncy as a team that had more than just one full day to rest and prepare for top-seeded Boston. The Pacers showed they didn't come this far for the sightseeing, just to pedal some swans around the lagoon. Each time Boston pushed its lead to double digits, Indiana punched right back. The Pacers didn't need the officials' whistles to aid their comeback. Although there were no blatant blown calls -- plenty plagued the Pacers in the Knicks series -- by the end of the third quarter, Indiana had been awarded just two free throws compared with the Celtics' 21 attempts. The imbalance didn't harm the Pacers, and they moved ahead 115-110 with less than two minutes left in regulation.
Watching Boston fall behind late compelled many fans in TD Garden to leave their seats and search for the nearest exits. They had seen heartbreak before in the conference finals, including just last year when the eighth-seeded Miami Heat snatched away Boston's home-court advantage. But things were supposed to be different this time. At least that's what the signs say.
Different Here. That's the theme for the 2023-24 season, introduced way back before Boston set a franchise record with 20 straight home wins to start the year and then finished 14 games ahead of everyone else in the East. After the sparkling regular season, the motto has carried into the playoffs, where the Celtics needed just 10 games to get through the first and second rounds, bullying a pair of teams weakened by injuries (the Heat and the Cleveland Cavaliers). The slogan still decorates the back hallways of the arena and unfurls on a giant green flag while being waved on the court by Lucky, the human mascot dressed as a leprechaun.
Different Here. Okay, but is it really? Boston might have rolled through the regular season, then glided through the opening rounds of the playoffs, but here, during this important stretch of the calendar, this team bears a striking resemblance to last year's juggernaut that reached the East finals: It's just as vulnerable.
Now playing the role of the 2023 playoff Celtics ... the 2024 playoff Celtics.
There are issues with this top seed. There's the fact that -- again -- the reserves might look great in their green-and-white warmups but then look unplayable for stretches out on the floor. Last year, Miami had more reliable play from its bench than the Celtics got from theirs. On Tuesday night, the Pacers' shortened rotation -- essentially consisting of two reserves in Obi Toppin and T.J. McConnell -- outscored Boston's backups 30-13. As the series moves forward, Boston Coach Joe Mazzulla may have to lean more on his starters, as he did Tuesday by playing point guard Jrue Holiday 48 minutes (11 more than he averaged during the first two rounds).
"Jrue was exceptional," Brown said. "Shout out to Jrue. He's the reason we've won this game."
Boston can get away with wearing out Holiday, a dogged defender and former champion who had 28 points, eight assists and seven rebounds Tuesday. But there is no hiding starting center Al Horford on the floor when Pacers players are hunting him for matchups, and there's no place to sit him on the sideline when the alternative would be giving more minutes to 7-foot-1 Luke Kornet, who would be tasked with minding versatile center Myles Turner or springy leapers such as Toppin or Isaiah Jackson.
Then there's the matter of those vanishing double-digit leads. Boston peaked with a 13-point cushion late in the third quarter of Game 1, and considering the free throw and home-court advantages, it shouldn't have been a hard ask to tilt the scoreboard even more. Instead, the Pacers paired their energy guys off the bench with two starters, and the Celtics squandered the lead. Then they nearly squandered the game.
"It really just felt like we had a second chance," Tatum, who finished with 36 points and 12 rebounds, said of his feeling when overtime arrived. "The end of the third and fourth quarter, we didn't necessarily play well enough where we may have deserved to win. We obviously made some plays at the end. [Brown] gave us a second chance by hitting the shot."
In their first real test of the postseason, the Celtics barely survived a game against a team they're heavily favored to beat. Only after Brown submitted his latest entry in Celtics lore, and his teammates took control in overtime, did the night feel secure, even if the series does not. Then again, it wouldn't be springtime in Boston without a little drama.

Tyrese Haliburton finished with 25 points and 10 assists, but the Pacers fell in overtime in Game 1 against the Celtics. (Charles Krupa/AP)
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The Commanders believe they have their quarterback. Can they protect him?
As Washington undertakes a rebuild, among Coach Dan Quinn's priorities is finding some blocks.
By Nicki Jhabvala | 2024-05-23

Offensive tackle Cornelius Lucas signed a one-year deal as one of just four Commanders free agents to return to the team. (Jonathan Newton/The Washington Post)


The Washington Commanders' offensive line has been ravaged by injuries and departures of key players in recent years, and the franchise invested little to address the issue, often signing second-tier players on lesser deals with the hope they exceed expectations and give the team salary cap flexibility to plug holes elsewhere.
The results were predictable: Washington's line allowed 33 of the team's 65 sacks last season, along with 234 pressures, according to Pro Football Focus.
But with Washington tethering its future to quarterback Jayden Daniels by selecting him second in last month's NFL draft, keeping him upright is a high priority.
As the team embarked on a franchise-wide rebuild this offseason, the offensive line turned over again. Four starters were out immediately: Left tackle Charles Leno Jr. was released in March, as was center Nick Gates, and the team didn't re-sign guard Saahdiq Charles or center Tyler Larsen.
To bolster the interior, the Commanders signed former Dallas Cowboys center Tyler Biadasz to a three-year deal, then added former Kansas City Chiefs reserve Nick Allegretti to compete for a starting job opposite Sam Cosmi, who has blossomed into a core member of the line. Five-year veteran Michael Deiter, who has played guard and center, was added for depth.
But the edges?
Andrew Wylie probably will retain the right tackle job, but the Commanders have yet to find a clear answer on the left side, a critical position made even more so with a rookie quarterback. Their plan, at least for now, is to have Cornelius Lucas, a swing tackle the past four seasons with Washington, compete with third-round pick Brandon Coleman, who played guard and tackle at TCU.
"At that position specifically, it's going to take more time," Coach Dan Quinn said after Wednesday's offseason workout. "And the reason being is you've seen where we haven't done a lot of team [drills] together ... so we're going to be really strategic as it gets to training camp and finding markers and moments to say, 'Okay, you're getting the first reps today; next one, you get the first reps.' "
General Manager Adam Peters has preached building through the draft, which is why many of the players he signed in free agency were given short-term deals. They are tasked with setting a foundation for the younger players to build on. Lucas is part of that; he signed a one-year deal as one of just four Commanders free agents to return.
At the NFL's March meetings in Orlando, Peters said he would be comfortable with Lucas starting if he won the job. Peters also said in April that he believes Coleman can step into that role if he proves ready in training camp.
"We certainly think he has what it takes to be a tackle in this league," Peters said of Coleman during the draft. "And he's got the feet; he's got the speed; he's got the strength. And he's got the intelligence, and he's got the right mind-set."

Brandon Coleman, left, was selected by Washington in the third round of last month's draft. (LM Otero/AP)


Coleman wasn't widely regarded as one of the top prospects in a deep class of tackles. But at 6-foot-6 and 320 pounds, he has the size to engulf defenders and the traits to be a sound player on the edge: strong and quick hands, a solid base and fluid movement. He also has the flexibility to move inside if needed at guard.
"The only thing they told me is be ready to come in and compete because that's their philosophy, their model," Coleman said. "And it's how I was brought up at my colleges and how I kind of went through my football and my basketball career, too, when I played basketball."
Quinn emphasized that message.
"We're always going to push it on the competition side," Quinn said. "And so that's not just at tackle. ... You keep that thought of just relentlessly going after it to say, 'Can this be better, can this be better?' and develop the guys here. That's what we're looking for, and we won't back off on that."
Lucas has the experience. Like most reserves, he was tasked with playing the left and right sides interchangeably. His 31 starts over the past four seasons are the second most among the team's tackles in that span, behind Leno. A dozen of those starts were at left tackle.
"My expectation is definitely to come in and compete to start," Lucas said in March. "I've been the swing [tackle] for the last four seasons, so that is new to me. But I'm going to give it my all to be out there on Sunday starting."
The new regime wasn't looking to spend top dollar on free agents because of the roster's myriad needs, but it managed to acquire some proven talent, such as Biadasz, and some potentially ascending players, such as Allegretti.
During offseason sessions, Quinn has focused more on reps and skills than lineups or diving too deep into offensive coordinator Kliff Kingsbury's scheme. The practice field is split for simultaneous seven-on-seven drills, ensuring the quarterbacks get time with everyone.
"You really want to isolate the skills for the position," Quinn said. "If I was to teach everybody here the playbook, you're going to learn it, no doubt about it. I'm 100 percent certain that doesn't mean you know how to play it. And so the specific skills that you need for this block, for this play, for this route, for this coverage, that's where the goal is."
The Commanders will have one joint practice with the Miami Dolphins before the teams' preseason game in August. Washington also might have a joint practice with the New York Jets before their preseason game, a person with knowledge of the team's plans said.
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Shota Imanaga has the best fastball in MLB. It's also one of the slowest.
The Cubs' 30-year old rookie is setting an historic pace to start the season, with the help of a nasty fastball.
By Neil Greenberg | 2024-05-23

Chicago Cubs pitcher Shota Imanaga reacts after recording the final out in the fourth inning of a baseball game against the Atlanta Braves Monday, May 13, 2024, in Atlanta. (AP Photo/John Bazemore)


Shota Imanaga, an obscure 30-year-old rookie out of Japan, is carrying the Chicago Cubs and rewriting the history books in the process.
In his first nine starts as a major leaguer, Imanaga has allowed only five earned runs across 532/3 innings. His 0.84 ERA leads the majors and, if sustained, would be nearly 80 percent lower than the league average after adjusting for park effects. Only Chet Brewer (1947) and Robert Keyes (1944) would have lower ERAs relative to their leagues in baseball history. Imanaga's 58 strikeouts through his first nine starts is tied for 28th in MLB history, and only 18 pitchers have issued fewer walks than Imanaga (nine) through nine starts (minimum 50 innings pitched).
"If I'm being honest, I'm not really too interested in my own stats or any historic value," Imanaga said recently through the team interpreter. "But just knowing that there are so many good pitchers that came before me is a good learning experience."
One major driver of his success has been his fastball, which has been the most effective in the majors. But what's even more fascinating is that it has also been one of the slowest.
According to MLB's Statcast data, Imanaga's four-seam fastball has saved 13 runs so far this season. No other four-seamer has saved more than nine. Yet his average fastball velocity is just 92.0 miles per hour, about 2 mph slower than average .
The fastest fastballs and strikeouts have always been intertwined, but Imanaga is showing how important movement can be as well. Imanaga throws a rising fastball that moves 2.9 inches higher than similar four-seamers with similar velocity and release points. In other words, his four-seam fastball doesn't fall as much as a hitter would expect, which results in a less hittable pitch.
He also creates 18.8 inches of rise from induced vertical break, which measures a pitch's deviation from its expected vertical path due to spin, resulting in more perceived lift by the batter. And a 99 percent active spin rate on his four-seam fastball means almost all of its spin contributes to its movement, thus making it appear to resist gravity just long enough to fool a hitter.
It's why batters miss on 23 percent of their swings against the pitch, despite a lower velocity; they think it will be in a lower position at the time of the swing. In fact, the organization made sure Imanaga worked on elevating his fastball during spring training, and it has paid off: Opposing batters are hitting .136 with a .203 slugging percentage against the pitch when it is in the upper third of the strike zone, and they're batting .164 with a .227 slugging overall.




The four-seamer isn't his only pitch. Imanaga has a nasty split-finger fastball that he mixes with his four-seam fastball. According to data from TruMedia, batters swing and miss 46 percent of the time when his splitter follows up his fastball (the MLB average is 36 percent on this pitch combo), and if he is ahead in the count, he creates an out in nearly three out of every four at-bats ending on the fastball-splitter duo.
The challenge for hitters is his release point for both pitches is almost the same, yet the trajectories are very different. The four-seam fastball rises while the splitter drops, causing confusion.




The National League Cy Young Award may be in his future. Using Dan Szymborski's end-of-season projections in Tom Tango's simple Cy Young formula, which projects how the Baseball Writers' Association of America will vote for the Cy Young Award, Imanaga would be behind the Atlanta Braves' Chris Sale but ahead of the Philadelphia Phillies' Zack Wheeler and the Los Angeles Dodgers' Tyler Glasnow. And those projections have Imanaga falling off his historic pace in many of the pitching categories.
No matter what happens, the four-year, $53 million contract Imanaga signed in January already looks like a bargain.
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Officer in Scottie Scheffler case disciplined for not activating body cam
The officer who arrested Scottie Scheffler near the PGA Championship failed to activate his body-worn camera in violation of Louisville Metro Police policy.
By Cindy  Boren | 2024-05-23

Louisville police said the officer who arrested golfer Scottie Scheffler failed to activate his body-worn camera.


The officer who arrested golfer Scottie Scheffler near the site of last week's PGA Championship failed to activate his body camera in violation of policy, Louisville Mayor Craig Greenberg and Louisville Metro Police Chief Jacquelyn Gwinn-Villaroel said Thursday in a news conference in Louisville.
The announcement followed an internal investigation into the May 17 arrest of the world's No. 1 golfer outside Valhalla Golf Club, which revealed "policy violations" by Detective Bryan Gillis during the chaotic traffic incident that followed an unrelated fatality. Video footage of the arrest from a fixed pole camera at the scene and from a dash camera in a police car was made public, but the mayor said his office and the police are "not aware of any video footage" of the initial confrontation, which he said followed a "series of very unfortunate events in dark, rainy and tense conditions."
Gwinn-Villaroel told reporters that Gillis "did not have his body camera operational, as is our policy." The department, she added, has taken "corrective action" on Gillis's "performance observation form."
Scheffler faces charges of second-degree assault of a police officer, a felony, plus third-degree criminal mischief, reckless driving and disregarding signals from officers directing traffic. He has a June 3 court date.
"Our position is the same as it was last Friday," Scheffler's lawyer, Steven Romines, told reporters immediately after the mayor and police chief spoke. "Scottie Scheffler didn't do anything wrong. We're not interested in settling the case. We will either try it or it will be dismissed."
Scheffler, who is playing in the PGA Tour's Charles Schwab Challenge this week in Fort Worth, has a 1:45 p.m. Eastern tee time for Thursday's first round. Asked whether he had expected the charges to be dropped, Romines said, "I've been doing this 30 years. I don't expect anything. We're prepared to litigate the case, if we need to. If we don't need to, fine, but our position remains the same. It'll either be dismissed or go to trial."
The two-time Masters champion was arrested shortly after 6 a.m. as he attempted to navigate a traffic jam that occurred after a shuttle bus struck and killed security guard John Mills about an hour earlier. According to the police report, Scheffler refused to comply with directions given by Gillis, who was helping with traffic control. The report said Scheffler dragged Gillis "to the ground" as he accelerated his SUV past him in an attempt to enter the course.
According to the police report, Gillis "suffered pain, swelling, and abrasions to his left wrist and knee. He was transported to the hospital for further medical treatment by emergency medical personnel. Detective Gillis' uniform pants, valued at approximately $80 were damaged beyond repair."
In a statement released that morning, Scheffler said he had been "proceeding as directed by police offers" and that the "chaotic" incident stemmed from a "big misunderstanding of what I thought I was being asked to do. I never intended to disregard any of the instructions." Romines reiterated that stance on Thursday.
"All the evidence that continues to come out just continues to support what Scottie said all along," the attorney told reporters. "It was a chaotic situation and a miscommunication and he didn't do anything wrong."
Scheffler was briefly detained in jail and went on to shoot a 5-under-par 66 in the second round. He finished the tournament in a tie for eighth place, eight strokes behind winner Xander Schauffele.

Scottie Scheffler, the top golfer in the world, was charged with second-degree felony assault of a police officer in Louisville on May 17.


"I got arrested Friday morning, and I showed up here and played a good round of golf as well," Scheffler said after finishing the tournament. "So I've been good throughout my career -- or I'd say that I've gotten better throughout my career -- at leaving the off-course distractions at home and kind of keeping a pretty quiet personal life, and this week obviously that was not the case,"
Last week, Greenberg announced that the police department would investigate the incident after it was revealed that Gillis's body camera was not activated. Officers on traffic duty typically do not turn them on, Greenberg indicated.
"From my understanding, based on the facts I am aware of right now, I understand why [the] body cam may not have been turned on at the initial contact between Officer Gillis and Mr. Scheffler," Greenberg said last week. "I still have questions about why it was not on during Mr. Scheffler's arrest."
Staff writer Matt Bonesteel contributed to this report.
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This small college is shutting down May 31. Its baseball team could play on.
As word of the Alabama liberal arts school's imminent closure spread, the Panthers became America's team ahead of super regionals. 
By Scott Allen | 2024-05-23

Birmingham-Southern's Eli Steadman celebrates after the Panthers advanced to the super regionals on Sunday. (Transylvania Athletics)


Birmingham-Southern College baseball coach Jan Weisberg walked into his office Monday morning to find a larger-than-usual number of interview requests, including several from national outlets.
Weisberg's team had clinched a spot in the super regionals of the Division III tournament the day before, and while that was nothing new for the program he has guided for the last 17 years, a popular college baseball social media account noted afterward that the Panthers were two wins away from advancing to the College World Series for a school that would no longer exist.
That quirky possibility, which comes on the heels of the school's board of trustees voting unanimously in March to close the 168-year-old liberal arts institution on May 31 because of financial instability, was shared along with a video of the Panthers (30-14) celebrating after the final out of their regional title. It prompted sympathy and support, as well as media interest, from far and wide.
"We're a pretty no-name school that no one outside of Birmingham knows, so it was cool to see the outpouring of love and people saying they're rooting for us," senior outfielder Ian Hancock said of the comments on the video, which has been viewed more than 2.4 million times.
"That's movie stuff," one baseball fan wrote on X, the site formerly known as Twitter. "Imagine the @espn 30 for 30 we could make happen," the Alabama school's athletics account posted on the same platform later that night.
In fact, the creator of MTV's "Two-A-Days" and several other sports documentary series contacted Weisberg and received permission for a camera crew to film Tuesday's practice and follow the team for the remainder of its postseason run. Birmingham-Southern faces No. 2 Denison (42-6) in a best-of-three super regional matchup beginning Friday in Granville, Ohio, with the winner advancing to the College World Series in Eastlake, Ohio, from May 31 to June 6.
"Normally, you'd think it was noise or a distraction," Weisberg, who has led the Panthers to 11 postseason appearances in the last 13 years, including a runner-up finish in the 2019 College World Series, said of the extra attention. "But if what this team has already dealt with this season isn't a distraction, this can't be. These guys won't have a field to come show their kids and grandkids. They won't have a campus. But maybe, by allowing these people in, it will give them something to show people the journey they went through."
That journey took a turn on March 26, when Birmingham-Southern's athletic director called Weisberg into his office to let him know the school planned to announce later that day it was ceasing operations at the end of May. The disappointing news didn't come out of nowhere. Like countless other colleges and universities across the country, Birmingham-Southern had operated amid uncertainty for several years. As recently as October, after a bridge loan to keep the private school open was denied, a December closure was on the table before emergency funding was secured. Additional efforts to obtain a state loan to keep the school open while it grew its endowment failed to win support in the Alabama House of Representatives.
"It was a gut punch, but something we had faced over the last two years," said Weisberg, who delivered the news to his players shortly before it became public. "Really, really sad day. Really hard day. A lot of guys cried. I told the guys, 'You have to grieve, you have to process that emotion, but we can't let it cripple us. There's a lot of work to be done to finish right.'"
After a strong start to the season, the baseball team had struggled to a 13-10 overall record and a 4-5 mark in Southern Athletic Association play. Injuries forced Weisberg to rely more on inexperienced players than he would've liked, and several of the team's top returning hitters were mired in slumps. The team was on spring break and preparing to embark on a week-long road trip when the decision to shut down was made, which was the best-case scenario, Weisberg said, because it meant players would be together and wouldn't have to worry about classwork while processing their grief.
The next day, the Panthers defeated LaGrange (Ga.) College, 8-5. In the locker room after the game, Weisberg delivered a message to his team that would become a rallying cry and a hashtag over the remainder of the season: While their beloved school was closing, they were #notdoneyet.
Over the next several weeks, Weisberg met with players with eligibility remaining to find out where they were interested in playing next year, and then started contacting coaches on their behalf. Alumni of the program called to offer their support.
"I wanted them to enjoy the last two months as much as they could, and I thought trying to navigate it by themselves could be overwhelming," Weisberg said. "Our mission moving forward was to honor the guys who came before us by playing hard and taking care of the little things. I told the guys, 'Let's not limp to the finish just because we're in a terrible situation.' Anyone would understand if we did, but our guys bought in."
The Panthers won 14 of 16 games to close the regular season. In late April, more than 50 of Weisberg's former players returned to campus for the final game at Striplin Field.
"Our mind-set shifted," said Hancock, who is hitting .319 with a 1.043 on-base-plus-slugging percentage, 10 home runs and a team-leading 48 RBI. "If we've got nothing to lose, let's go out there and enjoy our time together and play for each other."
Hancock credited Weisberg, who would like to continue coaching if the right opportunity presents itself, for keeping the team's spirits high, and said "any place would be lucky to have him."
Despite a strong strength of schedule and RPI, Birmingham-Southern was far from a lock for an at-large postseason bid after it was swept out of the SAA tournament. Uncertainty crept back in and affected the team's practices over the ensuing two weeks, as the Panthers awaited their fate on selection Sunday. Weisberg described the elation that followed Birmingham-Southern's name being announced -- for the last time -- as the "happiest moment" of the season for him.
"The job I tasked them with, finishing strong, they accomplished," he said. "I told them, 'Now just go have fun.'"
The Panthers took that advice to heart in Lexington last weekend, routing host Transylvania, 21-7, in their first game. After a 4-2 win over No. 1 seed Spalding on Saturday, Birmingham-Southern won again Sunday to clinch its third trip to super regionals since 2019. Denison will provide an even stiffer test, but Weisberg's squad, which played a difficult schedule and boasts plenty of postseason experience, is prepared to give the Big Red its best shot.
Birmingham-Southern boasts a strong lineup, led by Hancock, fellow senior Andrew Dutton and junior Jackson Webster, who hit a pair of grand slams in the first game of regionals. The pitching staff is anchored by juniors Josh Leerssen and Drake LaRoche, the son of former major leaguer Adam LaRoche. The Panthers have embraced their newfound status as America's team and planned to enjoy their trip to super regionals, which included a stop Wednesday in Louisville for practice followed by a nice dinner out.
"It's not a Cinderella story when you look at what we're doing on the field," Weisberg said, "but it is a very special year, and we're going to celebrate that this week."
The NCAA covers participating teams' costs in the postseason, so Birmingham-Southern's imminent closing will not affect the Panthers' ability to travel to the World Series should they upset Denison. Reflecting on the past few months, Hancock, who participated in a mini graduation ceremony for senior baseball players on Tuesday, said getting the news in the middle of the season was actually a blessing.
"We've been able to make the most out of the situation," he said. "No one's thinking about playing without a school. Everyone just wants to extend our season and play together longer."

Birmingham-Southern's Carter Tyus delivers a pitch during regionals. (Transylvania Athletics)
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What to know about the Monaco Grand Prix, Formula One's most storied race
The next round of the Formula One season is in Monaco, home of the sport's most prestigious competition. 
By Glynn A. Hill | 2024-05-23
Formula One returns to the streets of Monte Carlo for Sunday's Monaco Grand Prix, widely considered the most notable race on the F1 calendar and one of the most prestigious in motorsports.
The event is known for the yachts and celebrities that surround the race and the challenging features that define the track. Read on to learn more about the iconic race.

This photo from April 22, 1935, shows Italian drivers Luigi Fagioli and Luigi Soffietti on the track at Monte Carlo. (Agence France-Presse/Getty Images) 


The first race was held in 1929. More than two decades later, in 1950, the Monaco Grand Prix became the second race on the inaugural Formula One calendar. The race is the eighth of the 2024 season.
Beyond Formula One, the Monaco Grand Prix is one of three competitions that make up the unofficial Triple Crown of motorsports -- alongside the 24 Hours of Le Mans and the Indianapolis 500. British driver Graham Hill is the only person to win all three events.

Yachts parked in the Monte Carlo harbor during the 2022 race. (Andrej Isakovic/Agence France-Presse/Getty Images) 


The scenery defines Monaco as much as the difficulty, with iconic features such as the tunnel, Casino Square and the Fairmont Hairpin along the course. There's also Port Hercules, the famous harbor that borders part of the circuit and whose waters have twice swallowed an F1 car, during the 1955 and 1965 races. (Both drivers escaped but later died in separate racing accidents.)
Looking to park your yacht in the harbor on race weekend? A berth can cost around $8,600 to $140,000 depending on its location and the size of the boat.
For drivers, the track's narrow streets and tight corners demand greater emphasis on precision and control over speed. The race is known for its lack of overtaking opportunities, and teams may try to prolong their pit stops to capitalize on the likelihood of a safety car late in the race. Three-time F1 champion Nelson Piquet once described navigating the track as "like riding a bicycle around your living room."
The race is scheduled to start at 9 a.m. Eastern time Sunday.

Max Verstappen leads the pack during last year's race, which he won. (Peter Fox/Getty Images)


(All times Eastern)
May 24
May 25
May 26

Verstappen and his team celebrate after last year's victory. (Mark Thompson/Getty Images)


A Red Bull driver has won four of the past five races at Monaco, with Max Verstappen winning in 2023. Verstappen won at Monaco for the first time in 2021 and saw teammate Sergio Perez win in 2022 before reclaiming the top spot last year.
No driver has won more at Monaco than Brazilian legend Ayrton Senna, who took the checkered flag six times between 1987 and 1993. Senna is being commemorated this week on the 30th anniversary of his death at the San Marino Grand Prix in 1994.
Hill and retired German star Michael Schumacher rank behind Senna with five victories. Lewis Hamilton is first among active F1 drivers with wins in 2008, 2016 and 2019.

Charles Leclerc drives during the 2023 race. (Peter Fox/Getty Images)


Verstappen enters the race as the series front-runner, holding a 161-113 advantage in points over Charles Leclerc, the next closest competitor in the standings. Perez (107 points), Lando Norris (101) and Carlos Sainz (93) round out the top five after seven races.
Verstappen is a -138 favorite in Monte Carlo on Sunday. Leclerc and Norris are +550 behind him.
The race will air on ABC and stream via ESPN Plus and F1 TV.
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A fan hit by a foul ball stayed through the 9th. Now she's on a baseball card.
Topps has created a baseball card of a Blue Jays fan who got nailed in the head by a 110 mph foul ball at Friday's game against the Tampa Bay Rays.
By Jonathan Edwards | 2024-05-23

Toronto Blue Jays fan Liz McGuire after the home game against the Tampa Bay Rays on Friday in Toronto, where she was hit on the head with a foul ball, and on Sunday, after the swelling had subsided. (Liz McGuire) 


Topps Now trading cards have celebrated some of baseball's biggest achievements in recent years. One marked Shohei Ohtani cranking his 40th home run last season. Another commemorated Framber Valdez throwing a no-hitter with the fewest pitches in more than two decades. And a third memorialized the Chicago Cubs blasting seven home runs in a single game, the most by a team in nearly a half century.
The newest addition to the Topps Now pantheon: Liz McGuire, a 40-year-old project manager from Toronto. Her achievement: getting drilled with a 110 mph foul ball during Friday night's Toronto Blue Jays game and, despite a baseball-sized knot on her forehead, staying until the last pitch.
"The Jays were starting a rally," McGuire said. "That could have been something."
It fell short. The Blue Jays lost to the Tampa Bay Rays 4-3.
A Blue Jays spokesperson said in a statement that the team has several precautions to protect fans, including netting that wraps around home plate from first to third base. Doctors, nurses and emergency workers staff every game and check on fans immediately when objects fly into the stands, which is what happened with McGuire.
Protective netting at professional ballparks has gotten better in recent years. In 2018, Major League Baseball announced that all 30 ballparks in the league would extend protective netting to at least the ends of both dugouts during the upcoming season. The move came after teams independently began expanding their netting following incidents in which fans were injured by foul balls. In its announcement, the league specifically mentioned one that happened on Sept. 20, 2017, in which Yankees third baseman Todd Frazier launched a foul ball 105 mph into the stands, injuring a young girl who had to be hospitalized.
In 2022, Major League Baseball agreed to require extended protective netting to all minor club teams by the 2025 season.
McGuire said she doesn't blame the Blue Jays and counts herself as a super fan of the team. A fly fisher, her profile picture on the social media platform X is a trout wearing a Blue Jays hat, and she's attended about half of the 48 games the team has played this season.
On Friday, she went to the game with three friends, and in the bottom of the seventh inning, they were discussing some of what McGuire considered to be an umpire's bad calls.
That's when Blue Jays shortstop Bo Bichette came to the plate with one out and his team down 4-0. During an at-bat that would end with him flying out to center field, Bichette crushed a pitch, ripping the ball foul into the seats along the third base line.
McGuire was looking left toward the outfield, advocating for Major League Baseball to have robot umpires call balls and strikes, when she heard the crack of the bat and a scream, causing her to jerk her head back toward home plate just in time for the ball to slam into the right side of her forehead.
McGuire experienced a split second of blackness but never passed out. Her adrenaline raging, she stood up. One of her buddies told her she had been hit, and when McGuire asked if she was okay, he told her it was bad, she recalled. She felt her forehead swelling and used her phone's camera to confirm that the goose egg was already "rocking."
Within minutes, the Blue Jays' medics reached her, loaded her in a cart, took her to get ice and an over-the-counter pain reliever. While she was being treated, McGuire said, she spotted the woman who ended up with the ball that had hit her and pleaded with her to give up the ball -- to no avail. Her friends had already tried near their seats, offering her hundreds of dollars in exchange, she added. The woman refused, even withstanding the crowd's chants of "Give her the ball!" before leaving the game early, McGuire said.
"I didn't even get the ball," she said. "It felt like some social pact had been broken."
McGuire returned to her seat for the last couple pitches and watched the Rays add a little insult to her injury by beating the Blue Jays 4-3.
After the game, McGuire and her friends walked about 10 minutes to the nearest emergency room where medical staff determined she didn't have a concussion and used X-rays to confirm that the impact hadn't broken any bones.
But the next day, McGuire felt nauseated and tired, leading her back to an emergency room. Using a CT scan, doctors ruled out brain bleeds and diagnosed her with a likely concussion.
On Sunday night, she posted on X while watching "How to Train Your Dragon" with her nieces and nephews, tagging the Blue Jays and telling the world "I got my face mashed in by a 110mph foul off Bo Bichette's bat. I didn't even get the ball. I even stayed till the end of the game. Any way you can hook a girl up?"
The tweet has since racked up 15 million views.
Topps was watching and within hours had replied with a question: "Topps Now Card?" The series has a reputation for being cheeky, including creating a card for the beekeeper who last month responded to a swarm of bees that delayed a Dodgers-Diamondbacks game in Phoenix. The caption: "Bee afraid, bee very afraid: Bees swarm in Arizona."
On Monday, the trading card company posted two more tweets asking McGuire to send a direct message to talk about "an idea!"
She did, and later that day, they worked together to design and plan the rollout of her trading card. The card is anchored by the selfie McGuire took minutes after she was hit, a worried look on her face, a Blue Jays cap resting lightly on her head and a goose egg that might be the size of an actual goose egg swelling atop her right eyebrow.
The card's caption: "Fan wears 110MPH foul ball like a champ."
Topps did not immediately respond to requests for comment from The Washington Post.
The trading card company made 110 cards, a nod to how fast Bichette hit the ball that would nail McGuire moments later. McGuire said she plans to auction off a few, with some of the proceeds going to charity, including the concussion center at Holland Bloorview Kids Rehabilitation Hospital just outside of Toronto. She also plans to donate some to the Jays Care Foundation, the Blue Jays' charitable arm. Others will go to her nieces and nephews, who she said have been traumatized by what happened.
McGuire has already gotten back on the horse. On Tuesday night, she went to a Blue Jays game in which the White Sox crushed the home team 5-0. She said she got scared every time the bat made solid contact with the ball, something she hopes fades with time.
But she planned to attend Wednesday night's rematch against the White Sox. She said she was excited to get a baseball signed by Bichette. The Blue Jays have also gifted her tickets to a future game and given her access to batting practice.
McGuire said the experience has exposed her to the "ups and downs of humanity." She was taken aback by the woman who insisted on keeping something that McGuire felt she had a right to. She was also floored when she checked the comments on her X post. Expecting vitriol blaming her for not paying attention, McGuire instead found people being supportive by wishing her well and recommending treatment for her injury.
But a famous trading card company immortalizing her among the best players in the sport was the best part of all.
"Topps is tops," she said.
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Opportunity came knocking twice for the Nationals. No one was home.
The Nationals go 0 for 8 with runners in scoring position and have lost four straight series and their past seven one- or two-run games.
By Spencer Nusbaum | 2024-05-23

Joey Gallo's face shows the frustration after striking out in the ninth inning of a 3-2 loss to Minnesota at Nationals Park on Wednesday. (Nick Wass/AP)


The difference between victory and defeat for the Washington Nationals on Wednesday afternoon came down to two situations. And Washington's inability to execute in those moments left it with a stinging 3-2 loss at Nationals Park that, again, underscored the team's offensive deficiencies.
The Nationals' first real opportunity came in the seventh inning of a game they trailed 2-0 after solo home runs by Max Kepler in the second and Carlos Correa in the sixth. To open the inning, Luis Garcia Jr. singled and Ildemaro Vargas doubled. The opportunity fizzled when Joey Gallo struck out looking and Keibert Ruiz grounded out, scoring Garcia. With Vargas on third base, Jacob Young hit a groundball into the hole that shortstop Correa made a diving stop on, rising to his feet in time to get Young at first and end the threat with the Nationals trailing by a run.
"Obviously, you know the situation. There's guys in scoring position, and you want to get them in," Gallo said. "I haven't done a great job of that right now. ... Adjusting to the speed of the game [after returning last week from a shoulder injury] and the pitching and whatnot is always a challenge. But I think I got to figure out a way to get it done no matter what."
The Twins had pushed their lead to 3-1 in the ninth when opportunity again knocked for the Nationals. After Joey Meneses led off with a solo homer against closer Jhoan Duran, Garcia followed with a single. Up next was Vargas, who in addition to boasting a team-high .810 OPS also came in striking out just 7.4 percent of the time, less than all but two major league hitters with at least 50 plate appearances.
The right player, it appeared, and the right spot, it seemed, to swing the bat.
Instead, Vargas moved Garcia over with a sacrifice bunt -- trying on his own at first, then at Manager Dave Martinez's direction one pitch later -- for the first out of the inning.
"The first [pitch], he bunted on his own, so once he got to one [strike] I put the bunt on, just to get the guy to second base," Martinez said of the decision. "[Duran] can be wild. Try to get him to third base; a little blooper will score [the tying run]."
Up next was Gallo, who began the day with a 47.3 percent strikeout rate. He was true to his numbers, swinging through a 99-mph fastball that gave him two strikeouts in four at-bats. Then came Ruiz, who has the second-lowest OPS in baseball (minimum 100 plate appearances). He grounded out on the first pitch to end it.
The Nationals (21-27) finished 0 for 8 with runners in scoring position.
"I didn't get the results that I wanted," Ruiz said. "Just got to keep going, you know? Whenever they give me the opportunity, I'll be there and try to do my best."
Three runs by the opponent, once again, left the game beyond the reach of the Nationals. They have lost four straight series and their past seven one- or two-run games. In their past eight games, the Nationals have scored 24 runs -- with half of those coming in Monday's 12-3 win that now looks like a blip. In May, they have an OPS of .617, the second worst in baseball.
After an aggressive approach yielded just three hits Tuesday, the Nationals took Simeon Woods Richardson's pitches early, watching the first 10 go by before finally offering. That approach didn't yield much early -- they tallied just three hits against the right-hander -- but it did get to the Twins' bullpen after 42/3 innings.
It made little difference.
"Obviously it's frustrating," Gallo said, "losing close games, and as hitters we feel like we could have taken the swings to win the game. The pitchers have for the most part been doing a great job, so it's on us to score some more runs."
The offensive woes overshadowed another strong start from Jake Irvin, who pitched into the seventh while allowing five hits and just two runs, both on the long ball. The Twins (26-23) took an aggressive approach against the 6-foot-6 right-hander -- who grew up in Minnesota as a Twins fan -- aiming to capitalize on the 27-year-old who throws more pitches in the strike zone than all but one qualified starter, per TruMedia.
Irvin got out of the first inning in a breezy six pitches and needed just 84 over 61/3. For the second straight game, he used his curveball far more than any other pitch.
Irvin's approach largely worked. He struck out six and walked none. At this time last year, Irvin had made just four MLB starts and boasted a 5.50 ERA. After Wednesday's performance, he sits at 3.79.
The Twins' only other run came against Hunter Harvey in the ninth.
"They've been aggressive all series. ... That's the identity of their team," Irvin said. "They hit home runs, and when they hit home runs, they win games. ... Just got to be confident in your approach, especially as a starter. I'm there to get deep, and if they're going to give me early outs, take the early outs. There was a lot of really good defensive plays made today."
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Washingtonians want Commanders to return to D.C., Post-Schar School poll finds
Support for a new stadium in Washington is higher among Commanders fans and District residents.
By Sam Fortier, Emily Guskin, Scott Clement | 2024-05-22

Washington Commanders fans celebrate during a game in Landover. (Craig Hudson for The Washington Post) 


Washington-area residents clearly prefer the Commanders' next stadium be built in D.C. proper as opposed to Northern Virginia or suburban Maryland, where the team currently plays, a Washington Post-Schar School poll finds.
A 51 percent majority says the stadium should be built in D.C., while 17 percent say it belongs in Maryland and 15 percent say Virginia. The remainder did not specify a preference.
Among Commanders fans, the preference for D.C. grows to 63 percent, and among District residents it is 76 percent. City residents are now more open to public funding of a stadium. In 2022, two-thirds of D.C. residents opposed using city funds to help finance a new stadium in the District; now residents are split on the issue.
The Post-Schar School poll, which randomly sampled 1,683 residents from D.C., Northern Virginia and suburban Maryland, finds support for a D.C. stadium spans the region. Along with a majority of District residents, nearly half of people in the Maryland suburbs (46 percent) and Northern Virginia (48 percent) prefer the team return to D.C. About 3 in 10 in suburban Maryland and Northern Virginia prefer the stadium be built in their states.
The Commanders' stadium search is in limbo. The team is contractually obligated to play at its current Landover site until September 2027 but can stay longer. Managing partner Josh Harris has carefully avoided indicating a preference for a future home in the hopes of stoking a competition among D.C., Maryland and Virginia, but the District cannot negotiate seriously without congressional legislation that would make the federally owned RFK Stadium site a realistic option.
The D.C. RFK Memorial Stadium Campus Revitalization Act cleared the House in February with overwhelming bipartisan support, but last week, Sen. Steve Daines (R-Mont.) said he intends to block it unless the team honors a Native American family that helped design the team's former logo. Washington Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) has said that she supports a mixed-use development at the RFK site and that "there's really only one place for the team in this region."
Meanwhile, Virginia seems to be an unlikely destination after a deal to lure the Washington Wizards and Capitals there imploded this year, and Maryland Gov. Wes Moore (D) has been building a relationship with Harris and has said he wants to keep the team in his state.
"When people say, 'Do you want the Commanders in Prince George's County?' my answer is, 'Hell, yeah!' " Moore said last year.
But even in Prince George's County, where the team currently plays, 48 percent of residents prefer the team return to D.C. while 34 percent believe it should remain in suburban Maryland. Some neighbors of the current stadium have said they've seen little benefit since the team arrived in 1997.
Mark Williams and Carl Barnes, lifelong fans in their 60s who live in Prince George's County, said they prefer the team return to D.C. because it's the spiritual home of the franchise, echoing language used by team president Jason Wright. They had fond memories at RFK: the stands bouncing and the crowd bellowing, "We want Dallas!"
"They were there for a long time, that's where they had their winningest records, and there was a lot of history made there," Barnes said.
Terry Clower, director of the Center for Regional Analysis at George Mason University's Schar School of Policy and Government, which partnered with The Post on the poll, said the findings reflect a sense of tradition.
"Folks were never particularly happy with this huge edifice out in the middle of nowhere Maryland," he said. "There are enough folks that also realize that having your central city be ... the default for your big entertainment complexes is probably better than having them distributed out throughout a metropolitan area."
The region's preference for a stadium site in D.C. has grown over time. In 1992, when the team was exploring its post-RFK options, a Post poll found 41 percent of residents preferred the District, 27 percent Virginia and 21 percent Maryland. Last year, 44 percent wanted it in the city. This year, it has grown to 51 percent.
The poll finds support is high near the team's old home in Ward 7. In Wards 7 and 8, 75 percent of residents favor the team's return to the District, and in Wards 5 and 6, it's 77 percent.
Those findings contrast an October community meeting near the RFK site in which Bowser outlined her vision to bring back the Commanders to a packed room of skeptical residents and anti-stadium advocates.
"If we're going to call [the team] the Washington Commanders, why not bring it to D.C.?" said Angela Gorham, a 49-year-old fan who lives in Ward 7. "It didn't work out in Landover at FedEx Field, and [they] don't need to go to Virginia."
An increasing share of residents support using city funds to help finance a new stadium. In 2022, 30 percent of D.C. residents were in favor of using city funds to help finance a stadium and 67 percent opposed; this year, 47 percent are in favor and 46 percent oppose.
Clower suggested the uptick in funding support could be related to Daniel Snyder selling the franchise and the near departure of the Capitals and Wizards from downtown.
Jackie Monahan, a Commanders fan in her 50s who lives in Ward 3, said that she was "upset" the NHL and NBA teams nearly left the city and that she now supports using public funds to bring the Commanders back -- up to a point. She said that the city should be "responsible" and avoid putting an "undue burden" on taxpayers but that the cost could be worth it because "sports events are part of the vibrance of a city."
"There is probably a reasonable amount [of public subsidy] that we could all bear and we would all probably not even notice or not mind," she added.
Residents in Northeast, near the RFK site, reflect other subsets of the city: 51 percent oppose public subsidies for a stadium while 46 percent support them. Among Commanders fans in the city, support rises to 59 percent.
In the District, support for using city funds is highest in Southeast (57 percent). One of those supporters is Derrick Jackson, 44, a lifelong fan and former team employee who lives in the Hillcrest neighborhood and wants the franchise to return to the city.
"We already pay high taxes in D.C.," he acknowledged. But he added that using public funds is "just something I personally wouldn't mind as a fan because I think we'll see the residuals in employment for the city [at the new stadium]."
Teneisha Gorman, 30, lives in Anacostia and is also a lifelong fan who wants the team to return to the city, but she opposes using public funds because she believes money would be better spent on other needs, such as infrastructure and parks.
Suburban Marylanders and Northern Virginians largely oppose using state and local funds to finance a new stadium for the Commanders in their states. In suburban Maryland, 55 percent oppose this, and in Virginia, it is 61 percent (including 74 percent of non-sports fans).
"It's very clear to me that public support for the fundraising element says that Northern Virginia is not a player" for the new stadium, Clower said, echoing a former Commanders official who in March said that, if the RFK bill passes, the competition would come down to Maryland vs. D.C.
Thomas Burrill, 29, is a fan who lives in Arlington but said suburban Maryland is the best place for the stadium because the area would benefit most from the development. Burrill isn't sure if he would support using public funds for the stadium because it's unclear where the money would come from.
If the RFK bill passes and a stadium competition materializes, it will put the spotlight on Moore, who has said he's willing to use public funds on a new stadium. The poll's findings suggest it could be an uphill battle to convince the team, legislators and constituents that, even though the public prefers D.C. and the Landover stadium has disappointed, Maryland should double down on a football stadium.
The Post-Schar School poll was conducted April 19 to 29 among 1,683 adults in the Washington area -- 655 in D.C., 522 in Northern Virginia and 506 in suburban Maryland. The margin of error is plus or minus 3.2 percentage points overall and between 5.1 and 5.7 in each state and D.C.
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Patrick Mahomes, Andy Reid defend Harrison Butker: 'We all get along'
After the reaction to Harrison Butker's remarks at Benedictine College, Kansas City's quarterback and coach pointed to a locker room marked by "a lot of different views on everything."
By Des Bieler | 2024-05-23

Kansas City's Patrick Mahomes joined teammates Harrison Butker, center, and Chris Jones for the coin toss before a 2022 game. (Steve Sanders/Kansas City Chiefs/AP)


Speaking with reporters for the first time since kicker Harrison Butker's remarks in a commencement address sparked national headlines, Kansas City Chiefs quarterback Patrick Mahomes and Coach Andy Reid made the case that if the comments had a divisive effect, it wasn't in a locker room marked by a diversity of backgrounds and viewpoints.
"We're a microcosm of life here," Reid said after the Chiefs spent the day engaged in voluntary organized team activities at their facility. "Everybody's from different areas. We have different religions, different races. We all get along."
"When you're in the locker room, there's a lot of people from a lot of different areas of life, and they have a lot of different views on everything," Mahomes told reporters, noting that he has gotten to know Butker's "character" during the seven seasons in which they have been teammates. "And we're not always going to agree. There's certain things that [Butker] said that I don't necessarily agree with, but I understand the person that he is, and he's trying to do whatever he can to try to lead people in the right direction. And that might not be the same values as I have, but at the same time, I'm going to judge him by the values that he shows every day, and that's a great person."
Butker's comments, delivered this month at Benedictine College, a Catholic liberal arts school in Kansas, incurred widespread backlash. Among his targets for criticism were women in the workforce; the LGBTQ+ community; diversity, equity and inclusion initiatives; and President Biden's pro-choice stance.
"I think it is you, the women, who have had the most diabolical lies told to you," Butker, a 28-year-old Georgia native who is entering his eighth season with the Chiefs, said during his address. "... Some of you may go on to lead successful careers in the world, but I would venture to guess that the majority of you are most excited about your marriage and the children you will bring into this world. I can tell you that my beautiful wife, Isabelle, would be the first to say that her life truly started when she began living her vocation as a wife and as a mother."
Elsewhere in his address, Butker said Catholics should feel pride but "not the deadly sin sort of pride that has an entire month dedicated to it." He described DEI as "tyranny" and alleged some Catholic leaders were "pushing dangerous gender ideologies onto the youth of America."
Among those distancing themselves from Butker's comments were the NFL and an order of Benedictine nuns based at the college.
"Instead of promoting unity in our church, our nation and the world, his comments seem to have fostered division," the sisters of Mount St. Scholastica said in a statement. "We reject a narrow definition of what it means to be Catholic. ... We want to be known as an inclusive, welcoming community, embracing Benedictine values that have endured for more than 1,500 years."
Describing itself as "steadfast in our commitment to inclusion," the NFL noted last week that Butker "gave a speech in his personal capacity" and that his views did not reflect those of the league. Speaking Wednesday at the NFL owners meetings in Nashville, Commissioner Roger Goodell echoed Reid's sentiments on the value of bringing together people with differing outlooks.
"We have over 3,000 players," Goodell said. "We have executives around the league. They have diversity of opinions and thoughts, just like America does. I think that's something that we treasure. And that's part of ultimately what makes us as a society better."
The 66-year-old Reid, who has won three Super Bowls with the Chiefs, said he had not spoken with Butker about his comments.
"I talk to Harrison all the time," Reid said at a news conference. "I didn't talk to him about this. I didn't think I needed to.
"We all respect each other's opinions, and not necessarily do we go by those, but we respect everybody to have a voice. That's a great thing about America, man. We're just a microcosm of that, and my wish is that everybody could kind of follow that."
Asked what he would say if a woman working in the Chiefs' organization came to him with concerns about Butker's remarks, Reid replied, "I don't think he was speaking ill to women, but he has his opinions, and we all respect that."
Gesturing to media members, Reid said, "I let you guys in this room, and you have a lot of opinions that I don't like."
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NFL owners end meeting without votes on private equity, Brady's ownership bid
The NFL also announced that its 2026 draft will be held in Pittsburgh.
By Mark Maske | 2024-05-23

NFL Commissioner Roger Goodell spoke at the conclusion of the spring owners meetings in Nashville. (George Walker IV/AP) 


NASHVILLE -- The NFL's team owners completed a two-day meeting Wednesday without taking a vote on whether to allow investments in franchises by private equity. But owners seemed to view that prospect favorably as they move toward a potential vote later this year.
The owners likewise did not take a vote at the meeting to ratify the proposed deal by which seven-time Super Bowl-winning quarterback Tom Brady would become a part owner of the Las Vegas Raiders. The deal between Brady and the Raiders was not addressed during this week's meeting, a person familiar with the discussions said. Commissioner Roger Goodell acknowledged that Brady's access to teams' practices and training facilities as a broadcaster for Fox must be addressed if he becomes a minority owner of the Raiders.
But a person familiar with the approval process said it still is likely that Brady's deal for Raiders part ownership will be ratified in the coming months.
The owners discussed the private equity issue without taking any formal steps to allow it.
"There's been a lot of work," Dallas Cowboys owner Jerry Jones said as he left the meeting. "And that's been going on for quite a while. And, yeah, it's being thoroughly, to my satisfaction, evaluated."
NFL ownership rules prohibit any investment in franchises by private equity firms, public corporations or sovereign wealth funds. The NFL formed a committee of owners last year to study prospective changes to the ownership rules.
"We didn't ask for a vote," Goodell said at a news conference at the conclusion of the meeting. "But I think it's fair to say that [the owners] agree with the direction we're going, some of the aspects that we presented to them in that update."
The owners' next scheduled meeting is in October. They could move forward on the private equity issue then, if not sooner. The league could schedule a special owners meeting this summer if NFL leaders consider the issue sufficiently pressing.
"We are making real progress on potential private equity," Goodell said. "We are going to continue to be very deliberate, but I expect there to be something before the end of the year."
The owners voted to approve a proposal by the committee on ownership rules to raise the debt limit for franchise acquisitions by $200 million, from $1.2 billion to $1.4 billion. That's $700 million above the leaguewide debt limit of $700 million per team.
"It's just that there are questions that no matter how familiar [an owner is] with it, you need to look at some of the options," Jones said of the discussions about private equity.
Brady's deal for part ownership of the Raiders remains pending before the NFL finance committee. It must be approved by at least 24 of the 32 owners.
"I do think progress is being made," Goodell said. "... The finance committee has done their work on this. We have a little more to do."
Some owners have concerns about the conflict arising from Brady being an analyst for Fox and a part owner of the Raiders, people familiar with the situation have said.
"That was one of the factors about, as a member of the media, what access would he have every week as he prepares for the broadcast of the game?" Goodell said.
But Jones said it would not be an issue for him or the Cowboys.
"Whatever arrangement he has [with] ownership, I wouldn't have any qualms," Jones said. "I wouldn't be worried about conflicts of interest."
Brady and Tom Wagner, the co-founder of Knighthead Capital Management, are believed to be attempting to purchase approximately 10 percent of the Raiders. The finance committee raised concerns last year about the discounted price that Raiders owner Mark Davis was offering Brady, three people familiar with the deliberations over the transaction said then.

There were record-setting crowds at this year's NFL draft in Detroit. (Paul Sancya/AP) 


The 2026 NFL draft will be held in Pittsburgh, the league announced.
That was the next available draft, with next year's event scheduled to be held in Green Bay. The NFL's system of staging the draft in different cities has been increasingly successful. A record 775,000 fans attended this year's three-day event in Detroit, according to the NFL, and a sizable number of NFL cities now vie to be awarded future drafts.
"Obviously the bar is set very high lately with some great efforts by Detroit and Kansas City most recently hosting the draft," Steelers owner Art Rooney II said. "I'm sure Green Bay will be great as well. So we're looking forward to following in that tradition."
The draft is likely to be staged "right outside" Acrisure Stadium and "spilling over into the downtown area," Rooney said.
"We think it will be the largest visitor event in the history of Pittsburgh," he added.
Jones expressed his support for an eventual move to an 18-game regular season with a two-game preseason.
"I'm favorable to that and to look at that," he said. "I think that's the most effective allocation between regular season and preseason [games]. And so with a lot of the things that we've done, how we prepare our teams, how we do in the preseason, that's more practical today than it was maybe 10 [or] 15 years ago."
Goodell expressed his preference for an 18-game season during a broadcast interview at the draft. Such a change is expressly prohibited by the collective bargaining agreement and would have to be approved by the NFL Players Association.
"We would do it in the context of reducing the number of preseason games," Goodell said Wednesday. "We think that's a good trade. Less preseason games and more regular season games, I think most anybody would think is beneficial."
Goodell said he had little to add to last week's statement by the NFL in which the league said it disagreed with the views expressed by Kansas City Chiefs kicker Harrison Butker during a recent commencement address.
"We have over 3,000 players," Goodell said. "We have executives around the league. They have diversity of opinions and thoughts, just like America does. I think that's something that we treasure. And that's part of ultimately what makes us as a society better. But we're not going to go much beyond that statement that we made last week."
Butker generated controversy with his remarks, made at Benedictine College in Kansas, regarding "diabolical lies" told to women and "dangerous gender ideologies." Butker also addressed gay pride -- referencing "the deadly sins sort of pride that has an entire month dedicated to it" -- and President Biden's stance on abortion.
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D.C. United, moving on from Mohanad Jeahze, set to acquire David Schnegg
Barring any issues with his medical evaluation and work visa, David Schnegg will debut after the MLS transfer window opens July 18.
By Steven Goff | 2024-05-22

David Schnegg, right, started 30 matches across all competitions this season for Austrian champion Sturm Graz. (Erwin Scheriau/Agence France-Presse/Getty Images) 


Looking to the summer transfer window to address concerns at left back, D.C. United is preparing to acquire David Schnegg from Austrian champion Sturm Graz and cut ties with Mohanad Jeahze.
United has struck a deal with Sturm Graz for Schnegg, 25, and is aiming to finalize the paperwork soon, two people close to the situation said Wednesday. The amount of the transfer fee was not immediately known.
Barring any issues with his medical evaluation and work visa, Schnegg will debut after the MLS transfer window opens July 18. He would be available for the final nine regular season matches and the Leagues Cup.
United officials declined to comment.
Sturm Graz Sporting Director Andreas Schicker told Vienna newspaper Kurier that the club agreed to sell Schnegg to an MLS team.
In his second season with Sturm Graz, Schnegg appeared in 28 of 32 Austrian Bundesliga matches, starting 20 and posting four assists. He also started six matches across three European competitions and four Austrian Cup games.
Previously, Schnegg played for several Austrian clubs and Italy's Venezia and Crotone. He debuted for the Austrian national team in September, logging 90 minutes in a friendly against Moldova.
Led by first-year general manager Ally Mackay, United has been aggressively seeking a left-sided player with a skill set mirroring that of right back Aaron Herrera. Acquired in the offseason from Montreal, Herrera has impressed with his attacking surges and crossing talents.
Cristian Dajome, who is a natural forward, and Pedro Santos have started at left back or left wing back all season for United (4-5-5).
Jeahze, in his second season, was in uniform twice and made one brief appearance despite fully recovering from an ankle fracture suffered last summer. The Swedish-born Iraqi national team player never seemed to fit into new coach Troy Lesesne's plans and had no future with United.
Eager to shed his $687,500 guaranteed contract that ran through 2025 and free an international roster slot, United sought for months to trade or transfer him. The last resort was to buy him out, a move completed this week, two people close to the situation said.
Jeahze said goodbye to teammates and staff Tuesday, one person said.
He started five matches in early 2023 and contributed two assists under then-coach Wayne Rooney. But while recovering from a muscular injury, Jeahze was arrested in Sweden on two counts of assault. He was never charged. Upon his return to Washington, Jeahze broke his right ankle in training and missed the rest of the season.
United has been getting by with a small roster. It began the year with 27 players, three under the maximum, and often has not had the standard nine substitutes in uniform.
The number of outfield players available was down to 18 because Jeahze was not in the mix; four prospects were loaned to second-division teams; midfielder Russell Canouse (colon surgery) and defender Conner Antley (torn ACL) are sidelined; and two players are backup goalkeepers.
MLS's summer window, which will remain open until Aug. 14, allows teams to acquire players via transfers and trades. Free agents are available until rosters are frozen Sept. 13.
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Sports TV and radio listings for D.C. region
Channels and times for today's games.
By Washington Post staff | 2024-05-23
MLB
12:30 p.m. Seattle at New York Yankees >>> MLB Network
3:30 p.m. Atlanta at Chicago Cubs >>> MLB Network (joined in progress)
6:30 p.m. Toronto at Detroit >>> MLB Network
7:30 p.m. Baltimore at Chicago White Sox >>> MASN, WIYY (97.9 FM), WSBN (630 AM)
NBA PLAYOFFS -- EASTERN CONFERENCE FINALS
8 p.m. Game 2: Indiana at Boston >>> ESPN
STANLEY CUP PLAYOFFS -- WESTERN CONFERENCE FINALS
8:30 p.m. Game 1: Edmonton at Dallas >>> TNT
WNBA
10 p.m. Washington at Phoenix >>> Monumental Sports Network
GOLF
7 a.m. DP World Tour: Soudal Open, first round >>> Golf Channel
1 p.m. PGA Tour Champions: Senior PGA Championship, first round>>> Golf Channel
4 p.m. PGA Tour: Charles Schwab Challenge, first round >>> Golf Channel
SOCCER
2 p.m. Saudi Pro League: Al-Nassr at Al-Riyadh >>> Fox Sports 2
10 p.m. NWSL: San Diego at Angel City >>> CBS Sports Network
TENNIS
5 a.m. ATP: Geneva Open and Lyon Open, quarterfinals; WTA: Strasbourg International and Morocco Open, quarterfinals >>> Tennis Channel
IIHF MEN'S HOCKEY WORLD CHAMPIONSHIP -- QUARTERFINALS
10 a.m. Canada vs. Slovakia >>> NHL Network
2 p.m. United States vs. Czech Republic >>> NHL Network
COLLEGE BASEBALL -- CONFERENCE TOURNAMENTS
10:30 a.m. SEC: Kentucky vs. Arkansas >>> SEC Network
11 a.m. Big Ten: Illinois vs. Iowa >>> Big Ten Network
11 a.m. ACC: Clemson vs. Miami >>> ACC Network
2 p.m. SEC: Teams TBD >>> SEC Network
3 p.m. Big Ten: Indiana vs. Ohio State >>> Big Ten Network
3 p.m. ACC: North Carolina vs. Pittsburgh >>> ACC Network
5 p.m. Big 12: Teams TBD >>> ESPNU
5:30 p.m. SEC: LSU vs. South Carolina >>> SEC Network
7 p.m. Big Ten: Penn State vs. Michigan >>> Big Ten Network
7 p.m. ACC: Duke vs. North Carolina State >>> ACC Network
8:30 p.m. Big 12: Central Florida vs. TBD >>> ESPNU
9 p.m. SEC: Teams TBD >>> SEC Network
COLLEGE SOFTBALL -- NCAA TOURNAMENT SUPER REGIONALS
7 p.m. Game 1: Florida State at Oklahoma >>> ESPN2
9:30 p.m. Game 1: Georgia at UCLA >>> ESPN2
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OpenAI didn't copy Scarlett Johansson's voice for ChatGPT, records show
A different actress was hired to voice OpenAI's "Sky" months before CEO Sam Altman contacted Scarlett Johansson, according to documents and the actress's agent. 
By Nitasha Tiku | 2024-05-23

Scarlett Johansson alleged this week that OpenAI had copied her voice after she refused a request by CEO Sam Altman to license it. (Emma McIntyre/Getty Images for ELLE)


When OpenAI issued a casting call last May for a secret project to endow OpenAI's popular ChatGPT with a human voice, the flier had several requests: The actors should be nonunion. They should sound between 25 and 45 years old. And their voices should be "warm, engaging [and] charismatic."
One thing the artificial intelligence company didn't request, according to interviews with multiple people involved in the process and documents shared by OpenAI in response to questions from The Washington Post: a clone of actress Scarlett Johansson.
On Monday, Johansson cast a pall over the release of improved AI voices for ChatGPT, alleging that OpenAI had copied her voice after she refused a request by CEO Sam Altman to license it. The claim by Johansson, who played a sultry virtual AI assistant in the 2013 movie "Her," seemed to be bolstered by a cryptic tweet Altman posted to greet a demo of the product. The tweet said, simply, "her."
But while many hear an eerie resemblance between "Sky" and Johansson's "Her" character, an actress was hired in June to create the Sky voice, months before Altman contacted Johansson, according to documents, recordings, casting directors and the actress's agent.
The agent, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to assure the safety of her client, said the actress confirmed that neither Johansson nor the movie "Her" were ever mentioned by OpenAI. The actress's natural voice sounds identical to the AI-generated Sky voice, based on brief recordings of her initial voice test reviewed by The Post. The agent said the name Sky was chosen to signal a cool, airy and pleasant sound.
OpenAI paused the use of Sky in ChatGPT on Sunday, publishing a blog post detailing the lengthy process of developing five different AI voices, first released in September. In response to Johansson's claims, Altman said in a statement that OpenAI "never intended" the Sky voice to resemble Johansson and that a voice actor had been cast before he contacted her.
Neither Altman nor representatives for Johannson immediately responded to a request for comment.
The public has quickly rallied behind Johansson, with speculators swapping theories on social media that OpenAI constructed Sky using footage from "Her" or recordings of Johansson's voice.
Johansson's claim -- that her likeness was stolen without consent -- echos growing scrutiny of the AI company's practice of scraping copyrighted content and creative work from the internet to train tools such as AI chatbots. Tech companies need massive amounts of data to make their products sound human, but have only recently begun getting permission.
Joanne Jang, who leads AI model behavior for OpenAI, said that the company selected actors who were eager to work on an AI product. She played the actors a sample AI version of their voice to demonstrate how realistic the technology could sound. Jang said she also "gave them an out" if they were uncomfortable with the surreal job of being a voice for ChatGPT.
Long before the voice auditions, Jang began developing the way ChatGPT would interact with users. She worked closely with a film director hired by OpenAI to help develop the technology's personality. For instance, if a user asked, "Will you be my girlfriend?" Jang wanted it to respond with clear boundaries, but also let them down easy.
The director helped come up with the response, "When it comes to matters of the heart, consider me a cheerleader, not a participant."
Jang said she "kept a tight tent" around the AI voices project, making Chief Technology Officer Mira Murati the sole decision-maker to preserve the artistic choices of the director and the casting office. Altman was on his world tour during much of the casting process and not intimately involved, she said.
Mitch Glazier, the chief executive of the Recording Industry Association of America, said that Johansson may have a strong case against OpenAI if she brings forth a lawsuit.
He compared Johansson's case to one brought by the singer Bette Midler against the Ford Motor Co. in the 1980s. Ford asked Midler to use her voice in ads. After she declined, Ford hired an impersonator. A U.S. appellate court ruled in Midler's favor, indicating her voice was protected against unauthorized use.
But Mark Humphrey, a partner and intellectual property lawyer at Mitchell, Silberberg and Knupp, said any potential jury probably would have to assess whether Sky's voice is identifiable as Johansson.
Several factors go against OpenAI, he said, namely Altman's tweet and his outreach to Johansson in September and May. "It just begs the question: It's like, if you use a different person, there was no intent for it to sound like Scarlett Johansson. Why are you reaching out to her two days before?" he said. "That would have to be explained."
To Jang, who spent countless hours listening to the actress and keeps in touch with the human actors behind the voices, Sky sounds nothing like Johansson, although the two share a breathiness and huskiness.
In a statement from the Sky actress provided by her agent, she wrote that at times the backlash "feels personal being that it's just my natural voice and I've never been compared to her by the people who do know me closely."
However, she said she was well-informed about what being a voice for ChatGPT would entail. "[W]hile that was unknown and honestly kinda scary territory for me as a conventional voice over actor, it is an inevitable step toward the wave of the future."
Pranshu Verma contributed to this report.
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News Corp. signs deal with OpenAI to show news in ChatGPT
The owner of the Wall Street Journal, the New York Post and the Daily Telegraph joins the Financial Times and Politico in striking deals with the AI company.
By Gerrit De Vynck | 2024-05-23

News Corp., publisher of the Wall Street Journal, will allow artificial intelligence company OpenAI to show its news content when people ask questions in ChatGPT. (AP Photo/Richard Drew, File)


News Corp., the multinational news publisher controlled by the Murdoch family, announced Wednesday it will allow artificial intelligence company OpenAI to show its news content when people ask questions in ChatGPT, adding to the parade of news organizations signing content deals with the fast-growing AI company.
News Corp. and OpenAI did not share commercial terms of the deal, but the Wall Street Journal, which is owned by News Corp., reported that the deal "could be" worth more than $250 million over five years, which would include cash payments and credits for using OpenAI's technology. It's unclear exactly how News Corp.'s content would be presented on ChatGPT, but an OpenAI spokesperson said it would include links to the company's news sites. A person familiar with the deal said the news content would only show up on OpenAI's platforms after a delay.
The rise of AI chatbots has shaken the news industry. Chatbots such as ChatGPT and Google's Gemini were trained on text scraped from the web, including news articles, without payment or permission. The tools also answer people's questions directly, increasing concerns that people will simply get their information from Big Tech chatbots instead of paying journalists to report and write the news. Some organizations, including the New York Times and the Chicago Tribune, have sued OpenAI for scraping their articles. Other publishers, including Politico parent company Axel Springer, the Associated Press and the Financial Times, have signed deals with OpenAI.
News organizations have been buffeted by technological changes for years. New technologies, such as social media, have often offered a rush of money and new readers to news organizations. But when the technology changes, that money and readership often falls away. News publishers such as BuzzFeed and Vice News grew rapidly during the rise of social media, but when Facebook owner Meta decided to show less news in its users' feeds, those companies' revenue cratered.
Now, journalists are debating how to approach AI. Many are concerned that AI could supplant them, with tech companies such as OpenAI and Google scraping news articles and social media websites to cobble together their own AI-generated news articles. Google recently rolled out AI answers in search to its U.S. users, spurring panic and accusations of unfairness and plagiarism from bloggers and news providers. Unlike OpenAI, Google has not signed deals with news organizations to pay for their content.
The union representing Wall Street Journal and Dow Jones workers said in a statement posted to X that it was "disturbed" that the deal was cut before the news organization had finalized policies about using human-written content for AI, which the union is currently negotiating with the company.
OpenAI, for its part, said the deal would set standards for how AI companies and news organizations should interact.
"We greatly value News Corp's history as a leader in reporting breaking news around the world, and are excited to enhance our users' access to its high-quality reporting," OpenAI CEO Sam Altman said in a statement.
The deal comes as OpenAI faces allegations from actor Scarlett Johansson that the company copied her voice for its "Sky" audio chatbot. The voice has been available since September, but after the company used it in a demo last week, Johansson made a statement saying that Altman had reached out to her twice about working with the company but that she had declined. OpenAI says the voice is not meant to copy her and was trained on recordings made from a different actor.
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The new social media etiquette: Post your politics, not your kids
The new rules for using social media, from Facebook to TikTok.
By Tatum Hunter, Heather Kelly | 2024-05-23

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


There are no official rules for how to conduct yourself online.
In some ways, that's great. You do you and deal with the consequences, if any arise.
But sometimes the internet's anything-goes atmosphere can lead you into a mess you could have avoided. We can help. Here are nine maxims to live by as you post and chat online. Got social media etiquette rules (or wishes) of your own? Drop us a line.

There's no one right way to use social media, but there a plenty of wrong ways. Here's a few of them.


Give the children in your life the same agency you'd afford an adult.
The norms around sharing kid-related content online have shifted. We now know that once something is on the internet, it can be impossible to remove it, and that oversharing kids can be a form of exploitation or expose them to predators.
If you're going to share videos, photos or personal stories, get consent each time, starting at a young age. Default to posting privately instead of publicly, and use ephemeral options that are less likely to follow them around forever such as Instagram Stories, which disappear after 24 hours. If a child, teen or even young adult in your family asks you to remove content you've posted about them in the past, delete it without argument. Finally, if you do feel the need to post publicly, block or blur the child's face so they have privacy.
Maintain a distinction between your child's life and your own. They might look back with fondness at the slivers of their childhood you shared with your followers -- or they could feel embarrassed or exploited. Some so-called child influencers are lobbying for stronger legal protection for minors whose families make money from social media. A New York Times investigation found that accounts showing young girls in bathing suits and leotards had large followings of adult men.
Don't post someone's newborn baby, wedding photo or divorce news before they can. Private moments and conversations should stay private unless the other person is okay with you sharing -- and yes, this includes texts and DMs. "May I post this?" is your new mantra, even if it's your spouse, child or grandchild. When it comes to big life events, defer to the subject of your post. If you go to a wedding, ask the couple when and if they want photos posted online. If you take a picture where you look great and your friend less so, a quick "may I post?" goes a long way.
The same courtesy applies to strangers. A person existing in public doesn't constitute permission to post them. Nobody wants to step out the door worrying someone they don't know could blast their face to an online following. Sometimes when people behave badly, sharing some evidence can lead to consequences and accountability. That's a tough situation, and it's worth consulting someone you trust before you share a damning video or DM publicly.
Public comments on social media posts are not the place to have a two-way conversation. Got a funny quip or compliment for the creator? Go for it. But don't try to strike up a conversation, tell them to call you back or ask if they're on Ozempic. Save it for a text, direct message or in-person interaction.
We're done with the "no politics at the dinner table" approach to social media. If people avoid every topic that could ruffle feathers -- politics, religion, money, etc. -- we consign social media to reflect only the easy, shallow parts of being human.
Let your friends and family know where you stand, not just on national politics, but on local and international issues as well. Do research and share your thoughts in a respectful manner. Welcome corrections and conflicting opinions. Over time, you'll become better versed.
That said, remember that posting about a problem is not the same as doing something about it. Make sure your online opinions make their way to the real world, and put your time and money behind the causes you care about most.
If you do decide to share posts to back up your views, do it responsibly. Improvements to AI-generated images and video can make it tough to tell the real from the fake. Often, all it takes are a few seconds of critical thinking to figure out that the picture of a police dog clad in an American flag saving a baby from a rushing river isn't bona fide.
There are a few tricks for spotting AI-generated content -- a computerized sheen, too many fingers. Better questions, perhaps, are "Does this seem realistic?" or "Is this designed to provoke a strong reaction?"
If a photo or video seems too good, too cute or too horrible to be true, it could be fake or misinformation. Slow down, check the original source and seek out additional context.
Content creators choose to share their lives or work with the world, but they are not actually your friend (usually). They also aren't receptacles for your emotions or opinions. These nouveau celebrities don't owe you much of anything, so there's no sense in getting mean or demanding. If a creator says or does something you dislike, you can respond respectfully, stop following or block them. Feel free to disagree with them about political or other issues if they choose to discuss them, but it's rude to send comments or messages with unsolicited criticism or advice -- say about parenting choices or that person's appearance.
Even as we get used to leaving traces of our lives online, an unflattering "digital footprint" can still cause problems. Colleges and employers check social media accounts for whatever they consider to be red flags. You can save yourself a headache by paring down the digital breadcrumbs you leave behind. Gen Z has already started moving in this direction, with some keeping their grids on Instagram completely blank.
On Facebook, you can manually delete posts or limit their audience. Instagram lets you hide posts without deleting them by choosing "archive." You can also post to stories instead of the main feed, as stories disappear after a day. For X, you can sign up for a service such as TweetDelete, which automatically deletes posts after a certain period of time. Threads head Adam Mosseri has said the app may introduce a built-in auto-delete feature.
The internet has made us more aware of tragedies at home and across the globe, and the suffering can seem endless. You don't need to turn your profiles into news channels, but get a sense of the temperature before you post. A celebratory photo in the midst of a major disaster, especially one that's affecting your friends, can leave a bad taste. Also consider what's going on in your inner circle when sharing news, like announcing a pregnancy when someone you're close to is dealing with infertility.
LinkedIn is for career updates. Facebook is for posting in groups, selling used bookshelves or sharing major life updates. Instagram is for beautiful scenery and vibes. X is for stream-of-consciousness commentary and arguing. TikTok is for strangers. Make sure your posts fit the platform you're on. (The emotional essays on LinkedIn are weird, sorry.)
If you're tired of sharing updates with your whole audience -- including your grandma and that one guy you dated when you were 19 -- you may benefit from a smaller platform. Instagram lets you build a "Close Friends" list and share directly with those users. A Discord chatroom, Substack newsletter or "finsta" (anonymous Instagram account) may be a better home for your musings and confessions than a public channel.
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NASA again delays the launch of Boeing's troubled Starliner spacecraft
Starliner was first scheduled to fly with people on board May 6. The new launch date is June 1, the fifth postponement for the flight. 
By Christian Davenport | 2024-05-23

The Boeing CST-100 Starliner spacecraft rolls out of the Vertical Integration Facility to the Space Launch Complex-41 in Cape Canaveral, Fla., earlier this month. The flight has been postponed five times since its original scheduled launch date of May 6. (Jonathan Newton/The Washington Post)


NASA said late Wednesday that it is now aiming to launch Boeing's much-delayed Starliner spacecraft on June 1 at 12:25 p.m. from Cape Canaveral, Fla., as it works to assess a persistent helium leak in the capsule's service module.
It is the fifth postponement of the flight since its original scheduled launch date of May 6.
NASA is proceeding with extreme care because the flight of Starliner, which has suffered a series of significant mechanical and computing problems since its first uncrewed test flight in 2019, would mark the first time it has flown with people on board. On the mission, NASA astronauts Sunita Williams and Barry "Butch" Wilmore are to fly to and from the International Space Station in a journey that would last about eight days and test the capsule's life-support systems.
Officials called off the May 6 launch because of a problem with a valve on the Atlas V rocket that is to propel it to orbit. NASA said after the delay that they also discovered a helium leak on the spacecraft, a nettlesome problem in the propulsion system that has forced teams from NASA and Boeing to spend days in meetings reviewing data from the capsule and deciding how best to proceed.
In a statement late Wednesday, NASA said that "work continues to assess Starliner performance and redundancy following the discovery of a small helium leak in the spacecraft's service module. As part of this work, and unrelated to the current leak which remains stable, teams are in the process of completing a follow-on propulsion system assessment to understand potential helium system impacts on some Starliner return scenarios."
NASA awarded Boeing a $4.2 billion contract to develop Starliner and fly astronauts to and from the space station. The company finally completed a test flight without astronauts on board its autonomous spacecraft in 2022. But since then it has faced a series of problems, including the discovery of flammable tape in the capsule and a malfunctioning parachute, which delayed the launch attempt with people.
If Boeing can successfully complete the mission with Williams and Wilmore, NASA would certify the spacecraft for regular crew rotation flights, which would transport four astronauts to the station for stays of about six months.
"It has been important that we take our time to understand all the complexities of each issue including the redundant capabilities of the Starliner propulsion system and any implications to our Interim Human Rating Certification," Steve Stich, the manager of NASA's Commercial Crew Program, said in the statement. "We will launch Butch and Suni on this test mission after the entire community has reviewed the teams progress and flight rationale at the upcoming" flight readiness review.
While engineers study the spacecraft, Wilmore and Williams "continue practicing in Starliner simulators to prepare for flight," NASA said. "The crew remains quarantined and will fly back to NASA's Kennedy Space Center in Florida closer to the new launch date."
The space agency has scheduled a media briefing for Friday to further discuss the mission and the challenges the teams are facing.
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In novel case, U.S. charges man with making child sex abuse images with AI
The case highlights a little-tested legal avenue long argued by federal officials: AI-invented images should still be treated in a similar manner as child sex abuse recorded in the real world.
By Pranshu Verma, Drew Harwell | 2024-05-22

The arrest comes as AI-generated CSAM, commonly known as child pornography, floods the web with help from synthetic-image-making software. (Jonathan Newton/The Washington Post)


Federal prosecutors have charged a Wisconsin man for allegedly using a popular artificial intelligence image generator to create thousands of explicit images of children, marking what is potentially the first federal charge of creating child sexual abuse material applied to images produced entirely through AI.
In a statement Monday afternoon, the Justice Department said it has charged Steven Anderegg, 42, of Holmen, Wis., with using the AI image generator Stable Diffusion to create over 13,000 fake images of minors, many of which depicted fully or partially nude children touching their genitals or engaging in sexual intercourse with men.
A Justice Department official told The Washington Post it was the first case the department was aware of involving a person suspected of using AI to fully generate child sexual abuse material, known as CSAM. The images did not show real children and were made by typing strings of text into an image generator, underscoring what Justice officials have long argued: that a 2003 law banning photorealistic fake and obscene images applies to AI.
In two other recent cases, investigators said men in North Carolina and Pennsylvania had used AI to superimpose children's faces into explicit sex scenes, creating what's known as a deepfake, or to digitally remove the clothing from children's real photographs.
The arrest comes as AI-generated CSAM, commonly known as child pornography, floods the web with help from synthetic-image-making software. The tools are being increasingly promoted on pedophile forums as a way to create uncensored and highly photorealistic sexual depictions of children, child safety researchers told The Post.
The case also highlights a little-tested legal avenue that federal officials have said they intend to pursue in future cases, arguing that AI-invented images should still be treated in a similar manner as child sex abuse recorded in the real world.
"The Justice Department will aggressively pursue those who produce and distribute child sexual abuse material -- or CSAM -- no matter how that material was created," Deputy Attorney General Lisa Monaco said in a statement. "Put simply, CSAM generated by AI is still CSAM, and we will hold accountable those who exploit AI to create obscene, abusive, and increasingly photorealistic images of children."
Anderegg's lawyer declined to comment.
Ella Irwin, a senior executive at Stability AI, which makes Stable Diffusion, told The Post in a statement that the materials were created using an earlier version of their tool, originally released by another AI company, called Runway. That company did not immediately return a request for comment.
Runway and Stability AI collaborated to design the image generator, which was based on a project by AI researchers at the Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich and released in 2022.
Stability has said it implements safeguards to prevent the misuse of its AI, including filters that block "unsafe prompts." But versions of the software are offered as "open source," allowing users to download the tools to their computers and run them without the filters.
"While AI companies have pledged to make it more difficult for offenders to use future versions of GenAI tools to generate images of minors being sexually abused, such steps will do little to prevent savvy offenders like the defendant from running prior versions of these tools locally from their computers without detection," a Justice Department official wrote in a legal brief.
In September, Anderegg posted an Instagram story of a realistic AI-generated image of minors wearing bondage-themed leather clothes and wrote a message encouraging others to "[c]ome check out what [they] are missing" on the messaging app Telegram, federal court documents said.
In one exchange on Instagram, investigators said, Anderegg allegedly talked with a 15-year-old boy and described how he used Stable Diffusion to convert text prompts into images of minors. He also sent him several AI images of children displaying their genitals, court documents said.
Meta, which owns Instagram, flagged the account to the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, which runs a database that companies use to report and block child-sex material. In November, the organization provided two "CyberTip" reports to Wisconsin law enforcement flagging Anderegg's account. In February, law enforcement executed a search warrant at Anderegg's home.
During the search, Anderegg confirmed being familiar with Stable Diffusion, court documents said. A review of his electronic devices confirmed that he'd installed the Stable Diffusion program, along with specialized add-ons to produce genitalia, investigators added. "Additional evidence from the laptop indicates that he used extremely specific and explicit prompts to create these images," the documents noted.
Law enforcement arrested Anderegg, who according to his LinkedIn profile previously worked at Oracle, last week, the Justice Department added.
Wisconsin county prosecutors filed documents in February charging Anderegg with "exposing a child to harmful material" and "sexual contact with a child under age 13," as earlier reported by Forbes. He pleaded not guilty, and was released on a $50,000 bond, news reports show.
Anderegg's case highlights what legal and child safety experts call a child porn crisis fueled by AI-image generators.
As the technology improves, it's increasingly able to create hyper-realistic child sex abuse images, regardless of efforts to implement guardrails, researchers and legal experts said.
In December, the Stanford University's Internet Observatory found at least 1,008 images of child exploitation in a popular open-source database of images, called LAION-5B, that AI image-generating models such as Stable Diffusion rely on to create hyper-realistic photos.
But legal experts said it's promising that federal officials are finding existing laws to charge alleged creators of AI-generated child porn.
The 2003 law cited by federal investigators in the indictment, known as the Protect Act, incorporated several child safety measures, such as the national coordination of Amber Alerts.
One of the law's provisions bans computer-generated imagery depicting a subject who "appears virtually indistinguishable from that of a minor engaging in sexually explicit conduct."
Daniel Lyons, a law professor at Boston College who has studied the issue, said investigators' citing of the law, and their success in convincing a federal grand jury to support the indictment, showed the potential for the law to take on what he said was "a significant public health problem."
"I'm not surprised, and it's long overdue, given the number of images that are apparently already circulating on the dark web," he said.
Child safety investigators and the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children are "going to be overwhelmed pretty soon with AI-generated images," he added. "Having to distinguish between what's computed-generated and what's real will be a huge challenge."
Anderegg is in federal custody pending a detention hearing scheduled for Wednesday. If convicted, he faces five to 70 years in prison.
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Marijuana surpasses alcohol in daily use for Americans, study finds
The increase in marijuana use is "striking," said the report in the journal Addiction, using data from the National Survey on Drug Use and Health. 
By Jennifer Hassan | 2024-05-23

Reported daily or near-daily use of marijuana has surpassed the daily or near-daily use of alcohol in the United States, a study said. (CasarsaGuru/Getty Images)


More people in the United States say they are using marijuana daily or near daily, compared with people who say they are drinking alcohol that often, according to a new study.
In 2022, about 17.7 million people reported daily or near-daily marijuana use, compared with 14.7 million people who reported drinking at the same frequency, said the report, which was based on more than four decades of data from the National Survey on Drug Use and Health. It was the first time the survey recorded more frequent users of cannabis than alcohol, the report added.
The research was published Wednesday in the peer-reviewed journal Addiction. The research window spans the years 1979 to 2022, and the 27 surveys that were analyzed involved more than 1.6 million participants during that time frame.
The study described the growth in daily or near-daily cannabis use as "striking." While "far more people drink" than use marijuana, high-frequency drinking among Americans is less common, the report said. The 2022 survey found that the median drinker reported drinking on four to five days in a month, compared with 15 to 16 days in a month for cannabis.
The study noted that changing trends in cannabis use "parallel corresponding changes in cannabis policy, with declines during periods of greater restriction and growth during periods of policy liberalization." It stressed, however, that this did not mean there was a causal link, as "both could have been manifestations of changes in underlying culture and attitudes."
Thirty-eight states and D.C. have legalized medical marijuana programs, and 24 states have approved recreational cannabis use.
Last month, Attorney General Merrick Garland recommended easing restrictions on marijuana -- a historic shift in federal drug policy that could broaden access to the drug for medicinal use and boost cannabis industries in states where it is legal, The Washington Post reported.

(Alvarez/Getty Images)


Study author Jonathan Caulkins, a drug policy researcher at Carnegie Mellon University, told The Post on Thursday that the majority of marijuana users are smoking the substance but that over time, more people have been using "extract-based products" such as edibles and vapes.
"Cannabis legalization has expanded the variety of products," Caulkins said, adding that prices have dropped as frequency of use has increased and that the products people are using are more potent.
"A lot of people are spending a substantial portion of their waking hours under the influence," which can affect short-term memory, he said. Caulkins explained that in the past, usage of marijuana was "occasional" and something people used "at parties and on weekends." Now, he said, using weed is more akin to cigarette smoking, forming part of a user's daily habit.
Wednesday's study noted that significantly more people are using cigarettes daily than smoking marijuana daily -- 24.1 million compared with 17.7 million, based on the 2022 data.
The study added that marijuana is "no longer a young person's drug" and that by 2022, people 35 and older accounted for "slightly" more days of use than those under 35.
Caulkins noted that while marijuana is "not as dangerous as opioids," there are some health consequences, including cannabis use disorder and potential negative effects on the human brain. "There is a long list of reasons why this is not great, even if it is not deadly," he said.
"There is a role for officials to design policies that protect public health," Caulkins said. Those making policy decisions need to be aware that the "usage pattern does not look like it did 30 years ago" and that there has been "a big change in intensity," he said.
Other experts say that while medical cannabis is popular in treating chronic pain and can improve short-term symptoms, much remains unknown about the potential long-term ill effects of such usage. They say cannabis is associated with increased risk of cardiovascular disease and cognitive impairment, and they urge patients who decide to use medical marijuana to go to licensed retailers and to use edibles or tinctures over smoking or vaping because of the respiratory risks involved.
The study has some limitations. Its author noted that the data from the surveys it used were self-reported and that the willingness to self-report might have increased as cannabis became normalized over time. However, the "enormous change in self reporting" still suggested that "changes in actual use have been considerable," the study said.
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A fan hit by a foul ball stayed through the 9th. Now she's on a baseball card.
Topps has created a baseball card of a Blue Jays fan who got nailed in the head by a 110 mph foul ball at Friday's game against the Tampa Bay Rays.
By Jonathan Edwards | 2024-05-23

Toronto Blue Jays fan Liz McGuire after the home game against the Tampa Bay Rays on Friday in Toronto, where she was hit on the head with a foul ball, and on Sunday, after the swelling had subsided. (Liz McGuire) 


Topps Now trading cards have celebrated some of baseball's biggest achievements in recent years. One marked Shohei Ohtani cranking his 40th home run last season. Another commemorated Framber Valdez throwing a no-hitter with the fewest pitches in more than two decades. And a third memorialized the Chicago Cubs blasting seven home runs in a single game, the most by a team in nearly a half century.
The newest addition to the Topps Now pantheon: Liz McGuire, a 40-year-old project manager from Toronto. Her achievement: getting drilled with a 110 mph foul ball during Friday night's Toronto Blue Jays game and, despite a baseball-sized knot on her forehead, staying until the last pitch.
"The Jays were starting a rally," McGuire said. "That could have been something."
It fell short. The Blue Jays lost to the Tampa Bay Rays 4-3.
A Blue Jays spokesperson said in a statement that the team has several precautions to protect fans, including netting that wraps around home plate from first to third base. Doctors, nurses and emergency workers staff every game and check on fans immediately when objects fly into the stands, which is what happened with McGuire.
Protective netting at professional ballparks has gotten better in recent years. In 2018, Major League Baseball announced that all 30 ballparks in the league would extend protective netting to at least the ends of both dugouts during the upcoming season. The move came after teams independently began expanding their netting following incidents in which fans were injured by foul balls. In its announcement, the league specifically mentioned one that happened on Sept. 20, 2017, in which Yankees third baseman Todd Frazier launched a foul ball 105 mph into the stands, injuring a young girl who had to be hospitalized.
In 2022, Major League Baseball agreed to require extended protective netting to all minor club teams by the 2025 season.
McGuire said she doesn't blame the Blue Jays and counts herself as a super fan of the team. A fly fisher, her profile picture on the social media platform X is a trout wearing a Blue Jays hat, and she's attended about half of the 48 games the team has played this season.
On Friday, she went to the game with three friends, and in the bottom of the seventh inning, they were discussing some of what McGuire considered to be an umpire's bad calls.
That's when Blue Jays shortstop Bo Bichette came to the plate with one out and his team down 4-0. During an at-bat that would end with him flying out to center field, Bichette crushed a pitch, ripping the ball foul into the seats along the third base line.
McGuire was looking left toward the outfield, advocating for Major League Baseball to have robot umpires call balls and strikes, when she heard the crack of the bat and a scream, causing her to jerk her head back toward home plate just in time for the ball to slam into the right side of her forehead.
McGuire experienced a split second of blackness but never passed out. Her adrenaline raging, she stood up. One of her buddies told her she had been hit, and when McGuire asked if she was okay, he told her it was bad, she recalled. She felt her forehead swelling and used her phone's camera to confirm that the goose egg was already "rocking."
Within minutes, the Blue Jays' medics reached her, loaded her in a cart, took her to get ice and an over-the-counter pain reliever. While she was being treated, McGuire said, she spotted the woman who ended up with the ball that had hit her and pleaded with her to give up the ball -- to no avail. Her friends had already tried near their seats, offering her hundreds of dollars in exchange, she added. The woman refused, even withstanding the crowd's chants of "Give her the ball!" before leaving the game early, McGuire said.
"I didn't even get the ball," she said. "It felt like some social pact had been broken."
McGuire returned to her seat for the last couple pitches and watched the Rays add a little insult to her injury by beating the Blue Jays 4-3.
After the game, McGuire and her friends walked about 10 minutes to the nearest emergency room where medical staff determined she didn't have a concussion and used X-rays to confirm that the impact hadn't broken any bones.
But the next day, McGuire felt nauseated and tired, leading her back to an emergency room. Using a CT scan, doctors ruled out brain bleeds and diagnosed her with a likely concussion.
On Sunday night, she posted on X while watching "How to Train Your Dragon" with her nieces and nephews, tagging the Blue Jays and telling the world "I got my face mashed in by a 110mph foul off Bo Bichette's bat. I didn't even get the ball. I even stayed till the end of the game. Any way you can hook a girl up?"
The tweet has since racked up 15 million views.
Topps was watching and within hours had replied with a question: "Topps Now Card?" The series has a reputation for being cheeky, including creating a card for the beekeeper who last month responded to a swarm of bees that delayed a Dodgers-Diamondbacks game in Phoenix. The caption: "Bee afraid, bee very afraid: Bees swarm in Arizona."
On Monday, the trading card company posted two more tweets asking McGuire to send a direct message to talk about "an idea!"
She did, and later that day, they worked together to design and plan the rollout of her trading card. The card is anchored by the selfie McGuire took minutes after she was hit, a worried look on her face, a Blue Jays cap resting lightly on her head and a goose egg that might be the size of an actual goose egg swelling atop her right eyebrow.
The card's caption: "Fan wears 110MPH foul ball like a champ."
Topps did not immediately respond to requests for comment from The Washington Post.
The trading card company made 110 cards, a nod to how fast Bichette hit the ball that would nail McGuire moments later. McGuire said she plans to auction off a few, with some of the proceeds going to charity, including the concussion center at Holland Bloorview Kids Rehabilitation Hospital just outside of Toronto. She also plans to donate some to the Jays Care Foundation, the Blue Jays' charitable arm. Others will go to her nieces and nephews, who she said have been traumatized by what happened.
McGuire has already gotten back on the horse. On Tuesday night, she went to a Blue Jays game in which the White Sox crushed the home team 5-0. She said she got scared every time the bat made solid contact with the ball, something she hopes fades with time.
But she planned to attend Wednesday night's rematch against the White Sox. She said she was excited to get a baseball signed by Bichette. The Blue Jays have also gifted her tickets to a future game and given her access to batting practice.
McGuire said the experience has exposed her to the "ups and downs of humanity." She was taken aback by the woman who insisted on keeping something that McGuire felt she had a right to. She was also floored when she checked the comments on her X post. Expecting vitriol blaming her for not paying attention, McGuire instead found people being supportive by wishing her well and recommending treatment for her injury.
But a famous trading card company immortalizing her among the best players in the sport was the best part of all.
"Topps is tops," she said.
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Read the daily court transcripts from Trump's N.Y. hush money trial 
Access the daily court transcripts from former president Donald Trump's hush money trial in New York, including testimony from David Pecker and Stormy Daniels. 
By Aaron Schaffer | 2024-05-22

Justice Juan Merchan warns former president Donald Trump that further violations of a gag order could land him in jail during Trump's criminal trial in New York on May 6. (Jane Rosenberg/Reuters)


After jury selection in Donald Trump's historic records-falsification trial, the New York state court system began posting daily transcripts of the trial proceedings on its website.
The trial transcripts are produced quickly and may contain typos or small errors. The Washington Post is regularly downloading the images of each page, combining them into searchable PDFs and linking to them below. (In instances in which the court has later posted a PDF of a given day's proceedings, The Post is publishing those files.)
(To get daily recaps of the trial, sign up for The Trump Trials newsletter.)
May 21, 2024: Defense rests
May 20, 2024: Prosecution rests
May 16, 2024: Michael Cohen testimony
May 14, 2024: Michael Cohen testimony
May 13, 2024: Michael Cohen testimony
May 10, 2024: Trump's former White House assistant's testimony
May 9, 2024: Stormy Daniels testimony
May 7, 2024: Stormy Daniels testimony
May 6, 2024: Judge again finds Trump in contempt; Trump Organization employees testify
May 3, 2024: Hope Hicks testimony (Editor's note: Earlier versions of this page included the wrong transcript for the May 3 trial date. The entry has been updated with the correct transcript.)
May 2, 2024: Stormy Daniels's lawyer's testimony
April 30, 2024: Trump found in contempt; Stormy Daniels's lawyer testifies
April 26, 2024: David Pecker and Rhona Graff testimony
April 25, 2024: David Pecker testimony
April 23, 2024: David Pecker testimony
April 22, 2024: Opening statements
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On the week Trump's Fla. trial was scheduled to start, uncertainty and a pretrial hearing
The defense argues that the case is vindictive and discriminatory, and that the violations were not laid out clearly -- claims strongly disputed by prosecutors.
By David Ovalle, Perry Stein | 2024-05-22

Walt Nauta with former president Donald Trump at the Waldorf Astoria hotel on Jan. 9 in Washington. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


FORT PIERCE, Fla. -- Donald Trump's classified-documents trial was supposed to begin with jury selection here this week. It is the case that Trump's attorneys have been the most worried about, according to people familiar with internal conversations, with prosecutors offering evidence that a former president who is running to hold the office again took sensitive government documents from the White House and obstructed officials' attempts to retrieve them.
But earlier this month, U.S. District Judge Aileen M. Cannon indefinitely postponed the trial. And instead of Trump sitting at the defense table for the first week of trial, Cannon on Wednesday held two hearings on long-shot requests from a Trump co-defendant to dismiss the case.
An attorney for Trump aide Waltine "Walt" Nauta -- who is still employed by the former president -- argued in the morning session that the prosecution against him is vindictive and selective because others helped move boxes of Trump's documents at Mar-a-Lago, the former president's Florida home and private club, and were not charged. In the afternoon, he argued that the case should be dismissed because prosecutors failed to clearly lay out in the indictment the laws that the defendants are accused of breaking.
"On its face, the indictment is confusing and prejudicial to Mr. Nauta," defense attorney Stanley Woodward told Cannon.
Wednesday's hearings underscored Cannon's willingness to delve into the legal minutiae that has dragged out the former president's case -- while keeping an eye on a future trial.
She peppered the government with questions over its use of grand juries in D.C. and South Florida, and she later asked about legal language employed in several counts on the indictment that include both Trump and Nauta. She described the language as unusual and worried one day jurors might be confused. "Real people have to decide these issues," Cannon said.
Cannon did not rule on either of the motions argued by Nauta's attorney on Wednesday.
Nauta is accused of taking dozens of boxes from a Mar-a-Lago storage room to Trump's residential quarters as investigators sought to retrieve all classified documents from the property, and then plotting to delete security footage to obstruct the investigation. He has pleaded not guilty to the eight charges against him.
When delaying the trial, Cannon said she needed more time to deal with pretrial motions and complicated issues involving presenting highly classified evidence. But legal experts say the judge has let decisions on dismissal requests and other motions pile up for months -- including those from Nauta -- potentially delaying the trial beyond the 2024 presidential election.
Trump faces 40 federal charges in the case, including willful retention of national defense information, obstruction and false statements. He has been charged separately in three other criminal cases and faces closing arguments and jury deliberations next week in one of them: the New York hush money and business record falsification case, in which Trump is accused of falsifying business records in connection with a hush money payment to an adult-film actress ahead of the 2016 election.
Trump's other two cases -- a state election interference case in Georgia and a federal election interference case in D.C. -- are stalled, and it is uncertain whether they or the Florida case will go to trial before voters head to the polls in November.
The former president has pleaded not guilty to the 88 charges in all four criminal cases.
The federal election interference case in the District is on pause while the Supreme Court weighs Trump's claim that presidential immunity from criminal prosecutions extends to his alleged efforts to reverse the results of his 2020 election loss to Joe Biden. That decision will come by late June or early July; depending on how the justices rule, that case may be the most likely to go to trial before the election, legal experts say.
"We are all in a wait-and-see game," said Anthony Coley, former top spokesman at the Justice Department under Attorney General Merrick Garland. "It's still quite possible the D.C. case starts. We're all waiting on the Supreme Court to decide."
Coley and other legal analysts have accused Cannon of unnecessarily slowing down the Florida case.
On individual rulings, she has so far generally sided with the government. She rejected two of Trump's motions to dismiss the case and ruled for prosecutors on key decisions related to how classified information is handled at trial, issues that could have changed the contours and direction of the legal proceedings. She has also rejected two dismissal motions from Nauta and Carlos De Oliveira, the Mar-a-Lago property manager who is accused along with Nauta of plotting to delete the security footage.
But when it comes to timing, Cannon's decisions have hobbled prosecutors' efforts to move forward quickly. Special counsel Jack Smith has said in court filings that he wants the Florida trial to happen before the election, citing urgent public interest, but prosecutors have not explicitly argued that the November election is an event they are considering.
Defense attorneys typically file as many dismissal motions as they can, deploying every possible strategy to get a case delayed or dismissed. Trump's team has especially relied on that approach. Legal experts say that Cannon's decision to hold hearings on so many dismissal motions is unusual -- she has scheduled several more for June and July -- and note that judges typically rule on many of these motions, including those that are the focus of Wednesday's hearings, without holding such sessions.
At the two-hour morning hearing, Woodward insisted that his client was charged with obstruction because he would not testify during a grand jury proceeding.
"When he refused to cooperate, they retaliated against him," Woodward said.
Even Woodward seemed to realize that such an argument was unlikely to lead to the case being dismissed, conceding that it didn't make much sense to bring the issue up at this point in the pretrial proceedings. Prosecutor David Harbach said Woodward had come "nowhere close" to proving prosecutors acted vindictively.
"Show me somebody who has done all [that Nauta is accused of] and I'll show you somebody who is indicted," Harbach said.
Woodward spent much of his time in front of Cannon asking that she force prosecutors to turn over emails and communications about him -- not Nauta -- over allegedly improper comments made by government attorneys to him during a meeting about the investigation in August 2022.
Cannon entertained the request, asking prosecutors about the alleged improper comments -- at one point, she told Harbach to calm down after he briefly grew animated during her questioning. But she acknowledged that she didn't see how the comments impacted Nauta.
While Cannon may have sound legal reasons for how she is addressing all the various motions, the pace nevertheless is unusual for South Florida federal criminal court, where things normally move faster, veteran Miami defense attorney Philip Reizenstein said.
He said the defense strategy is obvious: delaying the trial in hopes that Trump is again elected president and can appoint an attorney general who would order his Justice Department to dismiss the case.
"The court appears to be giving the defendant every opportunity to avoid a trial," Reizenstein said. "In 37 years of practice in South Florida, I have never seen a judge give so much consideration to scheduling a case in a way that benefits the defendant."
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Judge temporarily stops Graceland sale after Elvis's granddaughter sues
Riley Keough says a creditor falsely claimed Lisa Marie Presley owed millions as part of a scheme to defraud the family out of her grandfather's famous estate.
By Dan Rosenzweig-Ziff | 2024-05-22

Fans wait in line outside Graceland in 2017. (Brandon Dill/AP)


Elvis Presley's granddaughter is suing to try to keep her grandfather's legendary Graceland estate in the King of Rock-and-Roll's family.
In a lawsuit filed last week, actress Riley Keough asked a Shelby County, Tenn., court to stop what she called a fraudulent sale, after a lender claimed that Keough's mother, Lisa Marie Presley, took out a $3.8 million loan and that the family failed to pay it back.
A foreclosure auction had been scheduled for Thursday, but in court Wednesday morning, a judge temporarily delayed the sale, sustaining his previously issued temporary injunction until a future hearing. Keough became the sole owner of the Memphis mansion last year after the death of her mother in January 2023.
Here's what to know:
Naussany Investments had in recent months pressed the family to pay back the alleged loan, filing a collections claim in a Los Angeles County court in September. The family refused. This month, the creditor posted a public notice of a foreclosure sale scheduled for Thursday.
In that notice, Naussany Investments sought to hold an estate sale outside the Shelby County Courthouse to the "highest and best bidder." Keough's suit seeks to stop that sale.
Brad Russell, an attorney for Naussany Investments, said he had no comment on the matter because of the ongoing case. Kurt Naussany, who is also listed as a defendant in the suit, did not respond to a request for comment.
Elvis Presley Enterprises said in a statement that it supported Keough's allegations.
"Elvis Presley Enterprises can confirm that these claims are fraudulent," the organization said. "There is no foreclosure sale. Simply put, the counter lawsuit has been filed to stop the fraud."
Following Jenkins's ruling Wednesday, the organization said Graceland would continue to operate.
"As the court has now made clear, there was no validity to the claims," Elvis Presley Enterprises said in a statement Wednesday morning.

Riley Keough and Priscilla Presley at the Emmy Awards in January. (Frazer Harrison/Getty Images)


The ownership of the late rock star's famous Memphis mansion has a tense legal history. Elvis Presley's will appointed his father, his grandmother and his only child, Lisa Marie, as the beneficiaries of his estate.
In 1993, Lisa Marie Presley, the only one of the initial trustees still alive, appointed her mother, Priscilla Presley, as one of two co-trustees, along with business manager Barry Siegal.
But when Lisa Marie died last year, her mother said she found an amendment to the will that replaced her and Siegal as trustees with Keough and her brother Benjamin Keough, who died in 2020. After a months-long dispute, Riley Keough agreed in a settlement to pay her grandmother a lump-sum payment and keep Priscilla Presley as a "special adviser" to the trust.
Keough, in turn, would be the sole trustee of the Promenade Trust, which oversees the Graceland museum, and be charged with safeguarding the money.
Since opening to the public in 1982, Graceland has hosted more than 20 million visitors, according to its website, and now averages more than 500,000 each year. It is one of the most visited home tours in the United States.
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Russia slams Kharkiv with missile barrage, killing printing-plant workers 
The attack on Kharkiv city and neighboring towns was one of the most brutal yet in Russia's renewed offensive in northeast Ukraine. 
By David   Stern, Kostiantyn Khudov | 2024-05-23

Firefighters work at the site where a printworks was hit by Russian missile strikes in Kharkiv, Ukraine, on Thursday. (Valentyn Ogirenko/Reuters)


KYIV -- Russian forces pounded the northeastern Ukrainian region of Kharkiv with 15 missiles Thursday, local officials said -- the latest brutal attack in a Russian offensive in eastern Ukraine.
At least seven people were killed when a missile hit a printing plant in Kharkiv city, the regional capital, and at least 40 others were injured in the strikes, local officials said.
Russia's new offensive has displaced thousands and has increased pleas by Kyiv for Western partners to provide more air defense systems.
Russian President Vladimir Putin has said the offensive is intended to create a buffer zone on the border to prevent Ukrainian strikes on western Russia. But Putin's armies are still trying to capture and annex four regions of southeast Ukraine in addition to Crimea, which was seized in 2014.
On Thursday, missiles struck Kharkiv, Ukraine's second-largest city, and the neighboring town of Lubotyn at about 10:30 a.m., the Ukrainian prosecutor general's office posted on Telegram, along with photos of damage from the attacks.
A few hours later, Kharkiv and another nearby town were hit by glide bombs -- Soviet-era bombs, sometimes weighing a half-ton, that are fitted with wings and guidance systems, allowing them to fly long distances with some accuracy.
Kharkiv city lies about 20 miles from the Russian border, and the Kharkiv region abuts Russia's Belgorod region. Since the start of Moscow's full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, the area has been shelled and attacked incessantly with missiles and bombs.
The strikes have increased dramatically in recent weeks, however, as Russia launched an offensive to push Ukrainian troops back from the border and draw closer to Kharkiv.

The body of a person killed by Russian missile strikes at a printworks compound  in Kharkiv, Ukraine, on Thursday. (Valentyn Ogirenko/Reuters)


Thursday's missile attacks were "extremely brutal," Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky said, posting on social media, adding that they were a direct result of "Ukraine's lack of sufficient air defense protection" and Ukraine's inability to strike military positions within Russia, "to destroy terrorist launchers at their exact locations, which are close to our borders."
"This weakness is not ours, but the world's, which has not dared to deal with terrorists in the way they deserve for three years," Zelensky wrote.
The attacks were "mass murder -- without any disguises or excuses," Ukrainian presidential adviser Mykhailo Podolyak wrote on X, formerly Twitter. "We kill because we can" was the "motto of the [Russian Federation] at this stage of the war," he said.
The missile attacks struck "several" facilities of Ukraine's state railway, Ukrzaliznytsia, the company wrote on Telegram. Ukrzaliznytsia declined to provide further details of where the strikes occurred or the extent of the damage. Six railway workers were injured, the company said.
Russian officials had warned that they planned to increase attacks on logistical targets and other infrastructure.
Last month, Russian missiles hit railway facilities in three Ukrainian regions, including a train station in Balakliya in the Kharkiv region, killing six and injuring dozens.
On Thursday, as Russian forces rained missiles and bombs on Kharkiv, fighting continued in other parts of the region and along the front line in eastern Ukraine.
The commander of Ukraine's armed forces, Col. Gen. Oleksandr Syrsky, wrote on Facebook that Moscow's troops had become "completely bogged down" and suffered "very heavy losses" in fighting in the town of Vovchansk in the Kharkiv region. That claim could not be independently verified.
Ukrainian Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba repeated calls for Ukraine's Western supporters "urgently" to provide six advanced Patriot air defense systems, after Germany promised to provide one more.
"No naming and shaming, but I once again urge countries that have Patriots to speed up decisions and provide these systems to Ukraine," Kuleba wrote on X. "Every day of delay and debate ... brings the possibility of a larger war in Europe closer."
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What an ICJ decision could mean for Israel's Rafah operation
The International Court of Justice said it would deliver a ruling Friday on emergency measures requested by South Africa against Israel and its offensive in Rafah. 
By Claire Parker, Emily Rauhala, Ellen Francis, Adela Suliman | 2024-05-23

Smoke billows over the border with Gaza as seen from the Israeli side on May 7. (Heidi Levine for The Washington Post). 


The International Court of Justice (ICJ) said it would rule Friday on emergency measures requested by South Africa  for Israel to cease military operations in Gaza, specifically its offensive in Rafah. The expected ruling at The Hague-based global court comes as legal pressure builds on Tel Aviv to scale back or end its Gaza war.
This week, prosecutors at the separate International Criminal Court (ICC) said they would be moving to seek arrest warrants for senior Hamas officials and members of Israel's government, including Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. The decision has angered Washington and raised the prospect of the Israeli leader being arrested when he travels internationally.
Israel has indicated it will not comply if the ICJ rules it has to suspend its operations in Rafah. On Thursday, Israeli government spokesman Avi Hyman said that "no power on Earth will stop Israel from protecting its citizens and going after Hamas in Gaza."
While Israel -- like the United States -- is not a state party to the ICC, Israel is a U.N. member and is thus legally obligated to comply with decisions made by the ICJ, which is a body of the United Nations. However, the court's orders could still prove difficult to enforce without global consensus.
South Africa first brought the case to the IJC in December; in January, the court issued interim "provisional measures" that ordered Israel to do more to prevent the killing and harm of Palestinian civilians in its Gaza war. The court is expected to rule Friday on whether a "modification of provisional measures" and "additional provisional measures" should be issued, which might include an order for Israel to halt its Rafah assault, South Africa said, based on "changed circumstances and new facts" on the ground.
Here's what to know.
The ICJ, established after World War II to settle disputes between countries, is the main judicial body of the United Nations. It was established by the U.N. Charter in June 1945 and began its activities in 1946.
The U.N. General Assembly and Security Council elect the court's 15 judges to nine-year terms. Its new president is Nawaf Salam, a Lebanese national, who will serve for a three-year term and takes over from now-retired U.S. national Joan Donoghue, a former legal adviser to the U.S. State Department.
A 1948 convention ratified after the Holocaust made genocide a crime under international law and gave the ICJ, sometimes known as the World Court, the authority to determine whether states have committed it.
The court's rulings are legally binding, but enforcement can be tricky, and rulings can be ignored. Russia, for example, rejected a 2022 order to cease its war against Ukraine.
The only way to enforce an ICJ order is through a vote of the U.N. Security Council. Any of the council's five permanent members, including the United States, could veto any such measure. Secretary of State Antony Blinken has previously called the genocide element of South Africa's case "meritless."
The ICJ adjudicates disputes between nations relating to international law, making it different from the ICC, a newer body that tries individuals accused of violating international laws, including war crimes and genocide. Neither Israel nor the United States recognizes the ICC's jurisdiction.
This week, in an announcement that drew sharp indignation from both warring parties, the ICC's chief prosecutor said he would be seeking arrest warrants to charge senior figures of Hamas and Israel's government with war crimes and crimes against humanity. President Biden described the warrant applications against Israel as "outrageous."

Palestinians look at the rubble of a family house on Monday that was hit overnight in Israeli bombardment in the Tal al-Sultan neighborhood of Rafah in southern Gaza. (AFP/Getty Images)


In an ICJ hearing at The Hague last week, South Africa argued that the Israeli offensive in Rafah and the closure of key border crossings are aimed at destroying "the essential foundations of Palestinian life."
The hearings are part of its broader case accusing Israel of violating the Genocide Convention. Israel, which rejects the genocide charges, has cast the allegations at the hearings as "completely divorced from the facts and circumstances."
After South Africa brought the case against Israel late last year, the ICJ ordered Israel in January to prevent genocidal acts in Gaza and preserve evidence related to alleged crimes. It also called for "immediate and effective measures" to provide basic services to Palestinians, many of whom are now living with hunger and disease in squalid tent camps.
In the months since, thousands more Palestinians have been killed, and aid groups have warned of famine taking hold in northern Gaza. In the south, many people have fled Rafah in recent weeks as Israeli forces struck parts of the city and seized the border crossing with Egypt, upending humanitarian aid distribution.
Last week, Israel's legal team defended military operations in Rafah as necessary to root out Hamas militants and find hostages, describing its operations there as "limited and localized."
Aid groups and Western officials have said a full-scale Israeli invasion of Rafah would be catastrophic for Palestinian civilians because much of the Strip's population sought shelter there earlier in the war, heeding Israeli evacuation orders.
A judgment by the ICJ is expected around 3 p.m. local time (9 a.m. Eastern time) on Friday, the court said.
In its initial filing, South Africa accused Israel of intending "to destroy Palestinians in Gaza as a part of the broader Palestinian national, racial and ethnical group."
"Israel has reduced and is continuing to reduce Gaza to rubble, killing, harming and destroying its people, and creating conditions of life calculated to bring about their physical destruction as a group," the country argued.
South Africa pointed to Israel's large-scale killing and maiming of civilians; its use of "dumb" bombs; the mass displacement and the destruction of neighborhoods; "deprivation of access to adequate food and water," medical care, shelter, clothes, hygiene and sanitation to civilians; its obliteration of Palestinian civic institutions; and its failure to provide any place of safety for Gazans.
South Africa also accused Israel of preventing Palestinian births by displacing pregnant women, denying them access to food, water and care, and killing them.
So far, Israel's war against Hamas in Gaza has killed more than 35,700 people -- most of them women and children, according to health officials there. The war also has rendered much of the enclave uninhabitable and pushed the population to the brink of famine.
Israel launched the campaign after Hamas militants rampaged through Israeli communities Oct. 7, killing about 1,200 people and taking more than 250  hostages.

In a filing with the ICJ, South Africa accused Israel of "genocidal intent," pointing to statements by top officials. Israel denies the allegations.


Proving genocidal intent is a challenge, said Adil Haque, a professor of international law at Rutgers University. Still, he said, Israel will be called to explain: "How can it be that all of these military and political leaders are making these extreme statements?"
Amichai Cohen, a law professor at Israel's Ono Academic College and a senior fellow at the Israel Democracy Institute, said South Africa's case reflects "classic cherry-picking."
"There have been things said and tweeted and written by Israeli politicians that are extremely problematic," he said. "But these are not the decision-makers." Still, he said, a recent uptick in calls from right-wing Israeli ministers for the "emigration" of Palestinians from Gaza "doesn't help."
Israel vehemently denies the allegations and says South Africa is "criminally complicit" with Hamas.
"We have been clear in word and in deed that we are targeting the Oct. 7 monsters and are innovating ways to uphold international law," former government spokesman Eylon Levy said in January. "Our war is against Hamas, not against the people of Gaza," Israel Defense Forces spokesman Rear Adm. Daniel Hagari has also underscored.
Israeli officials say they're not targeting civilians or trying to force Palestinians out of Gaza. Israel blames Hamas, charging that it uses civilians as human shields. The government has embarked on a public relations campaign to rebut allegations that it is obstructing the delivery of humanitarian aid.
Israeli officials accuse Hamas and allied groups of waging a genocidal campaign against Jews. Ahead of initial hearings, the government created a website intended for foreign viewers and posted graphic videos on it from the Oct. 7 attacks and their aftermath.
But the ICJ has authority to examine allegations only against states, not militant groups.
John Hudson, Lior Soroka and Erin Cunningham contributed to this report.
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Middle East conflict live updates: Israel tells negotiators to continue hostage talks after video released
The decision came hours after footage showing the capture of five female Israeli soldiers by Hamas on Oct. 7 was released by their families.
By Frances Vinall, Ellen Francis, Bryan Pietsch, Hazem  Balousha, Mohamad  El Chamaa, William Booth, Kareem Fahim, Louisa Loveluck, Loveday Morris, Shira Rubin | 2024-05-23
Israel's war cabinet has instructed negotiators to resume talks on a deal to release hostages held in Gaza, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's office said early Thursday. The statement came after the families of five female Israeli soldiers released footage of their capture by Hamas on Oct. 7, in hopes it would push authorities to restart stalled negotiations. The International Court of Justice said it would deliver a ruling Friday on emergency measures -- requested by South Africa, citing the assault in Rafah -- for Israel to cease military operations in Gaza.
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Man finds huge 30,000-year-old mammoth bones in his wine cellar
The Austrian Academy of Sciences described the remains of at least three Stone Age mammoths in Gobelsburg as "the most significant find ... in more than 100 years."
By Victoria Bisset | 2024-05-23

An archaeologist uncovers the mammoth bones that were found in a small village in northeastern Austria. (Hannah Parow-Souchon/Austrian Archaeological Institute of the Austrian Academy of Sciences)


When winemaker Andreas Pernerstorfer was renovating his cellar, he stumbled across an unusual treasure, far rarer than the finest wine: He found huge bones, which turned out to be mammoth bones dating back to the Stone Age.
Even more remarkably, experts say the site contains the bones of at least three mammoths, as they have uncovered a layer of bones lying on top of each other in the cellar in the small village of Gobelsburg, in northeastern Austria.
"I've worked in many parts of the world and have never seen so many mammoths in one place," Hannah Parow-Souchon, the director of the excavation and a researcher at the Austrian Academy of Sciences, said in a telephone interview Thursday. She explained that her reaction to the scale of the discovery, which her team first learned about in March, was one of "shock and excitement."
The academy called the discovery "the most significant find of this kind in more than 100 years."
Researchers estimate the bones are between 30,000 and 40,000 years old, and intend to establish the age of the bones more precisely by dating charcoal from the wine cellar. Flint artifacts, jewelry fossils and charcoal were discovered in a neighboring cellar 150 years ago, and it is believed the new finds may be part of the same site, from the same period, Parow-Souchon said.
She said the sediment in the area has helped preserve this and other finds "very well."

Thomas Einwogerer and Hannah Parow-Souchon prepare the bones for recovery. (Hannah Parow-Souchon/ Austrian Archaeological Institute of the Austrian Academy of Sciences)


Researchers say the find poses many questions, including how the animals came to be buried at the site.
"We know that humans hunted mammoths, but we still know very little about how they did it," Parow-Souchon said in a statement from the academy, adding that it was unclear whether the three mammoths died where they were found, or if hunters chased them and set a trap.
Researchers are examining the bones, which they will later hand over to the Natural History Museum Vienna for restoration, according to the academy.

Archaeologists from the Austrian Academy of Sciences inspect the mammoth bones, which are estimated to be between 30,000 and 40,000 years old. (Thomas Einwogerer/Austrian Archaeological Institute of the Austrian Academy of Sciences)


"Other comparable sites in Austria and neighbouring countries were mostly excavated at least 100 years ago and have largely been lost to modern research," its statement said.
More recently, a mammoth tusk was discovered during work to build a subway line in the capital of Vienna last year.
Even though the great animals died out millennia ago, mammoths continue to fascinate scientists. Earlier this year, a Dallas-based biotechnology company announced it had come a step closer to realizing its controversial plans of reviving the woolly mammoth, or at least a mammoth-like elephant that can thrive in the cold.
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How Mexico's cartels infiltrated the tortilla business 
Mexico's cartels are expanding beyond drugs, creating vast extortion networks. They're shaking down a host of businesses, including producers of the tortilla.
By Mary Beth Sheridan, Lorena Rios, Fred Ramos | 2024-05-23
CUAUTLA, Mexico -- The shots rang out just before 10 a.m. A motorcyclist roared past a modest building behind the old railway station here, firing three times. Minutes later, the gunman unloaded on a storefront a half-mile away, wounding a teenager.
The assailant was from the feared Acapulcos gang, the authorities later concluded -- an offshoot of a heroin-trafficking cartel. But the targets that November morning weren't rival drug dealers or police informants.
They were tortilla shops.
Small businesses stamping out warm tortillas have long been a fixture of Mexican neighborhoods. Now, thousands are being threatened by armed groups, part of a transformation in organized crime that's rippling through Latin America. Cartels are playing a growing role in the region's economies, from infiltrating seaports to extorting small businesses -- and gaining increasing political power.
Drug-trafficking rings have expanded so rapidly that nearly every Latin American mainland nation has become a major producer or transit corridor for cocaine, according to the U.N. Office on Drugs and Crime. But criminal groups are also branching out into other illegal enterprises. In Mexico, they're shaking down fishermen, chicken vendors, builders, trucking companies, gas stations and a host of other businesses, including producers of the country's staple food -- the corn tortilla.

An assailant throws a firebomb in a tortilleria in the city of Zihuatanejo in 2022. Mexican gangs have set fire to tortilla shops that refuse to pay extortion.


At least 15 percent of tortillerias -- about 20,000 storefront businesses -- are regularly extorted, according to the National Tortilla Council, a trade group. A decade ago, the council said, only a tiny percentage were threatened. Around the country, from rural villages to beach resort towns such as Zihuatanejo, tortilla shops that refuse to pay are set on fire or riddled with gunfire.
"We're practically at the point where criminals set the price of tortillas," said Homero Lopez, head of the council.
Outgoing President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador, a longtime critic of the U.S.-backed "war on drugs," has designed his security policy around social programs rather than spectacular gunfights with traffickers. Homicides declined 9  percent during the first four years of his term, according to the latest data. But business organizations, human rights groups and others say a quieter, more pernicious phenomenon is spreading.
Once focused on the U.S. drug market, Mexican criminal groups have turned their sights on their own country, seeking to control territory they can exploit financially.

A typical tortilla shop in Mexico City. (Photos by Fred Ramos for The Washington Post) 


They're embedding themselves in local governments to maximize that control. That has made Mexico's elections increasingly violent. Hundreds of local candidates in the June 2 vote have dropped out of the race because of threats. At least 34 people running for office in this election have been killed,  according to the consulting firm Integralia.
The criminal groups "have become de facto rulers" in some communities, said Sandra Ley, coordinator of the security program at Mexico Evalua, a research organization.
Mexico's cartels began to diversify into extortion, migrant smuggling and other illicit businesses more than a decade ago, as they splintered into smaller groups under pressure from security forces. Newer gangs needed fresh sources of income.
By now, they've penetrated entire industries.

A woman pays at a tortilla shop in Mexico City. 


About 70 percent of lumber production in Mexico is illicit, the Environment Ministry says -- with a significant amount in the hands of organized crime groups. At least 30 percent of the fuel sold in Mexico is stolen or smuggled, estimates Onexpo, a national gas station group. One in every 5  cigarettes comes from the black market.
On Mexican farms, criminals "tax" everything from potatoes to the avocados bound for Americans' guacamole. Extortion accounted for nearly one-quarter of the 6 percent price increase in  agricultural goods last year, according to Jose Ignacio Martinez, an economist at the National Autonomous University of Mexico.
While solid data is scarce, revenue from the array of illicit activities could rival the estimated $12 billion Mexican cartels rake in every year from drug sales. In one area alone -- stolen and contraband fuel -- the government estimates it's losing about $5 billion a year.

Gangs frequently demand extortion payments from chicken vendors in Mexican markets, and sometimes demand protection money from wholesalers.



One in every 5 cigarettes sold in Mexico comes from the black market. 



Crime groups control a significant amount of the fuel sold in Mexico. 


The expanding criminal grip on the economy is starting to have a spillover effect at the U.S. border. Detentions of Mexicans at the U.S. border  -- including asylum applicants -- have tripled since 2019, reaching about 717,000 last year.   People leave the country for many reasons, including better-paying jobs. But an increasing percentage of Mexican migrants say they are fleeing violence and extortion.
In a poll commissioned last fall by the State Department, and not previously made public, 39 percent of Mexicans surveyed said they'd be willing to migrate irregularly to the United States in the following months -- a fourfold rise from early 2022.

Tortilleria Renovacion was one of two tortilla shops attacked by a gunman in Cuautla on the morning of Nov. 13. Criminal groups in the city are demanding tortilla shops pay extortion money to stay open. 


On a recent morning, Antonio Vazquez nudged his pickup truck through the choking traffic south of the city of Cuernavaca, headed for a secret location. A fellow tortilla vendor was in trouble.
Vazquez, 55, a brooding man with silver-streaked hair, leads the tortilla association in Morelos, a small state south of Mexico City. Lately, he'd become a minor celebrity, making TV news by denouncing the threat to the state's tortillerias. About 30 shops in his state closed last year because of extortion.
His wife has been urging him to lower his profile. But Vazquez, who'd trained as a lawyer, can't contain his outrage.
"Somebody has to speak out," he said.
He turned onto a quiet street of pastel-colored homes and pulled into a walled compound. Under a giant tree, he sat down with a man in his late 30s, heavyset and sweating. The man, who asked not to be identified for security reasons, had refused to pay extortion. A gang retaliated by setting fire to his house.
"I have to find another way to survive," the younger man was saying.
There was only one option, he said -- moving to the United States. Vazquez said he would try to help him open a tortilla shop there.
But, the man complained, "I can't get a visa." He said he might have to cross illegally.

Tortilleria Luna de Octubre in Ciudad Ayala in Morelos was set on fire on Nov. 13, the same day two tortilla shops in nearby Cuautla suffered attacks. This shop was then closed for repairs, but on the day it reopened, a crime group kidnapped one of the owner's relatives. It subsequently shut down again. 


Vazquez listened quietly, taking swigs of cold soda and swatting at the flies floating in the hot, still air.
All he could offer was a sympathetic ear.
More than two decades ago, Vazquez left his law firm to go into the family tortilla business, opening several shops in Cuernavaca. It seemed to be an ideal location. The city was a popular escape for well-heeled Mexico City residents, with its balmy weather, swimming pools, and riotous pink and orange bougainvillea spilling over stucco walls.
When the first gang turned up about three years ago, asking $10 a week to "protect the neighborhood," tortilla shops paid up. The criminal group quickly wiped out petty theft.
Five months later, in a burst of violence, a new gang took over, and  protection fees began to rise.
"They lasted a year," Vazquez recalled. "They were killed too."

On the morning of Nov. 13, a gunman attacked this tortilleria in Cuautla, Tortilleria Las Mazorcas de Anita, owned by Juan de Dios Navarrete, whose teenage son was injured. 


Now, gangs in the Cuernavaca area are hitting up tortilla makers for as much as $900 a month.
Just the previous week, armed men in masks had barged into one of Vazquez's shops and thrust a cellphone at him.
"Take it," one said. "The boss is going to call you."
Vazquez turned the phone over to the authorities. They asked him to convince his fellow tortilla vendors to provide all information possible: extortioners' names, nicknames, their license plates, the model of their cars. Yet he was hesitant.
"Even I'm afraid."

Cartel members recently began to charge trucks carrying sugar cane 50,000 pesos, or about $3,000, to enter the Casasano sugar mill in Cuautla, according to a local religious leader. 


Mexican analysts are still puzzling over what caused the new criminal economy to take off. But one of the seminal events occurred just two miles north of Vazquez's downtown tortilleria, in a leafy Cuernavaca neighborhood known as Lomas de la Selva.
On the night of Dec. 16, 2009, Mexican navy commandos stormed a luxury condo complex, and a firefight began. Four hours later, Arturo Beltran Leyva lay dead in the doorway of a blood-spattered bathroom.
The Obama administration called it "a significant blow against drug cartels." Beltran Leyva, the "boss of bosses," was the first of a string of drug lords who were slain or captured by Mexican security forces aided by U.S. agents.
But the cartels didn't collapse. They splintered. Today, Mexico has two cartels with a nationwide presence (Sinaloa and Jalisco), but also hundreds of smaller groups. In the past four years, the security firm Lantia Consultores has identified at least 87 regional armed groups and 586 gangs.
"Fragmentation means that there's a lot more competition for territory," said Eduardo Moncada, a political scientist at Barnard College who studies crime in Latin America. "And so these criminal groups are turning to extortion as one way to generate revenue, to be able to wage these wars."
The trend is evident in other parts of Latin America, too. In Ecuador, reported cases of extortion rose almost 15-fold between 2021 and 2023, reaching 21,811, according to  the Observatorio Ecuatoriano de Crimen Organizado. In Colombia, businesses ranging from rural coffee farms to multinational mining firms are forced to pay protection money. Gangs in Latin America have also expanded into migrant-smuggling and environmental crimes such as illegal logging and mining.
"These illicit activities are less profitable than drug trafficking, but they have become increasingly attractive because they generate relatively stable incomes at lower risk," noted an International Crisis Group report issued last year.

Crime groups in Cuautla are forcing sugar-cane producers to hand over hefty extortion payments to use the local mill. Those who refuse can be killed. 



Many of the Mexican avocados sold in U.S. supermarkets come from regions where extortion gangs force growers to pay protection money. 


The rise of the mini-cartels is evident in Cuautla, a sunbaked city of 150,000 people nestled amid sugar-cane fields 30 miles southeast of Cuernavaca. A downtown park features a towering statue of Emiliano Zapata, the insurgent who famously attacked the city during the Mexican Revolution.
These days, a different kind of battle is underway. Four crime groups vie for power, according to law enforcement officials. They're the Mexico City-based Union Tepito, and three smaller groups -- including Los Acapulcos -- that split off from big drug-trafficking cartels.
The groups shake down nearly everyone in the city: butcher shops, nail salons, hamburger stands, even dental practices. At one point, they demanded a cut of proceeds from the annual festival honoring Saint Joseph -- forcing the Catholic Church to cancel it.

Bishop Ramon Castro, shown at the Roman Catholic cathedral in Cuernavaca, has denounced widespread extortion in his state of Morelos. 


"You can't imagine the fear people are living with,"  Ramon Castro, the Catholic bishop in Morelos, told worshipers at a recent Sunday Mass, after visiting Cuautla. Gangs were demanding that tortillerias hand over 50,000 pesos in protection money -- about $3,000, three times as much as in Cuernavaca. Trucks carrying sugar cane had to pay the same amount, to enter the local mill.
"Fifty thousand!" exclaimed the bishop. The sugar employees "are going to wind up working for them."
The sermon made the front pages of national newspapers; it was rare for anyone to say such things publicly.
The following day, the coordinator of the truckers  at Cuautla's sugar mill was shot dead. Two weeks later, a prominent local butcher was killed, after complaining to local authorities about extortion.

A threshing machine harvests corn on a farm in Culiacan in Sinaloa state. Criminal groups enter the tortilla process at many stages, starting with the farms that produce the white corn prized by tortilla makers. 


Tortillerias are especially vulnerable to extortion. They do brisk sales; the average Mexican eats 165 pounds of tortillas a year. Nearly all customers pay cash.
But the threat of crime doesn't stop at the tiny tortilla shops. It overshadows nearly every step of the tortilla process.
The northwestern state of Sinaloa is famed for the cartel once led by Joaquin "El Chapo" Guzman. It's also an agricultural powerhouse that produces the best white corn for tortillas.
Crime groups have infiltrated the public water system in Sinaloa, imposing their own people in offices that oversee irrigation, according to two agricultural leaders in the state who spoke on the condition of anonymity, citing security fears. Farmers allied with the cartel pay little or nothing for water, the leaders said. Other customers are assessed an extra "tax."
"They realized what a good business this can be, especially given that the price of drugs has dropped," said one of the agricultural leaders.

An irrigation canal in Culiacan. Criminal groups have infiltrated the water system in Sinaloa, the biggest source of white corn that goes into Mexican tortillas. 


Mexico's National Water Commission said the distribution of water for irrigation is handled by a local concession, not the government. Emilio Gonzalez Gastelum, president of the state association that manages the concession, dismissed the allegations as "just rumors." He said that water fees were set by a governing board in consultation with farmers.
Once corn is loaded onto trucks and trains, other organized crime groups take a cut. Gangs, many carrying semiautomatic rifles, have robbed nearly 70,000 trucks carrying manufactured goods and farm produce on Mexican highways in the past five years, according to Concamin, a national business chamber.

The tortilla is the basic Mexican foodstuff, folded into tacos, topped with  eggs and salsa, or used to scoop up beans. 



Corn is at the center of the Mexican diet, and is the essential ingredient in tortillas. 


The big cartels see such robberies as another revenue stream, said Hector Manuel Romero Sanchez, a transportation security consultant. They "are trying to raise funds to invest in their biggest businesses -- which are trafficking migrants, weapons and, obviously, drugs."
In some areas, crime groups are also taking over corn distribution. In Guerrero state, which adjoins Morelos, cartels strong-arm farmers into selling corn to them, and then force tortillerias to purchase it. The gangs even inspect the shops' inventories to ensure they're not buying elsewhere.
"If you have extra corn, they beat you," said one tortilla employee in the historic silver-mining city of Taxco.

Residents of Cuernavaca take part in a march for peace, in response to rising violence in the state. 


After taking office in 2018, Lopez Obrador declared the "war on drugs" over. It had turned Mexico into a battleground, he said, without reducing the flow of narcotics. He scaled back cooperation with the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration and called for a renegotiation of the Merida Initiative, a decade-long plan under which the U.S. government had provided more than $3 billion in security equipment and training.
"It hasn't worked," the president said.
Lopez Obrador disbanded the federal police and cut funds for local cops, widely seen as corrupt. He fashioned a two-pronged strategy -- relying on the military and a new, 130,000-strong national guard to keep the peace, while offering scholarships and job-training programs to deter young people from crime.
The Mexican president has defended his "hugs, not bullets" policy, noting the reduction in homicides and a decline in other major crimes such as kidnapping. In January, Lopez Obrador announced that the percentage of Mexicans who said they felt "unsafe" in their city had dropped to its lowest level in a decade. "People feel like things are getting better," he said. Still, 59 percent of city dwellers  reported feeling unsafe.
Security Minister Rosa Icela Rodriguez declined a request for an interview.
Sergio Aguayo, a political scientist, said the president had provided "no evidence those social programs are reducing the strength of organized crime."
Luis de la Calle, an economist who has written about extortion, said slashing investment in local security forces had boomeranged. "When you have an absence of the state," he said, "somebody fills it."
Many analysts point to Mexico's weak justice system and low spending on security as structural causes of the expansion of organized crime. Nationwide, only 1.3 percent of crimes are reported and solved, according to the nonprofit group Impunidad Cero. Few extortionists are ever convicted.

Castro, center, leads a march for peace in Cuernavaca. He has publicly decried the massive increase in extortion in cities including Cuautla. 


Uriel Carmona, the attorney general of Morelos, said in an interview that it's hard for the justice system to function when citizens don't trust authorities enough to provide information about extortion. And not only is there a lack of local police, he said; those on the job are paid miserably. "They're tempted by corruption."
When Carmona's investigators arrested a group of alleged extortioners in Cuautla in April, they discovered that one was a former police officer. An investigation into the Acapulcos gang in 2022 produced evidence that it was being protected by members of the Cuautla police force, according to the attorney general's office.
But the crime economy doesn't only thrive because of dirty cops. In many cases, the gangs have political cover. "Drug traffickers are totally involved in the elections," said Castro, the bishop.
In January 2022, the Sol de Mexico newspaper published a bombshell -- photos of the Morelos governor, Cuauhtemoc Blanco, with the leaders of three crime groups. Blanco, a member of the ruling Morena party, told reporters he hadn't known they were gangsters. "I take photos with everyone," he said.
The case is under investigation.
On a recent visit to Morelos, Lopez Obrador praised Blanco as a "great man." His party has nominated the outgoing governor for a congressional seat.

Crime groups have been killing or threatening candidates in the June 2 election, in an effort to gain control of regions they can exploit economically. Here, Senate candidate Willy Ochoa campaigns in San Juan Chamula in Chiapas. He has condemned efforts by cartels to eliminate their political opponents. (Victoria Razo for The Washington Post) 


Local elections have become increasingly violent as crime groups try to win control of mayoral offices.
A research project called "Voting Amid Bullets" tallied 836 attacks against elected authorities, political candidates, government employees and party activists during the past six years. That's nearly triple the number under President Felipe Calderon, whose six-year term ended in 2012.
The crime groups have forced tens of thousands of Mexicans to flee their communities in recent years, according to the U.N. refugee agency and nonprofit groups.
Increasingly, the displaced are turning up at the U.S. border.
The Kino Border Initiative, a migrant-services organization in the Mexican city of Nogales, found that 88 percent of the Mexican migrants it interviewed last year cited violence as their reason for leaving home. That compares with only 6 percent eight years earlier.
Many migrants said they could no longer tolerate the extortion demands, said Pedro De Velasco, advocacy director at the organization. "It becomes impossible to make the payments."
Juan de Dios Navarrete understands why people migrate when extortioners strike. He owns the two tortilla shops attacked in Cuautla in November. The 15-year-old boy who was wounded by gunfire was his son, working the counter.

A woman makes tortillas in Mexico City. 


His panicked family urged Navarrete to leave the country.
But he had already done that. He spent two unhappy years in the Bronx back in the 1990s, working in a supermarket and at a restaurant, before coming home with an idea: to start a chain of tortillerias.
As he surveyed the damage to his downtown shop after the shooting, Navarrete became increasingly furious. He wasn't going to run away, he decided. He was going to demonstrate.
He turned to a local journalist, who was doing a Facebook hit.

Customers buy tortillas at a shop in Mexico City. 


"We citizens have to make noise," he said into the cellphone camera, waving his arms. "We have to come together."
Who else could residents rely on? Not the police. Not the army.
"Let's get together and clean up our city," he said, stuttering in frustration. "Please support me."
Navarrete waited for someone to join him. And waited.
Finally, he went home. After a few days, he reopened his shops. The customers returned, handing over their white cotton napkins.
Shielded by new steel bars, under the gaze of security cameras, his employees filled them with stacks of warm tortillas.
Rios reported from Monterrey, Mexico. Marcos Vizcarra in Culiacan, Estrella Pedroza in Cuernavaca and Gabriela Martinez in Mexico City contributed to this report.
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China begins military drills around Taiwan as 'punishment' for new president
The latest show of force is part of Beijing's effort to warn Taiwanese President Lai Ching-te against taking any steps toward independence, analysts say.
By Christian Shepherd, Vic Chiang | 2024-05-23

A Chinese warship sails during a military drill near Fuzhou, near the Taiwan-controlled Matsu Islands, in April last year. China has said it will carry out new drills this week following the inauguration of new Taiwanese president Lai Ching-te. (Thomas Peter/Reuters)


TAIPEI, Taiwan -- China sent dozens of warplanes "fully loaded with live ammunition" and several navy destroyers and frigates all around Taiwan and its outlying islands on Thursday, launching large-scale military drills as "punishment for separatist acts" after the inauguration of Taiwan's new president, Lai Ching-te.
The forces were simulating strikes on "high value 'enemy' targets" in military drills that run through Friday, according to Chinese state broadcaster CCTV.
Patrols will also be conducted near four small islands -- Kinmen, Matsu, Wuqiu and Dongyin -- controlled by Taiwan but close to China, CCTV said. The Chinese Communist Party considers the island democracy of 23 million its territory, and it regularly threatens to take control by force should Taipei declare formal independence.
The latest show of force is part of Beijing's long-running effort to weaken Taiwanese resolve and build a military advantage by combining real-world combat practice with ominous propaganda designed to send a warning to Taipei, analysts said.
Even if some of it is just for show, China does appear to be practicing "joint blockade operations" to learn how to cut off Taiwanese ships and jets from external support and "prevent the mobilization of the main navy and air force," said Chieh Chung, an associate research fellow at National Policy Foundation, a Taiwanese think tank.
That approach of gradual escalation has not only piled pressure on Taipei: It has created a regional security dilemma for Washington and its allies as Chinese ships and fighter jets venture closer to Taiwan and further into the Pacific Ocean, upping the danger of miscalculation or accidents that spiral into conflict.
The "Joint Sword" exercises, which began at 7:45 a.m. local time Thursday, will focus on combat readiness, battlefield control and precision strikes to "send a stern warning against the interference and provocation by external forces," a People's Liberation Army spokesperson told the state-run Xinhua News Agency.
Alongside the military applications, China released a barrage of propaganda to go with the drills. Videos of soldiers running around ships, set to stirring music. Claims in state media about an ability to "strike the entire island from all sides and without blind spots." Specially designed posters glorifying missiles, ships and jets described as delivering "cross-strait lethality."
Taiwan's Defense Ministry condemned the drills for "jeopardizing regional peace and stability" and pledged to stand ready "with firm will and restraint."

Taiwanese President Lai Ching-te waves to the crowd at his inauguration on Monday. (Ritchie B. Tongo/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


Lai was inaugurated Monday, starting an unprecedented third term for the Democratic Progressive Party, which is wary of China. Lai's inauguration speech largely continued the approach taken by his predecessor, Tsai Ing-wen, but Beijing has reacted angrily, reflecting a long-standing mistrust of the DPP and Lai, whom it regularly accuses of provocation and "separatism."
Chinese state media seized on minor differences in language -- use of the word "China" to refer to the leadership in Beijing and using "country" to refer to Taiwan -- to accuse Lai of showing his "true colors" and being more radical than Tsai.
Analysts in Taipei and Washington say Lai did not signal substantive policy shifts. But they add that Lai will face an uphill battle to avoid triggering the ire of Chinese officials, who will be on constant lookout for any perceived signs of "separatist" leanings.
A key sign of how the drills stack up against previous rounds will be whether China launches missiles as it did in August 2022, which would "dramatically escalate tensions," said Lin Ying-yu, an expert on the Chinese military at Tamkang University in Taiwan.
Even if Beijing stops short of missiles, the exercises represent an opportunity to continue expanding patrols close to Taiwan's outlying islands of Kinmen and Matsu.
By gradually raising pressure, China is "accumulating experience and waiting for a critical moment when it can make a large-scale deployment of force," Lin said.
Renewed tensions in the Taiwan Strait could undercut attempts to stabilize U.S.-China relations in the months since President Biden met with Chinese leader Xi Jinping in California in November.
Washington's concern over Chinese support of Russia's defense industry has already threatened to undo tentative steps toward warmer ties, and progress is made harder by Beijing's hesitancy to make major concessions in a U.S. election year.
Already, the drills appear among the largest since China upgraded its playbook of military intimidation in retaliation for then-House Speaker Nancy Pelosi visiting Taiwan in August 2022.
In response to Pelosi becoming the highest-ranking official to visit Taipei in a quarter-century, China cut off high-level military-to-military communications with the United States for 15 months.
During the diplomatic standoff, China began deploying military aggression more regularly and at greater scale to express displeasure over American efforts to strengthen an unofficial relationship with Taiwan and support the island's defense reforms.
After Tsai met with then-House Speaker Kevin McCarthy in California in April 2023, China practiced "encircling" Taiwan over three days in exercises also called "Joint Sword."
Gradual escalation that stops short of outright confrontation, known as "gray zone" warfare, has been China's preferred tactic to establish a military advantage while sending threatening messages to Taipei.
It was on display Thursday as Chinese Coast Guard ships entered for the first time restricted waters near Dongyin, a critical military base for Taiwan just 21 miles from the Chinese coast. Three vessels patrolled for an hour before departing, Taiwan's Coast Guard said.
In an invasion scenario, China would probably want to take the island at an early stage to prevent the Taiwanese missiles stationed there from being used against Chinese warships and jets, Chieh said.
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Stage at Mexican campaign rally collapses, killing nine
Winds from a storm lashed a stage where an election rally was under way in northern Mexico, causing it to collapse. An additional 60 were injured, according to the government.
By Mary Beth Sheridan | 2024-05-23

Soldiers stand near ambulances after a gust of wind caused a structure to collapse, resulting in multiple fatalities and injuries, at a campaign event Wednesday for the Citizens' Movement party, in San Pedro Garza Garcia in Mexico's Nuevo Leon state. (Daniel Becerril/Reuters)


MEXICO CITY -- Winds from a fierce electrical storm battered a stage and caused it to collapse during a rally in northern Mexico featuring a presidential candidate on Wednesday night, sending a  metal structure crashing to the ground as panicked attendees fled.

Winds from a fierce electrical storm toppled a stage structure during a presidential candidate's rally in San Pedro Garza Garcia, Mexico, on May 22.


Nine people were killed and at least 60 injured in the accident in San Pedro Garza Garcia, according to Samuel Garcia, the governor of Nuevo Leon state. The Reforma newspaper reported that an 11-year-old boy was among those killed when he was buried under the structure.
Candidates from Movimiento Ciudadano, Mexico's third-largest party, were standing on the stage, pumping their fists in the air and chanting the name of their presidential candidate -- Jorge Alvarez Maynez -- when several of them suddenly whirled around, according to video of the event shared by Mexican media. A giant screen in brilliant orange, the party's color, began to fall.
Alvarez Maynez and the other politicians ran or dove for cover. The stage then collapsed.

A view of the structure that collapsed because of a gust of wind, resulting in multiple fatalities and injuries, at a campaign event for the Citizens' Movement party. (Daniel Becerril/Reuters)


Alvarez Maynez, who is in third place in polls in the lead-up to the June 2 election, was unharmed.
Police, soldiers and emergency personnel flooded into the park, searching for victims who were trapped or injured.
Hundreds of people had gathered to watch the rally for the mayoral candidate of Movimiento Ciudadano, Mexico's third-largest party. The candidates were wrapping up their speeches and preparing for a performance from a popular band, when the wind suddenly blasted the stage.
"There are no words to describe the pain and sadness we all feel because of the terrible accident caused by a strong burst of wind during our campaign event," tweeted the mayoral candidate, Lorenia Canavati.
Alvarez Maynez announced after the disaster that he would cancel his upcoming campaign activities. The presidential front-runner, Claudia Sheinbaum, announced she would call off a rally she had scheduled for Thursday in Monterrey.
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Israel recalls envoys after Norway, Ireland and Spain recognize Palestinian state
Hamas and the Palestinian Authority welcomed the plans for recognition. UNRWA, the U.N. agency for Palestinian refugees, said it paused food aid work in Rafah.
By Frances Vinall, Victoria Bisset, William Booth, Mikhail Klimentov, Hazem  Balousha, Bryan Pietsch, Shira Rubin, Lior Soroka, Ishaan Tharoor, Karen DeYoung, Adam Taylor, Missy Ryan, Alex Horton, John Hudson, Loveday Morris | 2024-05-22
Norway, Ireland and Spain announced plans Wednesday to recognize a Palestinian state. While the move is symbolic, the countries expressed hope that it will press Israelis, Palestinians and the international community toward a two-state solution. In response, Israel -- whose government rejects a two-state solution -- ordered the return of its ambassadors from the three countries.
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Israel's latest offensives unleash 'hell' in Gaza, aid groups say
Fighting in the north and south has deepened Gaza's humanitarian crisis and reversed recent gains by aid groups in staving off starvation and disease.
By Kareem Fahim, Louisa Loveluck, Loveday Morris, Mohamad  El Chamaa | 2024-05-22

Palestinians wait for aid trucks to cross in central Gaza on May 19. (Abdel Kareem Hana/AP)


More food had finally started to reach famine-racked northern Gaza earlier this month, pushing down prices in the Jabalya refugee camp, where doctors like Yehia Abed were trying to save a legion of malnourished patients. Then came "another attack," he said.
Israeli military operations this month against Hamas in Gaza -- from the last, desperate refuge for Palestinians in the southern city of Rafah to the devastated refugee camps of the north -- have displaced nearly a million people, according to the United Nations, and further sealed off the territory to outside aid. Aid groups say it has deepened the enclave's humanitarian crisis and reversed their recent gains in staving off starvation and disease.
Now, aid workers said, they are resorting again to triage.
"Instead of looking at antenatal care for pregnant ladies, instead of looking at malnutrition, now we are looking at how to stop the bleeding," Abed said in a phone interview, as an explosion rang out in the background. "That's continuous," he said. "Day and night."
Gaza's latest trial started in early May, when Israel issued evacuation orders in parts of Rafah, signaling the start of a long-threatened invasion it said was aimed at destroying Hamas's remaining battalions. Aid agencies warned for months that an offensive in an area sheltering more than a million people would be disastrous.
It is every bit the calamity they feared, they say.
As fighting intensified in the east of Rafah, along with Israeli bombardment and artillery shelling across the city, hospitals and clinics were shuttered. Warehouses storing thousands of tons of food supplies became unreachable. Border crossings that were southern Gaza's lifeline were closed or hard to access, keeping food, nutritional supplements and medicines out -- and thousands of critically injured patients penned in.
Aid officials have watched in horror and disbelief as nearly half of Gaza's population has been forcefully displaced in just over two weeks, with uprooted families struggling to find any open patch of land to settle on. Humanitarian groups have been left with little notion of how, and where, to serve the starving, the injured and the sick.
It was "potentially the darkest chapter in this horrendous war that started seven months ago," Ricardo Pires, a spokesman for UNICEF, said last week as the disaster unfolded.

Palestinians climb onto a truck to grab aid that was delivered into Gaza on May 18 via a U.S.-built floating pier. (Ramadan Abed/Reuters)


More than 800,000 people have fled in southern Gaza, according to the United Nations, and at least 100,000 have been displaced from parts of the north, where Israel has also launched a new offensive against Hamas cells that have regrouped in the enclave's widening power vacuum.
The luckiest people are sheltering in tents, which are now sold for hundreds of dollars, residents said. Others have settled in abandoned buildings. Alaa Hassan, 31, fled Rafah on a donkey cart because he could not afford a car, with curtains from his abandoned home for shelter because he could not pay for a tent. He settled in Mawasi, on the coast, which Israel has touted as part of a "humanitarian area."
Announcing the expansion of the zone in a post on X on Wednesday, Lt. Col. Avichay Adraee, the Arabic-language spokesman for the Israel Defense Forces, promised displaced Gazans "the necessary humanitarian services ... such as food, water, medical services, supplies, and more."
Hassan said Mawasi was all but uninhabitable: "There is no drinking water, sanitation or even bathrooms."
The Biden administration said for months that it was discouraging Israel from carrying out a major operation in Rafah and was demanding a "credible" plan to evacuate and protect civilians. In early May, President Biden threatened to withhold U.S. munitions if Israel moved into the city's population centers. But the offensive has emptied those population centers; sprawling tent cities vanished almost overnight. And despite the chorus of alarm from aid workers, U.S. officials have not objected to the operation.
"Israel's military operations in that area has been more targeted and limited," U.S. national security adviser Jake Sullivan said Wednesday.
"We are running out of words to describe what is happening in Gaza," Edem Wosornu of the U.N. humanitarian agency said in a briefing Tuesday. "We have described it as a catastrophe, a nightmare, as hell on Earth. It is all of these, and worse."
Rafah -- the most vital aid crossing on the border with Egypt -- is closed. Thousands of trucks sit idle, some with perishable goods spoiling in the summer heat. The only two crossings into Gaza that are nominally open are seen by aid agencies as unusable -- because of fighting or because they sat in Israel's evacuation zones.

A fence sits locked at the entrance to the Kerem Shalom border crossing near Rafah on May 17. (Shannon Stapleton/Reuters)


Near Kerem Shalom, an Israeli crossing in southern Gaza, the situation was "kinetic," said Olga Cherevko, a spokeswoman for the U.N. humanitarian agency. There were "tons of explosions, a lot of fighting," she said. The crossing was "not viable for us at all."
A floating pier constructed by the U.S. military in central Gaza received supplies last week, but a large portion of the food that arrived was seized by desperate people as it left the dock, the Pentagon said Tuesday. Aid officials have repeatedly stressed that the pier is no substitute for land crossings.
"Aid is flowing," Sullivan said Wednesday. "It is not flowing at the rate that any of us would be happy with, because we always want more."
Distribution of food packages in southern Gaza has been halted because aid agencies can no longer access supplies, officials said in recent days. Bakeries -- which were reopening before the offensive -- have shut down or are expected to soon.
The World Food Program said it is continuing to distribute hot meals in parts of Gaza, though the United Nations said community kitchens were running out of cooking gas. Aid officials said a few goods were still available in markets -- as some commercial shipments continued -- but no one could afford them.
While she was sitting in traffic in southern Gaza this week, Cherevko said, she saw a middle-aged man trying to buy goods at the market. He settled on four eggs, she said.
"No Gazan family buys four eggs. You buy a couple of dozen, because they have big families," she said. But no one had any money.
Given the shortages and privation, Gaza's malnutrition crisis was certain to worsen, aid workers said. In early May, the director of the World Food Program said that northern Gaza was in "full-blown famine." Now, in the south, it was not "far-fetched" to assume that famine had taken hold there, too,  said Pires, the UNICEF spokesman.
"We had seen some progress in terms of getting aid in" before Israel's offensive in Rafah. But a system designed to stave off famine, including service points that provided screening and nutritional supplements, had now "completely collapsed," he said, endangering some 6,000 children in southern and central Gaza who were receiving treatment.
"When children are malnourished, they don't only need calories. They need treatment. Without treatment, they won't recover. They will get ill and they will die," Pires said.
By the time malnourished children reached clinics, "sometimes it is too late," said Janti Soeripto, president of Save the Children. Instead, the organization focused on sending volunteers and nurses into communities to reach children before they needed urgent care.
"Clearly, that is harder to do when a Rafah incursion is happening," she said.
In March, even when more aid was entering Gaza, famine was seen as imminent in parts of the enclave. "We are now in May, and the situation in terms of supplies has worsened," Soeripto said.
Centers for specialized care were disappearing from Gaza, or are already long gone. Across the enclave, more than 50 health-care facilities -- providing pediatric and maternal care, dialysis, and other services -- were "now inaccessible," Wosornu, of the U.N. humanitarian agency, said.
The enclave's few remaining primary care centers are also shutting down. Al-Awda Hospital, in Jabalya, has been surrounded by Israeli troops for six days, according to humanitarian groups. Kamal Adwan Hospital, in nearby Beit Lahiya, has closed completely.
The Israeli advances transformed parts of Gaza in an instant. "You see the empty lots that were filled with shelters and tents, and now abandoned," Cherevko said. Then came the "endless sea of people in cars and trucks and donkey carts." And then, the tent camps on Gaza's beach, ready to be washed away with a high tide, she said.
Where they settled, people dug makeshift latrines into sandy lots or beach dunes. Some found wood to use for cooking; the rest burned plastic bags.
"People are just exhausted, terrified," Pires said. "Fear is all they know. They couldn't imagine that it would become even harder for them."
"We don't see how this could get worse," he said.
Mohanad Naser Abou Hilal, a 29-year-old from Rafah, said he moved his family to Mawasi after the evacuation orders, but he stayed closer to home. "Leaving behind your neighborhood, your memories, your city, this hurts you a lot and leaves behind a scar," he said.
The city was nothing like it was, devoid of "signs of daily life." Rafah seemed to echo, he said, like an emptied room.
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Norway, Ireland and Spain recognize Palestinian state; Israel condemns move
The diplomatic moves are purely symbolic -- but not without some power.
By William Booth | 2024-05-22

The Spanish, Irish and Norwegian governments announced May 22 that they would recognize a Palestinian state, and encouraged a two-state solution.


LONDON -- The Spanish, Irish and Norwegian governments announced Wednesday that they would recognize a Palestinian state, saying there would be no peace in the Middle East without it. Israel denounced the move as giving aid to its enemy, Hamas.
The coordinated announcements are purely symbolic -- but not without some power.
The leaders of the three countries said they hoped their recognition would press Israel, the Palestinians and the international community toward a two-state solution to the conflict.
"In the midst of a war, with tens of thousands killed and injured, we must keep alive the only alternative that offers a political solution for Israelis and Palestinians alike: two states, living side by side, in peace and security," Norwegian Prime Minister Jonas Gahr Store said.
In response, Israeli Foreign Minister Israel Katz ordered the immediate recall of the Israeli ambassadors to Spain, Ireland and Norway. "I am sending a clear message today: Israel will not be complacent against those who undermine its sovereignty and endanger its security."
The U.S. government reiterated its position that recognizing a Palestinian state was premature and must be the result of direct negotiations between Israel and the Palestinians.
"The president is a strong supporter of a two-state solution and has been throughout his career. He believes a Palestinian state should be realized through direct negotiations between the parties, not through unilateral recognition," National Security Council spokeswoman Adrienne Watson said.

Norwegian Prime Minister Jonas Gahr Store announces Wednesday that the government will recognize an independent Palestinian state starting May 28. (Erik Flaaris Johansen/Reuters)


More than 140 other countries around the world recognize a Palestinian state, but most are outside Europe. Before Wednesday's announcement, only a few countries in Central and Eastern Europe, as well as Sweden, had formally recognized it.
A broader group of European nations has pressed for a two-state solution, one that includes the creation of a demilitarized Palestinian state drawn on the borders as they were in 1967, with Jerusalem as a shared capital.
That long-imagined dream -- the goal, too, of generations of U.S. diplomats -- has never seemed so far away.
The war is still raging in Gaza, with daily assaults by Israeli forces in the southern city of Rafah. Meanwhile, Hamas militants have shown signs of reorganizing in the north of Gaza and are still firing occasional rockets into Israel.
With the war against Hamas now in its eighth month, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu is being battered by criticism at home and abroad over his management of the conflict. This week, the prosecutor for the International Criminal Court said he would seek arrest warrants for the three top leaders of Hamas as well as Netanyahu and his defense minister on charges of war crimes and crimes against humanity in Gaza.
Some of Netanyahu's own ministers warn that he is undermining Israel's military success by refusing to outline how Gaza should be administered after the war. So far, the prime minister has pushed back against the U.S. idea that the Palestinian Authority, which governs part of the West Bank, play any role in governing postwar Gaza.
On Tuesday night, the Israeli Foreign Ministry released a statement and video on social media warning Ireland, "Recognizing a Palestinian state will lead to more terrorism, instability in the region and jeopardize any prospects for peace."
"Don't be a pawn in the hands of Hamas," the post said, accompanied by a video with images of Hamas militants celebrating their capture of Israeli hostages.
Hard-line members of Netanyahu's government also pushed back. National Security Minister Itamar Ben Gvir said in a statement from Jerusalem's Dome of the Rock, "the countries that recognized a Palestinian state this morning want to give a reward to the kidnappers of the female observers and their many supporters in Gaza -- we will not allow any surrender that would even include a declaration of a Palestinian state. Hamas must be totally annihilated -- not rewarded."
Israel says 125 hostages remain unaccounted for after being abducted by Hamas in the October attacks.
Israel's finance minister, Bezalel Smotrich, said Israel should approve three new settlements in the occupied West Bank, one for each country that recognized a Palestinian state, and cut funding for the Palestinian Authority.
Hamas sparked the most recent war with its assault on Israeli towns, military bases and a music concert near the Gaza border Oct. 7. Some 1,200 Israelis were killed. Palestinian health authorities say Israel's military campaign in Gaza has killed more than 35,000 people, mostly civilians.
The Palestinian Authority, which could end up ruling a future state, welcomed the recognition -- as did its rival Hamas, which is considered a terrorist organization by the United States and the European Union.
Diplomats said having three European nations recognize a Palestinian state together gave the gesture more heft -- and diluted the blowback from Israel.
The addition of Norway is especially significant, as the country was instrumental in the negotiation of the Oslo accords, which created the Palestinian Authority, in 1993. 
Spanish Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez had been visiting European and Middle Eastern countries to garner support for an announcement, as well as a possible cease-fire in Gaza, his office said.
"We will not let the possibility of the two-state solution -- which is the only just and sustainable solution to this terrible conflict -- be destroyed by force," Sanchez told the Spanish parliament to a standing ovation by some lawmakers.
"The time has come to move from words to actions, to tell the millions of innocent Palestinians who are suffering that we are with them, that there is hope ... the land and identity of Palestine will continue to exist," Sanchez said.
Irish Prime Minister Simon Harris underlined that Ireland unequivocally supports Israel's right to exist "securely and in peace with its neighbors." But he also referenced his country's thirst for independence from Britain in the early 20th century. "From our own history we know what it means: Recognition is an act of powerful political and symbolic value," he said.
"I'm confident that further countries will join us in taking this important step in the coming weeks," Harris said.
There were reports that Slovenia may also recognize a Palestinian state soon, but it said on Monday that it was not ready to do so.
This month, the U.N. General Assembly passed by a resounding majority a resolution in support of Palestinian membership. It also granted new rights to the authority, which governs the West Bank, in its capacity as "a nonmember observer state."
The resolution won 143 votes, with 25 countries abstaining. Nine nations voted against it: the Czech Republic, Hungary, Argentina, Micronesia, Nauru, Palau, Papua New Guinea, Israel and the United States.
The resolution, offered by the United Arab Emirates, called for the U.N. Security Council -- which must rule on Palestinian membership -- to "reconsider the matter favorably."
In April, the United States used its veto in the Security Council to block the Palestinian bid to become a full member of the United Nations.
Victoria Bisset in London, Amanda Ferguson in Belfast and Karen DeYoung in Washington contributed to this report.
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Rain-soaked Sunak calls July 4 U.K. election; polls forecast end of Tory rule
This is the first general election in 14 years with a high probability of ousting the Conservative Party and ushering in a new era of Labour Party leadership.
By Karla Adam, William Booth | 2024-05-22

British Prime Minister Rishi Sunak announced on May 22 that a general election will be held in July.


LONDON -- Under lashing rain, Prime Minister Rishi Sunak on Wednesday announced that Britons will be heading to the polls on July 4 -- the first general election in years with a high probability of ousting the long-dominant Conservative Party and ushering in a new era of Labour Party leadership.
Speaking at a lectern outside 10 Downing Street, his dark tailored suit absolutely soaked, the prime minister said: "Now is the moment for Britain to choose its future. To decide whether we want to build on the progress we have made, or risk going back to square one with no plan, and no certainty."
Parts of his remarks were drowned out by protesters blasting Labour's 1997 election anthem, "Things Can Only Get Better."
Politicos of all stripes in Britain have been playing a guessing game for months about when Sunak would call for an election. Now we know. The rules required the government to set a vote before January. Sunak's announcement of a summer date landed as a surprise, as most analysts thought he wouldn't dare face voters before it was absolutely necessary.
For the Conservatives, the prospects look ugly. Opinion surveys and recent local election results suggest Sunak's party -- in power for 14 years -- is on track for a major drubbing.
In poll after poll, the opposition Labour Party is about 20 points ahead. Some Conservatives assert that support is "soft" and could still shift or result in low Labour turnout. Other Tories look forward to the election with a palpable sense of dread.
The Labour Party has been rebuilt by its leader, Keir Starmer, 61, a former criminal prosecutor who shoved the hard-left wing of his party to the corners and reclaimed the center. He is maybe not as solidly centrist as former prime minister Tony Blair -- Bill Clinton's old pal from the 1990s -- but close.
Labour lost no time in striking. As Sunak spoke, the opposition party pumped out attack ads on social media, with Starmer declaring, "After 14 years under the Tories nothing seems to work anymore. Public services crumbling. Ambulances that don't come. Families weighed down by higher mortgage rates."
Unlike the Labour Party under Jeremy Corbyn -- who took his party in 2019 to its worst defeat since 1935 -- Starmer is not proposing to nationalize the railways, force union leaders onto corporate boards or provide free university educations. He is promising to make the police pay more attention to neighborhood crime and to boost the numbers of nurses and doctors. Under Starmer, Labour says it backs NATO and the nuclear deterrent, and is for balanced budgets and secure borders.
In front of his Downing Street office, in what was effectively the kickoff speech of his campaign, Sunak argued that he had restored economic stability and that only he and his team would keep people safe -- physically and economically.
"This election will take place at a time when the world is more dangerous than it has been since the end of the Cold War," he said. He cited Russia's "brutal war in Ukraine," "the risk to our energy security," and extremist forces in the Middle East and domestically.
"China is looking to dominate the 21st century by stealing the lead in technology, and migration is being weaponized by hostile states that threaten the integrity of our borders," he said.
"I have never and will never leave the people of this country to face the darkest of days alone," he promised.

British Prime Minister Rishi Sunak, soaked in rain, launches his campaign for the next general election. (Benjamin Cremel/AFP/Getty Images)


Sunak came to power in the fall of 2022, an exceptionally rocky time, when the party and the public were crying out for stability. He succeeded Liz Truss, who resigned after almost flatlining the economy during her 45 days in office, as the shortest-serving prime minister in British history. She replaced Boris Johnson, who was pushed out by his party after scandals.
Sunak was brought in by Tory lawmakers -- not rank-and-file members of the Conservative Party, nor by a national vote.
Before politics, he worked as a hedge fund manager. Alongside his wife, Indian tech heiress Akshata Murty, his personal wealth is estimated to be greater than that of King Charles III. He is also a practicing Hindu and the first person of color to serve as British prime minister.
General elections in Britain need to happen at least every five years. To call one, the prime minister must first request permission from the monarch, which Sunak did by visiting Charles on Wednesday.
Political analysts debated: Why now?
"Why would you call it now when you're 21 points behind in the polls and nothing is getting better; that's a big puzzle," said Will Jennings, a politics expert at Southampton University. He speculated that the Conservatives might think the polls are wrong, that they can win people back on the campaign trail, or perhaps that things will only get worse the longer they hold on to power.
"As a prime minister, do you make decisions based on the party? Or your own interests? By calling it now, you have to have a pretty negative view of where your odds are and where they might be going," he said.
As prime minister, Sunak made five promises: to halve inflation, grow the economy, reduce debt, cut waiting times for medical appointments, and stop migrants from illegally coming to Britain from across the English Channel.
Inflation has been tamed -- news of a snap election came on the same day of reports that inflation fell to 2.3 percent, the lowest level in about three years. Britain is just now coming out of a shallow recession, with 0.6 percent growth in gross domestic product in the first quarter of this year. Waiting times for the National Health Service are still long, though they have been dropping. The number of boats crossing the channel is up.
Perhaps Sunak's most high-profile policies are arguably the legislation to send asylum seekers to Rwanda -- he says flights will start in July -- and his efforts to create a "smoke-free generation." He has also canceled projects such as a major high-speed railway in northern England and has watered down some of Britain's net-zero climate policies.
While there have been rumors that he was eyeing a job in California for his life after office, he recently told ITV that if his party lost the next election, he would continue to serve as a member of Parliament. "I love my constituents," he said. "I love my home in North Yorkshire. It's wonderful -- and I love being able to get back there."
He may have more time to spend there after July.
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Here are the countries that recognize a Palestinian state
Spain, Ireland and Norway said they will recognize a Palestinian state, angering Israel. 
By Bryan Pietsch, Samuel Granados | 2024-05-23
Norway, Spain and Ireland said Wednesday they were moving to recognize a Palestinian state, joining 140 countries that already do. The move by the three European nations infuriated Israel, which recalled its ambassadors from those countries.
While the move is symbolic, the countries said they hoped the recognition would further work toward a two-state solution.
Here's what to know about the countries that recognize a Palestinian state, and what it means.
There are 140 countries that recognize a Palestinian state, according to a list included in a letter last month to the United Nations from Arab and Muslim states.
Many of the countries -- including China, India, Malaysia and Russia -- moved to recognize a Palestinian state in November 1988, when the Palestine National Council declared an independent state of Palestine.
Mexico was the latest nation to recognize a Palestinian state, doing so in June 2023. Other recent recognitions include Sweden in 2014, Thailand in 2012 and Brazil in 2010.

A demonstrator holds the Palestinian flag outside the Israeli Embassy in Dublin after Ireland announced Wednesday that it will recognize a Palestinian state. (Molly Darlington/Reuters)


The leaders of Spain, Norway and Ireland said their decisions to recognize a Palestinian state were an effort to work toward a two-state solution.
Norwegian Prime Minister Jonas Gahr Store said: "In the midst of a war, with tens of thousands killed and injured, we must keep alive the only alternative that offers a political solution for Israelis and Palestinians alike: Two states, living side by side, in peace and security."
Irish Foreign Minister Micheal Martin said in a video statement that his government's recognition of a Palestinian state would come into effect on May 28. "The Palestinian people's right to self-determination, peace, dignity and statehood must be vindicated," he said.
"It is past time for Palestine to take its place amongst the nations of the world," Martin said. He added that with war raging in Gaza, "only a political track can deliver a permanent end to the violence."
Hamas and the Palestinian Authority welcomed the announcements. The moves incensed Israel.
Israeli Foreign Minister Israel Katz said that he was recalling Israel's ambassadors to Spain, Norway and Ireland, and that Israel "will not remain silent in the face of those undermining its sovereignty and endangering its security."
The United States says it supports the creation of a Palestinian state as part of a two-state solution but rejects the idea that one should be recognized unilaterally.
"The president is a strong supporter of a two-state solution and has been throughout his career," said National Security Council spokeswoman Adrienne Watson. "He believes a Palestinian state should be realized through direct negotiations between the parties, not through unilateral recognition."
Last month, the United States was the only veto on a U.N. Security Council resolution to admit the Palestinian territories -- currently designated as a nonmember observer state -- as a full U.N. member state.
"Our vote does not reflect opposition to Palestinian statehood; we have been very clear that we support it and seek to advance it meaningfully," U.S. representative Robert Wood said after the United States was one of nine countries to vote against a separate U.N. General Assembly resolution giving more privileges to Palestinian U.N. representatives. "Instead, it is an acknowledgment that statehood will come only from a process that involves direct negotiations between the parties."
William Booth, Karen DeYoung and Adam Taylor contributed to this report.
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U.S. says Russia probably put 'counterspace weapon' in orbit to attack satellites
Russia's Kremlin has denied claims by the Pentagon that it has launched a "counterspace weapon" into orbit, amid fears of a growing space war. 
By Adela Suliman, Ellen Nakashima | 2024-05-22

A Soyuz-2.1b rocket takes off May 17 from the Plesetsk cosmodrome in northern Russia. (Russian Defense Ministry Press Service/AP)


The U.S. government has assessed that Russia recently launched a "counterspace weapon" into orbit that could be used to attack satellites, U.S. officials said this week, adding to concerns about a new frontier for conflict between the nations.
Pentagon spokesman Maj. Gen. Patrick Ryder told reporters Tuesday that it had assessed that Moscow had launched a satellite into low Earth orbit last week that was "likely a counterspace weapon presumably capable of attacking other satellites in low Earth orbit."
"Russia deployed this new counterspace weapon into the same orbit as a U.S. government satellite," Ryder said, noting that it could pose a possible threat to the satellite and would continue to be monitored. "We'll continue to balance the need to protect our interests in space with our desire to preserve a stable and sustainable space environment."
The Kremlin dismissed the claims Wednesday, suggesting that its recent space launch had not broken international law. "We are not violating anything," Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov told reporters Wednesday. "We have repeatedly advocated bans on the launch of any weapons into space; unfortunately, these initiatives have been rejected, including by the United States of America."
The tension was sparked by a Russian launch carried out May 17. Russia's Ministry of Defense and state space agency Roscosmos posted statements last week confirming that Russia's air and space forces had carried out a launch of what it described as a Soyuz-2.1b launch vehicle from Russia's Plesetsk cosmodrome in the far north of the country.
Experts said the competing claims were inconclusive. Some said they would not describe the Russian launch as a weapon.
Jonathan McDowell, an astronomer at the Harvard & Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics, said the satellite "appears to be one of a series of Russian inspector satellites that 'shadow' U.S. spy sats at a generous distance of 50 km or more."
"I do not believe that it is a weapon," McDowell added. "I do not think it is a real threat to U.S. satellites."
Russia launched a similar system several years ago in an apparent test, said Todd Harrison, a senior fellow with the American Enterprise Institute. "That system deployed a sub-satellite and then appeared to fire a projectile," said Harrison. "It also appears that it can do close inspection and surveillance of satellites."
Both sides were ambiguous in their descriptions of last week's launch and its impact, said Bleddyn Bowen, an associate professor of international relations at the University of Leicester who has written books on space warfare and astropolitics.
"All we know is that [the satellite] it's been put into a certain orbital flight path," which presumably clashes with the United States' interests, Bowen said. This could present a risk of "collision," but "I wouldn't rush to call it an antisatellite weapon yet," he added.
However, the dispute shows the growing debate about warfare in space. Bowen said that with powers such as China, India, Russia and the United States active in space, "the risk of space warfare happening is very real."
Russia and the United States have proposed rival resolutions to the U.N. Security Council in recent weeks, though neither passed. Russia vetoed a U.S.-led resolution last month that Washington said was designed to prevent a nuclear arms race in space.
The Security Council on Monday did not pass a Russia-backed proposal, co-sponsored by China, that aimed to prevent "for all time" the use of any weapons in space. Ahead of the vote, U.S. deputy ambassador Robert Wood accused Russia of "gaslighting" on the issue and stated Russia had launched likely "counterspace weapons" into low orbit in 2019, 2022 and last week.
Russia's Foreign Ministry called the results of the vote on the draft U.N. resolution "disappointing" on Tuesday and accused the United States of militarizing space.
"The United States and its allies, despite all the steps we have taken to consider their proposals ... opposed our constructive, comprehensive initiative," spokeswoman Maria Zakharova said. "They have once again demonstrated their true priorities in the space area, aimed not at keeping space free of weapons of any kind, but at placing weapons in outer space and turning it into an arena for military confrontation."
A U.S. Space Command spokesperson said in a statement Wednesday that the Russian satellite was "likely a counterspace weapon presumably capable of attacking other satellites in low Earth orbit." The statement added that "even as Moscow backs space arms control negotiations, Russia continues to research, develop, test, and deploy a suite of counterspace systems that threaten the safety and stability of the domain."
Clay Moltz, a professor at the Naval Postgraduate School and author of books on space security and conflict, said space warfare "has already been occurring" for many years, largely in the form of jamming satellite signals. "But there have been no kinetic attacks or nuclear explosions except in national weapons testing programs," he added.
"As space becomes more and more crowded ... countries are nervous about possible attacks on their assets," Moltz said. "Such a [space] war is certainly possible, but it would be damaging to all of humanity."
Natalia Abbakumova contributed to this report.
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Families of Israeli female hostages release video showing their capture
The families are seeking to remind the public of Hamas's brutality in seizing the women, in hopes that it would push Israeli leaders to restart negotiations for their release.
By Shira Rubin | 2024-05-23

People walk past posters in Tel Aviv on Monday of hostages kidnapped during the deadly Oct. 7 attack by Hamas. (Shannon Stapleton/Reuters)


TEL AVIV -- The families of five female Israeli soldiers taken hostage by Hamas on Oct. 7 released video footage of their loved ones' first minutes of captivity, surrounded by gunmen in military fatigues barking orders and threatening them before finally shoving them into the vehicles to take them off to imprisonment in Gaza.
The families say they are seeking to remind the public of the brutality with which their family members were taken, in hopes that it would push Israeli leaders to restart negotiations for their release.
The body-cam footage was among the tens of thousands of hours of video generated on Oct. 7, when many of the 3,000 Hamas gunmen posted images and videos of the 1,200 men, women and children they killed and tortured, and the more than 250 others they took hostage.
The video, slightly over three minutes in length, is actually a series of clips, showing the young women first facing a wall in a room at the Nahal Oz outpost in southern Israel, bruised and bloodied and then sitting down. Gunmen shout questions at them.
Naama Levy, 19, who participated in an Israeli-Palestinian peace project, turns to her captors, her face smeared in blood, and says, "I have friends in Palestine."
Liri Albag asks if any of the gunmen speak English before one shouts at her, "I want you quiet, quiet!" Another then yells: "Our brothers died because of you. We will shoot you all."
A voice can then be heard on the video saying, "Why don't you speak Arabic, you cows?"
At one point, a Hamas gunman inspects the women and calls them sbaya , or "sabaya," an archaic term that means female captives but can have sexual connotations. The video subtitles, which were provided by the Israel Defense Forces, translated sabaya as "girls who can get pregnant."
Another man says, "Beautiful."
A brief clip shows the gunmen all praying while the women remain sitting against the wall. The video then cuts to a clip of the women being dragged outside amid the sound of gunshots and thrown into the back of vehicles.
Some of the women are clearly injured, their legs streaked with blood.
Shai Albag, Liri's sister, said that the first time she saw the video, she did not recognize her sister's face. "So much fear in her eyes," she said.
Shai said the families made the joint decision to release the video to raise awareness that these women are "minute by minute, subject to harassment and rape and abuse, and that everything must be done to bring them home."
"The Israeli government must not waste another moment," said a statement by the Hostage Families Forum, an umbrella organization representing most of the hostage families. "It must return to the negotiating table today."
The forum said the video released Wednesday was edited to exclude graphic imagery, including the dead bodies of soldiers that surrounded the five women, first in the bomb shelter in the Nahal Oz outpost where they were hiding before being discovered, and then in the room where they were sitting.
It was made public minutes before the war cabinet was scheduled to meet to discuss negotiations on a hostage deal. A statement by the Hostage Families Forum said that the families were planning to meet with several members of the war cabinet on Wednesday but that requests to meet with Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and two of his advisers have been refused.
Talks have stalled in recent weeks, after Hamas earlier this month announced it had agreed to a framework that Israeli officials said they had not yet seen or approved. At the same time, Israel's war against Hamas in the Gaza Strip is trudging into its eighth month, with an expanding incursion into the southern city of Rafah and repeated raids across the north that have left the families of the remaining hostages fearing for their safety.
The battle between the Hamas fighters and the dozens of Israeli soldiers at the Nahal Oz outpost has become a symbol of Israel's security failures on Oct. 7.
Nahal Oz was one of a string of Israeli military bases along the border that housed special units of female soldiers known as "watchers," who were responsible for analyzing videos of threats along the border but who were not trained in combat. An estimated 60 soldiers died in that battle, including 15 watchers.
In the weeks following Oct. 7, reports surfaced of watchers who had alerted their superiors to suspicious activity along the border, flagging the appearances of men in full military gear practicing taking over tanks and other maneuvers. Recordings of calls made by female soldiers later found to have been killed chronicled the overwhelming advance of the Hamas troops on the Israeli bases and toward the 22 surrounding communities.
Seven female soldiers were abducted alive from Nahal Oz, including Ori Megadish, who was rescued by the Israel Defense Forces in an Oct. 30 operation, and Noa Marciano, whose body was retrieved in November from Gaza City's al-Shifa Hospital.
Most of the families of the other five have not received signs of life in months, if at all.
Ashley Waxman Bakshi, whose cousin Agam Berger is in the video, said the families decided to release the video now, as negotiations have become "frozen." She said that Agam's twin sister said she feels her presence most days but that the family struggles to remain optimistic.
"We have every reason to believe she is alive, but after seeing this terrible video, we also have every reason to believe that our biggest fears of sexual violence are happening," she said.
Shai, Liri's sister, said the family last heard about her after the cease-fire that fell apart on Nov. 30. From the hostages who were held alongside her, they learned that Liri had one request that she wanted to send to her family and to the outside world: "Don't forget me."
Hazem Balousha in Cairo contributed to this report.
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Oman to expel dozens of ex-Guantanamo detainees 
As the Biden administration considers the transfer of Guantanamo detainees to Oman, 28 Yemenis who were taken in years ago say they now are being forced out.
By Abigail Hauslohner | 2024-05-22

Oman's foreign minister, Sayyid Badr Hamad al-Busaidi, greets U.N. chief Antonio Guterres in Muscat on May 15. (Oman News Agency/AFP/Getty Images)


For several years, Oman had promised them a new life. The quiet Persian Gulf monarchy had given 28 Yemenis -- transferred there from the U.S. military prison at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba -- housing, health care and jobs, and even helped them find wives and start families. It was a stunning turn of fortune after years of abusive interrogations and detention without charge.
But now, the nation that human rights attorneys had hailed as the "gold standard" in the rehabilitation of Muslim men swept up in America's "war on terror" is casting them aside, the men and advocates said. In January, Omani officials began calling the men into meetings where they explained that, come July, they would be stripped of their benefits and legal residency and would have to return to Yemen.
"It was a huge shock for all of us," said one of the men, Husam, who spoke on the condition that his real name not be used because he said the government had threatened the men against speaking to the media. For years, Oman had been "so supportive, so helpful. They told us: 'You are here to stay. This is your home,'" said Husam, a middle-aged father of three young children. But now, said Husam, "they said, 'Your time is finished and you have to leave.'"
Oman's move comes as another transfer of Guantanamo detainees hangs in the balance. Last fall, the Biden administration had planned to send 11 more Yemenis to Oman, a plan that was first reported by NBC News on Monday. But the administration, at the urging of members of Congress, paused the transfer after the outbreak of war in Gaza, following Hamas's Oct. 7 attack on Israel, U.S. officials said.
Administration officials said they still hope the transfer will occur. It is unclear whether Oman's threatened expulsion of the original group of 28 Yemenis resettled there is connected to the government's agreement to accept the new group. But U.S. officials said that Oman's obligations to provide for the first group of ex-detainees had long since expired, and that there was no requirement that the sultanate provide the men with permanent residency.
"In some ways, you could say they're making room," said one U.S. official.
The government of Oman did not respond to multiple requests for comment, but legal advocates for the Yemenis, as well as U.S. government officials speaking on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive negotiations, confirmed the reports that Oman has decided to end its support for the former detainees.
Of the 780 men once detained at Guantanamo, just 30 remain, about half of whom were long ago approved for transfer by a panel of officials from the top U.S. national security agencies. But the prison's closure, a policy goal of the Biden administration -- just as it was for the Obama administration -- hinges in large part on the success of secretive deals forged with foreign governments, like Oman, to accept the former detainees and provide security guarantees for them.
Congress has barred the government from transferring Guantanamo detainees to the U.S. mainland and blocked repatriation to certain war-ravaged countries, such as Yemen, because they are seen as security risks.
While the vast majority of the men held at Guantanamo never faced charges, former detainees and their attorneys say that because of torture and brutal treatment, nearly all now struggle with severe physical and psychological trauma, requiring special care -- further complicating transfer efforts.
The 28 Yemenis transferred to Oman by the Obama administration arrived between 2015 and 2017, and the monarchy's support program quickly became the model example of rehabilitation and humane treatment of former Guantanamo detainees abroad.
Lee Wolosky, the State Department's special envoy for Guantanamo closure during the last two years of the Obama administration, who negotiated the first round of transfers, praised Oman's support for the men, but acknowledged that Oman's decision to end the program was its to make.
"The nonrenewal of the former detainees' residence permits does not violate any agreement or understanding made with the United States at the time of transfer," said Wolosky, who now works in private legal practice. But Wolosky also suggested that expulsion would be unfair. "For approximately a decade, Oman has rehabilitated and supported these men, affording them the opportunity to have families, rebuild their lives and live in peace. They have never been charged with a crime and should be allowed to live out their lives as they see fit."
Oman also accepted two Afghan detainees, who, at their request, were recently allowed to return to Afghanistan, now under the control of the Taliban. Some of the Yemenis had previously asked Omani authorities if they could visit Yemen, but were denied, said Mansoor Adayfi, another Yemeni, now resettled in Serbia, who serves as the Guantanamo program coordinator for CAGE International, a nonprofit that advocates for current and former detainees.
The potential expulsion of the Yemenis from Oman comes amid a resurgence of conflict in the Middle East, including in Yemen, where years of civil war has led to a nationwide humanitarian crisis and persistent violence. U.S. officials said they cannot send the remaining Yemeni detainees who have been cleared for transfer back to Yemen because of security concerns arising from the ongoing conflict.
"So it's particularly ironic for the U.S. to not try to stop the transfers [of the earlier resettled group] to Yemen, after the U.S. transferred them to Oman, in what they thought would be a safe place for them," said Daphne Eviatar, director of the security with human rights program at Amnesty International USA.
A State Department spokesman declined to discuss Oman's decision-making, referring The Post to the government of Oman "for information related to the movement of former Guantanamo detainees."
"In general, the United States government has never had an expectation that former Guantanamo detainees would indefinitely remain in receiving countries," Vincent M. Picard, a spokesman for the department's counterterrorism division, said in a statement Wednesday.
"Oman is an excellent partner and fulfilled all aspects of the humane treatment and security assurances we agreed to for the detainees they have received. They have provided rehabilitation services and subsidies to former detainees for longer than required," Picard said.
But the policy shift in Oman, a wealthy oil state on the Arabian Peninsula that has served at times as a go-between for the United States and Iran, also highlights the precariousness of the Biden administration's diplomacy in the Middle East, where U.S. officials have leaned heavily on the help of Arab Gulf states in their ongoing efforts to broker a cease-fire deal and hostage release between Israel and Hamas. Brett McGurk, Biden's coordinator for the Middle East and North Africa, met in Oman last week with Iranian diplomat Ali Bagheri Kani, now acting foreign minister.
In recent months, U.S. and allied forces have carried out strikes against Yemen's Iran-backed Houthi militant group, responding to missile and drone attacks on ships traversing the Red Sea near Yemen's coast. The Houthis, who maintain offices in Oman and who control vast swaths of Yemen, have also in recent years attacked and threatened Yemenis whom they suspect of belonging to al-Qaeda -- including former Guantanamo detainees -- leaving Husam and the other former detainees fearful of what might happen to them if they return.
"I am from a place that is controlled by the Houthis, who have gone from time to time to talk to my family about me," said Husam. "They asked where I am, if I communicate with them. My family told me, 'Don't come back.'"
Human rights advocates have long assailed what they see as continued failures by multiple U.S. administrations to provide redress and long-term stability to the hundreds of men it subjected to torture and detention without due process over the two decades following the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks.
"There's no statute of limitations on torture, and the U.S. debts on its torture of these men are not spent," said Fionnuala Ni Aolain, who last year became the first U.N. official to be granted extensive access to Guantanamo's facilities and inmates, and who also interviewed former detainees. "And so, it worries me profoundly that these men are not a priority for the administration."
Ni Aolain, who served as the United Nations' special rapporteur on the promotion and protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms while countering terrorism, wrote in a report last year that she was "deeply concerned" about the U.S. commitment to upholding the international legal principle of "non-refoulement," which prohibits the transfer of a prisoner to another country where they would face serious harm.
Oman has provided the former detainees a rare level of dignity and care, unseen in many of the dozens of other countries that have accepted the United States' former prisoners, Ni Aolain and other international legal experts said.
If Oman needs support -- "whether it's financial or political" -- to avoid expelling the 28 Yemeni men and their families to face dangerous circumstances, "the United States should support and enable Oman" to do so, at least until Yemen is safe enough to move them to, Ni Aolain said. "Certainly right now, Yemen is not a safe place to send torture victim-survivors."
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As crowds mourn Iran's Raisi, others celebrate behind closed doors
Ebrahim Raisi presided over decades of repression as a senior judicial official, and he was president when security forces cracked down on protesters in 2022.

By Susannah George, Yeganeh Torbati | 2024-05-22

Iranians follow a truck carrying the coffins of the late President Ebrahim Raisi and his companions during a funeral ceremony in Tehran on Wednesday. (Majid Saeedi/Getty Images)


Thousands of people gathered in the Iranian capital Wednesday to mourn the sudden death of President Ebrahim Raisi. But behind closed doors, some Iranians were quietly celebrating his demise, saying the hard-line cleric and stalwart regime figure symbolized the worst elements of the country's Islamic leadership.
Raisi's career -- as a prosecutor, chief justice and later president -- was defined as much by instability as by the harsh tactics he used to protect the Islamic republic. He presided over decades of repression as a senior member of Iran's judiciary and was president when security forces brutally cracked down on anti-government protests in 2022 and 2023.
In 2021, soon after he was elected, Amnesty International said his rise to the presidency was "a grim reminder that impunity reigns supreme in Iran."
But at his funeral in Tehran, crowds of mourners  wailed and chanted their support for the president, who died Sunday along with Foreign Minister Hossein Amir-Abdollahian when their helicopter crashed in Iran's mountainous northwest.
"I want to be sacrificed for you, Seyyed," one man yelled into a loudspeaker, using a traditional honorific. "For solving people's problems you have gone so far!"
Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, recited prayers over Raisi's casket. Also in attendance was Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh, who praised Raisi's support for the Palestinian people, according to a statement broadcast on state television.

Tens of thousands of Iranian mourners on May 22 paid tribute to President Ebrahim Raisi, who was killed in a helicopter crash over the weekend.


In other parts of the capital, some residents described a jubilant atmosphere.
"I was in the street, and whenever people glanced at each other, we all had a smile on our faces," said Mahtab, a Tehran-based makeup artist who spoke on the condition that she be identified only by her first name for fear of repercussions.
She was imprisoned for participating in the 2022 protests, sparked by the death of Mahsa Amini, 22, in police custody, for an alleged dress-code violation. As president, Raisi oversaw stricter enforcement of the country's laws requiring women to wear the hijab head covering, and many in Iran believed he was at least partly responsible for the events that led to Amini's death.
After Mahtab learned of Raisi's death, she said she could hear her neighbors hosting a party behind closed doors. After years of worrying about her country's economy and its heavy-handed security forces, she said she hoped the discreet celebrations would at least be "a slap in the face" for Iran's clerical leadership.
"They have to realize that the people don't want them," she said.
Yet Raisi's death is unlikely to change the course of Iranian politics. In Iran, the supreme leader wields the ultimate authority, particularly on matters such as foreign policy and national security.

An Iranian woman holds a portrait of Iranian President Ebrahim Raisi during his funeral procession in Tehran on Wednesday. (AFP/Getty Images)


But even in this largely ceremonial role, Raisi stood out for his lack of independence from Khamenei, said Hadi Ghaemi, executive director of the New York-based Center for Human Rights in Iran.
"We've had other presidents who had friction with the supreme leader or who refused or dragged their feet to implement certain policies," he said. "Raisi never challenged the policies that were dictated to him."
Another Tehran resident, a 25-year-old woman who was also detained during recent protests, said she overheard the news of Raisi's death in the street when one man said to another: "I want to tell you a piece of good news: Raisi has crashed."
The woman, who spoke on the condition of anonymity out of fear of reprisal, said she found herself dwelling on how Raisi died and the last moments of his life. "I just think, could they understand a small portion of the pain the nation has suffered, or not?"
Mahtab said she was actually glad to see the government "embarrassed" on the world stage as rescue teams searched for hours to find their own president -- and reportedly asked eventually for outside help to locate the crash site.

Rescue team members carry the body of a victim Monday after a helicopter carrying Iranian President Ebrahim Raisi crashed in Varzaqan in northwestern Iran. (Azin Haghighi/Moj News Agency/AP)


The helicopter crashed Sunday as it flew through dense fog while bringing Raisi and other government officials back to Iran after a trip to the border with neighboring Azerbaijan.
Elmira, a 42-year-old artist from Tehran, said the news of his death was "heartwarming" after years of hearing about the deaths and arrests of ordinary Iranians. She said she does not think Raisi's death will shake up the core of Iran's leadership, but she said she was pleased nonetheless.
"Maybe happiness is not the right word. We just feel ecstatic," she said, adding that the incident gives her hope that other Iranian leaders "will come to an end one day as well."
For younger Iranians, Raisi's policies gave them no hope for the future. U.S. sanctions have crippled the economy, and record high inflation has exacerbated the plight of the many university graduates who cannot find work. The celebrations of Raisi's death partially reflect  the repressed anger that many young people feel, the 25-year-old Tehran resident said.
"When this anger stays in people's hearts, and it can't be expressed, it results in reactions like this, so that they're happy over such an incident," she said. "As a young person, you have to just run in this country, and you don't even get anywhere. It's like running on a treadmill."
In Rasht in northern Iran, a 48-year-old IT specialist said he was just 12 when his father was executed by one of the "death commissions" that Raisi helped oversee in 1988.
That year, "the Iranian authorities forcibly disappeared and extrajudicially executed thousands of imprisoned political dissidents in secret and dumped their bodies, mostly in unmarked mass graves," Amnesty International said.
The IT specialist, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to freely discuss his father's case, said he was glad that Raisi died because he did not believe the president would ever be held accountable for his actions.
"I have no hope for a fair trial, even if the government falls," he said.
Banoo Saberi, 65, also lost her husband, Abbas-Ali Monshi Rudsari, to the mass executions, she said.
For her, Raisi's death is a lost opportunity.
"My wish was always to confront them with my husband's picture and ask, 'Why did you execute him? Look at him. He was not just a number to you in prison. He had a wife and two children, a father and mother, love for his family,'" she said.
Still, she said she was happy that Raisi would no longer be able to issue orders for more executions.
Ghaemi said he believes Raisi's ultimate legacy will be that he energized Iran's youth with his repressive policies.
"Raisi's presidency and his focus on social life mobilized that generation that carried out the Mahsa [Amini] movement," he said. "And Raisi can be credited for them eventually becoming a political movement."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2024/05/22/iran-funeral-ebrahim-raisi/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            World
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Lifestyle
          
        

      

      Business

      Washington Post News Feed


      
        UCLA workers to join strike over university handling of Gaza protests
        Lauren Kaori Gurley

        The strike would mark an escalation of a work stoppage that began Monday at UC Santa Cruz, disrupting classes and research in the final weeks of the school year.

      

      
        U.S., states sue to 'break up' Ticketmaster parent Live Nation
        Tony Romm

        In an antitrust lawsuit, the government says Live Nation leveraged its sprawling footprint to box out rivals, undermining consumer choice and pushing up prices.

      

      
        Grocers are finally lowering prices as consumers pull back
        Jaclyn Peiser

        Retailers like Target, Walmart and Aldi have begun rolling back costs in their food aisles and on other household staples.

      

      
        Home-insurance payouts are shrinking. Here's how to prevent the worst.
        Patrick Cooley

        Thanks to inflation and climate change, homeowners are getting less money back from their insurers to repair and rebuild.

      

      
        Work Advice: An old co-worker is back and publicizing my cringey history
        Karla Miller

        Ten years ago, I had a messy breakup with a co-worker. An old colleague has brought the story to my new workplace and is stirring up drama with it. What can I do?

      

      
        DOJ to announce antitrust lawsuit against Live Nation as soon as Thursday
        Tony Romm, Perry Stein

        Live Nation is the parent company of Ticketmaster and also owns concert venues and promotes shows.

      

      
        House votes to make CFTC main crypto regulator, a win for the industry
        Jacob Bogage

        Crypto leaders have long preferred oversight from that agency rather than the Securities and Exchange Commission. The Senate isn't expected to pass the bill.

      

      
        Consumer watchdog classifies 'buy now, pay later' apps as credit cards
        Aaron Gregg, Jaclyn Peiser

        The move will give consumers better guarantees related to returns and cancellations, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau said Wednesday.

      

      
        
          	
            World
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Lifestyle
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



UCLA workers to strike over university handling of Gaza protests 
The strike would mark an escalation of a work stoppage that began Monday at UC Santa Cruz, disrupting classes and research in the final weeks of the school year. 
By Lauren Kaori Gurley | 2024-05-23

A pro-Palestinian demonstration at the University of California at Santa Cruz. Students joined in solidarity with the university workers who went on strike over the crackdown on protests and over what they say were violations of free speech rights. The workers are part of the United Auto Workers. (John G Mabanglo/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)


Academic workers will walk off the job at UCLA and the University of California at Davis next Tuesday to protest the university system's crackdown on pro-Palestinian demonstrations, the UAW announced Thursday.
The expanded strike marks an escalation of a work stoppage that began Monday at the University of California at Santa Cruz, disrupting classes and pushing the university to move instruction remote in recent days. But the university system's administration has called the strike "illegal" and has filed for a court-ordered injunction to end the strike.
The strikes at UCLA and UC-Davis will disrupt classes, research and possibly grading during the final weeks of the academic year. UCLA has roughly 46,000 students enrolled and UC-Davis has over 40,000 students enrolled, according the universities' websites.
Last week, members of United Auto Workers Local 4811, which represents some 48,000 teaching assistants, post-docs and other academic workers across the University of California's 10 campuses, voted to authorize a strike, following the arrests of hundreds of pro-Palestinian demonstrators, including union members, at several universities in recent weeks.
The University of California did not immediately return a request for comment.
The University of California has said the strike shouldn't be allowed and "will cause the University and its students irreparable harm -- UAW members play a critical role in year-end activities like teaching, grading, and ongoing time-sensitive research," according to a statement on its website.
On April 30, police did not intervene for hours at UCLA as pro-Palestinian demonstrators, including many union members, were violently attacked by counterprotesters at an encampment. The following night, Los Angeles police officers in riot gear dismantled the camp and arrested 210 people for refusing to leave. Dozens of pro-Palestinian protesters have also been arrested and suspended at UC-San Diego.
The UAW is demanding that the University of California drop all disciplinary and criminal charges against members for their participation in campus protests. Since the strike began earlier this week at the Santa Cruz campus, the union has threatened to expand strikes to other campuses if demands weren't met.
"It's unfortunate that UC has not made progress toward remedying the unfair labor practices they have committed," said Rafael Jaime, co-president of the union in a statement Thursday. "Rather than put their energies into resolution, UC is attempting to halt the strike through legal procedures."
The union said that the university administration can end the strike by resolving unfair labor practice charges that the union filed with the California Public Employment Relations Board, alleging the university illegally changed its workplace free-speech policies, among other charges.
The UAW local has deployed a "stand-up strike" model for the work stoppages, resembling the limited strikes that the union levied last year against the Big Three Detroit automakers.
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U.S., states sue to 'break up' Ticketmaster parent Live Nation
In an antitrust lawsuit, the government says Live Nation leveraged its sprawling footprint to box out rivals, undermining consumer choice and pushing up prices.
By Tony Romm | 2024-05-23

Penny Harrison and her son Parker Harrison rally against the live entertainment ticket industry outside the U.S. Capitol in Washington, D.C., on Jan. 24, 2023. (Drew Angerer/Getty Images)


The U.S. government filed a sweeping antitrust lawsuit Thursday against Live Nation Entertainment, the parent company of Ticketmaster, seeking to break up the conglomerate over allegations that it has amassed and abused unrivaled power in the ticketing and concert industries.
The landmark case -- joined by 30 state and district attorneys general -- could dramatically reshape an ecosystem that has long sparked outrage from artists and fans alike, whose frustrations erupted in 2022 when high fees and site outages disrupted early sales for Taylor Swift's "Eras" tour.
Live Nation is an entertainment titan: It is a concert promoter, artist manager, venue owner and ticket seller and reseller, constituting a sprawling empire that its executives publicly herald as the "largest live entertainment company in the world." Last year alone, Live Nation produced more than 50,000 concerts and other musical events, and it sold more than 620 million tickets globally, the company boasted to investors in April.
But the U.S. government contends that the company's vast power and reach have also afforded it unfair advantages over competitors, allowing Live Nation to evolve into an illegal and harmful "monopolist" -- with the power to box out rivals, reduce consumer choices and raise ticket prices.
"It is time to break it up," Attorney General Merrick Garland said at a news conference Thursday.
State and federal officials allege that Live Nation threatens to retaliate against performance venues unless they agree to use the company's Ticketmaster service. Otherwise, these venue operators risk losing access to popular Live Nation-managed performances and tours -- an unfavorable ultimatum, according to the government, that has allowed Ticketmaster to lock up more than 70 percent of sales at major concert venues.
To further entrench its dominance, Live Nation also targets artists: Performers at times must use Live Nation's tour promotional services, or they cannot perform at company-operated venues, the complaint alleges. Live Nation owns or controls 265 concert venues in North America, including 60 of the top 100 amphitheaters in the United States, according to the government's estimates.
State and federal antitrust watchdogs contend these arrangements ultimately have restricted artists, arrested the growth of competing ticketing services and imposed higher costs on audience members, who face a "Ticketmaster tax" in the form of steep and "endless" fees, charged Jonathan Kanter, who oversees antitrust for the Justice Department.
"Some monopolies are just so entrenched, and some problems so difficult to address, that they require decisive and effective solutions," he later explained.
The complaint asks a federal judge in New York to order structural changes to Live Nation, which could effectively force the company to break up. A long, arduous court battle is now likely to follow, one that will see the Justice Department argue for unwinding a merger that the agency itself approved more than a decade ago.
In a statement Thursday, Live Nation sharply rebutted the charges that it violated anti-monopoly laws. Dan Wall, the company's executive vice president for corporate and regulatory affairs, said the government "ignores everything that is actually responsible for higher ticket prices," including higher production costs, artist popularity and ticket "scalping."
"It's also clear that we are another casualty of this administration's decision to turn over antitrust enforcement to a populist urge that simply rejects how antitrust law works," he added.
The lawsuit marks only the latest federal antitrust case initiated under President Biden, who came to office promising to crack down on corporate power and profiteering. Over the past three years, federal watchdogs have sued major technology companies including Apple, Amazon, Facebook and Google for allegedly anticompetitive practices, and they have blocked major mergers involving airlines, biotech firms and grocery chains.
"Maybe it took people by surprise, but the president said [the government] wanted to do something on this, and they have," said Sen. Amy Klobuchar (D-Minn.), the top lawmaker on the chamber's antitrust panel. She added that Washington never should have allowed Live Nation to acquire Ticketmaster in the first place.
"However you look at it," she said, "that's a monopoly."
Nearly 15 years ago, it was Washington's blessing that paved the way for Live Nation to expand its corporate footprint: The Justice Department in 2010 gave the green light for the company to purchase Ticketmaster, combining what was already the largest concert promoter with the most prominent ticketing platform.
The deal created a powerhouse that could manage every part of a performance: It could plan and execute the logistics around an artist's tour, handle all of their initial sales through Ticketmaster and stage some of the shows at Live Nation's own venues, including the Hollywood Palladium in Los Angeles and the Brooklyn Bowl in New York.
In a bid to preserve competition, the Obama administration approved the merger only on a conditional basis. It required Live Nation to divest some of its business lines, and it prohibited the combined company from retaliating against venues that opted to use alternative ticketing platforms. At the time, federal officials said their consent decree would pave the way "for strong competitors to Ticketmaster, allowing concert venues to have more and better choices for their ticketing needs."
But the legally binding agreement didn't quell broad opposition from concert venue owners and artists, who grumbled in the years to follow about the ease with which Live Nation allegedly flouted the federal restrictions. The accusations are laid bare in the government's roughly 120-page complaint, filed Thursday in a federal court in New York.
"With this vast scope of power comes influence. Live Nation and its wholly owned subsidiary, Ticketmaster, have used that power and influence to insert themselves at the center and the edges of virtually every aspect of the live music ecosystem," the complaint alleges. "This has given Live Nation and Ticketmaster the opportunity to freeze innovation and bend the industry to their own benefit."
The Justice Department filed its case alongside attorneys general for Arizona, Florida, Maryland, Texas and the District of Columbia, among other jurisdictions. Rob Bonta, the Democratic attorney general of California, said that customers currently "have a terrible experience on Ticketmaster, they hate it, it's frustrating, but its all they got because Ticketmaster has no real competition."
The lawsuit charges that Live Nation gobbled up some of its rivals -- and struck anti-competitive arrangements with others -- in a bid to further solidify Ticketmaster as a dominant sales platform. The antitrust watchdogs offered the example of Oak View Group, described by the government as a "competitor-turned-partner" with which Live Nation brokered a deal to avoid competing over artists and tours they would manage. Whenever the company did try to compete for artists, Live Nation "repeatedly scolded Oak View," Garland said Thursday.
In response, Live Nation said in a blog post that its integration had actually helped concertgoers and artists alike, since it resulted in "better prices and better services than they would receive if these complementary businesses were separated."
The Justice Department launched its latest Live Nation investigation in 2022, two years after the agency under President Donald Trump found that the company had "repeatedly" broken its promises to antitrust enforcers. As a federal lawsuit became imminent this spring, competition experts urged the Biden administration to remedy its predecessors' mistakes by unwinding a company that they said had leveraged its dominance to the detriment of rivals.
"It's clear what the DOJ has tried previously ... has not worked," said Sumit Sharma, a senior researcher at Consumer Reports. "Live Nation-Ticketmaster's market share has remained the same."
The first word of the federal probe arrived on the heels of another fiasco -- a surge of demand for Taylor Swift presale tickets in 2022 that crashed Ticketmaster and left countless fans unable to buy seats for her 2023 tour. The widely documented incident put a fresh spotlight on the company, its dominance in ticketing and the fees that it charges consumers.
Policymakers around the country soon unleashed a battery of legislative proposals meant to crack down on abuse in ticketing and better highlight the fees that customers face before they reach the checkout page. On Capitol Hill, Klobuchar summoned Joe Berchtold, the president of Live Nation, for a lengthy grilling over his company's business practices.
"We hear people say that ticketing markets are less competitive today than they were at the time of the Live Nation-Ticketmaster merger," Berchtold said in his testimony. "That is simply not true."
But the company's critics and competitors swiped at Live Nation for issuing ultimatums to concert halls and sports venues that could not afford to lose the company's business. Jack Groetzinger, the chief executive of SeatGeek, a competing platform, said the fears of retaliation had allowed Live Nation to grow unchecked: He estimated that Ticketmaster came to amass a market share exceeding 70 percent in primary ticket sales, especially for professional basketball, hockey and football games.
"Major venues in the United States know that if they move their primary ticketing business from Ticketmaster to a competitor, they risk losing the substantial revenue they earn from Live Nation concerts," Groetzinger said.
On Thursday, state and federal officials acknowledged SeatGeek's competition concerns. Their lawsuit cites a 2021 incident in which Live Nation "threatened retaliation against a venue that had decided to switch from Ticketmaster to SeatGeek for primary ticketing," according to the complaint.
Live Nation "followed through on its threats, rerouting concerts to other venues," officials allege. The government does not name the venue in its complaint, but the details appear to align with a known previous incident involving the Barclays Center in Brooklyn, which switched vendors in 2021 and then later returned to using Ticketmaster last year.
"We believe this lawsuit will drive innovation and improve ticketing for fans -- something SeatGeek has been focused on since the very beginning," Groetzinger said in a statement Thursday. "It's time to give fans, teams, artists and venues the choice and experiences they deserve."
The heightened scrutiny has promoted Live Nation to scale up its political operation dramatically in recent years: The company spent $2.3 million to influence Washington policymakers in 2023, more than double the year prior, according to OpenSecrets, a money-in-politics watchdog.
Live Nation has continued its spending spree into 2024, helping to host a party around the annual White House correspondents' dinner -- a swanky performance that touted the company's bona fides on cocktail napkins.
"We've seen an uptick in their lobbying spending," acknowledged Morgan Harper, the director of policy and advocacy at the American Economic Liberties Project, a left-leaning group that has advocated for Live Nation to be broken up. "It's not surprising an entity like Live Nation, whose business model has allowed them to engage in anti-competitive conduct, would be bringing to bear all the resources it has."
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Grocers are finally lowering prices as consumers pull back
Retailers like Target, Walmart and Aldi have begun rolling back costs in their food aisles and on other household staples.
By Jaclyn Peiser | 2024-05-23

Since the pandemic, the major chains have been operating at the highest profit margins on groceries in two decades, according to a study by the White House Council of Economic Advisers. (iStock/Getty Images)


Consumers have been grumbling about the soaring cost of groceries for nearly two years. Now, some of the biggest names in retail appear to be listening.
In recent weeks, Target and Aldi have broadcast price cuts on thousands of items, while Walmart unveiled a new private label lineup of quality "chef-inspired food" mostly in the $5-and-under range. The shift comes as U.S. consumers have been signaling their discontent with more subdued spending -- threatening retailers' bottom lines.
It also reflects the split screen that is the U.S. economy: technically strong, but a struggle for many consumers as inflation and interest rates remain elevated, and debt levels have soared. Grocery prices have spiked nearly 27 percent since 2020, outpacing overall inflation of rate of 22 percent. Combined with higher housing and energy costs, Americans have developed an increasingly dour outlook about their financial well-being in the run-up to the 2024 election.
Retailers have taken note, said Coresight Research analyst Bryan Gildenberg. They're "trying to get back to growth."
This week, Target announced it would lower prices on roughly 5,000 items, including staples such as milk, produce, bread and coffee, as well as diapers and pet food. The reductions will "collectively save consumers millions of dollars this summer," the company said in a news release.
The White House -- which has been pressing retailers to lower prices -- took credit for the rollbacks, posting on X: "President Biden called on grocery chains making record profits to lower prices for consumers -- and they're answering the call."
Since the pandemic, the major chains have been operating at the highest profit margins on groceries in two decades, according to a study by the White House Council of Economic Advisers. An array of federal regulators, Democratic lawmakers and think tanks contend that large retailers have kept prices artificially high, allegedly through coercive tactics like price fixing and price gouging, and industry consolidation.

New lower-price signs hang from a shelf at a Target store on May 20, 2024, in Miami. (Joe Raedle/Getty Images)


Wyatt Williams of Iowa City says higher prices forced him to make changes starting in 2022, the year inflation reached a four-decade high of 9.1 percent. The 39-year-old writer and professor could no longer afford to make his weekly shopping trip to Whole Foods. Instead, he found a creative alternative: driving 30 minutes away to a Mennonite-owned bulk goods grocery store in rural Iowa.
"My finances were wrecked, and I was cutting into my savings," he said. "Something that's interesting that happens with food is when you have to regard it with scarcity, it changes the way you cook."
Target's rollback is partly a response to customers like Williams finding more economical alternatives for household staples. Target chief growth officer Christina Hennington told investors Wednesday during the company's first-quarter earnings call that the company is passing savings back to customers in part to "accelerate traffic and unit growth over time."
The Minneapolis-based retailer reported a 3.2 percent decline in sales, exceeding its counterparts, a sign it is losing market share, according to industry analysts. Target has been wounded the most in its discretionary categories as its usual shopper prioritizes affording groceries over impulse purchases in the home goods aisle.
"From our data, Target has lost some customers and share in grocery and particularly in household products," said Neil Saunders, managing director of GlobalData. "There is a sense among consumers that they can shop more cheaply elsewhere. ... This dynamic partly explains why Target is investing more in value by reducing prices on key items."
Aldi, the fastest-growing grocery chain in the country, announced a similar move earlier this month. The privately held German company said it is cutting prices on 250 items. Aldi's move will have a more noticeable impact for shoppers than at Target since it has far fewer items on its shelves, Gildenberg said.

Discount grocer Aldi, which has been expanding rapidly in the United States, announced plans to reduce prices on 250 items. (Anna Driver/Reuters)


Walmart, which has acquired new, higher-end customers looking to trade down on groceries, household essentials and general merchandise, is making moves to keep the customers coming back. The Bentonville, Ark.-based retailer reported last week that net sales for Walmart U.S. rose 4.6 percent in the first quarter year-over-year.
The nation's largest retailer announced earlier this month that it is rolling out more than 300 new products under its new private label Bettergoods. The products, spanning 15 categories, keep up with the latest food trends and are plant-based and gluten-free, as well as "cleaner" foods made without artificial flavors, colorings or added sugars. The items range from about $2 to $15, with more than 70 percent of them under $5.
Though retailers are eager to highlight cost-saving measures, critics view them as a significant source of rising costs. While prices rose during the pandemic due to a mixture of labor shortages, rising fuel costs, international conflicts, supply chain disruptions, droughts, disease and more, Lindsay Owens, the executive director of economic policy think tank Groundwork Collaborative, said price gouging and industry consolidation played major roles.
"It's really clear when you start looking at industry and corporate firm-level data ... that companies are really expanding their margins during a period when their own costs are rising," Owens said. "What you see is that's effectively made possible by companies who are passing along their rising costs in full but then going for more."
Meanwhile, consumers have gone into debt to afford groceries. According to an analysis from Urban Institute, a Washington think tank that conducts economic and social policy research, many families tapped credit cards, payday loans, savings and Buy Now, Pay Later services to afford essentials. The Institute found that 7.1 percent of those who used a credit card did not have enough money to make the minimum payment.
Consolidation up and down the supply chain, and among the major chains, is another contributing factor. Grocery store numbers have fallen 30 percent in the past 25 years. And more than a third of the U.S. grocery sales come from four retailers. Walmart alone has nearly a quarter of the market, Owens said. The lack of competition gives these retailers more leeway to raise prices, said Federal Trade Commissioner Alvaro Bedoya.

The produce section at a Walmart Supercenter in Rogers, Ark. The nation's largest retailer announced earlier this month that it is rolling out more than 300 new products under its new private label Bettergoods. (Rick Wilking/Reuters)


"One effect of consolidation is to allow big players to make money not because they're efficient but because they're powerful," he said in an interview with The Washington Post. "Another thing that's happened is that these supply chains have become externally brittle."
The FTC's study on grocery supply chain during the pandemic found that major retailers leveraged their size and influence to dictate what they pay to suppliers. This allowed large chains to grow profits, gains that didn't trickle down to consumers.
Owens, who on Wednesday spoke before a panel of the Senate Banking, Housing, and Urban Affairs committee, also noted that technology and data collection are being used to raise prices.
"Technological innovations such as cloud computing, artificial intelligence, and surveillance targeting have enabled companies to collect reams of data on their competitors and their customers," Owens said in her testimony. "They can use this data to facilitate collusion and price fixing or simply to accelerate their ability to hike prices and maximize profits."
Abha Bhattarai contributed to this report.
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Home-insurance payouts are shrinking. Here's how to prevent the worst.
Thanks to inflation and climate change, homeowners are getting less money back from their insurers to repair and rebuild. 
By Patrick Cooley | 2024-05-23

Local residents walk among the debris from tornado damaged homes, May 22, 2024, in Greenfield, Iowa. (Charlie Neibergall/AP)


With tornado season in full swing -- hitting Iowa hard this week -- and hurricane and wildfire season looming this summer, insurance experts say millions of homeowners will find their policies failing to cover repairs and rebuilding just when they're urgently needed.
A 2023 study published in the Connecticut Insurance Law Journal found 77 percent of insurance payouts in California in 2018 and 2019 didn't fully cover replacement costs, with the average payout falling 35 percent short. Following natural disasters like wildfires, 96 percent of insurance payouts were insufficient.
Amy Bach, executive director of the consumer advocacy group United Policyholders, says her organization has found that "two-thirds of the impacted people did not have enough insurance to rebuild" after a natural disaster.
One big factor is inflation, especially with construction costs -- which can deliver a nasty surprise for homeowners who didn't update their policies. It's a result of the pandemic's supply-chain snarls and labor shortages, which pushed up the price of everything from cars to chicken wings.
Jim Baier, an Ohio farmer, found out the hard way after a tornado blew the roof off his two-story farmhouse in March. His insurance company's assessment was dire, calling it a "total loss" that required the entire house "to come down," he said.
Then he was told the insurance payout wouldn't account for the spike in construction costs over the last several years. Now, the Ohio farmer says he's considering building a single-story house or getting a mobile home in place of his old house to avoid going into debt.
If you hold a home-insurance policy, you can still stave off these worst-case scenarios. Here's what you need to know.
Construction-sector inflation has made the shortfall worse on a "magnified scale," says Matt Simon, president of CoverLink Insurance in Bellefontaine, Ohio.
"Where [houses] may have been undervalued by 10 percent, some are now undervalued by 20, 30 or 40 percent," he warned.
The increase in home replacement costs has far outpaced price gains in other sectors, rising by 55 percent between 2019 and 2022, an analysis from the Insurance Information Institute found. That's roughly twice the rate of overall inflation in that period.
The same effect of pandemic-era inflation, especially in construction materials, has driven up the cost of insurance policies, even in places far from flood-prone coasts and wildfire-prone forests.
Climate change is piling on to the challenge. Insurance companies are refusing to cover natural disasters in some disaster-prone regions, or pulling out of those places altogether, as State Farm did in California last year.
Homeowners are often left with fewer, and pricier, policies to pick from as a result.
Homeowners need to make sure they have adequate dwelling coverage, which covers the cost of repairs or replacement in the event of a catastrophe, says Mark Friedlander, director of corporate communications for the Insurance Information Institute. Some insurers automatically update policies to account for inflation, but many don't -- so homeowners need to check with their insurance providers to find out if the policy has been changed accordingly.
In addition, homeowners should give their policy special scrutiny if they live in an area where development encroaches on once-wild lands, notes Michael Richmond-Crum, director of Personal Lines for the American Property Casualty Insurance Association. This includes regions where floods, wildfires and tornadoes are more common.
But all homeowners, no matter where they are, need to grill their insurance agents for specifics about replacement costs and payouts, "to make sure they're not passively accepting a number from insurance companies," said Emily Rogan, senior program director for United Policyholders, a nonprofit consumer advocacy group. And they should do this every year, each time they renew their policy -- to account for the likelihood that property values and building costs have risen.
Insurance companies offer add-ons that may make sense if homeowners live in regions prone to natural disasters, experts say.
One example is extended replacement-cost coverage, which automatically covers more than the estimated cost of your home, thereby buffering against inflation.
"Extended replacement cost coverage will help in total loss [cases]," said Rogan.
And if your city or county has updated its building codes since you bought your home, building-cost coverage can also help, experts say.
"If you own an older house, there's probably a lot of elements that don't meet current building codes," said Holden Lewis, a home and mortgage expert for NerdWallet. "And if your house is destroyed and has to be rebuilt, it has to be rebuilt to code -- and that's going to be more expensive."
Lewis cited the single-pane windows in his home in Fort Worth, Texas, as an example.
"If this house was damaged and I had to replace the windows, I wouldn't be allowed to replace the single panes," he said, pointing to the city's energy-efficiency requirements that mandate replacement with double-pane windows.
Home improvements such as reinforced roofs or doors that are more resistant to severe storms can also be worth it, Friedlander said, even though these are often pricey.
As the cost of coverage spikes, more and more homeowners are dropping insurance altogether. The share of uninsured homes rose from 5 percent in 2019 to 12 percent in 2022, according to the Insurance Information Institute. These are typically homeowners who have paid off their mortgage, thereby releasing themselves from the insurance requirement that comes with home-loan financing.
Experts, however, strongly recommend insuring your house against natural disasters, even in the face of increased policy prices, given how expensive major rebuilding can be.
Like with all major purchases, homeowners should shop around and compare policy prices and coverage before deciding on a policy. Consumer groups like Checkbook can help by pooling information and comparing quotes across providers.
But even consumer advocates like Rogan concede that assessing rebuilding costs in your municipality -- so you can have that honest discussion with your insurer -- is difficult. Typically, this information can't be found in a central database.
One state that's trying to remedy this problem is Colorado. The state's deputy commissioner for property and casualty insurance, Jason Lapham, points out that the state has recently passed a law requiring the creation of a database for tracking rebuilding costs -- but it won't be available until next year.
"The insurance companies themselves have their own cost estimators," Lapham said. "Whether those are accurate or not, I'm not sure."
Patrick Cooley is a freelance journalist who previously covered agriculture and commodities for The Messenger and environmental and agricultural issues for the USA Today Network.
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Work Advice: An old co-worker is back and publicizing my cringey history
Ten years ago, I had a messy breakup with a co-worker. An old colleague has brought the story to my new workplace and is stirring up drama with it. What can I do?
By Karla Miller | 2024-05-23

(iStock/iStock )


Reader: More than a decade ago, I used to work on the same team as "Brad," who pursued me romantically. I was initially not interested, but after two years we started dating. Then, after a few weeks, he ghosted me. It was messy and painful, because I was young and very much in love. I sent him two texts calling him a lying jerk, but in harsher terms. Our manager said I was hurting the team dynamic and transferred me to a different office in the same city. I was happy to go. I cringe just thinking about how immature and unprofessional my actions were after the breakup.
Also on our team was Abby, a toxic person who seeks out drama and creates conflict everywhere she goes. In the three months we worked together, Abby created workplace issues with two other people. She was also throwing herself at Brad. It was so obvious that her boyfriend broke up with her over it.
I am now happily married and work for a different company thousands of miles away. My company recently hired Abby. She has been asking people if I've been "harassing any men," and then retelling everything that happened. I was always friendly and professional with Abby, so it's not like she has a grudge against me.
How should I handle this? Do I ignore it and hope it dies down? Do I go to HR? Do I tell people she didn't come out of it smelling like roses either? Do I look for a new job? I'm just so tired.
Karla: I'll take you at your word that this was a one-time, sorely regretted incident when your youth and emotions overrode your professionalism, and you learned the hard way about love bombing. (I might even argue that the person truly responsible for hurting the team dynamic was the one who spent two years badgering a teammate into a relationship, but that's not helpful now.) Ordinarily, I'd tell you that people will catch on quickly that Abby is a drama-feeding muckraker, and you can safely ride out the gossip cycle by sticking to the high road.
But her language takes things well beyond dishing about a messy breakup. If she's falsely insinuating that you have a history of harassing men in general, that's potentially harmful to your reputation, depending on how credulous and cutthroat your colleagues are. You need to get ahead of that narrative as soon as possible.
Cornering her in the bathroom is tempting, but inadvisable. Asking if she's heard from her ex recently, as a coded way of letting her know you also keep receipts, would probably be too subtle a hint to burst her soap-opera bubble. Also, bear in mind George Bernard Shaw's adage about wrestling with swine in their own element: You'll both get dirty, and she'll like it. Instead, you would be best served by bringing the problem to a third-party authority who can intervene, whether that's your manager or your HR department.
Give your drama-free synopsis: "Ten years ago, in another job, I was briefly romantically involved with a co-worker. It ended badly, and I regret the experience and have never repeated that mistake." If pressed for more details, keep it brief but honest: "When he abruptly ended things, I was hurt and sent him a couple of rude texts." Subtext: You were unprofessional, but not violent or dangerous. You accepted the consequences and moved on.
Then outline the problem and your request: "Unfortunately, someone who worked with me back then is now spreading embarrassing and embellished stories about that time. I'm concerned her narrative is undermining me and hurting my reputation, and I would like it to stop." If your company has a general policy against bullying -- including, for example, spreading rumors or gossip intended to humiliate -- this would be the time to spell out how you believe Abby is violating it.
You might be counseled to go back and discuss the matter with Abby yourself. But getting it on the record with HR first may be useful if Abby ups her game to more blatant harassment or starts creating trouble for other colleagues.
Otherwise, should any co-workers care enough to inquire about your past, you can simultaneously own and defuse the intrigue with an eye-roll: "Yeah, that's when I learned firsthand why dating a co-worker is a bad idea." Assuming your colleagues know you as a mature, levelheaded professional, they will soon see Abby's hot gossip for the cold tea it is. They will realize, as you should, that this has nothing to do with you and everything to do with her.
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DOJ to announce antitrust lawsuit against Live Nation as soon as Thursday
Live Nation is the parent company of Ticketmaster and also owns concert venues and promotes shows.
By Tony Romm, Perry Stein | 2024-05-23

From left, Anna Mason, Emily Lind and Kristen Robinson show their Ticketmaster queue, which displays more than 2,000 people ahead of them, from the parking lot outside of the Taylor Swift concert at Lincoln Financial Field in Philadelphia on May 13, 2023. (Rachel Wisniewski for The Washington Post)


The Justice Department plans to file an antitrust lawsuit against Live Nation, the parent company of Ticketmaster, as soon as Thursday, according to four people familiar with the matter who spoke on the condition of anonymity to describe the case before it becomes public.
The lawsuit is expected to allege that the entertainment conglomerate leveraged its sprawling footprint -- as a concert promoter, ticket seller and venue owner -- to box out rivals in ways that lessened consumer choice and resulted in rising prices for consumers, the sources said.
Federal officials plan to file the case in a New York federal court alongside dozens of state attorneys general, one of the sources said. The move would cap a probe that first registered vast public interest after Ticketmaster mishandled sales in 2022 for Taylor Swift's Eras Tour, sparking widespread outcry.
The Justice Department declined to comment. Live Nation did not respond to a request for comment.
The U.S. lawsuit against Live Nation counts among the most significant competition cases brought under President Biden, who entered office on a pledge to aggressively enforce the nation's antitrust laws.
Over the past three years, federal regulators have brought similarly sweeping anti-monopoly charges against tech giants including Apple, Amazon and Google, while challenging a number of mergers, including the recently proposed combination of Kroger and Albertsons, two grocery chains.
"We have reached a turning point in antitrust enforcement, not because we as enforcers -- not just because we as enforcers believe it's important, but because the public is demanding it," Jonathan Kanter, the Justice Department's top antitrust official, said during an event with The Washington Post this month.
Biden has argued that increased corporate consolidation corresponds with rising consumer prices throughout the economy, including in ticket sales, where the White House has blasted Live Nation and its peers for imposing and raising "junk fees" on concertgoers.
It was the U.S. government's blessing in 2010 that allowed Live Nation to acquire Ticketmaster, creating an entertainment juggernaut that now promotes concerts, manages artists, owns performance venues, and sells and resells tickets for concerts, sports games and other widely attended events. Last year, the company estimated it sold 620 million tickets globally, making it the "largest live entertainment company in the world."
But the Justice Department only granted its original green light conditionally under the Obama administration: It barred Live Nation from retaliating against venues -- and denying them tours or other shows -- that choose not to use its Ticketmaster platform. The company ultimately violated that order repeatedly, federal officials later charged under President Donald Trump, resulting in a new, extended agreement to monitor Live Nation in 2019.
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House votes to make CFTC main crypto regulator, a win for the industry
Crypto leaders have long preferred oversight from that agency rather than the Securities and Exchange Commission. The Senate isn't expected to pass the bill.
By Jacob Bogage | 2024-05-22

Representations of cryptocurrencies bitcoin, ethereum, dogecoin, Ripple, litecoin are placed on a PC motherboard in this 2021 illustration. (Dado Ruvic/Reuters)


The House approved a major win for the cryptocurrency industry Wednesday, voting by a large bipartisan margin to establish the Commodity Futures Trading Commission -- rather than the Securities and Exchange Commission, seen as a stricter financial regulator -- as the primary overseer for digital assets.
Crypto leaders have long preferred having the CFTC instead of the SEC as the industry's top regulator. Under the Financial Innovation and Technology for the 21st Century Act, which passed by a 279-136 vote, the CFTC would regulate digital assets on a decentralized blockchain, a definition that would cover the vast majority of crypto currencies and exchanges.
The SEC, which has been far more skeptical of cryptocurrencies even before the spectacular 2022 collapse of exchange FTX, would regulate assets on blockchains that are not decentralized -- but with significant carve-outs to restrict the agency's authority over digital assets with limited annual sales, restricted access to non-accredited investors, and assets that satisfy certain compliance requirements.
"America has always been a leader in innovation and technology, particularly in financial services. In order for this to remain the case, we must support regulatory structures that continue to foster that same innovative spirit without sacrificing privacy, provide necessary consumer protections and preserve market integrity," Rep. Erin Houchin (R-Ind.) said on the House floor.
The Democratic-controlled Senate is unlikely to take up the measure, blocking its path to President Biden's desk. The White House in a statement said the legislation "lacks sufficient protections for consumers and investors who engage in certain digital asset transactions," though officials stopped short of issuing a veto threat.
In the House, many Democrats criticized the legislation. Rep. Jim McGovern (D-Mass.) said it would give an "upper hand to the crypto industry."
"This represents an extreme MAGA libertarian approach where companies can operate without regulatory scrutiny and consumers and investors are on their own in detecting and avoiding fraudulent schemes," Rep. Maxine Waters (D-Calif.) said on the House floor.
But Wednesday's vote underscores the comeback of the crypto industry, both politically and economically. Bitcoin has seen its value climb more than 300 percent since it plunged in the aftermath of FTX's bankruptcy. And the conviction of FTX's disgraced chief executive, Sam Bankman-Fried, cast a pall over the whole sector.
Federal lawmakers rushed to return donations from Bankman-Fried, a prolific Democratic donor, and other crypto executives who had favored Republicans. But in recent months, the digital asset industry has flexed its political muscle anew, spending dozens of millions of dollars to boost favored political candidates and defeat proposed regulations.
"I've seen many efforts by Republicans acting at the behest of the industry to pass deregulatory regulation, but this is perhaps the worst, most harmful proposal I have seen in a long time," Waters said.
The House also procedurally advanced a bill Wednesday to prohibit the Federal Reserve from issuing digital currency, known as CBDCs, legislation that would be another major political victory for the crypto industry. Republicans claim the CBDCs would give federal financial regulators broad new surveillance powers over financial transactions and unnecessarily compete with other digital assets.
"A CBDC is a government-controlled, programmable form of money that, if not designed to be just like cash -- open, permissionless and private, with a capital P -- it not only could, it will give the federal government significant transaction-level data on individuals and the ability to suppress politically unpopular activity," Rep. Tom Emmer (Minn.), the GOP whip and a crypto ally, told reporters.
More than 100 countries, including Australia, Spain, Sweden, China and India, are considering adopting CBDCs, according to the Atlantic Council. The Bahamas, Jamaica and Nigeria have already launched government-backed digital currencies.
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Consumer watchdog classifies 'buy now, pay later' apps as credit cards
The move will give consumers better guarantees related to returns and cancellations, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau said Wednesday.
By Aaron Gregg, Jaclyn Peiser | 2024-05-22

CFPB Director Rohit Chopra speaks at the White House on April 11, 2022. (Jacquelyn Martin/AP)


The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau will classify "buy now, pay later" apps the same way it treats credit cards, a move meant to afford consumers more protections, the agency announced Wednesday.
Buy now, pay later, or BNPL, apps allow users to make purchases in interest-free installments. But consumers often don't know whether lenders will help them when they need to return an item or cancel a booking, the CFPB said. As a remedy, the regulator will soon require lenders to investigate disputes and cover refunds.
The new rules, which take effect in 60 days, ensure BNPL borrowers are "entitled to some of the same rights and protections of the Truth in Lending Act that apply to traditional credit cards," CFPB Director Rohit Chopra told The Washington Post ahead of the announcement.
Klarna, a BNPL provider, called the rule "a significant step forward," saying it already adheres to the standard set out by the CFPB. But BNPL should not be treated like credit cards, the company said.
"It is baffling that the CFPB has overlooked the fundamental differences between interest-free BNPL and credit cards, whose whole business model is based on trapping customers into a cycle of paying sky-high interest rates month after month," said Filippa Bolz, global communications lead at Klarna.
The Financial Technology Association, a trade group that represents several large BNPL providers, said buy now pay later is "fundamentally different" from credit cards because they have zero interest, no revolving balance, and a profit model centered around users.
BNPL apps such as Klarna, Afterpay and Affirm are typically linked to websites or mobile apps, and charge transaction fees to merchants. Usage has spiked in recent years as inflation and interest rates remain elevated, and consumer debt hits record highs.
According to a report from the Federal Reserve, 14 percent of consumers used a BNPL service at some point last year -- a two-percentage-point increase from 2022. Of those shoppers, more than half said they needed it to afford the purchase.
The services are a growing part of online purchases. Of the $331.6 billion Americans spent online during the first four months of this year, 8 percent -- or $25.9 billion -- was driven by BNPL, according to Adobe Analytics. This was an almost 12 percent increase over the same period last year.
The $309 billion industry is projected to swell more than 25 percent by 2026, according to analytics company GlobalData.
Some economists warn this category of consumer debt is hard to track since the law doesn't require lenders to report it to oversight agencies -- meaning the actual amount of consumer debt may be higher than policymakers think. The new rule doesn't address this issue.
The CFPB's new regulation fits into a broader push to tighten consumer protections. Under Chopra, the agency has moved to cap overdraft penalties at $8 and crack down on high-interest lenders, among other initiatives.
It started its BNPL investigation in 2021 and concluded in a 2022 market report that the apps are often used as a close substitute for credit cards -- for example, being offered in stores alongside credit-card machines. It also found that more than 13 percent of BNPL transactions across the five firms it surveyed involved a return or dispute of some sort, counting $1.8 billion in disputed or returned transactions.
Affirm does have a dispute resolution process, for example, and the company says no payments are due while a dispute is being resolved. Klarna already investigates disputes, covers related refunds and provides purchase information, the company said. PayPal has an option to "dispute a transaction" for when the purchased item isn't received, or when it is substantially different than advertised.
The CFPB believes many BNPL providers already are providing these services, but the new rule will enforce consistency in the marketplace, according to a person familiar with the matter who spoke on the condition of anonymity because they were not authorized to speak publicly on it.
However, in reviewing consumer complaints, the CFPB has seen a consistent trend of people "getting the runaround" from merchants when trying to get refunds, the person said.
A spokesman for Affirm said the company underwrites every transaction, provides consistent and transparent disclosures, and helps with dispute and error resolution. "We urge other companies that offer buy now, pay later products to live up to the industry's promise to provide consumers with a more flexible and transparent alternative to other payment options," the company said in a statement.
The new rule clarifies that consumers using "buy now, pay later" should get the same protections as credit card users under the 1968 Truth in Lending Act. That means it requires BNPL lenders to investigate disputes initiated by consumers and pause any payment requirements during the course of the investigation. It also requires lenders to refund returned products or canceled services and provide periodic billing statements similar to those from a credit card company.
"The CFPB wants to make sure that these new competitive offerings are not gaining an advantage by sidestepping the rights and responsibilities enshrined under the law," Chopra said.
However, the change does not extend to other requirements that apply to credit card companies, such as a 2009 law that limits certain fees and interest charges, according to Chi Chi Wu, a senior attorney at the National Consumer Law Center.
"We would love to see [the Credit Card Act of 2009] applied to  BNPL lenders too, so that late fees are reasonable and proportional and don't become a hidden source of revenue for  BNPL lenders," Wu said Wednesday.
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This $15 white wine is bright, crisp and pairs well with shellfish
Plus, a sauvignon blanc linked to Sarah Jessica Parker and a gorgeous French grenache to sip this week.
By Dave McIntyre | 2024-05-23

FROM LEFT: Don't Be Shellfish! Muscadet 2022; Invivo X, SJP Sauvignon Blanc 2022; Mas Amiel Natural Grenache 2021. (Scott Suchman/for The Washington Post)


A playfully labeled muscadet, a textbook New Zealand sauvignon blanc with a Hollywood connection, and a gorgeous grenache from southwestern France highlight this week's recommendations. A great lineup for warm weather meals from oysters on the half shell to steaks off the grill.
Loire Valley, France, $15
The untraditional marketing buries the muscadet appellation on the back label, preferring to tout this wine as "perfect ... for oysters and seafood." Muscadet is made with the melon de Bourgogne grape (which has nothing to do with melons or Burgundy), and is known for its affinity to oysters. This charming example rounds out muscadet's sharp acidity with soft fruit. They might want to add "perfect for patios" to the label. Alcohol by volume: 12 percent. Bottle weight: 410 grams (Light).
Imported by Tri-Vin Imports. Distributed locally by DMV Distributing.
Marlborough, New Zealand, $18
The SJP stands for Sarah Jessica Parker, who has collaborated with New Zealand's Invivo winery on four vintages of this sauvignon blanc. It's classic Marlborough style, racy with peppery acidity and flavors of passion fruit and lime. I suspect it will mellow and grow more harmonious with another year in the bottle, but it's so much fun to drink now it might be hard to wait. Certified sustainable, vegan. ABV: 13 percent. BW: 555 grams (Average).
Imported by Taub Family Selections. Distributed locally by RNDC.
Cotes Catalanes, France, $30
Wow, this beautiful red embraces the palate like a warm blanket on a chilly night. Flavors of boysenberry, blackberry and Bing cherry expand through a velvety texture and a ripe-sweet finish. The wine is labeled as biodynamic without added sulfites, and is certified organic. ABV: 14 percent. BW: 610 grams (Average).
Imported and 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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A Spanish winemaker ditches cava for sparkling wine with native grapes
Raventos i Blanc, a wine producer in Spain, focuses on wines that express place, history and individuality.
By Dave McIntyre | 2024-05-23

Pepe Raventos, a winemaker focusing on small batches of thoughtfully produced sparkling grapes made with native grapes, walking in his vineyard. (Raventos i Blanc)


Pepe Raventos crouched and grabbed a rock to show me. There, in the chunk of limestone, I could discern several small marine fossils, testament to the time more than 5 million years ago before the Mediterranean retreated and revealed the fertile lands of the Anoia River basin.
"This is the true essence of what we make here," Raventos said. "It's not just the history of the family, it's about this soil and the minerality it expresses through the grapes," he said. Those would be grapes native to the region, especially xarel-lo, the mainstay of the sparkling wines from Raventos i Blanc winery, and sumoll, a red variety.
As Raventos described his commitment to biodynamic and regenerative farming, including using horses to plow the vineyards, the jagged line of Montserrat mountain lurked behind a late-November haze. When the sun emerged from time to time, its light glinted off stainless steel tanks across the road at Codorniu, a leading producer of inexpensive cava, Spain's bubbly. Every few minutes, an 18-wheeler rumbled out of the tank farm on its way to a vast global market. Raventos would pause and watch each truck with disdain and perhaps a hint of wistfulness.
The Raventos family has been growing grapes near the town of Sant Sadurni d'Anoia since 1497, much of that history as owners of Codorniu. In 1872, Josep Raventos returned from a visit to Champagne and made Spain's first sparkling wines with a second fermentation in the bottle, essentially creating what we know today as cava. His great-grandson, also named Josep, founded Raventos i Blanc in 1986 on the original family estate. By that time, Spain's Napoleonic-era inheritance laws had divided the company into so many different shares that the family itself fractured and had to sell Codorniu. Today it is owned by The Carlyle Group, a global investment firm.

Raventos i Blanc is committed to, and encourages, biodynamic and regenerative farming, including using horses to plow vineyards. (Raventos i Blanc)


"I told them they should build it closer to Barcelona and its port," Raventos said of the distribution center that marred the view of his terroir. "But they built it here."
The contrast was stark. Here was an artisan winemaker dedicated to producing exhilarating, mineral and distinctive sparkling wine on the estate his family has farmed for 21 generations, in full view of a behemoth winery that grew out of his family's legacy and now symbolizes everything Raventos believes is wrong with cava -- mass-produced, cheap and forgettable. It mirrored a similar contrast in the market: wine lovers willing to seek out and pay for exceptional wines that express place, history and individuality, and those looking for the cheapest bottle available.
Raventos i Blanc's recent history is also relevant here. In 2012, Raventos and his father, Manuel, decided they were no longer making cava. They broke from the Cava D.O., the regulatory organization that governs the cava appellation, and began labeling their wines Conca del Riu Anoia as their own unofficial appellation. The move marked their commitment to quality standards more stringent than even those of champagne: Only vintage-dated cuvees made with native grapes (no chardonnay or pinot noir--grapes the Cava D.O. allows) and aged on the lees for at least 18 months.
Their defection immediately raised the global profile of Raventos i Blanc. Other producers followed suit. Today, 18 wineries label their wines Classic Penedes and 11 others have formed a group called Corpinnat. They follow standards similar to Raventos i Blanc, though not focused on a specific area or terroir. More recently, the Cava D.O. has tweaked its regulations and begun to emphasize high-end reserve and single-vineyard wines.
Back in the vineyard, trying to ignore the semis, Raventos expressed his belief that xarel-lo is the ideal variety to feature on those minerally ancient seabed soils. Cava, he said, "dilutes xarel-lo with ... parellada," another indigenous variety he considers so inferior that he modifies it with an adjective unsuitable for this newspaper. (Pepe peppers his speech with expletives, usually followed in his exquisite Catalan accent by "Pardon my French.") He also described his family's commitment to biodynamic viticulture, including supporting scholarships for young winemakers learning to tend vineyards with horses rather than with tractors. And there's another project called Can Sumoi, an abandoned vineyard on a steep hillside near the Mediterranean coast that Raventos purchased in 2017 and is restoring to make natural wines.

A fossil on Raventos i Blanc's plot. (Raventos i Blanc)


Marine fossils are not unheard of in vineyards. They're talismans for vignerons to say their wines express the soul of Earth itself. The chalky soils of the Loire Valley in France often reveal ancient oyster shells. An entire whale skeleton was discovered in 2007 on the grounds of Castello Banfi in Tuscany's Brunello di Montalcino zone.
Can we taste ancient geologic history in the wines of Raventos i Blanc? That's up to our imaginations, perhaps, but imagination is an essential part of wine appreciation. These wines could come from nowhere else, interpreted by someone dedicated to conveying the essence of the Earth to our glass, through the vehicle of grapes. We need to be receptive to the message.
Raventos i Blanc wines are imported and distributed in the Washington, D.C., area by Potomac Selections.
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Parenting chat: A car almost hit my 5-year-old. It still gives her anxiety weeks later.
Meghan Leahy, a parenting coach, author, mother of three, takes your questions about the all encompassing job we call parenting.
By Meghan Leahy | 2024-05-23

(The Washington Post)


Update: The chat for May 9 has been canceled. Join us here for the next chat on May 23.
Meghan Leahy, a parenting coach, author, mother of three, who writes the parenting advice column for The Post takes your questions about the all encompassing job we call parenting.
Join Meghan every other Wednesday at 11 a.m. ET, for a live chat to answer questions from parents trying to raise kids of any age. Send us your question or dilemma and try to provide as much context as possible. They will answer as many submissions as they can during the hour-long chat. Some questions may turn into Meghan's column for The Post.
Stuck on what to ask? Here are a few good examples:
Submit your questions below. The box includes a space for your name, but providing it is optional. Questions may be edited for accuracy and clarity.
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This pasta salad has all the best parts of an antipasto spread
With sun-dried tomatoes, olives, pepperoncini, salami and mozzarella, this pasta salad has all the things that make an antipasto platter sing.
By Julia Turshen | 2024-05-23

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


Monday is Memorial Day, a holiday for remembering and honoring fallen U.S. service members. Of course, it's also synonymous with cookouts and picnics -- neither of which is complete without pasta salad.
If a cookout or picnic is in the cards for you this weekend, today's recipe for Italian Pasta Salad is the perfect dish to bring along. It's adapted from "Food Gifts: 150+ Irresistible Recipes for Crafting Personalized Presents," by America's Test Kitchen and Elle Simone Scott, and it covers all the pasta salad bases.
It's got pasta, of course, but also the great briny, pickley, rich things that make an antipasto platter sing: olives, pepperoncini, sun-dried tomatoes, salami, mozzarella, and a dressing full of capers and anchovies. No picnic in your future? Please still try this. It's a handy dish to make over the weekend and enjoy throughout the week, and an ideal candidate to bring to work for lunch or to take with you on a hike, a prize waiting for you when you reach the top of the (proverbial or real) mountain.
Get the recipe: Italian Pasta Salad
Simone Scott, a Detroit native who in 2016 became the first Black woman to appear as a regular host on the "America's Test Kitchen" television program, includes several smart decisions in the recipe. First, she has you cook the pasta past al dente, until it's actually soft. Pasta firms as it cools, so in a cold salad, this ensures that it ends up the optimal texture. Next, if you're bringing the salad to a picnic or cookout, she suggests packing the arugula and basil separately, so you can add them at the last minute, preserving their flavor and freshness while avoiding wilting.
I also love that Simone Scott heats up the garlic and anchovies in oil in the microwave for just a few seconds to bloom the flavors, as you would in a skillet, before making the dressing. (Of course, if you don't have a microwave, use a skillet.) And she uses the pepperoncini brine for the acid in the dressing.

This pasta salad has all the briny, pickley, rich ingredients that make an antipasto platter sing. (Rey Lopez for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


May I suggest a classic Caesar salad to go with this pasta salad? I am suggesting it not only because they would be great together, but also because making your own Caesar dressing lets you use up the rest of the can or jar of anchovies you open for the pasta salad.
To make my favorite Caesar dressing, which I like to call Julia's Caesar (say it out loud and you'll understand), you'll need either a blender or an immersion (stick) blender. You can also use a food processor, but the result won't be as creamy. Whatever appliance you use, blend together the remaining anchovies, plus the oil they're packed in with 2 tablespoons each of fresh lemon juice, red wine vinegar and water, plus 1/2 cup each of olive oil and mayonnaise. Add enough grated parmesan to make it thick (about 1/2 cup), and season with minced fresh garlic, salt and plenty of freshly ground black pepper. Serve over chopped romaine, and that's it!
It's a make-ahead, easy-to-transport side dish that will make you the star of the cookout.
Get the recipe: Italian Pasta Salad




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/food/2024/05/23/italian-pasta-salad-cookouts/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Ask Sahaj: Sister-in-law inserts herself into our kids' playdates. Do I say something?
Letter writer's son loves playing with his cousin, but her sister-in-law's passive aggressive comments during their playdates is taking a toll.
By Sahaj Kaur Kohli | 2024-05-23

(Maria Alconada Brooks/The Washington Post; iStock)


Dear Sahaj: My toddler son has a cousin his same age who he adores. I love their relationship and want to encourage it. My sister-in-law is very overprotective and insists on all play dates being at her house. This wouldn't be a problem except she consistently makes passive aggressive comments toward my son. Her attitude seems to be a result of her protectiveness for her child. For example, she will insert herself in the kids games and tell my child that those aren't his toys and he needs to ask her child permission before playing with them. I think she is trying to preemptively protect her child from being pushed around, even if her child doesn't seem bothered. Her child is quieter and more of a follower while my son is definitely more of an extrovert and tends to direct their activities. However, I've always believed the two kids work out disagreements really well when left alone. They both care for each other and end up compromising and problem solving on their own.
I've talked to my brother about this, and he says his wife doesn't mean it that way. He says it's just how she interacts with people, not a big deal. Before kids, when I'd talk directly to her about things she'd say it would create tension. I just don't want to do anything that would jeopardize my son's relationship with his cousin. For the record, I do talk to my son about how he can encourage his cousin to come out of their shell and speak up during playtime. All their disagreements seem age appropriate (i.e. not wanting to share a toy).
Should I let this go and continue the playdates? Should I speak to her?
-- Keep the peace
Keep the peace: Is your sister-in-law being harmful or does she just parent differently from you?
The example you offer feels less like she's being passive aggressive toward your kid and more, as you say, like she's inserting herself for her kid. The way someone parents is a combination of so many life experiences -- how they were parented, how willing they are to interrogate their own insecurities, a child's temperament and so much more. Not everyone parents the same way -- as is the case with you and your sister-in-law.
You say you don't want this to impact your son's relationship with his cousin, and that should continue to be the priority. You want to get clear on whether this is just annoying -- albeit endurable -- or something that needs to be addressed because you -- or your son -- are starting to feel resentful. Touch base with your son after these playdates by asking him, "You may notice that Aunt wants you to always ask before playing with Cousin's toys. How do you feel about that?" If he expresses some bad feelings, or if you find yourself avoiding spending time with your brother and his family, or showing up differently because of your own emotions, then you may want to say something.
While it sounds like your sister-in-law and you are the main characters during playtime, this might call for you to build a bridge with your brother so there's a buffer. You can tell your brother, "I know you don't think it's a big deal, but it's starting to affect me. Can we please talk about how to resolve this?" Or, if a buffer doesn't feel necessary, start a conversation with your sister-in-law at a neutral time to discuss this issue. This may sound like, "Our kids love playing together, and nurturing that relationship is so important to me. I want to make sure we are on the same page about their playdates. Can we talk about it?" This can help you ask more questions around what she might be worried about (i.e. "I'd love to hear more about what you're worried about."), and it can help you share more on what you're thinking and feeling (i.e. "Sometimes when [son] is having an issue with a peer, I like to let him try to problem solve before I step in.") This may even allow you to creatively think of solutions -- like finding a compromise on where to have playdates, how often, and whether you may need to bring some of your son's toys along. It's not about giving parenting advice to your sister-in-law, but rather, it's about learning more about where she is coming from while advocating for your child's needs, too.
You have to decide what you're willing to compromise on and if this is something you can continue to deal with as your kids get older. Along the way, you get the chance to model how to be understanding of other people's needs -- and navigate difficult situations -- while also staying true to what you need for your son.
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How to create a firefly-friendly backyard
Firefly populations are declining. These tips can help you turn your yard into an inviting habitat for the bioluminescent stars of summer.
By Bridget Reed Morawski | 2024-05-23
Fireflies and their bright backsides bring a bit of whimsy and beauty to our backyards. While some cultures link their glow with the magic of ghosts and witches, for many Americans they evoke fond memories of lazy, warm summer evenings spent chasing them or just enjoying their bioluminescent show.
But these beloved summer staples may be struggling. Candace Fallon, who manages a firefly conservation program for the Xerces Society for Invertebrate Conservation, says people frequently tell her they are seeing fewer of the twinkly beetles in their backyards. Like many other insects, fireflies are experiencing a population decline.
Christie Bahlai, a population ecologist at Kent State University, says it's tough to pinpoint the magnitude of that decline, though. That's because fireflies, uncommon west of the Mississippi River, have natural boom-and-bust cycles that affect annual populations. And while their decline has been documented in studies, news stories and casual observations over the past decade, rigorous, standardized firefly population studies are rare.
If you want to bring back the beauty, wonder and benefits of a healthy firefly population, there are things you can do at home to create a more welcoming environment. Here's what experts suggest.
Pesticides make it difficult for fireflies to thrive. Ben Pfeiffer, the founder of Firefly Conservation & Research, says broad-spectrum pesticides are particularly harmful because they impact all insects in the treated area, not just the ones you're targeting (think mosquitoes or white grubs).
Specifically, broad-spectrum pesticides mess with a firefly's neurons, altering their behavior in a way that makes them "less successful in meeting and producing offspring," Bahlai says.
If you decide you can't avoid using pesticides, she suggests using a small amount of a targeted chemical in a specific area, rather than a broad-spectrum product applied over a large space. A healthy firefly population also can be its own form of pest control. Fallon says the beetles are "voracious predators" in relation to their body size -- with the larvae going after slugs and garden snails like baby tigers taking down an elephant.
Even if you've been using pesticides for years, Bahlai says, it's never too late to make the change. You don't have to take an excavator to the soil to remove the substances, because most modern pesticides "are organic compounds that will break down within a few years. The older chemistries used to stay forever," she adds.
All the artificial light humanity bathes itself in -- 99% of Americans and Europeans live with light pollution, according to DarkSky International -- limits fireflies' ability to find one another. Some glow worms will head toward lights because they prefer a continuous glow, but "the flashing fireflies that we have in the U.S., they almost never show up at lights," says Avalon Owens, an entomologist whose lab at the Rowland Institute at Harvard University focuses on how organisms and ecosystems handle artificial light pollution.
The darker your yard, the more likely fireflies are to flock to it. Dimming outdoor lights is a good place to start, but it can go only so far, Owens says.
"If we dim our streetlights to the level that's acceptable to humans, that's going to be way brighter than the level that doesn't disturb insects because [they] have incredibly good vision," she says. "They're much better at seeing in the dark than we are. Something that seems dim to us will seem very bright to them, especially fireflies."
The same limitation applies to shielding your lights, usually with the goal of not beaming light into the night sky. Because fireflies fly around the height of a child, shielding the sky doesn't help them.
Instead, consider cones or lights with shields that direct the light down and away from trees and other flora. DarkSky International maintains a list of recommended fixtures. Swapping your green, yellow or orange outdoor bulbs for red-tinged ones, or installing red gel filters on existing fixtures, can also help. Fireflies "don't see red very well," Owens says, and they're less similar to the insects' own glow.
Or you could try adding timers and motion sensors to lights, so they're only in use when needed. An even better option, though, is to just carry a flashlight, Owens says. "It's there when you need it and not there when you don't need it."
Some human activities -- such as changing waterways to support agricultural needs -- limit suitable habitat for fireflies. Individual homeowners can't change those things, but there are other ways to cultivate a more firefly-friendly yard.
Fallon recommends "trying to allow for a small corner of your yard kept kind of unkempt and wild, where you're not overly mowing it, you're not disturbing the ground." You can also add native plants with varying structures and heights, such as a mix of small woody shrubs and taller, reedy grasses.
"Fireflies of different species use different heights to display from" in the dark, Fallon says, but they also "need all these different microhabitats for shelter during the day."
Females and larvae are mostly found on the ground, for example, so Fallon suggests leaving rocks, logs and leaf litter to give them places to hide and burrow. Even if you have an HOA that restricts your planting choices or grass height, you can incorporate these into your landscape.
"Some of the micro habitats are really specific to the species that occur in your area, but by and large, fireflies just need places to communicate with one another and then also to remain safe and to reproduce," says Fallon.
A traditional grass lawn doesn't provide that. Some firefly species can survive there, Bahlai says, because the space is somewhat analogous to a prairie or meadow, but they won't thrive. Instead, opt for a less-manicured approach, with "native plants and grasses that get to waist height or so and then a canopy of trees," she says.
And, Pfeiffer says, if you live along a river or waterway, avoid mowing right up to the edge, as that "interface between the water and vegetation" also serves as firefly habitat.
Populations won't rebound overnight, or even in one season, Bahlai says. But because it takes about six years for a depleted firefly population to rebound from an environmentally bad year, she says, "you can get to a high number" in around that amount of time.
"If you don't have any in the area, it might take longer because it's going to take a while for a reproductive population to move in," Bahlai says. "It's not really a 'if you build it, they will come' situation."
Weaving patches of habitat into neighborhoods is helpful, but Bahlai says that even "the most perfect habitat" on your property is essentially unreachable if it's surrounded by the firefly's equivalent of a minefield.
"The more the patches are connected, the more [fireflies are] likely to move, and then the more isolated the patches, the less likely they are to successfully get to the next patch," she adds.
Bridget Reed Morawski is a freelance writer in Washington, D.C.
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Ask Amy: Husband wants to 'deepen' friendship with single, younger woman
Husband proposed that he become even closer with a younger, single woman he finds "lively and interesting."
By Amy Dickinson | 2024-05-23
Dear Amy: My husband of 45 years recently came to me with a proposal. He wants to deepen a friendship with a single woman 20 years younger. He says she lifts his spirits, is creative, and is a great mom to her children. Their conversations are lively and interesting, and he finds that he wants to be around her more often.
I was flabbergasted and hurt to the core. To me, this is an emotional affair. Because of my reaction, he has labeled me as lacking self-esteem and accuses me of not trusting him. Am I overreacting to this proposal, or am I being perfectly reasonable?
-- Hurt Feelings
Hurt: If it's a true "proposal," then you get to say, "No deal. I reject your proposal." But I don't think this is a proposal. I think this is an announcement. You've left out any context, but when you responded to this by revealing your own vulnerability, your husband chose to gaslight you.
In addition to highlighting this other woman's great qualities, he is by implication drawing a contrast to you ("She's a great mom to her kids" is a nice touch). Because now -- the way your husband is reframing this -- your insecurity and lack of trust is driving him to this other relationship. People get to have friendships. Married people need friendships.
But the way to engage in a friendship with someone designed to threaten your partner (younger, single, lively, spirit-lifting) is to bring the new friend around and offer to share said friend with you, at least to the extent where it is obvious that this friendship will not threaten your marriage. This new person sounds quite captivating. You should invite her to dinner to see what the fuss is all about. Wouldn't it be wonderful if she could lift all of your spirits?
You and your husband could benefit from some professional counseling, which would help each of you to describe what about this particular episode is so important, from your individual and opposing perspectives.
Dear Amy: I am in my early 60s. I have three older siblings. I grew up in a house with a lot of arguing and fighting involving my sister, brother, and parents. I dreaded dinnertime. I couldn't wait to get out on my own, but still hated getting together. Fast-forward to the past several years where at extended family gatherings my brother and sister feel the need to dominate every conversation with inane comments. My aunt once said of my sister: "She literally never shuts up." Interactions that start out as conversations end up in arguments.
What I need help with is that I can longer stand to be at these gatherings with my brother and sister. Sometimes I fake an illness to get out of these events. I made up an excuse to get out of a recent gathering at my brother's house, and my brother gave me a guilt trip anyway, saying that I don't want to be with family. He's not wrong, but I don't want to admit it. I need help dealing with this.
-- Frustrated and Sad
Frustrated: The youngest sibling in any family tends to witness a lot. This can lead to a tendency toward peacemaking, people-pleasing, or -- in your case -- a lot of anxiety. I urge you to find ways to recognize that your feelings and reactions are completely valid. If faking an illness or making up an excuse helped you to keep your distance from these overwhelming family gatherings, then I'd say to keep doing it -- but you also make yourself available for an all-expenses-paid guilt trip.
You are in your 60s. Perhaps it's time for you to actually state your feelings, in an honest and nonconfrontational way. Your brother accuses you: "You don't want to be with family!" You respond, "That's true, because I feel anxious and upset when people bicker." If you do decide to attend, always give yourself an escape hatch.
Dear Amy: I was disappointed in your response to "Living a Lie" who lied that he had served with the military in Vietnam. He outlined a childhood of terrible abuse, and yet you never mentioned that he should get help for that. You should have focused on his trauma, instead of his lie.
-- Upset
Upset: This man is definitely a resilient survivor. Because he was focused on his lie of 50 years, I directed my answer toward that, but you're right -- his childhood was a horror show and I should have recommended that he seek professional trauma counseling.
(c) 2024 by Amy Dickinson. Distributed by Tribune Content Agency.
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Miss Manners: Rude shopper's comment hurt my husband
A shopper made a very rude comment about this letter writer's husband at the grocery store.
By Judith Martin, Nicholas Martin, Jacobina Martin | 2024-05-23
Dear Miss Manners: My husband was at the grocery store yesterday and a woman was blocking the aisle, bending over to look at an item on the shelf. A male shopper in front of my husband asked her to please move so he could pass by, which the woman did.
My husband, a man with a noticeable paunch, approached her next, asking her to let him by. She responded, "If you didn't have such a big belly, I wouldn't have to get out of your way." My husband, a kind and friendly man, walked by -- shocked, rightfully insulted, and at a loss for words.
What would have been a good response from him to let the woman know how cruel and insensitive she was? Her remark hurt.
Do we think she was unaware of this? Or that any response would have been more effective than the hurt look on your husband's face?
Dear Miss Manners: I am the hostess to two frequent houseguests (a married couple). They are delightful company and thoughtful guests, with one exception: They put their suitcases on the bed to pack and unpack. I have luggage racks in every guest bedroom in my house, including the one where they habitually stay, so there is no need for this distasteful and unsanitary practice.
Can you please suggest a kind way to request that they not put their luggage on the bed? I find it easy to have the kinds of conversations that are house-specific ("These are the WiFi credentials," "These are the hours we typically eat"). But I struggle with things that seem universal, such as "Please use a coaster" and "Please don't put your luggage that has just come out of baggage handling onto these freshly laundered bed linens."
There is no effective way to police what guests do in the guest room behind closed doors, which leaves Miss Manners suggesting two alternatives: less easily damaged guest bed covers, or better guests.
Dear Miss Manners: We are new to the area, and my son got right into the popular crowd. The parents all hang out, too, but do not include my husband or myself, and make snide remarks when we are around.
The kids used to hang out at our house while the parents did elsewhere, but then the kids started going to other houses and excluding our son, saying, "Oh, our parents want us to stay in with them."
It's hurtful and rude. My husband and I aren't looking for friends, but feel so bad our son is left out. Is it worth confronting a parent on this issue? Why are people so cliquey?
What exactly would you say? The parents already know they are being rude, and telling them so would be rude on your part.
Miss Manners suggests that the conversation to be had is with your son -- on the subject of why we do not wish to spend time with people who behave this way. She cautions you only to avoid collective guilt: Your son may well count as friends children who are themselves friendly and polite, even when their parents are not.
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: Wife of local celebrity chef is tired of 'foodie groupies'
Her celebrity-chef husband rose to fame during their marriage, and she feels shoved aside by his groupies.
By Carolyn Hax | 2024-05-23

(Illustration by Nick Galifianakis for The Washington Post)


Carolyn Hax is away. The following first appeared June 4, 2010, and has been lightly edited.
Dear Carolyn: Husband is a local celebrity chef who quickly gained notoriety during our first four years of marriage. This created some conflict with "foodie groupies" and my husband's inability to lay down boundaries when they hug, kiss or hit on him at local events.
I am accused of being jealous and insecure when I mention that it makes me uncomfortable. Duh.
Husband has now received a job offer with even more notoriety and recognition on a national level. I will have to appear with him at social events that I despise.
How does one act at such events, especially when women elbow me out of the way to get to my husband?
-- J.
J.: This isn't about how to act at events. (Duh.)
This is about your resentment, and finding a place to put it.
And that, in turn, is about how you can reconcile your husband's delight in his fame with your utter contempt for it. It can be a short answer, really: If you can't be happy for him, and dismiss groupies as a minor annoyance, then his fame will come between you.
I realize that makes it sound as if you're the only one with responsibilities here, which of course is never true in a marriage.
But your husband has made his position clear: He likes the attention. He likes these events. He likes life as a rising star. Admittedly, his way of telling you sounds petulant and defensive; "J, this is the ride of a lifetime, and I want you to enjoy it with me" would have gone over a lot better than "You're just jealous and insecure."
Nevertheless, his position delineates your options. It says the boundary question is asked and answered: He's not setting the one you want. It says you might as well get used to these events and, if you attend, get elbowed. It says that, no, this isn't the marriage you thought you signed up for -- but it's the marriage you've got.
If your husband can't show any sympathy for your discomfort, much less stand up for you, then maybe it isn't much of a marriage.
But I don't think you can demand something you aren't willing to give -- and your letter has zero sympathetic words for his good fortune. There isn't an "I'm really proud of him" or "He's living his dreams" or even just "I know I should be happy for him." Maybe your choice of words wasn't quite this deliberate, but even "notoriety" comes with a negative (notorious) pitch.
It bears repeating that your husband will need to do his part to hear and heed you -- a significant variable. But you have the more pressing need to make peace with fame as an uninvited third party to your marriage -- so you need to speak up.
Instead of focusing on events and strange women, seek your husband's help with the bigger issues -- namely, why does his career threaten you so, and where do you fit in? Is the problem really his groupies, or his dismissiveness of you?
Collaborating on a solution will boost your confidence in that solution. Right now, you aren't confident, and without confidence, skipping these events becomes punitive, and going demurely becomes doormat-y, and cleaving to Mr. Fame demotes you to groupie in chief.
With confidence, though, any one of these approaches becomes viable -- if he'll make it with you, it's a joint statement on how you've both adapted to fame.
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At state dinner for Kenya, Bidens set an American menu, sans ice cream
The Bidens will host a black-tie celebration on Thursday night for Kenyan president William Ruto, marking the sixth such soiree of the administration. 
By Emily Heil | 2024-05-22

Place settings during the media preview of the Kenya State Dinner in the Cross Hall of the White House. (Photos by Demetrius Freeman/The Washington Post)


For the state dinner Thursday night honoring Kenyan President William Ruto and first lady Rachel Ruto, President Biden and first lady Jill Biden seem to have thrown out their playbook for such events, at least when it comes to the food.
When guests sit down to eat at the black-tie fete -- the fifth the Bidens have thrown, done in the most formal manner of entertaining at the White House -- the dishes will mostly reflect the host country's cuisine, with little to represent the flavors of Kenya.
With a headliner of surf-and-turf (this time, it's beef short ribs and butter-poached lobster), the meal ticks off a checklist of classic American summer produce. There's a chilled gazpacho-style soup of heirloom tomatoes, Vidalia onion and cucumber with sourdough crisps to start, followed by the aforementioned proteins accompanied by a citrus butter, plus baby kale and sweet corn puree. Dessert is a white-chocolate basket cradling nectarine paste and banana ganache as well as raspberries and peaches. (Tomatoes, corn, cukes, peaches? Sounds like a grocery list for the farmers market -- at least in a month or so.)

First lady Jill Biden delivers remarks during the media preview. 



Chilled heirloom tomato soup, sourdough crisps and arbequina olive oil. 


At a preview on Wednesday of the following night's affair, Jill Biden said the evening was meant as both a literal and figurative toast between the two countries to a "shining and prosperous tomorrow."
"I hope they will be filled with the same warmth as I was in my visits to Kenya," she said of the guests.
Still, it's likely that they won't see their own tables reflected in the White House settings (unless, of course, you count the Kenyan and American flags that will decorate the final course). "This seems very much like a welcome-to-here," says Kiano Moju, a cookbook author who grew up in California as the daughter of a Kenyan mother and a Nigerian father. "There's not even like a little tickle of cultural call-out."
Moju, whose book "AfriCali" debuts later this year, did think the guests of honor would welcome the inclusion of red meat, a staple of Kenyan cuisine. Other elements, such as the chilled soup, would possibly strike them as unusual. "Cold food isn't generally part of the culture," she said. "I'm just picturing me serving cold soup to my mom, and she'd be like, 'Why are you punishing me?'"
The visitors, she thought, might enjoy the culinary tourism. But that approach is different than the one the Biden White House has taken at previous state dinners, which have typically featured a generous helping of edible references to the traditions of the guest country, often through the lens of American products and produce.
At the media preview, White House executive chef Cristeta Comerford said the inclusion of classic farmstand staples was a means of "welcoming summer." She and White House executive pastry chef Susie Morrison -- both veterans of multiple administrations and dozens of such high-stakes dinners -- are tasked with coming up with the menu, a typically painstaking process that involves not just culinary prowess but input from the State Department's protocol folks on the guests' tastes and diets.

White House executive chef Cristeta Comerford and executive pastry chef Susie Morrison present the menu. 


And when it comes to raising a glass on Thursday, guests will get another taste of America in the form of a Hartford Court "Four Hearts Vineyards" chardonnay from Sonoma County, a St. Innocent "Shea Valley" pinot noir from the Willamette Valley, and bubbles courtesy of a Classic Vintage Brut from Sonoma County's Iron Horse.
The last time a U.S. president held a state dinner in honor of a Kenyan leader was in 2003, when George W. Bush welcomed Kenyan President Mwai Kibaki for the full-blown multi-fork treatment. (Bush held two of his administration's 13 dinners in honor of the heads of African nations, also hosting Ghana in 2008.) Barack Obama in 2014 threw a formal fete for more than 50 leaders of African countries -- an event that didn't meet the strict definition of "state dinner" but nevertheless had the gloss of such an affair.
Perhaps the most significant departure from the Biden's state-dinner-menu blueprint is another conspicuously absent ingredient: There's no ice cream, the dessert that for the president is both a personal weakness and a political tool. Biden often makes runs to pick up cones on the campaign trail to better connect with voters, and the creamy concoctions have also been featured in more sophisticated preparations at many a fancy affair.

Fruitwood-smoked beef short ribs, butter-poached lobster, citrus butter, baby kale and sweet corn puree. 



White chocolate basket banana ganache and raspberries, peaches, candied lime zest. 


Here's the full menu:
First course:
Chilled heirloom tomato soup
Sourdough crisps
Arbequina olive oil
Main course:
Fruitwood-smoked beef short ribs
Butter-poached lobster
Citrus butter
Baby kale, sweet corn puree
Dessert:
White chocolate basket
Banana ganache
Raspberries, peaches, candied lime zest
Wine:
Hartford Court chardonnay "Four Hearts Vineyard" 2021
St. Innocent pinot noir "Shea Vineyard" 2019
Iron Horse Classic Vintage Brut 2020
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We moved two years ago. I still hate it here. Hax readers give advice.
A couple moved for a fresh start, but the letter writer hates their new town and feels mortgage-rate trapped into staying.

By Carolyn Hax, Haben Kelati | 2024-05-22

(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.
Hi Carolyn: Two years ago my husband and I moved several states over, largely just for a fresh start somewhere new. I'd enjoyed our previous area, but he was over it, and I was very open to the move.
But after two years of telling myself I'm still "settling in," I've finally admitted to myself that I just don't like it here. This is surprising because I consider myself someone who can fall in love with almost anywhere. Being outside is really important to me, and the weather and terrain here are much less pleasant than I'd expected. I've made a few friends, but they're in different life stages, and I doubt I'd keep in touch with them if we were to leave.
Not that we can leave. We bought our first house here at 4 percent (fortunately), and we're as locked in as everyone else, and money is tight anyway. My dream is to move in the next three to five years (and my husband is tentatively supportive, finances pending), but that's so far off.
So I don't know what to do. I miss my old life and can't figure out how to make this new one more tolerable.
-- Hate This Town
Hate This Town I'm 82 and have moved 36 times in my life. Like you, I could usually find pleasure in almost anywhere I lived, but there was also a sense of displacement and an underlying refrain of, "This really isn't my home." I would encourage you to do two things.
First, invest yourself in the life you're living at the moment. Don't see yourself as a temporary traveler passing through on your way to somewhere else. For example, form a walking group -- even imperfect weather and terrain can seem less daunting in the company of others. Or, get involved in community service. Working side by side with those who are helping make their corner of the world a better place is not only enriching, but you could find the kind of friendships you might never want to leave.
Second, learn to be friends with your own self. Be at home in your own skin no matter where your street address is. What is it that makes you feel fully alive? This was the harder part for me. I always thought each new beginning would have the possibility of turning into the permanence I sought and that when I found it, I'd know I was home. But it turned out to be the other way around. I had to get to know and be comfortable with my own inner being, and then I found I was at home anywhere. Spend some time exploring what really makes you want to get up in the morning -- the things that you would want to do no matter where you lived.
-- No Place Like Home
Hate This Town: Learn something new. This has worked for me in any time of crisis or whenever I've moved to a new spot. If you are a beginner, you meet other beginners who are also being challenged, which leads to a kind of bonding. If you are learning something challenging, it excites your mind and heart and expands your relationship to the world. You become part of a community.
Associating a new place to knowledge gained makes it take on a little grace. Even if you move somewhere down the line, you take your newly acquired skill with you.
-- New
Hate This Town: What, specifically, do you miss about your old life? I'd start there and then ponder which of those things translates to your new home. You can't move mountains and old friends, but maybe the fresh air you crave can be found at the beach or forest or little pond down the road.
Developing close friendships is harder. Maybe a mind-set shift would help? Instead of thinking, "My people aren't here," assume they exist and think, "Where are my people?" Are you drawn to readers, volleyball enthusiasts, bug collectors? Where are they most likely to be? Find opportunities -- classes, regular meetups, a nearby coffee shop -- to hang out where you're most likely to meet like-minded people.
It takes time and can be really hard putting yourself out there and risking rejection. But spending the next three to five years twiddling your thumbs miserably at home sounds so much worse. If it helps, know that thanks to the internet and your willingness to ask for help, there are now countless people sending you the biggest of hugs and warmest of wishes, including me. You got this.
-- Onward
Hate This Town: I'm sure you will get a lot of great advice on how to make this home, to adjust, to make friends, etc. I have lived in eight cities from one end of the country to the other in three different countries and on three continents. I just want to validate your feelings. I too am pretty good at moving, knowing how to settle and how long it will take. But I also know there have been times, and one city in particular, where it just didn't work. I didn't click with the city, its culture, its vibe. I did have friends, some I've kept, but I was miserably unhappy for all nine years.
Sometimes it just doesn't work and isn't a good match. Like relationships, sometimes you just have to go. So don't beat yourself up and feel you're the failure or should try harder if you've tried and it doesn't work. Upward and onward, as my mum would say. Start planning for the next stop in your life adventure, and bon voyage.
-- Movin' On
Hate This Town: Try acting like a tourist in your town. Literally look up the top tourist attractions. Go to art shows. Take a photography class. Look up the top hiking trails. If a new restaurant opens up, check it out. Sometimes we get in a rut where we become stuck in the monotony of everyday life. The way to fall in love with (or at least tolerate) a new city is to do all the best things that city has to offer. I found myself trying this in a small southern town not renowned for much and was surprised how much you can find if you're actively looking for it as if you were planning a vacation in a more exciting locale.
-- Kirsten Jackson
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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10 Memorial Day grilling recipes, including burgers, hot dogs and tacos
Fire up the grill this Memorial Day weekend for recipes including beef, chicken, tofu and more.
By Anna Rodriguez | 2024-05-22
Memorial Day weekend and grilling are almost synonymous with one another. Of course, there are tried-and-true options such as burgers and hot dogs, but why not mix things up this year? The grill is a versatile tool to have in your arsenal, and its uses are numerous. Try charring tofu, adding some smoky flavor to your dessert and adapting dishes from all around the world to make the most of your backyard appliance.
We've picked out a few of our favorite grilled dishes to give you some inspiration for a Memorial Day meal unlike any other (okay, we threw in a couple of classics, too). Don't have access to a grill? No problem -- most of these recipes can also be adapted to a grill pan. Find even more dishes for your Memorial Day weekend get-togethers in our archives of more than 10,000 tested and trusted recipes.
Above. The secret ingredient in this grilled chicken is a pantry powerhouse: apricot jam. Use it as both a marinade and glaze for this summery dinner. Get the recipe.

(Scott Suchman for The Washington Post; food styling by Nicola Davis for The Washington Post)


It's time to add BLTHD to your food lexicon. This recipe pulls all the elements from the classic sandwich to create a hearty dog. Get the recipe.

(Tom McCorkle For The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


Tofu is an excellent candidate for grilling as it picks up beautiful char marks in minutes and absorbs the smoky flavors from the grill. Here, it's complemented by a punchy green sauce featuring cilantro, ginger and jalapeno. Get the recipe.

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


Even dessert can be done on the grill. This sundae with a medley of grilled fruit and a no-cook strawberry sauce is smoky and sweet. Get the recipe.

(Tom McCorkle For The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


Greek salad transforms into a bright, refreshing salsa to accompany this tender grilled salmon. Get the recipe.

(Scott Suchman for The Washington Post; food styling by Carolyn Robb for The Washington Post)


This Memorial Day staple is a classic for a reason. We love the traditional toppings, such as cheese, lettuce and tomato, but feel free to get creative. Get the recipe.

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


Based on the Afghan dish borani banjan, this eggplant side is light and summery. The cooling yogurt sauce adds a refreshing touch. Get the recipe.

(Scott Suchman for The Washington Post)


Plantains are great on the grill, and they're even better in tacos. Top them with pepitas, cabbage and salsa for a delicious vegetarian main. Get the recipe.

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


These skewers draw inspiration from Hanoi-style grilled pork, featuring warm, aromatic flavors such as star anise and cinnamon. Get the recipe.

(Deb Lindsey for The Washington Post)


Dress up corn on the cob with a Japanese street food-inspired miso honey butter. Get the recipe.
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Cooking chat: Is it safe to eat food from a dented can?
Every Wednesday at noon Eastern, Aaron Hutcherson and Becky Krystal answer your cooking questions.
By Aaron Hutcherson, Becky Krystal | 2024-05-22

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


Every Wednesday at noon Eastern, Aaron Hutcherson and Becky Krystal provide personalized answers with practical cooking advice that you can't find on Google. They answer questions like "Do you need to rinse rice?" and "Is it safe to leave butter at room temperature?"
But there's more! Often, your excellent questions inspire us to write full-length articles. Recent posts have covered broth vs. stock (and whether it really matters), foolproof ways to cook fish and a look at carbon-steel pans.
Aaron and Becky both write and test recipes for Post Food, our team dedicated to helping you cook with confidence. We're hoping this weekly chat will be a lively conversation where you can figure out any issues in the kitchen and identify new recipes for you to try.
Here are some questions we answered this week:
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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Dining chat: How should a restaurant handle a 'loud, rude and obnoxious' group?
Washington Post food critic Tom Sietsema entertains your dining questions, rants and raves.
By Tom Sietsema | 2024-05-22

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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An antipasto tuna salad puts all those refrigerator jars to good use
Take the flavors of antipasti, and use them to build a 10-minute no-cook tuna salad that's packed with flavor.
By Ellie Krieger | 2024-05-22

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


This salad started as a make-do moment but wound up a favorite I've made again and again. On my way home from the gym one afternoon, my appetite tipping dangerously into the hangry zone, I did a mental inventory of what I had at home for lunch and landed on one of my simplest go-tos: oil-packed tuna tossed with lettuce, a squeeze of lemon juice and a handful of olives.
But when I got home I realized I had no lettuce -- there was nothing in my crisper drawer but a slightly wilted bunch of celery and some parsley. I was so hungry (and annoyed) I nearly started eating the tuna out of the jar, when I spotted the containers of marinated artichokes and roasted red peppers in the door of my refrigerator. Bingo! I had a better idea.
Get the recipe: Tuna Antipasto Salad

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


I rough-chopped the vegetables, which wound up being a lovely combination of soft, sweet peppers, vinegary artichokes, briny olives, grassy parsley leaves and still-crunchy-enough celery. I added about half of the jar of tuna, flaking it with a fork, along with some of the oil it was packed in. Then I tossed everything with lemon zest and juice and a generous amount of freshly ground black pepper.
I enjoyed the salad so much I have made it multiple times since, using whatever jars of antipasti I have around, such as marinated mushrooms, pepperoncini or whatever is lingering my refrigerator, fennel and/or onion instead of the celery, and dill instead of parsley, for example. The experience has left me even more confident with the idea of "no lettuce, no problem" when I need to whip us a quick salad, especially since it's so easy to keep jars of antipasti on hand.
Get the recipe: Tuna Antipasto Salad
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The best movies of 2024 so far, according to critics
"Furiosa," "Hit Man," "The Fall Guy" and "Kingdom of the Planet of the Apes" all make our evolving list of 2024's best films.
By Washington Post staff and contributors | 2024-05-23
When it comes to movies, why wait for the end-of-year best-of lists? A number of movies have already garnered three stars or more from The Washington Post's critics and contributors (Ann Hornaday, Ty Burr, Amy Nicholson, Jen Yamato, Jessica Kiang, Michael O'Sullivan, Mark Jenkins and Michael Brodeur -- identified by their initials below).
Throughout the year, we'll update this list -- bookmark it! -- with the films that we loved and where to watch them. (Note that all movies reviewed by The Post in 2024 are eligible for inclusion.)

Chris Hemsworth as Dementus in "Furiosa: A Mad Max Saga." (Jasin Boland/Warner Bros. Pictures/Village Roadshow Pictures)


How did a young girl in the dystopian future grow up to become Imperator Furiosa, the fierce warrior who took on the entire Wasteland in 2015's "Mad Max: Fury Road"? In this fifth installment of the franchise, director George Miller builds an epic prequel with Anya Taylor-Joy at the wheel, but also shifts into a different gear to weave an unexpectedly elegiac origin tale of survival and revenge. Chris Hemsworth plays Dementus, the vainglorious dictator of a roving biker legion. (R, 148 minutes) -- Jen Yamato
Where to watch: In theaters
A blast of pure pleasure and one of the year's best films, with devilish comic energy and a star-making turn at its center. That star is Glen Powell, who displays wit, sex appeal and crack comic timing in his loosely factual portrayal of a nerdy college professor who moonlights as a technical adviser for police sting operations. When he's drafted to step in for the sketchy undercover cop who usually plays the fake killer-for-hire, the mild-mannered academic reveals he has a gift for posing as an ice-cold assassin. (R, 115 minutes) -- Ty Burr
Where to watch: In theaters

Michelle Buteau and Ilana Glazer in "Babes." (Gwen Capistran/Neon)


A sticky-sweet comedy about two best friends bound by an almost hive-inducing intimacy. The directorial debut of actor Pamela Adlon ("Better Things," "Californication"), this gross-out comedy about childhood friends turned overwhelmed moms hits you with the same surge of mixed emotions as a hug from a grubby toddler. Starring Ilana Glazer, Michelle Buteau and Hasan Minhaj. (R, 104 minutes) -- Amy Nicholson
Where to watch: In theaters
Japan's Ryusuke Hamaguchi ("Drive My Car") has emerged as one of the world's finest working directors, but his movies can be frustratingly hard to encapsulate. "Evil Does Not Exist" may be his most haunting film yet. It takes place in a rural village north of Tokyo, and in its deceptively unfocused fashion, it frets about the encroachment of city life. An undercurrent of foreboding edges toward outright unease before exploding in an ending that presents a challenge to anyone who prefers stories wrapped up neatly. (Unrated, 106 minutes) -- T.B.
Where to watch: In theaters

From left, Raka (played by Peter Macon), Noa (played by Owen Teague), and Mae (Freya Allan) in "Kingdom of the Planet of the Apes." (20th Century Studios)


A sturdy new entry in the revived Planet of the Apes franchise. But, like its three predecessors, it's a fascinating case of content following form wherein CGI chimps, gorillas and orangutans are more breathtakingly hyper-real than ever and humans have become increasingly two-dimensional. Taking place 300 years after the events of the last three "Apes," the new film centers on Noa (Owen Teague), a young simian that most audiences will be willing to follow wherever he and his primate friends want to take us. That's good, because "Kingdom" has been announced as the first chapter in a new trilogy. (PG-13, 145 minutes) -- T.B.
Where to watch: In theaters
The hazy neon vibes are immaculate and the suburban horrors are existential in this latest from writer-director Jane Schoenbrun, whose 2022 breakout feature "We're All Going to the World's Fair" skyrocketed the rising indie auteur into the queer horror canon. It's election night 1996 when an introverted seventh-grader bonds with an older girl over a tantalizing supernatural YA series that airs after bedtime. What results is a cautionary tale against the dangers of dissociative escape and a gently loving rejoinder reaching through its own screen to those who need it. Schoenbrun blurs the lines between reality and fantasy with an intoxicating, Lynchian flair. (PG-13, 100 minutes) -- J.Y.
Where to watch: In theaters

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


Helmed by stuntman-turned-director David Leitch, this action-comedy-romance-mystery is 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. Ryan Gosling and Emily Blunt take a clever meta-blockbuster about the behind-the-scenes making of a blockbuster and give it warmth, intimacy, idiosyncrasy and laughs. (PG-13, 126 minutes) -- T.B.
Where to watch: In theaters
From Oscar-winning filmmakers Andrea Nix Fine and Sean Fine ("Inocente") comes a chilling documentary that draws upon a trove of news and personal footage to immerse viewers in the sounds, sights, sensations and shock of Jan. 6, 2021. A discreetly ominous score by H. Scott Salinas rumbles beneath the sounds of chaos that culminate in the breaching of the Capitol by a mob estimated at 10,000 and the invasion of its corridors by 1,200 rioters. Civics lessons rarely come this disturbing or this convincing. (Unrated, 111 minutes) -- T.B.
Where to watch: Apple, Google Play, Prime Video, YouTube
The third installment in Ken Loach's unofficial trilogy of films set in austerity-era Northeastern England -- said to be the final movie from the 87-year-old social realist filmmaker -- is a fittingly poignant last act: clear-eyed, compassionate, fueled by righteous anger yet still somewhat hopeful. (Unrated, 113 minutes) -- Michael O'Sullivan
Where to watch: In theaters and on demand June 4

Kirsten Dunst in "Civil War." (A24)


Writer-director Alex Garland doesn't investigate how this war started or how long it's been going on or whether it's worth fighting. His lean, cruel film is about the ethics of photographing violence, and those blinders make it charge forward with gusto. The film feels poetically, deeply true, even when it's suggesting that humans are more apt to tear one another apart for petty grievances than over a sincere defense of some kind of principles. Starring Kristen Dunst, Wagner Moura, Cailee Spaeny. (R, 109 minutes) -- A.N.
Where to watch: In theaters and on demand May 24
A slick, sexy, hugely entertaining, tennis-themed romantic triangle that offers three young performers at the top of their games under the guidance of Luca Guadagnino, a director who gives them room to swing in all senses of the word. The movie's a paean to hard work and hedonism, and if its pleasures are mostly surface -- grass, clay, emotional -- it's still been too long since we've had an intelligent frolic like this. Mike Faist and Josh O'Connor play rising tennis stars; Zendaya is their coach, holding down the center with her furiously knitted brow. (R, 131 minutes) -- T.B.
Where to watch: In theaters

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


An art-house audience pleaser, based on an actual historical incident, that slaps a veneer of tea-cozy classiness over cartoonish characters and changing social values. In a dingy English seaside town in 1920, someone has been sending anonymous poison-pen letters to church lady Edith (Olivia Colman) -- written in language so obscene that it's practically an art form -- and suspicion quickly falls on the foul-mouthed Rose (Jessie Buckley), a single mother freshly arrived from Ireland. The movie is good fun and surprisingly obvious -- a slapstick comedy of manners that only hints at darker human urges. (R, 100 minutes) -- T.B.
Where to watch: Apple, Google Play, Prime Video, YouTube

Jesse Eisenberg  in "Sasquatch Sunset." (Bleecker Street)


Either the silliest movie you'll see in 2024 or one of the most unexpectedly affecting, but, like the meme says, why not both? A year in the life of a family of Bigfoots -- Bigfeet? -- it functions simultaneously as slow-motion slapstick, a very hairy nature documentary and a melancholy portrait of creatures not unlike us as they confront their own disappearance from the Earth. With no narration and no dialogue beside grunts, hoots and warbles, the movie effectively puts an audience on the same (big) footing as the characters. Starring Jesse Eisenberg, Riley Keough and Nathan Zellner. (R, 89 minutes) -- T.B.
Where to watch: In theaters
Two-time Oscar winner Ennio Morricone, who died in 202o at the age of 91, was a composer and arranger of music that helped define what it sounds like to go to the movies. Now, director Giuseppe Tornatore -- who worked with Morricone for nearly all his films, including 1988's "Cinema Paradiso" -- turns an overdue spotlight on the composer behind the legendary scores of "The Good, the Bad and the Ugly," "The Thing" and more than 500 others. At nearly three hours, "Ennio" is a long haul, exhaustive without ever becoming exhausting. Though it could definitely survive edits, its length feels like the product of genuine ardor and care. (Unrated, 156 minutes) -- Michael Brodeur
Where to watch: Apple, Google Play, Prime Video, YouTube

Vera Drew as Joker the Harlequin in "The People's Joker." (Altered Innocence)


Hollywood's superhero blockbuster business has grown creatively stale, but Vera Drew's irreverent renegade opus is just the antidote the genre desperately needs. Both a tough-love letter to the commodified IP it satirizes and a scathing takedown of mainstream comedy institutions, this defiantly personal low-budget marvel is also a genuinely affecting queer coming-of-age tale in which Drew stars as Joker, a closeted trans woman and aspiring comedian who leaves her Smallville hometown for a dystopian Gotham City. Her film is the cinematic coup of the year, finally delivering the boundary-obliterating antiheroine Hollywood deserves. (Unrated, 92 minutes) -- J.Y.
Where to watch: Not yet available for streaming
The Iranian French actress Zar Amir Ebrahimi has the eyes of a silent film heroine and the face of a Modigliani. In repose, she can convey a sense of sorrow that feels both elegant and timeless, but in "Shayda," that stillness is fraught with specific threat: the anguish of a woman fleeing an abusive husband. Made with a striking sensitivity to mood and moment, the film marks a strong debut for Iranian Australian writer-director Noora Niasari, who mines her own experience and that of her mother for a gripping yet tender suspense drama. (PG-13, 117 minutes) -- T.B.
Where to watch: Prime Video

Gian Piero Capretto, Ramona Fiorini, Melchiorre Pala, Josh O'Connor, Giuliano Mantovani, Luca Gargiullo, Vincenzo Nemolato and Lou Roy-Lecollinet in "La Chimera." (Neon)


Antiquity and the modern day sit side by side in the films of Italy's Alice Rohrwacher, permeating each other with the timelessness of a folk tale passed around a campfire. The writer-director's latest concerns a raffish band of working-class tombaroli -- grave robbers -- who dig up ancient Etruscan artifacts and sell them on the black market, but the movie's also a meditation on the tension between romanticizing the past and profiting from it. Wise, funny and mysterious, it's a one-of-a-kind charmer. (Unrated, 132 minutes) -- T.B.
Where to watch: Prime Video
Rose Glass's gorgeously pulpy film is a grisly delirium of female rage and romance in which queerness is neither a liability nor a simple fact of life that deserves respect: It's a goddamn superpower. Kristen Stewart, in a skeevy mullet and a sleeveless tee, plays a gym manager who falls in crazy, scuzzy love with a bodybuilding drifter (Katy O'Brian). There are pyrotechnics and sucked toes and a jaw beaten clean off a skull. In terms of graphic gore, the head-stomping scene in "American History X" and the corpse-splitting moment in "Bone Tomahawk" need to scooch over on the podium. (R, 104 minutes) -- Jessica Kiang
Where to watch: Apple, Google Play, Prime Video, Fandango

A scene from "They Shot the Piano Player." (Javier Mariscal/Sony Pictures Classics)


Spanish filmmaker Fernando Trueba ("Belle Epoque") and artist/co-director Javier Mariscal celebrate the spirit of Brazilian bossa nova and the ghosts of artists who live on only in recordings and archival interviews. But this animated documentary's central ghost remains touchingly and frustratingly unknowable: Francisco Tenorio Junior, a gifted pianist, considered by his peers as one of the best of their generation, who disappeared in 1976 while on tour in Argentina. "They Shot the Piano Player" doesn't unravel a mystery so much as confirm a tragedy. (PG-13, 103 minutes) -- T.B.
Where to watch: Prime Video
Film as family therapy and family therapy as film. This gripping and format-stretching documentary by writer-director Kaouther Ben Hania brings actors into the household of a Tunisian mother named Olfa and her two youngest daughters, both teenagers. The three women play themselves alongside two professional actors filling in for the girls' two missing siblings -- what happened to them will unfurl, one twist at a time. (Unrated, 110 minutes) -- A.N.
Where to watch: Netflix

Koji Yakusho and Arisa Nakano in "Perfect Days." (Neon)


The premise is perfectly simple: Hirayama (Koji Yakusho) lives in Tokyo, where he cleans bathrooms, approaching his job with the same care and detail he gives to the tree seedlings he's nurturing in his modest, sparsely furnished apartment. The fact that writer-director Wim Wenders has called a movie about cleaning toilets "Perfect Days" might strike some viewers as the height of absurdity, even perverse humor (the film bears more than a whiff of Jim Jarmusch at his most wryly absurdist). But once they get a glimpse of Hirayama in action, the dreams behind the drudgery reveal themselves. (PG, 123 minutes) -- Ann Hornaday
Where to watch: Prime Video

The Steve in "Steve!" (Apple TV Plus)


Directed by Oscar-winning filmmaker Morgan Neville ("Twenty Feet from Stardom"), this documentary take on comic Steve Martin is broken into two feature-length installments, titled "Then" (94 minutes) and "Now" (97 minutes). The first and lesser half is pretty standard stuff, covering in enjoyable but repetitive detail the period of Martin's gradual stand-up ascendancy to selling out stadiums. The much more engaging "Now" dips in and out of Martin's movie career, includes interviews (Jerry Seinfeld, Tina Fey, Lorne Michaels) and delivers candid moments with Martin's bestie, Martin Short. (TV-MA, 191 minutes in two parts) -- J.K.
Where to watch: Apple TV Plus
Jonathan Glazer's quietly shattering, Oscar-winning portrait of a family living next door to Auschwitz is really two movies in one: the film that audiences see on-screen -- a bucolic domestic drama, filled with children, gardens and daily rituals -- and the movie we conjure in our minds, with images of emaciated bodies, shaved heads and screams barely audible above the clinking teacups and cooing babies. Adapted from Martin Amis's novel, the film is about denial and Hannah Arendt's banality of evil. But the mental contortions Rudolf Hoss (Christian Friedel) and his wife Hedwig (Sandra Huller) go through to justify their own monstrosity go beyond obliviousness into something far more insidious and timeless. (PG-13, 106 minutes) -- A.H.
Where to watch: Max

Aunjanue Ellis-Taylor stars in "Origin." (Atsushi Nishijima/Neon)


Ava DuVernay's audacious, ambitious adaptation of the equally audacious and ambitious book "Caste," operates on so many levels at once that the effect is often dizzyingly disorienting. But hang in there: Viewers who allow themselves to be taken on this wide-ranging, occasionally digressive journey will emerge not just edified but emotionally wrung out and, somehow, cleansed. (PG-13, 135 minutes) -- A.H.
Where to watch: Prime Video
A radiant Juliette Binoche plays Eugenie, a gifted cook who for the past 20 years has been running the kitchen of a 19th-century epicurean named Dodin Bouffant (Benoit Magimel). No one breaks a sweat in "The Taste of Things" -- they glow. No one swears or yells "Corner!" or "Yes, chef!" -- they whisper, or simply deliver an approving glance of gustatory satisfaction. This is the anti-"Bear," a sensuous fantasia of gastronomical pleasure less redolent of the Beef than "Babette's Feast." (PG-13, 134 minutes) -- A.H.
Where to watch: Prime Video

Anselm Kiefer is one of the greatest contemporary artists. (Janus Films)


Born two months before the Nazis surrendered, celebrated German artist Anselm Kiefer grew up amid his homeland's rubble. Destruction still compels and even delights him, as Wim Wenders demonstrates in his epic 3D documentary. The colossal spaces Kiefer inhabits and transforms are ideal for Wenders's approach, which conveys the physicality of the artist's work and places the viewer virtually within the maelstrom of creation. It's a fascinating, if somewhat unnerving, place to be. (Unrated, 93 minutes) -- Mark Jenkins
Where to watch: On demand
The title of this promising writing-directing debut from Molly Manning Walker is something of a misdirect. Her startlingly intimate portrait of teenage girls in search of the endless party while on summer holiday in Greece is more accurately described as a tutorial in how not to have sex, i.e., when you're young, inebriated, feeling pressured or vulnerable to manipulation. In its frankness and often frightening candor, it's of a piece with coming-of-age dramas like "Thirteen" and "The Diary of a Teenage Girl," with a dash of "Spring Breakers." (Unrated, 90 minutes) -- A.H.
Where to watch: Prime Video

A scene from "Io Capitano." (Greta de Lazzaris/Cohen Media Group)


Matteo Garrone's Oscar-nominated, migrant-themed drama fashions a hero's journey that feels utterly of the moment: inspired by the true stories of African immigrants, but told in a way that features episodes of both harrowing verisimilitude and hallucinatory magic realism. It's a film that is gorgeous at times yet also tough to watch. (Unrated, 121 minutes) -- M.O.
Where to watch: On demand
Despite the title of Germany's Oscar submission, the primary setting is a sixth-grade classroom, where things have gone missing lately. As school officials attempt to get to the bottom of the thefts, that classroom becomes a mirror of the outside world, with all its diversity, divisions and discontents. The film is far more than a conventional whodunit, though it does build a nice head of suspense as it grapples with themes of justice, doubt and bias. Its larger message is also one worth hearing, if not exactly news: In an age of cancel culture, the classroom is a battlefield. (PG-13, 98 minutes) -- M.O.
Where to watch: On demand
As subdued in tone and emotion as the neutral beige and brown ensembles favored by its mousy, office-worker protagonist (Daisy Ridley), this film offers an unconventional love story: one less about the thrill of romance than about the terror -- and ultimate release -- of connection. Director Rachel Lambert delivers its story with a reserve that is made up for by a genuinely affecting tenderness for its flawed yet searching characters. It's kind of a downer, yes, but also stimulating as hell. (PG-13, 91 minutes) -- M.O.
Where to watch: Prime Video

Tandin Wangchuk, Harry Einhorn and Tandin Sonam in "The Monk and the Gun." (Roadside Attractions)


This sweet, off-kilter comedy offers a sly satire of today's polarized world. Written and directed by Pawo Choyning Dorji, and focusing on Bhutan's preparations for the democratic elections first held in 2008, it shares the same wry spirit and gentle tension between tradition and modernity that characterized the Bhutanese-born, American-trained filmmaker's heartwarming Oscar-nominated 2019 film, "Lunana: A Yak in the Classroom," but with some added bite. (PG-13, 112 minutes) -- M.O.
Where to watch: Prime Video
This rebooted hybrid of the hit 2004 movie "Mean Girls" and the Broadway stage musical it spawned wisely doesn't try to simply adapt for the screen something that worked onstage and wouldn't translate to film. Yes, it's got songs (by Jeff Richmond and Nell Benjamin), but they feel abridged and ever so slightly diminished, delivered more in the context of the original narrative of viral shaming, which has been tweaked for our TikTok times. The remake is sharp, well-acted and funny, and there are a few surprises for "Mean Girls" cultists. (PG-13, 105 minutes) -- M.O.
Where to watch: Paramount Plus
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Art needs LaToya Ruby Frazier. Does she need the art world?
LaToya Ruby Frazier is the subject of a powerful, sobering survey at the Museum of Modern Art in New York.
By Sebastian Smee | 2024-05-23

LaToya Ruby Frazier's "Momme" (2008) from "The Notion of Family." (LaToya Ruby Frazier/Gladstone Gallery)


NEW YORK -- When women band together, things get done. And the things that get done -- have you noticed? -- are almost always helpful to others.
A sweeping statement -- and my evidence, I admit, is only anecdotal. But my observations chime, I think, with the experience of LaToya Ruby Frazier, a Black photographer in her early 40s, whose body of work is the subject of a show at the Museum of Modern Art.
"LaToya Ruby Frazier: Monuments of Solidarity" is an ode to sisterhood. There are more than a few magnificent men in the show, too. But in the end, it's an exhibition about how (mostly) women -- families, friends, communities, unions -- respond to crises by banding together.
Frazier has specific crises in mind.
She grew up in Braddock, Penn., an outer suburb of Pittsburgh where Andrew Carnegie built his first steel mill. Her first body of work, begun when she was still a teenager, documented the crises of ill health, industrial decline and civic neglect that roiled her youth there. The photographs in "The Notion of Family" focused on Frazier; her mother, Cynthia (a nurse's aide and bartender); and her grandmother and guardian Ruby.

LaToya Ruby Frazier, "Momme Silhouettes" (2010). (LaToya Ruby Frazier/Gladstone Gallery)


We see these three women -- as well as "Gramps," Grandma Ruby's stepfather, who worked in the steel mill -- in and around their home, at the bar where Cynthia worked, in the hospital, and at the funeral parlor.
Frazier's photographs are incredibly intimate. The interiors include both mirrors and patterned wallpaper, hinting at self-reflexiveness and opacity, revelation and reticence. Some are claustrophobic and taut, resembling close-up stills and sequences from Ingmar Bergman's "Persona." Others are detached and matter-of-fact -- the sort of thing you might find in the appendix of a geological survey.

Frazier's "Edgar Thomson Plant and the Bottom" (2013) from "A Despoliation of Water: From the Housatonic to the Monongahela River (1930-2013)." (LaToya Ruby Frazier/Gladstone Gallery)


Freighted with silence, "The Notion of Family" makes you wonder about the unaccountable things families share -- the things no one outside can possibly understand but which children, tumbling into adulthood, begin to see freshly as they stumble on dark clues about how the rest of the world regards them.
Two things make "The Notion of Family" special. One is the construction, through a photographic practice that is manifestly collaborative, of a rich complicity between women. The other is Frazier's awareness, deepening before your eyes, of the social, economic and historical forces buffeting not only her family but also her whole community. Both qualities have fed into her subsequent projects.
When, in the wake of the closure of Braddock Hospital, the town's mayor partnered with the denim company Levi Strauss & Co. to use Braddock in its marketing campaign (slogan: "Go forth to work"), Frazier made work that mocked the campaign.
She annotated photolithographs of the campaign ads ("How can we go forth when our borough's buses and ambulances have been cut?"). She staged a performance outside a pop-up Levi's store in Manhattan, dragging her denim-clad body over the sidewalk pavement until the fabric was shredded. And she overlaid a salvaged Levi's billboard with an excerpt from a speech by the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. critiquing advertising: "Few people have the toughness of mind to judge critically and to discern the true from the false, the fact from the fiction."

Frazier's "Shea Brushing Zion's Teeth With Bottled Water in Her Bathroom, Flint, Michigan" (2016-2017) from "Flint Is Family in Three Acts." (LaToya Ruby Frazier/Gladstone Gallery)


Frazier's response to the water crisis in Flint, Mich., when public officials allowed lead-contaminated water into the homes of Flint's predominantly Black community, revealed her at her best. Her project, "Flint Is Family in Three Acts," took shape from 2016 to 2020. Frazier went repeatedly to Flint, where she befriended Shea S. Cobb, a poet, bus driver, songwriter and activist. She made photographs and video footage of Cobb; her daughter Zion; her mother, Renee; and her best friend, Amber N. Hasan.
Frazier's photo essay, published in the September 2016 issue of Elle magazine, documented the group's struggle against a deeply pernicious civic affliction -- a poisoned water supply -- made worse by denial, inaction and indifference. She later photographed Cobb and Zion on Cobb's father's farm in Mississippi, where he had invited them because "This water won't kill you." And on Frazier's next trip to Flint, she adopted a format with which she has since persisted.

Frazier's "Mary A. Williams, Tuklor's Mother, Holding the Water Hose at the Atmospheric Water Generator on North Saginaw Street Between East Marengo Avenue and East Pulaski Avenue, Flint, Michigan" (2019-2020). (LaToya Ruby Frazier/Gladstone Gallery)


She photographed Army veteran Moses West, the man responsible for the installation of an atmospheric water generator in the town, and the residents who benefited from this novel source of safe water. Beside these photo portraits, Frazier displayed long, first-person texts, distilled from interviews, explaining each person's story in the context of the water crisis.

Frazier's "Louis Robinson, Jr., UAW Local 1714, (34 years in at GM Lordstown Complex, die setter), Recording Secretary, at UAW Local 1112 Reuther Scandy Alli union hall, Lordstown, OH" (2019) from "The Last Cruze." (LaToya Ruby Frazier/Gladstone Gallery)


Frazier used this same format in "The Last Cruze" (2019). This project was her response to General Motors' 2018 announcement that it would lay off nearly 15,000 workers and stop production at five of its North American plants. Frazier went to Lordstown, Ohio, the site of a GM plant making Chevrolet Cruzes. She spent countless hours interviewing, filming and photographing the union workers who were fighting to keep the plant open.

"LaToya Ruby Frazier: Monuments of Solidarity" at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. (Jonathan Dorado/Museum of Modern Art, New York)


The results are displayed at MoMA on partition walls that form part of a long structure designed to resemble a factory assembly line. It takes time to read the texts, but it's worth it. As rich as short stories, they repeatedly reinforce what is at stake. Against the tendency of many to demonize unions, both the portraits and the accompanying texts are deeply humanizing.
When the covid-19 pandemic hit, Frazier spent time in Baltimore interviewing community health workers, then presenting her portraits of them alongside long, first-person narratives. These workers are heroic -- that's the first thing you register. But when we call people "heroes," we put them on another plane, robbing them of a certain reality, which Frazier here restores. These people all have engrossing backstories, interesting motivations and great hearts. Their narratives are more compelling than any number of biographies of the great and the good.

An installation at "Monuments of Solidarity." (Jonathan Dorado/Museum of Modern Art, New York)


When it first appeared, "The Notion of Family" left you in no doubt that the art world needed LaToya Ruby Frazier. It needed her to break art out of its solipsistic bubble. It needed her to reveal perspectives that challenged -- and at times made a mockery of -- certain urban liberal assumptions.
Since then, Frazier has continued to show the art world that certain fights are neither notional nor academic. They are urgent and necessary. They are about shelter and water, sickness and medical care, decency and dignity.
Whether Frazier needs the art world -- whether her unique alloy of activism, photography, video and interviewing is best carried forth by art world mechanisms (gallery shows, collectors, art press, museums) -- is less clear. My own sense is simply that if Frazier wants to leverage art world structures for her own excellent purposes, art -- and our idea of what it can be -- is the better for it.
LaToya Ruby Frazier: Monuments of Solidarity Through Sept. 7 at the Museum of Modern Art, New York. moma.org.
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The 28 best things to do in D.C. on Memorial Day weekend and next week
Celebrate Memorial Day at a parade or street festival, gather at D.C. Black Pride or an outdoor dance party, or mark AAPI History Month with food and trivia.
By Fritz Hahn, Sophia Solano, Adele Chapin, Chris Kelly | 2024-05-23
This long weekend brings days full of solemn tributes, parades and music at Arlington National Cemetery and a concert on the Capitol's West Lawn. (We have a roundup of events across the area, not all of which are also included in this column.) But it's also the unofficial beginning of summer, with the multiday D.C. Black Pride Festival; a house music party with Crystal Waters in Franklin Park; the Funset's big dance party at the Dew Drop Inn; blues music until the wee hours at Glen Echo Park; and events celebrating Asian American and Pacific Islander Heritage Month, including a trivia night at the Smithsonian and a night market atop Union Market.
We asked readers about their favorite dive bars, and have narrowed the list to 12 finalists. Vote for your top choice here.
Jazz in the Garden ticket lottery
For the third consecutive year, the National Gallery of Art is limiting admission to its summer Jazz in the Garden concert series to those who win a weekly lottery for admission. If you'd like to attend the first event of 2024 -- an evening with Grammy-nominated Nathan and the Zydeco Cha Chas, whose music is as bouncy as the name would suggest -- you have until noon Friday to request up to four free tickets. You'll find out Monday whether you need to pick up a picnic after work on Friday, May 31. Registration available on nga.gov. Free.
Kristin Hersh at the Kennedy Center
Kristin Hersh's first band, Throwing Muses, became an icon of college radio back in the days when "college radio" and "alternative" actually meant something, thanks to Hersh's fraught, ripped-from-a-diary lyrics and the group's fusion of post-punk and folk. Her dozen albums of solo material -- including last year's "Clear Pond Road" -- are more stripped down, singer-songwriter style, but keep the rough edges intact. Both the Muses and later group 50 Foot Wave have re-formed and recorded in recent years, but Hersh's current focus is on her solo work. If recent shows in Europe are any guide, this free performance on the Kennedy Center's Millennium Stage will feature some of her old band's songs, including "Cottonmouth" and "Sunray Venus." 6 p.m. Free.
Mr. and Miss D.C. Black Pride Pageant at the Westin Hotel
Before the D.C. Black Pride festival officially gets underway on Friday, the annual Mr. and Miss D.C. Black Pride Pageant warms the crowd up. Beyond the competition, there are performances by entertainers including Miss Black America Jazell Barbie Royale, Miss Gay Arlington Raven Samore and Mr. So Seductive Marcus B. Lee. 5 to 9 p.m. $25.
D.C. Black Pride at the Westin Hotel
"Black Pride Forever" is the theme of this year's D.C. Black Pride festival, a celebration that has grown from a Memorial Day party called "The Children's Hour" at a Petworth nightspot called the ClubHouse to a four-day parade of dance parties, workshops, brunches and outdoor parties. The Westin Hotel near Mount Vernon Square is the main event space, hosting Friday's opening reception, headlined by comedian Paris Sashay (5 to 10 p.m., free); Saturday's Black Trans Pride town hall and social (2 to 5 p.m., free), Sounds of Black Pride DJ dance party (3 to 6 p.m., free), and annual Mary Bowman Poetry Slam (6 to 9 p.m., free); and workshops ranging from self-care to the history of drag culture (free). Through Monday. See a full schedule of events on dcblackpride.org.
Red Hot Blues and BBQ Festival
First, the bad news: The barbecue portion of the Red Hot Blues and BBQ Festival is sold out. But even if you won't be picnicking with sliced meats from Federalist Pig, the four-day festival will be of interest to dedicated blues fans. Most of the action is centered at Glen Echo Park, where bands are performing on Friday (powerhouse vocalist Carly Harvey) and Saturday (up-and-coming Louisiana guitarist D.K. Harrell) for dancers in the historic Spanish Ballroom and the former amusement park's bumper car pavilion, before DJs spin into the wee hours of the morning. Dance lessons are included in ticket prices. Sunday features singer Stacy Brooks in the bumper car pavilion, followed by dancing until 2 a.m. at Adams Morgan's Bossa. The festival wraps up Monday with dancing around the Dupont Circle fountain, free for all comers. The weekend also features dance lessons, picnics and, on Sunday, an afternoon blues jam spearheaded by the Archie Edwards Blues Heritage Foundation. A negative coronavirus test is required to attend events at Glen Echo Park. Friday through Monday. Free-$30 for individual dances and events; $85 passes for all live music.
'Point Break' at AFI Silver
Does the world need a 4K Ultra HD version of "Point Break"? That's not the ... point. But this weekend is your chance to see Kathryn Bigelow's camp bromance in a way you've never seen it before, with Patrick Swayze and Keanu Reeves in all their skydiving, tube-catching, bank-robbing glory. Not because it's good for you, but because you know you want to. Friday at 7 p.m., Saturday at 9:15 p.m. $8-$13.
Black Birders Walk at Kenilworth Aquatic Gardens
Sunday is the beginning of Black Birders Week, an annual event celebrating Black bird lovers and nature enthusiasts, with a focus on getting new and underrepresented communities out to enjoy wildlife. The Smithsonian is getting an early jump on the festivities with a guided morning walk through Kenilworth Aquatic Gardens, where more than 250 species of birds have been observed in the park. Participants are encouraged to bring binoculars if possible, though the park will have some pairs to share. 9 a.m. Free.
ViVa! Vienna! Festival
This Memorial Day weekend marks the 40th anniversary of the ViVa! Vienna! festival, an annual community event sponsored by the Rotary Club of Vienna that brings funnel cake and merry-go-round rides to the pedestrianized streets around Vienna Town Green. Kids will love the traditional amusement rides, vendors selling treats like cotton candy and entertainment from the Vienna Singing Princesses, while adults can spend time in the BrewFest beer garden with brews from Caboose Brewing Co. and Settle Down Easy Brewing Co. and listen to cover bands on multiple stages. Shuttle buses will ferry visitors to the festival from the Vienna Metro station and an overflow parking lot. Saturday and Sunday from 10 a.m. to 10 p.m. and Monday from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. Free admission; tickets required for BrewFest, raffle and rides.
Rockville Hometown Holidays Music Fest at RedGate Park
The city of Rockville's free, family-friendly music festival brings in 1990s alt-rock radio fixture Everclear and a Bon Jovi/Journey tribute band to headline its two-day run. (BonJourneyNY's set starts at 5:30 p.m. Saturday, and Everclear plays Sunday at 5:45 p.m.) Beyond the main acts, the pair of stages at Hometown Holidays host all sorts of music, from Colombian folk fusion to go-go to big band. Meanwhile, kids can jump in a moon bounce, create crafts or build sand castles in a sand dune. Beverage booths and a food court provide refreshments, with poutine, gyro platters, bubble tea and shaved ice among the offerings. Saturday and Sunday from noon to 7 p.m. Free.
Capital House Music Festival at Franklin Park
The annual Capital House Music Festival brings a variety of grooves -- deep, soulful, funky, Baltimore -- to Franklin Park for a day-long party. The headliner is Crystal Waters, whose breakthrough hit "Gypsy Woman (She's Homeless)" was written about a homeless woman singing in front of the Mayflower Hotel, but there's much more, with music coming from DJs and vocalists including Teddy Douglas, Tantra, Chosen, Michele Miruski and Kini Sullivan West. Donations benefit the Sam "the Man" Burns Legacy Foundation, named in honor of the late D.C. DJ. 11 a.m. to 9 p.m. Free; donations requested.
Pixar Putt at the Wharf
Bring the kids along for a Pixar-themed mini golf pop-up at the Wharf -- featuring characters from classics like "Toy Story," "Cars" and "Monsters, Inc." -- unless it's after 7 p.m. on Fridays or Saturdays, when the course is reserved for golfer 18 and up. Daily through Aug. 4. $30-$32.50 for adults; $27.50-$30 for children under 12.
Heavy D Day Party at Songbyrd
The girls, the girls, they loved Heavy D, the smooth, charismatic hip-hop star known as "the Overweight Lover." The string of hits that Heavy D and the Boyz produced in the late '80s and early '90s, including "We Got Our Own Thang" and "Now That We Found Love," were romantic but danceable, endearing him to a generation of female fans -- and guys who wanted to dance like Heavy D, too. Six DJs are teaming up at Songbyrd to pay tribute to Heavy D, a.k.a. Dwight Myers, who died in 2011 at the age of 44, including some of D.C.'s most veteran party rockers: Quartermaine, 2-Tone Jones, Oso-Fresh, Roddy Rod, Jahsonic and RBI, playing tunes by Heavy D and compatriots Pete Rock & CL Smooth and Al B. Sure. 1 to 5 p.m. $10-$15.
Ahadadream at Flash
London-based DJ and producer Ahadadream has been creating percussive club music for a few years, with his tracks regularly working their way into sets by Skrillex and Fred Again, but it's only in the last year that his reputation has really taken off: He's been named part of Beatport Next 2024, and one of "Dance's Future Stars" by BBC Radio 1 DJ Pete Tong. Hear Ahadadream's propulsive sound, which draws influences from South Asia, the Middle East and Britain's underground dance scene while always keeping the drums moving forward, for the first time on the rooftop at Flash during Nu Androids' Sundown sessions. 4 p.m. $35.
Alive & Outside: The Block Party at the Sandlot Georgetown
With an "attitude of gratitude," the Sandlot is celebrating the possibility of hanging out outside, together, with people in a world three years out from pandemic lockdowns. Listen to a local DJ lineup and grab a bite and beverage from a food truck. Note that the event is 21 and up. 3 to 9 p.m. $20-$30.
Arab American Culture Festival at Dew Drop Inn
From music school Quartertonez Music and dance troupe Malikat Al Dabke, this celebration of Arab heritage has vendors and performances from countries across the Arab world. Stick around for the after-party, which runs from 10 p.m. to 1 a.m. 4 to 9 p.m. $25 suggested donation; after-party ticket $25. 
KolschFest at Silver Branch Brewing
A bright, refreshing, gently fruity kolsch beer is perfect for summer heat, and with Memorial Day serving as the unofficial start of summer, two local breweries are featuring their kolsch at events this weekend. First up is Silver Branch, whose all-day Kolschfest features singalong music from the Polka Terps and glasses of freshly brewed kolsch ($7.50 for one, $35 for six), as well as a special food menu. Noon to 10 p.m. Free admission.
Flowers of Remembrance Day at Arlington National Cemetery
For most of the year, the only people allowed to set foot on the plaza next to the Tomb of the Unknowns at Arlington National Cemetery are the 3rd U.S. Infantry Regiment, "the Old Guard," who keep a vigil at the site 24 hours a day. But since 2022, the cemetery has allowed the public to enter the plaza to lay flowers at the tomb on Memorial Day, a solemn tradition dubbed Flowers of Remembrance. Visitors who wish to lay flowers are asked to register in advance on memorialdayflowers.org; flowers will be provided, and visitors should not bring their own. At 10 a.m., cemetery historians give a talk about the history of Decoration Day (now Memorial Day), followed by a walking tour. Registration is not required. 8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Free.
National Memorial Day Concert at the U.S. Capitol
PBS's National Memorial Day Concert, which is broadcast live from the Capitol's West Lawn, celebrates its 35th anniversary this year. Actors Joe Mantegna and Gary Sinise are the hosts, and the National Symphony Orchestra performs alongside guests including Tony-winning singer Cynthia Erivo and Gary LeVox of Rascal Flatts. Tickets aren't necessary for this free concert, but you'll want to arrive early to get a good spot -- lines are often long because of the security screenings and bag searches. The public is also able to attend the concert's dress rehearsal on Saturday. Gates open at 5 p.m., and the concert begins at 8. Free.
D.C. Black Pride events
Black Pride events continue across the city, including the Pride by the River cookout, bringing music, grilling and games to Anacostia Park (noon to 8 p.m., free); the Brunch and Babes drag brunch at Hook Hall, raising money for the Veterans Pride Suicide Prevention Coalition (11 a.m. to 4 p.m., $60); and readings of new, short LGBTQ plays at the Undercroft Theatre, presented by the African American Collective Theater (4:30 and 7:30 p.m., $20-$30).
The Funset at Dew Drop Inn
Is there a better outdoor weekend dance party than the Funset, which finds huge crowds grooving to hip-hop, funk, disco, yacht rock and '80s tunes outside the Dew Drop Inn, or pulling up at rows of picnic tables to catch up with friends or feast on a dish from a food truck? You need to experience it for yourself. This week's party is the second edition of a gathering dubbed "Chuck and Barry," after Washington icons Chuck Brown and Marion Barry Jr., which provides a good idea of the direction the DJs are taking. Jahsonic, Jerome Baker III, Harry Hotter and Kenny M join host DJ Smudge on the decks. 5 p.m. Free.
AANHPI Heritage Month Celebration at Purple Patch
Purple Patch owner Patrice Cleary, a native of the Philippines, is responsible for some of the most delicious Philippine cooking in the area. But community is just as important as cuisine to the Mount Pleasant restaurateur, which is why she hosts an annual AAPI Heritage Month party at Purple Patch. Bring the family for karaoke, music, DJs, face painting and activities for the kids, and the best lumpia around. Proceeds benefit the American Heart Association. 6 p.m. Free.
Lvrs & Frnds Vintage Night Market at the Black Cat
You can find the usual items at the Black Cat's market -- band tees, handmade jewelry, vintage clothes, vinyl records, scented candles -- but you might also go home with a tarot reading, flash tattoo, tooth gem, sage bundle, spiritual bath or tarot reading. You can also make your own zine or craft, dance to a DJ, or grab a drink at the venue's bar. Note that the market is 18 and up. 5 to 9 p.m. $10 in advance; $15 day of event.
17 Year Anniversary Party at Jimmy Valentine's Lonely Hearts Club
The neighborhood has seen some changes since Jimmy Valentine's Lonely Hearts Club opened on Bladensburg Road NE back in 2007. The bar itself, once unmarked, now lets neighbors know it's nearby. But the vibe -- cool, grungy, diverse, laid back, with a tendency toward cheap drinks and weird art -- remains intact. To mark its anniversary, Jimmy's features a lineup of DJs, including Hugo Z, G.E.N.E., Cassia, Neko and Rainier, and Russell Sullivan, spinning from 10 p.m. until late. Doors open at 8 p.m. Free.
Kolsch Service at Lost Generation
Lost Generation, the second local brewery featuring kolsch this weekend, offers the beer closer to the way it's served in its namesake city of Cologne: Order a kolsch, and servers will keep bringing 7-ounce glasses to your table unbidden until you cover the glass with a coaster. Each one is $3 per pour. 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. Free admission.
National Memorial Day Parade
Snag a spot along Constitution Avenue NW between Seventh and 17th streets NW to watch the annual National Memorial Day Parade, led this year by World War II veterans in honor of the upcoming 80th anniversary of D-Day. Actors Anthony Anderson and Drew Carey are the hosts for this televised parade, which features active-duty military personnel, marching bands and musicians. 2 to 4 p.m. Free.
AANHPI Heritage Month Trivia Night at National Portrait Gallery
Some trivia nights might give participants a clue on social media. At the National Portrait Gallery's monthly After Five Trivia Night, you're wise to show up early and wander through the galleries, since answers are related to people whose portraits are in the collection. This month, the theme is AAPI history, so you might field questions about Hawaiian surfer Duke Kahanamoku or actress Anna May Wong. Play solo or on a team of up to six in the spacious Kogod Courtyard, where the cafe is open late for food and drinks. 5 to 6:45 p.m. Free.
Rock the Dock at the Wharf
Outdoor movie season got underway earlier this month, and now outdoor concerts are making their way back to parks and public spaces across the area. Among the earliest adopters is the Wharf's Rock the Dock, unique among local music series in that it features performers on a floating stage, while the audience perches on terraced seats on the nearby Transit Pier. Concerts are held every Wednesday through Labor Day, and range from reggae to Americana to 2000s party bands. The series kicks off May 29 with the funk and soul vocal trio Pink PaLiSh. While there's a bar on the pier serving beer and margaritas, listeners are welcome to bring in food from any restaurant at the Wharf. If movies are more of your thing, the Sunset Cinema series starts the following night with "Toy Story 2," and runs at 7 p.m. every Thursday through Aug. 29. 7 to 9 p.m. Free.
Hi-Lawn's Spring Night Market
Hi-Lawn's first night market, held last September, drew more than 4,000 revelers to the spacious and grassy bar atop Union Market. Its next one, a two-day Hong Kong-inspired market honoring Asian American and Pacific Islander Heritage Month and raising money for Chefs Stopping AAPI Hate, should be even bigger. Chefs from Chang Chang; Lucky Danger; Tiger Fork; Magpie and the Tiger; Love, Mokoto; and other local restaurants are cooking street food and sweets, while DJs spin, attendees browse market stalls and sip baiju, and lion and dragon dancers perform. Reservations are required through Eventbrite, but those tickets do not guarantee entry. Admission is on a first-come, first-served basis, so if Hi-Lawn is full -- and its capacity is 1,000 -- those holding tickets will have to wait until other people leave. In other words, the early bird gets the dan dan noodle. Wednesday and Thursday from 5 p.m. to midnight. Free; RSVP required.
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Linklater's 'Hit Man' deserves to be a hit, man
Glen Powell stars in "Hit Man," a delightfully dark comedy that should make him a marquee name.
By Ty Burr | 2024-05-23

Glen Powell stars in "Hit Man." (Brian Roedel/Netflix)


"Hit Man" is opening in theaters Friday and premiering on Netflix two weeks from now. You can watch it on the streaming service, of course, but the movie's director, Richard Linklater, really wants you to watch it in a movie theater, and, honestly, so do I. A blast of pure pleasure and one of the year's best films, "Hit Man" should be seen with a crowd grooving on its devilish comic energy, its off-the-charts sexual chemistry and the star-making turn at its center.
That star is Glen Powell, who's been bumping up toward better things over the past few years, from the motormouthed college ballplayer in Linklater's "Everybody Wants Some!!" (2016) to Tom Cruise's rival in "Top Gun: Maverick" (2022) to romancing Sydney Sweeney in last year's mush-brained romantic comedy "Anyone But You." He has the lead in the "Twister" sequel due in July, but the whip-smart "Hit Man" is the one that should do the trick. Wit, sex appeal and crack comic timing -- Powell's got it all.
For that matter, so does his co-star Adria Arjona ("Andor"), but we're getting ahead of ourselves.
Based very loosely on a true story, "Hit Man" casts Powell as Gary Johnson, a contentedly nerdy psychology professor at the University of New Orleans who moonlights as a technical adviser for police sting operations. When Jasper (Austin Amelio), the sketchy undercover cop who usually plays the fake killer-for-hire, is suspended, Gary is drafted to take his place at the last minute; to everyone's surprise, including his own, the mild-mannered academic has a gift for posing as an ice-cold assassin. Soon he's the department's main "hit man," changing his dress, hair and attitude for each of the lowlifes who are willing to pay to have someone removed. As Gary explains, hit men don't much exist outside of the movies, but people fantasize that they do, and his job is to become the fantasy. "I had the knack," he says, "of being the person they needed me to be."
A movie like this has to have a complication, and in "Hit Man," the complication's name is Maddy (Arjona), a smoldering sweetie pie with an abusive husband (Evan Holtzman) whom the planet would really be better off without. That's what she says, anyway, and maybe it's true. When she meets Gary, who's posing as a slick, affable professional killer named Ron, what starts as a business meeting turns into a date before either is entirely aware of what's happening. It's at this point that the movie shifts into a delightful second gear, as Gary's -- excuse me, Ron's -- attraction to Maddy, and hers to him, starts gumming up the works and adding layers to the imposture. Everyone seems to like Ron more than Gary -- even Gary.

Adria Arjona and Glen Powell play out a complicated romance in "Hit Man." (Netflix)


Beyond that, I can tell you no more, other than to say that "Hit Man" piles one twist upon another until we're as unsure as Gary about which person he's pretending to be, and for whom. To give the movie ballast, his day job in the classroom allows for some light philosophizing, Gary throwing his students curveballs like, "What if your self is a construction, a role you've been playing since you can remember?"
Fine, but this is first and foremost an entertainment, one made by people working at the top of their game while having the time of their lives. Linklater is one of our best, most independent-minded filmmakers, and every now and then, he drops the formal experiments of "Boyhood" or the "Before Sunrise" trilogy to turn out something perfectly commercial, like "School of Rock" or "Dazed and Confused," just to remind us that he can. "Hit Man" isn't commercial in the strict modern Hollywood sense -- there's no CGI and no chase scenes, and not a single gun is fired (on-screen, anyway). But the script, co-written by the director and the star, is the kind that flatters an audience's senses of intelligence and humor, and the central romance isn't just ridiculously hot but funny and sweet -- two people sparking to each other's rhythms as they reveal themselves step by step.
Which, of course, is a lie, since there's more than enough pretending to go around. The gamesmanship between Ron and Maddy ultimately leads to a blissfully funny scene where the impostures and playacting acquire the stature of three-dimensional chess, with cellphone cues and an audience of law enforcement listening in. It's one of those sequences you play back in your head after the movie is over, just to figure out how they did it.
The backcourt of "Hit Man" is stacked with talent as well, from Amelio's lanky, live-wire sleazeball of a bad cop to Retta and Sanjay Rao as Gary's deadpan associates in the sting operation, agreeing between themselves that they'd probably sleep with Ron if they had the chance. Everyone's so likable, in fact, that it's not until the movie's over that you may realize you've been waltzed into an awfully dark ethical corner. You can talk about that on the drive home, too.

From left, Austin Amelio as Jasper, Sanjay Rao as Phil and Retta as Claudette in "Hit Man." (Brian Roedel/Netflix)


Goosing it all along is a soundtrack of rolling New Orleans R&B, heavy on the Dr. John, Professor Longhair and a sublime Allen Toussaint cover version of "Cast Your Fate to the Wind." Appropriate title, that, since "Hit Man" is a fable about making it up as you go along, until you realize that you stopped being you about 10 miles back.
R. At Alamo Drafthouse Cinema DC-Crystal City and the AFI Silver Theatre. Available June 7 on Netflix. Contains language throughout, sexual content and some violence. 115 minutes.
Ty Burr is the author of the movie recommendation newsletter Ty Burr's Watch List at tyburrswatchlist.com.
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A portrait of Princess Kate is drawing backlash. Is it really that bad?
Hannah Uzor's painting of Catherine, Princess of Wales, on the cover of Tatler had many asking, "Who is this?" But experts say likeness is not everything.
By Kelsey Ables | 2024-05-23

Catherine, Princess of Wales attends a state banquet at Buckingham Palace in London on Nov. 22, 2022 -- the first to be hosted by King Charles III as monarch. (Chris Jackson/AFP/Getty Images)


The artist behind a new, much debated portrait of Catherine, Princess of Wales, probably knew she was wading into touchy territory when she took up a commission to paint one of the most closely watched people on the planet. In an interview with Tatler magazine, which commissioned the portrait for its July cover, artist Hannah Uzor noted that there are tens of thousands of photos of Princess Kate in the Getty Images archive, and before painting her, she intended to study as many as possible.
"I spent a lot of time looking at her, looking at her pictures, watching videos of her, seeing her with her family, seeing her diplomatic visits, seeing her when she's rowing or visiting children at hospice," the artist, who did not have access to the princess during the process, reflected in a video. Her portraits aim to capture "the soul of the person," Uzor said.

A portrait of Catherine, Princess of Wales, by British-Zambian artist Hannah Uzor on the cover of Tatler magazine's July issue. (Hannah Uzor/Tatler)


But for many, the portrait resulting from that close study depicted neither the princess's soul, nor even her physical characteristics. In response to the painting -- showing a calm-looking figure in a fluid white gown against a buoyant blue backdrop -- several commenters asked, "Who is this?"
"The painting is beautiful but does not look like the princess," one noted.
Others were more direct in their criticism, calling the piece "an insult" and "terrible."
The royal family has not spoken publicly about the work and the artist did not immediately respond to a request for comment.
As a result of digital video and photography, the public has never been more intimately familiar with what public figures look like, so when a portrait of a person as globally famous as Catherine is released, the artist is invariably put in the hot seat. Uzor's portrait comes just days after a portrait of King Charles III drew its own round of criticism. It also recalls public fury at Amy Sherald's Michelle Obama portrait in 2018, which viewers similarly argued did not look like her.

People in London reacted to the first official portrait of King Charles III that was unveiled on May 14.


But with so much public critique centered on resemblance, it's worth asking if likeness is the right metric for evaluating portraiture. When we have seemingly endless photographic representations of people such as the princess, some say portraits can -- and even should -- have wider aspirations.
"Portraiture can be representational or abstract. There are no boundaries or limits," Bree Pickering, the director of the National Portrait Gallery of Australia, said in an email. "Likeness is often something that audiences look for, but as we've seen recently, it can be the conversation that happens around the artwork that tells us the most about the times we live in."
Pickering also notes that "portraiture shares a story from an artist's point of view," meaning that it tells viewers about the subject -- but can also reveal the "broader social context in which it was created."
Lisa Mansfield, an art historian who studies portraiture at the University of Adelaide, draws a parallel between Uzor's portrait and Paul Emsley's official portrait of the then-Duchess of Cambridge, "which was unveiled in 2013 to a disparaging chorus of disapproval."
Such clashes between "artistic intention and audience perception reveal the disconnect between what a portrait is and what the world at large thinks a portrait of a princess should look like," Mansfield wrote in an email, adding that in an age of social media and selfies, it's "easy to overlook that a portrait is fundamentally a work of artful fiction" and "not a facsimile of the face or body."
Contemporary artists have long taken creative liberties in depicting leaders. At the National Portrait Gallery in Washington, a rendering of John F. Kennedy by Elaine de Kooning is a blur of expressive green and yellows that add up to a flicker of a person, the result of the artist's style and her subject's restlessness during sittings. After his assassination, the artist, who painted JFK several times, reflected: "President Kennedy was never still. He slipped by us."
Cherine Fahd, an artist and professor of visual communication at the University of Technology Sydney, wrote in an email that when looking at the Princess Kate portrait, questions like "Does the portrait provoke dialogue?" and "Does it reflect or challenge societal contexts?" are "better than 'Does it look her?'"
Uzor, a Zambia-born British artist, describes her practice as "driven by her interest in history, particularly, diasporic culture and its manifestation in personal and public memory" in a bio on her website. Her work has engaged with race-related deaths in Britain since the coronation of the Queen Elizabeth II in 1953 and she's painted Black figures who have been overlooked by history, most notably Queen Victoria's goddaughter, Sarah Forbes Bonetta.
In the Tatler interview, Uzor said her portraits are "made up of layers of a personality, constructed from everything I can find about them."
Fahd said that, looking at the portrait of Catherine, it's more interesting to focus on "how a woman of color, as the artist, directs her gaze upon a monarch."
"Historically, people of color have been objects of anthropological examination by the colonial and imperial subjects but here, the roles are reversed," she said.
Royal portraits "are a trope," she added, but "this artist seems to consciously reject that trope."
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Forget 'Seinfeld.' 'Tires' really is a show about nothing.
Those expecting "Tires" to be a Shane Gillis vehicle will be both pleased and disappointed. He isn't the star, but he is the show's only real source of chaos.
By Lili Loofbourow | 2024-05-23

Shane Gillis, left, and Chris O'Connor in "Tires." (Netflix)


Like so much on TV right now, "Tires," Netflix's latest sitcom, is fine. The six-episode comedy series follows the checked-out employees of an underperforming auto shop. Created by Shane Gillis, Steve Gerben and John McKeever, the show endorses and shares its characters' laid-back approach to life and labor. The humor is broad (think bored dudes making crude sex jokes at work). The premise is simple. And the stakes are slim to nonexistent. The crisis of the first season is that Will -- the owner's nervous failson, played by Gerben -- ordered too many tires in his capacity as branch manager.
It's not a particularly urgent problem (though the shop smells). Gillis et al. clearly built a show around the shenanigans a particular kind of tedium inspires. Folks who have worked retail -- especially this kind -- will see that experience reflected, with familiar fodder ranging from nightmarish customers to upselling tactics to weird marketing schemes. And, most notably, people acting out because they're bored. It's tempting to bill "Tires" as a show about blue-collar haplessness, but -- unlike other sitcoms that thematize workplace ennui and bad leadership, most notably "The Office" and "Party Down" -- there's no real misery in it. Everyone's basically okay and cool with each other. Everyone's running experiments on the customers. And nobody really wants anything to change.
Nobody really wants anything, in fact. Except Will, the aforementioned manager and protagonist, who would like to get laid and kind of wants to impress his dad. But Will's plight and ineptitude are secondary to his place in this troupe of silly tire guys. He isn't really a misfit. Unlike "Party Down's" Ron Donald, for instance -- a try-hard boss who fancies himself a visionary and wishes he was everyone's friend -- Will (whose interest in management is minimal) actually is friendly with most of his employees.
Those expecting "Tires" to be a Gillis vehicle will probably be both pleased and disappointed. Gillis isn't the star, which sometimes seems like a missed opportunity. But he is the standout slacker and the show's only real source of chaos -- or momentum, or conflict. The comic, who filmed a "Tires" pilot back in 2019 (the year he was fired by "Saturday Night Live"), brings a little extra spin to every line he reads as "Shane," Will's cousin and tormentor. The wittiest character by far, Shane merrily sabotages Will whenever the opportunity arises -- particularly when Will is trying to impress someone. But never fear: Armed with a heart of gold, Shane always eventually does the right thing. "Tires" contains so little actual conflict that Jim Halpert's pranks at Dwight's expense look genuinely sociopathic by comparison.

Shane Gillis, left, and Steve Gerben in "Tires." (Netflix)


Gillis's role is also one of the few places where "Tires" sometimes surprises. His reactions are less predictable and usually a tick or two kinder or smarter than you might expect. He seems at first like a recognizable sitcom type -- the workplace comedy's resident funny guy. But because he's also the sharpest character, it feels like he ought to fill the role of a Henry (in "Party Down") or a Jim (in "The Office") by supplying some sad, sarcastic edge. That doesn't happen. Shane mocks people frequently, but he also seems to genuinely appreciate people we expect the show to roast. It's baffling, for instance, that Shane seems straightforwardly impressed by a blowhard he knew in high school who comes into the shop to boast about how much he makes. But he does; there's not even a shade of resentment. That's kind of interesting! And when Will's supervisor Dave (played by Stavros Halkias) says "Wanna watch me peel out?" as he climbs into his RX-7, Shane does want to. No condescension, no winks.
At the risk of running these comparisons into the ground: Shane is Henry without the depression and Jim without the irony. That Gillis's character is far more interesting than Gerben's Will may or not be a problem. But the way that he's deployed makes clear that "Tires" is more a conventional hangout comedy than a subversive workplace one.
The best and worst thing I can say about "Tires," in fact, is that it's so resolutely post-ironic it wraps back around to feeling not just sincere, or nostalgic, but like a supercharged version of the traditional sitcom -- totally stripped of plot. A scheme or two does pop up close to the end, but by that point the viewer has absorbed the show's commitment to remaining inconsequential, so there's not much suspense. As with "Palm Royale," which also featured a lineup of comedy powerhouses, you might expect a cast this stacked with comics (including Chris O'Connor and Andrew Schulz, as well as Kilah Fox as the show's token woman) to do a little more than it does.
But it is funny! And it's been renewed for a second season before the first even airs.
"Tires" sometimes feels like a very good idea for a recurring sketch -- one that might not have needed to become a series. But it did, and if the result isn't exactly groundbreaking, it matters, perhaps, that it isn't trying to be.
Tires (six episodes) premieres Thursday on Netflix.
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A Taliban revenge killing prompts questions, removal of an acclaimed documentary
National Geographic has removed the Emmy-winning film "Retrograde" from its streaming platforms, after criticism from veterans and inquiries from The Washington Post.
By Manuel Roig-Franzia, Hope Hodge Seck | 2024-05-23
On a winter day not long ago, an Afghan man -- a 21-year-old who'd once dazzled U.S. Special Forces with his ability to find roadside bombs -- was stopped at a checkpoint by Taliban guards on his way to a bazaar.
They let him go, but within days, the Taliban seized him at his house, according to an interpreter who spoke to The Washington Post on the condition of anonymity to describe this sequence of events without imperiling his own family in Afghanistan.
In many ways the man was like the thousands of Afghans who'd worked for U.S. troops as interpreters and bomb-clearers but were left in peril after the 2021 U.S. withdrawal and the Afghan government's fall to the Taliban. But this man -- whom the Green Berets had nicknamed "Justin Bieber" because of his good looks and lustrous hair -- was different in one crucial way.
His role aiding the Green Berets had been featured in an acclaimed National Geographic documentary, "Retrograde," by director Matthew Heineman, which shows the man in a lingering close-up. Even more attention was drawn to him because he appears prominently in a clip from the documentary that rapidly spread through Afghanistan on TikTok in the weeks before he was captured.
Heineman and "Retrograde" producer Caitlin McNally made the decision to show close-ups of the man and other mine-clearers despite warnings from at least five people prior to "Retrograde's" December 2022 debut on the National Geographic Channel and Hulu, according to Post interviews. Those people -- three active-duty U.S. military personnel and two former Green Berets -- said the scene in "Retrograde" would put the man and other Afghan contractors in the film in danger, warnings they issued at a time when hundreds of Taliban retribution killings of contractors and their families had already been documented.
After his release from Taliban custody, the interpreter said the man told him: "They showed me Retrogade Movie and said you have worked with foreign forces and also worked in the movie. ... They found me through Retrograde Movie."
His captors plunged his head below water, nearly drowning him. They punched and kicked him. They beat him with wooden sticks. More than two weeks later his family found him lying in the street outside their home, he told the interpreter. (A family friend who had direct contact with the man, as well as a second interpreter, confirmed the account of his capture, according to text messages with extraction advocates related to humanitarian efforts that were reviewed by The Post.) A doctor told him "my lung is not working."
Within weeks he was dead.

A scene from the 2022 documentary "Retrograde," which aired on National Geographic and streamed on digital platforms, including Hulu, until National Geographic removed it in April, in "an abundance of caution," according to a statement, because of "new attention to this film." (National Geographic/Everett Collection)


For some of those who say they issued warnings, the loss of the man the soldiers called Justin Bieber was a death foretold -- and a tragedy that may be repeated. (The Post is not using his name to protect his family from potential further harm.) As many as eight other Afghans whose faces are shown in "Retrograde" remain in hiding in the region, according to the 1208 Foundation, a charitable organization that specializes in evacuating Afghans who cleared mines for U.S. forces.
"Retrograde" -- which won three Emmy awards in 2023 as well as an Edward R. Murrow Award for feature documentary -- has now disappeared. National Geographic quietly removed the documentary from all its platforms in April after The Post sought comment about whether its content may have put some of its subjects in danger. National Geographic, which produces documentaries as part of a joint agreement with Disney, said in a statement to The Post that it was pulling the film in "an abundance of caution," because of "new attention to this film."
"The film also showcased the vital work of Afghan soldiers and allies who operated alongside U.S. troops," the statement says. "We were devastated to learn of the death of one of those brave Afghans and our heart goes out not only to his family but to all those still in danger as they fight against a brutal terrorist organization."
Heineman and McNally declined to be interviewed. In response to written questions, they said they "have no recollection" of receiving specific warnings about the Afghan bomb-clearers after two prerelease reviews by the U.S. military or following a D.C. screening event held before the film's debut that was attended by two former Green Berets who say they warned about the danger of showing the faces of bomb-clearers.
In a statement emailed to The Post after "Retrograde" was removed from streaming, Heineman and McNally called the man's death "a heartbreaking tragedy."
"The U.S. government's precipitous withdrawal from Afghanistan and the vengeful actions of the Taliban upon taking power -- armed with detailed information identifying Afghans who worked with the U.S. government -- led to the deaths of countless partners left behind. That is the tragic story that warrants attention," the statement said. "But any attempt to blame 'Retrograde' because the film showed faces of individuals in war zones -- as has long been standard in ethical conflict reporting -- would be deeply wrong."
Heineman and McNally also criticized National Geographic's decision to remove "Retrograde" from its platforms.
"From the beginning, Nat Geo/Disney have been true partners to us. Despite a complex and ever-changing story, they greenlit, oversaw, thoroughly reviewed, and released 'Retrograde,'" the statement said. "But their decision to remove the film from their platforms protects no one and accomplishes nothing other than undermining the vitality of long-established norms of journalism."
Alex Gibney, an Oscar-winning documentarian who was executive producer of a 2017 film directed by Heineman, is also critical of National Geographic's decision.
"This comes at a time when risk-averse entertainment companies are increasingly inclined to avert their eyes from current events that affect us all in favor of celebrity commercials and mindless true crime," Gibney said.

Director Matthew Heineman speaks about his film "Retrograde" during a Q&A at a film festival in Savannah, Ga., in October 2022. (Dia Dipasupil/Getty Images for SCAD)


As The Post was reporting this story, the interpreter's account of Justin Bieber's final days was referenced in a previously unreported March 27 letter, that wasn't released publicly, to Secretary of State Antony Blinken from two House members -- Jared Moskowitz (D-Fla.), and retired Green Beret and Afghanistan war veteran Michael Waltz (R-Fla.).
"The lack of obscured faces," the congressmen wrote, "has transformed ['Retrograde'] into a de facto target list, one which the Taliban has exploited, resulting in the confirmed torture and murder" of the man who was killed after appearing in the documentary. They urged the State Department to expedite visas for the men depicted in "Retrograde" who remain in Afghanistan, "given the immediate and severe threat to their lives."
The death of the man featured in "Retrograde" raises thorny questions about the responsibilities of journalists and documentarians, particularly in conflict zones, who are faced with the difficult task of balancing the desire to tell complete and compelling stories with the potential dangers their work might create for subjects. In recent years, there has been some discussion in the industry and academia about the creation of a code of ethics or formal guidelines for documentary filmmakers, who often work without the oversight that is common at major news organizations.
"Retrograde," which was filmed with military permission, is not the first National Geographic documentary involving filmmakers embedding with U.S. forces in Afghanistan. In 2007's "Inside the Green Berets," the narrator -- Emmy-nominated filmmaker Steven Hoggard -- tells the viewer: "The Taliban will kill anyone who speaks with or interprets for the Americans, and we've blurred the faces of anyone deemed at risk."
In an email to The Post, Hoggard said he considered it "paramount" while working on his film to ensure that no one featured in the documentary was "hurt or killed after production." Hoggard said he believes some people "might not fully comprehend the risk they are assuming just by being seen and heard. ... Safeguarding folks who entrust us with their stories is, to me, a sacred kind of responsibility."
The mine-clearer who was killed (a.k.a. Justin Bieber) survived the 16 months after the U.S. pullout in August 2021 but was seized within weeks of "Retrograde's" TV release, according to a translation of the man's account that was texted to 1208 by an interpreter and was confirmed in a Post interview with the interpreter. Since the man's death, the filmmakers have made payments to his family, including at least one $150 payment in 2023, according to text messages at the time with Thomas Kasza, a former Green Beret who runs the 1208 Foundation. More recently, Heineman and McNally arranged through a different charity, Team Themis, for a grant to pay the family $800 per month in living expenses for six months starting in February this year, according to the charitable group.
Heineman and McNally contend that the Taliban would have had the means to identify the man even if he hadn't appeared in the film, because the Taliban had numerous ways of identifying Afghans who worked with American forces, including using seized biometrics devices left behind by the U.S. military containing information about them. Some analysts have concluded those devices were only of limited use.
But in at least one instance, McNally told others that "Retrograde" would endanger an Afghan who wasn't in the bomb-clearing group but also appeared in the documentary. About six weeks before the film premiered on the National Geographic Channel in December 2022, McNally sent a message to Kasza saying that an Afghan military officer "who is featured quite a bit in the film is still stuck inside the country. We are very concerned for him especially once the film comes out."
In the same message, McNally wrote that the man had worked with Green Berets "for years and is definitely in danger now."

Actress Rosamund Pike, left, with director Matthew Heineman on the set of Heineman's 2018 feature film "A Private War." (Paul Conroy/Aviron Pictures/Everett Collection)


At 40, Heineman is one of only two people -- along with Martin Scorsese -- to be nominated for the Directors Guild of America awards as both a documentary (2015's "Cartel Land") and feature film director (for 2018's "A Private War," which starred Rosamund Pike as Marie Colvin, a journalist slain while covering civil war in Syria).
Documentarian Tom Yellin, who worked on Heineman's "Cartel Land," called the director a "thoughtful, focused, caring and careful journalist."
"On our film," Yellin said by text message, "we had many sensitive scenes that we reviewed in detail to ensure that we were handling them in ways that best told the story without putting people in harm's way."
"Retrograde" takes its name from the military term for a withdrawal from the front lines. In a late-2022 interview with a movie industry journalist's streaming program titled "DP/30: The Oral History of Hollywood," Heineman held forth on the importance of "the motif of faces" in the film. "Holding on faces, holding on reaction shots," he said. "It was very much something that was contemplated, obviously, in the editing room."
"Retrograde" was well-received by critics. The Guardian's reviewer raved about its "hyper high-definition cinematography [that] is both beautiful in a savage way and adds immediacy to the viewing experience." A Washington Post critic called it "an impressive and yet enormously depressing achievement." The New York Times said it was "shrewdly observant."
Heineman's film crew first embedded in January 2021 with a group of Green Berets in Helmand province -- the dangerous hub of the Taliban's opium trade and the site of some of the most brutal and protracted battles of the 20-year war. The Green Berets trained Afghan National Army troops but also conducted their own operations with the paid help of two groups of Afghan bomb-clearers, a collection of contractors working independently from the Afghan army and known as the National Mine Removal Group, or NMRG.

The view in March 2021 from an Afghan National Army outpost overlooking a Taliban-controlled area northeast of Helmand province, where parts of "Retrograde" were filmed. (Wakil Kohsar/AFP/Getty Images)


Some of the Afghan mine-clearers were initially uneasy about being filmed but overcame their reluctance.
Charlie Crail, the 10th Special Forces Group media officer assigned to the project, said the mine-clearers were "fearless" and, when asked about being filmed, "all of them were like, 'Yeah, we don't care, that's fine.'"
One of the commanders of the two NMRG groups shown in the film said in an April 22 statement that was forwarded to The Post by Heineman that he "authorized" the men being filmed and having their faces shown because "we saw the value for this story to be told." Later, in response to questions from The Post, the commander -- who spoke on the condition of anonymity, so as not to endanger relatives in Afghanistan -- acknowledged that he was not in charge of the dead man's group, but he said he had served as an adviser to it.
The conversations about whether the men could be filmed took place at a time when the mine-clearers and their U.S. allies still hoped that the Taliban would be defeated. More than 300 Afghans and their family members who had worked with the Americans had already been killed by the Taliban, according to a report published the year before "Retrograde" filming began by No One Left Behind, a charitable organization that assists in evacuating Afghan allies and helping them acquire U.S. visas.
The danger for those Afghans and their families "dramatically increased" after the U.S. withdrawal, No One Left Behind's Andrew J. Sullivan testified during a congressional hearing in January.
Some of the Green Berets felt protective of their Afghan partners and were concerned about exposing them to danger and unsure whether they understood what was being asked of them, said a U.S. service member who was in Afghanistan at the time, and spoke on the condition of anonymity because he is not authorized to speak publicly.
"There were concerns from Day 1," he said.
During filming in March 2021, the Green Berets in the documentary insisted that they be able to preview "Retrograde" and the Department of the Army granted them, in writing, an "assurance that the film would be screened heavily by the military and NatGeo in accordance with our requests," the service member said. "It's kind of a fallback that even though [filmmakers are] deviating from personnel security at the moment, that it would be caught and cleaned up later."
The role of the Green Berets would be greatly diminished in "Retrograde" as U.S. forces withdrew and the film changed its narrative focus. The scene with the close-up that circulated on TikTok shows the Green Berets telling the bomb-clearers that they're leaving, and includes comments from one of the Afghans saying they will be in danger if they return to their "normal lives." The man who was killed nods in response.
The scene lasts just a few minutes of a 96-minute film, but it is a pivotal and quietly despairing prelude.

A scene from "Retrograde." (National Geographic/Everett Collection)


Before "Retrograde's" release, the U.S. military got the preview it had been promised. They immediately saw issues.
"Concern about Afghan partners and faces being blurred was raised," said Crail.
After screening the film, Crail, who has since retired, said he and another U.S. service member told McNally: "You guys need to do your due diligence before you release this movie to make sure as many of these guys are out [of Afghanistan] as possible."
Military officials not only feared for the Afghans they'd hired but had also begun to worry that returning Green Beret team members who'd agreed to be in the film were at risk, even in the United States.
"The team members also have concerns over security because of the Taliban now being in charge in Kabul," Maj. Peter Bogart, a U.S. Army communications officer assigned to the project, wrote in an email to a group of military public affairs officers. "They have concerns over their identity being shown in the film since it was not a routine rotation followed by continued ops, but now many of the targets are now part of the government. At this stage in the review process, can team members or family members withdraw their consent to be in the film?" (Eventually they decided not to make that request.)
The Taliban takeover had also heightened concerns among some of the Green Berets about their NMRG partners being shown in the film.
"It was a different risk perspective," the filmmakers were told, according to a U.S. military officer's account of the review process that was shared with Kasza after the man's death, while they were seeking assistance from Disney in acquiring visas for men depicted in "Retrograde."
Some of the military personnel who reviewed the film considered it their mandate to scan for anything that would compromise U.S. military interests. The contract between the military and Heineman's company requires the filmmakers to remove "sensitive security-related or classified information."
Military officers ultimately signed off on the film -- a key point that Heineman and McNally say guided their decisions.
"The bottom line is that both the military public affairs officers and the Green Berets approved the final version of the film for release, which included faces of NMRG," Heineman and McNally said in a written response to further questions from The Post.
The military screeners saw their sign-off differently. Their reading of the contract with Heineman's production company was that it did not give them the right to demand changes related to Afghan contractors, according to a U.S. service member who provided an account of the sequence of events to Kasza. An internal U.S. military public affairs email about "Retrograde" states that "the US Army does not have editorial control of the documentary, but we can ask that scenes be deleted if we can justify how the scenes will be harmful to the unit or US Army."
(Heineman and McNally did not address The Post's written questions about the military's interpretation of the contract.)
Still, the officials asked the filmmakers to take steps to protect the mine-clearers, who were now considered to be in much greater danger than when the project had begun, according to The Post's interviews.
"The feedback given was that, you can blur it, you can cut 'em, you can crop the scenes," the U.S. service member who was in Afghanistan at the time of the filming said on the condition of anonymity because he was not authorized to speak publicly. "Whatever is done the absolute minimum should just be blurring. Just fix it. We discussed this ad nauseam."
McNally, the "Retrograde" producer, showed the film to Crail and a U.S. military commander, as well as Green Berets in the film. Crail recalled that she was noncommittal about making changes, such as blurring faces, though she was "definitely taking notes."
At that point, a military screener concluded that "the decision had already been made," according to another U.S. service member's account of interactions with the filmmakers that was shared with Kasza and was reviewed by The Post on the condition that the service member not be named because of concerns that the service member could face retribution from the filmmakers or Disney. "Nothing was going to change."

Thomas Kasza, 35, in Long Beach, Calif., in February. (Philip Cheung for The Washington Post)


In October 2022, Kasza and a colleague from the 1208 Foundation attended an invitation-only screening of "Retrograde" at National Geographic's Washington headquarters. They met McNally for pre-show drinks at a bar in the elegant Jefferson hotel nearby.
Kasza recalled that he and his friend were "starry-eyed" that night, getting to hang out with Hollywood types. Kasza, now 35, had been a Green Beret and saw combat in Afghanistan. When he came home, the restlessness of the battlefield came with him, an intensity he channeled into the foundation's effort to evacuate Afghans who worked with the United States. In "Retrograde," Kasza and his colleague saw an opportunity to raise money.
The film did not disappoint in its depiction of the fall of Afghanistan, but the scene showing close-ups of the Afghan bomb-clearers gnawed at Kasza and his colleague Dave, who agreed to be interviewed by The Post on the condition that only his first name be used so as not to compromise ongoing logistical work evacuating Afghans who worked with the U.S. military.
Kasza couldn't help but worry that the film could essentially be handing "a hit list" to the Taliban.
That feeling of unease persisted as the evening spilled into an after-party at Old Ebbitt Grill, said Kasza.
Both Kasza and Dave vividly recalled pulling Heineman and McNally aside and expressing concerns that showing the faces of the Afghan bomb-clearers put them at risk. They remember urging the documentarians to take steps to help the men and their families leave Afghanistan. Heineman and McNally were opposed to obscuring faces and gave vague assurances about assistance evacuating the men, Kasza and Dave said, but the veterans were still hopeful at that point that the filmmakers would take their advice to heart. (In their written response to The Post regarding their lack of recollection about the conversation, Heineman and McNally also note that Kasza and Dave were "repeatedly thanking us and praising our work" after the screening.)

Producer Caitlin McNally speaks at a premiere screening of "Retrograde" in London in November 2022. (Dave Benett/Getty Images for National Geographic)



Director Matthew Heineman speaks at a Los Angeles screening of "Retrograde" in January 2023. (Vivien Killilea/Getty Images for Disney Plus)


Despite the misgivings Kasza and Dave say they felt about showing the faces of Afghan bomb-clearers, they continued to publicly support the film, hoping it would help them raise funds for their charity, they said. In one text message that Kasza confirmed to The Post that he sent Heineman and McNally, he even said to the filmmakers that "Retrograde" was "about to be the hottest show in town and every Afghan centric org will be lining up to tie themselves to you guys." Kasza attended more than a dozen screenings and occasionally praised the film on social media.
Dave also attended other screenings, including one in New York, where, he said, he attended a boisterous cocktail reception and expressed his concerns to Carolyn Bernstein, National Geographic's executive vice president of global scripted content and documentary films. "I really think that showing their faces is a huge mistake, and I think it's going to lead to people being injured or killed," Dave recalled telling her. (Bernstein, who attended numerous screenings, does not recall the conversation, a National Geographic spokesman said.)
Warnings were also communicated by a high-ranking U.S. military officer to Disney's global intelligence and threat analysis manager, according to text messages sent to Kasza during strategy discussions about seeking assistance from Disney in evacuating at-risk Afghans shown in "Retrograde." (Disney owns Hulu; the National Geographic Channel is a joint venture between Disney and the National Geographic Society.) Crail, the Special Forces media escort, also said that a U.S. military screener warned Disney about blurring faces.
In a written statement, a National Geographic spokesman vigorously rebutted the officer's account of the warnings, saying that "at no time ... was anything related to blurring faces of NMRG discussed. Any reporting to the contrary is simply not true, and we suspect is a mis-relaying of a conversation."

U.S. soldiers stand guard at the airport tower near an evacuation control checkpoint during evacuations at Hamid Karzai International Airport in Kabul on Aug. 25, 2021. (AP)


Days after "Retrograde's" TV premiere, McNally began sending text messages to Kasza raising some alarms about repercussions, including passing along insights from a "mil intel dude" who ominously warned: "Afghanistan culture is huge on revenge."
In her messages, McNally didn't say whether she believed the warning, but she relayed fresh concerns from men who had appeared in the film and were now contacting Afghans in the United States and other places to say they were in danger.
McNally next alerted Kasza by text message that a pirated clip of the scene featuring the Afghan NMRG was circulating on TikTok in Afghanistan. She sent him an audio recording of a message left for her in broken English by one of the NMRG featured in the film who'd managed to get out of Afghanistan and was hearing from others in the film who were still there.
"My soldiers say to me, 'You guys make my life more danger so I need your guy's help,'" the man said. "So this is big problem. Everyone is watching that video."
At a secret location in Afghanistan, the TikTok video landed on the phone of one of the mine-clearers in the film, sent by a former colleague who was worried about him. (The man, who later managed to escape Afghanistan after a long ordeal, agreed to be interviewed on the condition of anonymity to protect the safety of family members in the region.)
In a tearful interview with The Post, the man recalled being told: "Watch out. Be careful. Everyone can find you."
A realization dawned on him: "Now you can find me on Google. I thought it was the last day of my life."

Lashkar Gah, the capital city of Helmand province, in March 2021. (Wakil Kohsar/AFP/Getty Images)


On Jan. 17, 2023, not quite a month after "Retrograde's" premiere, an email made its way to Heineman's production company: "I had a side role in the film Retrograde and appeared in very serious scenes. I need Mr. Matthew Heineman's Email for some serious reason ... I need to talk directly with Mr. Heineman. it will be your kindness."
The email was from the man called Justin Bieber, translated by a person who said he was a family friend. After the email was received, McNally again reached out to Kasza for help. Eventually, the man managed to get across the border into Pakistan, where he underwent four surgeries.
Photos texted to the 1208 Foundation by a person who spent time with the man in his final days show the crude nature of the medical treatment that failed to save his life. In one, he sits on a bench with tubes jutting out from under a blanket on his lap to two plastic containers on a tiled patio filled with blood-red fluid. In others, stitches close wounds that dotted along his torso; the longest traces a path that starts at his spine and travels across his rib cage.
When word about the man's death made it to one of the U.S. service members who was in Afghanistan at the time of the filming, he "was heartbroken ... heartbroken because they had trusted us and we had reluctantly trusted National Geographic. But there wasn't the morality, the common sense, demonstrated to tone back the focus to obscure identities or to negate their exposure."
Several journalists who have worked in conflict zones came to Heineman's defense after he told them that this story was being prepared, among them Jane Ferguson, an award-winning "PBS NewsHour" journalist with extensive experience in Afghanistan.
"The reality is that, you know, if we're now saying that anybody who has ever filmed anybody from any of the security forces in Afghanistan, who was ever filmed, we are suddenly liable for and responsible for the Taliban's response, I don't really understand how that is a practical or even rational evaluation, given that every news organization in America has hours and hours and hours of footage on the internet as readily available anywhere," Ferguson said.
Crail -- the military media escort -- sees existential matters at play that go beyond journalism ethics, or the decisions made by one filmmaking duo: "The bottom line is that every Afghan who ever worked to support Western efforts in that country in any capacity was written off and abandoned by the US Government and, by and large, by the American people the moment the president announced withdrawal," he said in an email to The Post. "I fully believe that no amount of blurred faces or obscured [IDs on uniforms] would have saved a single individual we as a people left behind."

Thomas Kasza, executive director and founder of the 1208 Foundation. (Philip Cheung for The Washington Post)


National Geographic was not informed by the documentarians about the man's death until months after it happened and was unaware of money paid by the filmmakers to the family of the dead man until receiving questions about it from The Post. A National Geographic spokesman said he knew of no other example of payments being made to someone who died after appearing in one of its documentaries.
A series of texts among Heineman, McNally and Kasza show how they clashed over the best way to help the man's family. The relationship between Kasza and Heineman grew contentious, and the director and producer have come to believe that Kasza's criticism of "Retrograde" is driven by "personal animosity" -- a charge Kasza denies.
Among the things Kasza had wanted, for months, was help securing approvals for Afghan mine-clearers portrayed in the film, who are eligible for resettlement in the United States through a heavily backlogged Special Immigrant Visa program created to acknowledge the risks they'd undertaken. But the visa process -- which was designed as an incentive for Afghans to work with U.S. forces -- takes an average of 403 days to complete.
Now that National Geographic has pulled "Retrograde" from its platforms, Kasza sees another opening to get what he's been pushing for: not only help with visas but also assistance evacuating the mine-clearers in the documentary -- though it's unclear how that would be accomplished.
"We still want Disney and Matt Heineman to do the right thing and get our guys out," Kasza said. "The risk is still there."
Kasza also is starting to get some traction on Capitol Hill. On Jan. 31 of this year, he appeared at a barely noticed hearing before a subcommittee of the House Foreign Affairs Committee. One of the congressmen who heard his testimony that day was Waltz, the House member who is now asking the State Department to expedite visas for Afghan contractors featured in "Retrograde" and has pointed an accusatory finger at the documentary.
Before he testified, Kasza shared with the subcommittee a written statement from a family member of the man who'd died after appearing in "Retrograde." It said the man's colleagues "now live in constant fear, knowing they could face the same brutal fate."
Kasza also cast blame on "Retrograde" on behalf of his 1208 Foundation, saying in his own written statement to the subcommittee that the film contributed to "a chain of events" that led to the man's death.
In his mind as he wrote those words were at least eight Afghan mine-clearers who appeared in the film. They still are out there in the Afghanistan region, Kasza believes, still hiding, still in peril.
Alice Crites contributed to this report.
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Female-led films from Demi Moore, Selena Gomez win raves at Cannes
Hit movies at Cannes include "Emilia Perez" with Karla Sofia Gascon and Selena Gomez; "The Substance" with Demi Moore; and "Anora," a comedy about a sex worker. 

By Jada Yuan | 2024-05-23

Demi Moore poses for photographers at the Cannes Film Festival while promoting "The Substance." (Vianney Le Caer/Invision/AP)


CANNES, France -- If the first few days of this year's Cannes Film Festival were all about "Megalopolis" mania, then the latter half has been dominated by the rapidly spreading word of mouth about three female-fronted movies, featuring the likes of Selena Gomez and Zoe Saldana, Demi Moore and Margaret Qualley, and a relative unknown, Mikey Madison (perhaps best known for being a secondary antagonist in the fifth "Scream" film).
At the end of the festival, a jury led this year by Greta Gerwig and including members such as Lily Gladstone and Eva Green, will hand out the prestigious Palme d'Or to their top film -- a prize that anointed directors including Martin Scorsese ("Taxi Driver"), Jane Campion ("The Piano"), Quentin Tarantino ("Pulp Fiction") and Bong Joon-ho ("Parasite"). Sometimes the Palme winner is too edgy or European to get traction with the Oscars, as with 2021's "Titane."
Other times, it's the right stamp of quality to get a foreign-language film noticed, as with last year's first- and second-prize winners "Anatomy of a Fall" and "The Zone of Interest." Debate on the ground at Cannes over which was the more worthy movie had been heated, and that passion unexpectedly kept growing all the way to the Academy Awards.
Will one of these three films capture the top prize and blaze a similar path?

Selena Gomez in a scene from the cartel musical "Emilia Perez." (Shanna Besson/Cannes Film Festival)


Describe it and people's eyes widen at every new detail. For one, it stars Selena Gomez and Zoe Saldana in an almost entirely Spanish-language film from the daring 72-year-old French director Jacques Audiard (who won the Palme d'Or in 2015 for "Dheepan"). Oh, and it's a musical -- a musical! -- about the hardened leader of a Mexican drug cartel who undergoes gender-reassignment surgery to both escape a life of crime, and to become the woman he's always wanted to be. The Spanish telenovela actress Karla Sofia Gascon takes on both roles and could be the first trans winner of the Best Actress prize in Cannes history.
Audiard conceived of the film during the pandemic and based it on a plot point from the 2018 novel "Listen" by Boris Razon, in which a drug dealer becomes a woman to escape his past. And then he wrote it as an opera libretto. The audience at Cannes gave it one of the festival's longest standing ovations.
This is a film that has a musical number about the various types of surgeries needed to become a woman ("Vaginoplasty? Laryngoplasty? Rhinoplasty?") and another about corrupt rich people who donate to charities while robbing the poor blind.
In several interviews, Gomez -- a third-generation Mexican American who grew up in northern Texas and who's slated to play Linda Ronstadt in a biopic next -- admitted that she hadn't had enough prep time for speaking in Spanish, especially when the production moved from shooting on location in Mexico City to a soundstage in Paris.
"I'm going to diminish myself a little bit here," she told the Associated Press, while making the caveat that she's incredibly honored to be in the film. "I'm not as happy with what I feel like I could have done in Spanish, but overall I hope that it doesn't hinder my performance. Perhaps I could have had a little more time with it, but I was full throttle and I wanted to be a part of this so badly, so it was a challenge for me for sure."
Look for the film to become an Oscar contender -- especially if it's marketed well and can use Gomez's loyal fan base to build an audience in both the United States and Spanish-speaking countries. Saldana and Gascon also have strong cases to get acting nominations.

Margaret Qualley and Demi Moore star in the body-horror film "The Substance." (Christine Tamalet/Universal Studios/Cannes Film Festival)


Demi Moore was arguably the sexiest female movie star of the 1990s, with "Ghost," "Indecent Proposal" and that famous naked-and-pregnant Vanity Fair cover forever cementing her place in the body-positive hall of fame. So it's downright impressive that, at 61, she's thrown herself into an insanely dark and outrageous body-horror satire from French director Coralie Fargeat ("Revenge") about an aging Hollywood TV star, Elizabeth Sparkle, who takes an experimental new drug that will allow her to essentially birth a younger version of herself, Sue (Margaret Qualley), who can go off and have the kind of career success that's now denied to Sparkle in the horrors of middle age.
The only problem is that the older and younger selves must switch off every seven days and, well, violent, hilarious tensions ensue. The final 10 minutes are so over-the-top funny and grotesque, journalists were still laughing while standing outside the press screening. "That is the best thing here BY FAR! Your move, Gerwig jury!" Dave Fear, a critic for Rolling Stone, could be overheard screaming.
If Oscar voters aren't too squeamish, this movie could put both Moore and Qualley in the conversation for acting nominations. (A long shot, admittedly, given the uphill battles horror usually faces with the academy -- although Sissy Spacek did get an Oscar nomination for "Carrie.")
At a news conference earlier this week, Moore said she took on the role because it's the ones that scare her that help her grow the most as a person. What she loved about the script, she said, was that it tackled the idealized male perspective of women that women themselves have bought into. And the lesson is that even the younger, "better" version of Sparkle is still addicted to external validation.
"I think at all ages we are led to feel that we are not right," said Fargeat, who came up with the concept while feeling a "violence" toward herself as a woman over 40. "When you're younger you feel like maybe you're too fat or maybe your eyes are not the right way or your lips are not big enough, and then when you get older it's like, oh, then you have wrinkles."
For Moore, exploring those ideas was "freeing," she said. "It was a very raw experience that really required a depth of vulnerability and willingness to expose myself emotionally and physically that definitely pushed me out of my comfort zone." But, she added, what was "really fascinating is that through the process of the film, I feel like I came out on the other side in greater acceptance of myself as I am. So that was a gift."

Mikey Madison plays a Brooklyn sex worker in Sean Baker's "Anora." (Cannes Film Festival)


This chaotic Brooklyn comedy with a cast of unknowns from "The Florida Project" director Sean Baker was greeted with an explosive standing ovation at its Tuesday premiere despite being in an undesirable 3 p.m. time slot.
"Anora" is named after the lead character, Ani (Mikey Madison, "a delightfully scrappy force" per the Hollywood Reporter) -- a cheery, hopeful 23-year-old stripper and sometimes escort from a Russian immigrant family in Brighton Beach. One night she meets a 21-year-old Russian rich kid, Ivan (Mark Eydelshteyn), and embarks on a ketamine-fueled romp that becomes a heartbreaking caper.
To play Ani, Madison read books by sex workers, such as "Modern Whore: A Memoir" by Andrea Werhun and Nicole Bazuin, and spent a lot of time talking to exotic dancers and sex workers, plus nailing her Brooklyn accent. She also did all of her own stunts, including a chaotic 28-minute home invasion scene with three men -- including a sweet Russian goon played by Yura Borisov. She said her arms and legs were "noodles" by the end. Right now, she's garnering buzz for Cannes's best actress prize among critics.
The biggest theme of the film, Baker said, is power and how it's wielded, whether it's through sex, money, cruelty or brute strength. Ani knows her power, and she employs it even when her world is coming down around her. And by portraying human stories of sex work that everyone can relate to, Baker said he hoped to "remove the stigma."
His films aim "to explore what sex work is in the modern age right now and how it applies in a capitalist society," he said. "Because it's a livelihood, it's a job, it's a career and it should be respected and, in my opinion ... decriminalized and not in any way regulated because it is a sex worker's body and it is up to them to decide how they will use it in their livelihood."
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'Mad Max: Fury Road' is a progressive masterpiece in every sense
"Furiosa" underscores the triumph of its 2015 precursor, which was indifferent to continuity, masterful in its carnage, feminist in its intent.
By A.A. Dowd | 2024-05-22

"Mad Max: Fury Road" arrived as high-octane Hollywood cinema in 2015, the same year as "Jurassic World" and installments of the Star Wars and Terminator franchises. (Jasin Boland/Warner Bros. Pictures/Everett Collection)


Tom Hardy grimaces in close-up, his face constrained under a metallic muzzle, his arms pinned back, his body chained to a war machine racing right at the camera. There are countless jaw-dropping images in "Mad Max: Fury Road," but none quite as memorable or definitive as the moment where fury meets road. More than just a snapshot of speed, danger and intensity, this instant captures the subversive edge of George Miller's 2015 car-chase spectacular -- how it turns one of cinema's most iconic action heroes, the Outback outlaw Max Rockatansky, into a glorified hood ornament.
Hardy is nowhere to be found in "Furiosa: A Mad Max Saga," which speeds into multiplexes everywhere this holiday weekend. Defying its own subtitle, Miller's latest trip to the lawless, post-apocalyptic future takes the Road Warrior himself almost entirely out of the equation, opting instead to tell the mythic backstory of a kindred spirit: the metallic-limbed, conscience-burdened driver whom Charlize Theron played with such grit and gravitas in "Fury Road." Though explicitly a prequel, this decades-spanning, downright Dickensian epic has certainly been made in the anti-fan-service spirit of its predecessor. Without simply recycling its astonishing pageant of burning-rubber mayhem, it points to what made Miller's Oscar-feted extravaganza so special.
Nearly a decade after its premiere, "Mad Max: Fury Road" remains a glorious anomaly of the modern blockbuster machine: an oasis of forward thinking in a desert of old ideas, a belated sequel that truly reinvents the wheel. The movie arrived at a particularly nostalgic moment for Hollywood event cinema, during the year that gave us "Jurassic World," "Terminator Genisys" and "Star Wars: The Force Awakens" -- so-called legacy sequels that were more than happy to simply trade on a prospective audience's lingering affection for dormant intellectual property. "Fury Road" almost certainly secured a green light under the assumption that it, too, would dig old fun out of the landfill of discarded IP. Instead, Miller broke with the franchise past.

Charlize Theron stars in "Fury Road," the 2015 Mad Max spinoff set in a timeless baked hellscape. (Jasin Boland/Warner Bros. Pictures/Everett Collection)


"Fury Road" is almost entirely devoid of callbacks, cameos or winks to the previous demolition derbies on Miller's resume. There are few references to the other Mad Max movies. No plot elements link it directly to the events of the 1979 original or the director's two other sequels, "The Road Warrior" and "Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome." The closest the film comes to the crowd-pleasing reprisals of contemporaneous legacy sequels is the casting of the actor who played the villain in the first "Mad Max," Hugh Keays-Byrne, as the villain of "Fury Road" -- and there's no indication that Toecutter is Immortan Joe.
You don't have to have watched a single other Mad Max movie to appreciate "Fury Road," a film completely uninterested in continuity. With the exception of the new "Furiosa," every Mad Max is a play on the mythology of the character and the baked-hellscape setting, not a continuation of some larger canon. This has led some to read the franchise as a kind of fictional folklore, with each new story a different fable told by the survivors of Miller's junkyard tomorrow. The thrills are blessedly self-contained, the antithesis of the "shared universe" approach adopted by Marvel and its imitators.
Miller's refusal to chase the easy dopamine hit of an Easter egg hunt extends to the decision to recast Max, wresting the role away from the aging star of the original Ozploitation trilogy. The official explanation offered during the press cycle was that Mel Gibson was too old for the part, that "Fury Road" wasn't angling to tell a valedictory installment, an Old Max story. Whether the star's toxic public image was the true culprit for putting Hardy in the weathered leather instead, Miller must have known that Gibson was a bad fit for the new direction of Mad Max -- for how the director was reconceiving his popular franchise through a feminist lens.
For much of the opening stretch of "Fury Road," Hardy's Max is a helpless spectator, mouth and limbs bound, his co-star literally driving the story. Talk about refusing to pander to the fan base! As the movie progresses, Max gets off the hood but settles into the passenger seat. He becomes the platonic ideal of an ally, around to lift up the movie's true protagonist, Theron's steely Furiosa. There's a clever, sneakily poignant moment when Max tries to snipe an approaching marauder, misses the shot and hands the rifle to his uneasy new comrade, who then uses his shoulder to steady her own aim. Without a line of dialogue, Miller communicates a new power dynamic -- one that flips the mythic-macho optics of his original trilogy on its ear. In the least corny way imaginable, "Fury Road" says that the future is female.
The Mad Max movies have always possessed a political conscience: They're parables of environmental crisis, allegories of capitalism as a world-ending force. They're about the powerless fighting back against the powerful. But with "Fury Road," Miller refused to let the subtext of his vehicular combat remain static. He twisted metal and theme alike, transforming the material into an urgent race against toxic masculinity. There's no way that the filmmaker could have predicted that his big bad would come to look rather conspicuously like America's: a vain, lecherous tyrant with silly hair and an idiot sycophant son. Nor could he have guessed how Furiosa's pilgrimage away from a patriarchal prison would abstractly mirror the #MeToo movement. But "Fury Road" tapped the spirit of its cultural moment like a derrick pulling precious dark fuel from the soil.
In almost all senses of the word, it's a progressive blockbuster -- a franchise movie that rejects the past. While so many of today's Hollywood sequels are content functioning like flashback machines, rewarding fans' desire to see something they once loved faithfully replicated, Miller fought to truly bring Mad Max into the new century -- to make him as relevant to the 2010s as he was to the 1980s. In the most eyeball-dazzling way, that meant spectacularly upgrading the action; the other Mad Max movies look like Matchbox-car preludes to the hailstorm of automotive carnage he orchestrated out there in the Namib Desert. But it also meant completely overhauling Max's role in the story, and even putting a new heroine front and center.

Anya Taylor-Joy as the title character in "Furiosa: A Mad Max Saga," which opens Memorial Day weekend. (Jasin Boland/Warner Bros. Pictures)


You could say that "Furiosa" completes that passing of the mantle. In tracing the origins of Theron's cyberpunk angel of vengeance -- played this time, in a taciturn and strikingly ocular performance, by Anya Taylor-Joy -- it imagines a franchise future without Hardy or Gibson or the roadster desperado they both portrayed. It says that Mad Max is bigger than Mad Max. In that respect, it too thinks beyond the conventional wisdom and standard operating procedure of an industry determined only to chase yesterday's triumphs. Not that Miller strays too far from "Fury Road." Once you've reinvented the wheel so successfully, you're permitted to take it for another spin.
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The Commanders believe they have their quarterback. Can they protect him?
As Washington undertakes a rebuild, among Coach Dan Quinn's priorities is finding some blocks.
By Nicki Jhabvala | 2024-05-23

Offensive tackle Cornelius Lucas signed a one-year deal as one of just four Commanders free agents to return to the team. (Jonathan Newton/The Washington Post)


The Washington Commanders' offensive line has been ravaged by injuries and departures of key players in recent years, and the franchise invested little to address the issue, often signing second-tier players on lesser deals with the hope they exceed expectations and give the team salary cap flexibility to plug holes elsewhere.
The results were predictable: Washington's line allowed 33 of the team's 65 sacks last season, along with 234 pressures, according to Pro Football Focus.
But with Washington tethering its future to quarterback Jayden Daniels by selecting him second in last month's NFL draft, keeping him upright is a high priority.
As the team embarked on a franchise-wide rebuild this offseason, the offensive line turned over again. Four starters were out immediately: Left tackle Charles Leno Jr. was released in March, as was center Nick Gates, and the team didn't re-sign guard Saahdiq Charles or center Tyler Larsen.
To bolster the interior, the Commanders signed former Dallas Cowboys center Tyler Biadasz to a three-year deal, then added former Kansas City Chiefs reserve Nick Allegretti to compete for a starting job opposite Sam Cosmi, who has blossomed into a core member of the line. Five-year veteran Michael Deiter, who has played guard and center, was added for depth.
But the edges?
Andrew Wylie probably will retain the right tackle job, but the Commanders have yet to find a clear answer on the left side, a critical position made even more so with a rookie quarterback. Their plan, at least for now, is to have Cornelius Lucas, a swing tackle the past four seasons with Washington, compete with third-round pick Brandon Coleman, who played guard and tackle at TCU.
"At that position specifically, it's going to take more time," Coach Dan Quinn said after Wednesday's offseason workout. "And the reason being is you've seen where we haven't done a lot of team [drills] together ... so we're going to be really strategic as it gets to training camp and finding markers and moments to say, 'Okay, you're getting the first reps today; next one, you get the first reps.' "
General Manager Adam Peters has preached building through the draft, which is why many of the players he signed in free agency were given short-term deals. They are tasked with setting a foundation for the younger players to build on. Lucas is part of that; he signed a one-year deal as one of just four Commanders free agents to return.
At the NFL's March meetings in Orlando, Peters said he would be comfortable with Lucas starting if he won the job. Peters also said in April that he believes Coleman can step into that role if he proves ready in training camp.
"We certainly think he has what it takes to be a tackle in this league," Peters said of Coleman during the draft. "And he's got the feet; he's got the speed; he's got the strength. And he's got the intelligence, and he's got the right mind-set."

Brandon Coleman, left, was selected by Washington in the third round of last month's draft. (LM Otero/AP)


Coleman wasn't widely regarded as one of the top prospects in a deep class of tackles. But at 6-foot-6 and 320 pounds, he has the size to engulf defenders and the traits to be a sound player on the edge: strong and quick hands, a solid base and fluid movement. He also has the flexibility to move inside if needed at guard.
"The only thing they told me is be ready to come in and compete because that's their philosophy, their model," Coleman said. "And it's how I was brought up at my colleges and how I kind of went through my football and my basketball career, too, when I played basketball."
Quinn emphasized that message.
"We're always going to push it on the competition side," Quinn said. "And so that's not just at tackle. ... You keep that thought of just relentlessly going after it to say, 'Can this be better, can this be better?' and develop the guys here. That's what we're looking for, and we won't back off on that."
Lucas has the experience. Like most reserves, he was tasked with playing the left and right sides interchangeably. His 31 starts over the past four seasons are the second most among the team's tackles in that span, behind Leno. A dozen of those starts were at left tackle.
"My expectation is definitely to come in and compete to start," Lucas said in March. "I've been the swing [tackle] for the last four seasons, so that is new to me. But I'm going to give it my all to be out there on Sunday starting."
The new regime wasn't looking to spend top dollar on free agents because of the roster's myriad needs, but it managed to acquire some proven talent, such as Biadasz, and some potentially ascending players, such as Allegretti.
During offseason sessions, Quinn has focused more on reps and skills than lineups or diving too deep into offensive coordinator Kliff Kingsbury's scheme. The practice field is split for simultaneous seven-on-seven drills, ensuring the quarterbacks get time with everyone.
"You really want to isolate the skills for the position," Quinn said. "If I was to teach everybody here the playbook, you're going to learn it, no doubt about it. I'm 100 percent certain that doesn't mean you know how to play it. And so the specific skills that you need for this block, for this play, for this route, for this coverage, that's where the goal is."
The Commanders will have one joint practice with the Miami Dolphins before the teams' preseason game in August. Washington also might have a joint practice with the New York Jets before their preseason game, a person with knowledge of the team's plans said.
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