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The world this week
Politics

Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

Joe Biden withdrew from the presidential race. His resignation came after several prominent figures called on him to step aside. He endorsed Vice-President Kamala Harris to succeed him. In an Oval Office address on Wednesday the president said there is "a time and a place" for "new" and "younger voices".
Kamala Harris has enough backing from delegates to be the Democratic presidential candidate, her campaign says. The vice-president quickly secured the backing of top Democrats in Congress including Chuck Schumer and Hakeem Jeffries. Democrats say they have raised over $250m for her campaign since Mr Biden withdrew on Sunday. Her formal nomination is likely to take place by a virtual roll call ahead of the party's convention in Chicago next month.
Binyamin Netanyahu, the Israeli prime minister, addressed a joint meeting of Congress. He defended Israel's actions in Gaza and told lawmakers: "We're not only protecting ourselves; we're protecting you." He also thanked Presidents Joe Biden and Donald Trump for their support of Israel. Republicans in the chamber reacted enthusiastically. Scores of Democrats boycotted the speech. Thousands of people gathered outside the Capitol in protest. 
Kimberly Cheatle resigned as the director of the Secret Service. Calls for her to quit followed the attempted assassination of Donald Trump. In a letter to staff she reportedly took "full responsibility for the security lapse". 
In the EU's annual rule-of-law report on its members, Italy's right-wing government was chastised for interfering in news reporting at RAI, the state broadcaster. Bulgaria, Hungary, and Malta were among those criticised for failing to prosecute corruption. 
The candidate backed by Emmanuel Macron's party retained the chairmanship of France's National Assembly despite gains by the far left and right in elections on July 7th. Mr Macron said Gabriel Attal, the prime minister, would stay on as a caretaker until the Olympic games in Paris close . 
Ukraine reached an agreement to restructure $20bn in debt to foreign lenders, reducing it by about one-third. The EU moved forward with a plan to use the interest on frozen Russian assets to offer Ukraine a $50bn loan.
A Russian court sentenced Evan Gershkovich, a reporter for the Wall Street Journal, to 16 years in a penal colony on charges of spying for the CIA. Speculation has swirled about whether the Kremlin might try to trade Mr Gershkovich for a Russian assassin imprisoned in Germany
At least 40 migrants died at sea after the boat they were on caught fire off the coast of Haiti. More than 80 people were on board the vessel, a United Nations agency said. The Haitian coastguard rescued 41 people, with 11 of them taken to hospital. The cause of the fire remains unknown.
Don't be a sore loser
Venezuelans head to the polls on Sunday to elect a new president. Nicolas Maduro, the incumbent, said the country may "fall into a bloodbath" if he loses. Polls place the authoritarian leader behind the opposition candidate Edmundo Gonzalez, a former diplomat. Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, the president of Brazil, expressed fear over Mr Maduro's rhetoric and urged him to "respect the democratic process".
The Houthis, an Iran-backed militia in Yemen, struck an apartment building in Tel Aviv, killing one person and wounding at least eight others. A day later, Israeli jets bombed the port of Hodeidah in Yemen, almost 2,000km away, causing huge fires. Scores of people were wounded. 
In a meeting brokered by China, the Palestinian secular nationalists of Fatah and the Islamists of Hamas signed an agreement to form an interim "national reconciliation government" for the occupied West Bank and Gaza after the war with Israel. The two groups have signed several such deals in the past, none of which has led to actual reconciliation. 
The International Court of Justice said that Israel's ongoing occupation of east Jerusalem and the West Bank, the transfer of settlers there and the forced displacement of Palestinians were clear breaches of international law. The judges ordered Israel to cease all new settlement activities and evacuate the settlers already there. The court has no way of enforcing the decision .
The World Health Organisation said it had detected traces of polio in wastewater in Gaza. It said it would be hard for Gazans to follow advice aimed at preventing the spread of the disease given the breakdown of water and sanitation services.
Uganda's security forces have arrested dozens of people who joined peaceful anti-corruption protests in defiance of a ban. Yoweri Museveni, the president of Uganda since 1986, warned ahead of the march to parliament that demonstrators were "playing with fire". Britain and America imposed sanctions earlier this year on several Ugandan officials, including the speaker of parliament, on allegations of corruption.
South African police uncovered a crystal-meth laboratory and a stockpile of the drug with a street value of around 2bn rand ($108m) about 130km from the administrative capital. Among those arrested were three Mexicans. 
More than 20% of Sudan's pre-war population of roughly 50m have been uprooted since the start of its civil war . Though millions have fled to neighbouring countries , the majority--nearly 8m--remain inside Sudan.
What garbage
A balloon full of rubbish sent by North Korea landed near the South Korean president's office in Seoul. The rubbish did not contain any dangerous substances. It is the first time Pyongyang has landed a balloon inside the presidential compound.
[image: Men ride on a motorbike past a damaged vehicle that was set afire by a mob during clashes after violence erupted following protests by students against government job quotas, in Dhaka, Bangladesh.]
Bangladeshscrapped most quotas on government jobs after almost 200 people were killed in clashes. The Supreme Court quashed the ruling that reserved nearly a third of state jobs for the families of veterans who fought for independence. The nationwide curfew has been partially relaxed.
The Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Partyheld its "third plenum", a meeting seen as of unusual importance because it has led to radical economic policies. This one was long on promises of reform. The pension age (currently 60 for men) is to rise.
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The world this week
Business

Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

The fallout from a botched software update by CrowdStrike, which on July 19th triggered one of the biggest-ever IT outages, continued to disrupt firms around the world. By knocking out equipment relying on Microsoft Windows, the malfunction caused thousands of flights to be cancelled, hospital operations to be delayed and banks to temporarily cease trading. Some businesses may take weeks to recover. Insurers are preparing for losses stretching into the billions.
Aviation firms faced plenty of other woes, too. The owner of British Airways now seems unlikely to complete a takeover of Air Europa, after EU officials said it had done too little to assuage concerns that the deal would hurt competition. Ryanair's chief executive said that he expected a fall in fares seen during the spring to be sustained into the summer. At the Farnborough Airshow, an industry jamboree, executives lamented a shortage of Airbus and Boeing planes.
Alphabet reported revenues of $84.7bn for the three months to June, 14% higher than for the equivalent period in 2023. Advertising revenue rose by 11%, allaying concerns that alternative AI services such as ChatGPT will soon eat into its profits. Nevertheless, its share price still dropped by 5% over the following trading session, as part of a broad sell-off of big tech stocks.
Netflix also had a good quarter, reporting that earnings per share had risen by 48% compared with the same period last year. The streaming service added 8m new subscribers in the three months to June, which saw the release of blockbuster hits such as "Baby Reindeer" and the third series of "Bridgerton".
By contrast, quarterly profits at Tesla were a disappointment. Its net income fell to $1.5bn, far short of the $1.9bn that analysts had expected. Revenues rose, but by far less than operating costs did. Tesla will also delay the launch of a fleet of self-driving taxis. By the end of the day its share price had fallen by 12%.
Carat and stick
Share prices for sellers of luxury goods also took a tumble on July 24th. Those of LVMH, Prada and Kering (which owns Gucci) all dropped by around 5%. Investors worried about faltering demand from Chinese consumers as the economy continues to cool. Many have been forced to roll out hefty discounts in Chinese stores. 
Deutsche Bank announced it would stop buying back its shares for the remainder of the year, after spending EU1.6bn ($1.7bn) on litigation during the second quarter. 
Over the same period, the equity-trading arm of BNP Paribas shot the lights out. Revenues rose by 58% year-on-year, while the bank's overall net profit crept up by 1.6%. The traders benefited from high volatility around elections in Europe, plus an interest-rate cut from the European Central Bank.
India's government unveiled its first budget since the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party lost its parliamentary majority in June. It included $24bn of new spending on job-creating measures, including contributions to new employees' wages, internship schemes and training programmes for women. Agriculture and related sectors will receive $18bn. The cost will be met, in part, by higher capital-gains taxes.
Ukraine struck a deal to cut the face value of $20bn of debt to bondholders by around a third, clearing the path to a formal restructuring in the near future. The deal was endorsed by America, Britain and the IMF, from which Ukraine can now seek additional bailouts. 
The British pound reached its strongest level since the vote to leave the EU in 2016, as measured against a trade-weighted basket of its peers. Its gains have been fuelled by faster growth than was expected, delayed interest-rate cuts and the perceived stability of Britain's new Labour government.
Prime that pump
The People's Bank of China surprised markets by cutting several of its benchmark short- and long-term lending rates by 0.1 percentage points. Days later it cut its medium-term rate by 0.2 percentage points.
The Bank of Canada lowered its policy rate from 4.75% to 4.5%, its second consecutive quarter-point cut, having been the first G7 central bank to reduce rates in this cycle. Inflation stood at 2.7% in the year to June, but officials seem to believe that sluggish growth will cool it further.
America's Securities and Exchange Commission approved the first batch of exchange-traded funds that are permitted to invest in ether, the world's second-biggest cryptocurrency. It is an alternative to bitcoin, which saw its first SEC-approved ETFs launched earlier this year.
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The world this week
KAL's cartoon

Jul 25, 2024 03:31 PM

Dig deeper into the subject of this week's cartoon:
Can Kamala Harris win?
The clues in Kamala Harris's championing of reproductive rights
America's TikTok election just became more interesting
KAL's cartoon appears weekly in The Economist. You can see last week's here.
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The Economist
This week's covers
How we saw the world
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM
IN MOST OF the world this week we put Kamala Harris on our cover. Since Joe Biden abandoned his bid to be re-elected as America's president on July 21st, Ms Harris, his vice-president, has become the Democratic Party's presumptive nominee and is now all but certain to face off against Donald Trump in November. With the election just 100 days away, Mr Trump enjoys a commanding position in the polls. But as our leader explains, Ms Harris still has enough time to win the presidency. The question is whether she has the ability. After months of desultory campaigning, Americans have a race on their hands, and a good thing too. At a perilous time for their country and the world, they can look forward to a real contest.

Leader: Can Kamala Harris win?
United States: Which Kamala Harris is now at the top of the Democratic ticket?
United States: The clues in Kamala Harris's championing of reproductive rights

With Paris preparing for the beginning of the Olympic Games, we put the future of sport on our cover in Europe. When athletes from more than 200 countries sail down the Seine on July 26th, the procession is designed to symbolise the gathering of every corner of humanity. The message is clear: in a fractious, divided world, nothing unites people like sport. The idea is inspiring, but untrue. Though the Olympics and the men's football World Cup both have audiences that span the planet, most of the world's most valuable sporting properties have stubbornly resisted globalisation. But as our leader points out, that is starting to change. Technology is transforming how sport is broadcast and how fans enjoy it, giving leagues of all kinds a shot at going global. Leagues and media companies should take no notice, and shoot at an open goal.

Leader: A global gold rush is changing sport
Briefing: A shift in the media business is changing what it is to be a sports fan
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American politics
Can Kamala Harris win?
Joe Biden's vice-president has an extraordinary opportunity. But she also has a mountain to climb
Jul 25, 2024 03:48 PM

THE PHONEY campaign has ended. The real battle for the White House will be between Donald Trump and Kamala Harris, and it has only just begun. When Joe Biden withdrew his candidacy on July 21st, Mr Trump was in a commanding position. With a bit over 100 days to turn around his lead, Ms Harris still has enough time to win the presidency. The question is whether she has the ability. 
Her task is to make the election a referendum on Mr Trump, who is unpopular outside his devoted MAGA base. If, instead, the election is about the record of the Biden administration and her part in it, she is likely to lose. But for Ms Harris to turn the spotlight onto Mr Trump, she must also satisfy voters that she is equal to the job of president. Mr Biden's campaign was doomed because his infirmity kept the focus on him. Despite numerous appearances, he could not dispel the image of a stumbling, befuddled old man unfit to serve a second full term. 
The upshot is a race to define Ms Harris. Unfortunately for the Democrats, Mr Trump has plenty of damning material to work with. As a former attorney-general of California, she is linked to the homelessness, drugs and crime of cities such as San Francisco. A west coast centrist is not a centrist in the battleground states she must win. She had a disastrous run in the presidential primaries last time round, dropping out early, having taken leftish positions on subsidising rent and banning fracking. As Mr Biden's vice-president, she is lumbered with his record on inflation, immigration and (in Republican eyes) crime. 
All along, she has struggled in speeches and interviews. Reportedly, some Biden allies sought to stop Democrats deserting the president by privately warning that she could take his place--as if that were a threat. What, then, can Ms Harris do? Her chances of success rest on one enormous piece of luck and three tests of her political instincts.
The luck was Mr Biden's obstinacy. Had he given way sooner, the party could have held an open primary and Ms Harris might have lost. As it was, she saw off her potential rivals within 36 hours. After Mr Biden's epic stall, that reflected the party's wish to move on. She inherited a ready-made campaign and its cash. A day of record fundraising revealed Democrats' relief at their new, younger candidate. Simply by being 59, she has turned the issue of age, which devastated Mr Biden, back onto Mr Trump, who is now the oldest nominee in history.
But luck will not be enough. To win, Ms Harris must also pass those political tests. The first is to articulate the convictions that will be the foundation for her presidency, without lapsing into promises to hand out welfare cheques. Her identity as the first black and South Asian woman to run for president could, if handled right, make her a compelling symbol of the American dream. Rather than letting progressives pull her to the left, she should back pragmatic policies that serve ordinary Americans. Mr Trump, she can say, is out to serve himself.
This will mean touting the accomplishments of Mr Biden's presidency more effectively than he could--in particular, America's most significant climate legislation ever. But it also means facing up to the Biden administration's poor record on immigration with the help of a tough plan for the southern border. In contrast to Mr Biden, she must acknowledge voters' struggle with inflation. She should continue to speak out strongly for women's reproductive rights, a winning issue--and that involves being aware of Republican traps claiming that this means the unrestricted abortions late in pregnancy which most Americans reject. When pressed, as she will be, she should make clear that she thinks trans women have an unfair advantage in competitive women's sports.
Ms Harris's second test is what she makes of having been a prosecutor and a state attorney-general. She may be tempted simply to bash away at Mr Trump as a convicted felon. Instead she should also use her experience as the foundation for a broad argument that she can be trusted to defend American values at home and abroad.
This starts with the rule of law, including in tackling violence and street crime, so as to counter the accusation that Democrats are soft on both. She could contrast her support of an independent legal system with Mr Trump's plan to deploy the Department of Justice against his foes. And she should endorse America's global role as the guardian of norms and rules. Mr Trump has a real-estate tycoon's view of strength as simply muscle; in fact, strength is enhanced by being rooted in principle.
Ms Harris's third test is to offer America hope. In a vicious election powered by fear and loathing, she may be tempted to peddle apocalyptic visions of a second Trump term. Better to use humour and optimism. Like any bully, her opponent is vulnerable to mockery. An upbeat Ms Harris looking to the future will do well against a sullen, vengeful Mr Trump enraged about the past.
Encouragingly, her first official rally, in Milwaukee on July 23rd, was fizzing with enthusiasm. This was not the awkward, unconvincing candidate of four years ago. After Mr Biden's halting delivery, her words were full of vitality. 
But Ms Harris is the underdog. Her first big decision--her vice-president--is a chance to catch up and plant her campaign in the centre ground. Josh Shapiro, the eloquent governor of Pennsylvania, could help in a must-win state. Mark Kelly, a senator from Arizona, another battleground state, would also add to the ticket--and it would rile Mr Trump to face an ex-astronaut. Be warned, however: Ms Harris is running a rushed operation. If her campaign starts to go awry, recriminations about her uncontested nomination will soon follow.
By contrast, Mr Trump, having survived an assassination attempt, enjoys an unshakable hold on his party. And yet his campaign's attempt to redefine him as a unity candidate at the Republican convention crumbled with his rambling and mean-spirited acceptance speech. That makes him beatable.
After months of desultory campaigning, Americans have a race on their hands, and a good thing too. At a perilous time for their country and the world, they deserve a real contest. #
For subscribers only: to see how we design each week's cover, sign up to our weekly Cover Story newsletter.
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Game changer
A global gold rush is changing sport
Fans may be cooling on the Olympics, but elsewhere technology is transforming how sport is watched
Jul 25, 2024 03:37 PM

A BRAWNY ARMADA of athletes from more than 200 countries will sail down the Seine on July 26th, as part of the opening ceremony of the Paris Olympic games. From the Mongolian team in embroidered kaftans to the Canadians in Lululemon bomber-jackets, the procession is designed to symbolise the gathering of every corner of humanity. The message to audiences (and corporate sponsors) is clear: in a fractious, divided world, nothing unites people like sport.
The idea is inspiring--but, to a surprising extent, untrue. Though the quadrennial Olympics and the men's football World Cup both have audiences that span the planet, most of the world's most valuable sporting properties have stubbornly resisted globalisation. America's National Football League (NFL), the biggest of the lot, makes 98% of its media-rights revenue at home. India's cricket Premier League, whose media rights are worth more than those of the Olympics on an annualised basis, makes 96% of its money inside its host country. In European football, only England's Premier League makes more money abroad than at home.
But now, at last, globalisation is limbering up. Technology is transforming how sport is broadcast and how fans enjoy it, giving leagues of all kinds a shot at going global. This represents a big opportunity for businesses--billions of dollars await those that conquer foreign markets--and an even bigger one for audiences, as spectacles that already delight fans in one country start to thrill those in others. An influx of foreign sports will cause some to boo and hiss. Leagues and media companies should take no notice, and shoot at an open goal.
Sport's failure as an export--and the scale of its potential--is best illustrated by a comparison with other entertainment industries. Since around the turn of the century, Hollywood has earned more than half of its box-office income abroad. American musical artists rely on foreign listeners for nearly a third of their streams and a big chunk of their concert-ticket sales (as Taylor Swift, who is touring Europe, can attest). In video games, meanwhile, Japanese consoles and Chinese apps have players hooked worldwide.
Two shifts are helping sport go global. The first is a supply-side revolution, as sports broadcasting belatedly moves from national broadcast and cable-television channels to global streaming platforms. Netflix, which got its worldwide audience glued to South Korean horror and French comedy, is now doing the same with sport. Its "Drive to Survive" documentary series introduced Americans to Formula 1 (imagine NASCAR with right turns). In December it will give many of its 270m subscribers their first taste of the NFL (think rugby with shoulder pads). Apple last year began streaming Major League Soccer (MLS) to more than 100 countries. As distribution goes global, fans will have the chance to watch new sports.
The second revolution is on the demand side. The biggest obstacle to a sport's foreign adoption is that, unlike other forms of entertainment, audiences want to watch their home team, rather than the best one. But fans' attachment to teams is slowly giving way to their devotion to individual athletes. Social media let the best players cultivate global personal followings, drawing in fans with no connection to their team, or even their sport. Star players have drawn worldwide fans to England's Premier League. Lionel Messi has brought new audiences to MLS not only because of his six Golden Boot awards, but also his half a billion Instagram followers. Women's basketball is booming thanks to Caitlin Clark, a player whose record-breaking performance has drawn fans who had never watched the game, let alone attended the University of Iowa, where she started.
It helps that young fans, whose preferred medium is short-form video, are more likely than older ones to watch highlights and summary shows of the action across a league, rather than a single match featuring their favourite team. Sports betting, recently legalised in much of America and growing rapidly, is further encouraging league-wide consumption instead of a focus on a single team. As fandom becomes more promiscuous and less tribal, it is being decoupled from geography.
Who stands to win at this new game? Among media companies, the best-placed are those with the widest distribution. Leagues want reach above all, and are willing to accept less lucrative deals with streaming services that can put their games in front of audiences everywhere. Netflix, Amazon and the other global platforms have an advantage over incumbents (though Netflix's recent comment that its NFL matches each cost the equivalent of a new movie was enough to make unsporty cinephiles weep).
Among sports organisations, the biggest leagues will benefit most from wider distribution, just as music streaming has funnelled listeners to megastars like Ms Swift. But streaming also fosters healthy "long tails" of niche content. Women's sport, long neglected, makes up nearly half of ESPN's streaming output. The sports most at risk are between the hits and the niches; an anaemic media-rights deal agreed on recently by France's football Ligue 1 shows how competition squeezes average leagues. There are signs fans are cooling on the Olympics , with its emphasis on countries over famous individuals--some of whom, like Mr Messi, choose to skip it.
As they globalise, sports will face a complaint once directed at other entertainment industries: that unworthy foreign content is pushing out treasured local favourites. A century ago politicians worried that radio broadcasts were tempting listeners to tune into big-city bands rather than local troupes. More recently, European politicians have complained that American television is distracting viewers from local programming. 
Expect to hear more of the same as fans root for faraway sporting celebrities rather than local stars--and prepare to ignore it. It is for fans to choose what sports to follow, just as they pick what music to listen to or which films to see. In sport, of all things, competition is what counts. Sporting organisations worried about losing fans in this new global game should heed the Olympic motto: time to get faster, higher, stronger.#
For subscribers only: to see how we design each week's cover, sign up to our weekly Cover Story newsletter.
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Don't stop the buck
MAGA Republicans are wrong to seek a cheaper dollar
It is hard to cast America as a victim of the global financial system
Jul 25, 2024 03:39 PM

WHETHER THE dollar should be strong or weak is a vexing question for America's economic nationalists. In his first term as president, Donald Trump often said that he wanted a weaker currency to make American-made goods cheaper overseas. But his tariffs and deficit-financed tax cuts contributed to a surge in the greenback's value--and he also said that "ultimately" he wanted a strong currency. Today, with the dollar higher still, Mr Trump again says he wants a devaluation. And his choice of J.D. Vance as his running-mate has added another weak-dollar proponent to his inner circle. 
Mr Vance has highlighted the downsides of America producing the world's dominant currency. The greenback makes up 59% of the world's central-bank reserves and is used to pay for half of its goods trade. The depth of America's capital markets, its commitment to the rule of law and the low risk of a sovereign default make it a magnet for savings. American assets make up over a quarter of the stock of global portfolio investment, up from less than a fifth in the mid-2000s. 

Though the effect is hard to quantify, the dollar's appeal makes it more expensive. That, some argue, makes it harder for American manufacturers to compete globally. Mr Vance characterises dominant-currency status as a tax on American producers and a subsidy to its consumers, who benefit from cheap imported goods. He is no fan of this redistribution, decrying Americans' "mass consumption of mostly useless imports".
It is true that a strong dollar hurts some exporters, who therefore lose from the greenback's dominance. Yet on net, America gains from issuing the world's dominant currency. Manufacturers benefit from cheaper imported parts and materials. The global appetite for Treasuries reduces the interest bill associated with America's vast public debt. It takes a reduction of only about a third of a percentage point in interest rates to save $100bn (0.4% of GDP) annually. In any case, it is wrong to dismiss the benefits of low consumer prices, which boost workers' real incomes. A common rule of thumb suggests that closing the current-account deficit by weakening the dollar would require roughly a 30% depreciation, which would boost inflation by 1-2 percentage points. 
Trying to control the currency is likely to backfire painfully. Robert Lighthizer, the US Trade Representative during Mr Trump's first term, has floated a "market access charge" on foreigners holding American assets. As a de facto control on inbound capital, this would raise interest rates for the government and the private sector alike, deterring investment. Printing and selling dollars might set off a currency war, and America would lose credibility when criticising currency manipulation elsewhere. In the 1980s the dollar was devalued by the "Plaza Accord", an agreement with America's trading partners. But foreign governments manage their exchange rates less today than they did, capital flows are much larger, and the most important counterparty would be China, not American allies, making striking such a deal far trickier. Japan's recent botched attempts to strengthen the yen show the dangers of trying to distort market pricing.
It is almost laughable to cast America as a victim of the global financial system. America accounts for 52% of the G7's GDP at purchasing-power parity, up from 43% in 1990. Jobs are abundant and average incomes have grown at a pace most of the rich world can only dream of. In recent years, wage inequality has fallen. All this has been achieved without manipulating the dollar. Why start now? #
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The lost leader
Germany's failure to lead the EU is becoming a problem
A weak chancellor and coalition rows are to blame
Jul 25, 2024 03:43 PM

IN THE MID-2010s, as the European Union lurched punch-drunk from one crisis to the next, there was one constant. Germany, and in particular Angela Merkel, its chancellor, was the star around which the rest of Europe orbited. Southern European countries choked on the austerity they had to swallow as the price of their bail-outs; easterners wished Mrs Merkel had taken a tougher line on Russia after its annexation of Crimea in 2014. All had a point. Yet none had any way of working around Germany.
Visit Brussels now, however, and all you hear is stories of German ineptitude. The dysfunction of Olaf Scholz's three-party coalition is spilling over into Europe, complicating day-to-day business as Germany's governing parties bicker and feud. Old alliances are being reshaped as Germany's friends work around it. As chancellor, Mr Scholz appears to have no aptitude for Mrs Merkel's patient approach to dealmaking. At summits of EU leaders he states the German position and appears surprised when others fail to fall into line.
Dashed expectations of German leadership are neither new nor easily overcome. Coalitions, courts and the country's federal structure make decision-making cumbersome. Sometimes, things do work. The Zeitenwende was a genuine change to Germany's foreign and security policy set out by Mr Scholz in the wake of Russia's invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Germany is finally upgrading its armed forces and sending arms to Ukraine, and has transformed its energy policy. Yet Germany's partners more often remain disappointed. 
If so, that is because they take Mr Scholz at his word when he says, as he did upon taking office in 2021, that Germany has a "special responsibility" for Europe. This is truer than ever when leadership is lacking elsewhere. France, Germany's traditional if sometimes wayward partner, is paralysed after Emmanuel Macron's ill-advised decision to hold early parliamentary elections last month. Other leaders matter on particular issues, but none can match Germany's overall heft. And, without energetic German support, several items on the EU's to-do list now risk slipping into limbo. 
The first, enlarging the EU to Ukraine and other places, has been identified by Mr Scholz as a priority for a "geopolitical Europe". Yet to prevent the process getting bogged down in bureaucracy, Germany must take the fight to other, more sceptical governments. The EU will also have to reform itself as it prepares to grow, for instance by altering its expensive agricultural policies and cutting back national veto rights. Completing the capital-markets union, a worthy-but-important project that should boost private investment in Europe, and the EU's coming discussion over whether its internal-market and state-aid rules are up to scratch amid rising US-China tensions, will also make large demands of Germany.
The good news is that the chancellor has decent instincts on these issues. He also has a useful ally in Ursula von der Leyen, who has become one of the most powerful presidents of the European Commission for decades. As a former German cabinet minister, Mrs von der Leyen has antennae finely tuned to the sensitivities of her homeland, even if she hails from a party now in opposition there. Having secured a second five-year term last week, she will have political capital to spend.
The bad news is that time is tight. All three of Germany's ruling parties took a pasting in last month's European elections, and are bracing for another in state elections in September. As attention turns to Germany's next national election, due in autumn 2025, the parties will be tempted to take their feet off the accelerator in Europe and play up their differences at home. With geopolitical risks growing and Europe's economy stagnating, that would be short-sighted and dangerous. Mr Scholz, and Germany, need to step up. #




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/leaders/2024/07/25/germanys-failure-to-lead-the-eu-is-becoming-a-problem



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Africa 2.0
How to ensure Africa is not left behind by the AI revolution
Weak digital infrastructure is holding the continent back
Jul 25, 2024 03:52 PM

MORE THAN two decades ago The Economist calculated that all of Africa had less international bandwidth than Brazil. Alas, until 2023 that was still true. Africa's lack of connectivity is one reason its people could miss out on the benefits promised by artificial intelligence (AI). 
For decades, experts have called for better broadband across Africa, citing the gains in productivity and employment. But the economic potential of AI, and its insatiable computing appetite, have renewed the case for urgent investment in the physical sinews needed to sustain a new digital revolution.
Fortunately, Africa has a home-grown model it can emulate. Its embrace of mobile phones in the early 2000s was a stunning feat of economic liberalisation. In most parts of Africa, businesses and consumers used to have to wait years to get a fixed-line phone. Nigeria, which has Africa's biggest population (now more than 220m-strong), had just 450,000 phone lines in 1999, of which perhaps a third were on the blink. But when governments allowed privately owned mobile-phone companies to offer their services, they rapidly displaced the lethargic state-owned telcos. 
It was a lesson in development done effectively, but frugally. Now sub-Saharan Africa has around 500m mobile subscriptions, roughly half of them associated with internet-capable smartphones. Mobile-phone services directly contribute $170bn to Africa's GDP. More important, they make almost everyone from small farmers to market traders more productive, boosting growth and incomes throughout the economy. 
Alas, this spectacular leapfrogging has downsides. The focus on mobile is one reason behind Africa's underinvestment in fast fibre-optic connections. Although mobile phones have enabled mobile money and government services, such as digital ID, they can take economies only so far, especially when most parts of Africa have relatively slow 2G or 3G networks.
Fibre can carry more traffic, and faster. This allows seamless video calls, reduces dizzying lags in augmented-reality apps for, say, training surgeons and lets people interact with AI chatbots and other online services. Yet Africa is poorly served by subsea internet cables. Moreover, much of the internet bandwidth that lands on the coasts is wasted because of a lack of high-capacity overland cables to carry it to the interior. Worse, the continent does not have enough data centres--the brick-and-mortar sites where cloud computing happens. The Netherlands, population 18m, has more of these than all of Africa and its 1.5bn people. As a result, data must cross half the world and back, leading to painful delays. If Africans are to do movie animation, run sophisticated weather forecasts or train large language models with local content, they will need more computing capacity closer to home.
To fix this, governments should learn from the mobile boom and cut red tape. Starlink, a satellite-internet firm, could be a stopgap, but regulators have blocked it in at least seven countries including South Africa. Heavy taxes on data access drive up costs for consumers, discouraging them from using it and firms from investing in providing it. Governments could do much to help simply by getting out of the way. 
Development institutions, for their part, should be doing more to help finance this vital infrastructure because of its widespread benefits for growth and employment. The new digital revolution will create opportunities for Africa to catch up with rich countries. But if the continent lacks the right infrastructure, it will instead fall further behind. #
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On India, Starbucks, African farmers, electoral systems, behavioural economics, conferences
Letters to the editor
A selection of correspondence
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

Bear hug double standards
You ran a story on the meeting between Narendra Modi, India's prime minister, and Vladimir Putin, Russia's president, ("Bear-hugging bros", July 13th). Just before the meeting, Russia launched missile strikes across Ukraine, including on a children's hospital, killing 44 people. Every sincere person would condemn this brutality and unprovoked attack by Russia on a sovereign nation. You then said Mr Modi still went ahead with the meeting and gave Mr Putin a bear hug. Yet how many times have Western leaders given bear hugs to Binyamin Netanyahu, Israel's prime minister, while Israeli forces bombed civilians, including children, in Gaza and did not spare hospitals. 
What we in India fail to comprehend is the double standards of the West, where Mr Putin is seen as a violent renegade, and rightly so, but where Mr Netanyahu's constant violations of human rights in Palestine are not only excused but also supported and condoned. Until Western countries condemn Mr Netanyahu in the way they have done with Mr Putin, their claims of being concerned about the Ukraine war on humanitarian grounds will fail to cut ice with those of us in non-aligned countries. Ethics demand that what's bad for the goose must also be bad for the gander. Bear-hugging Mr Netanyahu while condemning Mr Putin reeks of hypocrisy.
SAKET GOKHALE MP
Rajya Sabha
Parliament of India
Delhi
[image: Two Starbucks Frappuccinos on a counter]
Cafe tales
For all of the neighbourhood innovation that flows from opening a Starbucks ("The frappuccino effect", July 6th), it is worth noting that its frappuccino is itself a product of local innovation that its founder once doubted. Starbucks gained the rights to the frappuccino when it bought Coffee Connection, a rival chain in Boston, in 1994. Coffee Connection's founder came up with the drink after a trip to the west coast, where local baristas blended frozen, frothy coffees fit for a hot summer's day. He rechristened this drink back on the east coast as the "frappuccino," combining the familiar frappe milkshake with the foreign cappuccino.
Although it was a local hit, Howard Schultz, the founder of Starbucks and a coffee purist, wasn't a fan. He wanted to get rid of it upon acquiring Coffee Connection, but the drink had already become too popular. Today, cold drinks now make up around 75% of the company's beverage sales. 
KEVIN PETERSEN
Miami
[image: An employee works at a coffee processing plant in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia]
African farmers and the EU
The Economist was spot-on in warning that the European Union's new deforestation regulations will shut out African smallholder farmers from European markets, not because they are cutting down forests, but because they cannot prove compliance ("Unintended consequences", July 6th). We train rural traders in Africa to collect EU-compliant farm geolocation data, but with tens of thousands of small traders and millions of small farms, the task is immense. Smallholder farmers are already poor and have to pay costs for repeatedly collecting these data each year. 
There is a better solution. The EU should clarify its position on the territorial approach, which is when entire regions are declared free from deforestation, and actively encourage it. This would encourage collaboration between the private and public sectors to stop deforestation, rather than simply redirecting commodities from deforested land to other markets. 
European coffee companies have called on the EU to delay implementation to allow more time to get ready. That may be necessary, given the general feeling of unpreparedness. At a minimum, delaying the imposition of fines would give the EU, commodity traders and governments time to test efficient systems that stop deforestation and don't harm farmer incomes.
PAUL STEWART
Global coffee director
TechnoServe
Arlington, Virginia
[image: 300 of the Members of Parliament newly elected in the 2024 General Election.]
First-past-the-post rules
The ability of the first-past-the post electoral system to deliver decisive victories to centrist parties is a feature, not a bug, of Britain's electoral system ("Disproportional representation", July 13th). Systems of representative democracy exist to alchemise the diverse will of the people into a coherent and stable governing authority. Since the people's will is varied and the will of the government must be singular, a process of compromise and coalition building is required. 
Under proportional representation voters do not need to compromise. They have a very good chance of finding a party whose platform closely matches their views, views that are often pretty cranky. The task of compromise is delegated to the politicians they elect, politicians whose survival depends paradoxically on their fidelity to the narrow sector they represent. Such systems inevitably struggle to deliver a stable or coherent government.
In FPTP, political success depends on appealing to a plurality of the electorate. Parties cannot pursue narrow agendas without dooming themselves to failure. It is the voters who are forced to compromise, for they are not offered parties that perfectly match their views.
A winner-takes-all system is most valuable for diverse societies. Instead of appealing to narrow interest groups, our politicians are compelled by their own self-interest to build platforms with at least some appeal to Brexiteers and Remainers, Muslims and atheists, workers and bosses, country and town. By rewarding moderation and punishing parochialism, our system stabilises our politics and our society.
JOSHUA WINE
Gibraltar
Another important factor is turnout. Only 20% of registered voters voted for Labour compared with 40% for other parties and most worryingly, 40% who didn't vote at all. Turnout was 60%, down from 67% in 2019 and the second-lowest figure since 1918. This makes the case for voting reform more urgent.
JULIAN COOPER
Aylesbury, Buckinghamshire
If Britain adopts proportional representation it must avoid the mistake of ultra-democratic PR in Ireland. This system allows voters to pick all the names of long lists of candidates in descending order of preference. In the coming decade, this confetti voting will fragment support for Fianna Fail and Fine Gael, the two mainstream parties, and create squabbling multi-party coalitions. FPTP allows the best candidate to win elections. The massive, complicated vote recounting that is typical of PR should be avoided. 

PATRICK SLATTERY
Dublin
[image: International Kriegsspiel Society - 1866 Austro-Prussian War scenario.]
Association fallacy
Kelly Clancy suggested that the role of psychology in decision-making, especially in economics, should be dismissed as "one of the least reputable fields of science" ("Everything to play for", June 22nd). That might come as a surprise to the members of the Nobel committees who awarded the prize in economics to John Nash in 1994 for his "pioneering analysis of equilibria in the theory of non-co-operative games" (eg, game theory), and to Daniel Kahneman in 2002 for "for having integrated insights from psychological research into economic science, especially concerning human judgment and decision-making under uncertainty". 
Neither men suggested that behavioural economics provided a complete representation of how everyone made economic decisions, but instead provided a framework for understanding how those decisions were made. I think the Nobel committees knew a little something about the subject matter, perhaps more so than Ms Clancy.
ROBERT CHECCHIO
Dunellen, New Jersey
[image: An illustration of a man in a white shirt and black trousers wearing a festival pass on a lanyard looking sideways at someone dressed up with wings, headgear, flared trousers and platform boots, also wearing the lanyard.]
"Working" conferences
Bartleby (July 6th) provided essential strategies for surviving and enduring conferences and pointed out that, for many people, the primary benefit of conferences is networking. However, for many people, "networking" is only one letter away from "not working".
ROB SHELTON
Palo Alto, California
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The American election
A prominent donor on why the Democrats shouldn't anoint Kamala Harris
A competition to replace Joe Biden would better serve the party, and the country, argues Joe Ravitch
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

IT IS MONDAY morning in America and President Joe Biden has done the right thing. The Democratic Party now has a historic opportunity to reconnect with voters and change the future. Politics is one of America's favourite sports. Choosing Mr Biden's replacement to go up against Donald Trump needs to be the Final Four, the NBA Finals and the Super Bowl all wrapped into one exciting month to engage everyone in a real discussion of the country's future.
America is not alone in having a society that is disaffected by traditional politics. Technological change, globalisation and the economics of urbanisation have led to greater wealth disparities across the Western world and the rising popularity of authoritarians like Mr Trump, Viktor Orban and Marine Le Pen. Even if there are no easy answers, the Democrats can win this election by choosing a ticket that Americans feel can provide energy, strength and youth.
Anointing Vice-President Kamala Harris as the nominee without making her earn it will lead to disastrous results. No one voted for her for president and Mr Biden's endorsement is not conclusive. There are four full weeks before the party's convention, and America's highly sophisticated media can create awareness and spread the words and deeds of a good candidate like wildfire. Democratic leaders--not just politicians but from all circles, including business, academia, technology and culture--need to encourage a broad set of next-generation candidates to enter the race. The money is there and will be the least of the party's problems. 
Beyond paid media, every media outlet will spend vast sums covering the emerging candidates and their voices will be spread via social media to all corners of the country and beyond. I have worked in the media world for more than 30 years and there has never been a more dynamic ecosystem for political debate than today's. News outlets will compete to host debates and social media will kick into high gear. All of the airtime will be consumed by the big question of who are the best candidates heading into the convention in mid-August. News cycles now last days and hours instead of weeks. Numerous exciting plans for candidates to blitz their way to the convention and build support are already circulating.
Mr Biden's delegates are now free to vote for whomever they choose. Superdelegates, often derided, represent a useful group of Democrats who have experience in winning elections and can play a valuable role in the rounds of voting. The convention should be electric with energy as the strongest candidates work the media and the floor in a bid to win support. 
This conversation can dominate the nation's attention for the next month and provide significant momentum coming out of the convention for the nominee. Only the right-wing media will bother covering the Trump rallies, which will feel tired and repetitive with the usual rehash of election denial, threats of violence and bashing an administration that is stepping aside for a new generation. 
On the Democratic side, the conversation needs to be about how to truly restore American greatness based on a candid discussion of real issues and challenges facing most Americans. There are practical ways to address climate change, create jobs and increase public safety that will appeal to the ordinary American. The world is still inspired by American ideals and people want to feel good about themselves and their values, which include standing up for democracy globally and feeling included in society and safe in their homes. The border can be controlled without bashing immigrants and new industries can create jobs without the fiction of reopening coal mines. America's diversity has always made it stronger, not weaker.
Most importantly, America's odd electoral system means that most state voting outcomes are predetermined and the election results will hinge on a small number of swing states, such as Michigan, Pennsylvania, Arizona, Georgia and Wisconsin. The key for the Democrats is to nominate a ticket that can win independent and disaffected voters in those states, not to win more votes in the deep-blue states on the coasts. A fresh, high-energy ticket will contrast strongly with an ageing plutocrat whose party's positions on abortion and a number of other substantive issues are deeply unpopular.
The best thing the Democrats collectively can do is to spend the time before the convention encouraging a lively competition among different candidates. If they simply fall into line supporting an incumbent baggage-heavy vice-president then they deserve to lose. Let this be the most exciting sporting event of the summer, a political Olympiad where all Americans can feel they have a chance to weigh in and say what they think about different candidates. This will generate the kind of energy and turnout among independent voters that can turn the tide. 
Winning this election is an existential challenge for the Democrats--and for the country as a whole. Mr Biden was the ideal transitional president. But now we need a new vision to unite Americans against the dark, 1930s-style "America First" pablum of the Trump cult. The Democrats' biggest mistake would be to squander this opportunity and accept a coronation imposed by an unpopular and ageing president. This is a historic chance to do something different and bold. I hope they seize the moment.#
Joe Ravitch, a long-time Democratic donor, is a co-founder and partner of the Raine Group, a global merchant bank.
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The state of Britain
Neil Kinnock on the post-war-like challenges facing Keir Starmer
A lack of social cohesion compared with 1945 makes them even more daunting, says the former Labour leader and Starmer confidant
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

I HAD CERTAINLY not reached political consciousness when the second world war ended. I was, after all, just three years old. But I do remember the period of reconstruction under a Labour government that brought the National Health Service, free secondary schooling, the introduction of meaningful welfare support in unemployment, sickness and old age, legal aid, millions of affordable new homes, public ownership of utilities and the rescue of the coal, steel and rail industries.
It certainly wasn't all sweetness, sunshine and Stanley Holloway's jolly black-and-white morale-boosting films. Chronic shortages of basic foodstuffs, fuel, clothing and building materials meant rationing, black-market crime and widespread animosity. The continuation of wartime regulations and obligations, including National Service, generated resentment.
But, as Aneurin Bevan, the father of the NHS, wrote in the early 1950s, if those complaining about the drabness of life had looked closer "they would have seen the roses in the cheeks of children and the pride and self-confidence of the young mothers." The Boomer generation had a good free-orange-juice, cod-liver-oil, no-sweets, free-dental-care start to life.
Thankfully, in 2024 there has been no all-consuming, all-diverting destructive conflict. But Keir Starmer, the new Labour prime minister, is facing a set of challenges that are as great in nature, if not in scale, as those confronting any new prime minister since Clement Attlee in 1945.
The British economy is underperforming, has chronically low productivity and--the Financial Times reports--has "languished at the bottom of a G7 league table of total investment for 24 of the past 30 years", with new foreign direct investment at "a near 12-year low" in an economy that is no longer a gateway to the EU single market.
Alongside--and partly a cause and a consequence of--those economic deficiencies are the realities of Britain's "risk register" compiled by the prime minister's chief of staff, Sue Gray. The most pressing items include the bankruptcy of several local councils, public-sector pay demands, the possible collapse of heavily indebted Thames Water, dangerously overcrowded prisons and a massive NHS funding shortfall.
In short, the weaknesses in the economy and the inadequacies of the public realm have a post-war dimension of seriousness. 
Plainly, there has been no destruction by warfare. Instead, there has been massive cumulative corrosion. Since the policy and ideology of "austerity" was excessively inflicted in 2010, there has been persistent capital underinvestment in public and private sectors and underfunding of current expenditure needs in public services. The results of that neglect are costly and disabling.
In 1945 people didn't need to be told how bad things were. They lived with stark realities that related to total warfare and the years of slump and insecurity that had preceded it.
In 2024 people don't need to be told that "nothing seems to be working". They feel it. Indeed, the deep public sense of Britain being "broken" was a major reason for rejection of the Tories on July 4th.
Graphic reminders of the legacy left for the new Labour government are justifiable, but they will not prolong public patience. Governments must look forward, not backward. That is why the title of the manifesto of the 1945 Labour government was "Let us Face The Future".
The Starmer government must be imbued with the same sense of purpose and direction--but it has to pursue that course against the background of a public mentality which is very different from that of 1945. The people of post-war Britain had levels of community cohesion and social discipline that were conventional before the war and further developed in its six grim years.
Happily, the current generations have not had to learn from similar conditions. But even if those collective instincts of care, co-operation and rational obedience to rules are not as clearly manifested, they are not absent. During the pandemic lockdowns, libertarians were puzzled that the British people were capable of shared communal orderliness and sacrifice. They should not have been. It's quite natural conduct for the "keep calm and carry on" country in which "steadiness" is sustained when needed--as long as it is not abused by the reckless conduct of those in charge. If a government adopts a "one rule for the toffs and another for the hordes" attitude, the calm endurance of the public gives way to outraged disgust.
In "facing the future", therefore, it is essential that the Starmer government gives as much priority to improving standards of conduct as it does to advancing standards of living. That is essential to the integrity of democracy. It is also--against the giddy background of recent years--vital as tangible evidence of the return of stability in the United Kingdom and of dependability in our system.
That rebuilding of credibility is crucial to Labour's commitment to secure pragmatic partnership between government and private enterprise in order to foster economic growth. It is directly related to the ambition of Rachel Reeves, the chancellor of the exchequer, to "boost strategic investment across the economy by facilitating private-sector financing".
The Labour leadership has been clear about the gravity of Britain's condition for several years. That is why it exercised such caution in opposition--and was willing to endure criticism and mockery from some commentators for sustaining the discipline. 
By underpromising then, the government has scope for overachieving now. It can use the scale and multiplicity of crises as a mandate for major change. The inheritance is such that improvement cannot be rapid. But this is a government with strong focus on patriotism and public service, priorities that emphasise hard work and realism, and a proven inclination to consult, to explain, to decide and never to offer the illusion that cake can be had and eaten.
Because of those qualities, the Starmer government will keep its promise not to increase National Insurance, value-added tax, income tax or corporate tax. Its attention is likely, instead, to go to neglected sources of revenue like unearned income, asset appreciation and large-scale tax evasion. Those revenues will be vital to fund greater efficiency and justice in a country in dire need of both.
The slog may be tiring. It will be a great advance from badly managed decline.#
Neil Kinnock was leader of the Labour Party from 1983 to 1992.
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The state of play
A shift in the media business is changing what it is to be a sports fan
Team loyalty is being replaced by "fluid fandom"
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

THE FIRST television broadcast of an Olympic games was in 1936, when around 160,000 people within transmitting range of the stadium in Berlin were able to tune in. The action was shot on three cameras, only one of which could capture live footage--and only when the sun was out. At the next summer games, in London in 1948, the BBC suggested that perhaps it should pay the organisers for the right to broadcast the event, and offered 1,000 guineas (about $40,000 at today's prices). The Olympic committee sportingly said there was no need.
Today things are a little different. The 33rd summer Olympics, which begin in Paris on July 26th, will be crawled over by cameras transmitting thousands of hours of coverage to an audience of more than 3bn--nearly half the world's population. The organisers will charge media companies some $3.3bn for the right to broadcast the action, contributing the biggest single part of the games' income and making the event perhaps the most valuable fortnight of entertainment in history.

Mass media have changed the business of sport, and sport in turn has shaped the media. Worldwide, the owners of sporting intellectual property--everyone from the International Olympic Committee to video-gaming "e-sports" leagues--generated revenue of $159bn last year, estimates Two Circles, a sports-marketing consultancy (see chart 1). Some 39% of that came from selling broadcasting rights. The media, for their part, live off sport. America's largest media companies spend more than a fifth of their content budgets on sports rights. Last year 93 of the 100 most-watched broadcasts in America were National Football League (NFL) matches.
Now mass media are evolving in a way that will again reshape the sports business. A third of viewers of the Paris games will watch not via broadcast but by online streaming. In some rich countries streaming will be the main way that young audiences tune in. The Olympics have long been an "incubator and innovation lab" for broadcasters, says Mark Lazarus, head of television and streaming at NBCUniversal, whose Paris coverage will include AI-generated commentary. Just as television allowed fans to watch from their living rooms as well as the touchlines, new digital formats are creating new audiences.
The shift of sport to digital channels will also complete a reshaping of the media industry. Sport is the last big content category propping up viewership of broadcast and cable television, which still provide a large chunk of the profits of big media companies. Nearly a decade ago John Malone, a media mogul, described sport as "the glue that holds the [cable] bundle together". As sport moves to streaming, that glue is coming unstuck.
A new competition
The TV business has been turned upside down in the past five years by the migration of viewers from broadcast and cable to streaming, pioneered by Netflix and hastily followed by most other big media firms, which have yanked their best shows from cable and put them online to attract subscribers. Today streaming accounts for about 40% of TV viewing in America. For the first time in decades a majority of households no longer subscribe to cable.
Consumers' last reason to stay with cable has been sport. But that, too, is now shifting online. ESPN, the biggest sports cable network, which is owned by Disney, will next year launch a streaming platform with all the content previously reserved for cable. ESPN, in conjunction with Warner Bros Discovery and Fox, is also setting up a sports-streaming venture called Venu (pronounced "venue"). NBCUniversal, owned by the Comcast cable empire, is putting more sport on its streaming service, Peacock, even as it holds some events back to protect the cable bundle. "It's a tightrope we walk," says Mr Lazarus. But the direction is clear: by putting sport online, media companies are "pulling out these last Jenga blocks" of the cable business, says MoffettNathanson, a research firm.
Streaming upstarts would love to topple the Jenga tower. Amazon Prime Video, which began showing Thursday night NFL games in 2021, has a sporting menu in America that includes baseball, ice-hockey and soon, probably, games from the National Basketball Association (NBA). YouTube, owned by Google, has bought baseball and NFL rights. Apple in 2022 acquired exclusive rights to Major League Soccer (MLS), America's top football league, for its Apple TV+ streaming service.
Perhaps most significantly Netflix, the biggest streaming service of the lot and once the most sceptical about buying sports rights, has changed its mind. Live sport is the fastest way to bring a large, simultaneous audience to its advertising business, which it launched in 2022. As a warm-up, in the next few months it will stage novelty events, such as a hotdog-eating contest run by an outfit called Major League Eating and a boxing match between Mike Tyson, a former heavyweight champion, and a YouTuber half his age. But soon it will get serious. On Christmas Day it will show an NFL game live for the first time, and next year will air a full season of WWE wrestling. Few believe these sports deals will be its last.
The entry of streaming services has contributed to a sharp rise in the cost of sports media rights. The NBA is rounding off negotiations for the next 11 years of rights in America, in a deal that looks likely to raise nearly three times as much money as before, by dividing its games between Disney, NBCUniversal and Amazon. As the cost of sports rights rises, content budgets are shifting away from other forms of entertainment. MoffettNathanson estimates that in 2019 the nine biggest American entertainment companies devoted 20% of their content spending to sport. This year the figure will be 24%. More football may mean less film: Netflix says that buying the rights to an NFL game costs as much as making a medium-budget movie.
For sports leagues, streaming promises something more alluring than ready money: greater reach, to the young in particular. The apparently healthy audience figures for sport on broadcast and cable TV disguise a steep decline in young viewers. In America under-18s are spending a quarter less time watching televised NFL games than they did eight years ago. Young people have abandoned broadcast and cable in general (the average viewer of MTV, a once-hip music channel, is now 51 years old), and as long as sport remains there it will struggle to reach them. Losing young fans is a growing concern: 40% of 35- to 64-year-olds worldwide say they are interested in the Olympics, for instance, but only 26% of 18-34s, according to Ampere Analysis, another research firm.
Faster, higher, more international
Streaming offers leagues a way to grow abroad, too. Compared with other forms of entertainment, sport is markedly unglobalised. The majority of Hollywood's box-office revenue this century has been earned overseas, and music recorded in New York and Nashville tops charts around the world. American sports, in comparison, scarcely travel. Despite staging matches in Britain, Germany and other potential markets, the NFL earns 98% of its media-rights revenue in its home market. America's other main sports translate little better; Indian cricket and European football are likewise watched mostly at home. The Premier League, the top flight of English football, is rare in making the majority of its money overseas (see chart 2).

Global streaming platforms could change that. Netflix's airing of its Christmas NFL game to its 270m members in more than 190 countries will mark probably the widest-ever single transmission of a live major sports event. This was key to the league's interest in the deal. "A huge part of that thinking was that the way Netflix distributes content, the way they surface content, is clearly global," says Brian Rolapp of the NFL. "It's the only game we know that we can play on one single partner that will be distributed globally, consistently. And that to us is very, very interesting."
Netflix has formidable power to introduce audiences to new content and characters. It recently took over the home-screens of subscribers around the world to promote a comedy "roast" of Tom Brady, an NFL star. Its ability to shape local tastes was demonstrated in New Zealand in April, when it tested its WWE programme. Though wrestling has little following there, the match was reportedly the most-watched Netflix show in the country.
MLS, a younger league looking to broaden its footprint, has bet everything on streaming. Last season it swapped a mishmash of TV-rights deals for a single, global partnership with Apple. The deal has given the league distribution in more than 100 countries, a previous "pain point", says Camilo Durana, head of media rights at MLS. Commentary comes in English, Spanish and, for Canadian games, French. Mr Durana says the Apple deal also makes for a more fan-friendly experience at home: rather than subscribing to different services, viewers can get every match in one place. And whereas matches were previously held at times that suited different distributors, now they are reliably at 7.30pm on Saturday in America's Eastern time zone. Average viewing time is 56 minutes, more than twice what it was before.
Global distribution is allowing sports to find audiences in unexpected places. Formula 1 racing has roared into Americans' viewing habits thanks in part to a Netflix documentary series, "Drive to Survive", which debuted in 2019 and has run for six seasons. F1's new American owner, Liberty Media, which bought the championship in 2017, wanted to reach viewers who were not already fans, so set out to tell stories happening off the track. "Our sport is drivers with gloves and a helmet, inside the car. You don't know anything. So the way to be attractive is to show behind the scenes, in a sort of narrative way," says Stefano Domenicali, F1's chief executive.
The gamble has paid off. The show was a hit, and not just with the older men who typically watch F1. Three-quarters of its audience is under 55 and 40% are women, according to a poll by YouGov. Most importantly for F1, it was a hit in America, which has allowed the organisation to command a higher price there for rights to its races. Before the show ESPN had been paying F1 a reported $5m a year in America; since "Drive to Survive" the price is said to have risen more than ten-fold. 
Predictably, others have rushed to copy the idea. Amazon, Apple and ESPN are making fly-on-the-wall shows about ice-hockey, football and women's basketball. Netflix churned out more such shows of its own. After "Drive to Survive", "We heard from almost every single league," says Brandon Riegg, head of unscripted content at Netflix. Follow-ups include "Unchained" (cycling), "Quarterback" (American football) and, ahead of the Olympics, series on sprinting and gymnastics.
The features of a successful docu-drama, Netflix has learned, are not the same as those of a successful sport. Knockout tournaments, often favoured by fans, are narratively tricky: "Break Point", Netflix's tennis documentary, struggled to maintain viewers' interest as its protagonists were eliminated. "Under Pressure", which followed America's women's football team at the World Cup, suffered when its subjects were knocked out early. Events where all competitors finish--F1, the Tour de France, or 18 holes of golf--work better, says Mr Riegg: "There is a natural beginning, middle and end point."

Sports as storytelling may grate with hardcore fans. But it points to the new way in which younger fans are consuming sport. Though they are less likely than older viewers to watch full games, they are more likely to engage with sport in nearly every other way. Young fans watch half an hour less live sport per week than older ones, but spend more time on fantasy sports, sporting podcasts, social media and more (see chart 3). "There's a general prevailing narrative that Gen Z doesn't care as much about sport as previous generations," says Kahlen Macaulay, head of sports partnerships at Snapchat, a youth-centric social platform. "We actually think the opposite is true."
One difference is a shift in allegiance from teams to individual athletes. Social media have given fans a direct link to stars of all kinds, including in sports (the most followed accounts on Facebook and Instagram belong to Cristiano Ronaldo, a footballer). Social accounts let athletes "showcase who they are with their helmet off", as the NFL's Mr Rolapp puts it. As a result, the old saying that the name on the front of the jersey--the team's--matters more than the name on the back--the player's--is being reversed. Ampere Analysis finds that 41% of 25- to 34-year-olds are more interested in individual athletes than teams, twice the share among 55- to 64-year-olds. Mr Macaulay dubs this "fluid fandom": young sports enthusiasts have little team loyalty and follow their idols wherever they go.
This fan-pulling power has given star athletes enormous clout. Lionel Messi negotiated a deal with MLS and Apple which reportedly gives him a share of revenue from subscriptions to Apple's football-streaming package. (In return he promotes it on his Instagram account, which is second only to that of Mr Ronaldo in followers.) The Los Angeles Lakers recently drafted Bronny James, an unremarkable basketballer whose father LeBron happens to be the Lakers' most celebrated player. Some fans grumbled but Nike, the sponsor of both father and son, has built an ad campaign around the pair.
The switch of allegiance from teams to individuals also makes it easier for sports to capture new fans. Buzz around Caitlin Clark, a star basketballer, led to a spike in viewership of America's women's college basketball final in April, which for the first time had a higher audience than the men's. ESPN's new rights deal for college sports values women's basketball at $65m a year, ten times its previous value. Star power does not always work: Saudi Arabia's football league has yet to set the world on fire, despite signing Mr Ronaldo. But, given a choice between a player and a team, fans increasingly follow the former. Nielsen, a market-research firm, reported last year that the most popular baseball team in Japan was no longer the Yomiuri Giants but the Los Angeles Angels, following their signing of Ohtani Shohei, a Japanese star (who has since moved to the Dodgers).
Ties to teams have been further weakened by the new streaming deals. American TV and cable helped reinforce loyalty to local teams by making it easier for fans to watch games featuring their local teams than ones from farther afield, which typically involves signing up for an "out of area" package. That makes being a San Francisco Giants fan an expensive business for a New Yorker, say. Centralised deals, such as that of MLS with Apple, make it equally easy to watch any game, freeing fans from geographical ties.
The idea that fans will watch only their home team is also being eroded by the rising popularity of fantasy sports and betting, both of which require players to keep an eye on the whole league. Following a Supreme Court judgment in 2018, betting on sport has been legalised in 38 American states, setting off a betting bonanza. The American Gaming Association found that a quarter of American adults planned to bet on this year's Super Bowl, wagering $23bn, 44% more than last year. The young are keenest: a quarter of millennials regularly bet on sport, versus 6% of baby boomers, according to Deloitte, a consultancy.
Game, bet, match
Media firms are piling into gambling to keep young fans interested. Disney, which used to think betting would tarnish its family-friendly brand, last year launched ESPN Bet, a gambling venture, in partnership with Penn Entertainment, a casino operator. The forthcoming ESPN streaming service will make it easy for users to place a bet. Sports leagues like gambling, too: the NFL reports that fans who bet watch longer than the rest. F1, which used to attract few flutters (in part because races' outcomes are partly dictated by team orders) hopes that short-term, in-race bets may allow more room for gambling.
Media companies and sports organisations alike hope that growing interest in these complementary activities will eventually lead young fans back to the core product, which is where most of the money in sport is still made. "The battle we're fighting is, there's a lot of people following sports--not everyone's watching sports," says Mr Lazarus. Fantasy games and betting are booming, athletes are bigger stars than ever on social media and sport remains a ubiquitous topic of conversation. Nonetheless, he explains, "It's harder to get people, especially younger people, to sit down and watch a full match." If sport is to retain its colossal value, today's young followers will at some point have to be converted into fans. #
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The switch in time
Which Kamala Harris is now at the top of the Democratic ticket?
The race to define the new presumptive nominee
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | WASHINGTON, DC

IT IS BAD form to be dour, doubting or dissenting at a coronation. And Democrats are a well-behaved lot. On July 21st President Joe Biden abandoned his bid for re-election, less than a month before he was to be formally nominated at the party's convention in Chicago. One day later, his anointed successor, Vice-President Kamala Harris, had secured the spot before any simulacrum of a contest could even begin. Mr Biden transferred his whole campaign infrastructure immediately; his campaign renamed itself "Harris for President" within hours. Her mooted opponents went prostrate: every sitting Democratic governor had endorsed her within a day.
The switch was not regarded with scepticism, but with relief. The party watched in agony as Mr Biden tried to salvage his candidacy after his debate disaster on June 27th. All the while, Republicans were completely united around Donald Trump, who had surged in the polls and appeared messianic after an assassination attempt nearly took his life. Relieved of the albatross of Mr Biden's bid, Democrats have entered a state of collective euphoria.. "It's the future versus the past now," says Jake Auchincloss, a Democratic congressman from Massachusetts. "Seventy percent of Americans said we want the top of both tickets to change...Democrats just did it and Republicans didn't." 
Gargantuan sums of money are pouring into Ms Harris's campaign accounts: $81m arrived within 24 hours of Mr Biden's announcement, the most lucrative day in the history of presidential fundraising. The vice-president was once an object of mockery on social media for her word-salads, undying devotion to Venn diagrams and quirky quotes. She was quickly transformed into an object of veneration.
It is a remarkable reversal of fortune for a vice-president who was not thought of as particularly accomplished while in that office, and who seemed to have squandered the goodwill built up during a short Senate career on a misbegotten campaign for the presidency in 2020 that actually ended in 2019. Ms Harris has many attributes that explain the newfound enthusiasm. At 59, she counts as young compared with gerontocrats like Donald Trump, who is 78. She can complete her sentences, often with vigour. She could appeal more than Mr Biden could to disaffected young voters or to African-Americans veering to the right. 
But after the euphoria fades--perhaps in a week, perhaps after the Democratic convention concludes in one month's time--Democrats might consider asking themselves exactly who has been placed at the top of their presidential ticket.
Ms Harris has adopted several avatars over her political career. As she was coming up the ranks in California she was once a tough-on-crime prosecutor and then a progressive prosecutor. She ran well to Mr Biden's left in the last presidential campaign, sharply attacking him in one debate for opposing racial integration through busing, only to settle comfortably into the position of his running-mate. 
Her portfolios as vice-president have included securing voting rights, tackling the root causes of illegal immigration (unsuccessfully) and defending the right to abortion, on which she has been an effective messenger. As the world's most prominent understudy, her policy disagreements with Mr Biden are hard to decipher. When progressives were at their strongest in the Democratic Party, Ms Harris embraced their flashy ideas like Medicare for All, a single-payer health-care system; the Green New Deal, a utopian proposal for climate-infused statism; and decriminalising illegal border-crossing. But those positions may be uninformative about the current Ms Harris. 
Ask Democrats or diplomats where they think she diverges from Mr Biden on economic and foreign policy, and most will simply shrug their shoulders. "We want to make sure that she runs as a Biden-Harris Democrat and doesn't drift to the left," says Matt Bennett of Third Way, a centrist think-tank. "She needs to ignore the voices of the advocacy groups telling her to soften on immigration and crime."
The vision thing
In the coming weeks, Ms Harris will have the opportunity to sketch out her own vision for America. The first speech she gave as the presumptive nominee, in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, on July 23rd, had plenty of vim and vigour--more in 15 minutes than Mr Biden had mustered in the past 15 weeks--much of it directed at Mr Trump for being a fraud, a predator and a criminal. She was energetic in her defence of the right to abortion. But she ticked through other policy priorities swiftly: passing a ban on assault weapons, subsidising child care and health care, creating a paid family-leave programme. 
Mr Biden himself had filled out only a sparse ledger of ideas for a second term, usually under the banner of "finishing the job", leaving plenty of room for his successor. She will continue to evangelise about Mr Biden's Inflation Reduction Act, which provides hundreds of billions of dollars to subsidise clean-energy projects, as well as the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law, and the student-debt forgiveness achieved through the president's power of the pen (some $144bn). The underlying idea of "Bidenomics"--industrial policy, scepticism of free-trade deals, large social transfers and aggressive antitrust and environmental regulation--would be expected to stay intact in a Harris administration.
Whether there is a distinctive Harris doctrine of foreign policy is even more enigmatic. Her advocates tout her travels abroad while vice-president, including one meeting with Xi Jinping, China's leader, and six with Volodymyr Zelensky, Ukraine's president. Her speech to the Munich Security Conference in February 2024 was textbook Bidenism: defending a rules-based international order, criticising American isolationists and staunchly embracing Ukraine "for as long as it takes". Her schedule and call logs show conversation with many heads of state, especially those of Mexico, Japan and the Philippines. The only area where some see a difference between Mr Biden and Ms Harris is over Israel. "People think Harris might be moderately better than Biden, but we're still waiting to see signals that she's ready to turn the page on...our weapons' backing for Netanyahu's war," says Waleed Shahid, a Democratic strategist who advises the Uncommitted campaign, which urged protest votes over Gaza against Mr Biden in primaries.
Republicans believe they have plenty of powerful lines of attack against Ms Harris. They have christened her the "border tsar" and are pinning the blame on her for high levels of illegal immigration since Mr Biden took office. On July 23rd Mr Trump hosted a call with reporters to level exactly this charge. "If she becomes president, Kamala Harris will make the invasion exponentially worse, just like she did with San Francisco," Mr Trump said. "She's far more radical than he is. She wants open borders." Her rejoinder, that she was never border tsar but merely tasked with tackling the root causes of migration, may be too technical to be noticed. 
Further down the ballot, Republicans feel they have more ammunition against the new candidate, not less. "If anything, she's worse on these issues than Biden," says Dave McCormick, the Republican nominee for a crucial Senate race in Pennsylvania, citing the border, the economy, crime and the environment. "We were looking at a bunch of clips of her on fossil fuels and she is 100% unequivocally opposed to fracking," he adds. Her comments will be a liability in his state, a vital one on the road to the White House. 
For Democrats, though, the most important question is less what does Ms Harris stand for--that can be filled out later--but whether or not she can defeat Mr Trump. Here, too, there is ample uncertainty (though it beats the near-certainty of Mr Biden's impending loss). Mr Biden dropped out because of that near-certainty. As the president told Americans in an Oval Office address on July 24th, he felt his record and leadership merited a second term, "but nothing, nothing can come in the way of saving our democracy. That includes personal ambition."
Back in the race
Polls released since the switch look more favourable to Ms Harris than before. Our poll, conducted with YouGov from July 21st through 23rd, found her three points behind Mr Trump in the national popular vote--roughly where Mr Biden was, though better than her previous hypothetical matchup. Her net favourability is minus nine percentage points, up from minus 15 points the week before, which is roughly tied with Mr Trump's margin of minus ten (and well ahead of Mr Biden's at minus 19). Democrats have also closed the enthusiasm gap with Republicans, which had become dire (see chart). 

Tony Fabrizio, Mr Trump's pollster, has pre-emptively warned of a "Harris honeymoon" which may mean that polls show "Harris is gaining on or even leading" Mr Trump. He thinks this will fade. Ms Harris's campaign disagrees. "About 7% of voters remain undecided in this race, and these voters are disproportionately Black, Latino, and under 30...and two times more likely to be Democrats than Republicans," wrote Jen O'Malley Dillon, Ms Harris's campaign chair, in a polling memo.
American voters do not decide based on past consistency, policy acumen and considered comparison of platforms--much as this newspaper might wish they did. Were they to do so, Ms Harris would be an improbable Democratic nominee to emerge from a properly contested convention (and the Trump-Vance ticket would be hopeless). Democrats have met this turn of fortune not with sorrow but with jubilation. That is not because they feel that Ms Harris is the greatest candidate possible. She is the only candidate possible. And with her, they at least have a chance. #
Stay on top of American politics with The US in brief, our daily newsletter with fast analysis of the most important electoral stories, and Checks and Balance, a weekly note from our Lexington columnist that examines the state of American democracy and the issues that matter to voters.
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The mobiliser
The clues in Kamala Harris's championing of reproductive rights
Abortion has been the issue on which the presumptive Democratic nominee has been most visible and effective
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | Washington, DC

"WE...WILL STOP Donald Trump's extreme abortion bans because we trust women to make decisions about their own bodies and not have their government tell them what to do," Kamala Harris, now the presumptive Democratic nominee, told a roaring crowd near Milwaukee on July 23rd. "When Congress passes a law to restore reproductive freedoms, as president of the United States I will sign it."
Abortion is the subject on which Ms Harris sounds both most fluent and most different from Joe Biden. Mr Biden is so queasy about the topic that he can barely say the word: he failed to do so in his last state-of-the-union address, despite it being scripted. Ms Harris, by contrast, this year became the first vice-president to visit an abortion clinic. Her record of protecting women's rights could be an asset in mobilising voters. Although for most Americans abortion is not their deciding issue, it has become a priority for Democratic voters. In an election that could hinge on turnout, such mobilisation could be critical. 
According to a YouGov survey this week, Ms Harris outperforms Mr Trump by 12 percentage points on who would be better at handling the abortion issue. When the same question was asked about Mr Biden earlier this month, he outperformed Mr Trump by only five points. Among young Democratic women, 69% trust Ms Harris to speak about the issue, compared with 49% for Mr Biden, according to KFF, a non-profit organisation focused on health.
Whereas she can lack authenticity on other issues, on abortion Ms Harris has it in spades. She sees abortion as both basic health care and a basic right. And she has used it to speak about other freedoms that she claims Mr Trump would threaten or roll back. She is at her most effective when she talks with the conviction of a prosecutor who knows right from wrong about how Mr Trump "stole" a fundamental right from Americans. This fits well with a broader justice-warrior message.
This combative stance counts on the Republicans continuing to look like the bad guys on abortion, a reputation Mr Trump is trying to magic away. At the Republican convention the issue of abortion was notable for its absence. Mr Trump mentioned it not once and his running-mate, J.D. Vance, deleted the section of his website calling for a national ban (the site has since shut down). 
Still, abortion clearly remains a winning issue for Democrats. But Ms Harris must be careful of the trap Republicans are laying for her: to present themselves as moderate while painting Ms Harris as an "abortion positivity" radical. Anti-abortion activists are already calling her the "abortion tsar". #
Stay on top of American politics with The US in brief, our daily newsletter with fast analysis of the most important electoral stories, and Checks and Balance, a weekly note from our Lexington columnist that examines the state of American democracy and the issues that matter to voters.
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The "brat" vote
Is Kamala Harris "brat"?
America's TikTok election just became more interesting
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | New York

"YOU THINK you just fell out of a coconut tree?", begins a viral clip of Kamala Harris. It resurfaced in the days after Joe Biden's disastrous debate performance, but this video has a twist. The song "Von dutch", by a British pop star, Charli XCX, begins to rev in the background. Ms Harris's signature belly laugh rises up. A lime-green filter with the word "brat"--the cover art and name of XCX's new album--flashes across the screen.
"You exist in the context of all in which you live and what came before you," says Ms Harris. The beat drops. Enter supercuts of Ms Harris. 

The video, uploaded to X by Ryan Long, a college student in Delaware, has 4m views--not counting millions from reshares and copycat remixes that have since spawned across social media. On the day Mr Biden dropped out of the race XCX gave Ms Harris her endorsement on X: "kamala IS brat". The post, which has over 50m views, is high praise. XCX's songs and the colour lime-green have decorated the summer of the world's coolest it-girls for weeks. The singer has defined the essence of "brat" in recent interviews: "You're just like that girl who is a little messy and likes to party." All a brat needs is "just like a pack of cigs and like a BIC lighter".
None of that screams White House. Still, Ms Harris's team is leaning in. It reshared XCX's post and "kamala" versions of the "brat" branding on her campaign's social media, puzzling pundits. Yet this moment did not just fall out of a coconut tree. The ironic, organic collision of cultures is why it works. "Brat" album spoofs were across social media long before they rained over Kamala HQ. Ms Harris's predisposition to becoming a meme is a trait that Mr Long thinks captures something "very similar to Donald Trump". It is also an opportunity Mr Biden's team of meme manufacturers could only dream of (remember "Dark Brandon"? Maybe not).

Over on TikTok, the excitement is palpable. A video of Ms Harris, soundtracked to "Femininomenon", a song by Chappell Roan, a pop star, has 6.6m views. One commenter hopes to "meme her into [the] presidency". Another calls for a "Kamala-nomenon". A similar edit shared to Ms Harris's campaign TikTok has over 35m views. Whether she can turn vibes into votes is one thing. Another is certain: the TikTok election just became more interesting. #
Stay on top of American politics with The US in brief, our daily newsletter with fast analysis of the most important electoral stories, and Checks and Balance, a weekly note from our Lexington columnist that examines the state of American democracy and the issues that matter to voters.
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Kammander-in-chief?
How to decode Kamala Harris's foreign policy
Expect tougher words on Israel, and continuity on Russia and China
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | Washington, DC

KAMALA HARRIS'S first show on the world stage as the Democrats' presumptive new presidential nominee is a disappearing act: on July 24th she absented herself from an address by Binyamin "Bibi" Netanyahu, Israel's prime minister, to a joint meeting of Congress. As vice-president, and president of the Senate, Ms Harris would normally have overseen the event alongside Mike Johnson, speaker of the House. Instead she attended a previously scheduled event in Indianapolis to talk to Zeta Phi Beta, a historically black sorority. Republicans, who have come to embrace Israel with ardour, denounced her no-show as "outrageous". 
Whatever her reasons, it marks a generational transition. Mr Biden is probably the last Democratic president to call himself a "Zionist". He is of a generation that remembers the first 30 years of Israel's existence, as an underdog democracy fighting for survival against Arab enemies, notes Ivo Daalder of the Chicago Council on Global Affairs, a think-tank. "Kamala Harris's formative view is the last 30 years--of Israel as the dominant power in the Middle East that keeps Palestinians under occupation."
That is not to say that Ms Harris is about to abandon Democrats' long-standing support for Israel. Roughly half of congressional Democrats boycotted Mr Netanyahu's speech, and anti-Bibi protests gathered outside. But Ms Harris is set to meet the prime minister on July 25th (Mr Netanyahu plans to meet Mr Biden the same day, and Donald Trump on July 26th). Though her husband is Jewish, Ms Harris does not show the same emotional attachment to Israel as does Mr Biden, who visited Israel within days of Hamas's massacres on October 7th, embraced Mr Netanyahu and promised: "The United States stands with you." More forcefully than Mr Biden, Ms Harris has decried the suffering of Palestinian civilians and pushed for a ceasefire. 
Ms Harris did not mention foreign policy in her first campaign rally as her party's presumptive nominee, in Wisconsin on July 23rd. Her CV on foreign affairs was thin at first, and the subject of controversy about her role in trying to deal with the "root causes" of migration from Central America. Indeed Republicans have renewed attacks on her for failing to secure the southern border.
That said, Ms Harris has become somewhat more assured lately, having visited Europe, Asia and Africa, among other regions. Her national security adviser, Philip Gordon, is a veteran of European and Middle Eastern affairs at the State Department and the White House under Democratic administrations. More than 350 former national-security officials, including Democratic Party heavyweights, described Ms Harris as "the best qualified person to lead our nation as Commander in Chief", with more experience of foreign affairs than most recent incoming presidents.
Ms Harris shares Mr Biden's internationalism. In February at the Munich Security Conference, an annual talkfest, she warned against American retrenchment under Mr Trump. "Isolation is not insulation. In fact, when America has isolated herself, threats have only grown."
But just as she may lack Mr Biden's love of Israel, she may also not fully share his generation's instinctive transatlanticism. Unlike Mr Trump, she would not threaten to abandon European allies. But American politicians of all persuasions are increasingly preoccupied with the growing rivalry with China. 
Were Ms Harris to win power, notes Aaron David Miller of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, another American think-tank, there might be little real change. She will face the same constraints that Mr Obama did in dealing with Mr Netanyahu. The former president may have criticised settlements and pushed for a Palestinian state, but dared not impose his will and even signed a big security deal with Israel. "We rarely use real pressure or leverage on any of our close allies," says Mr Miller. "And when it comes to the Israelis, because of our domestic politics, that is true in spades." 
In his last speech before Congress in 2015, Mr Netanyahu openly opposed Mr Obama's deal with Iran to limit its nuclear programme in exchange for a partial lifting of sanctions (abrogated by Mr Trump in 2018). This time, with his visit overshadowed by American politics and given the uncertainty over who will become president, Mr Netanyahu was less confrontational. Amid repeated standing ovations, he thanked both Mr Biden and Mr Trump, and denounced anti-Israel protesters as "Iran's useful idiots". Above all, he sought to cast Israel as America's vital ally. "Remember this: our enemies are your enemies; our fight is your fight; and our victory will be your victory."
His audience was receptive to his warnings about Iran and its proxy militias. As its nuclear programme advances, Iran is part of an emerging axis of autocracies with Russia, China and North Korea. It has supplied ballistic missiles and drones to Russia for use in Ukraine. 
Ms Harris, then, is likely to end up in the same place as Mr Biden: seeking to create a regional counter-axis with Israel and Gulf Arab states, notably Saudi Arabia. For that to happen, though, America is pushing a ceasefire in Gaza with an exchange of Israeli hostages and Palestinian prisoners. These are to be followed by an end to the war, and some progress towards Palestinian statehood, which Mr Netanyahu opposes. In June Mr Gordon set out two paths for Israel. Endless war in Gaza meant "the looming threat of serious regional escalation, and growing Israeli isolation on the world stage". But America's phased deal promised "the path to a strong, secure and prosperous Israel; at peace with its neighbours; backed by the United States; and integrated in the region as never before." Mr Biden will try to land at least the first stage of the deal in his remaining time. If he fails, the nettle could become Ms Harris's to grasp.#
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Patience, please
Reliable numbers on Trump v Harris are scarce for now
But the forecasting and tracking of America's presidential race will resume shortly
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

IT WAS NOT just politicians and journalists who had to scramble to respond to President Joe Biden's abrupt withdrawal from the election. Pollsters also rushed to get the first reactions from voters. A Reuters/Ipsos poll found Kamala Harris leading Donald Trump by 44% to 42%. The Economist's polling partner, YouGov, found that Ms Harris still trailed by 41% to 44%, roughly in line with Mr Biden's polling before he dropped out on July 21st.
Public opinion may be volatile in the short term, given the weight of news confronting voters. Together with the statistical variability of individual opinion polls, that means it may be some time before a clear view of the race emerges. Betting markets, which provide a subjective but rapid interpretation of events, now give Mr Trump a 56% chance of winning, according to an average by RealClearPolitics, an aggregator. This is down from 66% in the aftermath of the assassination attempt on July 13th--but up from 52% immediately before the presidential debate on June 27th, which proved so disastrous for Mr Biden.
The Economist hopes to resume its nationwide poll tracker next week, once enough polls featuring Ms Harris as the presumptive nominee have been published. Our presidential-election forecast, which at the time of his withdrawal gave Mr Biden a mere 17% chance of winning, relies on a greater volume of polling, including ones conducted in individual states. We aim to relaunch this forecast in early August. For now, hard as it may be for those on tenterhooks, readers should treat any single poll with a healthy dose of scepticism. #
Stay on top of American politics with The US in brief, our daily newsletter with fast analysis of the most important electoral stories, and Checks and Balance, a weekly note from our Lexington columnist that examines the state of American democracy and the issues that matter to voters.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/united-states/2024/07/25/reliable-numbers-on-trump-v-harris-are-scarce-for-now



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Native spirit
A Texas judge gives a nod to America's at-home distillers
Life, liberty and the pursuit of liquor
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | Washington, DC

IN DEVILS LAKE, North Dakota, a man named Ray is making a batch of watermelon moonshine. A video posted to Facebook shows his ruby-red liquid bubbling. "Sounds like Rice Krispies," he wrote. The copper still he makes it in is in his garage. Officially, he claims the set-up is just for distilling water and hand-sanitiser.
For over a century it has been illegal to make spirits at home in America. In December the Competitive Enterprise Institute, a libertarian think-tank representing hobbyists bent on making bourbon in backyards, challenged the ban in court. It argued that the government's prohibition amounted to overreach. The government's lawyers insisted that the federal powers to tax and regulate interstate commerce justified it. On July 10th a Trump-appointed judge in Fort Worth, Texas, declared the law unconstitutional, saying the defence "miss[ed] the maker's mark".
The spirited ruling has not gone into effect and may yet be appealed against. But in the meantime liquor-lovers are celebrating their first win in a decade-long fight.
Hobbyists say distilling is a pastime as American as baseball or baking apple pie--and reckon that banning it infringes on a particularly patriotic freedom. Colonial farmers made spirits from extra grains and George Washington distilled liquor at his Mount Vernon estate. According to Reid Mitenbuler, author of "Bourbon Empire", whiskey was so important at the country's founding that it became "the frontier's de facto currency, knitting together America's early economy".
It was not until 1868 that the government made making hooch at home illegal, punishable by prison. Some say the law was intended to protect government revenue streams. But it is perhaps better explained as a public-health initiative: ethanol vapours produced in the process make stills prone to explosions. (Your correspondent's colleague had an uncle who blew up his garden shed making peach brandy.) Health concerns became more acute during Prohibition, when bootleggers poisoned hundreds with methanol-infused moonshine and bathtub gin.
Today's wannabe distillers tend not to resemble the gritty peddlers of the 1920s. Instead they characterise themselves as amateur scientists--the type who also like to tinker with hand-radios and computers--and point to legalisation as a way to make the hobby safer. While some await the green light from the feds, others, like Ray, distil "in the shadows", says Rick Morris, the head of the Hobby Distillers Association. Fear of being caught discourages novices from getting proper information. Once it is legal, he reckons at-home distilling will be no riskier than boiling an egg. But he also likens it to deep-frying a turkey, a dodgy Thanksgiving tradition that can be deadly when things go wrong.
The libertarian lawyers have loftier aims. To them the case is about hacking away at superfluous regulations. Just as whiskey was part of the country's origins story, so too it is "an American tradition to resist the illegitimate exercise of government power", says Dan Greenberg, the hobbyists' lawyer. More freedoms could be a boon to business. Alcohol aficionados trace the surge in craft beer to a 1978 bill that legalised home-brewing. If it goes down smoothly, the Texas ruling could do the same for liquor. Look out for Devils Lake Watermelon Brandy. #
Stay on top of American politics with The US in brief, our daily newsletter with fast analysis of the most important electoral stories, and Checks and Balance, a weekly note from our Lexington columnist that examines the state of American democracy and the issues that matter to voters.
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Moving on up
Class, race and the chances of outgrowing poverty in America
A big-data analysis offers explanations--and hope
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | Washington, DC

IN LATE-20TH-CENTURY music, the elusiveness of the American Dream is a recurring theme. From Stevie Wonder's ode to a boy "born in hard time Mississippi" in 1973 to Bruce Springsteen's anthems to the working class in factory-shuttered towns in the 1980s, frustration with people's inability to outgrow their circumstances is rife. The timing of the peak of that genre is no coincidence: whereas nearly all American children born in 1940 could still expect to do better than their parents, only two in five could by 1984. 
Last week J.D. Vance, who was born that year, reprised the theme as he accepted the Republican Party's nomination for vice-president. He promised "all the forgotten communities in Michigan, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania and Ohio, and every corner of our nation", to be a vice-president "who never forgets where he came from". 
A new study by Raj Chetty, of Harvard University, and colleagues provides fresh data on how America's landscape of opportunity has shifted sharply over the past decades. Although at the national level there have been only small declines in mobility, the places and groups that have become more (or less) likely to enable children to rise up have changed a lot. The most striking finding is that, compared with the past, a child's race is now less relevant for predicting their future and their socioeconomic class more so. 

The greatest drops in mobility have been not in the places evoked in song, but on the coasts and the Great Plains, which historically provided pathways up (see maps). "Fifteen years ago, the American Dream was alive and well for white children born to low-income parents in much of the North-east and West Coast," says Benjamin Goldman of Cornell University, one of the co-authors. "Now those areas have outcomes on par with Appalachia, the rustbelt and parts of the South-east." 
The fact that white children have become more likely to remain in poverty than before, whereas for black children the reverse is true, raises many questions. The finding comes from tracing the trajectories of 57m children born in America between 1978 and 1992 and looking at their outcomes by the age of 27. "This is really the first look with modern big data into how opportunity can change within a place over time," says Mr Goldman. For children born into high-income families, household income increased for all races between birth cohorts. Yet among those from low-income families, earnings rose for black children and fell for white children. 
A black child born to poor parents in 1992 earned $1,400 a year more than one born in 1978. A similar white child earned $2,000 less than one born in 1978. But on average, a poor white child still earned $9,500 more than a poor black child.
Convergence, not equality
This pattern has played out in virtually every county, though with big regional differences. As a result, the earnings gap between rich and poor white children (the "class gap") grew by 27%, whereas the earnings gap between poor white and poor black children (the "race gap") fell by 28% (see chart). The class gap did not meaningfully change for non-white people. This convergence between poor white and poor black children is as much the result of improved mobility for black children as it is of decreased mobility for white ones. 

The effects echo in other outcomes too. The gap in early-adulthood mortality between rich and poor white Americans more than doubled between the 1978 and 1992 birth cohorts, while the white-black race gap for the same metric fell by 77%. Other gaps between black and white Americans, from SAT uptake and rates of graduation to rates of marriage and incarceration, have narrowed similarly.
None of this means that race is no longer relevant for Americans' chances in life. Although the reversal of the direction of travel is striking, a young black American born in 1992 to poor parents was still four percentage points more likely to remain in poverty than a poor white peer, down from a 15 percentage-point gap for those born in 1978. And while the near doubling in rates of mortality among young, lower-income white Americans is deeply alarming, mortality rates for their black counterparts have increased too, and they are still (a bit) more likely to die young.
In polarised America, where race remains a divisive topic, some are bound to misappropriate the findings. Anti-woke conservatives will claim that the data show how "white privilege" is a myth and that programmes targeting poor black children should instead invest in poor white ones. Woke warriors will argue that race remains the most important factor holding children back from upward mobility, and so dismiss concerns about left-behind white kids. Both are wrong. 
Convergence has not yet brought equality. Despite improvements across America for poor black children, there is still no county where their outcomes match those of poor white ones. Yet the decline of the white working class is steep, and bound to cause grief. Telling a young white man with lower life outcomes than previous generations that he is still doing better than the average black peer is about as useful as telling a young black man that he's doing well "for a black man". 
Another possible misconception is that social mobility is a zero-sum game: that poor white children are doing worse because poor black children are doing better. The authors tackle this by showing how in places where black children have done well, white children's outcomes have remained stable; and in places where white children have done particularly poorly, their black peers have also not thrived. 
In his previous work Mr Chetty demonstrated just how much a child's chances of outperforming their parents depended on their race and where they grew up. One of the questions the authors were left with was how "sticky" these effects would be over time: could opportunities for the next cohorts of children change within these same places, or were they fixed? The new study's most hopeful finding is that, far from being fixed, opportunities within a place can change significantly and rapidly. Neither history nor place is destiny.
This offers clues for policymakers. Jobs, and their role in ensuring that communities flourish, are at the heart of understanding these big shifts. Children's outcomes are tightly correlated with those of the communities in which they grow up. The narrowing of the race gap and widening of the white class gap, write the authors, "can be explained almost entirely by the sharp fall in employment rates for low-income white parents relative to low-income black and high-income white parents". Growing up in a thriving community is crucial for children's future outcomes--and which communities have been thriving over the past 15 years has changed in a way that relatively disadvantages poor white families. "In the past 15 years, we've seen a decline in conditions in low-income white communities relative to low-income black and high-income white communities," concludes Mr Goldman.
American exceptionalism
Americans love a rags-to-riches story. In his acceptance speech last week, Mr Vance pledged to "make this country a place where every dream...will be possible once again". In his bestselling book "Hillbilly Elegy" he writes that the assumption "that only a truly extraordinary person could have made it to where I am today...I think that theory is a load of bullshit." 
But the story of Mr Vance, who grew up in a poor part of the rustbelt, rose to be a venture capitalist and now, at 39, is a potential American president, remains extraordinarily rare. While there has been a reshuffling of opportunities for Americans trying to escape the lowest rung, there has been no progress at all for routes into the upper class. For the vast majority of poor black children, who continue to have a 3% chance of rising from the bottom to the top quintile, and poor white children, whose chances have fallen from 14% to 12%, that door remains firmly shut. #
Stay on top of American politics with The US in brief, our daily newsletter with fast analysis of the most important electoral stories, and Checks and Balance, a weekly note from our Lexington columnist that examines the state of American democracy and the issues that matter to voters.
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Lexington
What identity politics will Kamala Harris practise?
The lessons of Barack Obama, Donald Trump, J.D. Vance and Hillary Clinton
Jul 25, 2024 02:47 PM

WHEN IT COMES to taking advantage of identity in politics, the two most effective American candidates this century have been Barack Obama and Donald Trump. Mr Obama had written the best campaign book ever, "Dreams from My Father", sorting out his own identity. But as a candidate in 2008 he recognised that his identity would speak most eloquently for itself, as would the historic nature of his campaign, implicitly but incandescently illuminating his message of change. By not stressing the obstacles he had to overcome to travel so far as a black man, he made the prospect of his election a compliment not to himself but to America, for overcoming the burden of history. It was maybe the most elegant judo move in American politics, one that turned the weight of racism against itself. "Yes we can," voters found themselves saying along with him. Mr Obama carried 52.9% of the popular vote, still the largest margin of any president since 1988.
Mr Trump's approach has been different, since long before he began spreading suspicions that Mr Obama, with his black skin and strange name, was not born an American. Mr Trump's views of the politics of identity were annealed in the racial and ethnic furnace of New York in the 1970s and 1980s, when a gain for one group was a loss for another. The divisions among categories of people were gaps into which political wedges could be driven. Hence his talk recently of migrants "taking black jobs" and "Hispanic jobs". This approach has never yet won him a majority.
Mr Trump considered diverse contenders as his pick for vice-president, but in the end chose a running-mate who made his name as a tribune of Mr Trump's political base. A Republican senator from Ohio, J.D. Vance is the author of another fine autobiography, "Hillbilly Elegy", in which he too explores his own identity. "I identify with the millions of working-class white Americans of Scotch-Irish descent who have no college degree," he wrote. "Americans call them hillbillies, rednecks or white trash." 
Unlike Mr Obama, Mr Vance continued after publication to substantially revise his understanding, or at least his presentation, of his identity. From holding poor white people such as those he called "welfare queens" responsible for their own bad choices, Mr Vance came to view them as victims. As he did in his speech to the Republican National Convention on July 17th, he now blames the "ruling class" for making the bad decisions, condemning those in "the American heartland" to joblessness and addiction. He also no longer emphasises that he and the people with whom he identifies are white. As a candidate he seems to recognise, as Mr Obama did, that his racial identity can announce itself. 
But very unlike Mr Obama, Mr Vance appears to be spoiling for a fight over race. "Are you a racist?" he asked, pointing his finger at the viewer in an advertisement during his Senate campaign two years ago. He said "the media calls us racist" for wanting to build a wall along the southern border. "Whatever they call us, we will put America first," he concluded. This is a politics Mr Obama anticipated but failed to defuse. When he was compelled by a political crisis to tackle race head-on in 2008, he gave a penetrating speech in Philadelphia in which he spoke of the sources of black anger and noted: "And yet, to wish away the resentments of white Americans, to label them as misguided or even racist, without recognising they are grounded in legitimate concerns--this too widens the racial divide and blocks the path to understanding."
That seems like a long time ago. One of the themes of Mr Trump's campaign is that Democrats are enacting policies biased against white people. "I think there is a definite anti-white feeling in this country and that can't be allowed," he told Time magazine in April. "There's absolutely a bias against white."
This is the treacherous terrain onto which Vice-President Kamala Harris is stepping as the presumptive Democratic nominee. By virtue of her identity--of several of her identities--she could make history: as the first female president, the first female and black president, the first Indian-American president. But will that make her candidacy the ideal challenge to Mr Trump's, or the ideal foil? Already some Republicans are calling her a "DEI hire", a reference to diversity, equity and inclusion.
Dreams from her mother
Ms Harris's own campaign book, "The Truths We Hold", lacks the searching quality of Mr Obama's or Mr Vance's. In fact, like most campaign books, it is a bit pedestrian. (Published in 2019, it seems preoccupied with explaining, at a moment the Democratic Party was swinging to the left on law enforcement, why she made her career as a prosecutor.) "One of my mother's favourite sayings was, 'Don't let anybody tell you who you are. You tell them who you are,'" she writes. But, in her presidential bid and her three years as vice-president, she never really did that. 
Ms Harris chose "Pioneer" as her Secret Service code name and, in explaining or defending herself, has at times fallen back on describing her path-breaking and the resistance it can provoke. Such arguments, though fair, are better left to others. As Hillary Clinton showed in 2016, "I'm with her," flattering as it is to a history-making candidate, is the wrong way to say "She's for us."
So far, as the presumptive nominee, Ms Harris has wisely taken a page from Mr Obama and reintroduced herself by emphasising not her identity but her experience as a prosecutor, the issues she is running on and her ambitions for the whole country, rather than any group. Americans may no longer be ripe for Mr Obama's summons to a transcendent unity, but they are clearly uneasy with Mr Trump's zero-sum politics. Maybe a black Indian-American woman, the daughter of immigrants and wife of a white Jew, can affirm instead what voters know from their own lives, that people are too interesting to be reduced to dumb political stereotypes.#
Stay on top of American politics with The US in brief, our daily newsletter with fast analysis of the most important electoral stories, and Checks and Balance, a weekly note from our Lexington columnist that examines the state of American democracy and the issues that matter to voters.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/united-states/2024/07/25/what-identity-politics-will-kamala-harris-practise



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            United States
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Asia
          
        

      

      The Americas

      
        Cuba is out of supplies and out of ideas
        On its knees :: Penury is pushing the island towards Russia and China

      

      
        The strong dollar is hurting exports from Latin America
        Greenback blues :: For three small dollarised economies it has exposed a lack of competitiveness

      

      
        
          	
            United States
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Asia
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




On its knees
Cuba is out of supplies and out of ideas
Penury is pushing the island towards Russia and China
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | HAVANA

CUBANS USED to look back at what Fidel Castro called the "special period" after the end of the Soviet Union and its largesse and think that was as bad as things could get. They were too optimistic. Today officials talk of a "war economy". The consensus on the street in Havana, the capital, is that shortages are worse than in the early 1990s. Cuba produces little in sufficient quantity: not sugar, which it once supplied to the world; not eggs, which it recently imported from Colombia; not milk powder, which it gets from the UN; not power, as worsening blackouts reveal. The government lacks foreign currency for imports. Inflation is rampant; a dollar's worth of Cuban pesos at the official exchange rate is worth seven cents at the unofficial one. The price of a carton of eggs outstrips the monthly minimum wage.

The economic crisis is accelerating two recent trends. First, the communist government is losing control of the country--which is not to say the regime is about to fall. "All of us are here to save the revolution and save socialism," Cuba's president, Miguel Diaz-Canel, said this month. But few believe the ideological rhetoric. The government is unable to provide even the basic canasta (basket) of goods for its people, let alone anything else. The result is growing inequality, unrest and emigration. In the two years to the end of 2023 a tenth of the population of 11.2m left (see chart). Second, in search of succour the government is moving even closer to China and Russia. These growing economic and security ties come at a time when American officials are worried by those countries' growing influence in Latin America. 
Cuban officials like to blame American sanctions for the island's plight. They certainly don't help. After an opening under Barack Obama was not reciprocated by Cuba, Donald Trump tightened sanctions, slashing how much money Cuban Americans could send to relatives. Joe Biden's administration has loosened this, but left almost all Mr Trump's other Cuba measures in place. Adding to the difficulties, Venezuela's collapse in 2014 cut shipments of subsidised fuel to the island, and the pandemic shut off the flow of tourists and their vital foreign exchange. 
But the regime's commitment to central planning and state control is the root cause of the woes. For a communist government, not being able to provide for its people is wounding. "The basic stuff is missing and when it comes it is dodgy: eggs without yolks that are yellow," says one woman who asked not to be named. Thanks to the nascent private sector, everything from Lindt chocolate to Philadelphia cheese is available, but at prices far beyond the reach of the vast majority. Because of inflation, officially running at 30%, Cuba is in effect dollarising--but with few dollars. Restaurants in Havana barely disguise their delight at being paid in greenbacks.
Cubans are increasingly restless. Big protests in 2021 were met with stiff prison sentences for over 700 people. Subsequent ones have been smaller and have tended not to call for the regime's overthrow. In March some Cubans took to the streets to complain about power cuts, which outside the capital last for hours, and a lack of food. "Fear has started to recede," says Carolina Barrera, an exiled activist. 
The official response has been timid and unimaginative. Fidel Castro died in 2016 and his younger brother Raul is 93 and in poor health. The Communist Party's collective leadership veers between reform and reaction. In 2021 the government allowed private businesses to expand and employ up to 100 people in a limited range of activities. But they find it difficult to get hard currency. The government has recently further restricted their scope and raised taxes on them, says Marta Deus, who runs a food-delivery firm. Business owners have been denied permission to travel abroad; some have been aggressively audited. 
Tourism could help, but Cuba faces fierce competition from the likes of the Dominican Republic and Cancun in Mexico, says Omar Everleny, an economist. Tourist arrivals have picked up recently, but remain far lower than the 4m in 2019. Russians, who mill around army-run hotels in Havana, and Latinos tend to spend less than Europeans, or the Americans who flocked there after Mr Obama loosened sanctions. Few Chinese come.
The regime is looking once again to its friends to bail it out. There is talk of Russian investment in sugar production and the pharmaceutical industry. Security ties are growing, too. Last month, Cuba received a visit by Russian ships in Havana for the first time since the full-scale invasion of Ukraine. It is looking at becoming a member of the BRICS, an increasingly China-dominated group of emerging countries. The Centre for Strategic and International Studies, a think-tank in Washington, claims that China is expanding four installations that it may be using to spy on the United States.
The Biden administration has played down concerns over these developments. Cuba's ties with Russia tend to wax and wane. American officials are more worried about Chinese influence in their backyard. And neither country is offering much. Both like to be paid back, which Cuba is not good at. Russia and China appear to be frustrated by the rigid ineptness of a regime that refuses to contemplate even state capitalism on Vietnamese lines. Last year Oleg Deripaska, a Russian oligarch subject to Western sanctions, set up a think-tank in Havana that is said to be promoting his country's model of selling off state-owned enterprises to a small circle. 
The United States could do more to offer an alternative to those ties. American officials say they want to. In May the administration changed its rules to allow Cuban businesses access to American digital financial services, including bank accounts. But the underlying problem has long been the Cuban government's mistrust of the private sector. That reflects the unease of some Cubans who see unprecedented wealth in their country, but in a few hands. At night, while many loll idly on the Malecon, Havana's coastal promenade, others park their Teslas in front of clubs and bars. "All the new businesses are linked to the regime," grumbles one woman. In fact, of the more than 11,000 of them, perhaps 5% are, says Ric Herrero of the Cuba Study Group, a pressure group in Washington. That is still a lot. 
Many Cubans have long dreamed of the regime's collapse. But that is unlikely, and would bring other problems. The opposition lacks structure, a programme or people, inside or outside, says Carlos Alzugaray, a former Cuban diplomat. "The best chance of change is coming from the current government." 
But it is not happening. "We're working with a regime with no plan, no way forward, no way out," says Ricardo Zuniga, a former American official. "It is enabling not just economic collapse but social collapse too." Emigration is at record highs. "Our neighbourhood is emptying out of young people," says Juneir, who lives in a Havana suburb. "If this country had [land] borders, there would be nobody left." #
Sign up to El Boletin, our subscriber-only newsletter on Latin America, to understand the forces shaping a fascinating and complex region.
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Greenback blues
The strong dollar is hurting exports from Latin America
For three small dollarised economies it has exposed a lack of competitiveness
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

CONDITIONS IN ECUADOR'S Andean highlands are ideal for growing roses. The country is one of the world's biggest exporters of them. But having suffered with the pandemic slump and social unrest in 2022, the rose growers now have another problem. After its currency collapsed, in 2000 Ecuador adopted the American dollar instead. With the dollar now strong, Ecuador's roses are losing out in world markets to rivals from Colombia, Ethiopia and Kenya. Thanks to a weakening of Colombia's peso, in 2023 its flower exports were more than 40% higher than before the pandemic, while those from Ecuador had grown by just 12% over the same period.

Like Ecuador, Panama and El Salvador also use the dollar. Exports from all three have been hit recently by the strength of the greenback (see chart), but selectively so. Economic growth in all three countries is projected to fall below the (admittedly modest) Latin American average. There are some other factors, too. Ecuador has suffered a destabilising wave of gang violence. Following protests, Panama's government closed a big copper mine, which has shaved perhaps 1% off its GDP. And unpredictable policymaking in El Salvador under its authoritarian president, Nayib Bukele, has shaken investment. The strong dollar adds to all these difficulties.
Adopting the dollar means renouncing an independent monetary policy and forgoing the option of responding to external shocks by devaluing the currency. Central banks still exist in Ecuador and El Salvador, but they do not control the money supply or set interest rates. Instead, economies have to find other ways in which to be flexible and competitive.
But in Latin America that is rarely the case. Dollarisation encourages greater economic integration with the rest of the world because it cuts the transaction costs involved in trade. But if goods and services are uncompetitive, it is tougher to make the most of potential opportunities. A recent study published in Applied Economics, a peer-reviewed journal, found that adopting the dollar had failed to create any major positive trade effects for Latin America.
Strict fiscal policy becomes especially important, because countries cannot print money to cover their budget deficits. But in all the dollarised three, deficits were sizeable last year and public debt looks worryingly high. The IMF is particularly alarmed about El Salvador's fiscal expansion, which it deems "unsustainable". 
These difficulties should give pause to Javier Milei, Argentina's president, who campaigned on adopting the dollar and shutting down the central bank. He might argue that by eliminating the fiscal deficit and tearing down controls, he is making Argentina's economy sufficiently flexible to benefit from dollarisation. And it is certainly true that Latin America has abused currency depreciation to cover up policy flaws. But experience shows that far from being a panacea, to dollarise can create a rod for one's own back. #
Sign up to El Boletin, our subscriber-only newsletter on Latin America, to understand the forces shaping a fascinating and complex region.
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Japanese defence
Is this a new age of warrior Japan?
The country is spending more on its armed forces. But not everyone is on board
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | SENDAI, TOKYO and YOKOSUKA

IMAGINE A WEEKEND outing for a Japanese family, and a tour of a warship may not come to mind. Yet thousands came to see the Ise, a light aircraft-carrier, when it moored off Sendai, on Japan's north-east coast, earlier this month. Children scrambled around a helicopter on the deck. Enthusiasts snapped photos of anti-aircraft turrets. Many expressed gratitude for the Self-Defence Forces (SDF), as Japan's armed forces are called. "The SDF protects us. It's a wonderful thing," gushed Yamazaki Saori, who took her daughter. "Japan is facing so many threats." 
Such events reflect how much has changed in Japan, which has had a fraught relationship with military power since its defeat in the second world war. Through much of the post-war period Japan preferred to focus on economic development and leave security to America, its main ally. In recent decades China's rise, North Korea's acquisition of nuclear weapons and America's unreliability changed that calculus; Russia's invasion of Ukraine in 2022 dispelled any remaining illusions that peace can be taken for granted. As Ishiyama Shuichi, an SDF veteran who visited the Ise, put it, "People no longer have heiwa bokeh," a phrase meaning "the peace blur" (or, if used derisively, "peace senility"). 
That clarity has helped shape Japan's security policy. In late 2022 Kishida Fumio, Japan's prime minister, unveiled reforms that build on the efforts of his predecessors, Abe Shinzo and Suga Yoshihide, to strengthen Japan's defences and build more credible deterrence. Though lacking a handy catchphrase like Germany's Zeitenwende, the Japanese plans are no less historic. The government pledged to raise spending on national security to 2% of GDP by 2027, an increase of more than 60% from 2022; to acquire long-range missiles that allow the SDF to strike beyond its borders; and to make the SDF combat-ready. 
A stronger Japan would have big implications for the balance of power in the Indo-Pacific. If it follows through on its stated plans, it could become the world's third-largest defence spender, up from tenth in 2022. No wonder, then, that America is thrilled. When the two countries' defence and foreign-affairs ministers meet in Tokyo for a "2+2" meeting later this month, Japan's security surge will be front of mind. 

But how ready is Japan to become a warrior nation? The defence budget grew by 27% in 2023 and will rise by another 17% in 2024, reaching Y=8trn ($51bn) in current prices, the largest in the history of the SDF; between 2013 and 2022 it grew by an average of 1% annually, after accounting for inflation (see chart). Hundreds of missiles are due to be delivered next year; the SDF's command-and-control structures are being updated. Yet constraints remain. Japan's defence industry is stunted; its currency is weak; its youngsters have little interest in joining the SDF; and public support for hard power still has limits. 
To understand where Japan's armed forces are heading, consider first where the SDF began. The country's post-war constitution, drafted under American occupation, was designed to demilitarise Japan. When the Korean war broke out in 1950 the Japanese government, with America's backing, set up an armed police that eventually became the SDF. For decades politicians kept the SDF's growth to a minimum. An informal cap on defence spending of around 1% of GNP went into effect in 1976. As the memory of the war receded and new threats emerged, the SDF's public image evolved. Disaster-relief efforts after big earthquakes in 1995 and 2011 helped make the SDF one of Japan's most trusted institutions: more than 90% of Japanese have a positive impression of it. 
Bulking up 
Yet a more muscular Japan remained a tricky proposition until recently. In 2015, when Abe pushed to reinterpret the constitution to allow Japan to defend allies beyond its own borders, tens of thousands gathered for raucous protests. (Abe's policies still passed.) Since the war in Ukraine, opposition has faded. The public has got used to the idea of stronger armed forces, reckons Ushida Yoshimasa, who helped lead the protests a decade ago. When Mr Kishida unveiled his defence policies, protests were muted. 
Bigger budgets and a more supportive public have made it possible for the SDF to undertake long-discussed reforms. The command structure is being reorganised in order to create smoother co-ordination between different services and America. In the past the SDF chief had to act as both a military adviser to political leaders and an operational commander, and to liaise with multiple counterparts in America, explains Kawano Katsutoshi, who held the job from 2014 to 2019. A joint-operations command will be launched by early next year and will take on the operational responsibilities of war planning and conducting exercises. The move has also prompted America to revise its own outdated command-and-control architecture. 
Long-range missiles were taboo under Japan's doctrine of senshu boei, or exclusive defence, which held that the SDF should possess only the minimal force necessary to repel an invasion of Japan. These days the SDF is rushing to acquire 400 Tomahawk missiles from America, which have a range of some 1,600km. At a recent training session on an American base in Yokosuka, south of Tokyo, Japanese officers inquired about setting missile flight-paths in a contested environment, of the sort they might face in a conflict with China. 
Areas that have suffered from chronic underinvestment, but which would be essential for sustaining combat, are also getting overdue attention. The maintenance budget has doubled since 2022, allowing the SDF to utilise its existing ships and planes better (only around half of its assets were estimated to be operational in 2022). Outlays on ammunition have tripled. Contracts have been signed to repair more than 20,000 facilities across the country. Living quarters are getting long-neglected upgrades: barracks will finally be equipped with Wi-Fi and old squat toilets will be replaced with the electronic bidet-toilets that are standard across most of Japan.
While such steps are welcome, they also indicate how far Japan has to go. And major obstacles remain on the road ahead. One set is financial. In 2022 planners assumed an exchange rate of Y=108 to the dollar; it is now around Y=160. Even domestically produced systems rely on imported components, meaning that the new budget will not go as far as hoped. The government has also dawdled on planned rises in income, corporate and cigarette taxes, posing questions about the sustainability of the higher defence budgets. Although most Japanese support spending more on security, they are less keen to pay for it through taxes.
Building and operating new kit poses another challenge. Japan's defence industry has been stunted by long-standing restrictions on arms exports. The government has begun to loosen these, and is pushing for greater collaboration with allies. But ramping up production will take time. The government has made no guarantees that the spending levels will be sustained beyond 2027, leaving executives uncertain about investing in expanded production lines. In an ageing, shrinking Japan, manpower is also in short supply. 
The SDF is also short of people. "There have been improvements in terms of hardware, but I'm more worried about the software, the fighting posture," says Mr Kawano. Though many respect the SDF, relatively few people are ready to join. In global surveys Japan ranks last in terms of the share of the population willing to fight for their country, with just 9% answering in the affirmative. Last year the SDF missed its recruiting target by half. 
Nor does widespread respect for the SDF or concern about aggressive neighbours translate into eagerness to completely abandon Japan's post-war peace-loving identity. Even those who came to see the Ise have reservations. "I think the SDF is a safety net--it's the last resort," says Ms Yamazaki's daughter, Kurumi. Many in Japan still remember where an excess of warrior spirit can lead. #
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Pomp and preparation
Taiwan is beefing up its military exercises to counter China
The island's new defence minister wants more practice and less performance
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | HUALIEN

THE ANNUAL Han Kuang exercises are Taiwan's biggest military drills, focused on countering Chinese invasion. They have also been criticised as being largely a public-relations exercise. In the past Taiwanese special forces and marines would don red hats that marked them as Chinese invaders, then act out attempted beach landings or airport takeovers. Announcers would narrate how Taiwan's armed forces had repelled them live on television, as the president watched in approval. It was a good show, but poor practice for war. Last year a woman was filmed sunbathing in a bikini on the same beach where Taiwan's army and navy were enacting a Chinese amphibious landing. 
This year was meant to be different. Last month Wellington Koo, the defence minister, and Mei Chia-shu, chief of the general staff, announced that the exercises, which were due to take place from July 22nd to 26th, would be unscripted. The flashy firepower displays usually performed for president and press would be cancelled. So would the role-playing segment. Instead of acting as imaginary enemies, the special forces would "return to their original roles" of practising defending Taiwan, said Mr Mei. For a change, soldiers would respond to surprise scenarios. 
The changes to the Han Kuang exercises come on the back of increasing pressure from China, which has condemned Lai Ching-te, Taiwan's new president, as a "separatist". China is also ramping up its grey-zone pressures (aggression that falls short of acts of war) in the Taiwan Strait. Meanwhile, Donald Trump, America's Republican candidate for president, has suggested that he might not defend Taiwan if China attacked it. 
All this means that public morale is also low. Polls suggest that nearly half of the Taiwanese have no confidence in their armed forces' capacity to protect them from Chinese invasion. Taiwanese volunteers returning from the battlefield in Ukraine have criticised their own country's military training as inept. 
Mr Koo is trying to change this. He headed Taiwan's national security council under the former president, Tsai Ing-wen. She had launched an overhaul of Taiwan's defences: extending conscription, nearly doubling Taiwan's defence budget, expanding domestic arms production and increasing training with America. Since becoming defence minister in May, Mr Koo has reduced the ceremonial aspects of Taiwan's military training. 
Even so, an incoming typhoon led to most of the exercises being cancelled this year, and the event being called off a day early. Mr Lai still supervised some disaster-relief drills. And some live-fire scenarios still took place on outlying islands, with narrators encouraging viewers sheltering from the typhoon at home to tune in. "Every drop of sweat in these exercises is a badge of honour for defending the homeland," one said. Han Kuang may be less scripted. But it is still a show. #
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What Modi 3.0 may mean
A weakened Narendra Modi subsidises jobs and doles out pork
The prime minister has had to compromise after a disappointing election
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | Delhi

NARENDRA MODI, India's prime minister, was brimming with confidence when his government unveiled an interim budget in February. With a general election a few weeks away, his ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) was widely expected to retain, and possibly expand, its majority in parliament. Such was his sureness of victory that the mini-budget contained few of the welfare handouts and other sops that often precede Indian elections. It focused instead on trimming the fiscal deficit, improving infrastructure and other measures aimed at a long-term goal to make India a developed country by 2047, the centenary of its independence. 
A new political reality infused the full budget, unveiled on July 23rd. It was the first since the election result in June, when the BJP lost its majority, forcing it to rely on coalition partners to form a government. That unexpected shift in India's political landscape--attributed largely to public anger over inflation and inequality--was evident in the budget in several ways.
One of the headline figures was $24bn of new spending on job creation over the next five years. This includes a plan to incentivise hiring in the formal sector by contributing to employees' first month's wages and reimbursing some of employers' social-security contributions. It also includes new training programmes for women. Borrowing from the manifesto of the BJP's main rival, the Congress party, the budget also proposed a scheme to provide internships at top Indian companies for 10m young people.
The focus on jobs suggests that Mr Modi is trying to adjust course without abandoning the core tenets of his programme. He has long trumpeted India's status as the world's fastest-growing major economy and dismissed critics' allegations of "jobless growth". But the government's chief economic adviser, V. Anantha Nageswaran, set the stage for the budget a day earlier. He thinks India needs to create 8m non-farm jobs annually until 2036. He also makes the case for seeking more investments from China to boost manufacturing. 
Agriculture, which employs about 45% of India's 565m-strong workforce, was the other big focus of the budget. It promised to spend $18bn on that and related sectors this year. Plans included one to expand digital public infrastructure to link farmers with digital land records and crop surveys, and to give them better access to information such as market prices. The government also pledged to introduce high-yielding and climate-friendly crop varieties. 
As expected, among the biggest winners from the budget were the BJP's main coalition partners. The second-biggest party in his alliance is the Telugu Desam Party, which is based in the southern state of Andhra Pradesh and won a landslide victory in a state election there in June. The budget did not grant its request for "special-category status" (whereby Andhra would get more central funding annually) but it promised $1.8bn this year, and more in the future, for plans that include a new state capital and a huge hydroelectric irrigation project. 
Nitish Kumar, the veteran chief minister of the eastern state of Bihar (India's poorest), got his pound of flesh too. His Janata Dal (United) party is now the third-biggest in the ruling coalition and had lobbied hard for special-category status in recent weeks. The Indian government resisted, promising instead to provide $3.1bn of funding for roads in the state and to help finance the construction of airports, medical colleges, sports facilities and tourist infrastructure for religious sites. 
Luckily for Mr Modi, he can afford such largesse thanks to an increase in tax receipts and a windfall from the central bank. In fact, the budget lowered the fiscal-deficit target to 4.9% of GDP from the 5.1% mentioned in the interim plan in February. That bodes well for a long-hoped-for upgrade in India's credit rating, which would ease borrowing costs. Nor did Mr Modi have to water down his ambitious infrastructure plans: the budget retained a commitment made in February to increase overall annual capital expenditure to $133bn, the equivalent of 3.4% of GDP.
Even so, the budget required trade-offs that Mr Modi is unaccustomed to making. By committing so much of his infrastructure spending to Andhra and Bihar, he risks irking allies and voters in other states. And his new splurge on job creation and agriculture comes partly at the expense of wealthier Indians, who have benefited from a recent boom in India's stockmarket. They were hit by an increase in taxes on capital gains and some securities transactions. But the biggest risk of all is that his plans fail to create the jobs he has promised in the years ahead. #
Stay on top of our India coverage by signing up to Essential India, our free weekly newsletter.
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Banyan
Sheikh Hasina faces her biggest crisis in years
Bangladesh's prime minister shuts down the country
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

THE FEROCITY of the crisis this month in Bangladesh is unprecedented during the rule of Sheikh Hasina, the country's ever-more-authoritarian prime minister. It was triggered when university students came out in protest against a jobs quota in the civil service. They clashed with police and the ruling party's thuggish student wing and seized control of the streets of the teeming capital, Dhaka. They also stormed the state broadcaster, while violence spread to nearly half the country's 64 districts. In response, the government sent in armed troops and, from July 20th, imposed a nationwide curfew enforced by a shoot-to-kill order. It also shut down internet services, cutting off a country of 171m from the world and from itself until a partial restoration on July 23rd.
By then, the draconian moves had restored a semblance of calm to Dhaka. For two (then seven) hours each day, residents could emerge to run essential errands. Yet the past few days have left nearly 200 protesters and bystanders dead (possibly more) and thousands injured, for which many Bangladeshis want an accounting that Sheikh Hasina is in no mood to give. It is her biggest test in 15 years of uninterrupted rule. 
The authorities have charged at least 61,000 people over the recent days' violence, including many from a beleaguered opposition that Sheikh Hasina has always blamed for everything that goes wrong in the country. Even as the clampdowns on communications and movement threaten the economy, the prime minister only calls angrily for retribution against the "criminals" behind the protests. But her vengeful and uncompromising reaction to the crisis misjudges the mood among a large segment of the population--and her own hold on reality and power. 
The grievance that brought the students to the streets came in June, when the High Court ordered the government to restore a long-dropped quota setting aside 30% of jobs in government for family members of veterans who had fought in the country's bloody war of independence from Pakistan in 1971. This is a particularly egregious example of jobs for the boys: consider that the roots of the ruling party, the Awami League (AL), are in the independence movement and that Sheikh Hasina makes much of being the daughter of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, who headed the movement and was the new country's leader until his assassination in 1975. 
This means that the quota is tailored to benefit AL members. Two-fifths of young Bangladeshis do not have regular employment, so it hit a nerve. Around 400,000 graduates already have to compete every year for just 3,000 government jobs in a precarious employment market.
At least the government had the good sense to hurriedly ask the country's top court to overrule the lower one. On July 21st the Supreme Court cut the quota to 5%. Yet students' grievances are about much more than the quota system. Nearly every job opportunity for an educated young Bangladeshi, from primary-school teacher to policeman to management trainee, runs through the AL. Meanwhile, at universities and on the streets the AL's student wing, the Bangladesh Chhatra League, acts as a murderous vigilante force. On campus it controls not just student politics but even the distribution of scarce rooms for undergraduates. It is deeply despised. Calls for it to be disbanded will not go away.
Neither will growing questions about the durability of Sheikh Hasina's regime. During the past 15 years she has fostered big infrastructure development, but she has faced accusations of rigging elections, undermining state institutions and presiding over rampant corruption among the AL and its business cronies. Now her response to those who voice any criticism of her rule is to accuse them of being "Razakars"--collaborators with Pakistan's army of occupation in 1971. That suggests how unmoored from reality the 76-year-old prime minister has become. Even allies concede in private that she is making mistakes. Yet no minister dares to point that out to her. 
All this means that the decay emanating from the ruling party is growing as pungent as the stench of tear gas and burning vehicles that wreathed the streets. The AL will probably survive for now, even as reports of government-affiliated violence grow. But the crisis, says one insider, has deterred a whole young generation of potential politicians from serving their country so long as the party is in power. The longer-term repercussions of the crisis for the AL and for Sheikh Hasina may prove calamitous. #
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An ample supply of promises
China unveils its new economic vision
It promises many reforms, but remains ambivalent about the role of the market
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

ONLY 205 OF the Chinese Communist Party's 99m members serve as full members of its Central Committee. Reaching such giddy heights (the top 0.0002%) is not always a privilege. Of late for example, it has meant spending four days in July closeted in a Beijing hotel poring over an epic resolution on "Further Deepening Reform Comprehensively to Advance Chinese Modernisation". 
Known as the "third plenum", this was one of seven plenary meetings that punctuate a Central Committee's five-year term. By tradition, the third has been used to approve big economic-policy shifts. Many analysts argue another rethink is long overdue. Xi Jinping, China's ruler since 2012, once promised to give markets a "decisive" role in the allocation of resources. But he has since lost the confidence of private enterprise. And the economy is struggling to wean itself off decades of investment in property and infrastructure. 
Data released on July 15th showed flagging growth, slowing retail sales, persistent deflation and no recovery in homebuilding. Many economists believe China's leadership is preoccupied with the "supply side" of the economy--cultivating the technologies, kit and skills that enable China to produce things--but has not done enough to revive the "demand side". It has failed to restore the confidence of entrepreneurs, or to give households the means and motivation to buy things. 
Did this third plenum respond to these concerns? The answer is a heavily qualified yes. It was closed to outsiders, but on July 21st published a resolution, open to all with the fortitude to wade through over 22,000 characters of partyspeak (more than 17,000 words in English). This suggests that China's leaders remain obsessed with technology. But they may also be a little more attentive to household demand.
Of its 60 sections, three are devoted to innovation, including one on "talent". A fourth discusses "new productive forces", the economic buzzword of the past ten months, which refers to technology-driven leaps in productivity.
This emphasis reflects Mr Xi's belief that the world is in the midst of a scientific revolution that China should lead. But it also betrays Mr Xi's siege mentality. He is determined to break America's stranglehold on key technological inputs, such as high-end semiconductors. In 2013 the plenum resolution allocated three sections to national security and military reform. This one devotes seven, including a commitment to counter foreign sanctions. 
The biggest internal threat to China's economy is its property slump. The resolution said little about housing directly. But it did tackle one of the side-effects of the slump: how hard it is for local governments to raise revenue by selling land. In response, the central government will take on a greater share of public spending and refrain from imposing new obligations on local governments without matching resources. It will give them a portion of the money raised by China's consumption tax on luxuries and indulgences. It will also explore combining three local levies into a single tax and giving local governments some leeway to set the rate.
What about the neglected demand side of China's economy? Many policies and aspirations mentioned in the resolution could in principle boost consumption. It repeated a long-standing pledge to raise household income as a share of GDP, and promised subsidies for childbearing. It will consider allowing debtors to declare personal bankruptcy. It will increase pensions "gradually" and welfare spending "within our means". Migrants from the countryside will have easier access to pensions, housing and education in the cities where they work. The resolution also recognised that many migrant workers will not settle in cities if that means forfeiting their claims on collectively owned land in their home villages. So ways in which people could sell or lease out these claims will be explored.

Will all this translate into effective reform? The party's record is one of slow progress. Government spending on social security, health and employment has increased gradually from 3% of GDP in 2008 to almost 5% in 2023. And household income has risen from 59% of GDP in 2008 to 66% in 2021 by one measure. China's leaders may be starting to accept the urgency of lifting demand. At the close of the plenum, the party said it remains committed to its growth target for this year (see chart 1). And in the days after the plenum, the central bank unexpectedly cut interest rates (see chart 2).

The resolution also offered reassurance for private entrepreneurs shaken by recent regulatory crackdowns. E-commerce and other internet firms, which suffered a blizzard of fines, bans and restrictions in 2021, can now look forward to more "routine" regulation, it said. It mentioned a private-sector promotion law and even promised to redress "wrongly adjudicated cases". But businesses have learnt not to take promises at face value. The party's attitude toward free markets remains conflicted. This ambivalence was captured well by new language in the resolution about "letting go" to invigorate market forces, while "managing well" to keep market order. 
The plenum made clear that China's "modernisation" will be of a style of its own. China is so vast and varied that no other country offers a convincing model, Qiushi, a party journal, argued this month. As a reminder of China's idiosyncrasies, it invoked an old saying: south of the Huai river, oranges are sweet; north of the river, they are bitter. 
Official lore is that China's economic exceptionalism is rooted chiefly in the size of its population and the dominance of the party. Outsiders point to other distinctive features such as inhibited consumption and insecure private enterprise. The reforms outlined at the plenum could eventually encourage freer household spending. But the party's ambivalence towards the market persists. For China's communist leaders, the fruits of private enterprise will always be bittersweet. #
Subscribers can sign up to Drum Tower, our new weekly newsletter, to understand what the world makes of China--and what China makes of the world.
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The state of the union
The noose around the press in Hong Kong tightens
Even advocating press freedom begins to seem a bad career move
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | Hong Kong

THE FIRST press conference Selina Cheng gave as chair of the Hong Kong Journalists Association (HKJA), a trade union, on July 17th, was her last as a reporter for the Wall Street Journal. Ms Cheng says that, shortly after she was appointed, her supervisors at the newspaper ordered her to withdraw, because the two roles were "incompatible" (though her beat was the car industry, not politics), and that when she declined she was fired. 
Dow Jones, the Journal's parent company, says her firing was part of a broader restructuring. And elsewhere in the world it campaigns fiercely for press freedom, notably in its agitation for the release of its reporter, Evan Gershkovich, an American recently sentenced to 16 years in a Russian jail on bogus spying charges. But many journalists in Hong Kong believe that Ms Cheng's dismissal was linked to her role at the HKJA. Two other reporters withdrew bids to join its board around the same time; they did not say whether they had faced institutional pressure. 
The HKJA is a small, punchy union that stands up for reporters in trouble and is given to issuing statements on press freedom in the city. It is not a hive of radical activism. But since the government began a crackdown on dissent in 2020, the HKJA, unlike the Foreign Correspondents' Club, which in 2022 ditched its annual human-rights press awards, has not made conciliatory gestures. It is not just journalists who have had to adapt: dozens of trade unions have disbanded, and the Hong Kong Bar Association has changed leaders. 
As a result, officials and Chinese state media have claimed that the HKJA is a "base for anti-China separatist forces...a malignant tumour that harms the city's safety and stability"--offences punishable by imprisonment. The press it represents is itself vulnerable. Apple Daily, a pro-democracy tabloid, was closed down and its proprietor is behind bars. So far no HKJA members have been arrested for association with the union. But some say they have faced smear campaigns. Joining the HKJA is seen as entailing some risk to both journalists and their employers. 
The furore over Ms Cheng exemplifies the difficulties journalists face in the city. It ranked 135th out of 180 jurisdictions in the latest World Press Freedom Index by Reporters Without Borders--down from 18th in its first report in 2002. Still far freer than the mainland's, Hong Kong's once-lively press has been muzzled by the revival of the colonial-era charge of sedition and two national-security laws. The second of these, known as Article 23, was introduced in March, and has not been used against journalists yet. But both are vague, probably by design: the idea is the press should err on the side of caution rather than risk crossing a blurry line. 
The worry is that, if even the most powerful global media companies fear being tainted by mere association with press unions, a culture of self-censorship will prevail. Those laws might rarely even need to be invoked. At odds with the authorities since the crackdown, the HKJA and similarly minded groups may end up silenced by pressure from their own members. #
Subscribers can sign up to Drum Tower, our new weekly newsletter, to understand what the world makes of China--and what China makes of the world.
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Chaguan
The nationalism of ideas
Xi Jinping wants Chinese systems of knowledge, free of Western values
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

IN BEIJING A quarter-century ago, Chaguan witnessed a rare event: a criminal court finding a defendant not guilty. Back then, over 90% of Chinese criminal trials ended in convictions. This time the accused--an alleged armed robber--walked free. A lack of hard evidence and his refusal to answer police questions proved decisive. So did his defence lawyer's plea that it is better to acquit a guilty man than to risk the "horror" of jailing an innocent. 
Alas, that hearing in October 1998 set no precedents. A mock trial, it was staged by the British government, which flew in a wig-wearing judge and lawyers and built a replica Crown Court in a Beijing hotel. The host was Cherie Booth, a barrister whose husband, Tony Blair, was on a prime-ministerial visit to China. Chinese legal scholars served as jurors. Your columnist, then a cub reporter on a first posting to Beijing, surveyed Chinese spectators and heard diverse views. "In our country, the criminal answers questions," growled a police-academy instructor. "It is his duty."
In those heady days China's one-party state, though hardly liberal, welcomed debate with the world. To build a Chinese version of capitalism and attract foreign investors, Communist Party leaders of the 1980s and 1990s pledged to create an economy "ruled by law". Chinese academics translated Western textbooks on everything from constitutional law to corporate bankruptcies, the regulation of monopolies and monetary policy. Universities and government research institutes filled with visiting Western scholars and experts. Young Chinese students and officials flocked to study in America, Britain and beyond.
Today, the intellectual currents are flowing the other way. Xi Jinping, China's supreme leader, has called on scholars to create an "independent Chinese system of knowledge", combining China's traditional values with Marxist teachings and present-day party dogma. Mr Xi's call to arms goes beyond long-standing official campaigns to push back whenever foreigners question the wisdom or benevolence of Chinese policies and actions. Rather, scholars are urged to avoid the supposed trap of engaging with Westerners who presume to judge China on the basis of foreign norms. From now on, it is declared, a self-confident China should defend itself with home-grown theories and measures of success. Scholars of economics, history, the law and political science--many of them Western-trained--are rising to the challenge.
On the face of it, arguments about how to study and understand China's economy sound technical. Yao Yang, a development economist at Peking University, charges that "most economic research in China is useless" because academics choose topics that appeal to foreign economic journals, but are a poor fit with conditions on the ground in China. Whether the subject is local-government debt, industrial policy, innovation or demography, Professor Yao--who earned his PhD at the University of Wisconsin-Madison--says that researchers who apply "standard" (ie, Western) macroeconomic models to China "can't understand China". He offers examples. Many foreigners assert that the ageing and shrinking of China's workforce will doom its economy. In fact, he says, Chinese experts believe that this will be offset by labour saved by automation and AI. 
Yet this is more than a dispute about models. It is also a fight about values. By way of example, Professor Yao cites studies that attribute successful careers in Chinese business or officialdom to the power of personal connections. "That's not the whole picture," says the professor. He insists that Chinese officialdom is also, even mostly, a meritocracy. He accuses scholars who play down official merit of wanting to prove that China's "system is corrupt". He is no anti-Western firebrand. But he does believe that too many Western scholars are waiting, in vain, for China's economy to collapse because of its political system. In contrast, he says that developing countries know they have much to learn from China's "rich experience" of state guidance in the economy.
In the realm of justice, the days are long gone when Chinese prosecutors sought out Western counterparts to discuss foreign notions of due process, or scholars debated how national constitutions might be used to check or balance state power. In 2018 Mr Xi declared flatly that China must never adopt "constitutionalism", judicial independence or other dangerous Western ideas.
In the 1990s and early 2000s some in China "worshipped" the rule of law in the West, says Tian Feilong, a law professor at the Minzu University of China and an influential advocate of imposing stern, "patriotic" systems of government and law on Hong Kong. But in time, he avers, Chinese scholars came to realise that Western conceptions of the rule of law could not "effectively explain" why Communist Party rule is legitimate. Nor could Western liberal theories explain why the party needs to guide the market as China's economy grows. Because Western theories did not bless China's practice, Chinese theories were needed. Today, growing pressure from America only reinforces the need for a legal system that reflects China's "civilisation, history and political traditions".
No need now to listen to Western critics
Asked if today's China still sets store by any legal principles that the West calls universal, Professor Tian replies yes, with a large caveat. In his telling, China puts peaceful development and the collective interest, public order, social harmony and national security above individual rights. Now China stands ready to share that wisdom. Professor Tian proudly asserts that governments from across the global south are sending delegations to study China's "dignified and efficient" governance under a "strong ruling party". He hopes the West learns to respect Chinese ways, one day.
Meanwhile, China's criminal conviction rate has hit 99.95%. Foreigners with opinions about that are welcome to keep quiet. #
Subscribers can sign up to Drum Tower, our new weekly newsletter, to understand what the world makes of China--and what China makes of the world.
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Africa unplugged
Why the AI revolution is leaving Africa behind
Large infrastructure gaps are creating a new digital divide
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | LAGOS and RABAT

TWO DECADES ago a digital revolution transformed the lives and livelihoods of millions of people as mobile phones swept across sub-Saharan Africa. A region where a tiny fraction of the population had landline phones or bank accounts was able to leapfrog old telephone monopolies and infrastructure. Mobile phones allowed farmers to get advice on pests and the weather, and the unbanked to send and receive mobile money. Now artificial intelligence (AI) promises to be an even more powerful force for boosting productivity and helping poorer countries overcome shortages of skilled teachers and doctors. Yet where opportunity beckons, Africa is being left behind.
PWC, a professional-services firm, reckons that AI could add almost $16trn to global economic output by around 2030 (compared with 2017). McKinsey, a consulting firm, separately arrived at a similar figure, but now reckons this could rise by another 15-40% because of newer forms of AI such as large learning models. Yet Africa, which has around 17% of the world's population, looks likely to get a boost from AI in its annual GDP of just $400m by 2030, or 2.5% of the total, because it lacks digital infrastructure. As a result, instead of helping to narrow the productivity and income gap between Africa and richer countries, AI seems set to widen it. 
Take Nigeria, a regional tech hub whose average download speed of wired internet is a tenth of Denmark's. Most broadband users in Africa's most populous country are limited to mobile internet, which is slower still. A growing number of underwater cables connect the continent with the wider world, with more to come. These include Meta's 2Africa, the world's longest undersea connection. But a dearth of onshore lines to carry data inland will leave much of that capacity wasted. 
In some ways Africa's weak digital infrastructure is explained by the success of its mobile revolution, whereby privately owned telcos entered newly liberalised markets, disrupting and displacing the incumbent operators. These not-so-new firms are still growing rapidly--the 15 main ones have averaged 29% revenue growth over the past five years. But their jump over landlines is coming back to bite them. In much of the rich world, the basic infrastructure of telephones--junction boxes and telephone poles or underground cable conduits--have been repurposed to provide fast fibre-optic broadband. Yet Africa is often starting from scratch. 

The lack of connectivity is compounded by a shortage of the heavy-duty data centres needed to crunch the masses of data required to train large language models and run the AI-powered applications that could boost Africa's economic growth. These days much of the content and processing needed to keep websites and programmes running is held in the cloud, which is made up of thousands of processors in physical data centres. Yet Africa has far fewer of these than any other major continent (see map). 
Without nearby data centres, bits and bytes have to make long round-trips to centres in cities such as Marseille or Amsterdam for processing, leading to lagging applications and frustrating efforts to stream high-definition films. Yet the closer data are to users, the faster they can reach them: films can zip across to viewers from one of Netflix's African servers more quickly than you can say "Bridgerton". The more cable landings and more local data centres there are on the continent, the more resilient its network is if undersea cables are damaged, as happened earlier this year when internet access was disrupted across much of west Africa. 
All these new data centres will require more energy as they grow. AI, which involves complex calculations that need even more computing power, will further raise demand. A rack of servers needed for AI can use up to 14 times more electricity than a rack of normal servers. They also need industrial air-conditioning, which guzzles massive amounts of power and water--even more so in ever-hotter climates.
Yet Africa is so short of electricity that some 600m of its people have no power. In Nigeria, which suffers 4,600 hours of blackouts a year, data centres are forced to provide their own natural gas-powered generating plants to keep the lights on and the servers humming. Though many centres across the continent are turning to renewables, wind and solar are too erratic to do the job continuously. 
Edge computing, where more data is processed on the user's device, is promoted as a way to bring AI-powered tech to more Africans. But it relies on the presence of many smaller and less energy-efficient data centres, and on users having smartphones powerful enough to handle the calculations. Though around half of mobile phones in Africa are now smartphones, most are cheap devices that lack the processing power for edge computing. 
In 18 of the 41 African countries surveyed by the International Telecommunication Union, a minimal mobile-data package costs more than 5% of average incomes, making them unaffordable for many. This may explain why almost six in ten Africans lack a mobile phone, and why it is not profitable for telcos to build phone towers in many rural areas. "Approximately 60% of our population, representing about 560m people, have access to a 4G or a 3G signal next to their doorstep, and they've never gone online," says Angela Wamola of GSMA, an advocacy group for mobile operators. Every next yet-to-be-connected African is more expensive to reach than the last, and brings fewer returns, too. And new phone towers in remote areas, which typically cost $150,000 each, still need costly cables to "backhaul" data. 
Part of the solution to Africa's connectivity problem may be partnerships between mobile-phone operators and development institutions. Existing telcos know the terrain and the politics that can make laying cables a delicate task. International tech firms such as Google or Microsoft are well placed to take on more risk by laying their own cables and building data centres. Equipment-providers and other multinationals can fill skill gaps. 
China's Huawei, for example, is building 70% of Africa's 4G networks. Startups using cheaper technologies are exploring how to help far-flung communities get connected. Africa's connectivity mix will probably be as diverse as its people, including everything from satellites that can be put up by firms like Starlink to reach rural areas, to improved 4G networks in medium-sized cities. 
Some foreign firms are investing in data centres in Kenya and Nigeria, but not enough of them. There is also some experimenting with how to power them. Kenya's Ecocloud Data Centre, for example, will be the continent's first to be fully run on geothermal energy, a stable source of renewable power. Since Kenya's grid has plenty more green energy available, it is an attractive place to build more data centres.
But given how many power sources your correspondent switched between to write this article, and how many patchy internet connections interrupted her work, much still needs to be done to improve infrastructure. That is even truer if Africa's animators, weather forecasters, quantum physicists and computer scientists are to fulfil their potential. Even small-scale farming, which provides a living for more than half the continent's people, stands to benefit from improved access to AI. 
Frustratingly, the case for improving Africa's digital infrastructure is not new. "Gosh! I can't believe, 15 years later, we're still having this conversation," says Funke Opeke, whose firm, MainOne, built Nigeria's first privately owned submarine cable in 2010. Unless big investments are made soon, the same conversation may be taking place another 15 years on. #
Sign up to the Analysing Africa, a weekly newsletter that keeps you in the loop about the world's youngest--and least understood--continent.
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Congo's intensifying war
Rwandan soldiers may outnumber M23 rebels in Congo
The prospect of dislodging the rebels is becoming dimmer
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | KINSHASA

IN JANUARY AT least 1,000 Rwandan troops crossed into eastern Congo, prompting a huge expansion of the territory under the control of the M23 rebel group. Rwanda's support for the Tutsi-led militia in the three-year conflict has never been much in doubt: drone images have long shown its soldiers infiltrating the border, and suspiciously advanced weapons have turned up on the battlefield. Rwanda's government, which previously denied supporting M23, now neither confirms nor denies the presence of its troops in Congo. But a new report by UN experts, circulated this month, suggests that the scale of Rwanda's intervention is far larger than previously acknowledged. 
Some 3,000-4,000 Rwandan soldiers--a "conservative estimate" by the UN experts--are deployed in Congo's North Kivu province, according to the report. If so, Rwanda may have even more boots on the ground than M23, which is thought to command around 3,000 fighters.
Further complicating matters is the involvement of Uganda, which is also quietly backing M23, the report argues. That country has a long history of intervention in its larger neighbour. Even now, it has an official military presence in Congo to fight the Allied Democratic Forces (ADF), Islamic State's affiliate in central Africa. Yet unofficially Uganda's army and intelligence officers maintain close links to M23. Uganda has also allowed Rwandan and M23 troops to use its territory to enter eastern Congo. The Ugandan government's claim to be unaware of any foreign troops moving through it seems implausible. 
One effect of the influx has been unprecedented territorial gains: Rwandan forces and M23 controlled 70% more territory in March, when the report was finalised, than they did in November, including Rubaya, one of the world's most important coltan mines. Since then Rwandan and rebel forces have conquered yet more territory. On June 28th, for example, they captured Kanyabayonga, a strategic hilltop town straddling a major road. Some analysts think the latest conquest may presage a future push farther north, towards areas of North Kivu long ravaged by the ADF. 
The recent territorial advances by M23 strengthen its bargaining position. It launched its campaign in late 2021, accusing Felix Tshisekedi, Congo's president, of ignoring an earlier peace deal. But peace talks are at an impasse because it would be politically toxic for Mr Tshisekedi to accept the rebels' latest demands. The presence of thousands of Rwandan soldiers in North Kivu makes a military solution to the crisis even less likely.
Few outside forces have the appetite to fight the rebels. For one thing, it would mean going up against Rwanda's army, which is generally seen as one of Africa's most capable. UN peacekeepers in North Kivu tend not to engage Rwandan regulars. Moreover, Rwanda is one of the largest contributors to UN peacekeeping missions worldwide, complicating the politics of confronting its soldiers in Congo. A brief Kenyan-led deployment by the East African Community withdrew in failure late last year after Mr Tshisekedi got fed up with its reluctance to fight.
In contrast, the Southern African Development Community (SADC), a regional bloc, seems keener on a real battle. In December it began deploying troops from South Africa, Malawi and Tanzania. Yet several lethal mortar attacks on South African bases suggest that Rwanda and M23 are ready to fight back. The main contributor of troops, South Africa, has lost five soldiers killed and 33 injured this year. Its force is hemmed in around Goma. 
Angelic deniers
M23, which denies any link to foreign powers and says it is fighting to protect oppressed Congolese minorities such as the Tutsi, is publicly combative. "The invincibility of our army is due firstly to our noble cause," says its spokesman. The SADC force, he adds, "will go home in coffins". 
Daniel Van Dalen, an analyst for Signal Risk, a South Africa-based consultancy, says SADC had overlooked that it was facing a conventional military in the Rwandans, rather than a Congolese militia. "This is nowhere near over," he says. #
Sign up to the Analysing Africa, a weekly newsletter that keeps you in the loop about the world's youngest--and least understood--continent.
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Jaw-jaw and war-war
Bibi Netanyahu offered spectacle over substance in America
His fourth address to Congress was historic, but held few answers for Israelis
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | JERUSALEM

THE TIMING of Binyamin Netanyahu's first trip abroad since Israel's war in Gaza began over nine months ago was not propitious. The evening before the Israeli prime minister left for Washington, Joe Biden announced that he would not seek reelection as president. American lawmakers were preoccupied with domestic politics even as they welcomed Mr Netanyahu. So, too, was the Israeli prime minister, even as he left his country behind. 
Mr Netanyahu's address to a joint meeting of Congress was the main event, at least for him. It was a way to emphasise, both to Israelis and to the Biden administration, the support that he enjoys there. The meetings scheduled with Mr Biden and his potential successors, Donald Trump, the Republican nominee, or Kamala Harris, the presumptive Democratic candidate, were afterthoughts. He had angled for the invitation for months even as tensions with the Biden administration worsened over Israel's war. It came, at last, from the Republicans, who remain friendly towards him, and then, more grudgingly, from the Democrats many of whom were absent during his speech, including Ms Harris. His address was received rapturously, with standing ovations, proving once again how popular Mr Netanyahu is among Republicans. Whether that will impress Israelis is another matter.
Mr Netanyahu used every rhetorical flourish, assuring an adoring audience that Israel and America were at war together and would win together. He told rousing tales of the bravery of Israeli soldiers on October 7th, but failed to mention how his army had been caught unawares. He supplied harrowing details of the atrocities carried out by Hamas, the group responsible for the massacres, but dismissed the tens of thousands of Palestinians killed since, contentiously insisting that the war had seen "one of the lowest ratios of combatants to non-combatants' casualties in the history of urban warfare".
The address lacked policy details or a strategy, beyond "total victory". Mr Netanyahu said that after the war Gaza would need to be "demilitarised and deradicalised" and governed by "a civilian administration run by Palestinians who do not want to destroy Israel". He gave no hint as to how to achieve that. Relatives of some hostages were brought along as props; others protested in the gallery. There were all also large pro-Palestinian demonstrations outside Congress.
Mr Netanyahu's flamboyant oratory is unlikely to change Mr Biden's foreign policy in the few months he has left as president. The real audience for Mr Netanyahu's speech was at home. Israelis, he hoped, would rediscover their enthusiasm for him. Three-quarters currently think he should resign either immediately or as soon as the war ends. But his speech will have allayed few of their concerns: when will the hostages be released; when will tens of thousands of evacuated Israelis return to their homes near the borders with Gaza and Lebanon; and how might the debilitating war draw to a close?
The prime minister chose to leave Israel just as hopes were rising, yet again, about the possibility of a ceasefire in Gaza and a deal to release the 115 Israeli hostages still held there, at least half of whom are presumed already dead. The first stage--a six-week ceasefire with a partial exchange of hostages and Palestinian prisoners--is within reach. Later phases, American officials hope, will end the war. Israel's security establishment is convinced that Hamas is at last prepared to make a deal that Israel will accept. 
A ceasefire would also be key to ending hostilities on Israel's northern border with Hizbullah and with the Houthis in Yemen, two Iran-backed militias that have been attacking Israel with missiles and drones since the war began. Two-thirds of Israelis support a deal. But the minority holding out for "total victory" over Hamas are represented by Mr Netanyahu's main political allies, who are keeping him in power. 
His visit came just as the Knesset, Israel's parliament, begins its three-month summer recess. During the break he will almost certainly have to end his procrastination and make a call on a ceasefire. Israel's generals are all but challenging him in public to do so. The far-right parties continue to say they will bring down his government if Mr Netanyahu takes a deal that they see as a surrender to Hamas. When the Knesset reconvenes in late October he may no longer have a majority and early elections will be called. If he refuses the deal, he can expect huge protests led by the hostages' families, which will reach their peak on the first anniversary of the October 7th attacks. The final vestiges of wartime unity will have been destroyed. 
For the prime minister the spectacle was more important than any policy substance. Just before taking off, he reminded everyone he was going to speak to Congress for the fourth time. The mere fact that he is the first world leader to have done so, breaking a record set by Winston Churchill, is, to Mr Netanyahu, a demonstration of his standing as a statesman capable of conjuring up support from the world's greatest power. 
This has always been the basis of Mr Netanyahu's appeal to Israeli voters; he launched his political career after a successful stint as Israel's ambassador to the United Nations, during which he became a media star in America. To this day, it has also been the main criticism of him: that his capabilities as a leader do not match his gift of the gab. For Israel's prime minister his address was a personal landmark. For its people it was just another speech. #
Sign up to the Middle East Dispatch, a weekly newsletter that keeps you in the loop on a fascinating, complex and consequential part of the world.
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Mutual attrition
Israel and the Houthis trade bombs and bluster
For now, though, neither side is a strategic threat to the other
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | DUBAI AND JERUSALEM

IT WAS NOT the first time the Houthis had taken a shot at Israel, not even close. The Shia rebels who control much of Yemen have launched more than 220 missiles and drones at Israel since October. Most have been intercepted over the Red Sea by America and its allies, or shot down by Israel's air defences. A handful reached southern Israel but did little damage. On July 19th, though, the Houthis hit an apartment building in Tel Aviv, killing one person and wounding at least eight others.
A day later, Israeli jets bombed the port of Hodeidah in Yemen. They hit cranes, piers and oil-storage tanks, causing fires that burned for days. Scores of people were injured, according to Houthi-run media. The past ten months of war in the Middle East have been full of grim milestones. Now add to that list an unprecedented tit-for-tat between Israel and Yemen, two countries almost 2,000km apart.

There was much bluster in the days that followed. The Houthis spoke of a "long war" that had entered a new phase. "The fire that is currently burning in Hodeidah is seen across the Middle East," said Yoav Gallant, the Israeli defence minister. Each side wants the other to think there has been a marked shift in the regional conflict. Reality, though, may be less dramatic.
Israeli officers claim their strike was because of an "accumulation" of attacks from the Houthis. Few Israelis believe them. The air force had been preparing plans to bomb Yemen for months, but it took a deadly hit on Israel's commercial centre to put those plans into motion. "What changes the situation is that now we're under fire from all directions," says one air-force officer. "We had to respond this time." Still, it probably cannot make a habit of flying 2,000km sorties with fighter jets, a task that would strain most air forces.
Even if it could, such strikes cause only limited damage. America and Britain have been bombing the Houthis since January as part of a regional task-force meant to deter the group from attacking commercial ships in the Red Sea. The campaign has not worked: the Houthis carried out 16 such attacks in June, more than in any other month this year. Israeli officials complain that the task force has been mostly "defensive", which is true enough. But Saudi Arabia, which carried out years of air strikes against the Houthis, could not cripple the group either.
Soon after the Hodeidah strike, the Israeli air force released a video of an F-35 refuelling in mid-air en route to Yemen. This was framed as a message not just to the Houthis, but also to their sponsor, Iran, whose key nuclear and military facilities are closer to Israel than Hodeidah is. For now, though, Israel is only going after Iran's proxies; an ever-expanding game of whack-a-mole is hardly a winning strategy.
Not that the Houthis have been more successful. They speak in lofty terms about their actions, as a "support front" meant to aid Palestinians in Gaza. But their strikes on Israel have not compelled it to halt or slow its war in Gaza. While their attacks on shipping have paralysed the Israeli port of Eilat, they have not brought shortages or high inflation to Israeli consumers. They might land the occasional lucky shot, but cannot field enough long-range missiles or drones to overwhelm Israel's air defences: a deadly nuisance, not a strategic threat.
Their ostensible support for Gaza has brought the Houthis a spurt of popularity in the Arab world. At home, though, it is fair to say that many Yemenis still resent a group that has presided over a decade of civil war. The economy is a mess. Some 80% of Yemen's 30m people depend on foreign aid to survive.
Efforts to broker a peace deal with Saudi Arabia have stalled as the Houthis demand ever greater concessions from their foes. The Saudis, nervous that the Yemeni group might resume cross-border attacks on their territory, have gone along with this. On July 22nd they agreed to a deal that would ease sanctions on banks in Houthi-held areas and allow more commercial flights into Sana'a, the capital. The Houthis claim to have the upper hand in a war of attrition against Israel; in reality, they are still trying to win the much longer one in their own country. #
Sign up to the Middle East Dispatch, a weekly newsletter that keeps you in the loop on a fascinating, complex and consequential part of the world.
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Europe's bantamweight
The Germany-shaped void at Europe's heart
Olaf Scholz's government is punching below its weight in Brussels
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | BERLIN AND BRUSSELS

LAST MONTH Olaf Scholz and Emmanuel Macron entered an EU summit with a plan. The German and French leaders agreed that a "strategic agenda" document, drawn up to set the EU's priorities for the next five years, was inadequate. The passages on climate and migration were weak, and what about defence? But their extensive rewrites, drawn up just before the meeting, sparked a revolt among the other leaders, Italy's Giorgia Meloni among them. Voices were raised, fingers jabbed, and the pair retreated in humiliation. They had failed the most elementary test of the European Council: avoid springing surprises on your colleagues.
The story would be just one data point in the EU's long history of communique contretemps if it did not highlight a worrying trend. For if Mr Macron is no coalition-builder, Germany, the EU's biggest economy and most populous member, is supposed to be different. But where the country once shaped the club's approach to everything from fiscal policy to Brexit, under Mr Scholz it is punching well below its weight--and irritating its partners.
Interviews with diplomats and officials reveal two dimensions of German dysfunction in Brussels. The first is the dismal state of the three-party "traffic-light" coalition, comprising Mr Scholz's Social Democrats, the Greens and the pro-business Free Democrats (FDP). 
Previous German coalitions have hardly been models of harmony, and the so-called "German vote"--when an inability to find a common line forces Germany to abstain in EU votes--is well known in Brussels. But veteran Eurocrats say Mr Scholz is especially bad at imposing his will on his bickering ministers, and that policy shifts arrive far too late. The biggest offender is the FDP, which has upset delicate negotiations on, among other issues, phasing out the combustion engine. Yet "our problems are not about any one party but lack of leadership from the chancellor," says Anton Hofreiter, a Green MP who chairs the Bundestag's EU committee. "No wonder such a government has problems in Europe."
The dysfunction hurts German credibility, complained the country's EU ambassador in a leaked letter to his political masters in Berlin last year. Matters have only deteriorated since. Diplomats from friendly countries say they have begun to work around Germany rather than with it. Worse, say insiders, the mess in Berlin gums up Brussels's inner workings as officials struggle to predict where Mr Scholz's government might go next. "Talking to different ministries in Germany is like talking to different countries," says one official working on Ukraine.
Then comes the second problem: the conduct of the chancellor in the European Council. EU summits are often testy, unpredictable affairs in which leaders' personalities can be decisive. One official who has observed both chancellors closely says that, where Angela Merkel, Mr Scholz's predecessor, "literally held the EU together" by taking soundings and shaping compromises, Mr Scholz merely states his position, offering no room for debate. The assessment is widely shared. "They negotiate like petty accountants," recalls one Brussels-based official of a budget dispute. "Merkel wouldn't have done that."
What is the case for the defence? First, that Mr Scholz, who took office in 2021, is a relative newcomer; it took Mrs Merkel years to find her feet in the EU. Second, that conditions have changed: in the debt crisis of the 2010s a booming Germany found it easier to impose its will on weaker countries; today it is flirting with recession and managing different problems. And third, that Mr Scholz inherited a discredited energy and security policy (albeit one in part shaped by his own party) that, once Russia invaded Ukraine, left Germany "morally bankrupt", as one diplomat puts it. 
In fact Germany has a decent record on Ukraine. It sends more arms than any other European ally, has strengthened its own armed forces and has weaned itself off Russian gas. Vigorously rejecting claims that their boss is ineffective in Europe, figures close to Mr Scholz cite his support for Ukraine's EU accession bid--including engineering an only-in-Brussels gambit of overcoming Hungary's opposition by arranging for Viktor Orban to leave the room during the crucial vote--and his spearheading of an ambitious European air-defence project. They also point to German opposition to what they regard as bone-headed regulatory proposals from Brussels.
Yet the diplomacy often seems tin-eared. One Polish diplomat was "deeply disappointed with Germany" after Mr Scholz's refusal at a recent summit even to countenance new plans to reinforce the EU's eastern flank, which he blamed on delicate domestic budget talks. In 2022 Germany infuriated other governments by announcing a EU200bn ($218bn) energy-subsidy package without alerting them. "The co-ordinating role that Germany used to have is gone because everyone is taken by surprise," says Nils Redeker of the Jacques Delors Centre think-tank in Berlin. This makes it harder for Mr Scholz to press his case on matters like China policy or free-trade agreements, where he is often wading against the European tide. 
Of course, many countries have awkward coalitions or idiosyncratic national priorities. And Germany's legal bar on large-scale borrowing, and its fierce constitutional court, are structural impediments to EU endeavours pushed by others, such as a larger budget or more common debt. "People have much higher standards for Germany than they do for other countries," says Mark Leonard, director of the European Council on Foreign Relations think-tank. The difference is, as Mr Scholz acknowledged when he took office, that Germany has a "special responsibility" for Europe's success. So there is often a gap between Germans' pride in their achievements and outsiders' disappointment at unfulfilled expectations.
The Berlin-Berlaymont locomotive
Ironically, there is one effective promoter of Germany's interests in Brussels. She just happens to sit outside the government. Ursula von der Leyen, a former German defence minister who has accrued unusual power since becoming president of the European Commission in 2019, co-ordinates closely with the chancellery in Berlin, despite a frosty personal relationship with Mr Scholz. "It's helpful for Scholz to have someone who knows his mind better than he does himself," says a confidant of the president. For instance, the commission recently delayed a proposal on defence financing that could have raised the spectre of common EU bonds: anathema to Germany. (Expect that issue to return in Mrs von der Leyen's second term, which was approved by the European Parliament on July 18th.)
Other tricky discussions loom. Mr Scholz has said that admitting Balkan countries as well as Ukraine and Moldova into the EU is a priority. But new Dutch and perhaps French governments will be sceptical. Another important file is the capital markets union, a long-stalled project to smooth financial flows across Europe backed by Mr Scholz. Here the battle is internal: the FDP, including Christian Lindner, the finance minister, resolutely opposes compromise on matters like centralising market supervision. Hanging over everything is the prospect of a second Trump presidency, which risks trade wars and an end to American support for Ukraine. 
Does the cautious Mr Scholz have the stomach for these fights? Advisers insist he does. But things are likely only to get trickier at home. Poor results in the recent European elections, and expected reverses in state elections in September, will only encourage the traffic-light parties to amplify their differences--especially as next year's federal election comes into view. Not for the first time, Europe may find itself waiting for Germany. #
To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Robocommander
Vadym Sukharevsky, the man in charge of Ukraine's drones
Ukraine hopes its new drone command will help it regain the upper hand
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | KYIV

VADYM SUKHAREVSKY IS used to a seat in history's front row. Ten years ago, in April 2014, his machineguns were the first to fire in Ukraine's anti-terror operation, as the initial phase of the armed struggle against Russia was known. At the time, Ukraine's forces were under a strict "no fire" order, even as Russian proxy fighters ran amok in the eastern Ukrainian town of Slovyansk. But the then lieutenant had little hesitation when it became clear that the enemy was preparing an ambush. "See it, shoot it," he told his soldiers at the time. His fast thinking is credited with saving a dozen lives. The phrase is now embroidered on the gaming chair that swivels at his new command desk. 
Freshly installed as the head of Ukraine's Unmanned Systems Forces, the first position of its kind in the world, Colonel Sukharevsky is shaping history once again. The 39-year-old commander has long stood out as a new type of military boss: a technological whizz, whose focus on electronic warfare and drones as a battalion and then brigade commander caught the attention of those at the very top. But now he must deliver across the board in the fastest-developing arena of war. He must do so against a much better resourced enemy, backed by Iran, North Korea and probably China and in a uniquely challenging environment of jamming and other electronic warfare; and with a low and uncertain budget. He believes he can do it. 
His new command office in downtown Kyiv hums with the chaotic buzz of an underfunded startup. The air smells of fresh paint, coffee and shisha tobacco, to which Colonel Sukharevsky appears addicted. Wires, drone-boxes and computers lie scattered over the floor. Swords, an extensive collection of daggers, and Warhammer models, which he glues together in spare evenings, complete the eccentric image of a modern-day Cossack hetman. Speaking quickly, his sentences punctuated by an infectious laugh, Colonel Sukharevsky recounts how he became obsessed by the potential of unmanned systems in the Donbas in 2014. He realised that he needed eyes in the sky to help guide artillery. His actual drone war started in 2016. "Soon, I wasn't firing a single mortar without the sights of a reconnaissance drone. By 2017 we were using UAVs to drop grenades." He later observed the Russians were adopting his tactics, a pattern that persists today. 
Russia's full-scale invasion marked a step change in drone warfare. "February 2022 was the start of school for everyone," says Colonel Sukharevsky. Initially it was Ukraine that got ahead, developing an army of cheap, small drones to counter Russia's overwhelming artillery and missile advantage. That has since changed. Now, enemy drones outnumber Ukrainian ones six to one. But superior tactics and innovation still keep Ukraine competitive. Ukraine tends to be first in developing and adopting new technologies, driven by a policy of diversification. Russia's advantage in mass production means it can adapt and scale up much faster. The pace of change is frenetic, with feedback loops meaning that some software is updated every few hours. By the time Russian drones reach the front lines, Ukraine has sometimes already developed counter-measures, Colonel Sukharevsky claims. "Quantitatively Russia is ahead, but qualitatively we are keeping them at parity." 
Ukraine hopes its new drone command will help it regain the upper hand. Colonel Sukharevsky says Western military leaders he has spoken to since his appointment on June 10th are impressed by the scope of his new role. "It's the most decisive change in military organisation since the creation of air forces in the beginning of the 20th century," he says. "Ukraine was the first." Yet changing strategies within the current system will be far from straightforward. Not every Ukrainian commander is ready to embrace the new vision, and much of the job will be about bringing together disparate cultures inside the army, some of them Soviet legacies. He says his organisation will take about a year to fully form.
Colonel Sukharevsky says drones will not overturn the fundamental principles of warfare. The primary role of artillery or infantry are undiminished, he says: "Military operations still depend on combined arms, and other kinds of troops will continue to be just as important." Drones will serve as a complement to traditional forces, offering better reconnaissance and more precise strike capability at a reduced risk to soldiers. The commander dismisses headlines promising "killer drone swarms" operating independent of human control. Yes, Ukraine already employs AI to optimise functionality--for example if the link between drone and pilot is lost. But the use, he says, is specialised and limited. "As a commander I will never relinquish the bulk of decision making to artificial intelligence... in the distant future we need such a decision, we'll look at it carefully. But you don't need AI to create swarms." 
Colonel Sukharevsky says Ukraine's problems are far more immediate than this theoretical discussion. The world has changed: Russia has aligned itself with other tyrannies, and its drone programme is benefiting from the tie-up. Ukraine is an "outpost...standing between the civilised and authoritarian world", but is not sure what it can expect from its backers. Funding for drone innovation is insufficient. "We are fighting for our freedom, but we don't have any idea of the resources we have to get us there." He jokes that he has two predictions for the direction of drone warfare: one bad and the other fairly bad. "We are the ones already in the trenches. You can't scare us. But the rest of the world? They might be in for a rude awakening." #
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Bumpy landing
Italian right-wingers have renamed Milan's airport after Silvio Berlusconi
A finger in the eye of those who detested the late populist leader
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | Rome

"I AM APPALLED," declared an executive of one of Italy's premier fashion houses, contemplating the prospect of clients and suppliers arriving in Milan at Silvio Berlusconi airport. She is not alone. Although many Italians see the renaming of Malpensa airport on July 11th as a fitting tribute to the republic's longest-serving prime minister, others are acutely embarrassed. 
Some are already calling Italy's second-biggest air-passenger terminal "Bunga Bunga airport"--a dig at the late prime minister's hosting of sex parties that led to his being tried (and acquitted) of paying an under-age prostitute. The renaming accords Berlusconi, a convicted tax fraudster who died in 2023, an honour otherwise reserved for the likes of Leonardo da Vinci (after whom Rome's main airport is named), Galileo Galilei (Pisa) and Marco Polo (Venice).
By July 24th a petition to scrap the move had attracted more than 170,000 signatures. The initiative has also been condemned by Milan's mayor. Nine local authorities adjoining the airport have protested that they were not consulted. 
By far the most surprising objector, however, is Berlusconi's son, Pier Silvio. While stressing that the Berlusconi family was flattered by the decision, he publicly condemned its "timing and the way it was done". That was a none-too-veiled dig at the man who approved the move, Matteo Salvini, the infrastructure minister and leader of the far-right League. And it reflected growing tensions within Italy's governing coalition.
The League had already lost most of its support to the nativist Brothers of Italy party, led by the prime minister, Giorgia Meloni. Recently it has been overtaken in the polls by its other coalition ally, Forza Italia, the movement Silvio Berlusconi founded and which his heirs finance. By endorsing the renaming of Malpensa, Mr Salvini was cheekily laying claim to the legacy of the late prime minister, a pioneer of contemporary right-wing populism. Under Berlusconi's successor, Antonio Tajani, Forza Italia has adopted a more conventional liberal conservatism. Berlusconi's children seem to want to go further: Pier Silvio's sister, Marina, has said that on many social issues she backs the left.
On July 18th Forza Italia's European Parliament members voted to re-elect Ursula von der Leyen as European Commission president. The League gave her the thumbs-down. Surprisingly, so did the Brothers' MEPs. Ms Meloni may be edging right in anticipation of Donald Trump regaining America's presidency. Berlusconi's political legacy looks increasingly mainstream. But not, many Italians feel, airport-worthy just yet. #
To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Fixing the roof
European countries are banding together on missile defence
The Ukraine war shows how dangerously few interceptors they have
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

EUROPE'S AIR defences are in a bad state. Its armies have not thought seriously about defending their own skies for some time. But as Russian missiles and drones pound Ukrainian cities, Europe is scrambling to retool. The continent's missile defences are stretched thin; most countries lack enough interceptors to thwart massed attacks. Many have donated precious batteries to Ukraine. 
Germany, usually a defence laggard, is leading efforts to rearm. In August 2022 Chancellor Olaf Scholz announced the European Sky Shield Initiative (ESSI), a plan to jointly procure air-defence systems. Fully 21 countries have joined, enticed by the potential economies of scale. The hope is that co-operation will eventually stretch to logistics, maintenance and training. "It's about cutting costs and quickly acquiring capabilities," says Fabian Hoffmann of the University of Oslo. 

ESSI is organised in layers to ensure overlapping coverage. For short- to medium-range threats, such as drones, Germany is procuring IRIS-T, a home-built system. It is also doubling down on the American-made Patriot as a long-range interceptor; it has proved surprisingly effective against Russian ballistic missiles, which travel faster than cruise missiles. Last, Berlin has selected Israel's very-long-range Arrow-3 system to knock out ballistic missiles outside the Earth's atmosphere.
Each system tackles threats at different altitudes, speeds and approaches. Military wonks bristle at the suggestion that Sky Shield will resemble a "European Iron Dome", a reference to Israel's famous air-defence system. Iron Dome mainly intercepts very short-range rockets and artillery, not large ballistic or cruise missiles. Europe would also struggle to provide the blanket coverage that a small country like Israel boasts. Instead the priority is protecting pockets of critical military and civilian infrastructure.
Sky Shield has its critics. France was irked by Germany's selection of Israeli and American launchers. Emmanuel Macron, France's president, has long argued for buying more European kit to strengthen the continent's industrial base. But Sky Shield has snubbed SAMP/T, a Franco-Italian system that operates in the same range as Patriot. Production of the American missile is under strain: demand from allies is roaring, and America has redirected some countries' Patriot orders to Ukraine. Lockheed Martin, the manufacturer, says it will manage to churn out only 650 interceptors a year by 2027. There is no guarantee that Sky Shield will be prioritised, says Sidharth Kaushal of the Royal United Services Institute, a think-tank in London.
Experts find the Arrow-3 a curious pick. Israel designed it to intercept intermediate-range ballistic missiles from Iran; it has recently been used against Houthi missiles fired from Yemen. But "Russia does not have missiles of the kind that Arrow is optimised to intercept," notes Rafael Loss of the European Council on Foreign Relations, another think-tank. Arrow could be used against Russia's Iskander-M missile. But insiders suspect Germany plumped for the system to boost its ties with Israel. As an Israeli system, Arrow-3 could also prove trickier to integrate with NATO's sensors and command-and-control nodes.
Russia has long claimed that European missile defences undermine its own strategic deterrent. Such claims are mostly hogwash, but there are worries about a new arms race in which missiles, which tend to be cheaper than defensive systems, would have the advantage. French officials have warned Germany that the Arrow purchase shows a lack of trust in NATO's own deterrent, says Lydia Wachs of the University of Stockholm. Mr Macron has criticised Sky Shield's focus on purely defensive systems, stressing a need for more deep-strike missile capabilities to deter a Russian attack. 
Nonetheless, air-defence initiatives are multiplying. Greece and Poland recently mooted a plan to develop a pan-European shield with funding from the European Union. Ursula von der Leyen, president of the European Commission, has endorsed the idea. France is likely to demand that EU funding goes to European manufacturers. Belgium, Cyprus, Estonia, France and Hungary have already agreed to jointly buy more Mistral short-range air-defence systems built by MBDA, a European firm. Europe needs to rebuild its air defences; it does not need more squabbling. #
To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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The bricklayer
Peter Magyar is reinvigorating Hungary's struggling opposition
Attacking Viktor Orban's corruption wins votes for a political newcomer
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | Budapest

VIKTOR ORBAN, Hungary's right-wing populist prime minister, spent the first week of July on what he called a "peace mission" to Kyiv, Moscow, Beijing and Washington, angering the rest of the EU by undercutting its diplomacy. Back at home, a 43-year-old lawyer named Peter Magyar was trying to poach Mr Orban's voters. Mr Magyar entered politics early this year by revealing evidence (from conversations with his ex-wife, Mr Orban's former justice minister) of alleged high-level corruption. In April he launched a new political party, Tisza. On June 9th the upstarts won an extraordinary 30% of the vote in the country's European Parliament election; Mr Orban's long-ruling Fidesz party took 45%.
Now Mr Magyar is trying to build his party into a contender for parliamentary elections due in 2026. In a YouTube broadcast to supporters on July 21st, he said the party would need "well over 2m" voters--the number Fidesz won in the European election. Tisza has started building a nationwide party infrastructure, and its seven MEPs have joined the centre-right European Peoples' Party group.
What comes next will depend on Mr Magyar's ability to build his party. His supporters come mainly from the old, largely ineffectual opposition. He will need to win over Fidesz voters who are weary of the party's corruption and nepotism but cling to the devil they know. Mr Magyar has reinvigorated a Hungarian political landscape long sunk in Fidesz-dominated torpor. 
Take singing at rallies, for example. Hungary's socialists and liberals mumble through the national anthem; Fidesz rallies sound like football-stadium crowds in full throat. Mr Magyar's impressive election campaign, in which he visited 200 towns and villages in a 45-day whirlwind tour broadcast live on Facebook, upended this. After each rally he stood with the crowd to belt out a rousing version of Tavaszi szel vizet araszt, a folk song of the Csangos, a small Hungarian ethnic group in Romania. ("Who should I choose now, my flower, my flower? You choose me, and I choose you"--not a bad political anthem.)
Unlike previous newcomers, Mr Magyar has "made it clear that he will not co-operate with the existing opposition parties", says Robert Laszlo of Political Capital, a Hungarian think-tank. "This dynamic proved very attractive for disillusioned voters." Mr Orban's campaign theme was that other parties would somehow involve Hungary in the war in Ukraine, a message that won him a resounding victory in the general election in 2022. 
Mr Orban has held power since 2010. He has altered the constitution, taken over the courts and media, changed the electoral system and extended control over banks and the economy. Mr Magyar refers to Fidesz as Mr Orban's "family business". He should know: through Judit Varga, his ex-wife and Mr Orban's justice minister until 2023, Mr Magyar understands the transactions of the complex business empire that keeps Fidesz afloat, and knows the nicknames its players use for secrecy. His speeches are filled with attacks on corruption among Mr Orban's closest associates.
Mr Magyar is sharp-witted and can be hot-tempered. He stormed out of an interview with a television channel the day after the election. An incident in a nightclub (engineered, he claims, by Fidesz "agents") led to accusations of drunkenness and inappropriate behaviour towards young women. What he misses most from his previous life, he told your correspondent in an interview, is his three young sons, all keen footballers. When his ex-wife was a politician he had the quality time with them few dads enjoy. 
Now the roles are reversed. Since she quit politics in February (for helping pardon a man who protected a paedophile), Ms Varga has retrained as a carpenter. Mr Magyar, for his part, fancies himself a bricklayer: at rallies, he leads a chant promising to rebuild Hungary's system of checks and balances "brick by brick". Is it tempting, your correspondent asked him, to use instead the power Mr Orban accumulated for his own ends, if he wins? Absolutely not, he replied: "We will change everything, the whole power factory." #
To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Charlemagne
To understand the perils of AI, look to a Czech novel--from 1936
"War with the Newts" offers a satirical allegory of life under the spell of machines
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

WHEN HISTORIANS in future centuries compile the complete annals of humankind, their output will be divided into two tomes. The first will cover the hundreds of thousands of years during which humans have been earth's highest form of intelligence. It will recount how souped-up apes came up with stone tools, writing, sliced bread, nuclear weapons, space travel and the internet--and the various ways they found to misuse them. The second tome will describe how humans coped with a form of intelligence higher than their own. How did our sort fare once we were outsmarted? Rather thrillingly, the opening pages of that second volume may be about to be written. Depending on whom you ask, artificial general intelligence--systems capable of matching humans, and then leaving them in the cognitive dust--are either months, years or a decade or two away. Predictions of how this might pan out range from everyone enjoying a life of leisure to the extinction of the human race at the hands of paperclip-twisting robots. 
ChatGPT is but a couple of years old; AI bigwigs disagree whether its intelligence can yet be compared to that of a cat. If that sounds reassuring, consider the newt. Not just any salamander, but rather the fictional heroes of "War with the Newts" by Karel Capek, published in Czechoslovakia in 1936--an excellent beach read and a chillingly prophetic allegory of developments in AI. In the satirical novel, the captain of a Dutch ship stumbles upon a breed of sea creatures in Indonesia. The crew is bemused when the child-sized beasts playfully throw stones back at them, and seem to respond to human prompts. How clever! Just as we were all amused in 2022 by AI's ability to generate an image of dogs playing poker in the style of Caravaggio, our fictional forebears marvelled at how these fast-learning new forms of intelligence could extract valuable pearls. Then as now, an opportunity to profit is spotted. Soon the newts demand knives so as to produce more pearls. Sure thing, for what could possibly go wrong?
The comedy of unintended consequences that ensues will sound familiar to AI worrywarts. The knives help the salamanders defeat predatory sharks that had been holding their numbers in check, resulting in a demographic boom worthy of Moore's Law. As the newts multiply, it is clear they are dimmer than humans but evolving at a startling clip. Before long they are conversing as fluently as a chatbot. A nebulous "Salamander Syndicate", a sort of Big Tech selling newts by the millions, finds new ways to train the plentiful creatures and put them to work in farms and factories. The Panama Canal is expanded at little cost to humans. Fears that this is all happening a little too fast are dismissed as reheated Luddism. The bonanza of cheap worker-newts is decried as "anti-social" by the International Labour Organisation; today, it is the IMF warning that 40% of jobs may be affected by AI. Australia imposes a levy on newts, akin to the tax on robots that Bill Gates, a prolific enabler of machines, once suggested. 
Not everyone is happy about this "Salamander era", a forerunner of today's "age of AI". The creatures' consumption of the global food supply worries critics, much as machine-learning models are now criticised for their electricity usage. Questions are asked about whether humans who hire newts are liable for their actions, just as a tribunal recently forced Air Canada to honour a discount made by an AI-enabled chatbot that had hallucinated the policy. Some people get attached to newts as they learn to dance and sing. The Daily Star asks "Have Newts got a soul?"; in 2023 America, a Catholic magazine, went for "Does ChatGPT have a soul?" Many today feel software is metaphorically eating the world. Capek's newts instead guzzle land, creating new coastal habitats to host their ever-increasing numbers.
The reassuring newt salesmen argue that their products merely mimic humans and cannot surpass them (this also sounds familiar today). Inevitably, the once-dim creatures eventually do just that. By the time people realise they have no idea how newts actually work--what happens under water is as mysterious to Capek's humans as what happens in the cloud is to today's AI users--it is too late. People are too wrapped up in their own obsessions to notice what is going on--the Germans are busy arguing that their newts are ethnically superior to other ones. The newts can always find some greedy human to sell them explosives or submarines. 
Newtvidia
Capek was active in Czech political circles and studied philosophy in Paris and Berlin. There is something archetypally European about his fear of the New Thing. There are good reasons for Europe to fret about rapid changes brought forth by fast-evolving newts or computers. Particularly in southern Europe, social systems depend on things evolving at a pace with which the often overbearing state can keep up. In the book the French are the first to try to restrain the newt takeover. Today, even as America does much of the investing in AI, it is the European Union that has spearheaded its regulation. The bloc's AI Act, thus far the world's most stringent straitjacket on the technology, will formally come into force in August. Machines that recognise faces in public and Chinese-style "social scoring" systems will be banned. 
Capek also imagined a dystopian future at the hands of robots, a term he coined in an earlier work (it is Czech for "serf"). But not even a science-fiction writer could fathom a human-made technology evolving at the pace of today's AI--hence the newts. In the book, the weak-willed humans hand over China to their new overlords in the hope of buying peace. In 1938, just weeks before Capek died, his homeland was similarly sacrificed to appease Nazis. "War with the Newts" has been praised for its depiction of 20th-century humans' hubris and greed. It may someday end up being remembered for its understanding of 21st-century machines. #
To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Labour's honeymoon
Is Britain's economy finally moving?
Sticky inflation and a weakening job market could still spoil the mood
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

IN ITS FIRST weeks in office the new Labour government is hammering away at one message: on prisons, the National Health Service, the armed forces and more, the Tories left behind a terrible inheritance. It is no different for the economy. Rachel Reeves, the chancellor, says Labour has been handed the worst economy of any incoming government since 1945, when Britain was loaded with wartime debt and its cities pockmarked with craters. 
Much of the gloom is warranted. Britain's productivity record since the financial crisis has been feeble. Parts of the previous government's agenda, especially around Brexit, contributed to the sense of stagnation. The public finances are stretched thin. Hence Labour's emphasis on growth: central to its election campaign was a promise to get Britain's economy growing faster than any other G7 country's. Muddying the picture somewhat, however, is the fact that a version of this milestone may already have been passed--under the Tories.

Britain has resoundingly bounced back from its brief recession in late 2023, and at a speedier pace than most forecasters expected. The economy grew by around 1.1% (a 2.3% annualised rate) over the first half of 2024. That compares with 0.8% or so for America and Canada over the same period, and 0.3% to 0.5% for France, Germany and Italy. Throw in Japan's lacklustre numbers and Britain is likely to have outpaced the rest of the G7 over the final months of Rishi Sunak's premiership (see chart 1). This expansion was almost entirely services-driven, and was probably helped along by a strong rebound in household borrowing after a painful adjustment to higher interest rates.

That is not the only way in which the picture now looks sunnier. Annual headline inflation is back at the Bank of England's target of 2%. The main gauges of underlying inflation are also falling, if bumpily (see chart 2). One particular fixation for central bankers is services inflation, thought to better reflect how entrenched inflation has become by peeling away all goods prices, not just those of volatile commodities like food and energy. Some go further and also exclude services like flights and hotels, which can move sharply and idiosyncratically. These declines should tee up a first cut to interest rates, perhaps as soon as the next meeting of the Bank of England's monetary-policy committee on August 1st. Financial markets expect two quarter-of-a-percentage-point cuts before the end of 2024. 
Sterling has also crept back to its pre-Brexit level against a basket of foreign currencies, though it remains weaker against the dollar. The FTSE 100 share index has risen by 5.8% this year, more than in the four prior years combined. 
Caution is in order. A few good months, however welcome, cannot undo years of underperformance. At best, it might persuade the Office for Budget Responsibility, a fiscal watchdog, not to nudge down its optimistic productivity-growth numbers, which would make Ms Reeves's spending choices, already tough, even more constrained. But it is still in everyone's interests that this growth spurt is maintained. Can it be? 

Labour is trying to keep the momentum going with an early blitz of policy announcements. But they will take a while to have an impact. Take Labour's aspiration to build more houses and infrastructure. Boosters say that the ensuing construction activity will instantly raise growth. But Britain already has a high employment rate and limited appetite for more migration. An investment boom would mean redirecting workers from other (admittedly less productive) projects, dampening the uplift to aggregate growth. What matters more would be the boost to the supply side of the economy if and when all those homes, pylons and wind farms get built. Those gains would raise the growth numbers later and only gradually.
So the question is whether this recovery can carry on under its own steam. One risk is that inflation hasn't quite been shaken off. Persistent inflation would force the Bank of England to keep interest rates elevated, weighing on asset prices and the economy. Pessimists point to the fact that core inflation (excluding food and energy prices) is still running at a 3.6% annual rate, well above target. Services inflation is even higher, at 5.7%. Overall headline inflation has been flattered by big declines in energy and durable-goods prices, but those are probably one-off drops. 
Wages, which feed into inflation, are rising at 5.2% annually, a rate far too high to be consistent with the bank's target inflation rate. Wage growth on new job contracts, a more forward-looking measure, is still around its peak of 7%, according to a tracker from Indeed, a jobs site (see chart 3); something like 3-4%, which is where America and the euro zone stand on this gauge, would be normal. Ms Reeves is currently deciding whether to accept a 5.5% pay rise for some public-sector workers that has been proposed by independent pay bodies (the Treasury had previously budgeted for 3%).
The other big risk is that growth falters because consumers pull back or because of changes in the labour market. Recently released retail-sales figures for June were well below forecasters' expectations. More significantly, much of Britain's labour-market loosening since June 2022 has been due to falling vacancies but unemployment has also started to rise and now stands at 4.4% (see chart 4). Historically, quick rises in the unemployment rate have often presaged recessions. An American economist, Claudia Sahm, formalised this pattern into the "Sahm Rule", a real-time recession indicator that is met whenever the three-month average of the unemployment rate rises by at least 0.5 percentage points within a year. Britain has now triggered this threshold (though the rule was designed for America and has misfired in Britain before).

If Labour gets lucky, these two risks might offset each other. A softening labour market could pull down inflation and make space for looser monetary policy to buffer growth. But they could as easily knock things off course. A persistent-inflation scenario would be especially troubling. The Bank of England's credibility has been tarnished but not shattered by the inflation surge Britain has experienced in recent years--another jolt could do real damage. 
Real as these risks are, the economy seems to be doing fine for now. The stronger showing complicates Labour's insistence that its inheritance has been uniquely dire. But listen at the door of Number 11 Downing Street and you may hear sighs of relief. Labour needs the economy to grow faster if living standards and public services are to improve. Just don't expect it to admit an upswing was already under way. #
For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter. 
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Swan-upmanship
How King Charles III counts his swans
A ritual that pleases conservationists and annoys the birds
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | Abingdon

CHARLES III, the Most High, Most Mighty and Most Excellent Monarch of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and of His other Realms and Territories, has many grand titles, some sensible and plenty not. He is Head of the Armed Forces and the Defender of the Faith. He is Sovereign of the Most Noble Order of the Garter and Chieftain of the Braemar Gathering. He is also Seigneur of the Swans, a title which tends to be forgotten partly because it is ridiculous and partly because it does not matter. Unless you are a swan. Because as Seigneur of the Swans, Charles III has droits over you. And in July, he exercises them. 
Which is why, on a hot summer day, six small wooden boats are making their way along the River Thames. This is not yet the great, grey Thames that slides through London but the gentler, greener river that flows towards it. A few miles upstream, punts take to the water in Oxford; a few miles downstream is the house that is said to have inspired Toad Hall. Here, there is sun on the water and wind in the willows. And here is also where the annual "Swan Upping" census takes place, a five-day-long, 800-year-old ceremony in which mature swans and cygnets are caught and counted, and mature men dress up as sailors in scarlet blazers and Breton tops and shout "All Up" whenever they see a swan. 
What this has to do with the king is complicated. Europe's monarchs are almost all gone. The powers of those that remain are watered down and, in the case of Charles III, oddly watery: he has a right to claim Britain's whales, great sturgeons and mute swans. Once the royal Swan Uppers counted swans because the king liked to eat them. Today swans are "a protected species", says David Barber, the King's Swan Marker; the census is done for education and conservation purposes. Mr Barber wants to "modernise" Swan Upping. Though given that he is called the "King's Swan Marker" and is wearing a cap with a swan's feather in it, the pace of modernisation appears to be gentle.
Not gentle enough for the swans. Prince Harry once observed that swans are "grumpy" birds. Their mood is rarely improved if you catch them, hold down their wings and tie their feet. A swan cannot break a man's arm--this, says Mr Barber, is "myth"--but they can give you a "nasty bruise". The trick, as one Swan Upper explains, is to be "subtle". 
In other respects, however, subtlety is not the Swan Uppers' strong suit. There are pennants and braiding; there are flags and feathers in caps. The overall effect is less environmental study than as if the cast of "The Pirates of Penzance" had taken to the river in punts. On the bank, a swan is spotted. The cry goes up. The Swan Uppers, servants of one protected species, paddle off to count another. #
For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter. 
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Turnout trouble
Are Britons losing the habit of voting?
One low-turnout election is not alarming. But there is a deeper problem
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | EBBW VALE

"I DIDN'T EVEN know it was on," says Jonathan in Ebbw Vale, a small town in south Wales. Along with four other construction workers who have gathered for a post-work pint in the Picture House pub, he says he did not vote in the general election. He does not remember a canvasser knocking on his door, and says the only leaflets he received before the election came from local kebab shops. In the chair next to him, Kyle is even more apathetic. "I'm 35 and I've never voted," he says. "Never have, never will."

Many Britons did not participate in the general election on July 4th. Turnout, defined as the proportion of registered voters who cast valid votes, was the second-lowest in a century, at just under 60% (see chart). In Wales turnout was 56%, 11 percentage points lower than in 2019 and the lowest for at least a century. And in the constituency of Blaenau Gwent and Rhymney, which includes Ebbw Vale, it was a measly 43%. 
One low-turnout election should worry nobody. Britons rush to vote when they believe the Conservative and Labour parties are wildly different, as they were in the 1980s and again in the late 2010s, when Labour was led by Jeremy Corbyn, a far-left politician. Competent, unthreatening leaders like Sir Tony Blair and Sir Keir Starmer tend to drive turnout down and the quality of politics up. The same is true in other countries. Turnout was high in France's legislative elections on June 30th and July 7th, when the far left and the far right both threatened. 
In individual constituencies, competition drives voting. The Labour Party fought hard in Monmouthshire, east of Blaenau Gwent, and defeated the Conservatives on a hefty turnout of 68%. By contrast, Blaenau Gwent and Rhymney is a safe Labour seat; the victor, Nick Smith, says that only Plaid Cymru (a Welsh nationalist party) really competed with him. The candidate for Reform UK, an anti-immigration party, withdrew after reports of unwise social-media activity. 
If cyclical non-voting is fine, the structural kind is more alarming. Ben Ansell and Jane Gingrich, political scientists at Oxford University, have shown that younger people in Britain used to vote almost as reliably as older people but began to fall behind in the 1990s. A large income gap appeared a decade later. Members of the poorest quintile have become about 20 percentage points less likely to turn out than members of the richest. 
It could be that the politicians are not appealing to young working-class people, who have become disaffected as a result. But Stuart Fox, who follows the subject at Exeter University, rejects that notion. As he points out, there is little sign that the young are especially discontented. In 2023 a "veracity index" by Ipsos, a pollster, showed that huge majorities of people in every age group and every social class did not trust politicians to tell the truth. It is more likely that the old vote because they feel they should, and the young do not because they feel no such sense of obligation. 
Nine middle-aged and older people gathered for tea after a service in St David's Church in Rhymney seem to confirm that hunch. All say they voted, which is perhaps not surprising: the impulse that sends a person to a polling station is similar to the impulse that sends a person to a mid-week service. They have many complaints about politicians but they regard voting as a duty. Several describe arguments with their children on this point. "My son said, 'I'm not voting, they're all corrupt',"says Jean, a retired sewing machinist. "Well, maybe so, but you've got to vote."
If voting and not voting are enduring habits, it might help if people were invited to do it before they turn 18, when lives often become busy and school civics lessons begin to fade from memory. Scotland allowed 16- and 17-year-olds to vote in the 2014 independence referendum and has continued to do so in Scottish Parliament elections since. Jan Eichhorn and Christine Hubner, two academics, have shown that the pioneer cohort has remained unusually politically engaged, although the lingering thrill of voting on independence may explain some of that. Labour pledged to lower the voting age to 16 in its manifesto. Critics scent a partisan ploy to attract left-leaning teens. It may make wider sense. #
For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter. 
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Fighting talk
Britain's army chief fears war may come sooner than anyone thinks
Could the army cope without more money and troops?
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

THE HALL OF Church House, nestled next to Westminster Abbey, is full of pious exhortations to peace and love. On July 22nd-23rd it was filled with military officers debating how to kill people more efficiently. General Sir Roly Walker, who became chief of the general staff in June, was one of those addressing the army's annual land-warfare conference, run by the Royal United Services Institute (RUSI), a think-tank. In his speech he set out his aim "to double our fighting power in three years and triple it by the end of the decade".
In the past that might have been seen as a cynical ploy to pitch for more money and troops. Unusually, General Walker said he was not asking for either. Instead his plan reflects a fear that war might come sooner than anyone thinks. General Walker sees 2027-28 as a moment in which Russian rearmament, China's threat to Taiwan and Iran's nuclear ambitions might come together in a "singularity". (Admiral Sir Tony Radakin, the chief of the defence staff and General Walker's boss, is more relaxed: he argues that Russia would need five years to rebuild its army to the pre-2022 standard, and another five to fix deeper problems.)
Before the war in Ukraine, the British Army's aim was to modernise slowly in the hope of building a battle-ready force by the early 2030s. That timeline has been shredded. General Walker's plan is to eke out more combat power from the force at his disposal now. His idea is to create an "internet of military things" in which any sensor (a satellite or drone, say) can funnel data to any weapon, the entire process fuelled by artificial intelligence. "We will sense twice as far, decide in half the time, deliver effects over double the distance with half as many munitions," he says, pointing to Ukraine's military ingenuity.
Sceptics retort that the army is running on fumes. On July 23rd John Healey, the new defence secretary, reaffirmed Britain's commitment to offer NATO a corps in any war with Russia--roughly, three divisions' worth of troops, comprising six combat brigades plus enablers such as engineering and artillery units. That is fanciful. The army currently has around 75,000 regular troops. In April General Sir Nick Carter, an ex-army chief, told Parliament that the army had calculated it would need 82,000 troops just to generate a single "warfighting" division. Manpower is not the only issue. RUSI estimates that deploying a single armoured brigade would absorb 70-80% of the army's engineering capabilities for crossing rivers or minefields.
"The British Army has been handed a policy commitment by wider government that it is not resourced to deliver," says Jack Watling, a RUSI expert whose writing has acquired cult status among generals. It is not the army's place to set policy, he acknowledges. "But the rest of government needs to realise that demanding the impossible is grossly irresponsible." The idea of a corps is a "fantasy", says an American general who has worked closely with the British Army. "They could project maybe two understrength brigades." He suggests that Britain look to the US Marine Corps and do away with tanks entirely in favour of a smaller and lighter force that could "plug in" to an American division.
The task of advising on military priorities will fall to three outsiders undertaking a "root-and-branch" defence review announced by Mr Healey on July 16th. Lord Robertson, a NATO secretary-general in 1999-2003, will take the lead, supported by Sir Richard Barrons, a retired general, and Fiona Hill, a British-American expert on Russia who served in Donald Trump's national-security council. That may lead to more resources for General Walker. But he isn't banking on it. #
For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter. 
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A Belfast symbol
The builder of the Titanic is struggling to stay afloat
Harland and Wolff is fighting for its life
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | Belfast

WHEN IT BUILT the Titanic in 1911, Harland and Wolff was the world's biggest shipyard. Where it once employed 35,000 people, there are now just a few hundred workers. But the 163-year-old company remains an institution whose significance to Belfast outweighs its size. Its own increasingly desperate struggle to stay afloat is of symbolic importance to the city and the wider shipbuilding industry. It also provides clues to the willingness of the new Labour government to help out troubled firms. 
The company was central to the boom which built Belfast into a manufacturing behemoth of the early 20th century. The yard's massive yellow gantry cranes, Samson and Goliath, have become emblematic of Northern Ireland's capital. A marble statue of Edward Harland still stands outside Belfast city hall. The firm he built has a darker resonance, too. As Ireland moved towards partition in 1920, more than 2,000 Catholic workers were violently expelled from the yard. To this day, just 10% of its workforce is Catholic.
The sprawling yard at Queen's Island, a reclaimed area on the city's waterfront, tells the story not just of 20th-century Belfast but of Britain. From it came the aircraft-carriers, cruisers and tanks which helped defeat Nazi Germany. It built Sea Quest, the rig which discovered Britain's first North Sea oil; more recently it has assembled some of the giant wind turbines weaning the economy off that same oil. 
Harland and Wolff also tells the story of the post-war shipbuilding industry in Britain. Increased air travel, a shrinking navy and cheaper foreign competition undermined it. Nationalisation was tried, and then reversed. In 2019 the firm almost collapsed, only to be bought for PS5.3m ($6.9m) by InfraStrata, a London-based energy firm that promised a new start. Last year the Belfast yard built its first new vessel in 20 years--a barge to carry rubbish. Greater things were in store. In early 2023 the Tory government announced that naval shipbuilding would return to Belfast; the contract is meant to see three Royal Navy support ships assembled in the city. 
Whether Harland and Wolff will be around to do the work is very uncertain. The company failed to file its audited accounts on June 30th, meaning that trading in its shares was suspended; they still haven't materialised. (The firm declined to make anyone available for interview and failed to respond to our written questions.) Another key venture has stalled: an ambitious plan to provide a quarter of Britain's natural-gas storage capacity in caverns 1,500m below Larne Lough, 15 miles from Belfast, is in doubt after a judge quashed licences for the project. 
This is more than an issue for one medium-sized company (Harland and Wolff has three other yards in England and Scotland, employing 1,500 people in all). It has also turned into an early test of the new Labour government's appetite for market intervention. On July 22nd the government confirmed that after a good look at the company's financial data it had refused to underwrite a PS200m loan and also ruled out any emergency liquidity funding. In a gloomy assessment, the government said there was "a very substantial risk that taxpayer money would be lost" if it underwrote the loan. The market, it said, is best placed to resolve the issue. The company's CEO, John Wood, promptly stepped down.
The firm may yet be able to gain access to credit at high interest rates. But if the business does go under, its home patch will continue to flourish. In 2003 Harland & Wolff sold 75 hectares (185 acres) of land and buildings for PS47m (36 hectares are left). This industrial wasteland has since been redeveloped into Titanic Quarter, an area filled with apartments, IT jobs and creative industries rather than welders streaming to build ships. The vast paint hall used for Titanic is a film studio where dramatic scenes in "Game of Thrones", a dragons-and-gore TV series, were shot. The old drawing offices where ships were planned are now the splendid bar of the Titanic hotel, opened in 2017. The romance of the area centres on its greatest failure. That will endure even if the shipyard that built the doomed liner does not. #
For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter. 
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Bagehot
Why Britain's Labour government enjoys hippy-punching
And why that risks being more of a fetish than a strategy
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

HIPPY-PUNCHING IS A simple concept. To gain the trust of voters, leaders of centre-left parties must hunt down their most left-wing members and pummel them. Once an Americanism, it is associated in Britain with Sir Keir Starmer, the Labour leader who won power with his knuckles covered in leftie blood.
Jeremy Corbyn, Labour's most left-wing leader in a generation, was the first to be punched. Sir Keir removed the allotment-tending peacenik from the party. Pow! Hippy-friendly pledges were next. Free tuition fees for university students? Those layabouts? Bam! A Labour scheme to spend PS28bn ($36bn) a year on greenery? Not in this election campaign, Swampy! Bosh!
The blows have continued in office. On July 23rd Sir Keir suspended seven left-wing Labour MPs after they supported an opposition-party amendment to remove the two-child benefit cap, a policy that limits welfare payments to bigger families. Cabinet ministers had spent the day hinting to MPs that a change to the cap was in the offing once ministers had worked out how to cover its PS3.4bn annual cost. This was not enough to deter a cabal of socialist MPs from voting against their own party, triggering Sir Keir's own pugilistic response. Thwack!
Hippy-punching is in vogue for two reasons. Partly, Labour's leadership think it is good politics. More voters lurk to Labour's right than to its left. It can afford to lose vegan constituencies such as Bristol Central to the Green Party. In this Labour follows the political version of Luke 15:7: more joy shall be in Heaven over one swing voter that repenteth, than 99 loyal voters who need no repentance. A single voter in marginal Leigh is worth more than a pile of them in the Labour heartland of Liverpool; a positive piece in the Sun, a reactionary tabloid, is worth 99 simpering editorials in the Guardian, the hippy bugle. 
Partly, Labour's leaders simply enjoy it. The party has a near-psychotic approach to its internal politics, and people now at the top have long dreamed of kicking lefties out the party. "Country first, party second" is a well-worn slogan of Sir Keir's Labour. Factionalism still comes before both. Work combines with pleasure. 
But hippy-punching has its limits. Pain has to serve an electoral purpose, points out Marcus Roberts, a pollster at YouGov. People re-elected the Conservatives in 2015 after five years of swingeing cuts because George Osborne, a former chancellor, promised better days ahead. Promise pain and then relief, and voters will reward your honesty. Promise only suffering and voters will eventually turn elsewhere. Which is where jabbing to the left can easily become a fetish rather than a strategy.
This is most apparent when it comes to the cause of this week's small rebellion. Practically all Labour MPs wish to see the two-child benefit limit abolished; most expect the Labour government to end up doing so, even if they do not agree on when it should happen. Yet this issue has become a "virility" test in the eyes of some advisers, for whom looking tough trumps policy outcomes. For a party often accused of being run by effete liberals, Labour is prone to such testosterone-addled thinking. It has a bloke problem rather than a woke problem. 
The war in Gaza was another virility test. Palestinian flags felt more common than Union flags during Mr Corbyn's tenure, when Labour also struggled to stamp out antisemitism in the party. What better way to emphasise a changed party than by refusing to heed initial calls for a ceasefire, even when it was supported by a vast majority of Labour voters? In the election on July 4th, the hippies hit back. Wes Streeting, the health secretary, and Shabana Mahmood, the justice secretary, almost lost their seats to pro-Palestinian candidates; other senior party figures actually did so. Now Labour scrambles to repair the damage, calling loudly and proudly for a ceasefire. What was once a demand to be ignored is now party policy. But the damage is done. Predominantly Muslim inner-city seats are nailed on no more; the Greens have a foothold. 
Even those who are far from radical can suffer the consequences of the anti-hippy bloodlust. A grandmother with a European Union flag on her Facebook profile is no hippy but has still been hammered. Although Labour voters overwhelmingly support rejoining the EU, nodding to this is verboten. A youth-mobility scheme proposed by Eurocrats in Brussels before polling day was met with a metaphorical headbutt from Labour. On the eve of the election Sir Keir offered an out-of-the-blue promise that Britain will not rejoin the EU while he draws breath. Smack!
Make war, not love
Treating your own voters with contempt has become a common disease in British politics. The Conservatives attacked their own supporters until the more prosperous corners of Britain turned against them. They tried to appeal to Hartlepool in the hope that Henley-on-Thames would suck it up. Instead, they lost both. 
The danger for Labour is that it could go down this same path. The party's strategy of shedding liberal votes in places where it could afford to for the sake of voters where it really needed them worked almost too well at the election. Labour's gigantic parliamentary majority is built on an absurdly narrow vote share of 34%. Boasting about its efficacy is akin to a lecture on the merits of airport punctuality from someone caked in sweat after sprinting through a departures lounge. Labour is cutting it too fine to be beating up its natural supporters. 
Refusing to pander to a base is wise politics. Repeatedly punching your own voters is not. What is dismissed as hippy-ranting is often just bog-standard centre-left thought, whether reducing child poverty, drawing closer to the EU or supporting a ceasefire in Gaza. Hippy-punching has worked so well that it is hard to know when to stop--especially when it is such fun. Kapow! #
For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter. 
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A golden opportunity
Paris could change how cities host the Olympics for good
The games will test the success of new solutions to old bugbears
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | PARIS

THE OLYMPIC flame will illuminate the City of Light from July 26th, when the world's greatest sporting spectacle gets under way in Paris. Although France still lacks a government after a snap national parliamentary vote in recent weeks, its capital will host the 33rd Olympiad in style. Dressage events will take place in the magnificent grounds of Versailles; volleyballs will whizz over nets by the Eiffel Tower. Organisers hope to show the best of France to visiting sports fans, business executives and foreign politicians. One of the thousands of volunteers involved describes "an infectious positive energy". 
Not all locals are so enthused, however. Security is tight over terrorism fears and much of central Paris has been zoned off. Restaurants and other businesses in these areas are emptier than normal and bookings at the poshest hotels were down between 20% and 50% in July, according to UMIH Prestige, which represents them. Overall, 44% of Parisians consider the games to be a "bad thing", according to recent polling; 50% said they would consider leaving the city to escape them. "I want this event to be amazing," explains Paul Hatte, a Parisian councillor who represents the city's 17th arrondissement, "but it feels more like it will be an international party in Paris without the Parisians." 
Such responses are hardly unusual in an Olympic host city; no one likes disruption. But the Paris games are stirring up other well-worn concerns, too: Is hosting the games really worth it? Need they be an environmental calamity? And what of the tricky political decisions around participation and protest? The International Olympic Committee (IOC) has been wrestling with such matters in a bid to break the cycles of doubt that seem to accompany each Olympiad. The games in Paris will reveal whether it has found smart new solutions to stubborn old problems. 

It is a century since the French capital first held the Olympics. Back then, 3,000 athletes representing 44 countries competed in 126 medal events. This year's extravaganza will feature 10,500 athletes from 206 countries and 329 medal events. Almost 9m tickets have been sold--a new record. The approach of the games has encouraged vast investment in Paris's amenities. The Metro network is in the middle of a 200km-long expansion costing EU42bn ($46bn), and over EU1.4bn has been spent on cleaning up the River Seine. 
But do cities benefit from holding the games? The economics of hosting the Olympics are challenging. In 2016 a review of studies examining the economic impact of the games concluded that the short-term effects are "near-zero" and that the long-run ones are "elusive". Ten of the 13 summer games until 2016 had resulted in losses, and all of them ran over budget. Recent research by Alexander Budzier and Bent Flyvbjerg at Oxford University estimates that each Olympiad overshoots its original budget by an average of 195% (see chart 1). In Paris the figure is projected to be 115%. 
The financial hurdles
As the Olympics have grown, they have attracted more media interest and larger pots of sponsorship money. At present the IOC still retains the bulk of the games' earnings from broadcasters and sponsors. Broadcast revenue rose from $2.2bn in the 1993-96 cycle to $4.5bn in 2017-21 (at 2021 prices), while top-tier sponsorship jumped from $480m to $2.3bn over the same period. Major sponsors of the Paris games include LVMH, the French luxury empire (see Business section). But costs have grown even faster than sponsorship has. In 1924 the Paris games cost around $9m in 2022 prices; this time the estimated cost is around $9bn (see chart 2). The Parisian organising committee, however, will almost certainly need to stump up more because of overruns. The private sector will foot most of the total bill through the IOC, partner firms, tickets, licensing and more. 
Team effort
In the past, prospective hosts spent heavily to try to beat out rivals. Huge demands were then heaped on a single city for shiny new venues to be built according to a tightly fixed schedule. Sometimes they were abandoned later. In the year after Rio de Janeiro's games of 2016, 12 of the 27 venues failed to host another sports event. Judging by previous games, "The value proposition was not appealing," admits Christophe Dubi, the IOC's executive director. 

All this hardened public opinion. A decade ago voters in Munich rejected a proposal to host the Winter Olympics in 2022, as did those in Krakow and St Moritz. Beijing won them instead and covered an area of 800,000 square metres with fake snow. A bid for this summer's games was knocked back by the people of Hamburg. Only two cities--Paris and Los Angeles--wound up bidding. That was down from nine cities wanting the 2012 games; seven battling for the 2016 ones and six for the 2020 ones. Officials gave Paris the 2024 games and Los Angeles the 2028 ones. 
Crucially, the IOC seems to have learned from the episode and has altered the way countries now bid for competitions. It has moved from a "beauty contest" to a collaborative means of finding a "preferred partner", according to Mr Dubi. Opponents say this is more opaque; the IOC reckons it should cut bidding costs by 80%. Brisbane is the first partner picked this way and it will hold the 2032 games; Seoul was among those miffed at the outcome. Possible hosts for 2036 are lining up already. 
At the same time, the committee wants to rein in the Olympics' growth to reduce both costs and environmental damage. It has capped the number of athletes for summer games and prioritised bids that require minimal new infrastructure. Of the new venues to be used in Paris, only three are permanent, purpose-built structures. Organisers hope that sublime backdrops will compensate for pop-up seating.
Greenery is front-of-mind in all this. The games in Rio and London each produced more than 3m tonnes of carbon-dioxide equivalent, roughly equal to the annual emissions of Iceland, a country of 380,000 people. In Paris organisers want the "greenest-ever" games and hope to cut emissions in half from Rio and London levels. They plan to use only renewable energy and to offset emissions through carbon-credit purchases. Environmentalists are sceptical and some initiatives seem superficial. Air-conditioners are banned from the Olympic village despite the fact that they, like most electrical appliances in France, would be powered by nuclear energy. Many teams are just bringing their own. 
Alongside the financial and environmental issues, the IOC is dealing with tough political concerns. The original idea was for the Olympics to stay above politics as a "mighty ally" for peace, as the father of the modern games, Pierre de Coubertin, put it. Yet on occasion they have become a stage for geopolitical flexing. Most notoriously, the Berlin games in 1936 were a propaganda tool for Nazi Germany. Consecutive games in Moscow and Los Angeles in the 1980s became another front in the cold war. And the Olympics have not escaped accusations of "sportwashing": in 2008 China used the Beijing games to announce itself as a superpower. Saudi Arabia might try to show its clout by hosting in 2036. 
Questions around participation attract particularly intense scrutiny. The IOC recognises 206 National Olympic Committees (NOCs)--for context, the UN has 193 member states--and welcomes entities including Kosovo and Palestine. For those seeking nationhood, the Olympics can be a powerful platform for their cause. Participation is at the IOC's discretion. In Paris, there will be neither Russian nor Belarusian flags. Both these countries' teams have been banned over the war in Ukraine, but some of their athletes can compete as neutral individuals. That appears to have irked some. A Russian chef was arrested in Paris just days before the opening ceremony on suspicion of plotting acts of "destabilisation". An investigation is under way into his possible links to members of the Russian intelligence services. 
Meanwhile, the IOC has refused to ban Israel for its war in Gaza and its lawyers have dismissed comparisons with Russia. Critics still perceive inconsistency. One far-left French MP was condemned recently for suggesting that Israel's team would not be welcome in Paris. The entire issue is intensified by past tragedy: at the Munich Olympics in 1972 a Palestinian terror group killed 11 Israelis. 
Doping is another heated area. After the discovery that Russia had run a state-sponsored doping programme at the winter games in Sochi in 2014, the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) recommended that all Russian athletes be banned from competing at the summer games in Rio. The IOC kicked the can down to the individual sporting federations. Several still allowed Russian athletes to take part. 
America is also at loggerheads with WADA for failing to act against Chinese swimmers who tested positive for a performance-enhancing drug months before the Tokyo games in 2021. Members of this group went on to win three gold medals. WADA maintains it has no case to answer; China has accused America of "slander". Should any of the implicated swimmers win in Paris, tensions are bound to flare. 
Racing ahead
The IOC's reforms are a welcome start. But more could be done in future to make the games easier to host. One idea is to spread the Olympics out. Different cities in different countries could host different events. For economists this is the surest way to cut costs: more places spending on events would mean a smaller bill for each. And a multi-city model could also help assuage local concerns by reducing the pressure on any single host. It might also make it more difficult for autocrats to use the games for their own agendas. There could be environmental benefits, too. At present the IOC rejects such decentralisation. It would "undermine the unifying power" of the games, says Mr Dubi. Yet it is already happening to an extent. For Paris, some basketball and handball matches will take place in Lille, a town 140 miles away. And surfing is in Tahiti, some 10,000 miles away. 
In reality, the tremendous power of the games does not come from bringing people together physically but from captivating the world's attention for a fortnight. Over 3bn viewers tuned in to Tokyo and even more are expected to do so for Paris. "People believe the Olympics transcends issues like doping, geopolitics and corruption," reckons Terrence Burns, a former IOC consultant. He points out that the games have survived far trickier geopolitical moments, including the cold war and two world wars. "The Olympics are the last best place where we can come together as a species," he says. #
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Election 2024
How the Proud Boys are prepping for a second Trump term
They led the charge on the Capitol. What next?
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

The world has moved on since Enrique Tarrio, the former leader of the Proud Boys, went to prison two years ago. "What the fuck is AI?" he asked us in a recent email - his first interview with the mainstream press since he was jailed. "How the fuck has HBO completed two full seasons of a 'Game of Thrones' spin-off without me knowing about it?!?" 
At the federal correctional institution in Manchester, Kentucky, he does his best to keep up: he watches CNN in the mornings, reads the Wall Street Journal at lunch and switches on ABC's flagship news programme at night. He has adopted an intense regimen of reading, tackling several books simultaneously. Recently he was absorbed by Walter Isaacson's biography of Steve Jobs, an account of DARPA, the Pentagon's technology incubator, and "Dune", a seminal sci-fi novel by Frank Herbert. 
His telephone privileges are limited and his emails pass through "a special system that filters my messages and scrutinises every detail", he told us. "I'm the Bete Noire, remember?" He was referring to his conviction last year on charges related to his role in the attack on the US Capitol on January 6th 2021. A judge sentenced Tarrio to 22 years - the longest sentence given to any January 6th defendant. 
The moment that Tarrio embarked on the road to prison can be fairly dated to November 6th 2020, three days after American voters elected Joe Biden to the White House. "The media constantly accuses us of wanting to start a civil war," he posted on social media. "We don't want to start one...but we will sure as fuck finish one." 
Over the next two months, he led hundreds of Proud Boys - self-described "Western chauvinists" with a penchant for street fighting - to "Stop the Steal" rallies. According to prosecutors, when Donald Trump announced a "big protest" in Washington on January 6th, Tarrio formed a new Proud Boys leadership cell called the Ministry of Self-Defence. This group planned the Capitol assault, hoping to prevent Congress from certifying Biden as president. "Let's bring in this new year with one word in mind, revolt," Tarrio urged comrades on Telegram, according to evidence presented at his trial. 



He flew back to Washington on January 4th but was arrested for having burned a Black Lives Matter banner a month earlier - an act he had gleefully admitted to on social media - and possessing two large-capacity magazines. A judge ordered him to leave DC, so he watched from a hotel room in Baltimore as other Proud Boy leaders broke through police lines at the Capitol early that afternoon. "I'm enjoying the show," Tarrio posted. "Do what must be done...Don't fucking leave." 
Federal agents arrested Tarrio in March 2022 - he and five other Proud Boy leaders were charged with a number of offences, most seriously seditious conspiracy, a rarely invoked crime dating from the civil war. According to our analysis, more than 50 Proud Boys were charged, making them the organised group with the largest number of indictments for their actions on that day. The jury at the trial of some of the Proud Boys' leadership convicted all the defendants, although it found only Tarrio and three others guilty of sedition. 
At his sentencing hearing, Tarrio appeared contrite. He told the judge he was "not a political zealot" and that "inflicting harm or changing the results of the election was not my goal". He added, "I do not think what happened that day was acceptable. And with everything inside of me, I wish what happened that day at the Capitol never happened".
These days, he strikes a different tone. He described himself as a victim of the "revenge and retribution of Joseph Biden". Trump, currently the favourite to win the presidential election in November, said last month he will release at least "a large portion" of the January 6th prisoners if he is elected in November. "The stakes in this election, I don't have to tell you, are astronomical," Tarrio said. "My actual life is on the line on Nov 5th." The club's founder, Gavin McInnes, asserted that the arrests have brought in even more recruits. If Trump gets into a position to free the imprisoned Proud Boys, he may inaugurate a new age of impunity. 
Just before Trump steps on stage at his rallies, an overture plays that mashes together him reciting the Pledge of Allegiance and a troupe known as the J6 Prison Choir belting out "The Star-Spangled Banner" and chants of "USA! USA!" On the campaign trail, Trump has embraced the cause of the convicted rioters and made political theatre out of their imprisonment. At the microphone Trump calls them "hostages" as he has attacked Biden and the American justice system. His own legal tribulations have strengthened his identification with their predicament. He rages about his recent conviction on 34 felonies at the hush-money trial in New York, and the 57 felony charges he still faces in three other cases, including one concerning his role on January 6th. 
Enrique Tarrio, the leader of the Proud Boys, was sentenced to 22 years in prison for his role in the attack on the Capitol on January 6th 2001

If he prevails in November, Trump makes clear, so will the Capitol rioters. In June, the Supreme Court bolstered his cause. It ruled that prosecutors overstepped by charging some rioters with obstruction under the Sarbanes-Oxley Act, a law passed in 2002 to address a corporate-fraud scandal. About a quarter of the more than 1,400 January 6th defendants will benefit, although all of them face other charges. Trump also scored a "big win", as he put it, when the court ruled that presidents enjoy immunity from criminal prosecution for official acts while in office, a decision that will delay and possibly scuttle his own January 6th prosecution. 
Should Trump win, he will seek to legitimise further the American far right, not only by liberating the Proud Boys, but also by inviting its factions to ally with him during his second term. Besides the Proud Boys, several leaders of the Oath Keepers, an extremist militia, were convicted of seditious conspiracy for the Capitol attack. They too may be freed. Other ideologically adjacent groups may well feel empowered: Christian nationalists, anti-government militias and bands of skinheads and neo-Nazis. 
The fallout could be dramatic. Trump's first term released violent energies on the right, starting in August 2017, in Charlottesville, Virginia, when a neo-Nazi at a Unite the Right rally rammed his car into a crowd of counter-protesters, killing a 32-year-old woman. Seven years on, America's far right "is as emboldened, as strong, as ready for violence as it has ever been", said Jonathan Lewis, a researcher at George Washington University, who studies extremist groups. 
In their most recent public assessment of domestic terrorism, the FBI and the Department of Homeland Security warned that threats from "anti-government or anti-authority" groups - they identified the Proud Boys as one of them - were on the rise. This danger could be exacerbated by "high-profile elections and campaigns". The attempted assassination of Trump on July 13th has injected violence into an already fraught campaign. Even before that, two in three Americans worried that there would be violence after election day. Lewis thought that extremist cells inspired by a Trump re-election would strike "softer targets...the local prosecutor, the local judge, the local election official". 



Leaders of the Proud Boys insist they pose no threat to democracy and that the accusations against them reflect anti-Trump hysteria on the left, in the media and among overzealous prosecutors aligned with Biden. "They accused us of trying to overtake the United States government by any means possible. With 30 guys unarmed?" asked Fernando Alonso, the president of a Proud Boy chapter in Miami who is a friend of Tarrio's. He found the suggestion laughable. The real reason the Proud Boys have been persecuted, he and his comrades believe, is to undermine Trump's bid for re-election. "They're trying to set us up as Trump's Army," said the chapter vice-president, a financial analyst who asked not to be named. "If it wasn't for Trump they wouldn't give two craps about us." 
After Tarrio's arrest, the Proud Boys did not formally elect a national leader to succeed him, operating instead as independent local chapters. But they remain active across the country, especially online. The public Telegram channels run by chapters from Texas to the Midwest to New England pulsate with memes and slogans that reflect a dizzying array of views, from grotesque antisemitism to solemn Christian nationalism to jokey insults about Biden and the Democrats. A recent post on the "Republic of Texas" Proud Boys channel paired photos of decadent cabaret dancers with uniformed Nazi youth flanking Adolf Hitler, asking: "Weimar Germany v Nazi Germany - which one would you prefer to live in?" Affiliates dressed in the Proud Boys' black-and-gold livery have appeared at Trump events this year. The number of members is uncertain but McInnes reckons there are about 4,000 in America. 
Recently they have separated into two factions. The "Standards" have repudiated Tarrio and are now associated with Brien James, a co-founder of a white-supremacist gang in the Midwest who has boasted that he was once charged with attempted murder. According to the Southern Poverty Law Centre, a research organisation, James "has long been involved in feuds among rival skinhead groups". A second and larger faction, the "Nationals", hews closer to the Proud Boys' origins as an alcohol-soaked men's club. 
What will the Proud Boys do if Trump is re-elected? James wants the group to "become a political force that gets stuff done, has a bank account and vehicles and shit," according to McInnes. Tarrio predicted that some members will still see the club merely as a way to "leave the house once a month and hang with the boys". But he offered a more troubling possibility: there are some who imagine themselves to be the "modern-day incarnation of the Sons of Liberty" - a revolutionary-era league that resorted to violence. He believes that the Proud Boys will use "unique and effective methods" to fight against "politics as usual politicians". 
Walking into a Manhattan Starbucks on a recent afternoon, McInnes was dressed smartly in a grey suit and shiny Oxfords. His white moustache was so neatly coiffed that it could have been stuck on from a fancy-dress set. He adjusted his chair so that his back was against the wall and he could see everyone who came and went. This is so he would not "feel vulnerable", he said. In 2016 he announced the formation of the Proud Boys during a broadcast of his online talk-show - the name came from a long-running joke, about a kid at McInnes's son's school talent show who earnestly sang a song from Aladdin ("I'll make you proud of your boy"). Well before he dreamed of the club, McInnes had made his living from comedy that scandalised pious liberals. He grew up in Canada, moved to New York and co-founded what became the VICE media empire. 

In the early 2000s, McInnes shaped VICE's edgy, cynical entry into for-profit youth counterculture. The "VICE Guide to Picking Up Chicks" advised the love-shy to bring a cocktail of Adderall, cocaine and Viagra on dates, and, once a woman seemed keen on sex, "do everything short of rape". 
McInnes sold his stake in VICE around 2008 for "very good cash", wrote a memoir and began to drift further rightwards during the Obama years. In 2015 he launched "The Gavin McInnes Show", a garrulous subscription talk-show on a right-wing website. Over hundreds of episodes, he hosted a parade of far-right influencers, including Richard Spencer, one of America's most prominent white supremacists, and David Duke, a one-time Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan. 
The show coincided with the advent of the "Me Too" movement and the end of the era of misogyny-for-laughs, in which VICE had thrived. The Proud Boys rose out of the same cultural moment. "The birth of it really was fighting this idea of 'toxic masculinity'," McInnes recalled. In May 2016 Donald Trump shocked many traditional Republicans by seizing their party's presidential nomination. McInnes, seeing that "he was saying the same things that we were," decided to bring the Proud Boys into existence that month. 
McInnes had become a member of the Knights of Columbus, a Catholic fraternal organisation, in 2010. He became convinced that the decline of male-only clubs had left too many men isolated and adrift. It is healthy for men, he believed, "to be alone together, fart, tell rude jokes and be offensive". 
From the beginning, the Proud Boys blended the silly and the serious - part Rotary Club, part debauched frat house. (McInnes also compared the Proud Boys to the Hells Angels: decentralised, menacing and difficult to control.) All along, he had an ideological purpose. "I'm a Western chauvinist," he declared on air. "I know a lot of other cultures and I know how much they suck shit. Multiculturalism reeks." His monologues espoused white supremacist ideas, particularly the fear that uncontrolled immigration by brown and black people would destroy Western culture. 



To this mix, McInnes added a heavy dose of nostalgic gender politics. He celebrated stay-at-home moms and take-charge husbands. He urged young men to stop watching porn, get married and embrace fatherhood. He said he has received "thousands of emails" from followers who tell him, "I was fucking around. I was playing video games, I was smoking weed all day. You told me to put a ring on it...and here's my baby." 
The first Proud Boys were hangers-on at McInnes's recording studio. But the club quickly expanded. John Kinsman was an early joiner. When he moved from Illinois to New York City to work in construction, he struggled to make friends. After Trump was elected he became a conservative - or got "redpilled", as he put it - and joined the Proud Boys. He and his mates did not see themselves as activists; they would meet up in an Irish pub, chat about the headlines and get wasted. Kinsman found that he could have "intellectual conversations" about what to do with China on one side of the bar, "and go to the other side, and start snorting tequila". 
In "far left" New York City, where he constantly felt the need to "self-censor", the Proud Boys accepted him and inspired him to improve. "It was just a culture of people trying to be good dads, and good husbands...which goes beyond just going to work and coming home saying, 'I paid my bills.'" 
McInnes had set his sights on wider horizons. He was drawn to the spotlight of national politics and the culture wars. Once Trump was in the White House, he offered the Proud Boys as muscle to conservative pundits such as Ann Coulter and Roger Stone, which gave the group greater visibility. (Stone declined to talk about the Proud Boys, saying by text message that he had been "smeared" over the relationship, and has endured "guilt by association".) 
A split emerged among partially autonomous local chapters. The "party boys" were focused on drinking, drugs, chasing women and sermonising about self-improvement. The "rally boys" were more explicitly political; they arranged flag-waving counter-demonstrations at Pride parades and May Day celebrations, and organised to fight leftists, who took to the streets from early 2017 to challenge Trump. McInnes encouraged the Proud Boys to get even more physical. "We need more violence from the Trump supporters, choke a bitch, choke a tranny," he said at the time. Looking back he is adamant that he only condoned violence in self-defence. 
But he seemed to underestimate the legal jeopardy he was putting himself and others in by stoking brawls. In October 2019, Kinsman and another Proud Boy were sentenced to four years for gang assault, after beating up protesters outside an event at the Metropolitan Republican Club in Manhattan, where McInnes was speaking. 

McInnes feared he might face charges as a gang leader, risking an even heavier sentence if he were convicted. He decided to resign from the Proud Boys and concentrate on his talk-show career. "I took myself out of the equation," he said, "and in that sense, I feel like the FBI made me stop hanging out with my friends." He remains involved but steers clear of formal responsibilities. 
Tarrio, a Proud Boy from Miami, won an election on Telegram to choose a new leader. This altered the Proud Boys' trajectory. "Enrique was really into rallies, which I was not into," McInnes recalled. Were it not for him and the "rally boys" he galvanised, the group might well have become just a curious segment of the alt-right and January 6th might have turned out differently. But Tarrio wanted to become the leader of an influential wing of Trumpism, in both the streets and the halls of power. He had ambitions of political office. "I do like the spotlight," he once conceded. 
Miami today is still an active outpost of the Proud Boys. Outside a dive bar in the south of the city, Fernando Alonso, the president of the "Villain City" branch, raised a beer and howled his club's rallying cry: "Uhuru! Uhuru!" It means "freedom" in Swahili, he noted. Alonso, known online as "Deplorable 51", is a burly college-educated man who runs a scrap-metal business in Miami and Buenos Aires. After the first round of drinks he pulled up the sleeve of his black-and-gold Fred Perry polo, the Proud Boys' uniform. Underneath is a four-inch-tall proud boy tattoo on his shoulder. "I have no other tattoos. The day that I did this was the day I married this club," he said. (Since he committed to the group seven years ago, siblings and friends have stopped speaking to him.) 
To be initiated into the Proud Boys a recruit must first proclaim himself to be a "proud Western chauvinist" who refuses "to apologise for creating the modern world". To become a second-degree member, he must endure a slugging by his brothers until he can name five breakfast cereals, a ritual with obscure origins that lie in McInnes's childhood, when a friend farted without saying "safety". To reach the third degree, a member must give up porn and get a PROUD BOY tattoo. To attain the highest degree of membership, he must endure serious hardship or commit an act of violence for the cause. 



For many Proud Boys, violence is as much cathartic as it is political. For years, McInnes has urged men to get into fistfights as an outlet for their frustrations. Now in his mid-50s, he still works out with a boxing coach. "I call it Irish therapy. It's good for your mental health," he said. "Like if someone freaked out right now and started screaming, I would laugh. I would see if I could take them and then I would beat them up." 
From the beginning different factions have enjoyed squaring up to each other almost as much as against their putative enemies. At early meet-ups at a pub in Midtown men would air their differences during what McInnes called the "Sharia Law" portion of the night. Tarrio cited what he described as the "Great Meme War 1", when Florida Proud Boys took on the Hawaiian branch and "almost sunk Hawaii into the Pacific Ocean". This, he claimed in a jokey email, was followed by the "Global War on Mixed Drinks", which saw margarita-lovers face off against the daiquiri-fanciers over what the group should order at Applebee's. 
It may seem counterintuitive that a club espousing the view that "West is best" has attracted Latino leaders like Tarrio, who is Afro-Cuban. Yet many Latinos identify as white; others say they don't see racial identity as important. A large number of first- and second-generation Cuban exiles in Florida became voluble American patriots. A deep-seated hatred of communism has long made the Cuban areas of Miami Republican strongholds. In the 1970s and 1980s militiamen hoping to overthrow Fidel Castro trained in the Everglades and operated openly in South Florida. (The Proud Boys have shown their support for murderous Latin American regimes by wearing "Right Wing Death Squad" patches and t-shirts that read "Pinochet did nothing wrong".) Here, Trump's hardline anti-immigration policies are accepted, even endorsed. People from families that arrived legally in the 1960s believe that others should also follow the same route. 
The Miami Proud Boys point to their heritage to deflect the worst accusations against them. "I'm a freakin' Latino. How can I be a Nazi? Hitler hated us!" Alonso asserted. "I go to sleep comfortable at night because I know that I'm not doing anything wrong," he said, barely making eye contact. "I'm not in a white-supremacist group, I'm not a Nazi, a far-right extremist or a domestic terrorist." 
Alonso was at the Capitol on January 6th, but he sensed a trap. "I said, 'Wait a minute, this is a setup if I've ever seen one'," he recalled. He retreated to his hotel as dozens of other Proud Boys breached police lines. Once home in Miami he waited anxiously for the police to arrive. More than three years later he is still waiting. "Right now, when I'm at home, I'm literally sitting there on pins and needles and when I hear the doorbell the first thing I think is that's it, they're here to get me." 
From 2018, Tarrio led the Proud Boys into regular pitched battles against leftists around the country - ostensibly to protect people and defend free speech. A fit man then in his late 30s, Tarrio tended to dress for trouble: black baseball cap flipped backwards, aviator sunglasses, a stab-proof vest. He promoted military veterans into leadership positions. Tarrio publicised the group's activities on social media, and doled out provocative quotes to reporters. Like Trump, he was a "troll master of the world", said Alonso. 
Fernando Alonso, the president of the "Villain City" branch of the Miami Proud Boys

The Proud Boys eschewed carrying firearms in public, which would all but guarantee arrests and long prison sentences. They fought instead with fists, paint-ball guns, pepper-spray and clubs. They found sparring partners in members of Antifa, a loose network that brought together anti-fascist researchers, peaceful protesters and activists from Black Bloc, a violent anarchist movement. 
In 2018 Ethan Nordean, a 27-year-old member of the Seattle chapter, was attacked by a counter-protester at a rally in Portland, Oregon. He knocked his assailant unconscious with one roundhouse punch. Mobile-phone videos went viral and the far-right media celebrated his achievement as "the punch heard around the world". The incident attracted new Proud Boys who sought to emulate Nordean. 
Portland became the main stage. Regulars at rallies dressed like Mad Max-inspired hockey players, augmenting their uniforms with helmets, goggles (to protect against pepper spray), gloves, knee pads and elbow pads. The fights had a performative element that allowed both sides to justify their involvement, at least to themselves. But the Proud Boys had an advantage. Tarrio co-ordinated with Portland police before demonstrations, according to testimony from his trial. Antifa activists say sympathetic local police repeatedly facilitated the group's attacks on them. (A Portland police official said the force encourages groups to co-ordinate before protests "to ensure a safe event for participants and non-participants". She said that allegations of inappropriate contact with demonstrators from "a variety of backgrounds and beliefs" had been investigated internally in 2019 and were determined to be "unfounded at every level".) 
This wasn't the first time Tarrio had worked with the cops. As a young adult, he had drifted. In 2012 federal authorities charged him with fraud for his role in an illegal scheme to resell diabetic test strips. Tarrio pleaded guilty but managed to reduce his sentence by going undercover as a police informant, to expose illegal gambling, drug-smuggling and other crimes. 
Tarrio's past work was unknown to the Proud Boys who elected him. In a group wary, for good reason, of being penetrated by FBI informants, the truth might have spooked some of his comrades. (Indeed, the public revelation of Tarrio's past as an undercover informant in 2021 was a factor in the Proud Boys' split into two factions.) "I've never had a client as prolific in terms of co-operating" with police, his lawyer said. 
In May 2020 Minneapolis police murdered George Floyd and sparked civil-rights protests as well as destructive riots across America. Running hard for re-election, Donald Trump blamed Black Lives Matter and Antifa for the unrest - a move which aligned him openly with anti-leftist brawlers such as the Proud Boys, although he had not publicly spoken of the group. 



On September 29th, during a debate with Joe Biden, the moderator, Chris Wallace, challenged Trump "to condemn white supremacists and militia groups and to say that they need to stand down". When Trump claimed that all the violence came from left-wingers, Wallace pressed him again. 
"Give me a name," Trump insisted. 
"Proud Boys," Biden intervened. 
"Proud Boys, stand back and stand by," Trump declared. 
Watching the debate, Jeremy Bertino, a member of a South Carolina chapter, was "stunned...I just couldn't believe that the president was talking about our club." In the following days "nonstop emails" from prospective members poured in. It was an unprecedented opportunity to build the group's brand and organise. 
The next day, Trump back-pedalled: "I don't know who the Proud Boys are," he claimed and told them to "stand down". His denial strained credulity. By then the Proud Boys had already moved to insert themselves into official positions in the Republican Party. Tarrio ran for Congress that year before withdrawing; another Miami member, Gabriel Garcia, ran for a seat in Florida's legislature, losing in a primary. 
Other Proud Boys won about ten seats on the Republican Party's executive committee for Miami-Dade County (the committee won't reveal the exact number). "I wanted something that was going to be a little bit more long term," said Chris Barcenas, a former Proud Boy who helped organise the effort to get more members into politics. Today a handful of Proud Boys still serve on the committee and the mainstream Republicans who run it have come to welcome them, said Barcenas. He himself is running for state committeeman, a more prominent position. 
Biden's victory that November and Trump's refusal to accept the result incited the Proud Boys and drew them to Washington. Their swelling numbers at rallies after the election announced their arrival as Trump's most visible "Stop the Steal" intimidators. The capital was unaccustomed to such a spectacle. At the first big rally on November 14th the Proud Boys "met a lot of the normies, hung out with them, shook hands, kissed babies", Bertino later testified. Tarrio led a contingent that provided security to Alex Jones, the host of Infowars, a disinformation network, as he marched on the Supreme Court. The black-and-gold seemed to enjoy their notoriety. "If Biden steals this election, we will be political prisoners," Tarrio posted two days later. "We won't go quietly...I promise." 

Between 800 and 1,000 Proud Boys returned to Washington on December 12th to join a second large rally. The majority of them came "to basically fight with Antifa", Bertino recalled. During the brawl that night, a man stabbed Bertino in his ribs, puncturing his lung and diaphragm. He passed out and lay unconscious in a hospital for three days. The incident left him furious at the police for failing to stop Antifa or to arrest his attacker. 
By the time the president announced the January 6th protest, it felt to Tarrio's inner circle as if the police had "switched sides" to install Biden. Some began to refer to the police as "coptifa". That may have blinded a number of them to the personal risks they were taking by assaulting police at the Capitol - a building teeming with surveillance cameras - and the consequences when law enforcement tracked them down. 
According to Tarrio, prosecutors offered him leniency if he would testify that Trump bore responsibility. He refused because he had "absolutely no communication" with the president, he told us. Instead, Tarrio pleaded not guilty and went to trial alongside four co-defendants early in 2023. The government's key evidence concerned preparations and incendiary posts by Ministry of Self-Defence members before the 6th. Tarrio's lawyers argued that he and his colleagues liked to talk big and that the attack on the Capitol was not premeditated. 
The arrests and prosecutions of Proud Boys have unified many of them in a belief - one loudly affirmed by Donald Trump - that they are victims of a deep state aligned with Biden and the Democrats. Tarrio's allies in Miami compare his imprisonment to that of their Cuban grandparents who were locked up by Castro. The difference is that in Cuba their relatives were "actually planning and conspiring against the government"; Tarrio is a victim of politicised injustice, as a senior Proud Boy put it. 



Still, it is hard to reconcile the Proud Boys' sense of victimisation with the evidence presented at Tarrio's trial. Transcripts of Telegram chats show Proud Boy leaders speaking in advance of the big day as if they were disciples of Robespierre. "Every lawmaker who breaks their own stupid fucking laws should be dragged out of office and hung," one of them wrote. 
"When do we start stacking bodies on the White House lawn?" a compatriot messaged Alonso. 
"January 7th." 
At Tarrio's trial, Alonso described this sort of bravado as "locker-room talk" among "knuckleheads". But given what transpired at the Capitol, it is not surprising that the jury convicted the group's leader. 
In prison, Tarrio has kept a sense of humour, judging by the emails he sent us. Initially assigned to work as a librarian, he now trains service dogs for autistic children and military veterans. "Sharing my cell with a doggo really makes my time fly," he wrote. 
He said he once felt uncertain about whether the 2020 election had actually been rigged; now he thinks it was definitely stolen, "based on how they manipulated the law and the system to prosecute me". This led him to "believe they can manipulate anything". He has learned "that we've been sold a lie our entire lives. The America I was taught about doesn't really exist." 
When he reflected on his imprisonment and on the Justice Department prosecutors and politicians whom he holds responsible for it, his tone shifted to outrage. "Putting someone in a box for two decades for talking shit on the internet is wrong," he told us. "I've been used as cannon fodder in [Democratic Party] fundraising emails and TV ads in swing states. I have absolutely no sympathy for those that chose to over-prosecute us or those that have benefited politically or monetarily from my and my family's suffering. They should be put in a federal prison and they should be left there until they understand what we and our families have been through." 
It is possible to understand the Proud Boys' incredulity about taking the fall for January 6th. Not only has Trump enjoyed impunity so far but none of the lawyers, advisers or organisers of fake electors who were involved has yet been tried or convicted. Only the blue-collar bruisers who did the dirty work that day have been punished. 
Yet politics is also the source of hope for Tarrio. He believes Trump will liberate him and the other prisoners if returned to the White House: "I do expect him to right all the injustices and inequalities of the past four years." #
Rebecca Jackson is The Economist's southern correspondent. Steve Coll is a senior visiting editor at The Economist 
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Entertainment
How to get rich (Taylor's version)
Think you know the story of how Taylor Swift took on the music industry? The reality is more complicated
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

Is there anyone on Earth who hasn't heard of Taylor Swift? To the delight of millions and the chagrin of more it has become difficult to avoid her. Between March 17th 2023, when her money-printing Eras tour began, and February 11th 2024, when news sites live-blogged her flight across the Pacific to watch her beau play in the Superbowl, the New York Times published more than 1,000 pieces that mentioned the singer, only slightly fewer than those that mentioned Joe Biden, the president of the United States. 
When I pick up my phone, social-media algorithms bombard me with clips of Swift performing in a sparkly gold leotard. When I put it down, I overhear conversations about her. On a train from Washington, DC, to New York earlier this year, a cluster of young women were debating whether the government had rigged the biggest American football game of the year so that "Taylor's boyfriend" would win. 
Like many others, I've found myself marking time with the milestones of her career. Her album "Folklore", which she released in July 2020 to universal acclaim, offered a welcome respite from lockdown boredom. In November 2021, the day after I got engaged, she released a re-recording of "Red", one of her early albums. My fiance and I listened to it as we made hummus and baked a cake for a party we were hosting that evening. 



And yet a mere five years ago I was largely immune to her charms. I liked her biggest hits, but I had never listened to an album from start to finish. (I'm not alone in my newish enthusiasm: at the end of 2019 there were around 80,000 members of the Taylor Swift subreddit. Now there are 2.8m.) The brilliance of "Folklore" played a part, but it was when Swift began to re-record her old albums that I really got hooked. 
Fans will be familiar with the reason the singer remade her old works. In 2005 the preternaturally gifted teenager from Pennsylvania was signed by Big Machine Records, a Nashville-based label owned by Scott Borchetta. Swift recorded six albums with them. Under the terms of her contract, Big Machine kept the rights to the "masters" (the original recordings) of her albums. As Swift grew more successful, she became frustrated that she didn't own these. Although she got modest royalties from her songs, she wasn't earning as much as she would have if she had owned the masters outright. And she didn't have full control over how her songs were used. 
In a message to her fans on Tumblr, Swift said that she had "pleaded for a chance to own [her] work" while she was negotiating a new contract with Big Machine. She claimed the label had instead offered her the opportunity to "'earn' one album back at a time, one for every new one [she] turned in". She walked away. In 2018 she signed with Republic Records, a label owned by Universal Music Group. Being an established star rather than an ingenue increased her bargaining power. Universal agreed that Swift would own the masters to her new albums. 



As for the masters of her old albums, Swift initially appeared to have made peace with the fact that she couldn't buy them back. Borchetta said she texted him: "Owning my masters was very important to me, but I've since realised that there are things that mean even more to me in the bigger picture. I had a choice whether to bet on my past or to bet on the future and I think knowing me, you can guess which one I chose." 
That peace ended in 2019 when Borchetta sold Big Machine to Ithaca Holdings, a company owned by Scooter Braun, a music-industry entrepreneur who had discovered Justin Bieber. Swift hated Braun, whom she described as a bully. "Never in my worst nightmares" did she imagine the firm would be sold to him, she wrote on Tumblr. In 2020 Braun sold the masters to Shamrock Holdings, an investment firm owned by the Disney family (Big Machine, now owned by HYBE, a South Korean company, continues to earn royalties as the distributor of the songs). 
A furious Swift began to re-record the albums with Universal. It turned out to be a masterstroke, ushering in a period of dominance that has been eye-poppingly lucrative for Swift and her team - let's call them Taylor Inc. Of the singer's reported $1.3bn wealth, approximately 75% of it has been made in the past five years. 



So far she has re-released four of the six albums, as well as treating her fans to unreleased tracks from her back catalogue (so-called "from the vault" songs). They have sold almost as well as the new works she has recorded with Universal. The frequency of releases has stoked the frenzy: before 2019 Swift put out an album roughly every two years, as is typical for recording artists. Since then, thanks to the re-recordings (and her phenomenal productivity during the pandemic), she has released a new or re-recorded album at least once a year. 
Many Swifties refuse to listen to the original recordings, deeming it unseemly, and refer to the masters as having been "stolen" from Swift. This is an odd interpretation. It's common practice for record companies to own masters rights. The production of Swift's early work was a combined effort between the singer and her label, which invested money and time in her when she was relatively unknown. (Consider how little sympathy people might have for the idea that venture-capital investors had stolen a tech founder's firm.) There are also signs that the real story behind the masters dispute may be more complicated than her fans believe. 
Until her fight with Big Machine, Swift's career had followed a familiar trajectory. Her first album, "Taylor Swift", owed much to traditional country music. It achieved some chart success and led to her touring with bigger artists as an opening act. Her poppier second album, "Fearless", propelled her into the mainstream, winning a Grammy for album of the year, the music industry's most prestigious award. She started spending more time in Los Angeles and began working with pop producers. 




In February 2016 she won her second album of the year Grammy for "1989". But a few months later Swift would make headlines for the wrong reasons after she complained about an unflattering reference Kanye West had made to her in one of his songs. (Their "feud" had begun in 2009 when West crashed the stage at an awards ceremony to say that Swift's prize should've gone to Beyonce instead.) Testy exchanges ensued and Swift was trolled by fans of West and his then wife, Kim Kardashian. 
Things got worse for Swift. Her next two albums, "Reputation" and "Lover", had lukewarm receptions from critics and fans, and both failed to be nominated for an album of the year Grammy. By 2019 it seemed as though the best of Swift's career might be behind her. She was perhaps a couple more weak albums away from a residency in Las Vegas, where fading stars go to trot out their greatest hits. 
The dispute over the masters would help change everything. From the beginning, Swift controlled the narrative. She painted herself as a victim, taking on the music industry that had wronged her. In Taylor's version, her desire to buy back her masters was thwarted twice: first by what she suggested was an unfavourable one-in-one-out deal offered to her by Big Machine, and then by unreasonable demands she said Braun had made after he bought the label from Borchetta. 



The real picture appears to be more complex. In 2019, after Swift complained about the sale of Big Machine, Borchetta published online what he said was an extract from a document containing discussions over a draft contract between the company and Swift. It suggests that Big Machine was willing to hand over the masters rights to Swift, though the terms were not included in the extract. 
Below the post, Borchetta said it was "part of our official last offer to Taylor Swift to remain at Big Machine Records and that 100% of all Taylor Swift's assets were to be transferred to her immediately upon signing the new agreement". (In response, one of Swift's lawyers, Donald Passman, told People magazine that Borchetta "never gave Taylor Swift an opportunity to purchase her masters, or the label, outright".) 
In 2020 Swift claimed on Twitter that Braun had refused to enter into negotiations unless she signed an "ironclad NDA [non-disclosure agreement]" that would have prevented her from discussing him in anything other than a positive light. She said her legal team likened it to those used to silence accusers of assault. 



Such an NDA may have been floated by Braun during negotiations, but it does not appear to have been a precondition to them. In 2023 Music Business Worldwide (MBW), an industry magazine, saw a copy of an NDA signed by Jay Schaudies, Swift's lawyer, and Braun. Its terms were fairly standard, restricting parties from discussing only the details of the deal. (According to emails seen by MBW, the more restrictive NDA was proposed later in the negotiations, but when Swift did not want to sign it, Braun dropped it.) 
Employees at Ithaca, Braun's holding company, told MBW that during the negotiations Braun offered Swift her masters for $300m (a source close to her denied she was given this opportunity). If this is true, it is not clear that Swift could have afforded her masters at that price. According to Forbes she was worth $365m in June 2020 - a large slice of which was probably tied up in her property portfolio, which was then worth around $100m. She could have borrowed the money against her assets, but she would have had to risk almost her entire net-worth. 
We are unlikely to find out all the details of what happened during Swift's negotiations with Big Machine. But the material posted by Borchetta and MBW's reporting suggest there are layers of nuance behind the clear-cut story Swift has told her fans. 



She is not the first musician to complain about the ownership of their masters. Both Prince and Paul McCartney expressed similar frustrations. Others, such as Dua Lipa and Rihanna, have simply bought theirs back. Plenty of artists issue anniversary editions of albums; some release new versions or "remaster" old works (a process that improves the sound quality of older songs). None has received as much attention or acclaim as Swift. 
It is hard to overstate the importance of the story as she told it in the eventual success of the re-recordings and the Eras tour. The Swifties' image of their idol - a woman standing up to the male-dominated music industry - protects her even when things go wrong. Take the Ticketmaster fiasco in 2022, when many fans were left distraught after missing out on the chance to see the Eras tour. Taylor Inc wanted a large number of tickets to be sold at once in order to make the biggest possible splash. Ticketmaster's website crashed and fans directed their ire at the platform. (Swift said the company had assured her the demand could be handled and Ticketmaster apologised to her.) 
Taylor Inc has a knack for turning a bad situation to its advantage, while others sometimes take the rap. This deftness - some might say ruthlessness - has shaped its strategy from its earliest days. 
Miss Americana", a documentary about the singer, includes a clip of a young Swift singing at the opening ceremony for the US Open tennis championship. "And now to perform the national anthem," says the announcer, as grainy footage shows her walking through the bowels of a stadium, "a multi-talented performing artist from Reading, Pennsylvania. Please welcome...Taylor Swift!" 



The US Open's entertainment director sent the schoolgirl's demo tapes to Daniel Dymtrow, who helped manage Britney Spears. Dymtrow realised Swift had something special. He became her manager in 2003, after which she quickly landed a development deal with RCA, a highly regarded record label in Nashville. In 2004 her parents Scott, a banker at Merrill Lynch, and Andrea, decided to move the family to Music City for the sake of Taylor's career. 
In an email in 2005, Scott Swift appears to credit Dymtrow for facilitating the move. "I always tell you but thank you so much for making our lives magical. We wouldn't be in Nashville if it wasn't for you." But later that year, Dymtrow was summarily dropped as her manager. A few weeks later, Swift signed the deal with Big Machine, a newly formed label. 
Dymtrow, who felt he had been ripped off, sued the Swifts for various alleged infractions, including "unjust enrichment". In his legal complaint Dymtrow said the Swifts had promised to "reward him for his efforts, treat him fairly, and protect his economic interests". He said that he had been paid less than $10,000 in total for managing Swift. 



Dymtrow claimed he had been instrumental in getting the deal - that it was he who sent Swift's demo tapes to Borchetta. The judge decided there was sufficient evidence that Dymtrow had been wronged not to throw out the claim of "unjust enrichment", and the parties settled out of court. 
The case gives us an insight into the tactics of Taylor Inc - and reveals the instrumental role played by Scott Swift. In another email presented to the judge, Scott Swift boasts to Dymtrow about his own career ("I am in the top 1% of brokers in the world") before talking about the money he has spent on his daughter's rise to stardom (including $200,000 he allegedly forked out to move his family to Nashville). In the seven-page stream of consciousness, one sentence stands out: "I am going to do anything that I think is appropriate to do to advance Taylor's career." 
What Scott Swift deemed appropriate is anyone's guess. At the time of the court case, the press seized on some disturbing comments in an email that Scott Swift had sent to Borchetta. "Enough with the Dymtrow. You asked me to break both his legs, wrap him in chains and throw him in the lake. I did." 




Taylor Inc remains a family business. Swift and her family are in charge of her tours, fan clubs and rights management. In 2006, before Swift had even released her first album, her family established a company called Firefly Entertainment to oversee her affairs. Today this handles her personal services: hiring drivers, dealing with estate agents and managing her private jet. 
New companies were formed to deal with each stage of her career. In February 2008, more than a year before she embarked on her first stadium tour, Taylor Swift Productions was set up. This company has been credited on most of her concert movies and music videos. In 2009 came a fan club and a company called 13 Management, seemingly an umbrella entity that runs everything. A merchandising company was founded in 2010, followed a year later by a company to manage trademarks and copyright. 
At least 16 corporations now make up Taylor Inc. In addition to the six entities linked to her career, there are seven relating to her investments, mostly property. Three relate to her private jet (until February 2024 she owned two planes, but has since sold one). Scott Swift is listed as an adviser or has power of attorney for almost all of these companies. Because he still works as a broker, he is obliged to disclose his business interests and positions to financial regulators. 



Despite this sprawling empire, the number of people who can be linked to these entities is small. Swift's inner circle includes her parents, brother, Frank Bell (radio manager), Robert Allen (tour manager) and Douglas Baldridge (lawyer) and a personal assistant. Many of them have been with her for her entire career. Her publicist, Tree Paine, runs her own firm, Premium PR - Swift appears to be her only client. 
Much of this is highly unusual. Billie Eilish, Ariana Grande and Olivia Rodrigo, all huge pop stars, do not have their own management companies or deal with all their business affairs in-house. Most artists leave the details to external teams or their record labels. That Swift has retained such a tight hold over her interests since the beginning of her career might help explain her longevity. She is surrounded by people whose livelihoods depend on her, not a portfolio of artists, doing well. This breeds loyalty and makes it easier to keep control of the narrative. 
No one cares about the character of hedge-fund managers or private-equity tycoons, as long as they are making money. The genius of Taylor Inc is the ability to pursue sharp business tactics, while at the same time being careful not to undermine Swift's wholesome image. This is critical given she makes her living writing songs about the frailties of the human condition: love, heartbreak, betrayal. It is a balancing act borrowed not from Wall Street but from politics - one that even Machiavelli could admire. #
Alice Fulwood is The Economist's Wall Street correspondent 
PHOTOGRAPHS DOUGIE WALLACE
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Israel/Palestine
Marwan Barghouti, the world's most important prisoner
There's one Palestinian who could help end the conflict. He's in an Israeli jail
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

This spring I took a walk through the farming village of Kobar in the West Bank. Its low-rise buildings wound around shrubs and bushes; pale pink blossom was just starting to bloom on the almond trees. On the surrounding hillsides you could see Jewish settlements - neatly ordered rows of identical villas with red tiled roofs. In the months before my visit, armed settlers from places like these had been attacking Palestinian villagers, largely with impunity. The buildings of Kobar were covered in graffiti, some of which read "Death to Israel". 
Yet on the day I was there the mood in the village was cheerful. I was being shown around by the son of Marwan Barghouti, Palestine's most famous prisoner. Arab Barghouti, a smartly dressed life coach in his early 30s, cuts a different figure to his scruffy, moon-faced father, whose image is stencilled all over the walls of Kobar. Palestinian drivers who spotted us flashed victory signs as they passed by. "One more week!" they shouted. The release of Arab's father, everyone felt, was imminent. 
Barghouti, a Palestinian politician, activist and militant leader, was convicted of murder by an Israeli court more than two decades ago for ordering operations that killed five civilians. Though he has been shut away from the outside world since then, he is more popular with Palestinians than any other politician. A poll published in March 2024 by Khalil Shikaki, a Palestinian researcher, suggested that if there were an election he would win more votes than both his nearest rivals combined. When Hamas seized 250 Israeli hostages during a murderous assault on Israel on October 7th last year, it raised the possibility of a prisoner exchange in which Barghouti might finally be freed. 
The Israelis seem to be contemplating such an outcome. Weeks before I was in Kobar, a senior Israeli intelligence officer had come to the home of Barghouti's younger brother, Moukbil. The officer politely asked if the family had heard any news about the famous prisoner. Moukbil sensed that the Israeli, who obviously knew far more about Barghouti's situation than the family, was fishing for insights into what might happen if he were freed. Would Barghouti protest? Seek office? Fight? 
It is a strange moment in the long-running Israeli-Palestinian conflict. By most measures the situation is bleak. The brief optimism sparked by the Oslo accords in 1993, which were supposed to usher in a Palestinian state existing peacefully alongside Israel, was extinguished years ago. The current round of fighting is the deadliest of any since the state of Israel was created in 1948: nearly 40,000 Gazans are reported to have been killed and around 1,500 Israelis. In both cases the dead are mostly civilians. Binyamin Netanyahu, the Israeli prime minister, shows no inclination to stop the campaign. 



Yet Netanyahu remains under pressure to free the Israeli hostages, which will almost certainly mean an exchange. A mediator involved in discussions told me Barghouti's name is second on the list of prisoners Hamas wants out. If he is released, the dynamics of the conflict could shift. Unlike the lethargic head of the Palestinian Authority (PA), Mahmoud Abbas, he is widely respected. Hamas's Islamist commanders speak of him with admiration, even though he is from a secular faction. And unlike them, he has a track record of campaigning for a two-state solution. He is said to speak Hebrew flawlessly and without an accent. Several Israeli politicians count him as a friend. 
"The only leader who believes in two states and will be elected against any other competitor is Marwan Barghouti," said Ami Ayalon, the former head of Shin Bet, Israel's domestic intelligence agency. "It's in our interest he'll compete in the next Palestinian elections - the sooner, the better." 
There are many Israelis who believe Barghouti is not interested in peace now - if he ever was - and that his release will come back to haunt them. Yahya Sinwar, Hamas's military leader, was freed in a prisoner exchange in 2011, and went on to plan the massacres of October 7th. "Barghouti is as bad as Hamas," said one retired intelligence chief. "He didn't change in prison. He became more extreme." 
In truth, it is hard to say what Barghouti believes these days. His most recent interview took place almost 20 years ago. The last known photograph of him - shackled, pale, stubbly, with thinning hair - is more than a decade old. Who is the man incarcerated beneath the high walls of Meggido prison? And could he really be, as some claim, the Palestinian Mandela? 
The region known as Palestine was ruled by the Ottomans for hundreds of years until the British took it over in 1917. The British quickly found themselves enmeshed in a messy intercommunal conflict, exacerbated by the promises they had made to both sides. The land contained holy sites to which both Muslims and Jews claimed ownership, and both groups went on to oppose the British presence - violently at times. 
In 1948 the British withdrew and the new state of Israel fought its Arab neighbours in a war for independence. During the fighting Israeli forces drove hundreds of thousands of Palestinians from their homes. They were not allowed back. 

When an armistice was reached, Israel established itself within a boundary that became known as the "green line" (supposedly after the colour of the pen used to mark it on a map). 
Barghouti was born just over a decade later in the West Bank, which fell outside Israel's green line and was under Jordanian control. His family of nine lived crammed into a two-bedroom house; the sleek white Bauhaus buildings of Tel Aviv shimmered in the distance. There were few jobs to be had in the village: Barghouti's father, who was a builder, sometimes travelled as far as Beirut in search of work. 
In 1967, when Barghouti was nearly eight, the six-day war broke out and Israeli forces seized East Jerusalem, Gaza and the West Bank. The Barghoutis now lived under Israeli occupation. Their neighbours were beaten up or arrested for flying Palestinian flags. Military bases and Jewish settlements sprang up around their village. Israeli soldiers shot dead the family dog for barking. 
According to childhood friends Barghouti became involved in the communist party, which was influential in the occupied territories at the time. While some parties called for the destruction of Israel, the communists believed in non-violent resistance and the two-state solution. After school, Barghouti would march round central Ramallah at the head of protests. When he wasn't studying or protesting, he helped his father build an extension on their relatives' house and tried to steal glimpses of the family's daughter, Fadwa. 
Over time Barghouti became frustrated with how little marching seemed to achieve, and began looking elsewhere. There were many different groups jostling to represent the Palestinian cause, mostly from abroad. The best known of these was the Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO) which was dominated by the Fatah movement. Fatah cadres operated in the shadows, launching violent attacks on Israel from their base in Lebanon. Increasingly, Barghouti came under their sway. 
When he was 18, before he'd had the chance to get to know Fadwa, he was arrested in a night-time raid on his home in Kobar. Prison guards put a filthy bag over his head, stripped him naked and beat his genitals with a stick until he fainted, he later alleged. When he came round they taunted him that he'd be unable to have children. 
According to his brother, Barghouti was accused of being part of a terrorist organisation and preparing Molotov cocktails. He spent the next four and a half years in prison. 
Many of his fellow inmates were from big towns and, for the first time in his life, the village boy was surrounded by people who read books. Their families and lawyers smuggled them in, and the young prisoners studied together. As the end of his sentence neared, Barghouti told his brother to ask Fadwa's father for her hand in marriage. After he was released in 1983, the couple tied the knot. 



Barghouti enrolled at Bir Zeit, the leading Palestinian university, where he studied history and politics. But he didn't renounce activism, and spent the next few years leading campus protests against the occupation. Before his first son was born, he was arrested again. 
This time he was detained for six months. While there he acquired enough Hebrew to read the Israeli newspapers which were brought to the cells each day and answer his guards back with verses from the Torah. Some of his fellow inmates had enrolled in history classes at Israel's Open University, and he devoured the textbooks. He read about how Jewish militias had set about creating the state of Israel: setting off bombs in cinemas and hotels in their campaign against the British; unifying splinter groups into a single army; acting ruthlessly in pursuit of their goals. 
He was in and out of prison after that. In 1987 Israeli authorities decided they didn't want Barghouti stirring up any more trouble so they shoved him across the border with Jordan. Fadwa joined him in Jordan's capital, Amman, with their toddler. He warned her not to expect a conventional life just because they were no longer being harassed by Israeli soldiers. "When Palestine is free, I will be back as a family guy," he said. 
Not long afterwards an uprising broke out across the occupied territories. Known by the Arabic word for "shaking off" - intifada - it was a campaign of civil disobedience, strikes and protests, though it also involved stone-throwing and, later, shooting. Barghouti had by then become a senior figure in Fatah's exiled leadership and travelled around the world raising money for the uprising. At home his family kept growing, and soon he had four children. The Amman years were the most peaceful of Barghouti's life and, the way Fadwa tells it, the most boring. 
In 1993 he won a reprieve - Yasser Arafat, the PLO's leader, struck a deal with Israel's prime minister, Yitzhak Rabin, which ended the intifada. Thanks to the Oslo accords - named after the city in which they were secretly negotiated - exiles such as Barghouti were allowed to return to the occupied territories. Many of them had spent decades abroad and were out of touch with the people they presumed to represent. Palestinians scornfully called them olim hadashim - "new immigrants" in Hebrew. Barghouti, who had been away from Palestine for only five years, acted as a bridge between the occupied Palestinians and their would-be leaders. 
School of hard locks In June 2004 Barghouti was sentenced to 140 years in prison. His wife reacts to the news (right)

For the first time, Fatah was able to operate openly in the West Bank, and Barghouti organised rallies against the occupation without having to fear arrest. Surreally, he also found himself socialising with Israeli politicians. Western governments supported the Oslo agreement by hosting endless peace-building conferences. Israelis and Palestinians were thrown together in English stately homes, airport lounges and fancy restaurants. Some of them developed a genuine rapport. 
Barghouti liked putting his fluent Hebrew to use. Following his election to the first Palestinian parliament in 1996, he enthusiastically attended gatherings of Israeli and Palestinian MPs. His infectious good humour at these events won him friends . "Between us we have 145 years in jail," he said as he waved at the assembled Palestinian delegation at a beachside restaurant in Tel Aviv. "And I was the one who put you all there!" replied Gideon Ezra, a former Israeli intelligence chief. 
Meir Shitreet, an Israeli parliamentarian from Likud, the right-wing party currently led by Netanyahu, was particularly taken with Barghouti. He still remembers a joke that he used to tell about Arafat. The Palestinian leader was reluctant to be associated with violence, the joke went, so when his wife prepared him a dish containing the tongues of songbirds, he ordered her to keep the creatures alive. The mutilated birds then perched at the window watching Arafat devour their tongues, and tweeted: "Thun of a thitch!" (It may have been funnier in Hebrew.) 
When Shitreet fell ill during a peacemaking conference in Italy, Barghouti sat at his bedside all night. "He supported peace, totally," recalled Shitreet. "Real peace with Israel. We became really friendly." 
A commander in Shin Bet also noticed the charismatic young activist, and dropped in on his house in Ramallah to introduce himself. The commander, who goes by the nom de guerre Abu Farah, has had many cordial interactions with prominent Palestinians over the years: coffee with Ahmed Yassin, the paraplegic founder of Hamas, a Jewish new year card from Arafat. But it was Barghouti who left the best impression. "He was someone we could work together with in the peace era," said Abu Farah. Barghouti's door was always open, said his former assistant, Samer Sinijlawi, a touch pointedly. "He never said no to meeting any Israeli." 
Under the terms of the Oslo accords, the Palestinians agreed to recognise the state of Israel, but the Israelis agreed only to acknowledge the PLO as the representative of the Palestinian people. A state would come at the end of an "interim" process, the end date of which began to look hazy. 
Islamist groups seeking to derail the peace process stepped up suicide-bomb attacks on Israeli civilians. In their talks with the PLO, Israeli negotiators seemed only to want to discuss clamping down on these militants, rather than charting the path to Palestinian statehood. "Our main concern was how to deal together with terrorists," said Abu Farah of his many meetings with Barghouti. 



Meanwhile, Jewish settlements expanded in the West Bank and Gaza, and brought armed Jewish zealots with them. Deployments of soldiers followed, and Palestinians wondered whether there would be enough unoccupied territory left in which to build their state. 
As disillusionment set in, Barghouti toured Israel and Palestine, warning that moderates like him would be marginalised if the Oslo process failed to deliver a Palestinian state. By then Barghouti had been promoted to secretary-general of Fatah in the West Bank, a senior position in an organisation that was trying to be a resistance movement, a political party and a government all at the same time. He was given the task of running the Tanzim, the grassroots activists who had led protests during the intifada and now acted as Fatah's muscle on the streets. (Arafat's office paid their budget.) 
Arafat, the head of the PA, was growing reclusive - the contradictions of his position were hard to reconcile. He promised the Israelis security and the Palestinians liberation, but struggled to deliver either. Increasingly Barghouti appeared at public gatherings on Arafat's behalf. Some spoke of the young man from Kobar as a possible successor. "Arafat looked at Barghouti like his son," said Abu Farah. "He was thinking of him as a future leader." 
In July 2000 Bill Clinton, the American president, hosted a summit to map out a final settlement between the Israelis and Palestinians. The atmosphere was tense from the beginning, and talks broke down over the status of Jerusalem, among other intractable issues. Both sides knew violence would follow. The trigger was a provocative visit by Ariel Sharon, the leader of Likud, to the Temple Mount in Jerusalem, the site of one of the most sacred mosques in Islam as well as Judaism's holiest place. Barghouti was there waiting for him, with a posse of young men. They furiously denounced Sharon and hurled chairs at his security detail. The second intifada had begun. 
Riots quickly spread across the West Bank. Barghouti said goodbye to five-star hotels and returned to more familiar territory: dodging Israeli gunfire in the back alleys of Ramallah. 
Most mornings he would rally protesters and lead them to the checkpoint at the foot of Beit El, a settlement and military base on the outskirts of the town. Many protesters threw stones; Israeli soldiers responded with rubber bullets and sometimes live rounds. Occasionally Apache helicopters joined in. The protesters kept coming. After several weeks of mounting casualties, Palestinians started shooting back from the rooftops. Unlike the previous intifada, the second quickly spiralled into armed conflict. 
Full-time occupation Barghouti addresses a rally in December 2000, at the start of the second intifada

Towards the end of 2000, Barghouti helped Arafat set up a military wing of the Tanzim, the al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade. At first the brigade restricted itself to attacking settlements and soldiers in the occupied territories. This was enough to make Barghouti a target. A former Shin Bet commander said that plans were drawn up to assassinate him, but never carried out. Barghouti had some near misses however. Once a tank fired a shell at his vehicle as he was walking towards it, killing his bodyguard, which he saw as a warning. Each night, he slept in a different house. 
His old Israeli friends tried to steer him away from militancy. "I warned him, I called him, I said 'stay away, don't touch terror'," said Shitreet, who was by then justice minister. But Barghouti wanted to prove occupation had a cost. "I'm not a terrorist, but neither am I a pacifist," he wrote in an editorial in the Washington Post. "I do not seek to destroy Israel but only to end its occupation of my country." 
He claimed to oppose attacks on civilians inside Israel, but within Fatah people were starting to worry the organisation looked weak compared with its Islamist rivals. Hamas and Islamic Jihad, another militant group, were pursuing a relentless suicide-bombing campaign inside the green line. One of the most devastating attacks took place in the summer of 2001, when a militant blew himself up in a nightclub in Tel Aviv and killed 21 people, 16 of whom were teenagers. 
Around that time Ron Pundak, one of the Israeli architects of the Oslo process, held a secret meeting with Barghouti in a safe house in the West Bank. According to a Palestinian present at the encounter, Pundak reproached Barghouti for his turn towards violence. Barghouti replied flatly: "We can't lose the street to Hamas." 
Towards the end of 2001 the al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade decided to start dispatching suicide-bombers to kill civilians within Israel. There could scarcely have been a less diplomatically astute time to adopt such a policy. Al-Qaeda had just killed nearly 3,000 American civilians on 9/11, and Israel persuaded America that its one-time partner, the PLO, was cut from the same cloth. With what some saw as the tacit acquiescence of the White House, Israeli tanks pummelled Palestinian towns and cities. Many Palestinians began to regret the adoption of violent tactics. By the spring of 2002 Barghouti himself was mulling a unilateral ceasefire, according to a diplomat who spoke to him at the time. 



On April 15th Barghouti made the mistake of using a mobile phone that Shin Bet was tracking and revealed that he was hiding in the home of a Fatah official. According to Gonen Ben Yitzhak, the Shin Bet officer who ran the operation to capture him, commandos found Barghouti using his comrade's mother as a human shield. But unlike other Fatah leaders, Barghouti was not assassinated. Instead his captors led him off in chains crowing, "We've caught the head of the snake!" 
Moskobiya, a prison in the Russian Orthodox district of Jerusalem, has been used as an interrogation centre for over a hundred years. It was here that Barghouti had been held as a teenager. On his return in 2002, Barghouti immediately asked for a meeting with Shin Bet's head, Avi Dichter, whom he knew personally. Quick to disabuse him of any illusion of status, the Israelis offered a junior interrogator instead. 
Questioning began in the early evening and continued till mid-morning, day after day, week after week. Sleep deprivation and blindfolds were de rigueur. According to the account he gave his lawyers he was shackled to his chair in a stress position. When he leant back, nails pierced his skin. Within four months, the interrogators had compiled their case. He was accused of involvement in 37 attacks or attempted attacks. Among them was a shooting in a seafood market in Tel Aviv in March 2002, in which three civilians were killed. 
Barghouti wasn't directly involved in operational matters, so the case hinged on the degree of responsibility he had for enabling these missions. Much of the evidence against him was deemed too sensitive to be made public, but Abu Farah, the Shin Bet officer, said that during his interrogation Barghouti had confessed to ordering the operations. "He didn't connect the wires of the devices," said Abu Farah, "but he was the commander. He was the leader for those people." 
But Ben Yitzhak, the Shin Bet officer who helped arrest Barghouti, was surprised at the charge sheet. True, the al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade was overseen by Fatah's supreme committee, of which Barghouti was a member. But these cells were only loosely controlled, and other Fatah leaders were more directly implicated in military operations. (Barghouti himself has always denied supporting attacks on civilians inside Israel.) A little dismissively, Ben Yitzhak pointed out that Barghouti had no military background. "I never saw him as a big fighter," he said. "He was always in politics." Ben Yitzhak suspected the Israelis wanted to make an example of Barghouti because they felt personally betrayed by his espousal of violence. Abu Farah certainly seemed to feel this, complaining to me: "He did it after sitting with us. He was a partner." 
Prodigal son Yasser Arafat, the head of the Palestinian Authority is said to have treated Barghouti like an heir 

Barghouti was tried in a civilian court rather than the more opaque tribunals generally used for terrorism suspects. Perhaps by trying him as a common murderer, Israel hoped to make him seem less like a hero. The decision backfired: it gave Barghouti a platform, which he used to denounce the proceedings. From the moment he entered the courtroom, his hands clenched above his head as if in victory, he stole the show. His son Arab, then 13, was the only relative allowed into the gallery, and he leapt over the wooden benches to try to reach his father. Barghouti delivered a rousing speech in which he called himself a "fighter for peace for both peoples" - which prompted the judge to retort that a fighter for peace wouldn't turn people into bombs. 
For much of the two years of his trial, Barghouti was held in solitary confinement, in a cell little bigger than a photo booth. On June 6th 2004 he was summoned for sentencing. He was acquitted on 21 of the counts, but found guilty of involvement in five murders. His sentence was five life terms, plus an additional 40 years. Some still wonder whether his desire to play to the gallery cost him. "He could have got 20 years in prison. By now he would have been out," said Sinijlawi, his former assistant. "We don't want a symbol in prison, we want a leader." 
Barghouti remained in solitary confinement for several more years. In late 2005 the authorities began to let him mingle with the other inmates, possibly in the hope that he might check the growing popularity of Hamas. Once out of solitary, he turned the prison into a university, organising lectures from 9am to 5pm. "You've captured our bodies, not our minds," he would say to the guards. 
External examiners from universities in Israel and Palestine marked the inmates' papers, and conducted vivas over mobile phones when possible (the prison authorities would sometimes interrupt the process as punishment). Over 1,200 inmates graduated under his programme. 
Barghouti himself completed a doctoral thesis in Palestinian democracy, which his lawyer had to smuggle out one page at a time. He lectured, too, often on the books that captured his wide-ranging curiosity - the political economy of China or religious tolerance in classical Islam. Other prisoners called him "professor". 
Wardens usually allowed visitors to bring two books each time they came, but Barghouti traded other inmates' allowances for chocolates he had bought from the prison shop. He managed to assemble a library of more than 2,000 volumes. "He loved history. He loved to read about Israelis, about the leadership," said Yuval Bitton, who oversaw intelligence collection in prisons at the time. More recently Barghouti is said to have enjoyed Yuval Noah Harari's "Sapiens", a bestselling history of humanity. 



Barghouti had a kind of celebrity status. Israeli politicians visited his cell. It was much harder for Palestinians to do so. If his wife wanted to see him she had to go through the arduous process of applying for a permit to enter Israel. She would get up at 5am on the appointed day, then undergo humiliating searches at checkpoints and prison gates - all for a 45-minute conversation behind glass that the authorities might cancel on a whim. For more than 20 years Barghouti's family have seen him only in occasional glimpses. 
In 2004 Arafat died. He had not been a particularly effective leader, but he had been a talisman for the Palestinian cause. His successor, Abbas, was a different figure. He had no background as a fighter, and his instincts were those of a cautious bureaucrat. According to one of his former ministers, he was anxious about angering the Israelis. 
Under Abbas's watch the PA started to resemble the bloated security states of the Arab world. Money donated by the Japanese government helped build a sleek compound for the presidential headquarters. Inside were barracks for Abbas's 2,800-strong bodyguard and a helipad. Abbas acquired a private jet, but since his realm had no airstrip he was obliged to keep it in Amman. 
Abbas hasn't been associated with as much corruption as some Arab leaders, but for Palestinians struggling in refugee camps his life seemed a world away from theirs. "We've seen so little of him he might as well be in prison with Barghouti," said one Palestinian journalist in Ramallah. 
Barghouti had always been more outspoken than most about corruption in Fatah. After Arafat died he twice toyed with the idea of running from prison as an independent candidate in Palestinian elections, but was persuaded to return to the Fatah fold both times. 
In 2006 his ability to work with other blocs in Palestinian politics was urgently needed. That year Palestinians were given a chance to choose their government for the second time. Hamas won the election by a crushing majority, shocking the world. Abbas had no desire to invite the Islamists into government, but it looked undemocratic for him to ignore the result. 

Barghouti was well-placed to broker a solution. The prison he was in at the time, Hadarim, had been built to house Palestine's political elite. Its main block had 80 inmates and contained both Fatah and Hamas leaders, including Sinwar, the future mastermind of the October 7th attacks. Together with Hamas representatives, Barghouti thrashed out a programme for reconciling the two factions, checking how Israel might respond to different kinds of power-sharing arrangements by discussing the proposals with his Israeli visitors. 
In May 2006 the group released a statement that came to be known as the Prisoners' Document. It called for a national unity government and "resistance" to Israel but, crucially, only in the territories it occupied beyond the green line. The document drew up the constitutional outlines of a Palestinian state: democratic, with equal rights for all, including women, and conforming to the pre-1967 borders. With Barghouti's encouragement, Hamas seemed finally to have accepted a two-state solution. 
Abbas, desperate to re-establish authority after Hamas's election win, accepted the first step of the Prisoners' Document and agreed to a national unity government. It comprised Hamas, Fatah and a smattering of independents. Salam Fayyad, an economist who had worked at the International Monetary Fund, was to be the finance minister. 
But opponents of working with Hamas prevailed. America helped a Fatah warlord in Gaza set up new PA battalions designed to crush the Islamists. Hamas counter-attacked and Abbas's forces had to flee. The national unity government collapsed. 
In his rump fief, Abbas became paranoid. Poll after poll showed his unpopularity. Barghouti meanwhile became so beloved that Abbas's allies could not be seen to undermine him, however much they would have liked to, and paid the requisite lip-service to his heroism. "No one can criticise him," said one. 
On October 7th 2023 Hamas and other factions breached the security barrier separating southern Israel from Gaza. Their fighters stormed kibbutzim, towns and a music festival, slaughtering more than 1,100 people. It was the bloodiest day the state of Israel has ever experienced. 
It responded with unparalleled ferocity, not just in Gaza but also in the jails where Palestinian prisoners were kept. According to a prisoner who was released in February, inmates of one institution were forced to strip naked, kneel down and kiss the Israeli flag before mealtimes. "The sadism made Abu Ghraib [an Iraqi prison where American forces abused inmates] look like a picnic," said the prisoner. At least ten Palestinians have reportedly died in custody. 



According to his lawyer, Barghouti himself was put in solitary confinement, at times in complete darkness. Israel's national anthem was piped into his cell at top volume all day. His books, television and newspapers were confiscated, and food and water severely rationed - he lost 10kg. The Israeli press reported that Itamar Ben Gvir, Israel's hard-right security minister, suspended a prison guard for giving Barghouti food. The Israeli authorities say that Barghouti and other prisoners have been treated according to the law. 
Barghouti's wife and spokesperson, Fadwa, stopped speaking to journalists. "I don't want to say anything to provoke anyone because I don't want to put him in danger," she told me in the only interview she has given since the start of the war in Gaza. "I'm very worried about his life." 
In recent weeks the families of the Israeli hostages in Gaza have stepped up their campaign for a prisoner swap. Some have protested outside Netanyahu's home. Even as it tries to crush Barghouti, the Israeli security establishment is having to grapple with what his freedom might mean for Israel. 
Shitreet, the former justice minister, is convinced that Barghouti's release would be in Israel's interests. "If it would depend on me, I would release him, I would pardon him and give him the possibility really to be a leader and arrive at a Palestinian state, living in peace with Israel," he said. 
Abu Farah can't make up his mind. "He would be a very good leader, he is very clever, he is very intelligent," he said. "I think that we could make peace with such a leader." Then he backtracked. "We don't trust them. How can you choose somebody that was a terrorist to be the president of the Palestinian people?" 
Fadwa said that her husband still believes in the two-state solution, and that this fact was inconvenient for Israelis who wanted to dismiss him. "The Israelis would prefer someone who says 'we don't want Israel'," she told me. 

The question is what he might be willing to do to achieve a Palestinian state. Opinions differ on this. Some Palestinian journalists say he now espouses non-violent resistance alone. Others, including the manager of the campaign for his release, Ahmed Ghneim, reckon he thinks violence is necessary under certain circumstances. "We're not being occupied by soft power. It's brutal occupation by force," said Ghneim. 
One Western diplomat who has exchanged messages with Barghouti said he has prescribed strict limits on militant activity, for instance, not targeting women and children and not conducting operations outside "the area of occupation". 
What is clear is that Barghouti is less inclined than Abbas to wait patiently to be handed a state. In 2016 a political ally unveiled papers smuggled from prison which he claimed contained Barghouti's plans. They hinged on mass disobedience. 
According to the papers, Palestinians should march in their hundreds of thousands on Jerusalem, the settlements and Israeli army posts, with young and old people in the front line. The occupation's infrastructure - its walls, road-blocks, checkpoints and electricity pylons should be destroyed. Sure, the Israeli army might open fire. But, said Ghneim, "You can't get your liberation for free. Abbas is afraid of the price." 
The past nine months have been deadly for Palestinians in the West Bank as well as those in Gaza. In the aftermath of October 7th, the Israeli army has been carrying out raids in its towns and cities, while settler violence has increased. Around 500 Palestinians have been killed. 
When I went to Kobar, Israeli soldiers had recently pulled down the poster of Barghouti from the billboard in the village square. Nonetheless, when the intelligence officer visited his brother Moukbil in January he behaved with exceptional friendliness. At the end of their conversation the officer saluted Moukbil as "the brother of the future leader of Palestine". 
Up the road in Ramallah, I saw Abbas's supporters gathered in restaurants beneath clouds of sheesha smoke, gaming out what they would do if Barghouti got out. What, if buoyed by the celebrations, he led the crowds to march on Abbas's compound? "There will be a Palestinian civil war," predicted a Fatah security chief, staring glumly into his coffee cup. 



Officially, Abbas's aides told me that Barghouti would have a "very important" role in the PA were he to be freed. But the current leader seems to be in no hurry to get his potential successor out of prison. Those close to the hostage negotiations said Abbas urged Qatari mediators to remove Barghouti's name from the list of prisoner exchanges. 
There is a reason that Hamas wants him released, apart from the prestige it would bring them. They see Barghouti as crucial to their political survival in post-war Palestine. A veteran Western diplomat thinks that Barghouti could broker a deal whereby the Islamists become members of a national unity government in exchange for recognising the state of Israel. 
There is something bizarre about all the plotting going on around a man no one has seen for so long. Nelson Mandela emerged from his decades in prison wiser and more self-disciplined. No one knows what kind of transformation Barghouti has undergone. Most visits were cut off in 2016. Even his wife has not seen him for more than a year. 
Bitton, the Israeli prison-intelligence officer, suggested that the Barghouti he knew in jail was less impressive than the icon whom Palestinians celebrate. He didn't muck in with ordinary prisoners the way that Sinwar did. "He thought he was the big figure of Fatah. He always says he's number one," said Bitton. He added that Barghouti's influence with other prisoners was quite limited. 
Even if Barghouti doesn't disappoint Palestinians, they might disappoint him. How many would heed him if he called for a march on Jerusalem now - especially given the greater tolerance that the Israeli army has shown for Palestinian casualties since October 7th? "People are with the movement in their hearts but with the company in their pockets," said one Palestinian journalist, referring to the network of patronage through which the PA maintains its power. 
For all his popularity, Barghouti lacks a base. His Tanzim are now led by an Abbas loyalist. "He essentially has no organisation," said Shikaki, the pollster. 
But for the peaceniks, there's no one else who has Barghouti's potential. "I don't know if he's Mandela, but he's Barghouti, and he will be our partner in negotiations," said Haim Oron, a former Israeli cabinet minister. "He spoke about the right of the Palestinians, and when I spoke about the right of Jews, he understood." 
Barghouti's allies told me he has resisted the urge to despise his enemies, even after all these years of war and incarceration. "He wasn't driven by hatred and revenge. He was purpose-driven," said Qadura Fares, a former adviser. "He always knew that even with two states we both have to find a way of living in this bit of land together." #
Nicolas Pelham is The Economist's Middle East correspondent 
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Cyber-security
Secrets of a ransomware negotiator
When the gangs of the dark web come, most people panic. This man runs rings around them
Jul 25, 2024 03:42 PM

Last autumn, somewhere in Europe, a security operations centre noticed something. This is the primary job of a security operations centre - to notice things. Its role is simple, protecting organisations by tracking the people using their computer networks. Its name is often abbreviated to a simple acronym, SOC (pronounced "sock".) The people who work at a SOC are the cyber-security equivalent of night guards at the mall, sitting at a bank of television screens: watching, waiting, trying not to doze off. 
In this case, what they noticed was someone trying to log in to a staff member's account at one of the companies the SOC monitors, using a series of incorrect passwords. About a thousand times in one day. This seemed suspicious. Someone at the SOC sent someone at the company an email, letting them know about the failed logins. 
The cyber-security industry exists to keep information secret and reputations intact. I am able to tell you this story only if I keep the company in question anonymous, though you might have heard of it. Picture a company that provides boring administrative services to thousands of organisations across the planet. The kind of company that your own employer subcontracts. A company everyone relies on but no one really bothers to think about. 
Both the SOC and the company were certified as meeting "the world's best-known standard for information security". But when the SOC alerted the company's staff to the failed logins, they did nothing. The SOC didn't press the issue. No one noticed that the user was eventually able to log in. Or that the account belonged to an employee who no longer worked there. No one noticed that it was an administrator-level account, which provided access to the company's entire network. No one noticed anything amiss - for about a month. 
Then, one day, the company's servers began malfunctioning. A series of alarming emails arrived. "We managed to obtain a lot of secret documents, internal documents classified as strictly confidential, personal data of current employees!" read one. There was a link to a private chat room, and a deadline for using it. The hackers wanted to talk. 
Some hours later, a phone rang on the other side of the world. Nick Shah was asleep at his beach house on the tropical island of Mauritius, which is in the middle of the Indian Ocean. When he picked up, it was a colleague with bad news. Someone at the company had gone into the secure chat without consulting them, and sent the hackers two messages: 
Hello? 
The link supplied to initiate communication did not work, we have only just located an alternative link that does work. It is almost 2am UK time, and we need an extension to discuss specifics around this incident with you, we will contact you by 11.00am BST time. 
Twelve minutes later, the hackers wrote back: 
Hello, ok. 
Shah picked up his vape pen and took a pull. The company was panicking, of course. The agitated tone, the rushed timeline. These messages were going to make Shah's job harder. Every interaction with criminals is a psychological power game, and the company had just ceded ground. "What the fuck," said his colleague. Shah needed to craft a reply to get this conversation back on track - and quickly. 



Most people would call Shah a "ransomware negotiator". It's a job that has emerged in the past five years as the problem of online gangs holding data hostage has exploded. Specialists who know how to deal with these gangs are now in great demand. Shah prefers to describe his work as "threat actor engagement" -- "threat actor" being the term cyber-intelligence people use for "mysterious bad guys on the internet"; and "engagement" because there's less of an implication that his clients will need to send money to the crooks. Sure, Shah can haggle over the exact figure of a ransom if necessary. More often, he is able to use the information he and his colleagues extract to resolve the situation in a more agreeable way - only about a third of his firm's cases end in payment. "It's amazing what talking does," he said. "You build a relationship." 
At 55, Shah may be one of the world's most calculating conversationalists, though he hides it well. He has a pleasant, forgettable demeanour: soft face, average height, average build. You would think he was a hotel concierge, not the man who wrote the "Manual of Guidance for Countering Kidnapping and Extortion" for the United Nations Office of Counter-Terrorism. 
Born in Uganda to Indian immigrants, Shah moved to Britain at four, and learned to square up to threats from an early age. He grew up on a council estate in south-west England, at a time when the National Front, a far-right anti-immigrant party, was on the rise. At 18, his only plan was not to be poor any more. He joined the police and worked his way up from street patrols to covert operations. By his 40s he was working for a unit at the National Crime Agency that handles international kidnap and hostage situations. He then spent six years stationed in South Africa, managing missions from Mozambique to Malawi, before retiring in 2019 with a medal from the Queen. 

Although he'd left government he wanted to keep working on transnational crime, and decided to settle in Mauritius. The island's white beaches, relaxed tax regime and strategic location at the crossroads of Africa and Asia make it appealing to a certain kind of person. Over whisky at the home of the British high commissioner, Shah got to know a man in the cyber-security business called Neil Hare-Brown. 
Like Shah, Hare-Brown had a background in law enforcement. A 59-year-old whose wryness recalls the late Alan Rickman, he'd been in the surveillance and counter-surveillance game long enough that he could recall spiriting a car away on a flatbed in the middle of the night in order to install a chunky listening device on it. 
A decade or so ago Hare-Brown noticed a rise in insurance companies offering cyber-crime policies, and thought there might be demand for a firm that could perform risk assessments and investigations for them. He started STORM Guidance in 2014, and Shah came on board five years later. 
Almost all of STORM's clients come through insurance firms. As with a car accident, policyholders are given instructions on what to do in the event of a hack. So once someone at the company understood that it had been infiltrated, they called the emergency number given out by their cyber-security insurers. The people on the other end connected them to a law firm to ensure that the ensuing conversations were kept privileged and confidential. The law firm then got STORM on the line. 
The most pressing question for Shah was what data had been taken. Was it just material pertaining to the company itself? Or had the hackers figured out how to get into the files of its clients, who numbered in the thousands? None of these organisations knew that their service provider, and possibly their own data, had been compromised. The hackers could already be in their systems, poking around. 
The company's chief executive had said to Shah that he was opposed to paying a ransom. Shah's first goal was to slow everything down, so that his counterparts on STORM's technical team had time to do some digging. He decided to limit messages to working hours in the country where the company was based. "No one's life is at risk," he reminded himself. "Go in like this is a partnership discussion, like a business transaction." 



The hackers could gain the upper hand if Shah revealed himself as a professional negotiator, so he would send messages through an untraceable machine. He also needed a legend, or a fake identity. If he pretended to be a low-level employee at the company, Shah could build in opportunities for future delays, as the hackers would expect it to take time to get an answer from a supervisor. "This sounds really bad," he explained, but "I tend to sign off the first ones as a female, because criminals are criminals, and they still have that in their head: a senior person is normally a male." 
He dictated a message over the phone, to be sent a few hours later: 
Hello, 
We are unclear on what data you actually have. Please provide details. 
Many thanks 
Julia 
IT Administration 
Then he rolled over and went back to sleep. 
In 2022 the amount of money that cyber-insurance providers paid out to American companies came to more than $4bn. Claims included business-interruption costs, crisis PR services, support from incident-response teams and ransom payments, which gangs tend to demand in the form of cryptocurrency. The following year ransomware attacks shot up 70%, according to Recorded Future, a cyber-security firm. At least $1.1bn went to the hackers themselves. 
Yet it is impossible to know the full extent of the damage caused by ransomware because many companies try to keep incidents a secret. Valery Riess-Marchive, a cyber-security journalist, believes that only 10% of ransomware incidents are reported, which would put the worldwide number of attacks last year at around 44,000. Businesses stay quiet not only to protect their reputations but also to avoid fines for exposing personal information. 
As late as 2017, ransomware attacks were relatively rare and hackers might only ask for a few hundred dollars to return people's data. As the money-making potential became clearer, gangs formed, who professionalised the business. Most of these were based in Russia and Ukraine. 
Meghan Hannes, a cyber-insurance portfolio manager, remembers the moment she realised the ground had shifted, back in 2019. "My claims person called and said, 'Hey Meg, we had seven ransomware demands this week, and they're all for millions of dollars,'" she said. "That will stop you in your tracks." When the pandemic hit a few months later, many businesses went online, creating even more opportunities to steal data. 
The rate of ransomware attacks has kept growing since then, slowing down only in 2022 following Russia's invasion of Ukraine. (The war distracted the countries' hacker workforces and sometimes pitted them against one another.) 

Many gangs still operate in Russia and Ukraine, though ransomware hubs have emerged in Iran, Brazil, India, North Korea, China and Peru. Some hackers seem to work independently, like pirates. Others appear to have links to their country's government, or at least a licence to harass Western companies as long as they don't cause so much harm that they provoke a military or diplomatic response. 
Differentiating between state-backed and purely entrepreneurial ransomware attacks is hard. Bryan Vorndran, assistant director of the FBI's cyber-division, told me that the line is blurry. "Are criminals selling their services to intelligence services for profit? Or, in reverse, are nation-state-trained hackers being afforded the opportunity to moonlight for personal financial gain, outside of their normal jobs?" 
For the most part, the gangs operate like corporations, with human-resources departments and complex bureaucracies. Prominent groups issue press releases ("We are pleased to announce that we have successfully encrypted Henry Schein's network and extracted 35 Terabytes of sensitive data") and have user-friendly homepages on the dark web, where victims can access a kind of warped customer service. One negotiator told me it is often faster and more helpful than Apple's. "We guarantee that you can recover all your files safely and easily," one gang assures, above a prompt to "CHAT WITH SUPPORT". The whole enterprise is so businesslike that when the internal chats of one gang were leaked two years ago some members sounded like frustrated accountants. ("Our work is generally not difficult, but monotonous, doing the same thing every day.") 
Over time, gangs began licensing their model to freelancers, known in the industry as "affiliates". When an affiliate buys the right to use a gang's software and branding, they also gain access to its credibility. The gang in turn tries to enforce protocols so that its reputation is not undermined by the actions of freelancers. "It is strictly forbidden to discount more than 50% of the originally requested amount," one gang told its affiliates last year. 
Executing a successful ransomware attack requires a variety of skills. Typically each element of an operation - developing the malicious software, using it to break into a server, processing the stolen data, negotiating with the victim - is handled by a different person or team, who may all be in different countries and have no direct contact with each other. Such a diffuse structure makes catching and stopping ransomware gangs extremely difficult. 



Victims are rarely chosen; a gang operates like a thief running amok in a car park, stealing from whichever vehicles have been left unlocked. Breaches almost always come down to a stupid mistake made by a lazy or gullible human being. No one wants to turn on multi-factor authentication. Everyone clicks on suspicious links. Executives neglect to hire enough IT people. Passwords are kept in spreadsheets. It's not that these gangs are that advanced. It's that we are sitting ducks. 
Three and a half hours after "Julia" sent her first message, the ransomware gang wrote back: 
Hello. are you authorized to conduct a dialogue? 
Then, after an hour and a half passed with no reply: 
You should visit the chat more often and check messages. 
Shah politely held firm on his initial request: 
My manager has asked me to respond to you. We are unclear on what data you actually have. Can you send us details or a file tree? I will then pass this onto management. 
While Shah was busy projecting a calm professionalism, the division of STORM that he calls "the techies" was swinging into action. STORM has about 20 employees in London and another dozen working in a business park in Mauritius, which I visited. In the building's directory, the company's suite number is the only one that does not list a name. The office itself is drab, kitted out with black gamer chairs, banks of computers, and nearly empty white bookshelves. A large screen featured flickering columns of text beneath a blue world map. Glowing spots of white, yellow and red represented what was supposedly a live feed of all the spam, infections and cyber-attacks happening across the globe. 
The techies pursued several tactics at once: identifying the hackers' entry points to cut off access, tracing IP addresses, reviewing logs and deploying tools that investigate patterns in a system to find and block suspicious activity. They pored over the timing and language of the initial correspondence, considering cadence and sentence structure in an attempt to link the messages to a known gang. 
Based on the evidence, STORM surmised that the company had been attacked by an offshoot of ALPHV, a major gang also known as BlackCat - not to be confused with BlackMatter, Black Basta or DarkSide. Ransomware gangs tend to give themselves cartoonishly villainous or insectile names like "REvil" and "Scattered Spider" and "Clop" (not a reference to the sound of oncoming horses, but to the Russian word for "bedbug"). The techies scoured the dark web for information: had anyone posted anything about the attack? Was the company's data already being auctioned off? Could a competitor be downloading confidential documents right now? 

These efforts dovetailed with Shah's direct request to the hackers for what he called "proof of life" - the digital equivalent of the photographs he used to receive of a hostage holding up a newspaper. The hope was the gang would send a screenshot showing an index of what had been stolen. This would also confirm he was talking with the right people. (In another recent case, Shah was chatting with someone who couldn't produce proof of life. He concluded it was probably an opportunist who had seen the gang's post about the attack on the dark web and was trying to exploit the situation.) 
STORM's senior cyber-investigator, Ben Muldoon, meanwhile went through a list of questions and recommendations with the company in an effort to contain the attack and avoid paying a ransom. How was the company's data stored and organised? Had all unnecessary systems been shut down? Where was the most sensitive information? What would an administrator-level account have access to? 
As the company responded to these questions, the conversations became fraught. "You're dealing with tired and stressed-out people, and that's part of the job as well, to bring them along with you, because with their help, you greatly reduce the time it takes to get business operations fully up and running again," Muldoon said. It emerged that the company's clients included government agencies, police forces and health services. When Muldoon asked the company about its security architecture, "There was a bit of an uncomfortable silence." 
The team tried to be tactful as the full extent of the company's mistakes became clear. (STORM also has a trauma counsellor on staff, to help clients through what is often an upsetting experience.) "Obviously, in the back of our minds, we're like, 'Oh my god!'" said a STORM director named Harley Morlet. "But like, really, that doesn't help." 
Then the ransomware gang sent a link to an encrypted, compressed file. Finally: proof of life. STORM's team entered the password provided, opened the file and looked through what had been taken from the company's networks. It didn't seem as bad as they'd expected. 
"Luckily," Muldoon said, "there was a very, very limited amount of client data in there, and it wasn't sensitive stuff." 
But then came a volley of threatening messages. 
We have already penetrated your clients' networks. We used your passwords and can clearly see a map of the networks of all victims! 
After all, you know what is happening and what fines await the company, what litigation can be between the corporations that you let down if it becomes public 
Everything the gang was saying seemed to indicate at least one person on their end had accessed client data, and understood just how much was at play here. 
By resolving this incident in silence and without unnecessary noise, you will be safe. 
Are you ready to start negotiations with us on non-disclosure of the data we received?
If you refuse, it will be very sad for your company 



Shah prefers to ignore attempts at intimidation, a lesson he learned during hostage negotiations. Allowing emotion into the conversation wastes time and risks unnecessarily provoking the kidnapper. In composing a response he adopted a blandly corporate tone, throwing in phrases like: "Thanks for your patience" and "I look forward to hearing from you at your earliest convenience." 
He had to demonstrate a certain amount of concern about the data, because too much detachment might give away that he was not actually Julia from IT. But he wouldn't argue. And he would never be the first one to bring up payment. "If you start talking about money," Shah said, "you've literally thrown the carrot at them and hit them on the head." 
The issue of ransom payments is tricky. Some argue that coughing up will only create more crime: "Such payments not only encourage and enrich malicious actors, but also perpetuate and incentivise additional attacks," the US Treasury Department advised in 2021. Last year a senior White House official raised the possibility of banning payments. The British government is currently proposing compulsory reporting of ransomware incidents, and a requirement that firms wishing to pay a ransom must first receive a government licence to do so. 
But many of the cyber-security experts I spoke to thought that government attempts to penalise payments would be counterproductive. "Even if you could enforce it, you would probably be forced to make exceptions," said Suzanne Spaulding, a former director of America's national cyber-defence agency. "Are you going to make exceptions for hospitals? As soon as you make an exception, those entities become the target." 
Some public entities are already forbidden from paying the hackers off, and even discouraged from talking to them. Shah said that this latter policy could be costing institutions opportunities to get their data back without paying (though he obviously has a vested interest). He also argues that criminals benefit from the stigmatisation of negotiations, because it makes the victims reluctant to share information with each other or with authorities. He tries to pass intelligence on to the FBI and other agencies when he can, though he suspects they spin the information they share in return because they want to discourage people from paying ransoms. 

The information given out by the gangs isn't necessarily trustworthy either. Like this proof of life: did it really reflect what the gang had? 
At this point, it had been only a couple of days since the company had realised it had been breached. The chief executive was determined to protect the company's reputation and keep its clients in the dark for as long as possible. 
Shah and Hare-Brown were concerned about this approach. As the company had government contracts, it was difficult to know whether their servers might contain sensitive national-security information. "You want to err on the side of caution," Hare-Brown said. In another case, a client had handled shipping for a certain country's armed forces; during the ransomware attack, STORM successfully nudged the client into alerting the government. "Not informing, it could be dangerous," Shah told me. 
But the company's chief executive chose to trust that the "proof of life" file was comprehensive. The attack would remain secret, for now. 
Shah expected the ransomware gang to ask for $5m. Muldoon, alarmed by the forensic information about the company's servers, guessed that the demand would be more like $15m. 
So when the messages came in, both were surprised. 
Considering the whole situation that you have and the amount of data that we received.
The amount of payment will be 2 million dollars. 
"Either they don't know what company they're actually dealing with, or they haven't done their research properly," Shah said. He felt more optimistic now that he could see his counterparty was so dim-witted. 
Muldoon was less inclined to write the criminals off. "Why didn't they go for all those companies?" he asked himself. "They could've done some serious damage." Could there have been some other reason behind the gang's decision not to exploit the client data? "Maybe it was politically not a good idea to do that," he thought. Possibly the gang had decided that threatening to release all the client data would bring them too much attention, crossing a line that would prompt some kind of law-enforcement, military or government blowback. 



Cyber-security experts say they suspect these kinds of calculations are common in the ransomware business. "As long as they operate in this financial world, and business is paying, and they get reimbursed by insurance companies and there's no real harm done, they might not be prioritised as highly in terms of response," said Spaulding, the former cyber-security agency director, as she tried to explain the gangs' logic. When insurers cover the cost, the pain is spread across society, via higher premiums. The people who suffer the most financially are small-business owners, most of whom don't have cyber-insurance. 
Attacks that put lives or critical infrastructure at risk do occur, but these are often believed to be mistakes. Some ransomware gangs even try to portray themselves as socially responsible. Several have issued press releases claiming they will not attack hospitals or schools. Shah once negotiated on behalf of a private hospital and managed to buy time by convincing the gang it was overwhelmed with covid patients (in fact the hospital's doctors were mostly cosmetic surgeons). 
So were these hackers stupid or strategic? Hare-Brown came down on Shah's side. If the gang had really understood the extent of the company's network, he thought, the affiliate would have started naming specific clients. Then again, there was no way to know for sure. 
For several days, Shah sent the gang courteous messages as Julia, delaying any significant negotiations around the ransom demand. He signed off with, "I will update you soonest." 
The chief executive was starting to realise how lucky he was that the gang had not pushed their advantage to the full. After a few days of persuading, he got the board to approve paying the $2m. 
Shah said that wouldn't be necessary. He drafted another message to the hackers. 
Good morning, 
The management team have asked me to discuss with you a settlement. As you will, I'm sure understand, we do not have the financial means to meet your current price. It is far outside our capabilities and unachievable. 
We feel that an appropriate settlement can be achieved that will satisfy both parties and conclude matters quickly; however this figure would need to be much lower. 

Shah wanted the gang to think it was getting what it wanted, even as he pretended that the company couldn't afford its demands. To signal to the gang that he was serious, he even changed his legend, signing off: 
Thank you
Christophe
HR Manager 
Less than 15 minutes later, a hacker wrote back. 
I will discuss and answer you in half an hour. 
A follow-up arrived eight minutes after that: 
Hi Christopher. 
Let's not bargain and waste both your and our time. 
You say that this amount is too much for you, and in this case our head told me that we can make a discount. 
Tell me the amount of your counteroffer, but it certainly can't be small, so we might as well just get up and leave 
Tell me the amount within 1 hour (from the moment you read this message) 
Shah let two hours pass. 
Good afternoon, 
Thank you for your reply. 
I will convey your message to the management team. 
Any response will take some time as any decisions will need to be discussed. 
This will not be within an hour.
It is in neither of our interests to waste time and we are certainly eager to resolve this matter as quickly as possible. If you were able to provide me with a revised price, I can share that with them and I am more confident that a resolution could be reached much sooner. 
I look forward to hearing from you at your earliest convenience. 
Thank you
Christopher
HR Manager 
Shah refused every demand the gang had made. At the same time, he explained to me, "I'm using words of agreement, like 'resolve' and 'confident'...That's making them go, 'We're getting success now.'" Nine minutes later, the hackers wrote: 
We are ready to close the issue completely and without unnecessary bidding in the amount of $700K. 
Now Shah was starting to have some fun. "You really don't know what you've got," he thought. He might have expected the next demand to be $1m, but dropping the price by more than half? These guys really were dumb. 



The chief executive was now desperate for the problem to go away and happy to pay $700,000. Shah could feel the antsy energy on both sides. But he was reluctant to fold. He waited almost 20 hours to write again, and when he did, he told the hackers that he was still "awaiting a decision". 
And then, a few hours later, Shah made Christopher from HR do something bold. In the middle of a long, exceedingly polite note, he wrote: 
We currently have $179,500 (USD) available to us that we can provide you quickly. 
When Shah first told me this story, he didn't seem to understand why I would find his behaviour strange. We were sitting at a beach cafe in Mauritius, sipping coffee (me) and tea (him). Birds were chirping around us. Why in the world would Shah bother continuing to negotiate when the solution was at hand? If anything, it seemed like he was annoying both sides by doing so. Was he thinking about future cases that might involve this gang, and trying not to set a precedent by giving in too quickly? Was this about his ego? The health of the ransomware ecosystem? 
Shah hadn't really thought about any of this before. He seemed just as perplexed as I was. "We could have completed this a lot sooner but..." he paused. "That's not natural in my view." 
"I've never dissected why I do it, but I've always done it," he continued. "Why can't I get it lower for them, if that makes sense?" 
In any case, the gang accepted the offer ("we appreciate your desire to resolve the issue"). STORM ran a sanctions check, then helped the company send a test payment of $99 to the designated Bitcoin wallet. Once receipt was confirmed, the rest of the ransom payment went through. 
That was that. Case closed. The company filled out the necessary forms for the insurance claim. The claims adjuster considered the evidence. The lawyers signed off on the paperwork. And the clients went about their business, never having learned that any of their data had been compromised. #
Amanda Chicago Lewis is a journalist in New York 
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Desert island risks
The cruise that will get you chased by the Chinese coastguard
China is bullying its rivals in the South China Sea. For some tourists, that makes it a perfect holiday destination
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

My holiday to the Philippines started with a post I found on Facebook. "TRAVEL LIKE NO OTHER", it exhorted. "The Kalayaan Island Group boasts the most unspoilt destinations in the country. Whether you are travelling for adventure or curiosity, the Spratlys will not disappoint." 
I was intrigued. The Spratly Islands are in the middle of the South China Sea, one of the most contested waterways in the world. Six governments have laid claim to this scattered, rocky archipelago and the surrounding sea. China has sought to intimidate its rivals by populating the region with navy, coastguard and militia vessels, as well as drones. The Philippines, the primary target of China's aggression, lacks such military might and has taken a softer approach to asserting its own claims. It hopes to persuade the world that Pag-asa, known internationally as Thitu - one of the nine outcrops in the sea it considers its own, and the only Spratly with a civilian population - is capable of sustaining a thriving community. By subsidising the lives of Pag-asa's residents, and developing the island's nascent tourism industry, the Philippine government is trying to make it harder for the Chinese to muscle their country out of the South China Sea. 

The Spratlys are in the middle of the South China Sea, one of the most contested waterways in the world

The Spratlys seemed like the perfect vantage point from which to view the geopolitical sparring between China and the Philippines. But though I could imagine a few hardy fishermen eking out a living on Pag-asa, or some patriotic naval officers being stationed on the remote island, the idea of tourists going there for a relaxing tropical getaway seemed absurd. 
So I contacted the person behind the holiday advertisement. I heard back a few hours later: "We do not accept foreigners for the Pag-asa Summer tour as the boat is only a local vessel. Not very comfortable." I asked if they could make an exception. Another speedy reply: "Sorry, we give priority to locals because that's the tour that they can afford." 
In a follow-up message, I learned that foreigners like me could instead travel on a luxury boat for $3,000 (the holiday on the "not very comfortable" local vessel was a sixth of the price). The next luxury trip - which included dives on three islands, massages and a "premium" souvenir item - was scheduled for March, nine months away. I booked it with some excitement. 

But eleven days before I was due to depart, I received an email: NOTICE OF POSTPONED TOUR. The yacht was broken. Would I like to join the tour on the local boat instead? An itinerary for the seven-day trip, which was billed as "voluntourism", was attached. It detailed a variety of do-gooding activities on Pag-asa, including playing basketball with the residents, organising children's party games and working on a community construction project. My stomach began to sink as I looked at the packing list, which suggested we bring multiple forms of insect repellent, a power bank, tent, sleeping bag, pillow and "mini fan for comfort (optional)". 
The journey began at midnight a few days before Easter, when a minibus picked up a few Filipinos and me at a petrol station in Palawan, the Philippine province closest to the Spratlys. At 7am we arrived, bleary-eyed, at port. As I got out of the van, I heard the sound of hammering. And drilling. I looked up: our boat, a cargo vessel, was still under construction. 
The crew worked on the boat while our group loitered at the port, seeking out the scant shade as the sun beat down. The 40 or so tourists - mostly Filipinos who were in their 20s and 30s, dressed in sportswear and hauling backpacks - enthusiastically took photos in front of a banner welcoming us with mottoes like "help, explore, appreciate, love". They came primarily from big cities like Manila, where they were young professionals; many spent their precious annual leave travelling across the country's 82 provinces. A few were tour guides themselves, doing reconnaissance to decide if their companies should start offering similarly gonzo trips. 

For many, the frisson of being on a geopolitical front line only added to the trip's allure

For many, the frisson of being on a geopolitical front line only added to the trip's allure. The South China Sea's immense strategic importance (nearly 60% of global maritime trade flows through it), as well as its abundant fish, have made it hot property. Over the past decade the Chinese have bolstered their presence in the sea by building artificial islands complete with military barracks, hangars, airstrips and anti-aircraft missile systems. Chinese ships frequently ram and blockade Philippine vessels, and have injured around a dozen Filipino sailors this year alone. 
Flag-waving nationalists who are horrified - and intrigued - by China's behaviour are exactly the sort of people that Ken Hupanda, the cheerful 35-year-old government official who is in charge of the push to promote tourism on Pag-asa and nearby islands, hopes to attract on his trips. Ours would be the fifth holiday he had led to Pag-asa (though his 25th visit to the island), and the first one completely funded by private individuals, rather than subsidised by the government. Political tension had been good for business. 

After a seven-hour delay, we finally set off on the cargo boat, its hull filled with bags of rice for Pag-asa's inhabitants. Our berths for the 32-hour journey were electric-blue fold-out beds that were spread out across two levels and largely exposed to the elements. The waters were so choppy that as the boat swayed, we sometimes couldn't see the horizon. I figured out early on that the best way to go to the loo was to pin my hands and feet against the wall opposite the toilet and press my back against the wall above the bowl (the bathroom was the size of a telephone booth). Most of us passed the time sprawled on our beds, trying not to vomit. In the middle of the night, we were roused by shrieks as a few passengers were tossed out of their cots. 
Though we all felt queasy, we gathered on deck in the morning to squint at the horizon. A few tourists had brought binoculars, through which they could make out two Chinese navy vessels trailing us, just to show us that they knew we were there. One person enthusiastically explained to me what we were looking at. We had crossed China's notorious nine-dash line, which outlines its claim to almost the entire South China Sea. The tourists were delighted: this was what they had signed up to see. 
We pulled into Pag-asa 14 hours behind schedule. Everyone smelled as if they needed a shower and looked like they needed a good night's sleep. Contrary to the suggestion in promotional materials that Pag-asa was the "perfect venue" for a "family or corporate event", there were no hotels on the island. Instead, for $10 a night, most of us opted to stay with one of the 250 or so residents. (The alternative was camping in your tent near the beach.) 

We had crossed China's notorious nine-dash line, which outlines its claim to almost the entire South China Sea

My host, a friendly 36-year-old fisherman, picked me up at the wharf. A faint smell of livestock lingered on the warm night air. As he led me along the island's only paved road to his hut, I scanned the village, softly lit by the full moon. It looked like so many I had visited in South-East Asia, with rows of ramshackle wooden and concrete shacks, their roofs made out of corrugated iron. The only noticeable difference was the bright lights from the Chinese coastguard and militia vessels that perpetually surround the island. 
In the morning, we gathered for breakfast next to the campsite, a couple of metres away from turquoise-blue waters and fine white sand. Hupanda was distributing T-shirts that read "Pag-asa volunteer" and "Made in the Philippines". ("Well, actually, these T-shirts are made in China," he laughed.) Afterwards, the tourists headed to the island's sole basketball court - which doubles as the town square - to play games with the local children. 

Pag-asa's first residents arrived in 2002, as part of the Philippine government's efforts to buttress its territorial claim by settling families on the island. Back then, there were only a few households; now, there are almost 60. Residents receive land, rent-free, to build homes on, and the government provides every adult with 16kg of rice each month. Many are also offered jobs such as caring for the island's chickens, ducks, goats and pigs; most fish for extra income. 
Life for people on Pag-asa has changed substantially over the past few decades, albeit slowly. Last year, the government installed round-the-clock electricity. The main road had recently been paved - although the closest thing Pag-asa had to a car was a tricycle that a local fisherman drove me around on during his grand tour of the island's other new amenities: a runway, dock, school and typhoon-evacuation centre. The government next plans to build a naval port and artificially extend the island farther into the sea, to expand its airport. 
Pag-asa's remoteness remains one of its biggest challenges. The sole Wi-Fi hotspot is at the school; locals and tourists hung around at all hours of the day, desperately searching for a signal. Lacking stable internet and even textbooks, teachers must rely on photocopies of the curriculum. The school has only enough teachers for the younger students; older ones must move to the Philippine mainland for senior high school. So must pregnant women: Pag-asa's medical centre isn't equipped to deliver babies. (This isolation presents more minor problems. The local nurse's 9-year-old daughter informed me that her favourite food is pizza - but she can only eat it in Palawan's capital, a day and a half away.) 

Everyone on the island had encountered China's menace at some point. Filipino fishermen used to have their choice of ten reefs but now only dare to fish at two of them

The practical challenges of living on an outlying island can give some events a rough-hewn quality. While I was visiting, Pag-asa held its first-ever Mass on the basketball-court-cum-town-square - presided over by a Catholic priest who had flown in just for Easter Sunday. Hupanda, acting as tourism officer as well as (self-appointed) architect, hoped to establish a more permanent site for religious services. He decided to enlist us to break ground on a multi-faith centre (although most Filipinos are Catholic, there are a handful of other Christians and Muslims on Pag-asa). 
One morning, as the more eager tourists began work on the multi-faith centre, I sat on a concrete slab in the shade to chat with Michael Ho, perhaps the most unexpected member of our group. He moved from Guangzhou in southern China to the Philippines 28 years ago and is married to a Filipino woman - but still has a Chinese passport. He and his wife sell financial software to local governments across the Philippines. A few weeks earlier, they had demonstrated their product to the mayor of the far-flung Kalayaan municipality (of which Pag-asa is a part) and wanted to show their support for him by joining the cruise. 

The other tourists had initially seemed sceptical of Ho - a few had quietly expressed their disapproval to me, speculating that he and his wife were actually selling Chinese malware. I was eager to ask him about his experience on tour, but he got to the topic first. Within five minutes, Ho declared that one country should not claim the entire South China Sea. "We should share it," he told me. If any of his fellow tourists' suspicions had bothered him, he didn't let on - except to reveal that, ultimately, his loyalty was to his wife: "I cannot fight against my wife so of course, I would automatically surrender to her and the Philippines." 
Everyone on the island had encountered China's menace at some point. Several fishermen spoke of how they used to have their choice of ten reefs but now only dare to fish at two of them because the Chinese coastguard will harass them at the others. When I asked what might happen if a fisherman were snatched by a Chinese vessel, no one had a good answer. 
Few of Pag-asa's residents have more experience of China's tactics than Larry Hugo, a wiry fisherman with a weather-beaten face. As a single dad supporting two school-aged daughters, Hugo works by himself every day from 4.30pm to 7.30am, when he returns home with perhaps 20kg of fish. Around 2012, he started seeing Chinese sailors near Subi Reef, a barren outcrop, who were pretending to be fishermen. Soon they were arriving in bigger boats, laden with construction materials to build huts on the reef; within two years, they were erecting concrete buildings. 

Chinese sailors, pretending to be fishermen, were arriving in boats laden with construction materials to build huts on the reef; within two years, they were erecting concrete buildings

Hugo reported the boats to the Philippine navy, but they told him to drop the subject. Then, one morning in 2021, as Hugo approached a cay near Pag-asa, a Chinese coastguard vessel cut him off and blasted its horn. "I had heard they were firing water cannons at some Filipino boats so I just retreated," he told me. Hugo stopped fishing for a while, afraid that the next time he ran into the Chinese, they'd capture him. 
He posted a video about the incident on Facebook. It went viral. "The Philippine government got angry with me and warned me not to speak to any local journalists," he claimed. The country's then-president, Rodrigo Duterte, wanted warmer ties with China, and stayed mostly silent about its aggression in the South China Sea - in part to attract Chinese investment. 
The current president, Ferdinand "Bongbong" Marcos, has been more combative. He has released videos of China's harassment of Philippine ships and let the coastguard take journalists out to witness it. Marcos hopes that exposing China's activities will lead to international pressure for it to back down. Yet there is little evidence that this approach is working. In March a group of Filipino marine biologists found neat piles of crushed coral on one of the sand cays near Pag-asa. The mayor of Kalayaan told me this could be a sign that China is beginning to build more artificial islands, creeping ever closer to Pag-asa itself. 

China has also continued to bully the island's fishermen. Now, Hugo said, the country blocks them from even coming close to Subi Reef, which has been turned into a militarised refuelling station, around 12 times the size of Pag-asa, for Chinese coastguard and militia boats. Hugo wondered if America, as the Philippines' ally, could provide the coastguard and navy with faster, bigger boats so that they could face down the Chinese. "Right now, our boats are no match against the Chinese ones," said Hugo. But such a move runs the risk of drawing America into a direct confrontation with China - and possibly triggering a global crisis. 
One evening, two fishermen offered to take me, another journalist and a tourist out on their vessel. "We'll show you what it's like," said Erad Devebar, one of the fishermen. 
The sun was setting as we bobbed in the swell. I wiped spray from my eyes and tried to shield my phone as waves splashed into our metal boat, which was barely wide enough for me to sit down in. Soon, the only light would come from a dozen Chinese fishing boats guarded by several coastguard vessels, visible in every direction. 

One of the Chinese coastguard ships had dispatched a rubber boat to intercept us. I hunkered down in the hull, my heart racing as we sped away

Then we came to a sudden stop. Oliver Lachica, our captain, was shouting in Tagalog at Devebar, who dashed nimbly to the back of the boat. They conferred, then slowly turned it so its bow faced Pag-asa. 
Suddenly, our boat was illuminated by a bright light. Lachica yelled something. The tourist translated: "Turn off the light! Turn off the light!" The other journalist had accidentally turned on his phone's torch. I barely had time to figure out what was going on before Lachica glanced over his shoulder and shouted for all of us to hold tight: one of the Chinese coastguard ships had dispatched a rubber boat to intercept us. I hunkered down in the hull and clung onto the railing, my heart racing as we sped away. 
The Chinese coastguard didn't manage to catch up with us. Once back on land, Lachica explained that we weren't pursued because of the light from the phone's torch; rather, it was because the Chinese boats are fitted out with the latest radars and drones. "They always know what we are doing," he said. 

I was rattled but impressed by the fishermen's courage. My terrifying boat chase may have appealed to some of the tourists in my group. For these men, though, it was a typical day at work. 
The Filipino tourists gathered in the town square to sing the national anthem on our final morning. Unlike many displays of patriotism, this felt heartfelt. Everyone knew the lyrics: "For my nation I will die". Then they sang the Kalayaan municipality's anthem, which lists the islands that the Philippines claims, including Pag-asa. (In Tagalog, Pag-asa means "hope" and Kalayaan means "freedom".) One of the tourists led a prayer: "Guide every person on this island. Guide them with wisdom, with strength, with all their needs, Lord God, to protect the place that we own." A Dutch documentary crew that missed the first rendition of the national anthem asked the tourists to repeat it. Everyone agreed, singing with even more gusto the second time around. 
Some of the tourists wore T-shirts with slogans like "West Philippines Sea" - their preferred term for the South China Sea. Several brushed away tears. "I'm too old to fight but at least I can tell my grandchildren about their heritage, about how I visited Pag-asa, in case one day it isn't part of the Philippines any more," said Freddie Mendez Alcala, one of the misty-eyed tourists. Another was so moved by the morning's events that he got down on one knee and proposed to his girlfriend. 
We boarded our cargo boat at around 10pm. The journey back felt much faster than the trip to Pag-asa, perhaps because we all knew what to expect. Even so, Mariane Tagaca, an adventure tour guide, told me she was no longer interested in trying to offer this sort of trip to her customers: "We have to go on all the tours we take our guests on and I don't ever want to ride this boat again." 
The following evening, a couple of us rested on the bow of the ship, looking at the stars. We were near Sabina Shoal, well within the Philippines' exclusive economic zone but also within China's nine-dash line. We saw two flashing lights. "Are those Chinese drones?" asked one of the tourists. One of the crew said it was an aeroplane - but the lights followed us as we ploughed through the waves. 
Grace Pujalte, a software manager from Manila, was one of those on deck. Although she had previously told me that she wouldn't recommend the holiday to her family and friends - her sister would "murder" her for proposing a trip on a boat that was in such terrible shape - she wasn't quite ready for her own to end. It had been the adventure of a lifetime, we agreed. Pujalte was delighted to have been tailed by the Chinese on our way to Pag-asa. But she did have one regret: "I actually wanted to be on the receiving end of a Chinese water cannon." #
Sue-Lin Wong is a South-East Asia correspondent for The Economist 
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A fossil-fuel fantasy
Donald Trump's promise of a golden age for oil is fanciful
There is not much he could do to boost fossil fuels--or rein in clean energy
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

"WE WILL DRILL, baby, drill!" So thundered Donald Trump in his speech on July 19th at the Republican National Convention, where he accepted his party's nomination as its presidential candidate. Encouraged by rapturous applause, he warmed to the theme, vowing to boost domestic production of fossil fuels to "levels that nobody's ever seen before", making America so "energy dominant" that it "will supply the rest of the world". 
Mr Trump is assiduously courting oil bosses. In April he invited a group of them to Mar-a-Lago, his private club in Florida, and promised to scrap what they see as President Joe Biden's onerous regulations on the industry if returned to the Oval Office. He asked only that they contribute $1bn to his bid for re-election, arguing that the figure would be a bargain compared with the windfall they would receive from lower taxes and looser rules. 
Mr Trump and his team are keen both to set America's oil industry free and to unpick Mr Biden's clean-energy agenda. His supporters invoke vast undeveloped reserves of oil in Alaska and the Gulf of Mexico that would gush forth if only the green boot were removed from the industry's throat. Robert O'Brien, who served as national security adviser during Mr Trump's presidency, suggests that "the United States could be producing millions of barrels more per day." Yet the Trump team's plans are likely to be much less consequential for American energy, both brown and green, than it makes out. 
America's oilmen have long complained about Mr Biden, and are likely to have similar reservations about Kamala Harris, the vice-president and almost certain Democratic nominee for November's presidential election after Mr Biden withdrew from the race on July 21st. His signature legislative accomplishment, the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA), for which Ms Harris cast the tie-breaking vote in the Senate, explicitly seeks to encourage the use of low-carbon energy through huge subsidies for green technologies. 
Mr Biden has also regulated the fossil-fuel industry's emissions of methane, a potent greenhouse gas, and in January paused the approval of permits to export liquefied natural gas (LNG), enraging bosses. The American Petroleum Institute, a trade association, has decried a "regulatory onslaught". One lobbyist in Washington grouses that the White House makes the oil industry feel as though it is "unwelcome today and will become more unwelcome going forward". 

Yet for all the complaints, America's fossil-fuel industry has done remarkably well under Mr Biden. Oil-and-gas production last year was greater than at any point during Mr Trump's term (see chart 1 ). Mr Biden's administration issued more licences for drilling during its first three years than Mr Trump's did (see chart 2). Exports have soared. Last year the president approved Willow, an $8bn oil project in Alaska opposed by environmentalists. The profits and dividends of America's oil giants have grown fatter under Mr Biden. The Dow Jones US Oil and Gas Index, which tracks the market value of the industry, sputtered on Mr Trump's watch. It has more than doubled under Mr Biden's, helped by a surge in prices.

One energy expert who has advised former Republican presidents acknowledges that "no federal policy meaningfully restrains near-term production" of oil or natural gas, and sees "no options that would enable oil-and-gas production to rise" by much more than what the market would have dictated anyway. Harold Hamm, a shale billionaire and ardent supporter of Mr Trump, declared recently that the industry is "producing everything we can".
Over the long run, sustained hostility from a future Democratic president could theoretically dampen investment in America's oil-and-gas resources, but such policies are not in evidence. The closest thing is the pause on export permits for LNG. That election-year wheeze, however, was halted by a federal judge earlier this month, and looks unlikely to survive.
Drill, maybe, drill
Ultimately, investment in the oil business "depends on global supply-demand balances and investor appetites", says Kevin Book of ClearView Energy Partners, an energy-research firm. The most important factor affecting those balances is not the White House but the Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, the oil cartel that sets production quotas with the aim of managing crude prices.
It is Wall Street, moreover, not America's government, that shapes how Big Oil adjusts its investments according to supply and demand. Since the bursting of the shale bubble, a period of reckless expansion after the financial crisis during which the cowboys of the industry burned through some $300bn of cash, investors have sought to rein in oil bosses. Rystad Energy, another research outfit, characterises the prevailing ethos in the shale patch as "persistent capital discipline". It is not clear how much a new president would change the mood.
A victory in November for Mr Trump may also do surprisingly little to slow America's shift towards clean power. Although Mr Trump has vowed to repeal the IRA, which he calls the "green new scam", he will probably not be able to do so, argues Neil Auerbach of Hudson Sustainable Group, a clean-energy investor. Some four-fifths of its benefits go to Republican congressional districts.
What is more, for all their hostility to Mr Biden, brown industries are just as keen on handouts as green ones. Dan Brouillette, who served as energy secretary under Mr Trump and now heads the Edison Electric Institute, an association for America's private-sector power utilities, has vowed to defend the IRA. One oil-and-gas lobbyist says his clients, who benefit from the law's subsidies for hydrogen production and carbon-capture technologies, "will go to the mat" to prevent its repeal.
Green machine
A second Trump administration could still slow the greening of America's economy by fiddling with regulations and abandoning targets for decarbonisation, notes Wood Mackenzie, one more energy-research firm. It reckons that America is on course to invest $7.7trn in low-carbon energy between 2023 and 2050, and expects that figure would drop to $6.7trn if Mr Trump were to return to the White House. That is unwelcome, given that America probably needs closer to $12trn of investment to reach net-zero emissions by 2050; but it would hardly sound the death knell for America's green industries.
Wood Mackenzie's analysis predates Mr Biden's exit from the presidential race. Ms Harris may have greener instincts than her boss; during her brief presidential bid four years ago she voiced support for a ban on fracking (though she reversed her position after joining Mr Biden's ticket). As Ms Harris targets younger voters, she is likely to "pitch climate ambition", reckons Mr Book of ClearView. As it stands, though, she has not made any new promises to expand efforts at decarbonisation. 
No matter what happens come November, America's low-carbon economy has gained a momentum of its own. Even without subsidies, adding power to the grid with a solar farm is cheaper these days than doing so with a new coal-powered plant. Over 90% of the additional power-generation capacity coming online in America this year will be carbon-free. Big commercial customers, such as the tech giants, which need ever growing amounts of power for their data centres, have made public commitments to cut their net emissions to zero. NextEra Energy, a Florida-based utility that is one of the world's biggest developers of clean energy, is committed to investing roughly $100bn in solar, wind, batteries and transmission by 2027 regardless of who wins the White House.
Mary Landrieu, a former Democratic senator for energy-rich Louisiana, likes to say that "you can't run US Steel on windmills or solar panels". Nonetheless, she is convinced that in the years since Mr Trump left office the oil-and-gas industry "has reached a tipping point in embracing a lower-carbon future". Even fossils, it seems, can change. #
To stay on top of the biggest stories in business and technology, sign up to the Bottom Line, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Bump start
China's robotaxis are racing ahead of Tesla's
Baidu is leaving Western carmakers in the dust
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | Wuhan

IF AUTONOMOUS CARS are supposed to make life easy, then Apollo Go, the robotaxi unit of Baidu, a Chinese tech giant, still has work to do. When your correspondent tested its service in the city of Wuhan he had to find his way to a designated pick-up location and end his journey at an approved drop-off spot--more like taking a bus than a cab.
Yet Apollo Go, which launched in Wuhan in 2022 and has since expanded to ten other Chinese cities, has been a hit. Its service has carried out 6m rides nationwide since launching. It now has more than 400 driverless cars on the road in Wuhan and plans to have 1,000 running by the end of this year. Chinese carmakers including Hongqi and Arcfox make the vehicles for Baidu, which provides the technology. Most of its cars in Wuhan have "level four" autonomy, which means they do not require human intervention in most situations on the road but can get muddled in areas such as parking garages--which might explain why it asks customers to trudge through the city's sweltering heat.
The reason Apollo Go has, nevertheless, gained such favour with riders is that it is astonishingly cheap. Your correspondent's 11-minute spin cost just 9.84 yuan ($1.35). Such fares are possible thanks to the largesse of Baidu, which is covering around 60% of the cost of a ride. That is not sustainable. But, thanks to plummeting costs, the company reckons its robotaxis in Wuhan will break even by the end of the year and turn a profit in 2025.
Drivers account for about half of the total cost for a conventional ride-hailing service. But an assortment of other expenses associated with autonomous vehicles--from maintenance and cleaning to sensors and, most importantly, the software on which they run--have so far prevented them being a cheaper substitute. Baidu sees that changing. In May it unveiled its sixth-generation vehicle, which costs less than half the previous model, and plans to upgrade the fleet in Wuhan. As the business has expanded the supply chain has matured and Baidu has been able to spread the cost of developing and updating its technology over more vehicles.
One group that is not thrilled by Baidu's success is Wuhan's cabbies. When asked whether taxi drivers' jobs will be affected, one insists that it "is already happening". Another driver says he admires Baidu's technological advances but worries his job will be "stolen". Last month a taxi company in the city published an open letter warning of the threat that autonomous cars posed to employment.
About 10m people are employed as cabbies in China. Of those about 7m work for ride-hailing firms, in many cases after losing their jobs in another industry. It is unclear how sympathetic China's government will be to their plight. The country's leaders are eager to gain an edge in emerging industries. Local officials are already competing for business. In June the city of Beijing drafted a new set of guidelines for autonomous driving that HSBC, a bank, says will make regulation of the industry more "transparent and predictable". 
Elsewhere, efforts to develop robotaxis have stalled. Last year General Motors, an American carmaker, suspended operations at Cruise, its robotaxi business, after one of its cars injured a pedestrian in San Francisco, leading California to revoke its licence to operate in the state. On July 23rd it said it would relaunch the service in Dallas, Houston and Phoenix, but with a human supervisor in the vehicle.
That same day Tesla, America's electric-vehicle giant, said it would push back the unveiling of its robotaxi from August to October. In May China's government offered to let the company test its service in the country. If it does, expect more hand-wringing from China's taxi drivers. #
To stay on top of the biggest stories in business and technology, sign up to the Bottom Line, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/business/2024/07/24/chinas-robotaxis-are-racing-ahead-of-teslas



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Prestige and the podium
LVMH is splurging on the Olympics
Will it pay off?
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

PAY CLOSE attention as the medals are draped over the victors of this year's Olympic games in Paris and you may spot a hexagonal piece of wrought iron at their centre. That is a piece of the Eiffel Tower, kept after a renovation. The medals, designed by Chaumet, part of the luxury giant LVMH, are but one example of how the conglomerate's maisons will be adding an opulent touch to the games. France's team will don Berluti garments for the opening ceremony on July 26th. VIP lounges have been stocked with the cuvees of Moet Hennessy. Even the torch has been kept in a Louis Vuitton checkerboard trunk.
LVMH is not only the "creative partner" for this year's games, but also one of its largest benefactors, thanks to a sponsorship deal reportedly worth EU150m ($166m). That is a little over a tenth of the $1.3bn in total sponsorship that the games is expected to receive, according to Ampere Analysis, a research firm--a 60% increase on the amount brought in by the previous, albeit pandemic-afflicted, games in Tokyo. Bernard Arnault, LVMH's boss, has charged his eldest son, Antoine, with overseeing the partnership with this year's event.
At first glance, LVMH's close involvement in the games may seem odd. Luxury brands that sponsored sports traditionally limited themselves to ones with a strong whiff of old money about them (think Hermes and horse-riding or Rolex and tennis). In recent years, however, LVMH has shown a surprising absence of snobbery in its associations. In 2020 Louis Vuitton became a sponsor of the NBA, an American basketball league, and in 2023 it supported the Rugby World Cup. Nor is it alone. Prada, an Italian rival, announced a partnership with the Chinese women's football team last year.
That may reflect what industry-watchers call the "democratisation of luxury". The industry now makes much of its money peddling its goods to shoppers who want to look richer than they are. When unveiling LVMH's sponsorship of the games, the elder Mr Arnault praised its "values of passion, excellence and inclusion". Of greater interest, though, may be its billions of spectators. LVMH will hope to persuade at least some of them to indulge themselves--especially with business slowing in China, as the firm reported on July 23rd.
Whether its own splurge on the Olympics pays off will be difficult to assess. Measuring the return on such sponsorships is notoriously tricky. An executive at a sportswear brand that has supported previous games says his company never noticed much of an impact. For LVMH, though, this may be more of a marathon than a sprint. #
To stay on top of the biggest stories in business and technology, sign up to the Bottom Line, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Dogfight
Can China smash the Airbus-Boeing duopoly?
It hopes to succeed where others have failed
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | Farnborough

EACH YEAR Airbus and Boeing, the two halves of the global aircraft duopoly, face off at the world's most prestigious airshow, which alternates between Paris and Farnborough, in the countryside close to London. This year's event in Farnborough, which opened on July 22nd, was a more subdued clash than usual. Both firms announced some orders from airlines, but these were mostly small.
Boeing is still reeling from the consequences of a panel blowing off a 737 MAX, its short-haul aircraft, in January. That model, which first flew in 2016, has been bedevilled with safety issues. The company has had to slow down production as regulators have investigated its safety procedures, enraging airlines whose deliveries have been delayed. Airbus, which had more planes on display at Farnborough than its chastened rival, has had troubles of its own. Snags in its supply chain have forced it to delay plans to ramp up deliveries of its short-haul jets. At current production rates it will take Airbus nearly 12 years to produce the 8,600 planes it has on its order books, and a similar time for Boeing to meet its 6,150 unfilled orders.
The backdrop is one of soaring demand. Boeing reckons that over the next 20 years the global fleet of passenger planes will need to double to meet the world's growing appetite for flying, requiring 44,000 new aircraft. That is roughly twice as many planes as the duopoly managed to deliver in the past 20 years. 
Could this open the door to aviation's twosome becoming a threesome? Rob Morris of Cirium, a consultancy, thinks "it is more a case of when, rather than if". Yet the barriers to becoming a maker of large passenger planes remain formidable.
It would cost Boeing and Airbus perhaps $20bn-30bn to develop a new plane. The expense would be even greater for any newcomer. They would need a decade or more to prepare designs, set up factories, establish a supply chain and obtain the blessing of regulators before any revenue rolled in. What they produce would need to match or beat the price and performance of the duopoly's competing planes. They would then have to convince airlines, which benefit from lower costs when running a single-make fleet, to switch. And they would need to build the vast network of service technicians any customer would require before signing a cheque. 
Embraer, a Brazilian aerospace firm, is rumoured to be contemplating a tilt at the duopoly. Its regional jets seat a maximum of around 145 passengers, compared with typically between 150 and 240 for Boeing's 737 MAX and Airbus's A320 family of short-haul planes. Few pundits dispute that it has the engineering prowess. Yet the experience of Bombardier, its one-time rival in regional jets, suggests that is not enough. The Canadian firm invested vast sums developing its CSeries jet, larger versions of which could compete with smaller versions of Airbus's and Boeing's short-haul planes. The financial strain this placed on the company, coupled with tariffs imposed by America after an anti-dumping complaint by Boeing, led it to sell the programme in 2017 to Airbus, which now markets the aircraft as the A220. Bombardier ceased making regional planes altogether in 2020, though it still makes business jets.
Taking on the duopoly from a standing start would be even riskier. After 15 years of soaring costs and technical snafus Mitsubishi Heavy Industries, a Japanese industrial giant, called time last year on its project to develop SpaceJet, a small regional plane that would have been its country's first homegrown passenger aircraft in decades. The MC-21, a much delayed narrowbody jet from Russia's United Aircraft Corporation, is said to be too heavy and suffers from a shorter range and lower capacity than planned. While it may begin commercial service next year, and has a few hundred domestic orders, it is unlikely to do much flying outside Russian airspace.
Flight risk
China's determination to become an aerospace superpower--and its willingness to throw fistfuls of yuan at the effort--presents the biggest threat to the duopoly. The Centre for Strategic and International Studies, an American think-tank, reckons that by 2020 China's government had handed up to around $70bn in subsidies to COMAC, the country's state-owned aerospace champion, to develop the C919, a narrowbody rival to the 737 MAX and A320 family. Conceived in 2006, it made its long delayed first flight in 2017. COMAC has now delivered six of the planes to customers, and has orders for over 1,000 more.
The C919's range and capacity, however, fall short of the competition. Christian Scherer, boss of Airbus's commercial-aircraft business, regards COMAC as a serious competitor, but points out that the C919 offers no new technology or features. Attracting international buyers will be tough. Outside its home market, only a startup in Brunei with Chinese backers has ordered the C919. Western aviation regulators will be wary of approving a new jet from a new manufacturer, and Western politicians could grumble about domestic airlines purchasing Chinese planes.
Even if COMAC meets its goal of making 150 C919s a year in five years' time, which seems ambitious, it will remain a minnow. Cirium reckons 1,800 short-haul jets will be sold annually by then, meaning COMAC would account for less than a tenth of the total. Boeing still hopes it will ramp up production of its 737 MAX to 50 a month by 2026. Airbus intends to be making 75 A320s a month by 2027.
That said, a slow climb does not mean COMAC will never reach altitude. Mr Morris of Cirium reckons that over the next 20 years it can capture 20-30% of a Chinese market for 6,000 short-haul planes. China's domestic aerospace supply chain should also develop further. Only 14 of the 82 suppliers for the C919 are Chinese, and many of the most complex components come from America and Europe. But China's government is endeavouring to change that. It is even said to be planning an attempt to break into the jet-engine business, taking on Western incumbents. 
Airbus, too, was heavily dependent on government largesse when it first began making big jets (though it had the advantage of being formed out of a consortium of longstanding European aerospace firms with experience making planes). Its first passenger jet, the A300 it launched in 1969, was a commercial disappointment. But it laid the groundwork for planes that followed. COMAC may similarly learn from the C919. Though details are scant, it is now developing the C929, a model of which was on display at Farnborough. The long-haul plane would compete with Boeing's 787 Dreamliner and Airbus's A330. COMAC is also said to be developing the C939, which would take on the even larger Boeing 777 and Airbus A350. The incumbents should watch their tails. #
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Bartleby
Machines might not take your job. But they could make it worse
How robots and AI change the meaningfulness of work
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

JULY 19TH was a day for help-desk heroes and support superstars. A routine software update by CrowdStrike, a cyber-security company, caused computer outages in offices, hospitals and airports worldwide. Most white-collar workers looked disconsolately at their screens and realised just how useless they are if they cannot log in. People in IT came to the rescue of helpless colleagues and stranded passengers. Their work that day was full of stress--but also full of meaning. 
If machines can add purpose to some jobs when they fail, what about when they work properly? This is not an idle question. Discussions about artificial intelligence (AI) in particular easily get lost in hypothetical debates about wholesale job losses or, worse, the nature of consciousness. But technologies tend to spread in less dramatic ways, task by task rather than role by role. Before machines replace individuals, they change the nature of the work they do. 
That is likely to affect job satisfaction. Many employees put a higher premium on non-monetary than monetary rewards. A recent Federal Reserve discussion paper by Katherine Lim and Mike Zabek surveyed American workers who had switched jobs to find out whether and why they thought their new positions were better; they found that interest in the work mattered more to people than pay and benefits.
Which is why another recent paper, from Milena Nikolova and Femke Cnossen of the University of Groningen and Boris Nikolaev of Colorado State University, makes for sobering reading. The authors looked at the prevalence of robots in industrial settings and how that affected workers. Robots reduced the perceived meaningfulness of jobs across the board, irrespective of age, gender, skills and the type of work. In theory, machines can free up time for more interesting tasks; in practice, they seem to have had the opposite effect.
In a separate paper, Ms Nikolova and Ms Cnossen, along with Anthony Lepinteur of the University of Luxembourg, explore why this might be. They find that industrial robots make jobs less physically taxing. But the number of tasks that remain open to humans dwindles, hurting both the variety of work and people's understanding of the production process. Work becomes more routine, not less.
Machines need not have a dulling effect. In their research Ms Nikolova and her co-authors found that people did not perceive a loss of autonomy if they were working with computers, where they have more control of the machine than the other way round. (Presuming, of course, you can turn it on.) And automation may well have a different impact on service industries like health care, where less time spent on drudge work might indeed mean more time with patients.
A paper from 2011 by Michael Barrett of the University of Cambridge and his co-authors found that the introduction of drug-dispensing robots into hospital pharmacies had disparate effects. Pharmacists felt the quality of their jobs had improved because they had more time for patient counselling. Like the IT administrators rolling back the CrowdStrike update, technicians enjoyed the enhanced status that came with knowing how to fix the robots. Pharmacy assistants had a more miserable time of it, however, as their role shrank to loading medicine into the machines. 
Consumer reactions to automation can also vary. An experiment conducted by Eugina Leung, now of Tulane University, and her co-authors tested how customers reacted to different descriptions of a cooking set. People who prided themselves on being skilled chefs really didn't like products that promised to do everything at the touch of a button. A technology that cuts down on boring tasks is fine; one that threatens your sense of identity is not. 
It is still too early to know how AI will affect the quality of work. Some will surely enjoy using a bot to brainstorm ideas and take care of menial tasks. Yet research by Pok Man Tang of the University of Georgia and his co-authors also suggests that workers who interact more with AI assistants feel lonelier and crave more social contact. The thing for managers to remember is that machines can make employees feel differently about their work. So it matters whether new technologies are introduced in collaboration with employees or imposed from above, and whether they enhance or sap their sense of competence. Bosses who ignore these issues are missing something meaningful. #
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This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/business/2024/07/25/machines-might-not-take-your-job-but-they-could-make-it-worse



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Schumpeter
Why is Mark Zuckerberg giving away Meta's crown jewels?
Augustus Caesar goes on the open-source warpath
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

AS ALTER EGOS go, Augustus Caesar is not a bad one for Mark Zuckerberg, pontifex maximus of Meta, owner of the Facebook family of apps. Both men started their march to power as teenagers. Both stopped at nothing to build empires--though unlike the impetuous Mr Zuckerberg, Augustus's motto was "make haste slowly". Both gave the illusion of sharing power (Augustus with the Senate, Mr Zuckerberg with shareholders) while wielding it almost absolutely. The Roman emperor is Mr Zuckerberg's role model. In a recent podcast he used the 200-year era of stability ushered in by Augustus to illustrate why he is making Meta's generative artificial-intelligence (AI) models available in a way that, with some poetic licence, he calls open source.
On July 23rd Mr Zuckerberg issued a manifesto laying out in greater detail the business case for open-source AI. That coincided with the release by Meta of Llama 3.1, a freely available large language model (LLM) whose most powerful version, it says, rivals the top offering from OpenAI, maker of ChatGPT. Mr Zuckerberg said Meta's intent was to liberate itself from the sort of gatekeepers that have constrained it in the past, such as Apple and its iPhones. That sounds sensible. It was lost on no one, though, that Meta is Llama's sole gatekeeper. 
Meta's new model is certainly an attention-grabber. The biggest version has 405bn parameters (a common definition of LLM power), almost six times those in its predecessor. Mr Zuckerberg claimed that by next year the company's models will reign supreme, throwing down the gauntlet to rivals like OpenAI that have taken a closed approach. As both open and closed models get bigger, the debate over which is better is developing an almost theological intensity. On one side are the open-source purists in favour of decentralised "little tech". On the other are closed-source realists who argue that greater centralisation and control are better for safety and national security.
Mr Zuckerberg's manifesto further stirs that debate. Though questions remain about how genuinely open Meta's models are, and its commitment to the approach, he makes a good case. 
As he points out, open-source software has an illustrious pedigree. In the 1990s Linux, an obscure operating system created by a university student, eventually became the industry standard for servers, thanks in part to the backing of IBM, a tech giant of its day. The beauty of Linux's approach was that it provided full access to its source code, enabling developers to modify and improve it. That differs subtly from Meta's approach to AI. Percy Liang, co-founder of Together AI, a cloud-computing startup that will use Llama 3.1, calls the tech giant's models "open weights", rather than open source. Meta makes available the numerical values used in its models, known as weights, but doesn't reveal the data on which the models are trained, which is the equivalent of the source code. That may reduce the ability of developers to customise its models. It is better than nothing, though. 
This also raises the question of whether or not Meta might change its approach, leaving developers that rely on its models high and dry. Meta is not a charity, and building LLMs can be costly. Investors have shown in their hostile reaction to Mr Zuckerberg's metaverse ambitions that, despite his control of the company's voting shares, he does not have a blank cheque to splurge on whatever he likes. If Meta does not get the commercial benefits it expects, it may be forced to reconsider its approach. 
Openness, meanwhile, raises two big safety concerns. The first is harm-prevention. Though Meta has probed Llama 3.1 for dangers, the bigger models get, the more risk there is that they could go rogue or be misused. Once released, such models do not have a kill switch. That, in turn, raises the issue of liability. Who bears responsibility if these models fall into the hands of bad actors? Regulators are grappling with such questions; a clampdown could affect the long-term viability of open-source AI.
Mr Zuckerberg's rebuttal starts with self-interest. Meta benefits from its interactions with the open-source community, which will suggest ways to make its models better, he argues. Better models should in turn help the firm improve the performance of the AI products it offers to users of Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp, boosting engagement and profit. Meta's business is based on advertising, rather than subscriptions, so it has no risk of cannibalising itself. What is more, though he does not say this, making its large language models available for free helps commodify the industry, undercutting the prospects of rival tech giants. As with IBM, which backed Linux against Microsoft's Windows, Meta's megabucks and clout are giving open-source AI a tailwind. Big firms such as Nvidia, creator of generative-AI chips and supplier of related offerings, and Amazon Web Services, a cloud provider, are incorporating Llama 3.1 into their products.
Mr Zuckerberg also insists that it is safer to have power concentrated in the hands of the many rather than the few. When it comes to national security, closing models to prevent China getting its hands on them would be counter-productive, he writes. It would hurt American innovation, and China might be able to steal the secrets anyway. 
Actium man 
Mr Zuckerberg's long-term bet is that openness will be good for the world as well as Meta. He has likened it to Augustus's Pax Romana. After years of civil war in the wake of Julius Caesar's death in 44BC, few in Ancient Rome could conceive of the idea of a prolonged period of peace and prosperity. Likewise, he reckons, few investors at this point are able to imagine the long-term potential of Meta giving away its crown jewels. Like his hero, he has battles to fight before his position is secure. But he is on the warpath. #
If you want to write directly to Schumpeter, email him at schumpeter@economist.com
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Broken record
The rich world revolts against sky-high immigration
Moderates want to limit numbers. Radicals want mass deportations. What will be the economic consequence?
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

MIGRANTS ARE increasingly unwelcome. Over half of Americans favour "deporting all immigrants living in the US illegally back to their home country", up from a third in 2016. Just 10% of Australians want more immigration, a sharp fall from a few years ago. Sir Keir Starmer, Britain's new centre-left prime minister, wants his country to be "less reliant on migration by training more UK workers". Anthony Albanese, Australia's slightly longer-serving centre-left prime minister, recently said his country's migration system "wasn't working properly" and wants to cut net migration in half. And that is before you get to Donald Trump, who pledges mass deportations if he wins America's presidential election--an example populist parties across Europe may wish to follow.
It is not just words. Australia, Britain and Canada are cracking down on "degree mill" universities offering courses that allow in people whose true intention is to work. This year Canada hopes to cut the number of study permits by a third. Other countries are making it harder for migrants to bring family with them. President Joe Biden has announced measures to bar those who unlawfully cross America's southern border from receiving asylum. In France President Emmanuel Macron wants to speed up deportations; Germany is enacting similar plans. And worse could be on its way. Mr Trump's plans imply the removal of perhaps 7.5m people. What will all this mean for rich-world economies? 

The change of approach follows a period of sky-high immigration. In the past three years 15m people have moved to rich countries, the biggest surge in modern history. Last year more than 3m people migrated to America on net, 1.3m went to Canada and about 700,000 turned up in Britain. The arrivals are from all over, including hundreds of thousands of Ukrainians fleeing war and millions from India and sub-Saharan Africa. 
Now there are signs the boom may be ending. Net migration to Canada has fallen by almost half from its recent peak, while in New Zealand it is dropping sharply. The rich world has fewer job vacancies than before, giving potential migrants less reason to move. The flood of refugees from Ukraine has slowed to a trickle. New anti-migrant measures are also starting to play a part. In the EU the number of third-country nationals who were returned to their home country, following an order to leave, has risen by 50% over the past two years. In the first quarter of 2024 "enforced returns" from Britain rose by 50% year on year. Illegal crossings at America's southern border recently fell to a three-year low.
Some anti-immigration measures, especially large-scale deportations, could prove immensely damaging to economies. When Canada ramped up deportations during the Depression, it came at a large fiscal cost and clogged the ports. In 1972 the Ugandan government expelled thousands of people of Asian descent, whom it accused of profiteering. "There are virtually no African entrepreneurs left to take over the commerce," a confidential CIA memo reported that year. It also noted it had become impossible to get a haircut in Kampala as all the barbers had shut. 
Those close to Mr Trump argue that "Operation Wetback"--Dwight Eisenhower's mockingly named policy in the 1950s which expelled thousands of undocumented Mexicans--shows mass deportations can work without ill effect. True, the period was one of strong economic growth, and inflation remained low. Yet the comparison is misleading. During the 1950s legal Mexican immigration to America sharply rose, rather than fell. There is little doubt that Mr Trump's proposal would cause economic chaos, as entire industries would be forced to find new staff. Warwick McKibbin of the Peterson Institute for International Economics, a think-tank, reckons that in the unlikely event Mr Trump successfully managed to deport 7.5m people, American GDP would fall by 12% cumulatively over three years.
There is greater uncertainty about the effects of more moderate anti-immigration policies, even if they are still likely to be damaging. In the short term, efforts to bring down sky-high migration would probably reduce inflation in the housing market. Research by Goldman Sachs, a bank, suggests that in Australia each 100,000 decline in annual net migration reduces rents by about 1%. As migration to Britain has slowed in recent months, so has the pace of rent rises (other factors are playing a role, too). In time, though, falling migration would probably push up other inflation. As labour supply declined, wages might grow faster than otherwise, raising the price of services such as hospitality.
A clampdown would also benefit GDP per person--the yardstick by which economists usually assess living standards. As immigration surged in 2022 and 2023, GDP per person in Britain fell. It has tumbled in Germany. In Canada it remains nearly 4% off its high in 2022. This has happened in part because the latest arrivals are on average less skilled than the resident population, meaning that they cannot command high salaries. Although this is a mechanical effect, rather than an actual hit to natives' living standards, reducing immigration could stop the slide in the short term. 
Working through it
But it would do so with long-term costs. New arrivals are finding jobs. For decades migrants in Britain were less likely than natives to work--no longer. The employment rate of migrants in Europe is the same as that for natives. Immigrants in America have long been likelier to work than people born in the country, and in recent months the gap has widened. Cracking down on migration risks provoking the re-emergence of labour shortages that plagued economies across the rich world in 2021 and 2022, and which drag on GDP per person by creating inefficiencies. In the long term, immigration also allows for more specialisation in the labour force.

Crucially, the new arrivals often work in unglamorous, poorly paid but nonetheless vital industries, including construction and health care. From 2019 to 2023 the number of foreign-born people in America's construction workforce rose sharply, even as the number of native builders fell. In Norway the number of foreign workers employed in health care has jumped by 20% since the covid-19 pandemic. The number of doctors working in Ireland but who trained elsewhere is up by 28%. During the same period the number of Chinese staff in Britain's struggling National Health Service has doubled, while the number of Kenyans has tripled. 
Over time rich countries, which have ageing populations, will need more workers who are young and keen to work. This is because few politicians are talking about measures such as drastically raising the retirement age or making health care much more efficient. Although cracking down on arrivals may buy politicians support for now, economic logic means the policy will become an ordeal if maintained. #
For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in economics, finance and markets, sign up to Money Talks, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Breaking the greenback
Donald Trump wants a weaker dollar. What are his options?
All come with their own drawbacks
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | Washington, DC

IN SEPTEMBER 1985, eight months after Ronald Reagan, America's 40th president, began his second term, finance ministers and central bankers from America, Britain, France, Japan and West Germany met at the Plaza Hotel in New York. They discussed ways to bring down the value of the dollar, which had risen by nearly 50% on a trade-weighted basis between 1980 and Reagan's second inauguration. Other countries had expressed alarm; the American trade deficit had ballooned. After the group announced that "orderly appreciation of the non-dollar currencies is desirable" and that they were ready to "co-operate more closely to encourage this", the dollar plummeted. By the late 1980s, it was back where it traded in 1980.
Despite the seeming success of the "Plaza Accords", currency intervention fell out of favour. Desire for control over monetary policy, as a way to keep inflation low, took precedence. It is infeasible for a country to have an independent monetary policy, an open capital account and a fixed exchange rate; even going for two of the three, and influence over the third, is not much easier. Currency markets are vast, deep and liquid. Time and again foreign-exchange traders have beaten into submission policymakers who have dared try to push them around, in either direction. 

Yet this may not stop a second Trump administration from trying. Donald Trump likes most strong things--strongmen, strong borders, strong China policy--but not a strong currency. "One would think that I would be thrilled with our very strong dollar," he said in 2019, "I am not!", explaining he thought it undermined American industry. He is joined in this dislike by J.D. Vance, his new running-mate. "When I survey the American economy...I see our mass consumption of mostly useless imports on the one hand and our hollowed-out industrial base on the other hand," he told a Senate hearing last year, before asking Jerome Powell, chair of the Federal Reserve, if there were downsides to having the world's reserve currency.
What tactics could a Trump-Vance White House use to bring down the dollar? A repeat of the Plaza Accords--surely this time at the Trump International Hotel, on the other side of Central Park--is unlikely. They were agreed, in part, as an alternative to levying tariffs or other trade-protection measures on allies, which were desired by Congress. America's trading partners are far more varied, numerous and hostile than in the 1980s. Fewer would be willing to help America out this time round.
Made in China
The Treasury could instead act of its own accord, selling dollars to buy foreign currency. But this might be expensive. From 2014 to 2017 China, which has robust capital controls and a thinner foreign-exchange market, spent $1trn, or 3% of GDP, a year trying to support the value of its currency. America is running a large budget deficit. Borrowing vast sums only to buy up foreign currency might not appeal, especially if funds are restricted by the debt ceiling and could finance tax cuts.
Perhaps Messrs Trump and Vance will try to coerce the Fed into action. Independent monetary policy is not something Mr Trump has ever cared much about. In his first term he often took to social media to chastise Mr Powell for being slow to cut interest rates, criticising him for having "no guts, no sense, no vision". If the central bank could be nudged into printing dollars or lowering rates, that would probably help bring down the value of the dollar. Yet it is unlikely Mr Powell could be bullied into doing this, not least because it would almost certainly cause inflation, which he is required to keep low and stable. Firing Mr Powell, and replacing him with a more pliable chairman, might not be legal.
Some kind of capital control is the only other tool. It is unthinkable that America would implement the kind of restrictions that China has in place, but it could make flows of capital a little less free, such as by imposing a tax on foreign purchases of American financial assets. This idea has been floated by Robert Lighthizer, Mr Trump's trade representative during his first term, as a tool to bring down the trade deficit. It, too, might have unwelcome consequences, including pushing up government-bond yields or pushing down stock prices. Given that Mr Trump likes issuing government debt and takes pride in a strong stockmarket, this could put him off. 
If a second Trump administration simply does nothing, it might even get lucky. The jury has long been out on whether it really was the Plaza Accords that drove down the dollar. The currency's strength in the early 1980s was encouraged by the Fed's war on inflation, which it fought with eye-watering interest rates of almost 20%. By the end of the decade the battle was won, and rates had been cut sharply. A similar story seems to be playing out in America now. After more than two years of tight monetary policy, inflation at last appears to be subsiding. Rate cuts--and currency weakness--may soon follow. #
For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in economics, finance and markets, sign up to Money Talks, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Heterodox thought
Revisiting the work of Donald Harris, father of Kamala
A combative Marxist economist with White House influence
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

IN A VIDEO clip that has gone viral recently, Kamala Harris quotes her mother asking her whether she thought she had just fallen out of a coconut tree. The probable Democratic nominee for president breaks into a laugh at the turn of phrase before explaining, somewhat philosophically, the message of the story: "you exist in the context of all in which you live and what came before you." For Ms Harris some of that context is esoteric economic theory. Her father, Donald, is an 85-year-old, Jamaican-born economist, formerly a professor at Stanford University.
As part of a tradition of heterodox economists, Mr Harris is tenacious and prosecutorial, with a terrier-like grip on the blind spots and misguided assumptions of the mainstream (as well as the foibles of his daughter, whom he publicly admonished for stereotyping Jamaicans when she admitted to smoking marijuana). He is a clear writer. There are few compound nouns or sentences that run for paragraphs. Yet he is still a Marxist and his writings are sprinkled with obscurantist theorising. Republicans who have mocked Ms Harris for word-salad speeches will find precedent in her father's writing.
Mr Harris's work shares some of the economic concerns of the Biden administration, in which Ms Harris is vice-president. His book, "Capital Accumulation and Income Distribution", published in 1978 and dedicated to Kamala and her sister, examines the pitfalls of relying on profit-seeking capitalists to direct an economy. The focus is on the connection between inequality and growth. Seeking to not only understand why some countries are rich and others poor but also why parts of all economies are backward, a pattern he calls "uneven development", Mr Harris rejected the work of Robert Solow, the father of mainstream growth theory, and aligned himself with post-Keynesians such as Joan Robinson and Piero Sraffa. 
The two camps sparred often. In the 1950s Robinson's critique of Solow's growth model led to what became known as "the Cambridge Capital Controversy", owing to the fact it took place between neo-Keynesian economists in Cambridge, Massachusetts, such as Solow, and post-Keynesians in Cambridge, England. The latter alleged that their American peers improperly conceptualised capital. Aggregating the capital stock, the diverse mix of equipment an economy relies on, in terms of money involved circular logic: the return on capital was required to calculate its volume, which was then required to calculate its return. The American economists conceded the point but kept using their models. "If God had meant there to be more than two factors of production, he would have made it easier for us to draw three-dimensional diagrams," Solow quipped.
Mr Harris did not move on. In his 1978 book he developed a model of growth without an aggregate capital stock. Rather than the smooth "production function" of Solow, in which the rate of saving and population growth determines capital per worker, Mr Harris instead proposed that firms must choose from a "book of blueprints", which need different capital goods. Capitalists will compete to ensure the rate of profit is consistent across different industries, picking a blueprint based on the level of wages and profits in the economy. Unlike in Solow's model, each part of the economy does not use the maximum amount of capital per worker. There is no "steady state" path of growth, but multiple equilibria dependent on the level of wages and profits. Later he would suggest that constantly evolving technology inevitably leads to persistent unemployment.
In his diagnosis of capitalism as inherently insecure and, if left to its own devices, insufficient to improve living standards, there is an echo of themes in both American party's platforms; namely, the public investment and industrial policy in Bidenomics, which is intended to juice growth for the "middle class", and the more interventionist aspects of Donald Trump's economic nationalism. Americans across the political spectrum now seem to agree that the unfettered free market is not the route to widespread prosperity.
Trying completely to reconcile Mr Harris's work with the mainstream would bowdlerise it, though, as it is more unashamedly Marxist than anything in modern American politics. He is concerned with exploitation, the value form and the diminishing rate of profit. In one paper he dismissed the idea of America's black population as analogous to those living under colonial rule, arguing that the problem was capitalism rather than dominance by a foreign power. There is no reason why black workers would be better off under black capitalists than white ones, he wrote.
Today few politicians are keen to cite Robinson or Sraffa as intellectual influences. Mr Harris, for his part, retired from academia in 1998 to focus on policy work, including advising the Jamaican government. For all his earlier radicalism, he has recommended fiscal discipline and crime reduction, as well as export-led growth and industrial strategy. In the end, however, perhaps his greatest economic legacy will be his daughter. #
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War economy
How Vladimir Putin created a housing bubble
Prices have risen by 172% in Russia's biggest cities over the past three years
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

MORTGAGES USED to be a tough sell in Russia. Decades of Soviet propaganda, which denounced credit as an unbearable burden, had an effect. Even after the end of communism, Russians still referred to mortgages as "debt slavery", preferring to save until they could buy their homes outright. Vladimir Putin, the country's president, has spent two decades trying to convince his citizens to take a different view. In 2003, during his first term, he explained that mortgages might help solve "the acute problem of housing" facing Russians. His plea fell on deaf ears.
He is now having more success--and all it took was a heavy dose of statism, as well as the invasion of a peaceful neighbour. Over the past few years, the number of Russians taking out mortgages has soared, owing to a generous programme of state subsidies for buyers of new-builds. Mr Putin may have got more than he bargained for, however, since the state's subsidy binge has stoked an ultra-hot property market, sending house prices soaring. As such, the Kremlin has found itself picking up a giant and fast-growing bill.
In 2020, when Russia was gripped by covid-19, officials increased handouts for those buying freshly constructed properties in an attempt to bolster the economy. At first, banks offered mortgage applicants a preferential rate of around 6%, roughly two percentage points below the market rate, with the state making up the difference. Similar discounts, which had previously only been available to families, were then offered to IT workers and people moving to places including the Arctic, Siberia and occupied Ukraine. Still, mortgage volumes did not begin to really rise until Russia's economy went on a war footing. Banks issued mortgages worth 7.7trn roubles ($88bn, or 4% of GDP) last year, up from a total of 4.3trn in 2020. Most were supported by subsidies.

This reflects the fact that Russians are short of investment opportunities: sanctions weigh on the stockmarket and currency controls make it hard to move money abroad. Inflation, which came roaring back in mid-2023, has also played a role--and not just by giving Russians an incentive to put money into bricks and mortar. When the Central Bank of Russia (CBR) started raising interest rates, the scheme's appeal grew. As the CBR lifted its benchmark rate to 16%, the government kept its preferential rate low, raising it to just 8%. In June there was a gap of more than ten percentage points between the government's rate and the market rate for a mortgage.
As a consequence, the Kremlin is footing a hefty bill. The finance ministry has already spent nearly half a trillion roubles on the scheme. Costs could soon climb higher if, as most analysts expect, the CBR raises rates to 18% on July 26th. The boom in subsidised loans has also caused a housing bubble. Last year 110m square metres of housing were built, compared with an average of just 59m a year since the end of communism. At the same time, prices are soaring. The Moscow-based Institute for Urban Economics reckons they climbed by 172% in the biggest cities between 2020 and 2023. Elvira Nabiullina, the CBR's governor, is spooked. She has blamed the government's subsidies for "overheating" the housing market and said that they would pose a "pro-inflationary risk" if the Kremlin failed to wind them down. 
Under pressure from the CBR and the finance ministry, the Kremlin has begun to do just that. In December it hiked the minimum deposit required for a loan from 20% to 30%. Earlier this month it ended its most popular scheme, which was for buyers of new-builds. The number of new mortgages could drop by some 50% in the second half of the year, according to one analyst quoted by state-affiliated media.
Russia's construction industry will suffer. So will banks, which have enjoyed record profits driven by rapid growth in mortgage portfolios. For now, though, the housing market may manage to avoid a collapse. Vasily Astrov of the Vienna Institute for International Economic Studies says "deceleration and possibly stagnation" are likelier than a big drop in prices. Russia's red-hot war economy, which has seen bumper wage growth this year, may yet prove able to sustain a robust property market even in the face of higher rates and slimmed-down state support. The economy has defied doubters so far. And Russians seem willing to bet the house on it. #
For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in economics, finance and markets, sign up to Money Talks, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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China's reserves
Why is Xi Jinping building secret commodity stockpiles?
Vast new holdings of grain, natural gas and oil suggest trouble ahead
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

OVER THE past two decades China has devoured enormous amounts of raw materials. Its population has grown bigger and richer, requiring more dairy, grain and meat. Its giant industries have been ravenous for energy and metals. In recent years, though, the economy has suffered from political mismanagement and a property crisis. Chinese officials are adamant that they want to shift away from resource-intensive industries. Logic dictates that the country's appetite for commodities should be shrinking, and shrinking fast.
In reality, the opposite is happening. Last year China's imports of many basic resources broke records, and imports of all types of commodities surged by 16% in volume terms. They are still rising, up by 6% in the first five months of this year. Given the country's economic struggles, that does not reflect growing consumption. Instead, China appears to be stockpiling materials at a rapid pace--and at a time when commodities are expensive. Policymakers in Beijing seem to be worried about new geopolitical threats, not least that a new, hawkish American president could try to choke crucial supply routes to China. 
The fear is warranted, for China depends on foreign resources. Although it is the world's refining centre for many metals, it imports much of the raw material required, ranging from 70% of the bauxite it uses to 97% of cobalt. China keeps the lights on only with imported energy. It has a lot of coal, but its deposits of other fuels do not match its needs, forcing it to bring in 40% of its natural gas and 70% of its crude oil. China's dependence is most acute for food. In 2000 almost everything citizens ate was produced at home; today less than two-thirds is. The country imports 85% of the 125m tonnes a year of soya beans it uses to feed its 400m pigs. Its reliance on foreign farmers is near total for coffee, palm oil and some dairy products. 

Aware of this vulnerability, China started building "strategic" stockpiles of grain and defence-related minerals at the end of the cold war, which it then added to at the peak of its economic boom with petroleum and industrial metals. Three recent events have prompted more stockpiling. In 2018 President Donald Trump imposed tariffs on Chinese exports worth $60bn a year, forcing China to retaliate by slapping duties on American soya beans. Next came covid-19, which disrupted supply chains and raised the cost of materials. War in Ukraine then inflated prices and showed America's will to use embargoes. 
Now Mr Trump, who makes no secret of his desire to hobble China, has a decent chance of returning to power. In a confrontation, America could restrict its own food exports to China, which have rebounded since a truce of sorts was reached, and lean on other big suppliers such as Argentina and Brazil to do likewise. It could try to influence countries that sell metals to China, including Australia and Chile. And most of China's commodity imports are shipped through a few straits and canals that America could seek to block for Chinese vessels by, say, posting military ships nearby. 
China seems to be readying itself for a more hostile environment. Its preparations start with scaling up storage infrastructure. By contrast with America, where strategic reserves are state-controlled, in China they also take the form of private tanks, silos and warehouses, which officials in Beijing have access to in times of crisis. 
Since 2020 China's crude-storage capacity has increased from 1.7bn to 2bn barrels. The location of many such sites is secret, but satellite imagery suggests that known ones have grown fast since 2022, says Emma Li of Vortexa, a data firm. Similarly, the capacity of underground gas caves grew six-fold between 2010 and 2020, to 15bn cubic metres (bcm); the target is to reach 55bcm by next year. China is also building a dozen or so tanks to hold liquefied gas along its coast. JPMorgan Chase, a bank, forecasts that total gas-storage capacity will hit 85bcm by 2030. 
China is now filling these facilities. In another sign of increasing caginess, state statisticians have stopped releasing data for stocks of many commodities. Yet there are ways to gauge the degree of concern. America's Department of Agriculture forecasts that, by the end of the current growing season, China's wheat and maize stocks will represent 51% and 67% of the world's, respectively, up five to ten percentage points from 2018. These are thought to be enough to cover at least a year's demand. Stocks of soya beans, China's biggest farming import, have doubled since 2018, to 39m tonnes, and are projected to hit 42m tonnes by the end of the season.
More striking still has been China's effort to stash metals and fuel. By estimating the amounts of copper, nickel and various other metals that China could have consumed and comparing it with supply, Tom Price of Panmure Liberum, a bank, finds that the country's inventory build-up since 2018 has been sufficient to cover at least 35% to 133% of its annual demand, depending on the commodity. By the end of spring China also had 25bcm of gas in storage, enough to meet 23 days of consumption, and up from 15 days' worth five years ago. Parsley Ong of JPMorgan expects that this cover will reach 28 days by 2030. 
Crude stocks, meanwhile, have risen by 900,000 barrels a day (b/d) since the start of the year, estimates Rapidan Energy, a consultancy. At 1.5m b/d, the filling rate was fastest in June, suggesting that it is accelerating. This has helped China's inventory near 1.3bn barrels, enough to cover 115 days of imports (America holds 800m barrels). On top of this, China has told oil firms to add 60m to stockpiles by the end of March. Rapidan thinks reserves will grow even faster, with China adding as many as 700m barrels by the end of 2025.
This stockpiling is worrying Americans, and not just because it could fuel inflation by raising commodity prices. The supplies China is after are those it would need to survive a conflict, perhaps as it blockades Taiwan. "When you juxtapose that against China's military build-up, it starts to be very concerning," says Gabriel Collins, a former analyst at America's defence department. For now, the evidence suggests that hoarding is more likely to be a defensive measure, since it is not yet on a scale to be secure in a hot conflict. American officials should watch closely for the moment that starts to change. #
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Buttonwood
Why investors are unwise to bet on elections
Turning a profit from political news is a lot harder than it looks
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

TO MEET THE world's biggest news junkies, head not to Washington or Westminster. Instead, make your way to a trading floor, where information from every corner of the globe must be parsed the instant it emerges. Whatever the news, from coups to company-earnings reports, it probably affects the price of something. This year, amid a seemingly never-ending series of elections, the addicts are not short of a fix. Electorates representing most of the world's population are heading to polling booths, and not just market-makers but investors everywhere face the tantalising prospect of trading on the results.
The rewards of doing so successfully are difficult to ignore, since an incoming government has a huge capacity to influence investors' returns. Its fiscal decisions will alter the course of sovereign-bond yields, company profits and foreign-exchange rates. Subsidies, tariffs and regulation will determine which industries get a boost and which are knocked for six. Less tangible, if no less important, the vibes that a new administration gives off concerning trade, cross-border investment and commerce in general will help decide whether foreign capital floods in or beats a quiet retreat. It all hits the bottom line.
This is where even the most ardent armchair politico should pause, take a breath and perhaps follow it with a cold shower. Elections offer endless streams of data (in the form of polls and betting odds) as well as constant twists and turns (a shock coalition in India; a candidate's withdrawal in America). They are like catnip to investors, while also burdening their portfolios with real risks. Still, the temptation of trying to make a quick buck from politics should be resisted. For most, it is simply too hard.
To see why, return to that trading floor. You might indeed have identified that a political development--a snap election in Britain, a president haemorrhaging support in America, a poll suggesting France's parliament might fall to the far right--is likely to affect asset prices. But the traders and their algos will have got there first. By the time you have placed your bet that a battered currency will recover, a yield curve will steepen or a bond spread will widen, most of the move will already have happened and the lion's share of your profits will have already gone.
Suppose you booked your trade in time for the juice to still be worth the squeeze. Perhaps it was the night of June 27th and Donald Trump had just trounced Joe Biden in a televised debate. You decided deficit-funded tax cuts under Mr Trump's presidency had just become more likely, which, all else being equal, would push up Treasury yields. And you were right: by July 1st the ten-year Treasury yield had risen by nearly 20 basis points. But all else is never equal. Over the next couple of weeks, even as Mr Trump's chances looked as strong as ever, weak employment figures and surprisingly cool inflation data would have brought yields back down and then some, putting your trade into the red. You would have made the right political call, and other factors would have swamped its consequences.
Even that assumes you correctly judged the implications of the news in the first place. In practice, knock-on effects on asset prices that might seem obvious at first can often be argued both ways. Immediately after Narendra Modi, India's prime minister, lost his parliamentary majority in June, Indian stocks tanked. Whatever it was that investors feared, they swiftly changed their minds. After falling by 6% on the day of the election result, India's benchmark index duly recovered its losses within the week and then continued to climb.
This summer's "Trump trades" may well end up looking similarly shaky, even if Mr Trump does return to the White House. The classic argument is that a promised 60% tariff on Chinese goods, plus a blanket 10% on those from elsewhere, would fuel inflation and higher bond yields. Yet the opposite might also be true. Should such tariffs trigger a tit-for-tat retaliation, the ensuing instability and shock to growth could well enhance Treasuries' safe-haven appeal, ultimately lowering yields.
For a certain type of investor, this very unpredictability is the whole point of betting on anything: bearing risk is precisely what creates the potential for outperformance. Perhaps. But deliberate exposure to this sort of radical uncertainty is a far cry from most people's investment strategy. News junkies should enjoy this year's electoral drama to their hearts' content--and keep their trading apps firmly closed. #
For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in economics, finance and markets, sign up to Money Talks, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Artificial intelligence
AI firms will soon exhaust most of the internet's data
Can they create more?
Jul 25, 2024 03:41 PM

IN 2006 FEI-FEI LI, then at the University of Illinois, now at Stanford University, saw how mining the internet might help to transform AI research. Linguistic research had identified 80,000 "noun synonym sets", or synsets: groups of synonyms that described the same sort of thing. The billions of images on the internet, Dr Li reckoned, must offer hundreds of examples of each synset. Assemble enough of them and you would have an AI training resource far beyond anything the field had ever seen. "A lot of people are paying attention to models," she said. "Let's pay attention to data." The result was ImageNet.
The internet provided not only the images, but also the resources for labelling them. Once search engines had delivered pictures of what they took to be dogs, cats, chairs or whatever, these images were inspected and annotated by humans recruited through Mechanical Turk, a crowdsourcing service provided by Amazon which allows people to earn money by doing mundane tasks. The result was a database of millions of curated, verified images. It was through using parts of ImageNet for its training that, in 2012, a program called AlexNet demonstrated the remarkable potential of "deep learning"--that is to say, of neural networks with many more layers than had previously been used. This was the beginning of the AI boom, and of a labelling industry designed to provide it with training data.
The later development of large language models (LLMs) also depended on internet data, but in a different way. The classic training exercise for an LLM is not predicting what word best describes the contents of an image; it is predicting what a word cut from a piece of text is, on the basis of the other words around it.
In this sort of training there is no need for labelled and curated data; the system can blank out words, take guesses and grade its answers in a process known as "self-supervised training". There is, though, a need for copious data. The more text the system is given to train on, the better it gets. Given that the internet offers hundreds of trillions of words of text, it became to LLMs what aeons of carbon randomly deposited in sediments have been to modern industry: something to be refined into miraculous fuel. 
Common Crawl, an archive of much of the open internet including 50bn web pages, became widely used in AI research. Newer models supplemented it with data from more and more sources, such as Books3, a widely used compilation of thousands of books. But the machines' appetites for text have grown at a rate the internet cannot match. Epoch AI, a research firm, estimates that, by 2028, the stock of high-quality textual data on the internet will all have been used. In the industry this is known as the "data wall". How to deal with this wall is one of AI's great looming questions, and perhaps the one most likely to slow its progress.



One approach is to focus on data quality rather than quantity. AI labs do not simply train their models on the entire internet. They filter and sequence data to maximise how much their models learn. Naveen Rao of Databricks, an AI firm, says that this is the "main differentiator" between AI models on the market. "True information" about the world obviously matters; so does lots of "reasoning". That makes academic textbooks, for example, especially valuable. But setting the balance between data sources remains something of a dark art. What is more, the ordering in which the system encounters different types of data matters too. Lump all the data on one topic, like maths, at the end of the training process, and your model may become specialised at maths but forget some other concepts. 
These considerations can get even more complex when the data are not just on different subjects but in different forms. In part because of the lack of new textual data, leading models like OpenAI's GPT-4o and Google's Gemini are now let loose on image, video and audio files as well as text during their self-supervised learning. Training on video is hardest given how dense with data points video files are. Current models typically look at a subset of frames to simplify things. 
Whatever models are used, ownership is increasingly recognised as an issue. The material used in training LLMs is often copyrighted and used without consent from, or payment to, the rights holders. Some AI models peep behind paywalls. Model creators claim this sort of thing falls under the "fair use" exemption in American copyright law. AI models should be allowed to read copyrighted material when they learn, just as humans can, they say. But as Benedict Evans, a technology analyst, has put it, "a difference in scale" can lead to "a difference in principle". 

The best labellers can earn up to $100 an hour

Different rights holders are taking different tactics. Getty Images has sued Stability AI, an image-generation firm, for unauthorised use of its image store. The New York Times has sued OpenAI and Microsoft for copyright infringement of millions of articles. Other papers have struck deals to license their content. News Corp, owner of the Wall Street Journal, signed a deal worth $250m over five years. (The Economist has not taken a position on its relationship with AI firms.) Other sources of text and video are doing the same. Stack Overflow, a coding help-site, Reddit, a social-media site, and X (formerly Twitter) are now charging for access to their content for training.
The situation differs between jurisdictions. Japan and Israel have a permissive stance to promote their AI industries. The European Union has no generic "fair use" concept, so could prove stricter. Where markets are set up, different types of data will command different prices: models will need access to timely information from the real world to stay up to date. 
Model capabilities can also be improved when the version produced by self-supervised learning, known as the pre-trained version, is refined through additional data in post-training. "Supervised fine-tuning", for example, involves feeding a model question-and-answer pairs collected or handcrafted by humans. This teaches models what good answers look like. "Reinforcement-learning from human feedback" (RLHF), on the other hand, tells them if the answer satisfied the questioner (a subtly different matter).
In RLHF users give a model feedback on the quality of its outputs, which are then used to tweak the model's parameters, or "weights". User interactions with chatbots, such as a thumbs-up or -down, are especially useful for RLHF. This creates what techies call a "data flywheel", in which more users lead to more data which feeds back into tuning a better model. AI startups are keenly watching what types of questions users ask their models, and then collecting data to tune their models on those topics.
Scale it up
As pre-training data on the internet dry up, post-training is more important. Labelling companies such as Scale AI and Surge AI earn hundreds of millions of dollars a year collecting post-training data. Scale recently raised $1bn on a $14bn valuation. Things have moved on from the Mechanical Turk days: the best labellers earn up to $100 an hour. But, though post-training helps produce better models and is sufficient for many commercial applications, it is ultimately incremental.
Rather than pushing the data wall back bit by bit, another solution would be to jump over it entirely. One approach is to use synthetic data, which are machine-created and therefore limitless. AlphaGo Zero, a model produced by DeepMind, a Google subsidiary, is a good example. The company's first successful Go-playing model had been trained using data on millions of moves from amateur games. AlphaGo Zero used no pre-existing data. Instead it learned Go by playing 4.9m matches against itself over three days, noting the winning strategies. That "reinforcement learning" taught it how to respond to its opponent's moves by simulating a large number of possible responses and choosing the one with the best chance of winning.
A similar approach could be used for LLMs writing, say, a maths proof, step-by-step. An LLM might build up an answer by first generating many first steps. A separate "helper" AI, trained on data from human experts to judge quality, would identify which was best and worth building on. Such AI-produced feedback is a form of synthetic data, and can be used to further train the first model. Eventually you might have a higher-quality answer than if the LLM answered in one go, and an improved LLM to boot. This ability to improve the quality of output by taking more time to think is like the slower, deliberative "system 2" thinking in humans, as described in a recent talk by Andrej Karpathy, a co-founder of OpenAI. Currently, LLMs employ "system 1" thinking, generating a response without deliberation, similar to a human's reflexive response. 
The difficulty is extending the approach to settings like health care or education. In gaming, there is a clear definition of winning and it is easier to collect data on whether a move is advantageous. Elsewhere it is trickier. Data on what is a "good" decision are typically collected from experts. But that is costly, takes time and is only a patchy solution. And how do you know if a particular expert is correct? 
It is clear that access to more data--whether culled from specialist sources, generated synthetically or provided by human experts--is key to maintaining rapid progress in AI. Like oilfields, the most accessible data reserves have been depleted. The challenge now is to find new ones--or sustainable alternatives. # 
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Drums of war
How Ukraine's new tech foils Russian aerial attacks
It is pioneering acoustic detection, with surprising success
Jul 25, 2024 03:12 PM

ONCE RUSSIA'S full invasion got rolling on February 24th 2022, Ukraine's prospects for defending its airspace looked poor. The country's radar coverage was patchy even before its radar stations came under attack, and many incoming drones and cruise missiles were flying too low to be spotted by stations still standing.
War, however, can spur innovation. Four days after the invasion began, a group of ambitious Ukrainian techies formed an outfit called Technari to develop an alternative system, known as ePPO, for detecting and tracking Russian aerial attacks. Gennady Suldin, a co-founder, describes it as "human radar". Consisting of a smartphone app and an artificial-intelligence (AI) model, it allows verified Ukrainian citizens to report flying objects they see or hear with the push of a button. 
It has proved stunningly effective. And Technari is hopeful of yet greater successes as it starts to process sounds of potential aerial threats picked up by microphone networks positioned across Ukraine. The company's work is a small part of a quiet but dramatic Ukrainian experiment in countering aerial attacks. Several other outfits are already operating networks of microphones that relay sounds to Ukrainian air-defence operators. These wartime innovations are proving to be so successful that other countries may soon follow suit.
Microphone arrays that triangulate a shooter's position have a long history in warfare, and they made much progress in the past two decades, especially in protecting Western soldiers in Afghanistan and Iraq. But the analysis of sound waves for air defence has long been considered impractical. Mary "Missy" Cummings, a former American fighter pilot who has co-written numerous academic studies on the technology's prospects, has compared the quest to "reading somebody's palm". Many have wanted to believe the approach would work, she says, but so far it has not.
Ukraine's experience has changed matters, reckons James Hecker, who commands America's air forces in Europe from Ramstein air base in Germany. He describes Ukrainian innovation in acoustic sensing as "extraordinary". 
Compared with radar, Ukraine's microphone networks are cheaper and emit no signals that Russian forces might detect. And whereas clever engineering can sharply reduce an aircraft's radar signature (as Russia has shown by redesigning Iran's Shahed kamikaze drones with stealthier composites), propelling hardware through the air generates sound. Crucially, acoustic detection works best at the low altitudes where most combat drones fly. General Hecker reckons the tech is now viable up to about 3,000 metres, with radar able to monitor higher altitudes without interference from clutter near the ground.
All this explains why microphone networks are so appealing. One such was designed by Zvook ("sound" in Ukrainian), a startup in Lviv that has placed high-quality microphones near the front. The resulting recordings were used to train software to identify the acoustic signatures of threats ranging from small drones to rockets, missiles and crewed aircraft--all while disregarding the sounds of civilian life.
Zvook's detection ranges, though much shorter than radar, are nothing to sniff at. Drones, for example, can be detected up to 5km away. For cruise missiles, the range is about 7km. To pull this off, Zvook designed curved "acoustic mirrors" half a metre in diameter. These dishes concentrate sound waves on the microphones they cup. Most listening stations have two, for a coverage arc of about 200deg. Processing takes place on an adjacent computer.
Zvook listening stations, each smaller than a shoebox, are produced for about $500 each. By comparison, a radar able to detect a smallish drone 5km away can cost $500,000. A microphone network can therefore be relatively dense, and accuracy increases along with the number of stations that hear a sound. Kyivstar, a telecoms firm, installs Zvook's kit on its cell towers, handles maintenance and transmits data all free of charge. In areas without functioning cell towers, such as near the front, the system is often hidden in grass without the bulky acoustic mirrors, which might be spotted. Power is provided thanks to a battery or solar panel. For these more discreet emplacements, data are transmitted by broadband satellites.
Zvook's detections typically take less than 12 seconds to show up in an army computer program called Delta. Maryan Sulym, an air-defence sergeant and Zvook's boss, says the rate of false positives is now about 1.6%. To provide additional verification, Delta users receive a nine-second clip of the sound in question. In areas where Zvook's roughly 270 (and counting) stations, all donated to the army, are listening, radar is often switched on only in response to alerts, he says. Zvook's hand in foiling airstrikes, most notably on Kharkiv, Ukraine's second city, earned Sergeant Sulym permission to focus his efforts on a big expansion of the network. 
Its accuracy should increase, too. To triangulate a sound's origin more efficiently, Zvook is designing a special array of four microphones to plug in to listening stations. That should allow the direction of a sound's origin to be located to within about 5deg. Sergeant Sulym hopes that this will be good enough for interceptors to be launched without the need for a prior sweep from ground radar. Military personnel are due to test an initial batch of 15 of these triangulation arrays next month.
A far bigger acoustic-detection network has been developed by a secretive Ukrainian outfit called Sky Fortress. It consists of several thousand listening stations, with thousands more planned. Though its initial listening stations captured and processed sound with Android smartphones, the network, like Zvook's, now uses dedicated microphones and microcomputers. Data are fed into a Ukrainian command-and-control system known as Virazh. Like ePPO and Zvook, Sky Fortress is mostly funded by donations, an astonishing development for air defence.
Few outside experts are privy to Sky Fortress's workings. One of them is Riki Ellison, founder of the Missile Defence Advocacy Alliance (MDAA), a non-profit in Alexandria, Virginia. Sky Fortress has become so extensive and "so damn good", he says, it now detects most Russian munitions that fly low into Ukraine. Russian units have begun to muffle or otherwise alter their drones' acoustic signatures, but the detection algorithms promptly adapt. "This is AI at its best," says Mr Ellison.
Advances in data processing are revealing acoustic signals to be surprisingly rich. Frequency spectrograms shared by a Ukrainian colonel, who requested anonymity, show that even similar drones have distinct sound signatures. Thomas Withington, an air-defence specialist at RUSI, a think-tank based in London, says you can even hear the motor strain caused by heavy payloads.
Everybody, look what's going down
Russia is responding in kind. Tallamkho Design Bureau, a firm in Grozny in Chechnya, recently announced that its new microphone system, Malik, can protect Russian trenches and other positions by detecting Ukrainian drones from about 330 metres out. A smaller Malik system attaches to a soldier's uniform.
Other countries are also taking note. Several weeks ago Sky Fortress's kit was quietly demonstrated on a test range in Europe. Representatives from 11 NATO countries saw (unarmed) cruise missiles and drones handily detected and tracked. Mr Ellison of MDAA, the organiser, says two more such events are planned. NATO is considering deploying microphones for its air defences, says General Hecker.
Several defence ministries in the military alliance's east are already purchasing acoustic gear for air defence. A Polish aerial-tracking firm supplying them, Advanced Protection Systems, had discontinued R&D on acoustics some years ago. Events in Ukraine persuaded it to try again, says Maciej Klemm, its boss. The firm now also sells acoustics hardware to an undisclosed entity in Ukraine.
Thales, a European defence giant, has also spotted an opportunity. Next year its first microphone system for drone detection will hit the market, says Jean-Michel Negret, a product manager based near Paris. Other big Western companies will no doubt get involved. They would be wise to watch Ukraine for inspiration. In a new twist, some enterprising Ukrainian technologists are rigging dog-fighting drones with microphones to help them zero in on their Russian opposite numbers in aerial combat. The sound ideas continue. #
Curious about the world? To enjoy our mind-expanding science coverage, sign up to Simply Science, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Deep breaths
The deep sea is home to "dark oxygen"
Nodules on the seabed, rather than photosynthesis, are the source of the gas
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

THE VAST majority of Earth's oxygen is made as a by-product of photosynthesis, the use of light to convert water and carbon dioxide into sugars. Any oxygen found in regions where photosynthesis is impossible--such as the abyssal seafloor, a pitch-black realm up to 6,000 metres deep--was thought to be surface gas on the move.
In a paper published in Nature Geoscience, however, Andrew Sweetman at the Scottish Association for Marine Science and his colleagues reveal that some is, in fact, "dark oxygen" created without sunlight. 
The first indications that this gas was being produced on the abyssal seafloor came in 2013, when researchers noticed that oxygen levels were higher near polymetallic nodules, lumpy agglomerations of metal and minerals found across the ocean floor. The researchers believe that the electric field these nodules exert could strip electrons from the water, liberating oxygen from its molecular prison. 
This discovery implies the possibility that aerobic (oxygen-dependent) life arose before photosynthesis evolved. That is controversial. But dark oxygen could certainly help aerobic microbes that survive in the deep today--as well as the larger organisms that eat them. #
Curious about the world? To enjoy our mind-expanding science coverage, sign up to Simply Science, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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The war on AIDS
Clues to a possible cure for AIDS
Doctors, scientists and activists meet to discuss how to pummel HIV
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | Munich

ON JULY 22ND the week-long 25th International AIDS Conference kicked off in Munich. Though these gatherings are no longer the war councils they were in the epidemic's early days--for the strategy to defeat HIV is now pretty much settled--there remains much fighting to be done.
In a report released as the conference started, UNAIDS, the United Nations agency that deals with the disease, said that almost 40m people are now infected. There were 1.3m new infections in 2023, and 630,000 HIV-related deaths. But those numbers are down from 2.1m and 1.3m respectively in 2010. That year is the baseline for calculating the drop of 90% in annual new infections and HIV-related deaths, which experts reckon would end AIDS as a public-health threat. The hope is to reach this target by 2030. On current trends that seems unlikely. But the numbers are, mostly, heading in the right direction.
Because sub-Saharan Africa has been the worst-hit part of the world, most effort has been concentrated there. This has paid off. New infections there since 2010 have fallen by 56%. Partly as a consequence, UNAIDS's figures say that for the first time since the epidemic began more new infections occurred outside this part of the world than in it. Another contributor to the shift, however, was that in three areas--Latin America; eastern Europe and central Asia; and the Middle East and north Africa--new infection rates rose.
Although no cure currently exists, AIDS can nonetheless be ended. This depends on two steps: treating those already infected and preventing transmission to those who are not. Targets help, if only to clarify objectives. For treatment, UNAIDS promulgates the easy-to-remember formula "95-95-95". This translates to an aspiration that 95% of those infected are aware of the fact, that 95% of this group are taking antiretroviral drugs to suppress their infections, and that in 95% of those so treated (ie, 86% of those infected), the treatment is successfully suppressing their viral load. Across the world the "treatment trilogy" is an encouraging 86-89-93, with 30.7m people estimated to be on antiretroviral drugs.
Crucially--and this is where treatment and prevention are linked--people taking antiretroviral drugs in the way the doctor ordered have negligible viral loads and so are unlikely to pass the infection on. This state of affairs, known in the field as U=U (undetectable=untransmissible), gives a constellation of preventive approaches (such as condoms, microbicidal vaginal rings and various prophylactic drug regimes) a better chance of working. 
Using drugs for pre-exposure prophylaxis, commonly called PrEP, is a particularly promising approach. Some 3.5m people around the world already take Truvada or Descovy, the first PrEPs to be approved. But these are pills which provide only short-term protection, so must be swallowed regularly. Longer-term cover comes from an injection. 
The first injectable PrEP was cabotegravir, made by ViiV Healthcare and approved by America's Food and Drug Administration (FDA) in 2021. This gives protection for two months, and a trial in Uganda showed it was more popular than pills. The second is lenacapavir, from Gilead Sciences, which also makes Truvada and Descovy. The meeting coincided with the publication of complete results from PURPOSE-1, a trial of this in South Africa and Uganda. PURPOSE-1, which began in 2021 and involved 5,300 women, showed it gave 100% protection for six months. This is seen as a real breakthrough, and activists called on Gilead to make it available cheaply.


On the question of a cure, some news announced just before the conference caused particular interest. This was the revelation of the seventh known individual to reach apparently permanent remission from HIV infection after a bone-marrow transplant to treat leukaemia. Bone marrow is the source of the immune system's CD4 T-cells, which are attacked by HIV. So, in a few cases where a leukaemia patient was also HIV-positive, surgeons deliberately sought a donor who had a mutation in the gene for a T-cell surface protein called CCR5 (which the virus uses to enter those cells), in the hope of curing two diseases for the price of one. That's because HIV finds it difficult to infect T-cells of people with mutated CCR5 proteins.
What is special about the latest case, that of an anonymous individual known as the second Berlin patient (the first, Timothy Brown, was treated in Germany's capital in 2007), is that the donor had inherited this mutation from only one parent, meaning half the relevant protein molecules in her bone marrow were unmutated and thus remained HIV-friendly. Moreover, news of the second Berlin patient comes after a yet-more-puzzling case reported last year from Geneva, in which the donor had completely normal CCR5 proteins. 
Surprise twist
All this suggests that something more complex is going on. Sharon Lewin, president of the International AIDS Society, which organises the meeting, is a leading light in the search for a cure for AIDS. She suspects that, in the patients who have been cured, preparations for transplant intended to kill the existing marrow, and also the immune response of the new marrow to remaining old marrow, are shrinking the reservoirs in which HIV hides and giving the CCR5 mutation a helping hand. 
Such reservoir-shrinkage, by means of special drugs, is something she is already investigating. Combined with infusions of T-cells genetically engineered to disrupt CCR5, it might form the basis of a cure. #
Curious about the world? To enjoy our mind-expanding science coverage, sign up to Simply Science, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Road safety
Augmented reality offers a safer driving experience
Complete with holograms on the windscreen
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | Milton Keynes

WHILE WAITING for the traffic lights to change, your correspondent notices a pair of red warning squares appear on the windscreen. They follow a couple of pedestrians as they cross the road directly ahead. Another warning, this time farther in the distance, highlights a third person, harder to spot, stepping out from behind a line of waiting cars. On the move again, a road to the right is illuminated in blue to indicate the turn suggested by the satnav. A local landmark also gets a name tag attached as it passes by.
This realistic test is of a head-up display (HUD) produced by Envisics, a firm based in Milton Keynes, just north of London, and one of the leaders in "augmented-reality" displays for vehicles. These work a bit like the virtual-reality headsets worn by computer gamers, except they do not require the user to don any elaborate accessories. Though HUDs have been available in some cars since the late 1980s, producing two-dimensional images on the windscreen directly in the line-of-sight of the driver, this version has far greater clarity because it is holographic. In other words, it produces three-dimensional images with height, width and depth that appear to be part of the view of the road ahead.
Holographic HUDs are likely to represent the future of car design. Apart from being able to clearly provide information on navigation and a vehicle's performance, moving images that pick out warnings of any dangers in the road ahead offer a promise of safer, distraction-free driving. 
The very first HUDs were much simpler. In the second world war, some fighter pilots flying Spitfires benefited from an image of a gunsight reflected onto a screen in their line of sight. As pilots don't have time to look at an instrument panel in the intensity of a dog fight, the innovation has spawned generations of successors. Modern fighter jets use much more sophisticated HUDs which provide both targeting and flight information.
HUDs for land-based vehicles have similarly been growing in capability. They began by simply replicating bits of the dashboard display, such as a speedometer and turn signals. More modern versions can make use of a vehicle's cameras and other sensors to identify potential hazards, like a cyclist in the road ahead. Holography allows three-dimensional images to move with any hazards, appearing closer or farther away as the view changes. This provides visual depth clues which help a driver understand more clearly what a vehicle's safety systems have detected, says Xiaoxi He of IDTechEx, a firm of analysts. 
Displaying such information directly in front of a driver also reduces the need to look down and refocus on a touchscreen, which is increasingly seen as a distraction that can result in accidents, adds Dr He. As a result, she expects a combination of smart display-features and enhanced safety will help drive the market for automotive HUDs to over $10bn by 2034, growing at a compound annual growth rate of 24%. 
Envisics, which has its roots in holographic research carried out at the University of Cambridge, is backed by companies that include General Motors (GM), Hyundai, Jaguar Land Rover and Stellantis (whose largest shareholder part-owns The Economist's parent company). The firm's new HUD is due to appear later this year in the Cadillac Lyriq, an electric SUV produced by GM. 
The technology itself is cutting-edge. Earlier HUDs mainly produced two-dimensional or stereoscopic images using liquid crystal or LED projectors on the dashboard to create an image reflected on the windscreen. Envisics's new system uses three miniaturised lasers, producing the primary colours of red, blue and green, controlled by a customised processing chip and lots of software to produce moving holograms. Among the challenges the company faced was making the device small enough to fit on the dashboard, yet sufficiently powerful to produce bright images which can be seen by a driver in direct sunlight. This was not easy, says Jamieson Christmas, Envisics's boss, which is why the system is covered by over 1,000 patents. 
It will be up to carmakers to choose what kind of information they display holographically, although there is clearly a limit to what can be presented on the windscreen. For one thing, holographic displays could assist with the growing use of vehicle automation, which is still some way from the widespread adoption of full "hands-off" autonomy. Greater levels of visual information would be better at alerting drivers when and why they need to take back the wheel while using features like intelligent cruise-control. 
Talk, don't touch
Touchscreens could also be enhanced by the use of HUDs. As more and more controls move from physical switches to cheaper touchscreens, concerns are growing that fiddling around with screen icons and sub-menus can be dangerously distracting. The addition of voice-activated controls can help keep a driver's eyes on the road, although spoken commands can be misunderstood, which often results in drivers looking at a touchscreen to find out why. That can be avoided if a spoken request is confirmed with a HUD message. 
As HUDs continue to get smarter, though, there are some in the industry who wonder if they might one day replace touchscreens altogether. Future motorists, whether or not they need to take the controls at all, might simply operate their vehicles by engaging with a hologram.#
Curious about the world? To enjoy our mind-expanding science coverage, sign up to Simply Science, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Read trip
Packing for your summer holiday? Take these books published in 2024
The best titles of the year to date
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

Biography and memoir
Ian Fleming: The Complete Man. By Nicholas Shakespeare. Harper; 864 pages; $35. Harvill Secker; PS30
The most comprehensive biography of James Bond's creator documents his patriotism and notable contributions to Britain's war effort, but it does not make him likeable. 
Maurice and Maralyn: An Extraordinary True Story of Love, Shipwreck and Survival. By Sophie Elmhirst. Chatto & Windus; 272 pages; PS18.99
A deeply reported story of a couple stranded at sea for almost four months in 1973. Never sentimental and perfectly paced, this book tells the best sort of love story: a true one. 
Metamorphoses: In Search of Franz Kafka. By Karolina Watroba. Pegasus; 256 pages; $29.95. Profile Books; PS18.99
A biography of Franz Kafka's afterlife, which considers how the writer metamorphosed from a sickly lawyer to global literary icon. 
Monet: The Restless Vision. By Jackie Wullschlager. Penguin; 576 pages; PS35. To be published in America by Knopf in September; $45
The first account in English of the celebrated artist's work and private life, written sympathetically and with skill. The Monet who emerges is a contradictory, difficult man. His most lasting relationship--in art and in life--was with water. 
Troubled: A Memoir of Foster Care, Family and Social Class. By Rob Henderson. Gallery Books; 336 pages; $28.99. Swift Press; PS16.99
At once a fascinating memoir and an analysis of the "luxury beliefs" gripping American elites. A graduate of Yale targets the stupidity of what now passes for orthodoxy, but he does so without penning an angry culture-war screed.
Culture and arts
All that Glitters: A Story of Friendship, Fraud and Fine Art. By Orlando Whitfield. Pantheon; 336 pages; $29. Profile Books; PS20
A student-turned-gallery employee sees the secretive art market up close and witnesses the spectacular rise and fall of a wheeler-dealer, Inigo Philbrick, who was convicted of perpetrating the largest art fraud in American history. This is "Liar's Poker" for the art world.
[image: A rubber ring sat in a puddle with an open book in the middle]
Everest, Inc: The Renegades and Rogues Who Built an Industry at the Top of the World. By Will Cockrell. Gallery Books; 352 pages; $29.99 and PS20
Mountaineering has gone mainstream. A journalist describes how climbing Mount Everest, once a feat of staggering bravery, endurance and skill, is now the extreme sport du jour. But that does not mean it is safe. More people are reaching the summit, but more are dying en route, too.
Get the Picture: A Mind-Bending Journey among the Inspired Artists and Obsessive Art Fiends Who Taught Me How to See. By Bianca Bosker. Viking; 384 pages; $29. Allen & Unwin; PS20
A journalist who once wrote about wine tries to better understand what makes the secretive art world tick. She works at galleries, a painter's studio and a museum to chronicle the whims of collectors and art-world insiders; her account is written with humour and verve. 
Reading Genesis. By Marilynne Robinson. Farrar, Straus and Giroux; 352 pages; $29. Virago; PS25
One of America's greatest living novelists analyses the first book of the Bible. The result is a lesson in careful close reading and, at times, a sermon. Ms Robinson balances profound pessimism about human nature--Ms Robinson is an avowed Calvinist--with confidence in a loving God.
History
The Eastern Front. By Nick Lloyd. W.W. Norton; 672 pages; $42. Viking; PS30
A superb history of the Eastern Front in the first world war. Apart from the heroism and resilience of the ordinary soldiers, this is a story of vainglory, cynicism, incompetence and callousness. 
Every Living Thing: The Great and Deadly Race to Know All Life. By Jason Roberts. Random House; 432 pages; $35. Riverrun; PS25
A tale of scientific rivalry and the race to categorise all life on Earth. Carl Linnaeus and Georges-Louis de Buffon never met. But by the middle of the 18th century both were famous--and at loggerheads. Thanks to its surprising twists and turns, this book is an unnaturally good read.
A History of the World in 12 Shipwrecks. By David Gibbins. St Martin's Press; 304 pages; $32. W&N; PS25 
A series of essays on shipwrecks, written by a maritime archaeologist. Together they paint a picture of how people--from sailors in Britain in 2500BC, to Muslims in the ninth century and British merchant mariners in the 20th--pushed the borders of their known worlds.
How the World Made the West: A 4,000-Year History. By Josephine Quinn. Random House; 592 pages; $38. Bloomsbury; PS30
A professor of ancient history romps through 4,000 years, demolishing the fusty notion that something called Western civilisation stands somehow alone, or that it descends directly from ancient Greece and Rome. With a wealth of detail, she shows that "civilisations" are instead complex, ever-changing mosaics. 
Impossible Monsters: Dinosaurs, Darwin, and the Battle Between Science and Religion. By Michael Taylor. Liveright; 496 pages; $32.99. Bodley Head; PS25
An intellectual revolution began in 1811 when Mary Anning, a 12-year-old living in south-west England, excavated the first fossil of a marine reptile, the Ichthyosaurus. This splendid history of discovery tells a much-told tale better than it has been told before. 
Medieval Horizons: Why the Middle Ages Matter. By Ian Mortimer. Bodley Head; 256 pages; PS22
An account of a profoundly misunderstood period, which shows that the Middle Ages were not marked by violence and superstition. Instead, huge steps in social and economic progress were made, and the foundations of the modern world were laid.
Revolusi: Indonesia and the Birth of the Modern World. By David Van Reybrouck. W.W. Norton; 656 pages; $32.50. Bodley Head; PS30
From remote Asian islands to Dutch nursing homes, a Belgian archaeologist and historian has tracked down eyewitnesses to Indonesia's colonial period, producing the definitive account of a neglected epoch. 
Smoke and Ashes: Opium's Hidden Histories. By Amitav Ghosh. Farrar, Straus and Giroux; 416 pages; $32. John Murray; PS22 
A gripping account of profits, power and powerlessness wrought by drugs. The opium poppy looks delicate and innocuous. But the author angrily points the finger at multinational companies whose success is tied to the opium trade. 
Why War? By Richard Overy. W.W. Norton; 304 pages; $27.99. Pelican; PS22
Humans have engaged in warfare throughout their existence. They are not going to change now. A respected British historian probes nearly 100 years of scientific and historical scholarship attempting to understand the mechanisms that have embedded warfare throughout humans' time on Earth.
The Wide Wide Sea. By Hampton Sides. Doubleday; 432 pages; $35. Michael Joseph; PS25
The riveting tale of Captain James Cook's final, fatal voyage. This book strikes the balance between justified admiration for the explorer's seamanship and a legitimate resentment of the colonialism that followed indigenous peoples' first contact with Europeans.
Venice: The Remarkable History of the Lagoon City. By Dennis Romano. Oxford University Press; 800 pages; $41.95 and PS31.99
From 16th-century spies to rising sea levels, this monumental account of Venice reveals its elusive origins and precarious future. Clear, entertaining, yet academically rigorous. 
Fiction
Hard by a Great Forest. By Leo Vardiashvili. Riverhead Books; 352 pages; $29. Bloomsbury; PS16.99
A man returns to Georgia after two decades in exile, then disappears. His son sets off in pursuit. This book takes the form of a thrilling, madcap scavenger hunt but is also a poignant meditation on the country's troubled history.
The Heart in Winter. By Kevin Barry. Doubleday; 256 pages; $28. Canongate; PS16.99
The story of two lovers who meet in a boomtown in Montana in the 1890s. Their escapades reflect the two sacred tenets of the Western: a reverence for the landscape and an awareness of its brutality. 
Help Wanted. By Adelle Waldman. W.W. Norton; 288 pages; $28.99. Serpent's Tail; PS16.99
A lively yarn about the employees of a big-box store in upstate New York. The pride of characters who expertly stack boxes is real but fragile. It is threatened by greedy employers, monopolistic e-retailers and the prospect of automation, which looms ominously. 
James. By Percival Everett. Doubleday; 320 pages; $28. To be published in Britain by Mantle in April; PS20
Told from Jim's perspective, Mark Twain's "Adventures of Huckleberry Finn" feels startling and new. This literary retelling has a dark twist and action-packed scenes of revenge that read like they are destined for re-enactment on the big screen. 
Mania. By Lionel Shriver. Harper; 288 pages; $30. Borough Press; PS22
Transformed by ideological extremism, America is the novel's setting and subject. Here everyone is smart and anyone who feels differently is a bigot. The themes--of society's quick pivots and friendships' poisoning by the culture wars--are slightly (but not unbelievably) absurd. 
The Road to the Country. By Chigozie Obioma. Hogarth; 384 pages; $29. Hutchinson Heinemann; PS16.99
This novel sheds light on a dark period in Nigeria's history: the civil war of 1967-70. It captures the country's fault lines in both language and form and warns of what happens when nation-building fails.
Politics and current affairs
Autocracy, Inc: The Dictators Who Want to Run the World. By Anne Applebaum. Doubleday; 224 pages; $27. Allen Lane; PS20
The author made her name with "Gulag", a Pulitzer-prizewinning history of the Soviet Union's prison camps. Her new book is shorter and more urgent. Today's strongmen typically crave little besides power itself and the loot it brings. They have spun a network of mutual support.
Counter-Intelligence: What the Secret World Can Teach Us About Problem-solving and Creativity. By Robert Hannigan. HarperCollins; 336 pages; PS25
Diversity, equity and inclusion is associated with woke pseudoscience and corporate flimflam. But this engaging book by the former director of GCHQ, Britain's signals-intelligence service, is a compelling corrective to that view. Codebreaking requires people who think in different, original and unusual ways.
How Tyrants Fall: And How Nations Survive. By Marcel Dirsus. John Murray; 304 pages; PS22. To be published in America in January; $29
Between 1946 and 2010 69% of autocrats were jailed, killed or forced into exile when they lost power. A political scientist considers how other dictators seek to avoid such a fate. Will the techniques that toppled despots of old still work in an age of mass surveillance?
World on the Brink: How America Can Beat China in the Race for the 21st Century. By Dmitri Alperovitch and Garrett Graff. PublicAffairs; 400 pages; $32.50 and PS25
A how-to manual for managing America's rivalry with China. This book is both a useful layman's introduction to the world's most pressing geopolitical issue and a collection of sensible recommendations.
Health, science and technology
The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness. By Jonathan Haidt. Penguin Press; 400 pages; $30. Allen Lane; PS25
An eminent social psychologist looks at the "great rewiring of childhood" owing to smartphones and social media. At once compassionate in tone and data-rich in approach, this makes for a gripping read for parents of adolescents.
The Balanced Brain: The Science of Mental Health. By Camilla Nord. Princeton University Press; 304 pages; $29.95. Allen Lane; PS25
An enlightening round-up of what scientists know about the workings of the brain, and how they know it. Beware "neurobollocks", it warns: catchy stories that pin a mental disorder on one chemical or brain region. 
Co-Intelligence: Living and Working with AI. By Ethan Mollick. Portfolio; 256 pages; $30. WH Allen; PS16.99
Generative AI will dramatically change white-collar jobs. A professor at the University of Pennsylvania's Wharton School explains how--and provides useful tips on how to harness it. 
Dark Wire: The Incredible True Story of the Largest Sting Operation Ever. By Joseph Cox. PublicAffairs; 352 pages; $32 and PS25
In 2018 the FBI launched Operation Trojan Shield. It established Anom, an encrypted messaging app, soon used by criminals to communicate and strategise about murders, drug deals and more. The tale of the largest law-enforcement sting operation in history. 
Tits Up. By Sarah Thornton. W.W. Norton; 336 pages; $28.99. Bluebird; PS20
The author's experience of a double mastectomy and reconstruction set off a four-year quest to seek "the multifarious meanings and uses of breasts". She peeks into places where women's chests are revered, including strip clubs, and offers fun flashes of art and history. You will not look at breasts in the same way again.
Why We Die: The New Science of Aging and the Quest for Immortality. By Venki Ramakrishnan. William Morrow; 320 pages; $32.50. Hodder Press; PS25
A Nobel-prizewinning biologist explores strategies to arrest the decay of body and mind. Can humans learn the secrets of longevity from the hydra, a tiny aquatic creature capable of indefinite self-renewal? Scientists are trying. #
All titles on this list were published in America or Britain in 2024.
For more on the latest books, films, TV shows, albums and controversies, sign up to Plot Twist, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/culture/2024/07/19/packing-for-your-summer-holiday-take-these-books-published-in-2024



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Page-turners
The real theme of J.D. Vance's and Donald Trump's memoirs
"Hillbilly Elegy" and "The Art of the Deal" reveal a lot about who the men are--and were
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | New York

"READING WELL", wrote Harold Bloom, a well-read literary critic, is "the most healing of pleasures." Apparently Bloom did not read many books by political candidates. They combine a salesman's saccharine pushiness and the suspense of watching a second hand rotate, with prose that has been focus-grouped into a turgid blandness from which nothing resembling pleasure can be wrung. Hillary Clinton made "Hard Choices"; Joe Biden had "Promises to Keep"; Mitt Romney offered "No Apology". 
Both men at the top of the Republican ticket, Donald Trump and J.D. Vance, wrote books that made them household names before seeking high office. Their bestsellers are worth rereading to understand how the authors have changed from their original printed personas.
Start with "Hillbilly Elegy", Mr Vance's memoir. It chronicles his early life growing up in a fractious family of Appalachian transplants to Ohio defined less by poverty than by an inability to make sensible decisions. His father left when Mr Vance was a toddler; his mother inhaled heroin (after opiates ran out) and exhaled drama and abuse; before putting the plug in the jug, his grandfather was a violent drunk whom his gun-toting grandmother doused in gasoline and lit after he passed out on the couch (their 11-year-old put out the flames). 
This is the loam from which Mr Vance's Horatio Alger story blossoms. Out of this chaos, with the encouragement of a cousin, Mr Vance joins the marines, Although hesitant ("I reminded myself that my country needed me"), he gets through boot camp with encouraging letters from his grandmother: "Hello sweet heart all I can think about is them dicks screaming at you that is my job not them fuckers." 
After four years in the marines, he attends Ohio State University, and then gets into one of America's most elite institutions, Yale Law School. There he experiences archetypal class discomfort: not knowing which silverware to use or that there was more than one type of white wine. He comes to understand that "There is enormous value in what economists call social capital," and dedicates himself to earning some, meeting the right sorts of friends and interning on Capitol Hill.
"Hillbilly Elegy" was published in 2016, just as journalists began clamouring to understand the Trumpier parts of America. It became a bestseller, won rave reviews and was made into a film; the New York Times called Mr Vance "a fiercely astute social critic of the sort we desperately need right now". Here was someone who seemed to straddle left and right, navigating his way through liberal institutions in a way that urban elites understood and railing against segregating the poor "into little enclaves", while also stressing his military service and personal responsibility in classic conservative terms. Much as Barack Obama told black men that "We've got no time for excuses," Mr Vance offered his peers tough love, castigating them for undisciplined spending, eating and work habits. 
American liberals today elegise the Mr Vance of 2016. Now he is the running-mate of a man he once called a "cynical asshole" and feared might become "America's Hitler". (He voted for a third-party candidate in 2016.) Politicians often shift with the winds. Mr Vance seems to genuinely believe that today's Republican Party, with its religiosity and zeal for protectionism, is better placed to help communities like his than Democrats, and that making peace with Trumpism is the only way to advance in Republican politics. If that sort of realpolitiking seems cynical, it also puts him in good company in Washington.
Mr Trump's first book, "Trump: The Art of the Deal", was also a bestseller. Written with (or perhaps more accurately "by") Tony Schwartz, a journalist, the book came out in 1987, when Mr Trump was still largely a creature of New York tabloids without a national profile. Publishers Weekly called it a "boastful, boyishly disarming, thoroughly engaging personal history", and anyone capable of reading it at a sufficient remove may find it intermittently charming. Mr Trump, for all his faults, is funny; witty political candidates, including Mr Obama and Ronald Reagan, tend to win.
But the book is a work of salesmanship so relentless as to border on the solipsistic; the effect is like being stuck in a lift with someone who just will not stop talking about himself. Where Mr Vance humanised his family by showing their flaws, Mr Trump trots out relative after relative, shellacked in cliched praise. He tells the story of his late brother, Robert, sharing his blocks with him on the condition that he return them when he was done. But young Donald "created a beautiful building. I liked it so much that I glued the whole thing together. And that was the end of Robert's blocks."
As for Mr Trump himself, his strategy is to "aim very high, and...just keep pushing and pushing and pushing to get what I'm after". But money, he says piously, "was never a big motivation for me, except as a way to keep score". Like Mr Vance, he fancies himself an outsider; moving into a studio apartment in Manhattan in 1971 after being brought up in Queens "was probably more exciting for me" than moving into Trump Tower. And also like Mr Vance, he finds himself confronting unfamiliar social habits. Watching two associates get drunk leaves him bewildered: "My father would come home every night at seven, have his dinner, read the newspaper, watch the news, and that was that. And I'm as much of a rock as my father." Stormy Daniels and Melania Trump might disagree.
Mr Trump's co-author has since expressed "shame and regret" at helping "a buffoonish real-estate developer" get into the White House. Ten chapters, each about a different deal, form the meat of the book. But reading this as a business book, especially 37 years after it was published and eight years after Mr Trump won the presidency, is a mistake. Like "Hillbilly Elegy", it is an ambitious man's self-introduction to the wider world.
Both books also showcase personae left behind. Mr Trump no longer needs to pretend to be a reliable homebody indifferent to money. Nor is Mr Vance likely to bring up "all of my reservations about Donald Trump". Some of Mr Vance's law-school friends have taken to deriding him publicly, just as Mr Trump is light on endorsements from his first-term cabinet members. It can be lonely at the top, but at least they have each other. #
For more on the latest books, films, TV shows, albums and controversies, sign up to Plot Twist, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter
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The river runs through it
The Seine may determine athletes' success at the Paris Olympics
Yet the river plays an even more vital role in the culture and economy of the city
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM | GENNEVILLIERS, PARIS AND VITRY-SUR-SEINE

"I WAS BORN on a boat," says Jacky Delannoy, a 66-year-old captain, standing on the bridge of a container ship moored to the Paris dock. "My Mum couldn't get ashore in time, so I was born aboard." The fourth generation of bargemen in his family, Mr Delannoy is at the helm of a 135-metre-long container ship, longer than a football pitch. Part of a fleet belonging to Sogestran, a logistics firm, it journeys each day up and down the Seine between Paris and Le Havre, a port on the Atlantic coast. Heading downstream, the ship's hotch-potch containers carry cars, cement, champagne, furniture, wine and more.
During the opening ceremony of the Olympic games on July 26th, the spectacle will require no manufactured decor; the athletes no unnatural parade route. The Seine will be the stage, Paris the enchanting backdrop. The river, winding its way 777km from a plateau in Burgundy (of which 13km flow through Paris), will carry national teams aboard a flotilla of boats--past bridges, monuments and cobbled quaysides that lend the French capital its charisma. Later hundreds of athletes will plunge into the river for both triathlon and swimming races. 
The Seine has long lapped at the imaginations of film-makers, painters, poets and writers. In his poem "Le Pont Mirabeau" ("The Mirabeau Bridge") Guillaume Apollinaire compares the movement of the Seine to time and past love. Often the river is seen as a woman: "la" Seine in French, an enchantress or seducer. Many writers treat it as the essence of Paris. In "The Masterpiece", a novel published in 1886, Emile Zola describes the "soul of the great city, rising from the waters", which "wrapped" the lovers in his novel, Claude and Christine, in tenderness. 
The dark murky depths of the Seine, and the cobbled quays that pass under its shadowy bridges, evoke concern, too. In "Under Paris", a new thriller streaming on Netflix, killer sharks that have bred in the catacombs escape to feast on triathlon swimmers in the river. (Real-life contestants will not want to watch it before they compete; the Seine's water quality is enough cause for fear.)
Everyone who has heard of Paris knows the Seine, but not everyone is aware that it is also a working river. Albert Marquet, an early 20th-century French artist, painted barges filled with coal, wood and wine moored along the Paris quays. Before the second world war, over three times more goods were transported along the Seine than is the case today. But the flow is still impressive: in 2023 18m tonnes of goods made their way by the river. 
In recent years Paris has been at the forefront of trying to rethink city transport and coax drivers off the roads. Yet the Seine often gets overlooked in that endeavour. For all the vessels that chug their way along the river, it could bear many more, and the city could be greener for it, says Stephane Raison, director of Haropa, a firm that links the ports of Paris, Rouen and Le Havre; he thinks it is possible "to create a green corridor" along the river. 
Upstream, in the shadow of the modernist Ministry of Finance, the Port de Bercy and its former warehouses were once the country's wine-distribution centre. Today the dock at Bercy is mostly quiet; the wine trade packed up half a century ago. A couple of skateboarders practise kick-turns under a nearby bridge. Yet, on the quayside, a row of vans await the delivery of crates of pre-prepared IKEA orders--flat-packs, rugs, kitchen sinks, armchairs--which arrive by barge at 5am each morning. "Your package has been on a cruise!" announces an IKEA advertisement. Since 2022 the Swedish furniture giant has been ferrying online orders there by river, and onwards by electric vehicle for home delivery in Paris. 
Different users of the River Seine today, though, collide in their expectations. The City of Light draws tourists seeking to conjure romance and delight from unspoilt views. Too many hulking cargo barges, motoring at a fair clip past Notre Dame or under the Pont des Arts, may intrude. On a recent weekday, one ran aground off the Ile Saint-Louis, mobilising a flotilla of river-police boats, divers and a fire brigade. An ambitious expansion of river trade could pit culture against commerce, aesthetics against function, environmental conservation against economic renewal.
Green but not clean
This is partly a debate about how the river looks, and who can use its banks. Downstream, at Gennevilliers, on the capital's north-western outskirts, the Port de Paris is a vast, humming six-basin port run by Haropa. Approached from the river, it is largely hidden behind banks of reeds and grasses. But in the face of fresh demands, the smaller docks that abruptly punctuate the central Paris riverscape are having to plant saplings and widen access at weekends. Joggers, walkers and cyclists, as well as evening revellers, have recolonised the quays of Paris, where cars once sped along expressways.
It is also a matter of the water's past use. Pollution from industrial activity has left a dirty legacy. Swimming in the Seine has been banned since 1923. More important, during heavy rainfall, overflowing creaky old sewage systems that spill human faecal matter into the river have, until this year, rendered the Seine untouchable. Despite a clean-up effort, in 2023 the city had to cancel various swimming trials due to unsafe levels of E. coli and other bacteria. According to World Triathlon, a governing body, swimmers can take part only if the level of E. coli does not exceed 900 colony-forming units per 100ml. 
Water tested as recently as early July in the Seine showed levels higher than this. But the races are due to go ahead as planned. This is mainly thanks to recent clement weather and the construction of an immense underground overflow wastewater storage basin in eastern Paris that started operating in May, part of a broader effort to make the river swimmable, at a cost of over EU1.4bn ($1.5bn). 
Over the centuries the Seine has stirred the heart, inspired the imagination and repelled invaders; it has been fortified, channelled, embanked. Despite barrages, it still floods, bringing debris swirling along its course. The Seine is "an elusive companion", writes Elaine Sciolino, in a book about the river. Shimmering at night, it turns by day from "molasses to pewter, from emerald to celadon". Today the river represents perhaps above all an effort to help the city breathe. Even the fish are back. Recently 32 species have been logged, including eel, trout, roach, pike and catfish, up from just three in the 1970s.
Downstream from the Paris docks, brutalist concrete towers give way to wooded banks. Captain Delannoy navigates his container ship towards the lock at Chatou, past cormorants and swans, houseboats and parks. Curious passers-by on the riverbank stop to watch. Once the captain briefly tried the land-borne life, but could not adjust. The Seine, for him, is "freedom". And there is space for everyone on it, he thinks. "Water," he says, "is life." #
For more on the latest books, films, TV shows, albums and controversies, sign up to Plot Twist, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter
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Going down to the woods
How "The Blair Witch Project" changed horror films
Released 25 years ago, it was a masterclass in doing more with less
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

IF YOU WANT to scare people, it helps if they believe the tale is real. Mary Shelley opened her novel "Frankenstein" (1818) with a series of letters. Bram Stoker put diary entries and newspaper clippings into "Dracula" (1897) to increase its authenticity. But it was "The Blair Witch Project", released 25 years ago in July 1999, which most convincingly muddled fact and fiction. In the process, it became one of the most important horror films of all time.
Was it a drama or a documentary? Audiences were not quite sure. Posters asserted: "In October of 1994, three student film-makers disappeared in the woods near Burkittsville, Maryland, while shooting a documentary" about a local myth. "A year later their footage was found." At the Sundance Film Festival flyers asked for help finding Heather Donahue, Joshua Leonard and Michael Williams and listed a hotline for the sheriff's office.
The writer-directors, Daniel Myrick and Eduardo Sanchez, had also blurred the line between reality and performance during filming. Ms Donahue, Mr Leonard and Mr Williams lent their real names to their characters. They operated the cameras themselves, and the wobbly, close-up shots imply youngsters out of their depth. The crew disoriented the actors by restricting their access to food and disturbing their sleep. As much of the dialogue was improvised, the bickering presumably came naturally. 
[image: One of the Blair Witch Project ]
The effect of all this was gripping--and the response was feverish. "The Blair Witch Project" made almost $250m at the global box office: a hefty return on the shooting budget of $35,000 (though post-production expenses brought the total cost to around $200,000-500,000). It became a cultural phenomenon, popularising the "found footage" genre and inspiring numerous parodies and rip-offs, including the lucrative "Paranormal Activity" franchise. 
"The Blair Witch Project" proved that storytellers could make a virtue of the simple and the rough-hewn. The creeping terror comes not from fancy special effects, but from odd noises and the trio's realisation that they are lost. As a result, the movie ushered in an era of successful low-budget horror; the genre is Hollywood's most profitable to this day. The Blair Witch may be fictional, but the fear of the woods the film instilled in millions of viewers is very real. 
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The Economist reads
The romance and reality of Paris, the Olympics' host
Five non-fiction books about a city that is both gilded and gritty
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

PARIS LIFTS the soul, and then exasperates. It expresses reason in its orderly layout and tugs at the heart. The City of Lights mixes magic with the mundane: it is a place of bridges in the moonlight and harshly lit RER underground stations; zinc rooftops and brutalist tower blocks; fine dining and fury on the streets. As the host of the Olympic games, which begin on July 26th, Paris is more than ever a showcase, set to dazzle and delight the world. But the French capital's often-hidden complexity and paradoxes are also part of its richness. This selection of non-fiction books--most of them by outsiders who have adopted Paris in some way--convey the character of a city that is both familiar and mysterious.
Left Bank: Art, Passion and the Rebirth of Paris, 1940-1950. By Agnes Poirier. Henry Holt; 352 pages; $30. Bloomsbury Publishing; PS25
Agnes Poirier's chronicle of the city's modish past is a stylish feast. It reveals the small literary world of turtleneck-wearing philosophers, who swapped theory, cigarettes and bed mates on the rive gauche--the left bank--of the Seine in wartime and post-war Paris. Centred on a tiny quarter, the account brings to life the anti-bourgeois and radical-thinking circle that formed around Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, and the Cafe de Flore on the Boulevard Saint-Germain. The cafe was the group's "university", and the centre of avant-garde intellectual life. De Beauvoir rented an unheated room on the rue de Seine, a step away; Sartre on the rue Bonaparte, just around the corner. Besides relating telling details--de Beauvoir used the Flore as her letter box--the book emphasises the cramped geography of public intellectual life at the time, which in some respects persists to this day. Read our full review of "Left Bank" from 2018. 
Impossible City: Paris in the 21st Century. By Simon Kuper. PublicAffairs; 272 pages; $30. Profile; PS18.99
Simon Kuper confesses to the narrowness of his own experience of Paris on page one: "I'm a well-off white man, a native English-speaker, writing from inside dinky Instagrammable Paris." But the author and Financial Times journalist at least recognises that the capital does not stop at the peripherique (ring road), which divides the city from its multicultural banlieues (suburbs). Taking his children to football training beyond the ring road, and learning from the Arabic-infused street talk they pick up at school, opens the author's eyes. His account roams from the terrorist attacks of 2015 that floored the city's morale to the gilets jaunes revolt that started in 2018 and to the happier story of the city's cycling revolution. If "Impossible City" cannot quite make up its mind about what it is--memoir, anatomy of the French elite or guide to Parisian social codes--it is nonetheless a lively read that captures many of the capital's contradictions.
The Seine: The River that Made Paris. By Elaine Sciolino. W.W. Norton & Company; 304 pages; $26.95 and PS20.99
This is a sideways glance at Paris that captures both the essence of the city and some of its hidden stories. It is a journey along the river Seine, from its source on the Plateau de Langres, in Burgundy, to the estuary at Le Havre. Elaine Sciolino, a correspondent for the New York Times, meets river policemen, bateliers (bargemen) in Conflans-Sainte-Honorine, rowers in Chatou and many others as she pieces together a history, literary picture and sociological study of the capital. Along the way she discovers some of the city's unsung heroes. Among them is Francois Jousse, who for more than a quarter of a century was the city's chief lighting engineer, illuminating the capital's monuments and bridges with subtlety and drama.
The Invention of Paris: A History in Footsteps. By Eric Hazan. Translated by David Fernbach. Verso; 408 pages; $29.95 and PS24.99
Eric Hazan, who died on June 6th 2024, is considered France's pre-eminent left-wing social historian of Paris. Most recently he published "Paris in Turmoil" (translated into English in 2022), a collection of vignettes about the city's evolution, as high rents and organic food shops chased out poorer residents. His real tour de force is now more than two decades old. "The Invention of Paris" is a "psychogeography" of his native city. Hazan describes the changes in each quartier he visits --a new luxury store, a closed cafe--as well as the historic legacy of walls, boundaries and barricades, which both reveal something about the city's past and point to its future. His book is partly a lament about the "museumification" of Paris and partly an indignant chronicle of the way the "dangerous classes" have been pushed ever farther out of the city over the decades, and indeed centuries. 
Paris to the Moon: A Family in France. By Adam Gopnik. Random House; 352 pages; $24.95. Quercus; PS12.99
This deeply affectionate memoir was first published in 2000, but holds its own today. Its gaze is narrow: it rarely strays from the elegant boulevards around the Jardin du Luxembourg and historic Paris. Yet Adam Gopnik's account of moving from New York to the French capital, raising a son there, and navigating a city whose assumptions, codes and obsessions fascinate him, remains a captivating read about a place on the cusp of change. The author, an essayist for the New Yorker, examines the small things that say something big: a battle to save one brasserie, the Balzar, from takeover by a chain; Parisians' attitude to going to the gym, or rather their lack of interest in doing so. Their struggle with bureaucracy is exercise enough. "Parisians emerge from the government buildings on the Ile de la Cite" in the Seine, he writes, "feeling just the way New Yorkers do after a good workout: aching and exhausted but on top of the world." Grim, angry Paris this is not; but it encapsulates part of the city as it once was, and in some respects still is.

Also try
We asked whether the snap parliamentary election in June and July 2024 threatens the revival of Paris as a commercial centre. We've written about how the Olympics are reshaping the city's geography. Paris is challenging London as a centre of the art market, in part because of Brexit. In the city of Christian Louboutin, women are dispensing with high heels. We review an affectionate tribute to the Paris Metro. Our Paris bureau chief has written a biography of France's president, "Revolution Francaise: Emmanuel Macron and the quest to reinvent a nation". #
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Weapons into light
Thomas Neff's idea rid the world of a third of its nuclear warheads
The physicist and government adviser died on July 11th, aged 80
Jul 25, 2024 02:46 PM

CROUCHING UNDER his school desk as he had been instructed, Thomas Neff listened to the sirens wailing. This was a nuclear-attack drill, aka "duck and cover". The giant threat of the Soviet Union was a constant in those days. All through grade school and high school he had those drills. But Portland, Oregon, was a remote, blue-collar place back then, and he was just a teacher's son who was happy to earn extra nickels by picking strawberries and beans. Why would the Soviets attack him, and how could it do any good to hide under his desk? 
In October 1991, at a meeting of American and Russian officials on nuclear disarmament, he asked himself much the same question. The first arms-control agreement, START-1, had just been signed. The Russians, amid the chaos of the collapsing Soviet Union, were protesting that they were broke and could not afford to dismantle their warheads. The Americans did not trust them to do so. Since the Russians could not even pay the wages of workers in their nuclear plants, the nightmare now was that some starving workers might go rogue, selling nuclear material to North Korea or Iran. The Americans wanted to monitor the dismantling but obviously, Dr Neff thought, the Russians would not open their plants to a lot of spies. The two sides were talking past each other. What good could that do? 
Besides, he had a better idea. Its basis was not politics, but economics. The Russians were desperate for hard cash; America needed uranium to power its civilian nuclear plants. If the Russians diluted the highly enriched uranium in their warheads down to commercial strength, by adding more natural uranium, America could "buy" it with trade credits. The time was right, with world uranium prices soft. It could be done gradually, without flooding the market. Once Russia had a financial motive, it would want to keep those warheads safe. Swords into ploughshares; darkness to electric light. Or, as he put it, "We'll trade you this thing you're interested in for this other thing we're interested in." 
The idea was so good, he felt sure it would work. And, over two decades, it did. By 2013, when the last of 250 shipments of Russian uranium arrived in Baltimore, more than 20,000 warheads had been eliminated, around a third of the peak global number. The Russians had earned $17bn in credits for food and essentials; the fuel they supplied, 15,000 tonnes of low-enriched uranium, was enough to power the whole United States for two years. 
And hardly anyone knew. At MIT, where he researched nuclear energy and solar power from 1977 onwards, most of his colleagues had no idea. For him it was a bit like spycraft. At that October meeting he said nothing publicly, but lingered in the corridor to waylay Viktor Mikhailov, deputy minister of the Soviet Atomic Energy Ministry. Mikhailov, acting independently, called all the shots on nuclear power. He was, as usual, smoking. Through the fug, Dr Neff asked him if he had any uranium to sell. "How much?" came the reply. "500 tonnes?" "I think I can do it." 
Later he thought he could have asked for 700 tonnes. Mikhailov liked a deal, and the sales revenue would be, in effect, his ministry's budget. But 500 would do. By next April, clutching Mikhailov's card but with no appointment, he got smoothly into the foreign ministry in Moscow. You could do that in those days. He visited nuclear plants, too, finding the workers there dedicated and disciplined (as little else in Russia was). It was a fine moment for a man with a plan, which he christened "Megatons to Megawatts". 
Nonetheless, it soon became a tangle. The Russians were mostly keen, though some complained that the nuclear warheads were "heritage" that should not be destroyed. The Americans were much less eager, wondering why on earth they should help the enemy. Some called it crazy. Chaos reigned on one side, inertia on the other. He wrote op-eds and countless memos, pushing, but the arrangement was not signed until 1993 and not implemented until 1994. He drafted much of the legislation himself, pushing more. Meanwhile he kept in close touch with Mikhailov, including helping him to write a letter to the State Department endorsing the plan. Above all, he tried to ensure that Russia was treated fairly. The US Enrichment Corporation, the agency that bought uranium to distribute to America's power plants, often would not use the Russian uranium and refused to pay for it. In that event the shipments stopped, Mikhailov exploded, and Dr Neff found himself on yet another flight east.
Luckily, he was well cut out for this work. He could get on with anybody and everybody, and tended to see the good in people. There were also few who knew more about nuclear energy. His start in physics had been slow and self-taught, in way over his head at Stanford, until he spent a summer drumming the textbooks into his brain. But soon nuclear and solar energy became his field. With that expert credential he helped to draft the legislation setting up President Nixon's new energy department, and in 1984 wrote a book on the state of the world uranium market. Quite by chance, from 1972 he was also executive assistant to the president of the American Physics Society who, because he did not have time for government meetings, sent him along instead. This was the best thing that ever happened to him. First, it made him buy a suit. Second, it put him at the heart of national science policy and, on that October day, face-to-face with Russians, too. 
Working in groups, however, was not his forte. He liked the nimbleness of being a free agent, virtually unknown, spotting things that could be fixed. Of course anyone could do that. But the trick then was to seize those moments and actually do something. The fall of the Soviet Union, once the overwhelming enemy, was a huge chance, and he was there at the right time. He had a good plan, and never stopped believing in it. That way, more or less alone, he moved nuclear mountains. #
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