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News Analysis



On Harris's Price-Gouging Ban, Allies and Foes May Have the Wrong Idea



The plan does not appear to amount to government price controls. It also might not bring down grocery bills anytime soon.




Vice President Kamala Harris's strategic vagueness on certain policy details has allowed her to emphasize broad themes that resonate with voters.




By Jim Tankersley


Aug 21, 2024


Vice President Kamala Harris 
threw her support
 behind a federal ban on 
price-gouging in the food and grocery industries
 last week. It was the first official economic policy proposal of her presidential campaign, and it was pitched as a direct response to the high price of putting food on the table in America today.



"To combat high grocery costs, VP Harris to call for first-ever federal ban on corporate price-gouging," the Harris campaign proclaimed in the subject line of a news release last week, ahead of a speech laying out the first planks of her economic agenda.



It is still impossible to say, from publicly available details, what exactly the ban would do. Republicans have denounced the proposal as "communist," warning that it would lead to the federal government setting prices in the marketplace. Former President Donald J. Trump has 
mocked the plan
 on social media as "SOVIET Style Price Controls."



Progressives have cheered the announcement as a crucial check on corporate greed, saying it could immediately benefit shoppers who have been stunned by a 20 percent rise in food costs since President Biden took office.



But people familiar with Ms. Harris's thinking on the ban now say it might not resemble either of those characterizations. The ban, they also suggest, might actually not do anything to bring down grocery prices right now. Those who spoke about the strategy behind the emerging policy did so on the condition of anonymity.



Ms. Harris's campaign has created the space for multiple interpretations, by declining to specify how that ban would work, when it would apply or what behaviors it would prohibit.



In the process, the vice president and her team are discovering the double-edged reality of releasing a policy proposal that is thin on detail: Anyone is free to imagine what those details might be.



Ms. Harris's 
strategic vagueness on certain policy details
 has allowed her to emphasize broad themes that resonate with voters. Polling this summer by the Democratic firm Blueprint, for example, found four out of five voters supported prosecuting companies for price-gouging and price-fixing, as a means to combat inflation. Ms. Harris emphasized her record as a former prosecutor in rolling out the plan.



Her proposal was more specific than the extremely detail-light economic plans that Mr. Trump has floated, such as tariffs on all imports. But it left many blanks unfilled -- an omission that some veterans of campaign policymaking say could eventually work to Ms. Harris's advantage.



"Campaigns are typically about big ideas and grand visions, not the nitty-gritty details of legislation," said Ben Harris, a vice president at the Brookings Institution in Washington, who coordinated economic policy for Mr. Biden's 2020 campaign. "Kamala Harris has only been the candidate for a matter of weeks, so it's fair that she might lead with her core policy values and then fill in the details later -- after her advisers have seen the public reaction and consulted with experts."



The initial public reaction has included sharp criticism, from Republicans and other commentators. "Kamala Harris is a Trojan horse for nation-destroying spending, communist price controls and open borders," the Trump campaign said in a release this week.



"It's hard to exaggerate how bad this policy is," the Washington Post columnist 
Catherine Rampell wrote last week
, referring to the price-gouging ban. "It is, in all but name, a sweeping set of government-enforced price controls across every industry, not only food."



But it has also put big retailers on the defensive in a way that delights progressive groups.



Target's chief executive, Brian Cornell, 
told CNBC on Wednesday
 that groceries are too competitive to allow for price gouging. "We're in a penny business," he said.



People familiar with Ms. Harris's plans say the ban she envisions is nothing like price controls. Her plan, they say, would be modeled on dozens of existing state laws prohibiting price gouging, the sort of laws that prevent stores from quadrupling the price of snow shovels right after a blizzard hits.



Ms. Harris's plan would be narrowly tailored to the food and grocery industries, the people say. It would not rely on numerical targets -- like automatically triggering action if prices rise by a certain amount. Crucially, it would likely be reserved for emergency situations, like the immediate aftermath of a natural disaster or the thick of a pandemic.



The United States is not experiencing any such crisis right now. That almost certainly means the ban Ms. Harris is envisioning would likely not affect the prices Americans are currently paying in the grocery aisle.



Allies of Ms. Harris have sought to tamp down criticisms of her plan in recent days. "She's not for price-fixing; that's a distortion -- that's a Republican talking point," Gina Raimondo, the commerce secretary, 
told CNBC this week
 after appearing at the Democratic National Convention in her personal capacity.



Pressed about the price-gouging ban specifically, Ms. Raimondo cited state bans, including in her native Rhode Island, as a model. "She's not saying broad price controls," Ms. Raimondo said. "She's saying, go after companies in a narrow way, if there's evidence."



There's a tension in the strategy: It seems almost impossible for Ms. Harris to claim her proposed ban would help bring down the grocery prices Americans remain upset about, while allies play down its effects and people familiar with the plan say it might not apply to prices today at all.



A campaign official tried to thread that needle this week by claiming Ms. Harris never said the ban itself would immediately bring down grocery prices. The official said immediate progress on prices would instead come from related policies Ms. Harris 
also announced last Friday
, including building on the Biden administration's efforts to support small businesses in the grocery, meat and farming industries to foster competition and drive down prices.



Ms. Harris only briefly mentioned the ban in her Friday speech, and she did not directly link it to bringing down current grocery bills. But she made clear she planned to take action to punish companies that are keeping food prices artificially high.



"Many of the big food companies are seeing their highest profits in two decades," Ms. Harris said. "And while many grocery chains pass along these savings, others still aren't. Look, I know most businesses are creating jobs, contributing to our economy and playing by the rules, but some are not, and that's just not right. And we need to take action when that is the case."



She did not specify what that action might be.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/21/business/economy/harris-price-gouging-ban-groceries.html
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U.S. Investigating Americans Who Worked With Russian State Television



The F.B.I. raided the homes of two prominent commentators on Russian state television channels as part of an effort to blunt attempts to influence November's election.




Scott Ritter, a former United Nations weapons inspector and critic of American foreign policy, joining an event at the International Economic Forum on Russophobia via video conference.




By Steven Lee Myers and Julian E. Barnes


Aug 21, 2024


The Department of Justice has begun a broad criminal investigation into Americans who have worked with Russia's state television networks, signaling an aggressive effort to combat the Kremlin's influence operations leading up to the presidential election in November, according to American officials briefed on the inquiry.



This month, F.B.I. agents searched the homes of two prominent figures with connections to Russian state media: Scott Ritter, a former United Nations weapons inspector and critic of American foreign policy, and Dimitri K. Simes, an adviser to former President Donald J. Trump's first presidential campaign in 2016. Prosecutors have not announced charges against either of the men.



More searches are expected soon, some of the officials said, speaking on the condition of anonymity to discuss investigations. Criminal charges are also possible, they said.



The investigation comes in the wake of the Biden administration's official intelligence findings that Russia's state news organizations, including the global news channel RT, are 
working with its intelligence agencies
 to sway elections around the world.



Those efforts include November's contest between Mr. Trump and Vice President Kamala Harris. For a third time, according to the officials and public statements, the Kremlin's propaganda apparatus has thrown itself behind Mr. Trump's candidacy, creating 
online news outlets
 and 
fake videos
 to denigrate President Biden and, more recently, Ms. Harris.



The investigation so far has focused on potential violations of the economic sanctions imposed on Russia after its invasion of Ukraine and a law that requires the disclosure of lobbying efforts on behalf of foreign governments.



The government's investigation is politically fraught, reprising the 
furiously partisan debate
 over Russia's influence in the 2016 presidential campaign. By targeting Americans working with news organizations, even if they are state-run, the inquiry could also bump up against the First Amendment's protection of rights to free speech.



The Office of the Director of National Intelligence 
warned
 on July 29 that Russia was exploiting "witting and unwitting Americans" to create and spread narratives that were favorable to the government of President Vladimir V. Putin.



"These personalities," the office said in a statement, "post content on social media, write for various websites with overt and covert ties to the Russian government, and conduct other media efforts."




Mr. Ritter addressing service members of the Chechen special forces and military units within Russia's defense and security troops during a ceremony in Russia in January.




Mr. Ritter, who has worked as a contributing writer for RT, said in a telephone interview that an hourslong search of his house in Delmar, N.Y., on Aug. 7 seemed to be an effort to intimidate him for expressing his political views about the United States, Russia and the war in Ukraine.



F.B.I. agents and state police seized mobile phones, computers and hard drives but did not arrest him. "It's an absolute frontal assault on the Constitution of the United States," he said.



The extent of the crackdown remains unclear, and the Justice Department and other officials across Washington declined to discuss it when asked. In recent months, however, the Biden administration has grown increasingly alarmed by Russia's influence operations targeting the United States -- and seems willing to act more forcefully.



Last month, the Justice Department 
moved to shut down
 a furtive campaign aimed at sowing discord in the United States and other countries and spreading Russian propaganda about the war in Ukraine.



Working with the governments of Canada and the Netherlands, as well as with officials at Elon Musk's social media platform, X, the department took down 968 inauthentic accounts. The Russians created and operated the accounts using commercially available artificial intelligence tools.



In affidavits released with the announcement, officials explicitly linked the effort to Russia's Federal Security Service and RT.



Russia's state television networks broadcast in English and other foreign languages, acting as a global megaphone for the views of Mr. Putin, who routinely depicts the United States and its allies as a hegemonic power bent on world domination.



Mr. Ritter, who traveled to Russia and to occupied parts of Ukraine in January, said the warrant to search his home made reference to an investigation that involved the Foreign Agents Registration Act, the federal law that requires Americans to disclose lobbying and political activities on behalf of foreign governments.



Mr. Simes, a Soviet-born American citizen, is being investigated for, among other crimes, violations of the International Emergency Economic Powers Act, the legal foundation for imposing economic sanctions, some of the officials said.



On Aug. 13, agents descended on a wooded 132-acre estate near the Blue Ridge Mountains in Virginia that Mr. Simes and his wife had bought in July 2021, according to 
Rappahannock News
, a local newspaper that first reported the search.




Dimitri K. Simes, far right, an adviser to former President Donald J. Trump's first campaign for president in 2016, at a meeting of the Valdai International Discussion Club in Russia. 




Mr. Simes, 76, has been a fixture of American foreign policy debates in Washington since he emigrated from the Soviet Union as a young man in 1973.



He served as an informal adviser on Soviet affairs to President Richard M. Nixon, who, in 1994, appointed him to 
a think tank
 he founded, now known as the Center for the National Interest. 



In 2016, Mr. Simes hosted Mr. Trump, then a presidential candidate, for a speech in which he called for improved relations with Mr. Putin's government. He also introduced Mr. Trump to the Russian ambassador at the time.



Mr. Simes also passed on to Mr. Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner what he believed to be incriminating information that the Russians knew about former President Bill Clinton, the husband of Mr. Trump's Democratic opponent at the time, according to 
the final report of the investigation
 by Robert S. Mueller III into Russia's interference in the 2016 campaign.



Although Mr. Simes was interviewed by Mr. Mueller's investigators and cited repeatedly in the report in 2019, he was not accused of wrongdoing. He stepped down from the Center for the National Interest in 2022, and, according to an interview on Friday on Sputnik, another of Russia's television networks, he has been in Russia since October 2022.



Since 2018, he has hosted a weekly talk show, "The Big Game," on one of Russia's state television broadcasters, Channel One.



In the 
interview
 on Sputnik, Mr. Simes said that he did not know the reason for the search, but speculated that it was an attempt to stifle anyone who would improve relations between Russia and the United States. He said his bank accounts had been frozen, except one where his Social Security checks were deposited, and expressed concern that agents had seized paintings in his home from Soviet and Russian avant-garde artists.



"It clearly is an attempt to intimidate, not only somebody from Russia, but just anyone who goes against official policies and particularly against the deep state," Mr. Simes, who could not immediately be reached for comment, said during the interview.



Since 2017, the Department of Justice has required RT to register as a foreign agent, not as a news organization, reflecting the government's control over its operations. There is no clear legal precedent that dictates whether journalists working for a news organization would fall under the requirements of the Foreign Agent Registration Act.



Mr. Ritter, in the interview, said he had been a contributing writer for RT, among other news organizations, since 2020. He said he was paid per article -- a sum he described as an industry norm of $150 to $300 -- but faced no more editorial control than what editors typically did in assigning and editing work.



When the war in Ukraine broke out in 2022, he became an outspoken defender of Russia's invasion, often reflecting Russia's effort to blame the United States and NATO for the conflict. 



"The only reason why I can believe that they're doing this," he said, "is if there's some national security interest where they believe somehow I am actively conspiring with Russia against the interests of the United States, that I have become more than just a propagandist, that I become something more like, you know, a weapon of disinformation."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/21/technology/us-fbi-russia-election-disinformation.html
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Tim Walz was 14 or so, trouble-seeking with his cousins across a shaggy patch of family land where they liked to shoot air guns at birds.



They had come upon his uncle's "junk pile" one day in the late 1970s, a little scrap heap with a broken-down car and one unambiguous rule.



"Dad specifically -- 
specifically
 -- said, 'Now don't shoot them windows,'" one cousin, Matt Reiman, said of the car recently.



What happened next was probably inevitable: Pop. Shatter. Gleeful profanity from Mr. Walz -- and a knee-jerk confession with no adults around.



"My gun went off!"
 he shouted, as if it might have been an accident, formulating his pre-emptive defense in real time. "
My gun went off!"



Relatives said Mr. Walz would later deny culpability of any sort.



"He could make something unbelievable believable," Casey Reiman, another cousin who was there, said fondly, if still a bit grudgingly, some 45 years later.



"Had a lot of giggle in him," Matt Reiman said. "Never had a serious day in his life."



Those days would come.



Within a few years, Mr. Walz's father, a well-liked school administrator, got sick, then sicker. When he was gone, Mr. Walz's mother found work where she could, and the family subsisted on Social Security survivor benefits.



By then, Mr. Walz had joined the National Guard, two days after his 17th birthday. He has said he took his oath of enlistment from a lieutenant with a farm nearby, standing in the middle of a cornfield.




A local history book in the Butte, Neb., public library highlights Mr. Walz's military career.




As Mr. Walz, the 60-year-old Minnesota governor, prepares this week to introduce himself to the nation from the party convention in Chicago, he and those close to him have positioned his rural Nebraska upbringing as essential to his self-conception, a skeleton key to understanding the man he became and the values he came to embrace.



His experiences in this period formed the core of his future political identity -- unpretentious, neighborly, a little mischievous -- even as he seemed determined, ultimately, to see what life might look like somewhere else.



Though Mr. Walz still speaks nostalgically of his time back home, he has remained tethered to the place mostly through those who stayed.



His mother still lives in Butte, Neb., a village of fewer than 300 people, where the lettering above the old high school reads simply, "High School," and Mr. Walz's cousins recounted his exploits from their regular perch at the corner bar, Corner Bar.



The spot where Mr. Walz's gun did or did not go off still belongs to the family, part of a sprawling farming operation powered by generational wisdom and very early mornings.



And in a county where the 2020 Biden-Harris ticket received exactly 135 votes -- Trump-Pence cleared 1,000 -- many figures from Mr. Walz's past, who agree that growing up in a place like this shapes someone forever, agree with him on little else. Both Butte and Valentine, Neb., where he spent much of his youth and adolescence, have tombstones outside their churches mourning the aborted unborn, rising from the grass in neighborhoods swathed in MAGA red and, much more often, Nebraska Cornhusker scarlet.



Even some family members have tweaked Mr. Walz playfully for how he sometimes talks about where he came from.



"I'm one of the hillbilly cousins," Casey Reiman said by way of introduction last week, echoing a line Mr. Walz had used recently to describe his relatives. Eager to reinforce the point, Mr. Reiman, who farms with his son, interrupted himself -- "Look what I found today!" -- to retrieve a dead rattlesnake from his truck.




Casey Reiman, right, and his son Dylan in their corn field around Butte, Neb., last week. "I'm one of the hillbilly cousins," the elder Mr. Reiman said, referring to recent comments from Mr. Walz.




Of course, presidential campaigns traffic often in reductive sloganeering, flattening biographies into digestible shorthand, especially when the subject seems to come by his homespun-ness honestly. (As with 
some other elements
 of Mr. Walz's history, it can be difficult at times to distinguish between bare fact and rhetorical flourish.)



No one disputes that Mr. Walz passed hours at farm ponds hooking bluegill and bass, that he sometimes played pickup basketball on lumpy dirt, that he brought his rifle to school to hunt turkeys after football practice.



"He grew up in a small town," Vice President Kamala Harris explained in the Instagram post announcing Mr. Walz's selection two weeks ago.



"I lived in Butte, a small town," Mr. Walz told supporters in Pennsylvania later that day.



"Well, I was born in a small town,"
 blared the John Mellencamp track that served as Mr. Walz's intro and exit music last week for a raucous event outside Omaha, his first solo rally as Ms. Harris's running mate.



Onstage in his native state, Mr. Walz celebrated the majesty of "
Carhenge
" (a Nebraska landmark that he insisted the British had ripped off), 
runza
 (a local delicacy that he insisted JD Vance would call a Hot Pocket) and "tubin' and swimmin' the Niobrara," which he insisted Donald Trump could never understand.



But interviews with relatives, schoolmates and neighbors from these formative years make it plain that Mr. Walz's story, like the places themselves, can defy easy caricature.



He was a child of the Nebraska Sandhills and less hilly parts east, the types of places that the urbanites in Omaha and Lincoln derided as "outstate." But he was also the son of the bookish school superintendent, evincing a curiosity about life beyond the county line and even musing, as locals remember it, about being president someday.



He could blend into the halls where plumes of cigarette smoke billowed from the teachers' lounge and the student population was overwhelmingly white, just another boy who liked girls and sports and Bob Seger's "Night Moves." But he also stood out, peers recalled -- displaying the gumption to win new friends from the open window of his orange 1973 Camaro, beckoning passers-by with an eight-track player and an impromptu invitation: "Hey, hop in."



"That's all it took," Scott Humpal, one of two dozen people in his graduating class and a close friend to this day, said of their early encounter. "Just like now, he's a good talker."



If Mr. Walz's maturity, by his own account, waxed and waned well into adulthood -- he was charged with driving while intoxicated in his early 30s -- those who have known him longest agreed that much about him had not especially changed: He was self-assured but rarely self-serious; puckish when he could be and stoic when he had to be; compelled to leave home eventually, but never to disclaim it, as much as some there now might like to disclaim him.



"I wouldn't trade growing up in that town," Mr. Walz has said, "for anything in the world."



A boy, dreaming of elsewhere




Mr. Walz in a Butte High School photo. His graduating class had two dozen students.




Some memories of a young Mr. Walz have curdled with time and politics, tilting toward disdain (and occasional conspiracy theorizing on Facebook) over his leftward bent as an adult.



But John Vanderbeek has his own long-held grounds for skepticism.



"Eh," Mr. Vanderbeek, a former math teacher and school board member in Valentine, said when asked what he remembered about Mr. Walz. "He was a boy."



He was, more precisely, a preteen boy with an outsize interest in Mr. Vanderbeek's daughter, who was around the same age.



"Had to run him home every once in a while," Mr. Vanderbeek said. (The families lived so close, he lamented, that Mr. Walz never stayed away for long.)



Such was life in this town of fewer than 3,000 -- a proper metropolis, residents noted, compared to its surroundings, with the Frosty Drive-In, a well-attended Pizza Hut and a schoolhouse that was 
said to be haunted
 by the ghost of a girl whose clarinet reed had been poisoned in the 1940s.



Though the place was named for a Union veteran and politician, Edward K. Valentine, and not the saint with the holiday in February, the local authorities affixed hearts to each street sign anyway.



Yearbooks from the period trace the town's feats and mores -- a reel of rodeo results, well wishes from "Valentine's Professional Men" and, in 1973, a picture (and cheerful notation) of a student's blackface turn as "a Negro girl for an English play."



Along Main Street, where a banner over a vacant storefront now reads, "This Is the Decade Rural Nebraska Fights Back," Mr. Walz and his schoolmates often biked in search of others without plans, hoping for critical mass to toss a football around.



Some nights, young men from the nearby Rosebud Sioux reservation came to town, meandering through the alleys, according to Bob Dean, who runs Valentine's sign shop (Bob's Signs, named for his father) and attended school with one of Mr. Walz's brothers.



Otherwise, life could be quiet, unless students took care to fill the silence.




Mr. Walz grew up in Valentine, Neb., a town of fewer than 3,000 residents.




"People would drive up and down Main Street just honking at each other," said Pat Donovan, who played baseball with Mr. Walz. "Honk at our friends. See some cute girls, honk at them."



For a time, the high school had a bullying problem: Upperclassmen would knock freshmen on the back of their heads with bulky class rings.



When Mr. Walz encountered this, he wheeled around to confront a senior, according to Bud Pettigrew, who went to school with him and became a leader in state Democratic politics.



"He didn't put up with that," Mr. Pettigrew said. "He'd get in their face and argue."



At 14, during a summer ranching job that found him working with cattle and building fence, Mr. Walz has said he returned to the bunkhouse each night to leaf through old issues of National Geographic, dreaming of elsewhere, as fellow ranch hands played cards and taught him new curse words.



"Others were probably dreaming of the exotic landscape I was in," he said in a speech last month.



Born to Darlene and James Walz in West Point, Neb., about 75 miles outside Omaha, and rerouted hours west to Valentine in elementary school, Mr. Walz was the third of four siblings, bestowed with the check-this-out swagger of an older brother and the wait-up-wait-up pleading of a younger one.



He has suggested the family always leaned Democratic, citing lingering affection for the New Deal and his Catholic mother's affinity for John F. Kennedy.



"She was pregnant with me when he was assassinated, and I guess there was a debate about calling me John," Mr. Walz 
has recalled
.



At home, the division of tasks between the parents was clear. "She raised the kids," said Dick Jeffers, a school board member who was close with them, "and he was raising the school."




Dick Jeffers, a school board member in Valentine, Neb., recalled how Mr. Walz's parents had divided up the tasks of raising children and working at the local school.




Students remembered the elder Mr. Walz as approachable and warm despite his elevated position and his status as a chain-smoking veteran of the Korean War. He was known to shake hands with teens in the hallway ("Back then you didn't do high-fives," Mr. Pettigrew noted) and congratulate them on impressive test scores.



Among other priorities, Mr. Pettigrew said, Mr. Walz's father helped successfully push for a school bond to replace the building nominally haunted by the fallen clarinetist, an uphill campaign in a fiscally conservative area.



Other efforts were less effective. Mr. Vanderbeek said he and the elder Mr. Walz were golfing one day when a gust of wind betrayed one of the school's worst kept secrets: the superintendent's comb-over.



"He didn't even know," Mr. Vanderbeek said. "I finally walked up behind him and flipped it back over."



Before long, yearbook pictures show, the elder Mr. Walz conceded to the march of time, bald and smiling.



More recently, some in town have stared into their televisions and realized something: The boy they knew looks quite like his father now.



A move, and a loss




Butte, Neb., was home to 286 people in 2020, about half what the population was when Mr. Walz lived there.




The sign at the village line reads "Butte, 326," though even that overstates the case: The population fell to 286 in the 2020 census, about half of what it was when Mr. Walz lived there.



Four-wheelers rumble through intersections. A sign at the convenience store promises, "Gas Beer Pop Ice Snacks Hot Food Laundromat." An early summer celebration known as Pancake Days -- a medley of food, games and engine revving -- is the centerpiece of the annual calendar.



"It's really not Pancake Days if you don't have to call the Fire Department," Mr. Walz once told a former aide, Kayla Castaneda. (She had stopped in Butte years ago, curious to see where her boss grew up, when she encountered a woman who wanted to send word back to Minnesota: The car that caught fire that year belonged to one of Mr. Walz's uncles.)



Mr. Walz and his family moved to Butte, about 100 miles east of Valentine, in his sophomore year of high school.



By then, his father's weakness for cigarettes was well-established. "Just addicted," Mr. Walz said recently, nodding at the "Korean War era and that generation of men."



The stated reason for the move was to be closer to his mother's side of the family. His father would be superintendent at Butte's high school.



"That's where the two of them wanted to retire," Julie Walz, Mr. Walz's sister-in-law, said.



Even well after he had been diagnosed with lung cancer, according to Jerome Reiman, one of Mr. Walz's uncles, the elder Mr. Walz would sneak off to the bathroom to smoke.



As his father traveled to Omaha for treatments, according to Julie Walz, Mr. Walz shared little with his friends.



Even his decision to join the National Guard -- where service could give Mr. Walz a chance at a college education, as it had for his father -- came up almost incidentally.



"One day he just told us, 'Hey, I'm going to the National Guard this summer,'" Mr. Humpal recalled.



Mr. Walz did accrue some shorter-term benefits from his military training: He has said he gained 25 pounds between his junior and senior years, converting from a wide receiver on the football team to a husky lineman, and began lapping his teammates during the two-mile runs at the start of practice.



The more durable changes in Mr. Walz were more painful to consider.




Mr. Walz's prominence has prompted pride in his former Nebraska neighbors -- to a point.




By the winter of 1984, more than a year after Mr. Walz graduated from high school, his father had slipped into a coma.



Mr. Walz has said that his father's last week alive "cost my mom a decade of having to go back to work to pay those bills."



"This, I think, shaped me later in life," he 
said
 during his 2018 campaign for Minnesota governor. "It certainly shaped me as it deals with health care."



In the coming years, Ms. Walz found a job at a nursing home. She remained "relentlessly optimistic," Mr. Walz has said, when he struggled to see why.



"I remember thinking, 'Our dad just died, we don't have any money, you've got to go get a job, and you've never had one outside the home,'" he 
recalled in 2019
. "My mom just said, 'It will give me a chance to learn.'"



In the years after his father's death, when Mr. Walz was 19, he floated through Nebraska, Texas and Arkansas, where he worked at a tanning bed factory.



He 
has said
 the loss coaxed him to take more risks. After graduating in 1989 from Chadron State College in Nebraska, Mr. Walz went to China for a year as a teacher.



Other titles followed in due time: coach, Minnesotan, congressman, governor.



He has thoroughly answered the question, friends said, that all those who imagine leaving a place like Butte ask themselves.



"We were all going through the same stuff," said Mr. Humpal, who owns a physical therapy business in Texas. "Are we going to college? What are we going to become?"



For some who built lives closer to home, Mr. Walz's sudden prominence has produced a conspicuous pride, to a point.



"I never figured he'd be in the position he's in now," said Jerome Reiman, laughing from his living room as he recounted turkey hunting with Mr. Walz and his father.



He hastened to add something:



"I actually hope he gets beat."




Jerome Reiman, an uncle of Mr. Walz's, said of his nephew, "I never figured he'd be in the position he's in now."




Kitty Bennett
 contributed research.
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political memo



Democrats Use the Convention to Try to Define Trump as a Self-Interested Fraud



Speeches and videos seek to shrink Donald Trump in order to rise above him, as Kamala Harris and her allies work to minimize him and disengage from him.




Former President Donald J. Trump at a rally in Wilkes-Barre, Pa., on Saturday.




By Maggie Haberman and Jonathan Swan


Aug 21, 2024


How to attack former President Donald Trump?



It's a question that has tormented Democratic Party strategists for nearly a decade. Hillary Clinton called him "Dangerous Donald" and a racist. President Biden uses grave and lofty terms to describe him imperiling American democracy.



Vice President Kamala Harris is trying something different: deflating him.



The first two nights of the Democratic National Convention in Chicago have brought into sharper focus the lens through which Ms. Harris and her allies intend to frame Mr. Trump from now until Election Day.



In slickly produced videos shown to delegates and in speech after speech, a host of attacks emerged. Ms. Harris is the future-oriented change agent, and Mr. Trump is the stale past. He's been playing a long con on the American people that has outlived its expiration date.



The goal of Ms. Harris's anti-Trump messaging is trying to shrink her opponent in order to rise above him, minimizing him and disengaging from him to avoid getting drawn into reacting to his every provocation. There is less engagement on highlighting Mr. Trump's racist statements or casting him as a threat to democracy, than focusing on a portrait Democrats believe will resonate with voters: that of Mr. Trump as a meanspirited fraud who only cares about himself and his billionaire friends.



The attacks are designed not just to earn applause on the floor of the convention hall but also to win votes. The goal is to erode Mr. Trump's support among the undecided and mostly white middle-class voters in the three so-called Blue Wall states that are likely to decide the election: Pennsylvania, Michigan and Wisconsin. Mr. Trump, Ms. Harris and her allies are effectively saying, is a fake working man's populist and an anti-union "scab" who has revealed himself to be selfish to an un-American degree.



Ms. Harris's surprise appearance on the first night of the convention seemed ripped from her opponent's playbook, a Trumpian bit of stagecraft that electrified the arena. The video that preceded her entrance established the tone and the imagery of her campaign's path forward, and illustrated her attempt to wrestle back from Republicans ownership of Americana and patriotism.




Ms. Harris made a surprise appearance on the first night of the Democratic National Convention in Chicago.




The video on the arena's Jumbotron opened with a wide shot of horses galloping across dusty open plains. The giant screen flashed with symbols of American greatness: six Marines raising the flag at Iwo Jima, the Statue of Liberty, the moon landing, images of the American flag.



Then came the Democratic twist. Beyonce's voice rang out: "Freedom, freedom. I can't move. Freedom, cut me loose." A deep male voice-over cut in to define "freedom" on Ms. Harris's terms. "Freedom from control" was paired with an image of a woman standing in front of the Supreme Court, holding up a sign reading "My body my choice." "Freedom from extremism and fear" was paired with footage of the violent mob that Mr. Trump helped summon to the Capitol on Jan. 6.



The video's tone was youthful and optimistic, jumping from one joyful Harris crowd to the next. It portrayed Mr. Trump as the dark, ugly past and Ms. Harris as the bright future. And it ended with the narrator's dig at Mr. Trump's legal troubles: "That's our choice: a prosecutor or a felon."



For Ms. Harris, the most important part of that message is her being defined as a prosecutor -- someone who is tough and battle-hardened. The felon aspect pleases the Democratic base, but is seen by Ms. Harris's advisers as less central to defining Mr. Trump, according to two people with knowledge of their thinking.



Still, felon talk has been a kind of political chum at the convention. Mrs. Clinton, the focus of "Lock her up!" chants by Trump supporters in 2016, smiled broadly when the delegates in Chicago chanted "Lock him up!" on Monday night during her speech. There was a video that parodied the intro of "Law & Order" and ripped Mr. Trump as a lifelong criminal. And there are expected to be two short films on Wednesday night focused on Mr. Trump's lies about how widespread fraud cost him the 2020 election, and the consequences of his words.




The teleprompter noted Mr. Trump's felony convictions during Hillary Clinton's speech on Monday.




A Trump spokeswoman, Karoline Leavitt, said in a statement that there has never been "a politician as selfless" as Mr. Trump. 



"He gave up a comfortable life to save this nation," she said. "He has been indicted, shot, and slandered and doesn't give up. He has put his own life on the line to restore American sovereignty and greatness. These Democrats wouldn't know bravery if it walked into the shower with them. They just want more power for themselves and control over the people."



One of the most blistering descriptions of Mr. Trump at the convention came from Shawn Fain, the president of the United Automobile Workers, who wore a T-shirt reading "Trump is a scab" that he dramatically showed off after removing his blazer. The word "scab" is the labor movement's highest insult.



"This election comes down to one question: Which side are you on?" said Mr. Fain on Monday night. Mr. Trump and his running mate, Senator JD Vance of Ohio, are "two lap dogs for the billionaire class who only serve themselves."



It remains to be seen whether Ms. Harris's approach is durable enough to survive until Election Day, and whether it can crack the calcified partisanship hardening many voters' views. Democrats and Republicans agree that Ms. Harris has had a near-perfect four weeks and that Mr. Trump has had one of his worst-ever months in politics. Instead of sharp policy attacks against Ms. Harris, he has flailed about with personal insults, including a ridiculous claim that images of her crowds were fakes generated by artificial intelligence.



And yet, despite Ms. Harris's uninterrupted run of good fortune, the race remains a tossup. Even though she is the vice president, she remains largely unknown as a political figure, and Republicans will spend hundreds of millions of dollars defining her in the coming weeks as "dangerously liberal" and tying her to Mr. Biden's most unpopular policies, including on immigration. They will remind voters of the range of left-wing positions she staked out in 2019 when she was briefly trying to be the Democratic presidential nominee.



Back in 2016, Mr. Trump gave Democrats so many potential avenues for criticizing him that winnowing them down proved challenging. Mrs. Clinton ran a campaign focused on trying to recreate President Obama's winning demographic coalition. As Mr. Trump made misogynistic and race-baiting statements, she and her supporters responded with outrage. That gave Mr. Trump the fight he wanted, allowing him to dominate news cycle after news cycle.




Delegates on the floor of the convention on Tuesday.




Ms. Harris has learned lessons from Mrs. Clinton's campaign, people who've spoken to her say. It's unlikely that Ms. Harris will give a speech about the dangers of white supremacy, as Mrs. Clinton did in 2016. Nor will she dwell on the "glass ceiling" aspect of her candidacy, even as Mrs. Clinton did so on Monday night. When Mr. Trump claimed falsely that Ms. Harris only recently embraced her Black identity, she did not take the bait.



Instead of expressing outrage and denouncing Mr. Trump as a racist, the vice president dismissed it as part of a boring and stale act.



"The same old show," she said at a rally in Texas. "America deserves better."



And other leading Democrats are delivering that message. On the first night, Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez called Mr. Trump a "two-bit union buster" who "would sell this country for a dollar if it meant lining his own pockets and greasing the palms of his Wall Street friends."



And on Tuesday night, Mr. Obama and his wife, Michelle, echoed that theme in their speeches. Mr. Obama said Mr. Trump was "a guy whose act -- let's face it -- has gotten pretty stale" and described him as obsessed with helping himself and his "rich friends."
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They Spouted Hate Online. Then They Were Arrested.



As hundreds of people appear in court for their role in recent anti-immigrant riots in Britain, several are accused of fueling disorder through online posts, raising questions about the limits of free speech.




Smoke billowing from a fire started by protesters as riot police stand guard after disturbances near the Southport Islamic Society Mosque in northwest England, on July 30. 




By Mark Landler


Aug 21, 2024


A 53-year-old woman from northwest England was jailed for 15 months after posting on Facebook that a mosque should be blown up "with the adults inside." A 45-year-old man was sentenced to 20 months for goading his online followers to torch a hotel that houses refugees. A 55-year-old woman was questioned by the police for a viral post that wrongly identified the suspect in a deadly knife attack at a children's dance class.



These and other people are accused of being "keyboard warriors," in the words of one British judge, exploiting social media to stir up the 
anti-immigrant riots
 that exploded after the suspect was arrested in the fatal stabbings of three young girls at the dance class, in the town of Southport. Their cases have now become examples in a politically charged debate over the limits of free speech in Britain.



With the courts handing down harsh sentences to hundreds who took part in the violent unrest, and calls for the government to strengthen regulation of online content, some argue that the authorities risk going too far. Not only are judges locking up 
far-right rioters
, these critics say, but they are also opening the door to a broader crackdown on speech.



The noisiest critiques have come from Elon Musk, the billionaire owner of X, once known as Twitter. After far-right groups used his platform to 
spread disinformation
 about the attack and foment the violent disorder that followed, Mr. Musk waded into the debate, 
claiming
 that civil war "is inevitable" in Britain and attacking Prime Minister Keir Starmer.



"The U.K. is turning into a police state," Mr. Musk posted on Monday, referring to an emergency plan activated by the government to ease pressure on chronically overcrowded jails, under which defendants can be held longer in police cells until space opens in prisons.




A makeshift memorial in Southport this month.




A self-described "free speech absolutist," Mr. Musk has ample commercial and legal motives to pick a fight with the British government. But his critique has captured genuine differences in how Americans and Britons view the imperative of protecting speech online.



"Elon Musk does represent a philosophical strand that is very American," said Sunder Katwala, the director of British Future, a research institute in London. "I think there is quite a big difference in perceived political calculations on free speech between the United States and Britain."



British authorities, he said, are more willing than Americans to prosecute people for posting what they view as incendiary material. Mr. Katwala said polls show that most Britons are worried about the proliferation of "hate speech" and believe that social media platforms should be held to account for propagating it, as well as for the violence that often follows. Outside of right-wing media circles in Britain, where Mr. Musk's feud with Mr. Starmer has received admiring coverage, Mr. Musk remains an unpopular figure, 
according to recent polls.



The differences between the two countries on these issues go back a long way. Britain does not have an equivalent of the First Amendment to the Constitution, which sanctifies free speech, though it is a member of the European Convention on Human Rights, which contains a provision guaranteeing free speech. British libel laws give fewer protections to publishers, while privacy laws are stricter.



After the killings in Southport, a judge in Liverpool took the extraordinary step of releasing 
the name of the suspect
, Axel Rudakubana, even though he was not yet 18. The judge said he was trying to curb of a flood of misinformation on social media about Mr. Rudakubana, who was born and raised in Britain by a Christian family from Rwanda. False claims that he was a Muslim asylum seeker had agitated far-right thugs, who went on to clash with the police in several cities, besieging mosques and setting fire to hotels used to house asylum seekers.



For all the cultural differences between Britain and the United States, legal scholars note that at least on the free-speech principles that came into play after Southport, they are not as far apart as it might appear.



"The common law tradition in both countries is that the limits of free speech are reached when it incites people to commit violence," said Jonathan Sumption, a lawyer and former justice on Britain's Supreme Court.




Police officers face protesters in Liverpool on Aug. 3.




That principle, he said, applied in the digital as well as the real world. "I don't see why the internet should be regarded as any different than when someone stands on a soap box and addresses a raging crowd," Mr. Sumption said.



But he added that for cultural reasons, American courts might come to different judgments than British ones. "A lot of the outcome depends on the psychology of juries, which may be different in the United States," he said.



Critics on the right say that the riots could give the government the pretext to clamp down further on free speech. Some Labour lawmakers, they note, have talked about toughening the 
Online Safety Act
, which was passed last year by the Conservative government and imposes new responsibilities on social media companies to remove content that is harmful to children and adults.



The already contentious legislation would give the authorities the power to fine technology companies up to 10 percent of their worldwide revenues and even potentially imprison their top executives for violations.



"Americans have struggled to watch people being sent to prison because of things they've put on social media," said Matthew Goodwin, a right-wing political commentator. "For Americans, this touches upon their almost religious-like commitment to free speech."



Mr. Goodwin contended that Mr. Starmer had "framed the riots and protests as being chiefly about disinformation on social media" because it allowed the government to duck deeper social questions over immigration policy.



Critics singled out the case of Bernadette Spofforth, 55, an online influencer and mother of three who was arrested in early August. She was released on bail and has not been charged.



Disinformation researchers say she appears to have been the first to 
falsely claim
 on X that the attacker was a Muslim asylum seeker, in a post suggesting that his name was Ali-Al-Shakati. By the time she deleted the post later that day, it had been viewed almost 1.5 million times and reposted by prominent conspiracy theorists. Ms. Spofforth, who has previously 
spread misinformation
 about 
Covid-19
 and climate change, told The Sun, a London newspaper, that she had copied and pasted the post, and "fell into the trap of sharing misinformation."




Prime Minister Keir Starmer.




Some people have also objected to a 15-month prison term for 
Julie Sweeney
, 53, of Cheshire. After seeing a photo on Facebook of people helping repair a mosque that was attacked during a riot in Southport, Ms. Sweeney posted: "Don't protect the mosques. Blow the mosque up with the adults in it." She pleaded guilty to a charge of sending a communication threatening death or serious harm. Her lawyer argued for leniency, saying she was her husband's primary caregiver. But the judge, Steven Everett, said, "Even people like you need to go to prison."



Allegations of incendiary speech are not confined to the right. A suspended Labour Party councilor in Dartford, Ricky Jones, was 
charged
 with encouraging a crowd to act violently toward far-right protesters -- referring to them as "disgusting Nazi fascists" and saying "we need to cut all their throats" -- during a counter demonstration in the London suburb of Walthamstow. Mr. Jones has not entered a plea, and his case is expected to go to a trial.



For his part, Mr. Starmer has tried to keep the focus on public order rather than civil liberties. As of Sunday, the authorities had made 1,165 arrests and brought 703 charges, according to the National Police Chiefs' Council.



The prime minister has avoided symbolic gestures like summoning technology executives to 10 Downing Street. But he told broadcasters on Aug. 9, "We're going to have to look more broadly at social media after this disorder." He also applauded the courts for sentencing people for their online behavior, not just for taking part in the riots.



"That's a reminder to everyone that whether you're directly involved or whether you're remotely involved, you're culpable," Mr. Starmer said, "and you will be put before the courts if you've broken the law."
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China's 'Road Trip Auntie' Is Ready for a New Milestone: Divorce



Su Min became an internet sensation for leaving behind an abusive husband to drive across China alone. Now she's ending the marriage, but there will be a price.




A screenshot from one of Su Min's videos, showing her near the foot of Mount Everest.




By Vivian Wang and Joy Dong


Aug 21, 2024


In the four years since she began driving solo across China, leaving behind an abusive marriage and longstanding expectations about women's duties at home, Su Min, 60, has become an 
internet sensation known as the "road-trip auntie
."



She has driven to the 
foot of Mount Everest
 and camped on the beach in the tropical province of Hainan. She has been featured in an ad campaign about female empowerment and inspired a forthcoming movie starring a famous Chinese actress.



But one key step in Ms. Su's emancipation eluded her: She wavered on whether to file for divorce, worried about how it would affect her family.



Until now. Last month, Ms. Su officially began divorce proceedings.



Her decision, she said, is a testament to how much she has learned to commit to her own happiness, and to the self confidence she has gained on the road.



But her experience in trying to end the marriage also shows the many barriers to independence that Chinese women still face. Ms. Su's husband at first refused to divorce, and a legal fight loomed. Judges in contested divorce cases often deny petitions or force couples into mediation that disadvantages the woman, 
studies show
, and they frequently ignore claims of domestic violence.




Ms. Su has been driving solo across China, becoming famous as the "road-trip auntie."




It was only when Ms. Su agreed to pay her husband more than $22,000 that he gave in, she said.



"It's all I have -- how could I not be upset?" Ms. Su said in an interview several days after negotiating the agreement. She was parked near the city of Guiyang in southwestern China, where she had recently toured a sculpture park nestled among green hills.



Still, she said, "even though money is very important, freedom is more important."



Ms. Su began vlogging after she set out from her home in Zhengzhou, a city in central China, in September 2020. In between shots of turquoise lakes and rolling fields, she explained why she, a retired factory worker with a high school education, had finally struck out on her own. She was tired of living for others, bearing her husband's demands and shouldering housework. For decades, she had believed that was just how life was for women, but now she was finally ready for a change.



To her surprise, 
her videos
 went viral. Women across the country said they saw themselves or their mothers in her story and cheered her on as she rewrote it.



But even as Ms. Su became an accidental icon of women's awakening, she said that she did not want a divorce. She worried that the responsibility of caring for her husband would fall on her daughter if she left him. Divorce also still carried a stigma among older generations, and Ms. Su's mother opposed it.




A screenshot from a video of Ms. Su announcing her plans to divorce.




Gradually, though, Ms. Su began to reconsider. After her husband realized she was making money off her vlogs, he asked her for money, she said -- and she worried that could continue if she didn't extricate herself.



Her daughter urged Ms. Su to put herself first, telling her, "You've given so much to our family."



"Every time I talk about this, I want to cry," Ms. Su said.



Still, deciding to divorce was only the first step.



Chinese law recognizes domestic violence as grounds for one-sided divorce, and Ms. Su tried to make her case. She 
filmed an argument
 between herself and her husband, where he admitted to having hit her in the past (and also demanded $70,000 to agree to a divorce). But a lawyer told her that she would need more evidence, such as hospital records.



Even when there is ample evidence, judges rarely rule that domestic violence has occurred, said 
Ke Li
, a professor at the City University of New York who has studied divorce in China.



"Courts still try so hard to protect the integrity of marriage as opposed to women's rights," Professor Li said, because the government sees marriage as a foundation for social stability.




Ms. Su in a video during a fishing trip.




If Ms. Su could not count on a finding of domestic violence, she wanted to avoid going to court because a judge would likely then order her to split her assets with her husband, including the rights to her social media accounts. That would mean sharing with him the very platform that had given her the confidence to walk away in the first place.



Ms. Su refused.



"What saved me was not only myself, but the consistent support and company of my fans on this account," she said in a 
video
 announcing her plans to divorce. "This is the thing I'm most proud of in my life. I can't give it to him."



After negotiations, her husband agreed to divorce without going to court for $22,000.



This month, Ms. Su is at home in Zhengzhou to finalize the paperwork. 



But she is already planning her next destination. She has never been abroad and is eager to see Switzerland and Paris.



"Once this paperwork is done, I can go any time."
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Russia Said It Repelled a Large Ukrainian Drone Attack on Moscow



The attack came as Kyiv presses on with a cross-border offensive into western Russia that has rattled the Kremlin.




A Ukrainian army vehicle passes through the destroyed Russian border post at Sudzha Border Crossing, earlier this month.




By Constant Meheut


Aug 21, 2024


Russia said on Wednesday that Moscow had come under a sizable drone attack overnight, as Kyiv presses on with a cross-border offensive far from the capital that has rattled the Kremlin.



Moscow's mayor, Sergey Sobyanin, said in a statement that 10 Ukrainian attack drones had been destroyed by the city's air defenses. Russian authorities did not report any damage or casualties. "This is one of the largest ever attempts to attack Moscow with drones," Mr. Sobyanin 
wrote on social media
.



Drone attacks on Moscow, more than 270 miles from the Ukrainian border, are relatively rare. They disrupt the prevailing sense of normalcy in the capital, which has largely remained insulated from the war, including from Ukraine's recent offensive into Russia's western Kursk region.



Last year, Russia accused Ukraine of launching drone attacks that 
targeted the Kremlin
 and a 
building housing government ministries
.



Russian authorities said they had shot down a total of 45 Ukrainian drones over Russian territory overnight. Ukraine said it had intercepted 50 Russian drones over its territory overnight. Neither claim could be independently verified, and the Ukrainian military did not comment on the reported drone attack on Moscow.



Dual drone assaults away from the front lines have become a feature of the war in Ukraine, with both countries targeting each other's military complexes and energy infrastructure. Russia, in particular, has hammered Ukrainian civilian centers with barrages of aerial attacks mixing missiles and attack drones.



The Ukrainian cross-border offensive in the Kursk region, the largest foreign incursion on Russian soil since World War II, has brought the war to Russia as never before, forcing more than 120,000 civilians to evacuate their towns and villages and leaving the Kremlin scrambling to send reinforcements to halt the Ukrainian advance.



The 
Institute for the Study of War
, a Washington-based think tank, said on Tuesday that Ukraine was continuing to make marginal advances in the Kursk region of Russia. Footage from the battlefield that was geolocated by the Institute shows that Ukrainian troops have entered the outskirts of Korenevo, a small town of about 5,000 people, and pushed into two more villages.



The Institute also reported that the Ukrainian army is targeting pontoons that Russian forces are trying to install across a section of the Seym River, in the Kursk region, following the destruction or damage of three bridges there by Ukrainian strikes. The attacks in the area seem designed to 
sever supply routes for Russian troops defending the pocket of territory
 wedged between the river and the Ukrainian border.



Ukrainian officials, including President Volodymyr Zelensky, have repeatedly said that one of the ways to force the Kremlin to engage in genuine negotiations is to make Russia feel the impact of the war, including by bringing the fighting to Russian territory.



The Ukrainian offensive, launched about two weeks ago, caught the Russians by surprise and Moscow has since then struggled to mount a coherent response.



On Tuesday, Russia's interior ministry said the Ukrainian military was connecting to unprotected video surveillance cameras to collect information, according to the 
Russian Interfax news agency
. It recommended that military and law enforcement personnel in Kursk and two nearby regions not use dating apps and that they refrain from opening any hyperlinks in messages received from strangers or from posting videos from roads used by military vehicles.



"The enemy actively uses such resources for the covert collection of information," it said.



Kim Barker
 contributed reporting.
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'Worst-Case' Disaster for Antarctic Ice Looks Less Likely, Study Finds



Global warming is putting the continent's ice at risk of destruction in many forms. But one especially calamitous scenario might be a less pressing concern, a new study found.




Snow blowing off the calving front of the Thwaites ice shelf in 2021.




By Raymond Zhong


Aug 21, 2024


For almost a decade, climate scientists have been trying to get their heads around a particularly disastrous scenario for how West Antarctica's gigantic ice sheet might break apart, bringing catastrophe to the world's coasts.



It goes like this: Once enough of the ice sheet's floating edges melt away, what remains are immense, sheer cliffs of ice facing the sea. These cliffs will be so tall and steep that they are unstable. Great chunks of ice start breaking away from them, exposing even taller, even more-unstable cliffs. Soon, these start crumbling too, and before long you have runaway collapse.



As all this ice tumbles into the ocean, and assuming that nations' emissions of heat-trapping gases climb to extremely high levels, Antarctica could contribute more than a foot to worldwide sea-level rise before the end of the century.



This calamitous chain of events is still hypothetical, yet scientists have taken it seriously enough to include it as a "low-likelihood, high-impact" possibility in 
the United Nations' latest assessment
 of future sea-level increase.



Now, though, a group of researchers has put forth evidence that the prospect may be more remote than previously thought. As humans burn fossil fuels and heat the planet, West Antarctica's ice remains vulnerable to destruction in many forms. But this particular form, in which ice cliffs collapse one after the other, looks less likely, according to the scientists' computer simulations.



"We're not saying that we're safe," said Mathieu Morlighem, a professor of earth science at Dartmouth College who led the research. "The Antarctic ice sheet is going to disappear; this is going to happen. The question is how fast."



The speed at which West Antarctica's ice disintegrates matters hugely for human civilization and the environment. A slower breakdown gives seaside populations more time to mount defenses or move inland. It gives coastal ecosystems such as wetlands and mangroves more time to adapt.



Still, there's a lot of uncertainty about how ice breaks apart under stress, Dr. Morlighem said. So it remains hard to say with high confidence how much time the world has to prepare for higher seas. "We still have a lot to do to reduce these uncertainties," he said.



Dr. Morlighem and his colleagues' results were published Wednesday 
in the journal Science Advances
.



The West Antarctic ice sheet is one of several giant systems in nature that global warming might be 
pushing toward collapse
. Scientists are working to understand the possibility that once warming exceeds certain levels, these systems might be tipped out of balance, triggering catastrophic changes that would be impossible to reverse for centuries, even millenniums.



In their simulations, Dr. Morlighem and his colleagues used information from 
recently developed modeling
 that describes how an ice cliff cracks into pieces. They focused on the Thwaites Glacier, a Florida-size river of ice that is among the fastest receding and least stable in Antarctica.



The researchers simulated two situations that they described as "worst-case scenarios" for Thwaites. First, they tested what would happen if the ice shelf -- that is, the glacier's floating edge -- completely disappeared today. (In reality, the shelf will probably melt away gradually.) Then they tested what would happen if the shelf vanished in 2065. This would give the glacier several more decades to retreat inland, exposing ice cliffs that are higher than the ones currently near the water's edge.



In both circumstances, they found that, once the shelf was removed, the glacier's ice started flowing more quickly out to sea. This prevented the cliffs at the end of the glacier from becoming so tall as to trigger a runaway breakdown.



Several researchers who study Antarctica but weren't involved in the new study said its findings were useful but unlikely to be the last word on the matter.



Scientists need to keep finding ways to ground their models in observations from the real world, said Rob DeConto, a professor of earth, geographic and climate sciences at the University of Massachusetts Amherst.



How strong or weak is West Antarctica's ice by the time it flows from the continent's interior to the ocean? How much damage does it sustain along the way? How much liquid water does it hold? How does that affect the way it breaks? "Those are all things that we need a better understanding of," said Dr. DeConto, who was among the researchers 
who first proposed
 that ice-cliff instability could spell ruin for West Antarctica.



The problem -- or one of them, at least -- is that scientists don't have enough observations of how ice behaves when it fractures, said Richard Alley, a professor of geosciences at Pennsylvania State University. Ice can collapse quickly, he said. If scientists don't happen to be watching, they can easily miss it. "The data we are getting now are not sufficient," Dr. Alley said.



Given how many of the world's major cities sit on coasts, and given 
how much it could cost
 to protect them against higher seas, there's a lot riding on scientists to get the projections right, Dr. Alley said.
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How U.S. Farms Could Start a Bird Flu Pandemic



The virus is poised to become a permanent presence in cattle, raising the odds of an eventual outbreak among people.




Half a year into an outbreak, H5N1 shows no signs of receding in U.S. dairy cattle.




By Apoorva Mandavilli


Aug 21, 2024


Without a sharp pivot in state and federal policies, the bird flu virus that has bedeviled American farms is likely to find a firm foothold among dairy cattle, scientists are warning.



And that means bird flu may soon pose a permanent threat to other animals and to people.



So far, this virus, H5N1, 
does not easily infect humans
, and the risk to the public remains low. But the longer the virus circulates in cattle, the more chances it gains to acquire the mutations necessary to set off an influenza pandemic.



"I think the window is closing on our ability to contain the outbreak," said Dr. Krutika Kuppalli, an infectious-disease physician who worked at the World Health Organization until April.



"We're so quick to blame China for what happened with SARS-CoV-2, but we're not doing any better right now," she added. "That's how pandemics happen."



Half a year into the outbreak, H5N1 shows no signs of receding in U.S. dairy cattle or in the workers who tend them. In recent weeks, the virus has spread into poultry and workers.



As of Wednesday, infections had been 
reported
 in 192 herds of cattle in 13 states, and in 
13 people
. Nine were workers at poultry farms close to dairy farms in Colorado.



Earlier this month, the state reported that H5N1 had also been diagnosed in six domestic cats, including 
two indoor cats with no direct exposure
 to the virus.



Yet fundamental questions about the outbreak remain unanswered.



Researchers do not know how many farms are being investigated for the virus, how many cows are infected in each state, how and how often the virus jumps into people and other animals, what the course of the illness is in people and animals and whether cows can be infected more than once.



"We need to understand the extent of the circulation in dairy cattle in the U.S., which we don't," said Dr. Maria Van Kerkhove, the acting director of pandemic preparedness and prevention at the W.H.O.



She lauded the Agriculture Department's financial incentives to encourage farmers to cooperate with investigations but said "a hell of a lot more needs to be done."



The government's response to the outbreak may be complicated by politics during an election year and by the fact that oversight is led by a federal department that is tasked with both regulating and promoting the agricultural industry.



Federal officials have downplayed the risks to animals, saying the virus causes only mild illness in cows. But a 
study
 published in late July showed that cows on affected farms died at twice the normal rate and that some were infected without any outward symptoms.




A colorized electron microscope image of avian influenza grown in cultured cells.




In theory, nothing about this outbreak should make it difficult to contain, Dr. Van Kerkhove and other experts said. Unlike other influenza viruses, this version of H5N1 does not appear to spread efficiently 
through the respiratory pathway
 in cattle.



Instead, in most cases, infections seem to be transmitted through contaminated milk or viral particles on milking machines, vehicles or other objects, such as clothing of farmworkers.



"It's actually good news," said Dr. Juergen Richt, a veterinarian and virologist at Kansas State University who led the study.



"If we want to control or eradicate this disease, we just have to focus on the mechanical transmission or anthropogenic transmission," he said.



Federal officials have said findings like these undergird the belief that they can stop the virus.



"I do believe the response is adequate," Eric Deeble, an Agriculture Department official, told reporters on Aug. 13.



He has also said the outbreak is containable because there is no wildlife reservoir of the virus -- no species in which it is naturally at home.



But experts outside the government disagreed, saying the current measures were not enough to snuff out the outbreak. The virus is entrenched in 
wild birds
, including waterfowl, and in a 
wide range of mammals
, including house mice, cats and raccoons.



"Wishful thinking is a wonderful thing, but it doesn't necessarily bring you the result that you need," said Michael Osterholm, an infectious-disease expert at the University of Minnesota. "We're still totally in a state of confusion."



Ideally, farms would "bulk test" milk pooled from many cows at once and restrict movement of cattle and farmworkers until the virus was eradicated.



But federal rules require testing only when cattle are moved between states. And many states require testing only of cows that are visibly ill.



So far, Colorado is the only affected state that 
requires bulk testing
 of milk, a decision that led to the identification of 
10 additional infected herds
 within two weeks of the July 22 order.



The Agriculture Department has also tried to encourage testing through a voluntary program. Of the 
roughly 24,000 farms
 that sell milk in the country, only 
30 are participating
.



The program has resulted in the identification of herds with infected cows and is "an indication that the system is working as designed," a department spokesman said in an emailed statement.



Given the risk to their businesses, few farm owners have taken up offers of compensation to set up testing or biosecurity. Many are staffed by 
migrant workers who fear deportation
.



"Right now those guys are feeling very vulnerable, and very, very few are willing to cooperate," said Dr. Gregory Gray, an infectious-disease epidemiologist at the University of Texas Medical Branch. "Those that are cooperating, in some cases, I think, are regretting that they cooperated."



Dr. Gray and his colleagues visited two Texas farms in April that had reported sick cattle in the previous 30 days. Of the 14 workers who agreed to have blood drawn, 
two had antibodies
 to H5N1, indicating exposure to the virus. 



Two-thirds of milk samples from the farms showed signs of live virus, suggesting that infections in both animals and people have been more widespread than official tallies indicate.



So far the virus has not cropped up in cattle in other nations, perhaps because they do not move animals between farms at the scale that Americans do.



Genetic data suggest that the U.S. outbreak stemmed from a single spillover of the virus from birds into cattle and then spread to other parts of the country.




Researchers collected wildlife samples for bird-flu testing in Chilean Antarctic Territory.




"At that time, there was a lot of virus in wild birds, but that seems to have quietened, so there may not be another spillover event," said Tom Peacock, a virologist at the Pirbright Institute in Britain.



There is a slim chance that the virus will burn through susceptible cattle herds and disappear, at least for a while, scientists say. But that might take months or even years, if it happens at all.



More likely, the virus will become enzootic -- endemic or rooted in animals -- much as other viruses have in pigs. Swine farms never rid themselves of a new virus, because susceptible piglets are constantly introduced into the population.



The same may happen among dairy cattle in the United States, Dr. Gray said: "What we see in the swine farms is something we hope we never see in the dairy farms, where you get multiple strains of influenza that might mix and generate novel viruses."



Already the outbreak in cattle is imperiling poultry -- and people.



The virus found in Colorado poultry farms appeared to have come from dairy cattle, and it resulted in the culling of 1.8 million birds. Nine workers involved in the slaughter became infected. 



"If this continues at this level, the dairy industry is going to sink the poultry industry," said Dr. Peacock.



"They've had every possible warning that this is a virus that could go pandemic," he added, referring to federal officials.



Swine farms typically have strict rules to contain new pathogens. Workers are not allowed to move between farms on the same day, for example, and must quarantine themselves in between. When they arrive, they are required to shower and wear gear provided by the farm.



Placing similar restrictions on dairy farms is likely to be harder, because cows are kept alive longer and need far more space. But if dairy farms adopt these measures, "most likely this will be the way to control it," said Dr. Richt, the Kansas State virologist.



Most experts said it would be premature, and most likely unhelpful, to immunize farm workers with the current vaccines. But vaccinating cattle might be a workable option.



It is easier to make animal vaccines more effective against a virus, with ingredients that may not be tolerated in humans. "That does give me a little bit of optimism," said Troy Sutton, an influenza expert at Pennsylvania State University.



Still, it may not be possible to end the outbreak by focusing on only cattle. Scientists have found the cattle version of the virus in blackbirds in Texas, suggesting that the birds could carry the virus to new farms.



"The idea that we would have a flu pandemic anytime soon, I think the weight of that politically, economically, in terms of all of our mental health, is just too much to bear at the moment," said Dr. Van Kerkhove of the W.H.O.



"Everyone's tired from Covid, everyone's tired from mpox, everyone's tired from climate change and war and all that," she added. "But right now, we don't get to be tired."
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Prosecutors to Face Off Over Innocence Claim by Prisoner on Death Row



The St. Louis County prosecuting attorney says the man should be exonerated. The Missouri attorney general says the court shouldn't even hear the claim.




Wesley Bell, left, the St. Louis County prosecuting attorney, supports Marcellus Williams's bid for exoneration. Andrew Bailey, the state attorney general, has argued that Wednesday's hearing should not take place.




By Shaila Dewan


Aug 21, 2024


A man facing execution in Missouri next month will be in court on Wednesday for what could be his last chance to prove his innocence.



The guilt of the man, Marcellus Williams, has been challenged for years, and he has come close to execution twice. But the hearing on Wednesday in St. Louis County will be the first time that a court will consider DNA evidence that could exonerate him.



The case is notable because it has put two law enforcement officials, the local prosecutor and the state attorney general, on opposite sides. The prosecutor, Wesley Bell, supports Mr. Williams's bid for exoneration and has filed a 63-page motion to overturn his conviction. The attorney general, Andrew Bailey, has argued that Wednesday's hearing should not even take place.



Mr. Bell, a Democrat, 
recently defeated
 U.S. Representative Cori Bush in the Democratic primary for her House seat in a heavily Democratic district, so he will very likely be heading to Congress in January. Mr. Bailey, a Republican who was appointed to his office midterm to fill a vacancy, 
fended off
 a primary challenge this month and is also likely to win the general election in the deeply red state.



In his short time in office, Mr. Bailey has opposed three wrongful-conviction claims, going so far as to 
try to keep people in prison
 after they have been exonerated. In the Williams case, he has asked both the trial court and the State Supreme Court to block the hearing.



Tricia Rojo Bushnell, executive director of the Midwest Innocence Project, which is representing Mr. Williams, said Mr. Bailey's efforts were costly and counterproductive. "Especially if there's an execution date, we should absolutely want this evidence to be heard," she said. "But instead we're going to use all of these resources, all of our state resources, to try to prevent a hearing from even happening."




Mr. Williams was convicted of killing a woman in 1998. He has long maintained his innocence.




Mr. Williams, 55, was convicted of killing Felicia Gayle, a well-known reporter for The St. Louis Post-Dispatch, during a 1998 burglary of her home in a gated community in University City, a St. Louis suburb.



Ms. Gayle was stabbed more than 43 times with a kitchen knife, according to court filings. The crime scene yielded bloody shoe prints, bloody fingerprints and hairs believed to belong to the perpetrator that were collected from Ms. Gayle's T-shirt, hands and the floor. Ms. Gayle's purse and her husband's laptop were missing.



Mr. Bell has argued that new DNA evidence and other facts cast "inexorable doubt" on the conviction. Mr. Williams has been excluded as the source of the shoe prints, fingerprints and hairs, and DNA testing found another man's DNA on the knife. Mr. Bell also said that Mr. Williams's lawyer at trial presented no evidence of his troubled background, which might have spared him from a death sentence, and that the prosecutor improperly struck Black potential jurors from the jury pool.



Mr. Bell's 
motion to overturn the conviction
 was made under a 2021 law that allows prosecutors to challenge past convictions if they believe the person is innocent or was convicted in error. The law says that when a prosecutor brings such a motion, the circuit court "shall" hold a hearing and issue "findings of fact and conclusions of law."



But Mr. Bailey has argued that the hearing should not go forward because the State Supreme Court has "exclusive authority to review death sentences," and that court has already heard and denied each of Mr. Williams's claims.



For many months after Ms. Gayle's death, the police were unable to identify a suspect, even after the family offered a $10,000 reward. Almost a year after the killing, though, a man who had just been released from jail told the police that he had been Mr. Williams's cellmate and had heard him confess to the killing.



The police then arrested Mr. Williams's girlfriend on outstanding warrants, told her about the reward money and promised to help with her warrants if she provided information about the killing, according to Mr. Bell's motion. The prosecution's case ultimately depended on testimony from the two witnesses.



In the motion, Mr. Bell outlined what he said were significant problems with both witnesses' credibility, including accounts that changed over time and details that contradicted the physical evidence. Both had incentives to testify, Mr. Bell wrote. The former cellmate, Henry Cole, refused to cooperate fully until he had received a portion of the reward money, typically distributed only at the conclusion of a case.



One of the few things tying Mr. Williams to the crime was the fact that he sold the stolen laptop. The jury was not permitted to hear testimony that Mr. Williams had mentioned receiving the laptop from his girlfriend, who became a witness against him, because the testimony could have been considered hearsay, which is permitted as evidence only under very limited circumstances.



Mr. Williams has long maintained his innocence. In 2015, the State Supreme Court issued a stay of execution in his case to allow for DNA testing of the murder weapon. A special master oversaw the testing, which the lab said was inconclusive.



In 2017, Mr. Williams's execution was again halted by Gov. Eric Greitens, a Republican, who empaneled a board of retired judges to review the case. But Mr. Greitens left office before that inquiry was complete; his successor, Mike Parson, also a Republican, disbanded the panel in June 2023, and Mr. Bailey immediately asked that an execution date be set.



Mr. Williams's lawyers say that experts have reviewed the DNA test results and found that they exclude him.
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U.S. Added 818,000 Fewer Jobs Than Reported Earlier



The Labor Department issued revised figures for the 12 months through March that point to greater economic fragility.



By Ben Casselman


Aug 21, 2024


The U.S. economy added far fewer jobs in 2023 and early 2024 than previously reported, a sign that cracks in the labor market are more severe -- and began forming earlier -- than initially believed.



On Wednesday, the 
Labor Department said
 monthly payroll figures 
overstated job growth
 by roughly 818,000 in the 12 months that ended in March. That suggests employers added about 174,000 jobs per month during that period, down from the previously reported pace of about 242,000 jobs -- a downward revision of about 28 percent.



The revisions, which are preliminary, are part of an annual process in which monthly estimates, based on surveys, are reconciled with more accurate but less timely records from state unemployment offices. The new figures, once they're made final, will be incorporated into official government employment statistics early next year.



The updated numbers are the latest sign of vulnerability in the job market, which until recently had appeared rock solid despite months of high interest rates and economists' warnings of an impending recession. More recent data, which wasn't affected by the revisions, suggests job growth slowed further in the spring and summer, and the unemployment rate, though still relatively low at 4.3 percent, has been gradually rising.



Federal Reserve officials are paying close attention to the signs of erosion as they weigh when and how much to begin lowering interest rates. In a 
speech in Alaska on Tuesday
, Michelle W. Bowman, a Fed governor, highlighted "risks that the labor market has not been as strong as the payroll data have been indicating," although she also said the increase in the unemployment rate could be overstating the extent of the slowdown.



This year's revision was unusually large. Over the previous decade, the annual updates had added or subtracted an average of about 173,000 jobs. Still, substantial updates are hardly without precedent. Job growth for the year ending March 2019, for example, was revised down by 489,000, or about 20 percent.



Even accounting for the new estimates, the big picture remains relatively unchanged: Job growth is slowing, but not collapsing. The unemployment rate is rising, but layoffs remain low.



The revisions to some extent help bring the job growth numbers in line with other data showing a more significant cooling in the labor market. Job openings, hiring and employee turnover have all slowed significantly over the past two years. The robust monthly payroll figures were something of an outlier.



"We've known that things on net were probably moving gradually in the wrong direction," said Guy Berger, director of economic research for the Burning Glass Institute, a labor market research and data firm. "This just largely confirms what a holistic view of the labor market data was saying before today."



Some economists have also argued that the labor market is in better shape than recent data suggests. The unexpected slowdown in hiring and uptick in unemployment in July, for example, may have happened in part because of Hurricane Beryl, which temporarily closed businesses in Texas. And government data may not fully reflect the effect of increased immigration, which has provided employers with a supply of needed workers.



The monthly payroll figures are based on a survey of roughly 119,000 businesses and other employers. The large size of the survey makes it reliable, but not perfect. Government economists must make assumptions to account for businesses that open or close or that fail to report data. Those assumptions can be less reliable during periods of rapid changes in the labor market. Adding to the challenge: The 
response rate to all government surveys has been falling
.



Forecasters had expected a large revision this year. Quarterly data, which is based on the same state records used to calculate the annual updates, had suggested that the monthly payroll estimates were overstating job growth. A few economists had predicted an even bigger reduction of as much as one million jobs.



Market reaction to the revisions was muted. The S&P 500 index was roughly flat in morning trading.



The new numbers show that hiring was slower nearly across the board than originally reported. There were large downward revisions in white-collar sectors like professional services and information, as well as in the hospitality and retail industries. The transportation and warehousing sector, which includes many businesses involved in e-commerce, was one of the few in which job growth was revised up instead of down.
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The past and the future of electricity in America are perhaps most visible in a Minnesota town surrounded by potato farms and cornfields.



Towering over Becker, a community of a little more than 5,000 people northwest of Minneapolis, is one of the nation's largest coal power plants. It is being replaced -- to the dismay of some residents -- with thousands of acres of solar panels and a test of long-duration batteries.



Becker is one of the first of a group of seven Minnesota municipal areas, called the Coalition of Utility Cities, making the change from a fossil-fuel-based economy to clean energy.



"We are the guinea pig for the whole group," said Tracy Bertram, the mayor of Becker, acknowledging the anxiety some have felt about the loss of an economic anchor. "People don't like change. It's the unknown: 'What will my world look like?'"



When the Sherburne County Generating Station, known as Sherco, completes its renewable project on adjacent land, it will stand as the largest solar farm in the Upper Midwest -- replacing three coal units in Becker with three solar sites on the town's outskirts along the Mississippi River.








Becker crystallizes part of the legacy of the administration of Gov. Tim Walz, Vice President Kamala Harris's running mate, and his commitment to Minnesota's goal of 
100 percent carbon-free electricity by 2040
. And it tests how the energy transition could unfold on a nationwide scale for jobs at decades-old fossil fuel facilities, local tax revenues and agricultural businesses.



President Biden's climate bill, the Inflation Reduction Act, aims to cut U.S. emissions at least 52 percent below 2005 levels by the end of this decade, and his administration is counting on solar power to play a significant role in decarbonizing electricity production. One Energy Department report concluded that solar energy could provide up to 
40 percent of the nation's electricity by 2035
.



Minnesota is among the states that can benefit from the Inflation Reduction Act by using it as a tool to replace coal plants with sources like solar farms. Through the law, Sherco's owner, Xcel Energy, received tax credits that reduced the cost of the solar project for the utility's ratepayers.



Becker is also one of two sites where Xcel is installing 
demonstration battery systems
 from Form Energy, a Massachusetts company. The systems -- using readily available materials like water, air and iron -- can store solar and wind-generated energy as a backup, with a capacity to power 2,000 homes for up to five days.



"This site is an incredibly valuable epicenter of the Upper Midwest," Bob Frenzel, chairman and chief executive of Xcel Energy, said during a tour of the plant. "When you think about the geography of the grid, it's incredibly valuable to maintain as an energy center."



Besides power plants, much of the economy in and around Becker relies on agriculture, like Edling Farms.



For four generations, the Edling family made a living producing bags of potatoes for retail and wholesale customers, most of that time on land it either owned or leased near the coal plant.













Leasing has become too expensive because landowners can make four times as much from solar farm customers as they can from farmers. Farmers, the Edlings said, were paying a little more than $200 an acre on a lease, but solar developers began offering north of $900.



"Solar is a no-brainer," said Jeff Edling, a co-owner of Edling Farms. "It's a guaranteed check. You can't blame them. Money talks."



But the Edlings have no plans to quit the business their family began more than a century ago. They own the land used for the farm, though about 280 acres were leased and later lost to Xcel Energy's solar project.



"They paid a lot of money for it," Mr. Edling said. "So it is what it is. Everybody's just kind of waiting to see what happens."




Jeff Edling.




Among skeptics of the energy transition, suspicion about solar runs as deep as the town's cornfields are long. The Edlings said some residents questioned whether the solar farms would harm the soil with any chemicals and whether the renewable resource worked as well as the coal plant.



Many in the town still bristle at losing their precious plant, which supplied electricity to hundreds of thousands of homes in and around Minnesota for almost five decades. More than half the 240 jobs at the plant will soon be gone, though Xcel promises no layoffs.








A lonely "Save Our Sherco" lawn sign continues a silent protest at a home near Ms. Bertram's office at City Hall.



"It's a culture transition in addition to an infrastructure transition," said Leah Stokes, an associate professor of environmental politics at the University of California, Santa Barbara. "It may take a little while for people to understand the benefits. All of these things do take time."



Some electricity providers have questioned the pace and breadth of changes that Minnesota has mandated.



"While we recognize the leadership demonstrated in passing policies aimed at reducing carbon emissions, we remain concerned about the legislation's impact on affordability and reliability," Darrick Moe, chief executive of the Minnesota Rural Electric Association, which provides power to 1.7 million people, said in a statement.



But Matt Varilek, commissioner of the Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development, said Becker represented the kind of commitment the state was making to fight climate change and the need to ensure that the effort did not harm communities. Success in places like Becker could provide a template to help communities avoid collapse.



"We're aware, of course, that when there's a transition, that can cause economic dislocation, if there's nothing to replace it," Mr. Varilek said. With the kind of investments the state is making in Becker, "all of a sudden the clean energy transition looks a lot more palatable."



Most residents have resolved that the future has taken root in Becker, where a Dairy Queen arrived a year ago and a more hipster-style coffee shop and bar, Dueling Brews, has become a local gathering place.



One of the coal plant's three coal units shut down at the end of last year. Xcel Energy plans to close the others in 2026 and 2030, adding to the decline not only in coal but in fossil fuels in general. (Some of the buildings are expected to be repurposed for future clean energy projects.) In all, the company said, it has closed 24 of its 36 coal-fired power plant units across the country.



That sharply reduces coal consumption, as a single burner in a power plant like Sherco can consume as much as 120,000 pounds of coal per hour to heat water and produce steam for turbines to generate electricity.








Those closings contributed to a steep decline in electricity production from coal nationwide. By the end of last year, coal produced a little more than 16 percent of the nation's electricity, down from 52 percent in 1990, and natural gas provided about 43 percent of the country's power, according to 
data
 from the Energy Information Administration.



Campaigns like the Sierra Club's 
Beyond Coal
 plan highlighted the environmental and climate hazards posed by fossil fuels and other carbon-emitting resources.



Over the next several decades, solar power is expected to replace natural gas as the single largest source of electricity production, not just in Becker but across the United States -- a position once held by coal-fired generators.



The transition away from black gold, as coal has been known, has been felt on both sides of the train tracks that divide Becker into residential on the north side and industrial on the south.



Train cars loaded with coal roll through town only half as much as they used to, but the utility maintains a stockpile visible in the town -- a giant mound on the plant site, weighing 1.9 million tons -- that can operate the plant for as long as 100 days, Xcel Energy said.



Becker is among a half-dozen areas eligible to apply for funding from a $4.75 million state program to assist with redevelopment efforts, attract new businesses and train workers for new jobs in the move away from coal.



In addition, state investments of more than $20 million into Becker will help bring a new industrial park that includes as many as three data centers. Some power plant workers plan to relocate to a nearby nuclear plant the utility owns.



But letting go of the operation where many have spent their entire careers creates a sense of anxiety, even for those who say they understand the need to move to clean energy.



"You don't want to see this place go," said Rob Miller, a journeyman who has worked at the Sherco plant for 20 years. "There's a lot of pride, blood, sweat that has gone in here. It's sad to see it coming to an end."
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How a Law That Shields Big Tech Is Now Being Used Against It



A Massachusetts professor has filed a lawsuit against Meta using a novel interpretation of Section 230, a law known primarily for shielding social media companies from liability.




Ethan Zuckerman, a public policy professor at the University of Massachusetts Amherst, has asked a federal court to pre-emptively declare that a little-used part of Section 230 allows him to release software that lets users automatically unfollow everyone on Facebook.




By David McCabe


Aug 20, 2024


Facebook, X, YouTube and other social media platforms rely on a 1996 law to insulate themselves from legal liability for user posts. The protection from this law, 
Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act
, is so significant that it has allowed tech companies to flourish.



But what if the same law could be used to rein in the power of those social media giants?



That idea is at the heart of a lawsuit filed in May against Meta, the owner of Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp. The plaintiff has asked a federal court to declare that a little-used part of Section 230 makes it permissible for him to release his own software that lets users automatically unfollow everyone on Facebook.



The lawsuit, filed by Ethan Zuckerman, a public policy professor at the University of Massachusetts Amherst, is the first to use Section 230 against a tech giant in this way, his lawyers said. It is 
an unusual
 legal maneuver that could turn a law that typically protects companies like Meta on its head. And if Mr. Zuckerman succeeds, it could mean more power for consumers to control what they see online.



"I see and appreciate the elegance of trying to use a piece of law that has made user-generated content possible, to now give users more control over those experiences and services," he said.



Section 230, introduced in the internet's early days, protects companies from liability related to posts made by users on their sites, making it nearly impossible to sue tech companies over defamatory speech or extremist content.



Mr. Zuckerman has focused on a part of Section 230 that spells out protection for blocking objectionable material online. In 2021, after a developer released software to purge users' Facebook feeds of everyone they follow, Facebook threatened to shut it down. But Section 230 says it is possible to restrict access to obscene, excessively violent and other problematic content. The language shields companies from liability if they censor disturbing content, but lawyers now say it could also be used to justify scrubbing any content users don't want to see.



Meta said it had asked U.S. District Court for the Northern District of California, where the lawsuit was filed, to dismiss the case because Mr. Zuckerman had not released a software tool to clean up people's Facebook pages. It also argued that Mr. Zuckerman had not shown that Section 230 should apply in his case.



"This suit is baseless, and was filed by the plaintiff over a hypothetical browser extension that he has not even built," a company spokesman said.



The suit originates from a British software developer's idea to reduce time spent on Facebook. In 2020, Louis Barclay, a former Goldman Sachs analyst, manually unfollowed every person and group that filled his News Feed.



"I found it really revelatory that, almost overnight, I suddenly was not spending anywhere near the amount of time that I was spending before on Facebook," he said.



So Mr. Barclay, who is now 35, built a browser extension tool the same year that would automate the process, called Unfollow Everything. Roughly 12,000 people tried it, he said.



But on July 1, 2021, a law firm representing Facebook sent Mr. Barclay a cease-and-desist letter. His browser extension violated Facebook's terms of service, including for "impairing the intended operation of Facebook," the letter said. It also instructed Mr. Barclay to take down his browser extension or face a potential lawsuit.



Mr. Barclay complied. He also posted the letter to his website and 
wrote an opinion piece
 for Slate in October 2021.



Platforms "shouldn't be able to wield the threat of lawsuits and account suspensions against researchers and developers who create tools that merely empower users," he wrote.



That's when Mr. Zuckerman, who is 51, decided to get involved. He had spent time in the tech world at a start-up and was credited with writing the code for the first pop-up ad. He later entered academia -- taking over a research center at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 2011 -- and wrote about how he was disenchanted with advertising technology.




Mr. Zuckerman's lawsuit against Meta is an unusual salvo in a roiling legal fight over who gets to control online speech in the United States.




Lawyers at the Knight First Amendment Institute at Columbia University were already discussing Mr. Barclay's case and whether to pursue legal action. Mr. Zuckerman, who had served as a fellow at the Knight Institute during the early days of the coronavirus pandemic, connected with the lawyers there and agreed to be the face of any case the lawyers brought.



But he and his lawyers were still looking for a legal argument on which to hang their lawsuit. Preparing for a graduate-level class called "Fixing Social Media" in 2022, Mr. Zuckerman read Section 230 and noticed the provision protecting "technical means" to block objectionable content.



"I did have that sort of lightning bolt," he said. He made a note and said to himself, "I think that means that we have a case here."



Ramya Krishnan, one of his lawyers at the Knight Institute, agreed with Mr. Zuckerman, having combed through Section 230 herself.



"It just kind of just jumped out from nowhere," she said.



Kaspersky, a Russian cybersecurity company, successfully used the same clause in Section 230 to defeat a lawsuit in 2007 brought by a company that made products Kaspersky categorized as malicious software. The cybersecurity firm argued that it was blocking objectionable content through protecting customers from the harmful malware.



Mr. Zuckerman is taking that argument a step further, asking the court to pre-emptively protect an effort to build software that filters content because an internet user simply does not want to see it.



"The purpose of the tool is to allow users who find the newsfeed objectionable, or who find the specific sequencing of posts within their newsfeed objectionable, to effectively turn off the feed," Mr. Zuckerman's lawyers said in the lawsuit.



The Knight Institute is pursuing the lawsuit in part because its lawyers believe it could provide a new path in a fractious debate over online speech, Ms. Krishnan said.



"It is one of these solutions on the table that I think does help us avoid both of these dystopias: on the one hand, a small coterie of corporations having excessive control over the digital public sphere, and on the other the government having the sweeping authority to set the terms and rules of this environment," she said



If his lawsuit succeeds, Mr. Zuckerman plans to reproduce Mr. Barclay's tool with an added component. People who use it will have the option of participating in a study Mr. Zuckerman is conducting that aims to measure whether users want more control over their social media.



"We're pretty sure that this is something that we are allowed to do, and that people may be scared off from doing it because these are big companies with very good law firms," he said. "But that feels like exactly the reason to be asking this question and asking a court to give us a pre-emptive ruling."
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So You Want to Look Like a Streaming Star



Call the stylist Holly White, who has worked with breakout actors on "Bridgerton," "House of the Dragon," "The Crown" and more.




Luke Newton, wearing Emporio Armani after assuming a lead role (and "glowing up") in Season 3 of "Bridgerton."




By Jessica Testa


Aug 21, 2024


Streaming services can't get enough of franchises: swaggering shows with sweeping locations, fertile plots and, perhaps most critically, large casts.



Each season of Netflix's "Bridgerton" centers on a different love story among the eight titular siblings. On the decades-spanning "House of the Dragon" (on Max), several characters are played by two actors, one younger and one older. Characters from the "Lord of the Rings" trilogy have resurfaced in "The Rings of Power" (on Amazon), played by new actors. (Elves, conveniently, are immortal.) There are crossover cameos aplenty on many of the "Star Wars" and Marvel shows on Disney+.



These series are also packed with emerging actors -- relatively unknown names assuming their first mainstream roles. Join an ensemble, and fame may await.



In this crowded landscape, actors must also distinguish themselves offscreen. They have to be charming during press junkets -- perhaps 
play with puppies
 or 
become a meme
 -- and wear something memorable on the red carpet. Eventually they may catch the attention of fashion brands or 
publications
 eager to attach themselves to young talent.



A stylist is vital to this process: someone who specializes in dressing for the public eye and who can act as a liaison between the talent and the fashion houses.



As it happens, many of these breakout stars are using the same one.



For the first two seasons of "Bridgerton," Luke Newton played a supporting role. Elevated to romantic lead for the third season, he knew his transformation -- a "glow-up," 
as some call it
 -- couldn't happen only onscreen.



"This is his first big global press tour," said Holly White, the 33-year-old stylist who began working with Mr. Newton in February 2023, more than a year before the premiere of his "Bridgerton" season.



In those early days, borrowing looks from brands could be difficult. Fashion houses prioritize requests from high-profile clients, and Mr. Newton wasn't there yet. He wore Mr. Porter, an in-house label of the Yoox Net-a-Porter Group, to his first event styled by Ms. White, a British Vogue party for the BAFTA Awards.



At the Vogue BAFTA party a year later, he wore Givenchy. By the final stretch of the "Bridgeton" press tour, which required more than 30 ensembles, he had been dressed by Armani and Versace.




Mr. Newton embodying what his stylist, Holly White, called "leading-man energy."




Part of Ms. White's job is cultivating that "leading-man energy," she said -- leaning into men's wear trends like oversize suits or wide-leg pants worn with tight (or no) shirts.



"It gives you space to take risks," she said. "Ultimately, my job is to build confidence."



Modern leading men don't wear slim-fitting, sharp Savile Row suits anymore. They play with color and fabrics and fit and jewelry. (Just ask the 
franchise
-
hopping
 
actor
 
Pedro Pascal
.) But they don't want to look back at these images in 10 years and feel like fashion victims, the stylist pointed out.



"These images will be online forever," Ms. White said.



One growing trend on the red carpet has been thematic dressing. Think 
Zendaya
 for "Challengers," 
Margot Robbie
 for "Barbie," 
Kristen Stewart
 for "Love Lies Bleeding." These looks get attention, for better or worse, as Blake Lively demonstrated recently while 
promoting
 "It Ends With Us."



While Ms. White and Mr. Newton occasionally leaned into romantic Regency accents, a la "Bridgerton," they mostly saw his press tour as "an opportunity, as the leading man, to show the world who he is," Ms. White said.



Generally, her clients tend to avoid "method" dressing. They are early enough in their careers to know they can't afford to be pigeonholed as one character. She and Ed McVey, who played Prince William on "The Crown," discussed forgoing royal blue, for example.



Markella Kavenagh, the Australian actress who plays a hobbit on "The Rings of Power," has avoided fantasy-themed dresses, gravitating toward "certain outfits that really contrast the character," she said.



Ms. Kavenagh approaches red-carpet dressing almost as a job application, a way to showcase her range. "It's almost like you're playing another character on the carpet and seeing how that can attract other roles," she said.



Ms. White, who lives in London and is typically connected to new clients through agents and publicists, joked about being on the Netflix payroll. Her clients include several members of the "Bridgerton" cast, as well as the rumored female lead of Season 4, Yerin Ha. She has also styled the leads of the "Queen Charlotte" 
spinoff
.



India Amarteifio was 21 when "Queen Charlotte" was released. Her co-star, Corey Mylchreest, was 24.



Ms. Amarteifio considers herself only about a year into the "public image side of my job," she said. "A lot of us, I would say, including myself, are incredibly introverted naturally."



It became important to her to assume an identity on the carpet that was different from her identity at home, to use gowns to step into her leading-lady role and then tracksuit bottoms to step back into her homebody role.



"Starting out, I was very unaware of the politics of fashion on red carpets," Ms. Amarteifio said "I'm understanding that it's so much more than what you wear. It's a statement. It's armor."
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On a Friday morning in late July, the New York Giants were deep into training camp for the upcoming season, with dozens of athletes hoping to secure one of 52 spots on the team. Across the street, at MetLife Stadium, Sean Stellato swaggered through the largely empty corridors, totally at ease.



Mr. Stellato, a sports agent who represents Tommy DeVito, one of the Giants' quarterbacks, wore an immaculately tailored light blue, double-breasted pinstripe suit, which he paired with snakeskin Gucci loafers, a gold Rolex Yacht Master II watch, and a smorgasbord of diamond jewelry, including an enormous gold ring, studded with diamonds, commemorating his induction into the National Italian American Sports Hall of Fame.



Naturally, Mr. Stellato also wore a fedora -- his signature accessory. It was big and crimson, made by the Italian company Borsalino, which, he said, manufactures "the Rolex of fedoras."



He walked up to the stands: Section 109, Row 36, Seat 20. The exact place he had been sitting on Dec. 11, 2023. The day his life changed.



That evening, he had gone to watch his client, an undrafted rookie quarterback, start a nationally televised Monday Night Football game. Mr. DeVito surprised N.F.L. fans everywhere with a late game drive that gave the Giants a victory over the Green Bay Packers, who were favored to win. After a Giants touchdown, television cameras cut to Mr. Stellato, clad in a black suit, gold chain and, of course, a fedora. He was pinching his fingers in a stereotypically Italian American manner, as Mr. DeVito's father, Tom, planted a kiss on his cheek.



"The agent may break the internet," one of the ESPN broadcasters 
said
. He was correct.



Mr. Stellato's client had played the best game of his young career, but social media 
could not get enough
 of the hitherto unknown agent. His Italian American-ness was of particular interest. Steven van Zandt, an actor and a member of Bruce Springsteen's E Street Band, who portrayed the consigliere Silvio Dante on "The Sopranos," 
wrote
 on X that Mr. Stellato was "the Silvio of the Family." On "The Tonight Show," the host Jimmy Fallon dressed up as Mr. Stellato and 
sang
 a rendition of Dean Martin's "That's Amore" about Mr. DeVito while holding an Italian sub.



Hearing Mr. Stellato speak, one might assume that he is from the New York metropolitan area. One would be wrong. He is from Salem, Mass., and to this day lives in the Boston area. His vibes, nevertheless, are pure New Jersey.




Mr. Stellato's signature look -- especially his fedoras -- have drawn comparisons to mobster movies, but he says his style inspiration was his grandmother, who worked in the men's wear department at Filene's.





Clients of Mr. Stellato, like Tommy DeVito, do not seem concerned about the attention their agent gets. "I mean shoot, we used that to monetize on and off the field," Mr. DeVito said.




It is the type of story that often flames out quickly, with an internet sensation's 15 minutes of fame slipping away as quickly as they arrived. But life has yet to slow down for Mr. Stellato. He has continued to be inundated with media requests. He went to the ESPY Awards and the Kentucky Derby. In June, he was invited to Italy to meet the pope. He's still relentlessly hustling for the 26 current and former N.F.L. players and coaches that his agency, Stellato Sports, represents. Four of those clients signed with him after he came into public view, with Mr. Stellato saying he is unsure of the effect his sudden fame had on landing them. "The Rolodex got enhanced," he admitted, "on and off the field."



It has yet to feel normal.



"Just being at the stadium, kind of absorbing the last seven and a half months, it's almost like a dream that continues to happen," he said. "It was like a Nor'easter, a hurricane, a tornado, my birthday and Christmas all tied in one."



He then opened his suit jacket to show its interior lining, a photo collage featuring important moments from his life. The biggest image of all is a screengrab from that Monday Night Football broadcast: Mr. Stellato, in all his fedora glory, standing on the field, talking on the phone; Mr. DeVito standing next to him wearing a Giants hoodie, looking off into the distance.



Mr. Stellato hopped in his Lexus to go across the street to watch Mr. DeVito and another client, the tight end Chris Manhertz, at Giants training camp. Before entering the facility, he traded his fedora for a leather Gucci Yankees cap at the request of Mr. DeVito's parents, Tom and Alexandra, who, according to Mr. Stellato, asked him not to wear a fedora, in order to keep things "low-key." When the DeVitos saw Mr. Stellato, fedora-less, at training camp, they greeted him with hugs and warm hellos, and proceeded to take several selfies. (The DeVitos declined to be interviewed for this article.)



For the most part, Mr. Stellato is basking in his newfound notoriety. He seems to enjoy being recognized by strangers, and he always carries around football trading cards to give to children. His fame helped him land a partnership with Hyatt hotels. He said, several times, that he hoped to use his moment in the spotlight to find new opportunities for his clients.



Mr. Stellato originally dreamed of playing professional football himself, spending two years as a wide receiver in the Arena Football League after graduating from Marist College. He eventually went into finance and then became an agent in 2013.




"I've always tried to be a source of inspiration for the underdog," Mr. Stellato said.




"There's a lot of great football players that go undrafted, that are underdogs, that never get the exposure," he said. "My goal has been to service my clients, to build it brick by brick. Over the last 10 years, at Stellato Sports, we've been able to do that, and you never know when that moment is going to come. In martial arts, my instructor always used to tell me, 'Expect the unexpected.'"



His clients seem to, at the very least, get a kick out of the whole thing. "I mean shoot, we used that to monetize on and off the field," Tommy DeVito said. "And do a lot of good. Like recently, we went to a middle school to some Italian classes, and hung out with some kids."



Meanwhile Mr. Stellato used his newfound influencer powers to get Mr. Manhertz a free fedora. "He hooked me up with one," the tight end said. "My wife likes it."



"Happy wife, happy life," Mr. Stellato interjected.



A relentlessly positive guy, Mr. Stellato didn't have much to say about the drawbacks of fame. But he did admit that he found the discourse about his Italian American-ness both funny and kind of offensive. "Reading a book by its cover? Shame on you, man," he said. "You know Italians, a lot of people stereotype. 'The Sopranos,' 'Goodfellas,' 'Donnie Brasco,' all great movies. But you know, at the end of the day, they don't know why I wear a fedora or pinstripe suits. It isn't to play a character."



(His biggest style influence, he said, is his grandmother, who worked in the men's wear section of the department store Filene's.)



He has, nevertheless, used the discourse around his Italian-ness to his advantage. While attending the N.F.L. Honors awards show, an interviewer asked Mr. Stellato whom he would trade closets with for a day, if given the chance.



"I said, 'The pope.' I think someone got wind of it over in Italy," he said, which is how he got an invite to travel to the Vatican to meet Pope Francis. "I've always admired Vatican City, my heritage, St. Peter's Square, and the fact that, how the pope anoints a lot of people with a lot of blessings, he always looks prestige." Mr. Stellato gifted the pope a customized football.



"I got to sit in the presence of Your Holiness and have a conversation with him in basic Italian," Mr. Stellato said. "I told him, 'Sono un agente sportivo' -- I am a sports agent, and this is a regalo, a gift for you."



"And he passed a little wisdom on," Mr. Stellato added. "He said, 'You're glorifying God with your work.' When we locked eyes, it was almost like a sense of blessings ran through my DNA."



As the 2024 football season approaches, Mr. Stellato is still working hard for his clients, and even though his fame has helped him and his players sign branding deals, in the National Football League, nothing is guaranteed. (During the interview, Mr. Stellato received a call from someone in the New York Jets front office informing him that one of his clients didn't make the team.) Through it all, Mr. Stellato still views himself as an underdog. And he likes it that way.



"I've always tried to be a source of inspiration for the underdog," Mr. Stellato said. "I'm very fortunate, very blessed, very grateful to represent really high character, talented, underdog young men that appreciate what I bring to the table."



That includes hustle, encouragement, positive thinking, and the occasional free fedora.
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'A Lot of Us Are Gone': How the Push to Diversify Publishing Fell Short



Lisa Lucas was among the big hires meant to shake up the industry. Her departure, alongside other prominent Black editors and executives, has led some to question publishers' pledge to diversify.




"A bunch of people of color come in because something interesting happens, and then the marketplace or political landscape changes, and a lot of us are gone," Lisa Lucas said.




By Alexandra Alter and Elizabeth Harris


Aug 21, 2024


When 
Lisa Lucas
 was hired in the summer of 2020 to take a big job at the country's largest book publisher, there was a sense that things were finally starting to change in what has long been an overwhelmingly white industry.



Lucas, who became the publisher of Pantheon and Schocken, imprints within Penguin Random House, was an unusual choice for the job. Executives in the book business often spend decades working their way up the ranks. While Lucas was a well-known figure in the literary world -- she had previously been the executive director of the National Book Foundation, which administers the National Book Awards -- she had never worked in corporate publishing.



Lucas's hiring was 
written up
 in major 
news
 outlets as evidence that publishers were committed to diversifying. As the first Black person to run Pantheon in its 80-year history, and one of the few Black women to head a major publishing division, she faced enormous pressure. Not only did she need to learn quickly on the job and succeed as a publisher, she was also saddled with expectations that she would help drive change at a moment when publishers faced calls to diversify their catalogs and companies.



"There's pressure on you when you're one of few," Lucas said in an interview this summer. "That was a lot to lay on me."



This May, 
Lucas was abruptly let go
, informed of her firing just a few hours before it became public. The news stunned some in the literary world who saw Lucas, 44, as a tastemaker and rising talent, and as someone who could help discover and champion writers of color.




Dana Canedy became the publisher of Simon & Schuster's eponymous imprint in 2020. She left the company two years later.




She was also among a small but influential group of Black women editors and executives who 
were hired
 around 2020, when nationwide protests over racial inequality led publishing houses to pledge that they would recruit more people of color. Now, as Lucas and other prominent Black women in publishing have lost their jobs, or quit the business entirely, their departures have led some in the industry to question publishers' commitment to racial inclusion.



Dana Canedy, who became the publisher of Simon & Schuster's eponymous imprint in 2020, 
left
 the company after two years and is now managing editor at The Guardian U.S. LaSharah Bunting, who was hired as an executive editor at Simon & Schuster in 2021, left in 2023 and now runs the Online News Association. (Both Canedy and Bunting previously worked at The New York Times.) And Tracy Sherrod, an industry veteran who was hired by Little, Brown in 2022 with a mandate to publish fiction and nonfiction by Black authors, was among a small group of editors at the imprint who 
were recently
 laid off.



The effects of their departures may be widely felt in the book world, where top editors and publishers hold enormous sway as cultural gatekeepers who can jump-start writers' careers and set literary trends and movements in motion.



"These Black women who were brought in, publishers looked at them as disposable rather than creating industry titans, which is what they deserve to be," said 
Dhonielle Clayton,
 a novelist and the board chair of the organization We Need Diverse Books.



"Someone like Lisa Lucas, she's an industry tastemaker," she continued. "If you remove these tastemakers, you remove an ability to bring in new voices and conversations and books, and we're going to see that ripple out."




Dhonielle Clayton, a novelist and board chair of the organization We Need Diverse Books, said the impact of someone like Lucas can ripple throughout the industry.




Black people have historically been underrepresented in publishing, and a recent 
report
 showed that little has changed since 2020. A 
demographic survey
 of the industry showed that between 2019 and 2023, the percentage of Black employees in the book business remained at around 5 percent, even as diversity overall grew, with the percentage of white workers falling from 76 percent to 72.5 percent.



At the executive levels, white people accounted for nearly 77 percent of the jobs in 2023, a roughly one percent decline since 2019. During that time, the percentage of Black executives barely budged, hovering around 4 percent.



In an interview, Lucas argued that the failure to address racial imbalances in the industry is not just a moral issue but also a commercial blunder. It is a sign, she said, that major publishing houses have still not developed scalable strategies for marketing and selling books by nonwhite authors or reaching nonwhite readers.



"For a person of color in this industry, a lover of books, the fact that not one mainstream publisher has come up with a long-term plan to capture minority dollars is insane to me," Lucas said. "It's hard to be reminded by an entire industry that investments in your people will not be made, and that when investments are made, they're provisional."



To Lucas, the recent string of departures feels like a disheartening repeat of past diversity "boom and bust" cycles, she said. In the 1960s, trailblazing Black editors were hired in the wake of the Civil Rights movement. In the 1990s, publishers saw the potential commercial impact of books by Black writers after novels by Black women -- among them Toni Morrison, Terry McMillan and Alice Walker -- landed on the best-seller lists. At those moments, publishers took steps to diversify their companies and lists, but often returned to the status quo once the pressure subsided or literary trends shifted.



"A bunch of people of color come in because something interesting happens, and then the marketplace or political landscape changes, and a lot of us are gone," Lucas said.



Lucas -- in her first media interview since she was fired -- declined to comment on the circumstances of her departure, other than to say it was a surprise. A company memo said that Lucas -- and Reagan Arthur, the publisher of Knopf -- were let go to make way for a more "nimble, concentrated leadership team" that "is necessary for our future growth." Since Lucas and Arthur were let go from Penguin Random House in May, Arthur was 
hired
 by Hachette Book Group to start and run a new imprint there.



The current atmosphere is a stark shift from 2020, when protests over racism broke out in the wake of George Floyd's murder, and publishing came under scrutiny for its history of undervaluing Black employees and writers. That June, more than 1,000 publishing professionals signed up to participate in a 
"day of action"
 to protest, among other things, the industry's "failure to hire and retain a significant number of Black employees."



Many Black writers and professionals spoke out about 
racial disparities in the book world
. In response, major publishers recruited and promoted Black editors and launched new imprints devoted to books by nonwhite authors. Publishing companies said they would diversify their work force and the books they publish, and created new diversity, equity and inclusion 
initiatives
. Editors acquired books that addressed race and racism, many of which sold well.



Four years later, there is a growing sense that the momentum has stalled. Some agents and editors say that publishers' appetite for books about race and racism has waned after sales for some of the titles they rushed to acquire failed to meet expectations.




Roxane Gay's imprint at Grove Atlantic focuses on underrepresented voices. The changes made in recent years did not go far enough, she said.




The writer and publisher Roxane Gay, whose imprint at Grove Atlantic focuses on underrepresented voices, said that while the industry has done more to promote Black authors and editors in recent years, it has not made the meaningful or lasting changes that some hoped for.



"It's important to acknowledge progress, or else why stay in the fight," she said. "But it feels like the progress we made is the first thing to be sacrificed for the bottom line." (Gay is also a contributing writer for the Times opinion section.)



Jennifer Baker, a former senior editor at Amistad, a HarperCollins imprint that focuses on Black writers, said it was dispiriting, but not surprising, to see prominent Black editors leaving the industry.



Baker, who hosts a podcast called Minorities in Publishing, worked in the book world for around two decades. She was hired at Amistad in February 2021, and in her first year and a half acquired nearly 20 books. Her position was eliminated in the summer of 2022, before any of the titles she was working on had been published, she said. HarperCollins declined to comment on the elimination of Baker's job at Amistad -- a decades-old imprint that continues to publish significant works of fiction and nonfiction by writers of color -- noting that the company does not comment on personnel matters.



"More Black people were hired, but were they mentored, were they trained, were they given a sense of what the industry is, if they're new to it? Were they provided a five-year period to see how their books will do?" Baker said. "If not, then why isn't that happening?"



Publishing companies say they remain committed to diversifying their staff and their books.



Penguin Random House held its first multicultural marketing summit in January and is creating a program to address "professional challenges that may exist as a result of demographic underrepresentation." Other major publishing conglomerates -- Simon & Schuster, HarperCollins, Hachette and Macmillan -- have also developed programs to recruit employees from diverse backgrounds and to publish nonwhite authors.



Lucas said she is unsure whether there will be a place for her in corporate publishing in the future. But she is still convinced that publishing will change, and cited the work of Black executives like Dawn Davis, publisher of Simon & Schuster's imprint 37 Ink, Chris Jackson, publisher of the Random House imprint One World, and Erroll McDonald, vice president and executive editor at Knopf.



"There have always been people of color in this business and they have done enormous, incredible work," Lucas said. "People who think about the future are there, and they're fighting for it."
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Class of 1999



Here's Why 'The Matrix' Is More Relevant Than Ever



One scene reflects the themes -- A.I., fake news, transgender lives and Gen X -- that make the film a classic.



By Alissa Wilkinson


Jul 31, 2024


Neo, the hero of "
The Matrix
," is sure he lives in 1999. He has a green-hued cathode-ray-tube computer screen and a dot-matrix printer. His city has working phone booths.



But he's wrong: He lives in the future (2199, to be exact). Neo's world is a simulation -- a fake-out version of the late 20th century, created by 21st-century artificial intelligences to enslave humanity.



When we first saw Neo, though, it really was 1999. The idea of A.I. feeding on human brains and bodies seemed like a thought experiment. But the movie's warnings about A.I. -- and everything else -- have sharpened over time, which explains why it's been harnessed by all kinds of people in the years since: philosophers, pastors, techno-boosters and techno-doomers, the alt-right. Judged solely on cultural relevance, "The Matrix" might be the most consequential release of 1999.



The genius of the movie -- what makes it incredibly rewatchable 25 years later -- is that the writer-directors Lilly and Lana Wachowski didn't try to control the meaning. Instead, they seeded symbolism throughout.



Look with me at how 
one introductory scene
 manages to draw together many thematic threads, explaining why in today's world of pervasive internet, A.I., fake news and extremism, "The Matrix" feels more relevant than ever.



Neo is instructed by some shadowy presence seemingly in his computer to "follow the white rabbit." That's a reference to Lewis Carroll's "Alice's Adventures in Wonderland," one of the movie's structuring literary allusions.



A chapter titled "Down the Rabbit Hole" coined the phrase that is now used to describe becoming so obsessed with something that you start to lose your grip on reality. We all know what that's like, 
thanks to the internet
. One particular rabbit hole "The Matrix" has pushed people into is a philosophical inquiry known as 
the
 
simulation
 
hypothesis
, which asks whether we're actually living in a simulation. If so, what does that mean for our lives? The 2021 documentary "
A Glitch in the Matrix
" even centers on a man who came to believe that "The Matrix" literally depicts reality, and it drove him to murder.








But even if you're not in a simulation, your reality might start to seem unreal. A deeply Gen X-coded theme in "The Matrix" has to do with recognizing and eschewing soulless corporations and brainless systems. Neo's day job in a cubicle farm visually echoes that human farm on which, he eventually discovers, the A.I.s feed. ("The Matrix" came out a month after the release of "
Office Space,
" which satirizes corporate malaise.)



Now, 25 years later, the Gen X dictum against selling out has been transmuted into a world in which influencers constantly exhort you to be your own boss at a time when it's harder than ever to make a living. That's scary for those whose jobs can be replaced by A.I., which is trained on the products of human creativity -- frequently without the creators' consent. The human farms of "The Matrix" were chillingly prophetic.



There's more "Alice" to consider here. Carroll created a fictional world in which every character and scenario mirrored something in his Victorian-era reality. In the end, Wonderland is absurdist. Yet the reality that Alice lives in, with its imperious leaders and convoluted systems, is just as absurd.



That's where "The Matrix" is headed from this moment. Whatever we think we know about the world around us is actually blinding us to the truer, deeper reality; we're in thrall to an opiate.



Neo is a hacker by night who sells contraband on minidiscs from his apartment, including to a group of cyberpunk partyers. Neo keeps his discs and his profits in a hollowed-out copy of "Simulacra and Simulation," the philosopher Jean Baudrillard's 1981 treatise, a foundational text for "The Matrix." Much has been made about the links between the movie and Baudrillard's ideas about how simulations and hyperreality colonize "the real" in a postmodern age, to the point that nothing is real anymore.



Baudrillard actually didn't like "The Matrix." He felt it misrepresented his ideas about simulation overtaking reality, flattening and misunderstanding the argument.








But let's go down the rabbit hole further: "Simulacra and Simulation" is open to the essay "On Nihilism." In it, Baudrillard suggests it does no good to point out "the truth" from within a system that denies or suppresses reality. In those circumstances, your only tool to combat oppression is violence. You can only fight nihilism with nihilism. This is where the Wachowskis differ. Based on all four "Matrix" movies -- including the last one, a swoony romance -- their biggest inquiry is about nihilism vs. humanism. It's about how we live amid systems that seek to deny and suppress who we are, and their answer, ultimately, is love.



Both Wachowskis have since come out as transgender women. A significant subset of fans now sees "The Matrix" as 
a metaphor for the experience of transgender people
, an interpretation bolstered in the movie by statements about Neo's very existence inside a literal binary system. In 2016, Lilly Wachowski 
said
 that "while the ideas of identity and transformation are critical components in our work, the bedrock that all ideas rest upon is love."



Neo's buyer also jokes that Neo is his "own personal Jesus Christ," a moment that sets up the many biblical allusions in the film -- the city of Zion (a biblical name for Jerusalem as well as the idea of the city of God), Cypher's Judas-like betrayal, a very important character named Trinity. At the time, this was catnip to youth group leaders looking for a way to make religion cool.



And "The Matrix" as religious allegory has stuck. The last 25 years have seen books published with titles like "
Escaping the Matrix: Setting Your Mind Free to Experience Real Life in Christ,
" "
The Gospel Reloaded
" and "
Christ--The Original Matrix
." If you're looking for it, it's definitely there.



But still more themes present themselves. The moment before we're even introduced to Neo, we see his computer screen, on which news headlines are loading and scrolling, though nobody's touching the keyboard.



In 1999, the term "fake news" wasn't pervasive, nor was it saddled with the same kind of baggage. But the question of "official" truths and who controls them had come to pervade pop culture at the time; when "The Matrix" premiered, for instance, "The X-Files" was at the peak of its popularity. In 1999, the open internet still held the promise of promoting more truth, not less. As we've learned since, if truth can be distributed on the internet, so can conspiracy theories -- or outright falsehoods.



And when we get a glimpse of Neo's desk, we see another phenomenological allusion with a long tail into today. The word "cave" comes to mind. (The philosophical notion of Plato's cave hangs thickly over this movie.) It's littered with computers and tech gadgets: monitors, an ergonomic keyboard, that printer. There's also an Apple Newton, a tablet-style device with handwriting recognition that was a predecessor of our always-connected iPads and iPhones.



Neo is constantly wired into the internet. Back in 1999, most of us still thought of the internet as a place you visited, not a gooey nebulous entity to which you were always connected. "The Matrix" gave us a hero who knew what it was to always be on, and the sense of unreality that could come with a life lived in a virtual space.








It will be a while still before we meet Morpheus and discover all the truths about the Matrix, the machines and Neo's role in all of this. That moment arrives with an image that's become so famous it's a meme: two pills reflected in Morpheus's glasses, one red, one blue. The idea of being "redpilled" -- that is, choosing to face reality, rather than succumb to the lure of the comfortable simulation -- has become a meme on social media platforms, often associated with right-wing causes that have a heavy online presence, like the alt-right, men's rights activists and conspiracy theorists.



In fact, though, it's to reject one narrative and adopt another. The red-pilled person is just accepting a new matrix.



All of these metaphors swim around inside "The Matrix," and the one you see depends, ironically enough, upon which system you're most interested in dismantling. Twenty-five years later, metaphors about capitalism and gender binaries and technological cages and artificial intelligence have only become more relevant, not less.



That "The Matrix" keeps giving us more ways to read it reminds us of what an accomplishment it was. But it's also a glimpse into how great art never has one fixed meaning, and because of that, it's always a little dangerous.



Videos and images via Warner Bros.
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Consumers Are Still Bargain Shopping, Macy's and Target Reports Show



Department store chains have struggled as Americans, squeezed by budget constraints, spend less time and money at their stores.




Macy's flagship store in Manhattan. The retailer's C.E.O. called the consumer environment "challenging."




By Jordyn Holman and Danielle Kaye


Aug 21, 2024


As U.S. consumers navigate an economy still rocked by high inflation, they are guided by tight wallets and cheaper goods, a trend that's hitting department store chains like Macy's harder than discount retailers like Target and T.J. Maxx.



On Wednesday, Macy's, the largest department store chain in the United States, reported falling sales in the second quarter, while Target and T.J. Maxx found lower prices were luring consumers. But all three retailers are headed into the final months of the year marked by uncertainty over the upcoming U.S. presidential election, which has cast a shadow over the economy.



The discrepancy between struggling department stores and thriving budget retailers underscores a consumer trend: Shoppers are "increasingly careful and discerning," despite cooling inflation, said Quincy Krosby, chief global strategist at LPL Financial.



Earnings reports from major retailers are one data point on Wall Street's radar. Later on Wednesday, the Federal Reserve released another -- 
the minutes from its July policy meeting
, which showed that officials viewed a September interest rate cut as increasingly likely.



Macy's, which also owns Bloomingdale's and Bluemercury, said overall comparable sales, a metric for stores open more than a year, fell 4 percent in the second quarter. The retailer added that it was expecting its net sales for the year to be down as much as 2.2 percent, to $22.4 billion. The company expects comparable sales also to be lower for the full year.



"
The context that we are operating under is a consumer that's really oriented on value," Adrian Mitchell, Macy's chief financial officer, said on a call with analysts.



In response, Macy's has been bringing down prices on brands that were not selling well, and it put up clear signs that signaled value to customers when they walked in the store.



Penny-pinching is a challenge for department stores like Macy's. Discount retailers, including Target, appear better positioned to reap the benefits of price-conscious consumers. In May, Target announced modest price cuts on 5,000 food products and household goods, which contributed to traffic growth, executives said.



Target said Wednesday that its comparable sales grew 2 percent in the three-month period ending Aug. 3, beating expectations. Discretionary spending picked up, too -- particularly in its clothing business.



Consumers remain resilient, Brian Cornell, Target's chief executive, said on a call with analysts. But they "continue to focus on value as they work hard to manage their household budgets," he added.



Target said it expected that sales for the full year would be flat or increase 2 percent, but the company acknowledged that it would probably come in on the lower end.



Neil Saunders, managing director at retail consultancy GlobalData, said Target's discounting and focus on value were well timed: Families are looking for low prices on back-to-school products.



"Target has a more favorable position than many in the middle market, if only because of its more value-oriented stance and its essentials offering which still drives footfall," Mr. Saunders said in an emailed statement. "Target's results will also come as a general relief for the retail economy and is another proof point that while consumers remain constrained and cautious, they are not in recession mode."



TJX, the parent company of the off-price retailers T.J. Maxx and HomeGoods, also reported its quarterly earnings on Wednesday, saying its comparable sales rose 4 percent. The company raised its guidance on its pretax profit margin for the year.



Target and TJX have extended a trend of strong quarterly sales for retailers deemed as value-oriented, set in motion last week by 
Walmart
. Walmart reported that sales at its U.S. stores rose just over 4 percent, to $115.3 billion, as its customers were attracted to lower prices and the ease of receiving their merchandise.



The retail reports reflect the broader economic picture that is taking shape: 
U.S. retail sales in July
 rose above expectations. But Americans are becoming less optimistic about their financial situation, even as they expect inflation to cool, according to a survey from the University of Michigan's Survey of Consumers.



The backdrop is likely concerns about job security, Ms. Krosby said. 
New employment estimates released on Wednesday
 by the Labor Department showed that the U.S. economy added far fewer jobs in 2023 and early 2024 than previously reported, a sign that cracks in the labor market could be more severe.



Macy's is in the early stages of a turnaround plan set in motion by its chief, Tony Spring, who wants to shutter 150 stores over the next three years. Comparable sales at 50 locations that represent the company's future -- based on geography, staffing and other factors -- rose 0.8 percent.



In an interview after the company's earnings were released, Mr. Spring returned to a sentiment that many executives running consumer brands have been conveying over the past few weeks: They are focused on controlling what they can as shoppers deal with various economic and political headwinds.



"We're trying to react in real time, again, knowing that we're not going to affect weather and the political situation or anything else," Mr. Spring said. "So how do we make everything that we do more compelling?"
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While the Public Awaited Jobs Data, Wall Street Firms Got a Look



A report was delayed on the Bureau of Labor Statistics website, but some investors got it in the meantime, raising new questions about agency practices.




Bureau of Labor Statistics data was obtained by Wall Street investment firms on Wednesday before it was available to the general public.




By Ben Casselman and Jeanna Smialek


Aug 21, 2024


For more than half an hour on Wednesday morning, economists and investors were stuck repeatedly refreshing their browsers, looking for a delayed report on the U.S. job market from a government website.



Not everyone had to wait that long.



A number of Wall Street investment firms obtained details about the report -- which showed 
a large downward revision
 to job growth in 2023 and early 2024 -- at least 15 minutes before the information was posted on the Bureau of Labor Statistics website. That head start could, at least in theory, have given in-the-know investors an opportunity to profit on the information before the public at large.



It isn't clear how many people got early access to the data, or whether anyone actually traded on it. Markets seemed to react little to the revision in jobs data either before or after the general release. But the episode was the latest in a series of incidents in which the agency provided information to investors that wasn't available to the general public.



In February, an employee of the labor bureau 
sent information about housing inflation
 -- at the time, an issue of intense interest to many investors -- to a group of "super users" that included a number of hedge funds. The information turned out to be inaccurate, but even if that had not been the case, agency leaders said, it was inappropriate to share information selectively.



Then, in May, the agency said it had 
inadvertently posted data
 on the Consumer Price Index -- one of the highest-profile monthly economic reports -- 30 minutes before the scheduled release time. The files in question are closely monitored by Wall Street firms but not by less sophisticated users.



Taken together, the incidents raise concerns about the agency's handling of sensitive information, said Julia Coronado, founder of MacroPolicy Perspectives, a research firm with Wall Street clients.



"It potentially undermines confidence in their data -- that's the important thing," she said. 



The Bureau of Labor Statistics did not respond to several requests for comment about why the release was delayed on its website and how some people received the data sooner.



The report on Wednesday provided a preliminary estimate of annual revisions to monthly employment figures -- the kind of deep-in-the-weeds information that is usually of interest only to a relative handful of data geeks.



This year's revisions were expected to be unusually large, however, and come as officials at the Federal Reserve are weighing when and how much to cut interest rates. As a result, the report drew intense interest from investors.



When the scheduled 10 a.m. release time came and went, some Wall Street analysts began calling the agency to ask for the information directly, according to three of those analysts. By 10:15 a.m., messages were flying around Wall Street and even on social media saying the report would show a 
downward revision of 818,000 jobs
.



That number turned out to be correct -- but it took until after 10:30 a.m. for it to appear on the bureau website.



"We wondered how they got that," said Sarah House, an economist at Wells Fargo. "It did seem like a redux of the 'super users' incident earlier this year."
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Fed Minutes Show a Cut 'Likely' to Come in September



Even before a disappointing July jobs report, Federal Reserve officials thought they would probably cut rates at their Sept. 17-18 meeting.




Federal Reserve officials have kept rates high because they want to make sure that inflation is truly and fully coming under control before taking the pressure off.




By Jeanna Smialek


Aug 21, 2024


Federal Reserve officials held off on cutting interest rates at their July meeting, but minutes from that gathering showed that they were clearly poised to lower them at their meeting in September, just weeks before the presidential election.



"The vast majority" of officials thought that "if the data continued to come in about as expected, it would likely be appropriate to ease policy at the next meeting," according to 
notes from the meeting
 released on Wednesday.



Days after the Fed's 
July gathering
, a 
disappointing
 employment report showed that employers hired more slowly than expected. And in the weeks since, fresh data have showed that inflation continues to cool.



That leaves the Fed primed to cut rates at their 
next meeting
 on Sept. 17-18, though just how much they will lower borrowing costs is still an open question. Investors think that a quarter-point reduction is most likely, but they see a half-point cut as a possibility.



While the Fed is independent of politics, that move is likely to draw attention to the central bank. A reduction would come just weeks before November's presidential election, and at a time when the Fed's policies -- especially its effort to fight inflation and its effect on the housing market through mortgage costs -- have become a common topic of conversation on the campaign trail.



The Fed has held interest rates steady at 5.3 percent, the highest level in more than two decades, since July 2023. At that level, interest rates are hefty enough to discourage many families and businesses from borrowing money, which weighs on demand and helps to cool the economy, making it harder for companies to lift prices.



Fed officials have kept rates so high because they want to make sure that inflation is truly and fully coming under control before taking the pressure off. And because the economy and the job market seemed to be holding up well in the face of high borrowing costs -- cooling down, but not stalling out -- policymakers thought that they had time to be patient.



But now that the job market is beginning to show signs of slowing, officials may find that cutting borrowing costs is more urgent. Central bankers want to wrangle inflation, but they would like to do so without tanking the economy in the process.



Even as of the last Fed meeting, "a majority of participants remarked that the risks to the employment goal had increased, and many participants noted that the risks to the inflation goal had decreased," the minutes showed.



"Some participants noted the risk that a further gradual easing in labor market conditions could transition to a more serious deterioration," the minutes said.



The Fed faces a politically fraught couple of months as it prepares to begin cutting interest rates -- the first time it has done so since the onset of the pandemic in 2020.



Fed officials set policy independently of the White House and are insulated from politics by design, so that they can make decisions that will be good for the country's economy in the long term, even if those incur temporary pain. But that does not keep politicians from talking about the Fed.



While President Biden mostly avoids talking about what the central bank should do, Donald J. Trump, the former president and Republican presidential candidate, frequently harangues the Fed in speeches and on social media. When he was in office, he often called for low rates, and he has recently implied that it would be political of the Fed to cut rates before the election.



"I think it's fine for a president to talk. It doesn't mean that they have to listen," Mr. Trump 
told Bloomberg
 in an interview published this week, when asked about his Fed comments. "A president certainly can be talking about interest rates because I think I have very good instincts."
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Congress Asks Regulators About 'Troubling' Health Insurance Tactics



Lawmakers are zeroing in on MultiPlan, a firm that has helped insurers cut payments while sometimes leaving patients with large bills.




MultiPlan, a data analytics firm, has been accused of conspiring with insurers to suppress claim payments.




By Chris Hamby


Aug 21, 2024


Lawmakers on Tuesday called on health insurance regulators to detail their efforts against "troubling practices" that have raised costs for patients and employers.



In a 
letter
 to a top Labor Department official, two congressmen cited a 
New York Times investigation
 of MultiPlan, a data firm that works with insurance companies to recommend payments for medical care.



The firm and the insurers can collect higher fees when payments to medical providers are lower, but patients can be stuck with large bills, the investigation found. At the same time, employers can be charged high fees -- in some cases paying insurers and MultiPlan more for processing a claim than the doctor gets for treating the patient.



The lawmakers, Representatives Bobby Scott of Virginia and Mark DeSaulnier of California, both Democrats in leadership positions on a House committee overseeing employer-based insurance, highlighted MultiPlan as an example of "opaque fee structures and alleged self-dealing" that drive up health care costs. In their letter, they pressed the department for details on its efforts to enforce rules meant to promote transparency and expose conflicts of interest.



MultiPlan's business model focuses on the most common way Americans get health coverage: through an employer that "self-funds," meaning it pays medical claims with its own money and uses an insurance company to process claims. Insurers such as Aetna, Cigna and UnitedHealthcare have pitched MultiPlan's services as a way to save money when an employee sees a provider out of network.



In many cases, MultiPlan uses an 
algorithm-based tool
 to generate a recommended payment. Employers typically pay insurers and MultiPlan a percentage of what they call the "savings" -- the difference between the recommendation and the original bill.



While this arrangement is usually disclosed in contracts, the fees have surprised some employers. In one case, UnitedHealthcare used MultiPlan to cut a $152,594 hospital bill to $7,879 and then charged the employer a $50,650 fee for doing so.



In a statement, MultiPlan said: "The New York Times has repeatedly misinformed the public about how MultiPlan works. MultiPlan's services do not raise patients' overall health care costs, they lower them -- including by minimizing or eliminating balance bills for tens of millions of patients -- and to state or imply the contrary is false and misleading."



In their letter, Mr. Scott and Mr. DeSaulnier noted growing concerns that some firms are profiting at the expense of employers and patients. For example, Kraft Heinz last year sued Aetna, claiming the insurer had paid claims improperly and kept millions in undisclosed fees. Trustees for a union health plan sued Blue Cross Blue Shield of Massachusetts in 2021, accusing it of repeatedly overpaying claims and then charging a fee to correct the errors. (Aetna declined to comment on the case, and the Massachusetts lawsuit was dismissed.)



Companies that operate health plans for their employees are legally required to monitor service providers and ensure their fees are reasonable. But employers sometimes have trouble obtaining and understanding the data showing what they've been charged and why.



In 2020, Congress required service providers to disclose potential financial conflicts of interest, but it is unclear whether the rules apply to companies like MultiPlan.



The lawmakers' letter asked how the Labor Department was enforcing disclosure requirements and whether it would issue rules clarifying them. Mr. Scott and Mr. DeSaulnier have previously pushed the department to more aggressively police health plans, while acknowledging its limited resources. It said it has one investigator for every 8,800 plans.



The department previously told The Times that it had "a number of open investigations" into the type of pricing services MultiPlan provides, but declined to name specific companies. It did not respond to requests for comment about the representatives' letter.



Members of two Senate committees overseeing health policy have also 
expressed concern
 that MultiPlan's business model could "result in an improper conflict of interest." In a May 
letter
, they demanded information from the firm, and a spokesman for the chairman of one of the committees, Senator Ron Wyden, Democrat of Oregon, said last week that he "is committed to identifying and addressing the root cause of these tactics."



Separately, Senator Amy Klobuchar, Democrat of Minnesota, in April 
asked the top federal antitrust regulators to investigate
 whether MultiPlan had colluded with insurers to fix prices.



In addition to the scrutiny from Congress, MultiPlan has faced more than two dozen lawsuits from medical providers accusing it of conspiring with insurers to suppress payments. A federal panel recently 
consolidated the cases
 into a single large proceeding, similar to those against companies accused of driving up rents and fueling the opioid crisis. A judge in California this month dismissed a similar case against MultiPlan filed in state court by a health system.



MultiPlan's stock price has been battered
, and it disclosed quarterly revenues this month that its chief executive, Travis Dalton, called "disappointing and unacceptable." Mr. Dalton acknowledged during a call with investors that "media scrutiny has been an ongoing challenge," but said that the firm had "established a corporate and government affairs team, inclusive of world-class public relations and lobbying representation."
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Ford Pulls Back Its Electric Vehicle Push



The automaker said it would invest less in battery-powered cars and scrap a planned electric three-row sport utility vehicle.




F-150 and Lightning electric pickup trucks at a Ford dealership in Denver.




By Neal E. Boudette


Aug 21, 2024


Ford Motor, which had once hoped to race ahead of other established automakers in electric vehicles, is again 
slowing the pace of its investments
 and new battery-powered models.



The automaker said on Wednesday that it would delay the introduction of a new large electric pickup truck by about 18 months, to 2027, and scrap 
a three-row electric sport utility vehicle
.



The company is also reducing the amount of money it plans to spend on electric vehicles in an effort to stem multibillion-dollar losses on the technology, while adding plans to introduce a new electric delivery van in 2026. A new medium-size electric pickup is expected in 2027 as well, the company said.



"The competitive nature of the market is changing globally," Ford's chief financial officer, John Lawler, said in a conference call. "That means these vehicles need to be profitable, and if not, we will pivot and adjust and make those tough decisions."



Mr. Lawler said investments in electric vehicles would now account for about 30 percent of the company's capital budget, down from 40 percent. The company will take a charge of $400 million to account for the cost of manufacturing equipment it purchased for the production of the canceled electric S.U.V., and it may have up to $1.5 billion in additional expenses related to the project.



"This is certainly not great news in terms of Ford's progress on E.V.s," said Sam Abuelsamid, a principal research analyst at Guidehouse Insights, a research firm. "Clearly they have not yet come to grips with cost-reduced E.V.s and getting more affordable products on the market."



The rate of growth in electric vehicle sales has slowed significantly in the United States and Europe, prompting Tesla and other automakers to cut prices. Last month, Ford reported that its electric vehicle division had lost $2.5 billion in the first half of the year before certain expenses were taken into account. The company overall made $3.2 billion.



Nearly 600,000 electric cars and trucks were sold in the United States in the first six months of the year, an increase of 7 percent from a year earlier -- a significant slowdown. In 2023, sales increased 46 percent.



After initially showing enthusiasm for electric models, some consumers have shied away from such cars over the past year over concerns about higher prices and the challenges of charging them. Some of those reluctant buyers have turned to hybrid models, which use batteries, electric motors and gasoline engines, and sales of those vehicles have surged in recent months.



Other manufacturers are also running into difficulties. 
Volkswagen recently teamed up with Rivian
, a start-up, in an effort to hasten development of electric models and reduce costs. Volkswagen's U.S. electric vehicle sales fell 28 percent in the first half of the year, to just under 12,000 vehicles.



Like Ford, General Motors has also slowed work on new battery plants and delayed the introduction of some electric models. G.M. has been losing money on its electric models but has said it expects them to become profitable by the end of this year.



Just a few years ago, Ford hoped to have the capacity to make as many as two million electric vehicles a year by 2026, a target it abandoned last year. The company sells three electric models in the United States: the F-150 Lightning pickup, the Mustang Mach-E S.U.V. and the E-Transit van.



Sales of the F-150 Lightning have 
fallen short of expectations
, and Ford recently cut production of the vehicle to one shift per day from two.



The automaker has three battery plants under construction: one each in Kentucky, Tennessee and Michigan. The Kentucky plant is scheduled to begin production next year, Ford said. The company has suspended construction of a fourth that had been planned for Kentucky. Ford said its Tennessee plant would supply battery packs for a new electric delivery van to be assembled at a plant in Ohio in 2026, and for a new large electric pickup truck that is still in development. The pickup will be built at a plant that is under construction at the same site as the Tennessee battery plant.



The medium-size pickup truck is the product of a separate team that Ford set up in California to develop more affordable electric vehicles.



Instead of building a large electric S.U.V., Ford plans to produce a hybrid model with three rows of seating.
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Hit Chinese Video Game Seeks to Curb 'Negative Discourse'



Black Myth: Wukong tried to forbid influential overseas streamers from discussing "feminist propaganda," Covid-19 and China's video game industry policies.




A promotional image of a character from the video game Black Myth: Wukong. It is considered China's first "AAA," big-budget game.




By Daisuke Wakabayashi and Claire Fu


Aug 20, 2024


Black Myth: Wukong is one of the most highly anticipated Chinese video games ever, a premium title with a blockbuster-worthy budget that underscores the country's push to become a global cultural power.



But ahead of its debut on Tuesday, a company affiliated with the game's China-based developer rankled some influential overseas players with a list of topics to avoid discussing while livestreaming the game.



The list of forbidden subjects laid out in a document under "Don'ts" -- politics, "feminist propaganda," Covid-19, China's video game industry policies and other content that "instigates negative discourse" -- offered a glimpse of the restrictions that content creators face in China as well as the topics deemed sensitive to Beijing.



"I have never seen anything that shameful in my 15 years doing this job. This is very clearly a document which explains that we must censor ourselves," said Benoit Reinier, a prominent video game streamer on YouTube and a French journalist, in 
a YouTube video
.



Game Science, the game's developer, and Hero Games, which is handling its marketing, did not respond to an email seeking comment.



The game's release is a landmark moment for China's gaming industry. It is considered China's first "AAA" title, a big-budget, global game with sophisticated gameplay and advanced graphics. Chinese news media has reported it is one of the most expensive games ever developed there, with a budget exceeding $50 million.



Within hours of its release, there were more than 1.5 million people playing it on Steam, making it the No. 1 game on the online platform.



Black Myth: Wukong is based on a classic 16th-century Chinese novel called "Journey to the West." The game's protagonist is inspired by Sun Wukong, also known as the Monkey King, who fights opponents with a staff. Game Science also has the backing of Tencent Holdings, one of China's biggest technology conglomerates and its top video game publisher, which holds a 5 percent stake in the developer.




Players trying out Black Myth: Wukong in Shanghai on Tuesday, when the game was released.




China's video game industry is dominated by titles played on smartphones, not big-budget console or PC games that are released globally. Black Myth: Wukong is initially being released on Sony's PlayStation 5 and personal computers.



The industry has been in turmoil in China over the last several years. The government has sought to rein it in over concerns that children could grow addicted and be corrupted by games. Beijing 
introduced rules prohibiting young people
 from playing games online on school days and imposing time limits on games on weekends and holidays.



But the game's debut has been met by a swell of national pride, with the game becoming a top trending topic on Weibo, China's version of X. One Chinese media outlet noted in a Weibo hashtag that the game's default language is Chinese and added: "It feels so good."



The global interest in the game also highlighted China's push to exercise its "soft power." The novel that it is based on is considered one of China's four great classics. The game also depicts important cultural landmarks throughout China.



"The success of Black Myth: Wukong is not only a victory for the gaming industry, but also an important milestone in the overseas expansion of Chinese culture," Yangcheng Evening News, a state-owned newspaper, wrote in 
an article
.



The Department of Culture and Tourism in Shanxi Province 
released a video
 highlighting landmarks in northern China featured in the game. In another sign of its close ties to the state, the game's publisher is Zhejiang Publishing & Media, a company majority owned by the Zhejiang provincial government.



In an interview, Mr. Reinier said he received an email from Hero Games, which owns nearly 20 percent of Game Science and has financial ties to several state-owned enterprises, about three weeks ago asking if he would be interested in a free virtual "key" to play the game. Mr. Reinier, who said this is a common industry practice for streamers, responded that he was interested.



When Hero Games sent Mr. Reinier the key, it also linked to a document that "outlines the essential dos and don'ts regarding content creation." By using the key to livestream, "you acknowledge that you have been informed of the following guidelines," the document said.



Mr. Reinier said this was sent unilaterally and that it had no legal weight, but he chose not to stream the game.



The list of "don't" discuss topics included Covid-19, "quarantine" or "isolation."



Beijing has sought to rewrite its handling of the pandemic. China's "zero-Covid" policy helped to contain the virus for almost three years, but it crumbled amid widespread opposition. After the government dismantled the policy, China's censors erased mentions of many of the hardships, such as extended periods of forced isolation for hundreds of millions of people.



Another forbidden topic seemed to be targeted at criticism of misogyny at Game Science. The company has come under fire for lewd and sexist comments attributed in media reports to its founders as well as recruiting materials from 2015 replete with sexual innuendos. Those original job postings and comments were deleted, and the company has not commented.



As of Tuesday, a Chinese hashtag translated as "Black Myth: Wukong insults women," had been viewed nine million times on Weibo.



Maud Bodoukian
 contributed reporting from Hong Kong.
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F.A.A. Refers More Unruly Passenger Cases to Justice Department



A surge in disruptive passenger behavior since the beginning of the pandemic has put pressure on the Federal Aviation Administration.




More than 300 cases regarding unruly passengers have been referred to the F.B.I. by the Federal Aviation Administration since 2021. 




By Mark Walker


Aug 21, 2024


The Federal Aviation Administration said on Wednesday that it had asked the Justice Department to consider bringing criminal charges in 43 serious and dangerous incidents from the past year involving unruly passengers aboard  planes.



Since late 2021, the F.A.A. has referred 310 cases to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, following a commitment between the two agencies to collaborate more closely on the criminal prosecution of unruly airline passengers when warranted.



As of Aug. 18, airlines reported 1,375 incidents of unruly passengers to the F.A.A. In the past year, the agency has forwarded 43 cases to the F.B.I. for potential criminal charges. These incidents include attacks on crew members, sexual assaults on passengers and attempts to breach the cockpit.



"There's absolutely no excuse for unruly behavior," Michael Whitaker, the F.A.A.'s administrator, said in a statement. "It threatens the safety of everyone on board, and we have zero tolerance for it."



Unruly passenger behavior surged during the pandemic, prompting the F.A.A. in 2021 to implement a zero-tolerance policy for such conduct and begin issuing fines instead of warning letters to offenders. The agency reported approximately 6,000 such incidents in 2021, a sharp rise compared with about 1,000 reports in 2020. The number of incidents reported in 2023 fell to 2,100 but still represented an uptick from the years preceding the pandemic.



The F.A.A. lacks criminal enforcement authority and can only impose fines for unruly and violent behavior, with penalties up to $37,000 per violation. More serious cases that the agency believes warrant criminal prosecution must be referred to the F.B.I. Typically, the aviation agency only refers the most egregious cases.



In April 2021, the F.A.A. announced that its zero-tolerance policy would become permanent, even after a court order ended the mask mandate that had caused friction with passengers who did not want to comply. Later that year, Stephen Dickson, the agency's administrator at the time, sent a letter to airport leaders highlighting alcohol as a frequent contributor to unruly behavior.



"Our investigations show that alcohol often contributes to this unsafe behavior," Mr. Dickson wrote.



A 2021 national survey conducted by the Association of Flight Attendants union revealed that nearly all flight attendants had dealt with unruly passengers that year, and one in five had been attacked. The survey identified mask compliance, alcohol, routine safety reminders, flight delays, and cancellations as common factors in these interactions. Many instances involved multiple contributing factors.



"The vast majority of passengers comply with all flight crew instructions and follow all federal laws and regulations that apply to air travel, however, one incident is one too many," said Marli Collier, a spokeswoman with Airlines for America, a trade group representing the country's largest air carriers.



The flight attendants' union called for increased action from the Justice Department and the F.A.A. to curb passenger misbehavior. In response, the two government entities established an information-sharing protocol for referring unruly passenger cases to the F.B.I. The aviation agency also announced a new partnership with the Transportation Security Administration, under which fined unruly passengers may lose PreCheck privileges.



Sara Nelson, the international president of the flight attendants' union, said travel woes had helped fuel the rise in troubling passenger behavior. Struggles getting home because of flight delays and cancellations add to the frustration for passengers, she said. She also pointed to increased drinking at airport bars before boarding as passengers wait for delayed aircraft as a contributing factor.



"The entire system is stretched very thin and all of the basic human needs that need to be addressed for people to just simply be able to follow the rules and remain calm are now at stressor points," Ms. Nelson said.
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Farah Stockman



The Democratic Party Has Been Avoiding This Fight for Too Long








By Farah Stockman


Aug 20, 2024


Tens of thousands of people were expected to march on the Democratic National Convention to protest the loss of innocent lives in Gaza. But by early Monday afternoon, only a fraction had shown up. The speakers were spirited, to be sure. But the park seemed half empty; a stack of signs depicting "Killer Kamala" and "Genocide Joe" -- the ones that had freaky laser beams for eyes -- lay unused in a pile in an empty corner of the park. It was not 1968.



Frank Chapman, an 81 year-old Marxist who is the dean of protest organizing in Chicago, conceded that Kamala Harris "may have taken some of the wind out of the sails" of marchers when she ascended to the top of the ticket. The Gaza protests have lost some momentum since the switch from President Biden.



But that doesn't mean the battle over the soul of the Democratic Party has been called off. The party still faces a long-term moral quandary of how to square its rhetoric about being the party of freedom, equality and racial justice with the virtually unconditional support it has offered to a far-right government in Israel that is accused of starving and bombarding large numbers of civilians in Gaza since the brutal Oct. 7 attack by Hamas.



At the Democratic National Convention, some delegates are demanding a cease-fire and an end to the unconditional supply of arms to Israel. But they are being treated like the unwanted stepchildren at the family reunion. The party agreed to hold a human rights 
panel
 on Monday afternoon to highlight the suffering of Palestinians, but that didn't feel like equal treatment. It wasn't held on the main stage or during a prime time television slot, as the families of some of the hostages taken from Israel are 
expected to get
.



Dr. Tanya Haj-Hassan, an American pediatric intensive care physician who recently worked in Gaza and spoke on the panel, told the audience not to celebrate her appearance at the event as a victory. Instead, she asked them to focus on policy changes -- like the conditioning of military aid -- that can save lives. "We have treated so many children who have lost their entire family that a term has been coined: W.C.W.N.S.F." -- wounded children with no surviving family, she said.



The truth is that Palestinians have been struggling for decades to have their full humanity recognized by American politicians, including those in the Democratic Party. Jim Zogby, a founder of the Arab American Institute, has been at it since the 1980s. For years, he said, candidates from both parties returned donations from Arab Americans and avoided being associated with Arab American organizers out of fear of offending pro-Israel groups.



Jesse Jackson was among the first to bring Arab Americans into the fold. They helped his Rainbow Coalition win a 
surprise victory in the Michigan caucuses
 in 1988. He garnered enough delegates at the convention in Atlanta that year to force a debate about U.S. policy in the Middle East. Mr. Zogby 
made the case
 that the Democratic platform should call for "mutual recognition, territorial compromise and self-determination for both Israelis and Palestinians." Representative Chuck Schumer of New York forcefully rebutted him. A vote on the new language was never held, but simply hearing the word "Palestinian" uttered on the convention floor -- "the P word," Mr. Zogby called it -- felt like a watershed moment.



Yet stunningly little has changed since 1988. In 2016, Hillary Clinton's campaign was willing to adopt 
some of Senator Bernie Sanders's views
, like support for a higher minimum wage and the legalization of marijuana, but didn't budge on Israel and refused to allow the word "occupation" of the Palestinian territories to be included in the party platform, according to Matt Duss, a Middle East expert who later worked on the staff of Mr. Sanders.



"The same old people 
trot out the same old talking points
, representing an outdated view of Israel that is not only no longer accurate but it also doesn't represent where Democratic Party voters are today," Mr. Duss told me.



A 
Gallup poll
 in March 2023 showed, for the first time, that Democrats' sympathies lie more with the Palestinians than the Israelis, a shift that happened gradually over the last decade." That may be, in part, why Mr. Schumer, now the Senate majority leader, made his 
extraordinary speech
 about Israel earlier this year, in which he called directly for a change in leadership. But for the most part, the way elected officials vote and talk about the conflict hasn't kept up with Democratic voters' sentiments.



That's why there has been a concerted, but so far mostly thwarted, effort this year by delegates from the "uncommitted movement" to change the party from within. They say their demands for a cease-fire and an arms embargo are wildly popular with the Democratic base. It isn't just a foreign policy issue, but one that goes to the heart of a social justice agenda.



"This is our fight for the soul of the Democratic Party," Layla Elabed, a founder of the Uncommitted National Movement that convinced people to vote "uncommitted" in the Democratic primaries to pressure the party.



At their core, these "uncommitted" delegates are Democrats who believe in the system. At the end of the day, they don't want to elect Donald Trump -- 
who
 has used the word Palestinian as a slur and 
appears to have been ready to accept
 the annexation of the West Bank.



Abbas Alawieh, also a founder of the Uncommitted National Movement, ticked off all the reasons that Mr. Trump would be a disaster for the Arab American community but said that it's still important to hear Ms. Harris speak publicly about how she would be different. He's giving her leeway, since she is not in charge yet. "Understanding that she is the vice president, and the president sets the policy right now, we need her to tell us how she plans to stop sending weapons to be used to kill civilians," he said.



So far, there's no indication that Ms. Harris will say any such thing. But after the human rights panel, Mr. Zogby was in good spirits, full of optimism about the party's capacity to change.



"They created a space for this discussion, and that's never happened before," he told me, referring to the panel. The room was packed, and some of Ms. Harris's advisers were there, he said. "There's a sense that she wants to turn a corner. Does it happen tomorrow? I don't think so. But it will happen."



I wondered how many times he'd gotten his hopes up in the past, and how many times he'd been disappointed. "Isn't it the purest expression of belief in the system?" Rebecca Abou Chedid, who worked for Mr. Zogby at the Arab American Institute years ago, told me. "The alternative is to give up. So you keep trying."
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Guest Essay



The Electric Grid Is a Wildfire Hazard. It Doesn't Have to Be.



By Michael E. Webber


Aug 17, 2024


One year after the deadly wildfires on Maui, Hawaii, and a few weeks after Hurricane Beryl knocked out power to millions of Houston-area residents, it has become abundantly clear that our electricity grid is dangerously vulnerable.



The accumulating wear and tear on the components that hold the grid together, combined with weather that has often been hotter and stormier in some regions, means the wildfires and sustained blackouts may be a preview of how an aging grid could falter spectacularly as weather becomes more extreme and demand for electricity continues to rise.



The National Academy of Engineering 
calls
 the 
power grid
 the most important innovation of the 20th century, and with the greater electrification of society it will become even more critical. The sprawling system of transmission lines, power plants and transformers connects communities across the United States. Many of the components that tie the system together -- utility poles, transmission towers and power lines -- haven't been modernized or upgraded since they were built, often decades ago. The consequences of this neglect, as we have seen, can be catastrophic.



This past spring, a decayed utility pole 
broke
 in high winds in the Texas Panhandle, causing power wires to fall on dry grass and igniting the largest fire in the state's history. Two people died and more than one million acres burned. The Maui wildfire that killed more than 100 people and destroyed the historic town of Lahaina last year began after winds knocked down power lines, also igniting dry grass. The 2018 Paradise fire in California 
started
 when a live wire broke free of a tower that was a quarter-century past what the utility Pacific Gas & Electric considered its "useful life." Eighty-five people died and nearly 14,000 homes were destroyed.



Maintenance budgets for the grid have been insufficient for decades. Solutions exist to reduce the risk of wildfires, such as burying power lines, inspecting every mile of the system, installing 
modern sensors
 for early detection of wildfire risk, and controls that allow for the remote disconnection of vulnerable sections of the grid. Granted, these fixes are expensive. To bury transmission lines can easily cost $3 million to $5 million a mile. But 
research
 from Lawrence Berkeley National Lab concluded that these overhauls also save money in lives protected and damage avoided in storm-prone areas.



So why haven't made these investments been made?



State regulators overseeing electric utilities pressure them to keep rates low, which means smaller budgets for trimming trees, modernizing lines or deploying autonomous inspection technologies. Regulators in California recently scaled back Pacific Gas & Electric's plan to bury 10,000 miles of transmission lines in fire-prone areas. In Texas, regulators have few wildfire regulations for the power sector.



Shareholder pressure on electric utilities has prioritized profits over maintenance that can help reduce wildfire risk. This deferred maintenance over the decades means old frail utility poles are more likely to fall and outdated, weakened wires are more apt to snap during storms. Risk-averse utilities can raise risks by steering clear of innovative technologies that might be beneficial. Private utilities 
provide
 a significant portion of the generation, transmission and distribution of electricity across the grid.



Worst of all, it seems the nation is still in deep denial about climate change. A hotter, drier climate in the Mountain West means that our abundant forests and grasslands are a tinderbox waiting to ignite.



Acres burned by wildfire in the United States have 
increased
 by about 50 percent over the past 20 years as climate change extends the duration of fire season. The federal government's National Climate Assessment concluded that larger and more severe wildfires in the West are likely. But it's not just the Mountain West that is at risk. Coasts could see more frequent and intense hurricanes. And much of the country may experience more frequent tornadoes, which can also knock down utility lines.



The grid needs to double, triple or 
even quadruple
 its capacity to deliver electricity by about 2050 to meet growing demand for new data centers, factories and electric vehicles. Making it bigger without improving it would only compound the fire risk.



The federal government should sponsor more research and development into wildfire safety, including better weather forecasting to fine-tune our understanding of the timing and location of risks. Utilities should use real-time monitoring of grid components to detect fallen power lines, broken devices or overloaded equipment that can spark; and better control of electric circuits so power to downed wires can be cut off remotely.



Utilities can take advantage of federal funding in the Inflation Reduction Act to decarbonize the grid and make it safer. Billions of dollars have been made available to upgrade the grid, in part by replacing older power lines with stronger ones that can carry more electricity. Utilities will be able to connect to more wind and solar power generators in remote locations while improving overall reliability. Old poles should be replaced with ones made of stronger, composite materials.



Allowing utilities to bury their lines underground in areas that are fire-prone or experience extreme weather would sharply reduce risks of fire and power outages. Regulators and shareholders often balk at the price, but this is a cost of doing business these days. Utilities should also clear vegetation consistently and aggressively along the corridors that carry their big transmission lines and local distribution lines. Neighborhoods might not like the way trimmed trees look, but they will like the look of charred houses even less.



More contingency planning will also help strengthen the grid and minimize the impact when lines are downed. Microgrids, which the fund I work with has invested in, are one example. These small, self-contained networks can provide electricity powered by natural gas or solar energy with batteries to large buildings or even a campus. They can operate on their own, or connect to a larger grid, and can provide electricity to communities, hospitals and grocery stores even when power lines operated by the big utilities are turned off because the risk of fire is high.



Lastly, let's quit pretending climate change isn't happening or is not as serious as it really is. Insurance companies are 
raising premiums
 to reflect those climate risks. Fire danger has already made parts of California essentially uninsurable. Ultimately, it will be cheaper if taxpayers, electricity consumers and shareholders of private utilities rebuild the grid for the weather of the future rather than picking up the tab for expensive failures of the grid built for the weather of the past.



Michael E. Webber
 is a professor of public affairs and engineering at the University of Texas and the chief technology officer of Energy Impact Partners, a venture fund that has investments in technologies to improve the electrical grid. He is a former chief science and technology officer for ENGIE, a publicly traded electricity company in France.
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Guest Essay



Another Pandemic Looms. Guess What? We're Still Not Ready.








By Lawrence Gostin, Sam Halabi and Alexandra Finch


Aug 21, 2024


Just one day after the World Health Organization 
declared
 the deadly mpox outbreak in Africa a global health emergency, Sweden reported its first case of a dangerous strain of the disease (and there may be 
more cases
). The threat of a pandemic of mpox is here yet again. To curb this crisis, the affected countries in Africa need tests, vaccines and people to respond. Now.



Cases of mpox (formerly known as monkeypox), a viral illness spread primarily through close physical contact, 
are up 160 percent
 in Africa compared to the first seven months of 2023. So far 
this year
, over 15,600 cases have been reported and 537 people have died, a majority of them children.



The bulk of the spread, which is fueled by a subtype of mpox believed to cause more severe illness and death, is happening in the Democratic Republic of Congo and a dozen other African countries. This includes countries that 
hadn't reported
 mpox cases previously, such as Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda and Uganda. The Africa Centers for Disease Control and Prevention says the reported cases are most likely just the "
tip of the iceberg
." Thousands of cases may remain undetected because of cavernous gaps in surveillance, testing and contact tracing.



Sweden's case is the first of this kind of mpox outside Africa. The person had traveled to an area affected by the disease. While the European Center for Disease Prevention and Control 
says
 that the risk of severe disease among the general public remains low, it's 
highly likely
 there could be more imported cases.



We shouldn't discount the pandemic potential of mpox. If mpox cases were to seed in Europe, there could be rapid and sustained spread. Routine smallpox vaccinations were discontinued after the W.H.O. declared the disease eradicated in 1980. (The United States stopped routine vaccinations in 1972.) This means the world's population, including in the United States, is relatively naive to orthopoxviruses -- the group of viruses that include mpox and smallpox. Given how effectively mpox can spread through sex and other kinds of close contact, for instance, in homes and hospitals where there's insufficient protective gear, mpox could become a major threat.



This is the second time the W.H.O. has declared mpox a public health emergency of international concern. The last time was in 2022, when there was an outbreak of a different type of mpox centered on Europe and the United States, especially among men who have sex with men. It affected nearly 100,000 people and was largely quelled thanks to vaccines and behavior changes.



This dangerous subtype of mpox in countries that haven't dealt with it before is cause for grave alarm. That is not only because of the risk to people's health, but also because of what could happen to the world's limited supply of vaccines.



A case in Sweden means there could be a temptation for rich countries to start hoarding mpox vaccine stocks for their own populations. This must be avoided at all costs.



Africa C.D.C. has estimated that it needs 
10 million doses
 to stop the current outbreak. But as was the case with the Covid vaccines, mpox vaccines are in the hands of the world's richest countries and companies. Denmark's Bavarian Nordic is one of a few companies in the world with an approved mpox vaccine. An agreement between Africa C.D.C., the European Union and Bavarian Nordic has already been reached for the procurement and rapid distribution of about 200,000 doses, but many more are needed. The United States has 
said
 it will donate 50,000 doses to Congo from its stockpile. But this still leaves Africa nowhere near the 10 million doses needed.



Bavarian Nordic 
says
 that by the end of this year it could manufacture two million more doses, and then eight million doses next year, if purchase orders are made. But there is no clear commitment to make these doses affordable for African countries.



After the deeply inequitable global response to Covid-19, in June the W.H.O. 
adopted
 fundamental revisions to its International Health Regulations (which define countries' legal obligations to prevent and control the international spread of disease). It also extended the deadline to complete a new comprehensive 
Pandemic Agreement
 until next May at the latest. These international legal measures are supposed to deliver the kind of emergency response the world failed to provide for Covid-19 -- equity between rich and poor states and populations, rapid deployment of vaccines and true cooperation among countries facing a common threat.



Organizations of wealthy countries including the Group of 7 and the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development should immediately convene with international development partners such as the World Bank, the Inter-American Development Bank and the Asian Development Bank to support financing for vaccines, as well as tests and laboratory support. Groups including Gavi, the global vaccine alliance, and UNICEF should draw on available financing mechanisms to procure and distribute vaccines to affected areas and provide operational help. Data about the outbreak must also be shared instantly.



The threat of mpox needs to be communicated to communities without stigmatization. This includes clear messages about protecting against transmission within people's homes, delivered by trusted community members as messengers. Criminalization of same-sex sexual activity in some African countries could make access to vaccination or treatment more difficult.



Urgent, coordinated action is needed now -- especially the equitable sharing of vaccines. Covid-19 and too many health emergencies before that have taught us that complacency and delayed action pose a threat to all of us.



Lawrence Gostin is a professor at Georgetown Law, where he directs the World Health Organization Center on Global Health Law. Sam Halabi is a professor at Georgetown's School of Health and the director of the Center for Transformational Health Law at the O'Neill Institute for National and Global Health Law at Georgetown. Alexandra Finch is a senior associate at the O'Neill Institute.
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Charles M. Blow



Liberals Needed a Beyonce Moment. Kamala Harris Is Delivering One.








By Charles M. Blow


Aug 21, 2024


When Vice President Kamala Harris made a surprise appearance on Monday night at the Democratic National Convention, 
she walked onstage
 to the sound of Beyonce's "Freedom," a 2016 song that The Independent 
said
 "roars like thunder, and threatens to topple governments in its wake."



The poetry and stirring melody of the track -- which 
has become
 the theme song of her campaign, a revolutionary anthem for marshaling a revolutionary response from her supporters -- were overshadowed only by the parallels between the artist and the politician themselves.



On one level, these are two Black women at the top of their fields performing at the top of their game at a time when their gifts are aligned with the public's appetite.



On a more strategic level, Harris is deploying some of the same tactics around image and access that Beyonce has insisted upon, and they are paying the same dividends.



Harris has allowed her campaign to transcend the minutiae of public policy. Instead, she has allowed herself to be what liberals, and many moderates, needed: a beacon of hope, above the tedium of bureaucracy, existing as an applaudable symbol.



And one way she has achieved this is by drawing massive crowds to her rallies, which is a self-reinforcing phenomenon. The more that her crowds swell, the more that others will want to be part of them. There is a concert vibe to these rallies, exactly the kind of collective exhaling and positive energy that many people needed.



Harris is giving many Democratic voters what they want: precepts over policies, an opportunity to feel something more than contemplate something, ebullience over dread. She isn't necessarily offering an organizing principle for the well of pent-up liberal energy, but is instead, herself, the principle around which that energy is coalescing.



Another way that she has achieved this is by holding off on major sit-down interviews in much the same way that Beyonce does.



Part of this may be a realization within her campaign that Harris's road to the White House doesn't go directly through the mainstream press. Her team has made a bet -- a successful one, at least so far -- about which forms of exposure benefit her and which don't.



About a decade ago, Beyonce all but stopped giving in-person interviews, and I would say that it was one of the smartest things she could have done. As Margo Jefferson 
told
 The Times in 2015: "She has to be studying how effective her interviews have been so far. She may have decided that they do not contribute as dazzlingly to the portrait of Beyonce as the other stuff. It's a perfectly reasonable decision."



The Harris campaign seems to be making the same calculation: The risk is higher than the reward. One odd answer to a question from, say, a network anchor would overshadow 10 perfect answers.



The journalist in me believes that Harris needs to sit for interviews because the public has a right to hear and read her answers to tough questions in forums that aren't stage-managed.



But the survivalist in me -- someone who believes that Donald Trump represents a grave threat to the country and therefore must be defeated -- believes that Harris's press avoidance has been so effective that she should keep it going as long as possible.



To be clear, none of this is a disavowal of her formidable career and record; nor is it a disguise for a lack of policy knowledge or debating dexterity. As the former first lady Michelle Obama 
said
 on Tuesday, Harris is "one of the most qualified people ever to seek the office of the presidency."



This is Harris keenly reading the room. This is recognizing the moment. This is about hearing the Democratic electorate and being a conduit for its angst.



The reality is that if Harris is elected, her policies probably won't diverge from President Biden's in any substantial way, and lingering on the thorniest issues, like the war in Gaza, that were threatening to tear the Democratic coalition apart would pay few electoral dividends.



Last week, on the verge of the convention, Harris delivered her first major policy speech, focused on the economy. But that speech and the corresponding policies are not what has carried her forward. Her proposals are in line with what one might expect from most Democratic candidates, a best-case-scenario wish list, a declaration of principles, the details of which are not very likely to make their way through Congress and become law anytime soon.



More important for her and her platform was whether they passed Hippocrates' test as applied to politics: First, do no harm.



She did no harm.



And as a bonus, Harris's ability to avoid interviews and still dominate news coverage has disoriented Trump, who sees himself as a savant when it comes to getting media attention. He insists she's not doing interviews because "
She's not smart
," but her approach may turn out to be not just smart but brilliant.



No, she isn't a rock star. Yes, in the end, what will matter for Americans is her ability to be an effective leader. But first she has to win. And her strategy has led her to this week's convention in Chicago, where her fandom is convulsing with enthusiasm. Kamala Harris is experiencing her "Renaissance."
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, 
X
 and 
Threads
.
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Divert Great Lakes Water to California?


Aug 21, 2024







To the Editor:



Re "
Pipe the Great Lakes to California? We Might Have To
," by Jay Famiglietti (Opinion guest essay, "What to Eat on a Burning Planet" series, Aug. 9):



Professor Famiglietti's essay about tapping the Great Lakes' water supply drowns an important call for better national water planning under the specter of water diversion on a massive scale. Here's why the idea is a nonstarter -- and a dangerous distraction.



First, a better governance framework prevents it. The U.S.-Canadian Great Lakes Compact rules out diversion outside the Great Lakes basin with few exceptions.



Second, even if technically possible to move Great Lakes water west, the costs in terms of dollars and energy are unbearable. Hundreds of power plants would be required just to lift water over the Continental Divide and wouldn't make a dent in the drought.



Third, a combination of engineering and poor governance got us into the Western water crisis, turning California into the nation's breadbasket at great cost to ecosystems and economies. We can't just engineer our way out of it.



People and industry will move, as they always have, where the climate is favorable and water and other resources are abundant. This migration is already underway, according to recent 
San Francisco Fed research
 and the choice by several high-profile industries to locate in areas of greater resilience.



As a water industry leader, I agree with Dr. Famiglietti on a single point: Smarter national water planning and policy are necessary and urgent, both for regions facing water scarcity and those, like the Great Lakes, coming under increased pressure because of our freshwater abundance. Today. Before it's too late.



Alaina Harkness
Chicago
The writer is C.E.O. of Current and principal investigator of the Great Lakes Water Innovation Engine (Great Lakes ReNEW).



To the Editor:



Why is renewable energy-powered, large-scale ocean water desalination hardly ever mentioned in discussions about irrigating drying farmlands, especially in a state that borders the ocean?



Oceans are going to be brimming with water from melting glaciers, and California has plenty of sunshine, robust ocean breezes, big waves and tides for renewable power.



Leena Nevalainen-Smith
Shaker Heights, Ohio



To the Editor:



As both a central California native and part of a team that's spent decades working with agricultural communities on the frontlines of groundwater decline across the American West, I can affirm that the drawdown of our aquifers is already reconfiguring our landscape.



And yet it's also critical to emphasize that there is nothing inevitable here. There are still clear and practical pathways to sustainable groundwater use. We need a major boost to data collection, management and sharing.



We also need to take the varied, localized effects of groundwater withdrawal seriously. Town, county and tribal-level leadership need effective tools to gain ownership of their groundwater future. Finally, we need to support smarter water conservation strategies.



Instead of targeting irrigation efficiency alone, we need to incentivize the reduction of overall water use across discrete groundwater basins.



It's encouraging to see that the White House 
is listening
 to these solutions. I hope whoever moves in next January takes action. In this moment of unprecedented noise, the quiet, invisible drying of this existential resource deserves our attention.



Our patchwork of scattered state-level policy experiments is inadequate to meet the scale of the crisis. We need the political nerve to make this a national project.



Ann Hayden
Lafayette, Calif.
The writer is the vice president for climate-resilient water systems at the Environmental Defense Fund.



Feeling Hopeful After Years of Dread




Michelle Obama advirtio que la contienda aun estaba renida, y pidio a su partido que siguiera trabajando en los dias venideros. 




To the Editor:



Re "
Michelle Obama, Thrashing Trump, Suggests the Presidency Is a 'Black Job
'" (news article, nytimes.com, Aug. 21):



In her eloquent and moving speech Tuesday night, Michelle Obama referred to those feelings in the pit of her stomach she has had since the onset of the Trump years: "a palpable sense of dread about the future."



It is an understatement to say that I identify completely with that sentiment. Until a few weeks ago, that sense of doom was a predominant feeling, nonstop, since 2016. How wonderful to watch Tuesday night's lineup of speakers, and to wake up this morning, hopeful and optimistic about the future of this country. This convention has been so uplifting!



There is much to do between now and Election Day, and we all have to do our part to ensure the election of Kamala Harris and Tim Walz. Equally important will be to elect a Senate and House that will enable us to save this country from a guaranteed disaster if the other side wins.



I'm pumped! "Yes she can!"



Jane Carlin
Nantucket, Mass.



No Comparison Between Medals




Former President Donald J. Trump presenting the Presidential Medal of Freedom to Miriam Adelson at the White House in 2018.




To the Editor:



Re "
Trump Says Civilian Award Is 'Much Better' Than Medal of Honor
" (nytimes.com, Aug. 16):



The coverage of former President Donald Trump's comments comparing the Presidential Medal of Freedom to the Medal of Honor -- and disparaging the Medal of Honor -- has failed to note a crucial distinction.



It is totally within the discretion of the president to award the Presidential Medal of Freedom to whomever he (or, hopefully, she) pleases for whatever reason. There are no criteria or requirements, although typically the award has recognized outstanding civic or cultural achievement. In the case Mr. Trump recently referred to, however, Miriam Adelson's distinction was as a major campaign contributor.



The Medal of Honor, in contrast, is awarded only after a rigorous process of investigation, documentation and review by all levels within the recipient's military branch, by the secretary of defense, and then by the president. It can be awarded only for exceptional bravery and valor demonstrated 
in combat
, with disregard for one's own safety.



To suggest that the Presidential Medal of Freedom is somehow comparable to, much less "better" than, the Medal of Honor reveals an appalling ignorance and disrespect for the military in general and especially for Medal of Honor recipients, all of whom have risked their lives to save fellow service members.



David Skaggs
Longmont Colo.
The writer is a former congressman who also served in the First Marine Division in Vietnam and as a major in the U.S. Marine Corps Reserve.



Let's Nix 'No Problem'




Diners at Frenchette in Lower Manhattan.




To the Editor:



Re "
I'll Have a Refresher on Etiquette, Please
," by Nikita Richardson (Food, Aug. 14):



As someone who worked in the local hospitality business for years, I agree with Ms. Richardson's suggestion about diners needing to improve their behavior in restaurants.



But may I suggest that anyone in the service industry -- and that is everyone in every direct contact business, not just restaurants and hotels -- train their employees to acknowledge a request from a patron/client with a reply other than "No problem." This is a form of etiquette severely lacking on many servers' part.



Of course it's no problem! It's their job!



How about responding: "I'll be happy to." "Of course." "Certainly." Those responses will sound more sincere, and instill more confidence in the customer that their request will be satisfied. Or at least considered. And it will certainly create a better dining experience for everyone.



Mary Jo McNally
New York
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News Analysis



Russia Seeks to Turn Humbling Incursion Into Military Gains



Two weeks after Ukraine launched its surprise attack, Russian forces have recovered from the initial shock and are now trying to exploit the expansion of the war to their battlefield advantage.




An army recruiting poster in Kursk, Russia, last week.




By Anatoly Kurmanaev


Aug 21, 2024


Two weeks after Ukraine's surprise incursion into Russia, the Kremlin's forces have slowed the enemy advance, with the hardening front line in the Kursk region of Russia setting up the next phase of a battle with great political stakes for both sides.



President Vladimir V. Putin of Russia has pledged a decisive response to the first invasion of Russian territory since World War II. But so far, the response has been focused on containing the incursion rather than reversing it, raising the question of what Russia's depleted military is willing to risk to expel the invaders -- or if it is capable of doing so.



The unforeseen invasion of Kursk has exposed the ongoing intelligence failures of the Russian military as well as Russia's shortage of battle-ready reserves in a war fought along a 750-mile front. Ukraine's rapid gains have also upended the global perception of Russia's slow but unstoppable march toward victory in a war of attrition.



But from the Russian perspective, Kyiv's gambit has also created an opportunity for the Kremlin to speed up the depletion of Ukraine's own limited forces, make gains in other areas of the front and turn a short-term political victory for President Volodymyr Zelensky of Ukraine into a strategic defeat, at least in the view of Russian military analysts.



After being initially heralded as a brilliant military stroke, the Kursk operation could end up becoming a trap for the Ukrainian Army, these analysts said. 



"The invasion of Kursk has merely expanded and prolonged a war of attrition, in which Russia enjoys a resource advantage," said Vasily Kashin, a political scientist at Moscow's state-run Higher School of Economics, who studies the political impact of Russia's war. 




Ukrainian troops driving a tank along a main road in the Sumy region of Ukraine, near the Russian border, this month.




Still, the battle in Russia's border regions remains in its initial stages, and Ukraine may yet commit major new reserves or pull off another unexpected attack that upends the military and political calculus of the war.



As Ukrainian forces advanced, videos of surrendering groups of Russian conscripts and border guards shocked many in Russia, shaking Mr. Putin's narrative that the war in Ukraine was being fought far away by well-paid, determined volunteers.



But the present pace of the battle in Kursk is giving Mr. Putin time to calibrate his response. And instead of weakening Kremlin's grip on power, the invasion may eventually cause more Russian citizens to rally around the flag.



The Kursk invasion "is certainly a blow to the Kremlin's reputation," Tatiana Stanovaya, a Russian political scientist, 
wrote on X on Tuesday
. But "it is unlikely to spark a significant rise in social or political discontent among the population, nor will it lead to an elite rebellion."



Among the options for Russia's generals, analysts said, are trying to muster an overwhelming new force to crush Ukraine's bridgehead in Kursk, or using their advantage in aviation and artillery to gradually pound the defenders into a retreat.



But both those strategies could take weeks, or even months to carry out, and would come at the expense of other areas of the front, reflecting the reality of a war where neither side has enough resources to force its opponent to end the fighting. 



Mr. Putin himself -- who must balance the political cost of losing Russian territory against that of announcing a new round of mobilization -- has given little hint of his future strategy. On Tuesday, he toured a provincial sweets factory, examining packages of sugar-free apple candy.



The calm of that scene was in sharp contrast to the initial days of the Kursk invasion, when Mr. Putin derided subordinates and promised a decisive response.




This photograph released by Russian state media shows President Vladimir V. Putin visiting a farm in the North Caucasus region of Kabardino-Balkaria on Tuesday.




Even supporters of the Kremlin's war have conceded that Ukraine's attack caught Russian forces unprepared.



On Aug. 6, undetected 
Ukrainian units brushed aside
 the poorly equipped and inexperienced Russian conscripts sent to guard that section of the front and pushed tens of miles into Russian territory.



Some analysts believe the Russian command did not commit significant forces to this border area because it lacked obvious military value. "The strike hit emptiness," said Dmitry Kuznets, a military analyst with the Russian independent news outlet Meduza, which operates from Latvia to avoid Kremlin censorship.



Another Russian military analyst, Ruslan Pukhov, thinks the Russian leadership may have also been lulled into complacency by the growing negotiation overtures put out by Kyiv.



After a week of fighting, Ukraine claimed to control almost 400 square miles of Russian territory and to have taken hundreds of prisoners.



But as Ukraine's supply lines became strained and as Russia pulled in reinforcements, the pace of advance fell significantly in the second week. Most military analysts believe Ukraine no longer threatens any strategic targets, such as Kursk's nuclear plant or the provincial capital.



"The Ukrainian Armed Forces have not achieved any notable successes in the Kursk offensive in the last few days," Mr. Pukhov, the Russian military analyst, wrote in response to questions on Tuesday, adding that the opportunity for such successes was narrowing.




Russian prisoners of war being held in northern Ukraine, last week.




Most Russian analysts believe that Russia has now concentrated enough forces in Kursk to largely bog down the invaders in the same type of positional warfare seen in other fronts of the war.



To counter the incursion, the Russian command has relied on a combination of conscripts, volunteers from new units that were being formed in the rear at the time of the attack, and handpicked experienced units from relatively quiet sections of the front in Ukraine, Mr. Kuznets said.



Russia's Black Sea Marines, for example, have been moved to Kursk from the Kherson region of Ukraine, where the front has long followed the difficult-to-breach Dnipro River, Mr. Kuznets said. Other parts of the initial Kursk reaction force have come from the Zaporizhzhia and Kharkiv regions of Ukraine, where the front has barely moved in weeks, a Russian military analyst, Valery Shiriaev, told Newsroom, an independent Russian news outlet.



Now that it has stabilized the front in Kursk, the Russian command is creating a new strike force in preparation for an eventual counteroffensive to drive the Ukrainians out, Mr. Kuznets believes. 



He said that while Mr. Putin has time to plan the Kursk riposte, he cannot allow the Russian territory to lie in enemy hands indefinitely, without risking a nationalist backlash.



Regional authorities have indirectly acknowledged that the fight to push out the Ukrainians may take weeks or even months, by floating the idea that refugees from the occupied parts of the Kursk region be given financial aid to resettle in other parts of Russia. 



"If Ukraine hoped that the shock of the attack would lead Russians to lose faith in the outlook of the war, then this is not happening," said Mr. Kashin, the analyst. "More likely it will lead to anger, and acceptance that the war was inevitable."



The Kursk offensive did expose the flaws in Russia's strategy of fighting a prolonged war, largely with volunteers lured by ever-increasing payments.



While this strategy has allowed Russia to mostly replace its losses in Ukraine without resorting to another round of unpopular mobilization, it has also meant that the flow of volunteers has not been enough to create strategic reserves able to respond to a new crisis, like the incursion into Kursk.




Russian conscripts in Moscow last year.




In cobbling together a reaction force, the Russian military command has thus far left one part of the front untouched. None of the units currently fighting in Kursk have come from the Donbas region in the east of Ukraine, according to analysts, where Russia is currently pressing an offensive.



Since the invasion of Kursk, the Russian forces have only accelerated their advance on the strategic Donbas stronghold of Pokrovsk. In recent days, they have also made gains in other areas of eastern Ukraine, which has seen the most brutal battles of the war.



The Ukrainian government has said that it has moved some units from the front lines to support the Kursk incursion, potentially aiding the Russian advances.



Although the long-term impact of the Kursk invasion remains unclear, one certainty is that it has expanded the front by an additional 60 miles or so for the foreseeable future, forcing both sides to stretch their limited forces even further.



Ultimately, the expansion of the war to new areas will, over time, favor the side with bigger resources, the analysts said. With triple the population and a larger industrial base, that side remains Russia.



Oleg Matsnev
 contributed research.
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Ukrainian Lawmakers Pass Bill Aiming to Ban Russian-Aligned Church



The measure, which awaits President Volodymyr Zelensky's signature, would further a long, post-Soviet split between two of the world's largest Orthodox communities.




The Sviatohirsk Monastery of the Caves, one of the holiest sites in the Russian Orthodox Church, overlooks the Siversky Donets River at Sviatohirsk in Ukraine's eastern Donetsk region, in December.




By Andrew E. Kramer


Aug 20, 2024


Ukraine's Parliament passed a bill on Tuesday creating a legal path to ban a Russian-aligned branch of the Orthodox church, furthering a long, post-Soviet split between two of the world's largest Orthodox communities.



Ukrainian officials have accused the church of aiding in influence operations and espionage during the country's war with Russia.



The schism between the two churches has been a backdrop to the war. Orthodox Christianity is the most prevalent religion in both Russia and Ukraine, and until the Soviet breakup both belonged to the same hierarchy, under the patriarch in Moscow. The Orthodox Church of Ukraine broke from the Russian church more than 30 years ago, and answers to a prelate in Kyiv, but many parishes in Ukraine opted to remain aligned with the Russian church.



The lingering presence of the Russian-aligned branch of the church has posed a tangle of national security and religious freedom issues for Ukraine's government as some of its priests have supported the Russian invasion. The government in Kyiv has shifted some holy sites to Ukrainian church control, and hundreds of local parishes have switched allegiances.



The bill passed on Tuesday though, would go a step farther.



If signed into law by President Volodymyr Zelensky, it could lead to a legal ban on the Russian-aligned church. The bill prohibits a religious organization from maintaining ties with a government at war with Ukraine, and singles out the Russian Orthodox Church for supporting the invasion and being "an accomplice in war crimes and crimes against humanity." It would also establish a committee to determine whether local churches are violating Ukrainian law by maintaining ties with the Moscow patriarchate.



Mr. Zelensky is Jewish and not a member of any branch of Orthodoxy. But he has been supportive of national security controls on the Russian church's activities and is expected to sign the bill.




Worshipers arriving for an Orthodox Easter service at the Holy Dormition Cathedral, part of a complex of religious buildings in Kyiv that until the war were used exclusively by a branch aligned with the Russian Orthodox Church.




The Russian-aligned church, which still represents millions of Ukrainians, insists that it cut ties with its Russian hierarchy at the onset of the war. But the independent Ukrainian church calls that break insincere and flatly condemns its counterpart for not making a real break with Moscow.



Religion has infused Russia's conflict with Ukraine from its earliest stirrings. In 2014, a Russian commando team sheltered in a monastery before igniting the first violence in the conflict as Russia fomented an uprising in eastern Ukraine in 2014. The leader of the Russian Orthodox Church, Patriarch Kirill, blessed the Russian invasion in 2022.



And an archimandrite, or top religious official, from the southern Ukrainian region of Kherson attended a Kremlin ceremony when Russia claimed to annex the region. The Ukrainian police have arrested or investigated several dozen priests for espionage or spreading Russian propaganda.



A spokesman for the Russian-aligned church in Ukraine, Metropolitan Kliment, said in an interview that the bill was an infringement on religious freedom. The church, he said, had no legal links to the Russian Orthodox Church based in Moscow and its canonical ties should not be parsed by a secular government.



"This law violates basic constitutional principles" for Ukraine, he said, and likened the crackdown to the Soviet Union's history of repression of the religions.



A majority of Ukrainians support banning the Russian-aligned branch of the church. A poll in April by the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology, for example, found 63 percent of Ukrainians favor outlawing it.



"They don't see banning this church as a question of religious freedom," said Anton Hrushevsky, the institute's director. "They associate the church with the Russian government."



The bill's complex mechanism for banning a religious organization by first forming a committee to study its activities means any legal prohibition is months or years away, he said. The bill, he said, came as more of a "symbolic step" that would push local parishes to break ties with Russia on their own, accelerating a process already underway in Ukraine since Russia's invasion. Under Ukrainian law, parishes can choose their affiliation in a local vote.




Russian Orthodox faithful receive communion from a priest during an Easter service held in a Moscow Patriarchate church in Kostyantinivka, in eastern Ukraine, in May.
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Israel and Hezbollah Trade Cross-Border Strikes



The strikes, in eastern Lebanon and the Israeli-controlled Golan Heights, underscored how months of talks have failed to stop either the war in Gaza or the related conflict along the Lebanese border.




A destroyed car and apartment building after an Israeli airstrike on Monday in Nabi Chit, Lebanon.




By Gabby Sobelman and Euan Ward


Aug 21, 2024


Israeli forces and Hezbollah militants in Lebanon traded cross-border strikes on Wednesday, fueling concerns about a wider regional conflagration as negotiators struggle to broker a cease-fire in the Gaza Strip.



Israel said that it had struck weapons storage facilities used by Hezbollah, the powerful Iranian-backed militia, in eastern Lebanon for the second time this week. The overnight airstrikes, close to the Syrian border, killed at least one person and injured 30 others, including children, Lebanon's Health Ministry said in a statement.



Hezbollah said that in response it had targeted an Israeli military base in the Israeli-controlled Golan Heights.



Israel's military said that dozens of rockets had crossed into the area from Lebanon, but that they had struck a civilian neighborhood, not near a military target, damaging two houses in Katzrin, a town of about 8,000 people in the region. Magen David Adom, the Israeli emergency medical service, said a 30-year-old man in Katzrin had been treated for shrapnel wounds.



"Attacks against our civilians will not go unanswered," said an Israeli military spokesman, 
Lt. Col. Nadav Shoshani
.



The cross-border strikes highlighted how months of diplomatic efforts, led in part by the United States, have failed to either broker a stop to the war in Gaza between Israel and Hamas, or ease hostilities along the Lebanese border. Israel and Hezbollah have dramatically increased the pace of their attacks since October, when Hezbollah began firing into Israel, saying it was acting in solidarity with Hamas and the people of Gaza.



President Biden called Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu of Israel on Wednesday to discuss the efforts to secure a cease-fire and the release of hostages held in Gaza, the White House said. 



But despite a fresh push for a deal by Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken this week, mediators have made 
no apparent breakthrough
 in talks to secure a truce between Israel and Hamas, Hezbollah's ally, or the release of hostages.




A destroyed home after rockets struck Katzrin, in the Israeli-controlled Golan Heights, on Wednesday.




The war, the military draft needed to wage it, and the government's efforts to free the hostages have also exposed deep fissures in Israeli society.



On Wednesday, hundreds of ultra-Orthodox Israeli men opposed to mandatory military service protested outside a conscription center in Jerusalem, clashing with police officers and counterprotesters. Israeli news media reported that officers used water cannons to disperse crowds and beat some protesters with batons, and the police said five people were arrested.



Israel's military began sending conscription orders to ultra-Orthodox men ages 18 to 26 last month, after the Supreme Court in June 
ordered an end to exemptions
 that had been in place for them for decades. Military service is required for most Israelis over 18, with some exceptions, such as for most Arab citizens and many ultra-Orthodox Jews.



The divide over military service poses a problem for Mr. Netanyahu, who has struggled to balance the demands of his 
ultra-Orthodox allies
 with his ultranationalist supporters and secular Israeli Jews, many of whom believe the ultra-Orthodox exemption is unjustified and no longer viable.



While trying to keep his governing coalition together, Mr. Netanyahu has also faced protests by families of the hostages in Gaza who have been demanding that he make a cease-fire deal to bring their relatives home. On Tuesday, some of the families joined a march in front of Israeli military headquarters in Tel Aviv, calling on Mr. Netanyahu to make an agreement.



Mr. Netanyahu and Hamas have accused each other of sabotaging peace talks by repeatedly raising new demands. The prime minister has vowed that Israel will continue to fight in Gaza until it achieves a "total victory" over the group, destroying its military and governing capabilities, even boasting to supporters that he has resisted pressure to end the war.




A protest in Tel Aviv on Tuesday. The banner reads "Netanyahu sacrifices the hostages."




Mr. Netanyahu has also said he is determined to push Hezbollah back from the Lebanese border, and to allow displaced Israelis to return to their homes. Some Israeli officials have suggested that could mean an invasion of Lebanon.



Israel's most recent strikes against Hezbollah landed about 40 to 60 miles north of the border in the Bekaa Valley, deeper inside Lebanon than many of the near-daily attacks the two combatants have exchanged since the war in Gaza began.



The Israeli military said it had detected secondary explosions after its strikes on Wednesday, which it said indicated that there were large weapons caches at the sites. At least three areas were targeted, including the town of Nabi Chit, according to Lebanon's state-run news agency.



The Lebanese authorities, bracing for more violence, have expedited plans to relocate civilians, distribute food and water, and maintain health services if the fighting escalates, said Bachir Khodr, the governor of the Baalbek-Hermel region of Lebanon, where a round of Israeli strikes landed on two consecutive nights this week.



"We are getting ready for war," he said in an interview on Wednesday. "We hope it doesn't happen, but in case it does, we are ready."



In another strike in the Lebanese port of Sidon on Wednesday, the Israeli military said it had killed Khalil al-Miqdah, a commander in the Aqsa Martyrs Brigades, a militant group that has fought alongside Hezbollah and is associated with the Palestinian Fatah faction. Mr. al-Miqdah worked closely with Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, the Israeli military said in a statement.



That statement could not be independently verified, though the Aqsa Martyrs Brigades confirmed Mr. al-Miqdah's death.



Hezbollah began firing into northern Israel on Oct. 8, a day after Hamas led the deadly assault on southern Israel. Since then, 
more than 160,000 people
 have fled the fighting on both sides of the Israeli-Lebanese border. Hezbollah has said it would stop firing rockets if Israel halted its war with Hamas in Gaza.




Men carrying the coffin of a person who was killed in an Israeli strike in the village of Nabi Chit, Lebanon.




"This is a classic day in the war. Just a little more intense," Inbar Kedem, who was camping in the Golan Heights with friends, celebrating the end of his service in the Israeli Air Force, said in an interview on Wednesday. Mr. Kedem said they had seen rockets intercepted, part of a familiar routine in Israel.



Israel's defense minister, Yoav Gallant, said on Wednesday that Hamas's Rafah Brigade in southern Gaza had been defeated, and that more than more than 150 tunnels had been demolished under Gaza's border with Egypt. Israel has said that Hamas uses those tunnels to smuggle weapons into Gaza.



Mr. Gallant said the Israeli military was "looking to the north now," indicating that it might be finishing its three-month offensive in southern Gaza. In May, the International Court of Justice 
ordered Israel to "immediately" halt its offensive
 in the city of Rafah, amid widespread criticism that it had left nowhere for civilians to shelter and had cut off major aide routes into the territory.



Farther north in Gaza, the Israeli military on Wednesday ordered Palestinians to "immediately" leave parts of another city, Deir al-Balah, warning that it would act "forcefully" against militants in the area. The latest orders have raised expectations of an Israeli advance in the area, where at least 28 people have been killed since Tuesday, according to the Palestinian Civil Defense agency, a part of the Hamas-run Interior Ministry in Gaza.



In Gaza City, the Israeli military said it had struck Hamas militants operating inside a former school on Wednesday. According to the Civil Defense agency, at least two people were killed. It was the latest Israeli strike on a school building in Gaza, many of which have been used as shelters by Palestinians displaced by 10 months of heavy bombardment.



Reporting was contributed by 
Erika Solomon
, 
Ephrat Livni
, 
Anushka Patil
 and 
Michael Levenson
.
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What's in the Latest U.S. Proposal for a Gaza Cease-Fire?



The Biden administration is pushing for a deal between Israel and Hamas with renewed urgency after months of lagging talks. Here's a closer look at what the main differences appear to be.




Searching through rubble in Gaza City on Tuesday after a strike.




By Matthew Mpoke Bigg


Aug 21, 2024


The Biden administration is pushing again for a cease-fire between Israel and Hamas in Gaza, offering a new proposal that it says could bridge the gaps between the two sides. But the latest U.S. effort, which builds on an earlier framework, again appears to have 
run into difficulty
.



Here's a look at the twists and turns over months of talks and what the main sticking points are this time:



What's the status of the talks?



Negotiations mediated by the United States, Egypt and Qatar have inched along since early December, when hostilities resumed after a one-week cease-fire 
during which Hamas released more than 100 people
 from captivity in Gaza and Israel freed 240 Palestinian prisoners. In late May, President Biden 
endorsed a new three-phase plan
 and the 
U.N. Security Council
 followed with a resolution supporting it.



The first phase would see a six-week cease-fire and the release of hostages in exchange for Palestinians being held in Israeli prisons. People displaced from northern Gaza would be able to return to their homes, many of which lie in ruins. During that time, Israeli forces would withdraw from populated areas of Gaza.



The second phase envisions a permanent cease-fire, while the third consists of a multiyear reconstruction plan for Gaza and the return of the remains of deceased hostages.



But for months, Israel and Hamas, whose negotiators do not speak directly to each other, have 
remained far apart
 on key issues.



What is the new U.S. proposal?



On Aug. 8, with the war in its 11th month, President Biden and the leaders of Egypt and Qatar said they were willing to present a "final" cease-fire proposal. Last week, at talks in Qatar, the United States presented what it called a "bridging proposal" to try to close some of the gaps between Israel and Hamas.



The details of that proposal have not been disclosed publicly, but the Biden administration has tried to put diplomatic heft behind it. Visiting Israel this week, Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken warned that this was "
maybe the last opportunity
" to secure a cease-fire, and later said that Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu had told him during a meeting that he was committed to the U.S. proposal.



But both Israeli and Hamas officials familiar with the talks said the U.S. proposal leaves major disagreements mostly unresolved.



What is the main sticking point?



In broad terms, the U.S. proposal appears to conform to new demands 
added by Mr. Netanyahu
 in July that some Israeli troops continue to patrol part of an area of Gaza along the border with Egypt, according to Hamas and Israeli officials.



This has emerged as a 
crucial issue
. Mr. Netanyahu considers an Israeli military presence in the area, which Israel calls the Philadelphi Corridor and Egypt calls Salah Al Din, vital to preventing Hamas from rearming after the war or rebuilding tunnels to Egypt.




The border between the Gaza Strip and Egypt, as seen from Rafah, in southern Gaza, in May.




Mr. Netanyahu told a group including families of hostages this week that Israel would not withdraw from the border strip "under any circumstances," the families said in a statement. Mr. Netanyahu's office confirmed he had said that Israel would not withdraw from Philadelphi.



Hamas rejects a continued Israeli presence in the area and is demanding a complete Israeli withdrawal from Gaza. Egypt says that keeping Israeli troops in the Philadelphi Corridor would raise national security concerns and would be unacceptable to the Egyptian public.



Mr. Blinken told reporters on Tuesday that Israel has already agreed to terms of withdrawal and reaffirmed that the United States would "not accept any long-term occupation of Gaza by Israel."



What are the other disputes?



Other areas of dispute have emerged publicly. Since the start of the war, Israeli forces have established what it calls a 
security buffer inside Gaza
 along its eastern border with Israel, demolishing Palestinian homes in the process, and it intends to keep a presence there after the war.  Israel also wants to retain the option to return to fighting after the first phase of a cease-fire.



Israeli forces have built a security road, which they call the Netzarim corridor, that cuts across Gaza from east to west. Israeli officials have said they want troops to keep patrolling that road, through which Palestinians must travel between the north and south of the enclave. That would violate Hamas's insistence on a complete Israeli withdrawal.
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Iranian Military Official Hints Strike on Israel May Be Delayed



The comments from an Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps leader suggested that a widely feared regional conflict might be averted, at least for the moment.




The Revolutionary Guards during a military parade in Tehran.




By Farnaz Fassihi


Aug 21, 2024


A senior Iranian military official said on Tuesday that retaliation against Israel over the killing of a Hamas leader in Tehran may be long in coming and take any number of forms, suggesting that an attack against Israel may have been placed on hold.



The comments came from Gen. Ali Mohammad Naeini, the spokesman for the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, the branch of the armed forces that would lead such an attack and that is responsible for securing Iran's borders.



"Time is on our side, and it's possible that the wait period for the response could take a long time," General Naeini said at a news conference in Tehran, according to video footage on state media. "It's possible that Iran's response will not be a repeat of previous operations. The quality of the response, scenarios and tools are not always the same."



While General Naeini did not elaborate on what options Iran is considering, his reference to "previous operations" appeared to mean the Iranian strike on Israel in April, when Iran launched hundreds of missiles and drones against its longtime adversary. That attack was done in retaliation for an Israeli strike on an Iranian embassy compound in Damascus, Syria, that killed several senior Iranian military commanders.



General Naeini's comments suggested that the regional war widely feared should Iran strike Israel again might be averted, at least for the moment.



Since the late July assassination of the Hamas leader on Iranian soil -- for which Israel has not acknowledged responsibility -- international leaders have been alarmed as Iranian officials pledged to avenge his death. Complicating matters, Iranian-backed Hezbollah forces in Lebanon were also vowing to attack Israel, in their case over the killing in Beirut of one their top commanders shortly before the Tehran assassination.



But it appears that for now in Iran, national interests and domestic considerations are outweighing ideological fervor. General Naeini said that senior commanders of the Guards Corps and the army, along with other senior Iranian leaders, were "weighing all the aspects of the situation and will make a careful and wise decision."



For three weeks the Middle East has been on edge, anticipating that Iran and Hezbollah would launch coordinated or separate military strikes on Israel in response to the assassinations.



With Israel threatening to strike back forcefully in both Iran and Lebanon, diplomats and world leaders warned that what has been contained, tit-for-tat strikes could spiral out of control and engulf the region in a wider war.



The United States dispatched naval warships and a submarine to the region to help defend Israel, its close ally, as it did in April. And Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken has doubled down on the push for a cease-fire between Israel and Hamas in the Gaza Strip in the hope that it would lower regional tensions.



But  it may be that if Iran does defer a strike on Israeli, domestic calibrations will have played a bigger role than international diplomacy.




Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, after voting in the presidential election in June.




For more than three decades, Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, has ruled with one basic tenet: keep the Islamic Republic regime in power.



And so while Mr. Khamenei 
ordered a direct strike on Israel
 on the morning after the Hamas leader, Ismail Haniyeh, was killed, analysts say that as time has passed, the shock and humiliation have given way to a more realistic assessment of the risk and reward of war with Israel. Moreover, Iran's new president, Masoud Pezeshkian, says 
his agenda
 is to defuse tensions and engage with the West.



"The hubris and luster that circulated after Haniyeh was killed has given way to much more caution that is more reflective of the Revolutionary Guards' careful and long-term approach," said Sanam Vakil, Middle East director for Chatham House.



Ms. Vakil said: "The assessment is that they can't do it all. It's a very sensitive time for the new president."



An Israeli strike on Iran's critical infrastructure such as power plants, oil refineries and nuclear facilities might set the country back years and further deepen its economic crisis. The government already faces a crisis of legitimacy at home with waves of protests over the past few years by Iranians demanding an end to clerical rule. A disruption to electricity and gasoline could erupt into another uprising.



More important, a war would place Mr. Pezeshkian's new government on a confrontational course not just with the West but also with Arab countries in the region at a time when Iran is trying to foster closer ties.



"We have tension, bloodshed and war in the region," the new president Mr. Pezeshkian told Parliament this week. "Our relations with our neighbors is weak, our social capital has shrunk at home, and our unity is weak, and the government has lost its credibility with the public.




Iran's new president, Masoud Pezeshkian, took office hours before a Hamas leader was killed on Iranian soil.




Analysts said also playing into Iran's calculations were the religious holiday of Arbaeen next week, and the annual United Nations General Assembly gathering of world leaders in mid-September in New York. Mr. Pezeshkian will be making his debut on the world stage there, and is expected deliver a message of change and moderation, not one of war and mayhem. Iran uses 
Arbaeen
 to showcase its leadership among Shia Muslims in the region, and the observances typically draw millions of pilgrims.



Iranian leaders might also have concluded that a military strike would not really change anything.



"This idea that even if they launch thousands of missiles -- what then?" said Afshon Ostovar, an associate professor of national security affairs at the Naval Postgraduate School and an expert on Iran's military. "The risks are really clear."
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Bus of Pilgrims From Pakistan Crashes in Iran, Killing at Least 28



Iranian state media reported that the passengers were traveling to the Iraqi city of Karbala for Arbaeen, a Shiite Muslim holiday.



By Amelia Nierenberg


Aug 21, 2024


At least 28 pilgrims from Pakistan were killed in Iran when their bus overturned on Tuesday night while traveling to commemorate a Shiite Muslim holiday, 
state-run media in Iran has reported
.



The bus was heading to the Iraqi city of Karbala for 
Arbaeen
, a two-day holiday that begins on Sunday evening, draws tens of millions each year and is one of the world's largest organized gatherings.



At least 23 other passengers were wounded, 14 of whom were critically injured, the state-run news agency IRNA reported, adding that Iran was working to repatriate the bodies and fly the injured back to Pakistan.



Many of the pilgrims came from Sindh Province in the south of Pakistan, Pakistani officials and local news media said.



Video broadcast on state-run Iranian television showed a yellow and red bus lying upside down. Its big wheels were up in the air. The doors to the luggage storage compartments under the bus had fallen open. Men looked around a gnarl of metal and machinery with flashlights, searching.



The accident took place in Yazd, a province in central Iran, the state media said. The journey from Pakistan, through Iran and on to Karbala can extend 1,100 miles. The cause of the crash was not immediately clear. 



Traffic accidents are a systemic problem in Iran, where hazardous roads are a source of concern. The government has been trying to reduce road deaths by 10 percent, but fatalities rose 15 percent in 2022 compared with 2019, according to a 
paper published in June in The Lancet
, a medical journal.



The United Nations Road Safety Fund is also working on a 
multiyear project
 to improve highway regulation in the country, saying: "Iran's performance in policymaking and implementation needs to be radically improved."



During Arbaeen, the roads may be even more crowded in Iran, which is predominantly Shiite. Last year, the 
BBC reported
, 25 million people participated in the journey. That same year, about 1.8 million people traveled to the Hajj, in Saudi Arabia, according to 
government data
.



There are additional risk factors for people passing through Iran on their way to Karbala, which is about 60 miles southwest of Baghdad, the Iraqi capital: Many people drive for days across hot, bright roads, while struggling to navigate unfamiliar terrain.



The holiday commemorates the death of Imam Hussein, a grandson of the Prophet Muhammad. He was an important leader in Shiite Islam and is 
said to have been killed in a massacre
 in Karbala more than 1,300 years ago.



Iranian officials offered their 
sympathy
 and condolences to the families of the crash victims on Wednesday. Pakistan's leadership mourned the deaths, too. Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif 
wrote on social media
 that he was "deeply saddened."



Muhammad Mudassir Tipu, Pakistan's ambassador to Iran, pledged to help families and thanked Iran for its "excellent cooperation." He said that every year, at least 50,000 Pakistani pilgrims visited Iran to see the holy sites. Most were Shiites, he said, and many continued on to Iraq.



"I have no words to express grief," he wrote 
on social media
, "but I can assure that I will do my very best for repatriation of those who passed away."



Salman Masood
 contributed reporting from Islamabad. 
Nader Ibrahim
 contributed video production.
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U.S. Sanctions Former Haitian President for Drug Trafficking



The Treasury Department said former President Michel Martelly's actions have contributed significantly to the unraveling of security in the country. 




Michel Martelly in 2012, when he was the president of Haiti.




By David C. Adams


Aug 20, 2024


The United States imposed sanctions against former President Michel Martelly of Haiti for drug trafficking and money laundering, according to a U.S. Treasury Department statement released Tuesday, accusing him of contributing to the destabilization and unrest afflicting the Caribbean nation.



Mr. Martelly, who served as president of Haiti from 2011 to 2016, "abused his influence to facilitate the trafficking of dangerous drugs, including cocaine, destined for the United States," the Treasury Department said. He also "sponsored multiple Haiti-based gangs," the statement added. The sanctions prohibit U.S. financial institutions from making loans or providing credit to Mr. Martelly.



"Today's action against Martelly emphasizes the significant and destabilizing role he and other corrupt political elites have played in perpetuating the ongoing crisis in Haiti," Bradley T. Smith, acting under secretary for terrorism and financial intelligence, said in the statement.



The government of Mr. Martelly, a 63-year-old popular musician known as "Sweet Micky," was 
accused of rampant corruption
, including misappropriation of aid worth about 
$2 billion from Venezuela
 -- though he never faced any charges in Haiti.



He was sanctioned in 2022 by the Canadian government, which also accused him of profiting from armed gangs.



A United Nations sanctions report in September 2023 singled out Mr. Martelly for political corruption and gang ties. The report stated that during his presidency, he "used gangs to extend his influence in the neighborhoods in order to advance his political agenda, thus contributing to a legacy of insecurity whose effects are still being felt today."



Haiti has been struggling with gang violence following the 2021 assassination of President Jovenel Moise, which left a political vacuum. This year, a coordinated offensive by armed gangs in the capital, Port-au-Prince, led to the collapse of the government and the appointment of a transitional council in April and an interim prime minister in May.



About 400 Kenyan police officers have so far deployed to Haiti this summer after the United National authorized a Multinational Security Support mission, largely funded by the United States, to assist the undermanned local police in restoring law and order and security



The gangs still control large swaths of the capital, parts of which resemble a war zone where civilians are victims of murder, rape and kidnapping for ransom. There were 547 victims of killings and injuries in gang-related violence in July alone, according to the U.N. That represented a 35 percent increase since the arrival of the Kenyan-led force.



There has also been an increase in sexual and gender-based violence, as well as the growing use of children by gangs to carry out criminal activities, according to Cluster Protection Haiti, a joint Haitian and U.N. effort to tackle threats to civilians.



The United States has placed sanctions on gang leaders and politicians, including one former prime minister, but Mr. Martelly, the former president who handpicked Mr. Moise as his successor and held substantial sway over his administration, is the most high-profile Haitian official to appear publicly on any sanctions list.



Former Prime Minister Laurent Lamothe of Haiti was sanctioned by the United States in June 2023 for the alleged misappropriation of $60 million in Haitian public funds. Mr. Lamothe had been living in Miami but is not a U.S. resident. He left the United States at some point and has not been allowed to return since the sanctions were announced.



It was unclear whether the sanctions would affect Mr. Martelly, who is a U.S. resident and lives in Miami, according to his Florida lawyer, Richard Dansoh, who said he was taken by surprise by Tuesday's news.



"It came out of the blue," said Mr. Dansoh, adding that Mr. Martelly recently hired an attorney specializing in sanctions to help monitor his possible legal exposure in the United States. Mr. Dansoh said he had not spoken to his client yet. He said he had spoken to Mr. Martelly's wife, Sophia Martelly, who was in a state of shock. "She is wondering what the next steps are," he said.
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Gunman Kills 3 People at School in Bosnia



The attacker, a school employee, used a "military weapon, an automatic rifle" before then attempting to kill himself, a police spokesman said.



By The Associated Press


Aug 21, 2024


A school employee shot dead three people on Wednesday in a town in northwestern Bosnia, the police said, and was then severely wounded after trying to kill himself.



The shooting took place around 10 a.m. local time in a high school building in Sanski Most, about 180 miles northwest of Bosnia's capital, Sarajevo, according to a regional police spokesman, Adnan Beganovic.



Mr. Beganovic said that the gunman had used a "military weapon, an automatic rifle." The attacker then attempted to kill himself and is in serious condition in a hospital in the nearby city of Banja Luka, Mr. Beganovic added, noting that the victims included the school principal, a secretary and a teacher.



The television station N1 reported that the attacker had been involved in a dispute with the school's management. No other details were immediately available.



Bosnian schools are closed for the summer vacation, but Mr. Beganovic said that people were in the building because repeat examinations were underway.



The Balkan region is awash with small arms and weapons after the wars in the 1990s that led to the breakup of Yugoslavia. The problem is particularly pronounced in Bosnia, a country of about 3.5 million people. According to a 2010 study by the United Nations Development Program, there were about 750,000 weapons in illegal possession in Bosnia.
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Rocket Test on Remote Scottish Island Ends in Flames



As European countries push to develop more independent space capabilities, a test at one new site produced an explosion.



By Lynsey Chutel


Aug 20, 2024


The test was spectacular, but not in the way those involved had hoped. 



A rocket engine firing at a planned spaceport on a remote Scottish island ended in a tower of fire on Monday, with an explosion that engulfed the launch platform in flames.



The site, a former radar station on Unst, in the north of the Shetland Islands, is intended to become a base for launching small satellites. That ambition 
reflects a wider push
 in Western Europe to develop more independent space capabilities after relations with Russia broke down over the war in Ukraine, freezing European access to Russian Soyuz rockets. 



But this time at least, the result was a fiery display of the trial and error that characterizes the space business.



The rocket manufacturers involved, the German company Rocket Factory Augsburg, said that an "anomaly" had occurred, and that no one was injured.



"We will take our time to analyze and assess the situation," the company said in a statement.



"This was a test, and test campaigns are designed to identify issues prior to the next stage," SaxaVord, the spaceport, said in a statement.



Rocket Factory Augsburg is SaxaVord's first client, with others including HyImpulse, a German company that specializes in launching small satellites, and a subsidiary of the U.S. aeronautics firm Lockheed Martin.



Setbacks like these were anticipated, Britain's Civil Aviation Authority said on Tuesday, adding that it was in contact with the companies involved to ensure safety standards. The aviation authority 
granted
 SaxaVord a spaceport license last year.



"Advancing space technology is complex and at the cutting edge of aerospace and tests like the one at SaxaVord are essential to achieve future success," the Civil Aviation Authority 
said in a statement
.



SaxaVord and Rocket Factory Augsburg had planned "extensively for this potential outcome," the U.K. Space Agency said, and tests like these will become more common as the country develops its satellite launching capabilities. Britain's space industry was worth an estimated 17.5 billion pounds (nearly $23 billion) in 2021, according to a 
report published
 last month by Britain's National Audit Office.



"The benefits that space brings -- to our society, economy and communities across the country -- are more than worth it," the agency said in a statement.



Rocket Factory Augsburg is part of the European Space Agency's Boost program, an initiative aimed at developing the region's commercial space capabilities. This test, and its failures, were part of the development process, the agency said in an email.



"It is in Europe's best interest to have a competitive space transportation industry, with multiple options of launch vehicles at its disposal," said Thilo Kranz, manager of the agency's Commercial Space Transportation Program.



Rocket Factory Augsburg's shareholders said the explosion did not worry them. The company's approach to testing had prepared its backers, said OHB, a German aeronautics company and one of the factory's main shareholders.
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Divers Find 4 Bodies From Yacht That Sank Off Sicily



The discoveries came after the vessel went down this week in what some witnesses described as a waterspout, or a small tornado, during a violent downpour. No names were immediately released.




A rescue boat of the Vigili del Fuoco, Italy's firefighting corps, near Palermo, Sicily, on Tuesday, a day after the British-flagged luxury yacht Bayesian sank.




By Emma Bubola and Elisabetta Povoledo


Aug 21, 2024


After three days of searching the hull of 
a sailing yacht that sank
 off the coast of Sicily, divers on Wednesday recovered the bodies of four passengers who were believed to have been trapped inside their cabins when the vessel went down, officials in Sicily said.



The yacht, the Bayesian, with 12 crew members and 10 passengers, was caught in what some witnesses described as 
a waterspout
, essentially a small tornado on water, during a sudden and violent downpour in the pre-dawn hours of Monday.



The recovery of the four bodies was confirmed by Salvatore Cocina, head of Sicily's civil protection agency, but officials have not yet identified them publicly. Body bags were lifted from a firefighting vessel in Porticello, Sicily, on Wednesday afternoon as a large group of rescuers stood by in their uniforms.



On the dock, a crowd of reporters and bystanders watched on in near complete silence, as a church bell tolled in the background.



Although 15 people made it to safety and the yacht's cook was confirmed dead, the fate of 
the remaining six people
, including a British tech entrepreneur, Mike Lynch, had been formally unresolved until the update on Wednesday.



In addition to Mr. Lynch, the remaining people who had been identified as missing by the authorities were his daughter Hannah; Jonathan Bloomer, the chairman of Morgan Stanley International; his wife, Judy Bloomer; Christopher J. Morvillo, a lawyer at Clifford Chance; and his wife, Neda Morvillo.




Mike Lynch in 2011. 




They were part of a group of people celebrating a legal victory for Mr. Lynch, who was acquitted in June of fraud charges tied to 
the sale of his company, Autonomy
, to the tech giant Hewlett-Packard.



The body of the yacht's cook, Recaldo Thomas, who held Canadian and Antiguan citizenship, was recovered earlier from the water, the Sicilian civil protection agency said.



Deep sea divers with the Vigili del Fuoco, Italy's firefighting corps, were able to reach the bodies after dealing with what Luca Cari, their spokesman, described as "very difficult" conditions.



The yacht had settled on its side, about 165 feet below the surface, and divers could only remain underwater for a limited amount of time. To complicate matters, they had to navigate through broken furnishings and electrical wiring that blocked the tight spaces inside the hull.
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Thai Politician Is Under Fire After Slapping a Journalist on Camera



Videos of Prawit Wongsuwan, a former deputy prime minister, hitting a female reporter in the head prompted angry demands for an investigation in Thailand.




Prawit Wongsuwan at the House of Representatives in Bangkok in 2023.




By John Yoon and Wasu Vipoosanapat


Aug 21, 2024


A politician is surrounded by journalists while walking down a corridor when one of them asks him a question. Instead of answering it, he raises his hand and slaps her in the head several times before climbing into his vehicle and driving away.



Videos of this interaction in Bangkok last week, between Duangthip Yiamphop, a reporter for the Thai Public Broadcasting Service, and Prawit Wongsuwan, a retired general and former deputy prime minister, have led to anger in Thailand, where violence against women is prevalent and the military has repeatedly disavowed democratic norms.



Mr. Prawit's behavior has prompted calls for the Thai Parliament to open an ethics inquiry into him. A parliamentary committee is set to discuss the case in a meeting on Thursday, Pukkamon Nunarnan, a member of Parliament, said in an interview.



The Thai Public Broadcasting Service said in a statement that it viewed Mr. Prawit's action as an act of intimidation that affected journalists' sense of safety.



"The journalist's questions were presented with polite language and demeanor, addressing topics relevant to the interview," the company said. "Being physically assaulted by the news source in this manner is unacceptable."



Mr. Prawit and officials in his Palang Pracharath party could not be reached by phone on Wednesday. Ms. Duangthip declined a request for an interview, saying that her employer was handling the matter.



Television cameras captured the episode moments after Thailand's Parliament 
elected Paetongtarn Shinawatra as its new prime minister
 on Friday. Ms. Paetongtarn is 
the daughter
 of the billionaire and former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra, with whom Mr. Prawit has a sour history.



Mr. Prawit, 79, helped orchestrate the 
military coup in 2014
 as the country's top general, after helping to oust Mr. Thaksin's sister 
Yingluck Shinawatra
 from office. Mr. Prawit then helped lead Thailand's military-run government for nearly a decade as the country's deputy prime minister. He was also a contender to be the next prime minister.



Mr. Prawit, who is the president of Thailand's National Olympic Committee, was walking out of a meeting with 
Thai athletes
 who had returned from the Paris Games. In videos, Ms. Duangthip is seen asking him a question: "Have you watched the prime ministerial vote?" she asks in Thai.



He does not answer the question but says, "What did you ask? What kind of question is that?" while slapping her on the head and walking away. Ms. Duangthip flinches and pulls her head away.



The Thai Broadcast Journalists Association said in a statement that Mr. Prawit's team had defended him, saying that he had hit her as a joke on the basis of his longstanding familiarity with Ms. Duangthip. The association rejected that explanation, stating that the video showed "anger and intimidation" in his expression.



"The recent attack on a journalist is unacceptable and cannot be ignored," Ittipan Buathong, president of the Thai Broadcast Journalists Association, said in an interview. "It's clear that what happened wasn't just teasing -- it was an outright assault."



Mr. Ittipan said Ms. Duangthip was a veteran reporter who had worked on the military beat for about two decades. He added that Mr. Prawit had acted inappropriately toward journalists before.



"This incident, if dismissed as trivial, risks repeating past scenarios where interviews have belittled the media, questioning their educational background to undermine their professional work," the association said.



The Thai Journalists Association said in a statement that it considered Mr. Prawit's behavior to be "threatening and harassing toward the rights and freedom of the press" and demanded that he take responsibility for his actions.



Under Mr. Prawit, Thailand's military-appointed Senate last year 
rejected the results
 of an election in which a majority of the votes supported a 
pro-reform candidate
 who, among other initiatives, called for changes to a law that made it a crime to 
criticize the Thai monarchy
.



Senator Tewarait Maneechai on Tuesday called on the Senate to investigate Mr. Prawit's behavior Friday. The Thai Broadcast Journalists Association and National Council of News and Broadcasting also demanded the House of Representatives start a probe for ethical misconduct.



Ms. Pukkamon, the lawmaker, said that the Parliamentary Committee on Political Development planned to discuss on Thursday whether politicians should be bound to the Parliament's code of ethics while interacting with journalists. The code states that members should respect the rights of others and refrain from threats, showing malice or using force to harm others.



Mr. Tewarait said that the episode highlighted Thailand's hierarchical societal norms.



"Senior or influential figures feel they can act with impunity toward younger or less powerful people," he said in an interview. "Unfortunately, this has become a norm in Thai society."
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Thailand Reports Mpox Case in Traveler Who Arrived From Africa



Officials are testing if the patient has the new version of the virus. If confirmed, it would be Thailand's first case involving Clade Ib mpox.




Thai officials are awaiting test results -- likely due Friday -- to determine if a recently arrived traveler has been infected with the Clade Ib version of mpox.




By Sui-Lee Wee


Aug 21, 2024


Thailand reported on Wednesday a case of mpox suspected to be caused by the new and potentially more deadly version of the virus. If confirmed, it would be the first such case in Thailand and would come a week after the World Health Organization declared the disease a global health emergency.



The case involves a 66-year-old European man who works in an African country with an ongoing outbreak, health officials said at a news conference, without specifying which country. The man, who has a home in Thailand, was not reported to have severe symptoms.



Officials said they were awaiting test results -- likely due Friday -- to determine if the man has been infected with Clade Ib, the version of the mpox virus that has been 
driving a rise in cases in the Democratic Republic of Congo
.



According to health officials, the man flew from Africa to Thailand, transiting in a Middle Eastern country, before arriving on the evening of Aug. 14. The next morning, he started to develop a fever and found small bumps on his skin.



Tests at a hospital showed that he had mpox.



Thailand's Department of Disease Control tracked down 43 people who had been near or in contact with the patient, including those seated near him on the plane, health officials said. Those people will be monitored for 21 days. Currently, none of them has shown any symptoms.



Since 2022, Thailand has had more than 800 reported cases of mpox, previously known as monkeypox.



Mpox spreads primarily through contact with infected animals or people, or through the consumption of contaminated meat. It can also be spread through sexual contact or transmitted in utero to a fetus.



Thongchai Keeratihuttayakorn, general director of the of disease control department, told reporters that mpox was not as infectious as Covid-19. "You have to have very close contact," he said.



A virus endemic to Central and Western Africa, mpox spread rapidly to over 70 countries in 2022, prompting the World Health Organization to declare it a global health emergency in July of that year. Since then, it has affected nearly 100,000 people in 116 countries.



That outbreak was driven by a version called Clade IIb, which is predominantly spread through sexual contact. Men who had sex with men proved to be the most 
at-risk population
, but behavioral changes and vaccinations curbed the spread.



The difference this time is that Clade I -- the version of mpox that has been spreading in Congo -- is deadlier, with a death rate of 3 percent, much higher than the 0.2 percent death rate observed in the 2022 outbreak.



Clade I is further differentiated by how it is transmitted, and who is most vulnerable. Clade Ia, 
epidemiologists have said
, is spread through household contact and exposure to affected animals, in addition to sexual contact. So far, it is young children who are most vulnerable to this subtype. Clade Ib appears to spread mainly through heterosexual sex.



Ryn Jirenuwat
 contributed reporting.
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Walz Family Fertility Journey Ran Not Through I.V.F. but Another Common Treatment



Unlike in vitro fertilization, the procedure used by the Walzes does not involve freezing embryos, so it has not been targeted by anti-abortion leaders.




Gov. Tim Walz speaking at Temple University in Philadelphia this month.




By Amy Harmon


Aug 19, 2024


As Gov. Tim Walz of Minnesota has introduced himself to Americans through stump speeches across the country in recent weeks, he has alluded to a journey through infertility for his family while warning that conservatives want to restrict in vitro fertilization.



"Even if we wouldn't make the same choice for ourselves, there's a golden rule: Mind your own damn business," Mr. Walz said on the night that Vice President Kamala Harris introduced him in their first joint rally in Philadelphia. "Look, that includes I.V.F. And this gets personal for me and my family."



Many have assumed that his family relied on I.V.F. to conceive their two children. Several news outlets, including The New York Times, 
The Associated Press
 and 
The Minnesota Star Tribune
, have reported that the family relied on in vitro fertilization. Fertility advocates concluded as much after hearing Mr. Walz talk. In April, the Tim Walz for Governor campaign office mailed out a fund-raising letter in an envelope that read: "My wife and I used I.V.F. to start a family.''



But when asked if the Walzes wanted to share more details about their effort to conceive, the Harris-Walz campaign recently clarified that the couple did not rely on I.V.F. but rather another common fertility procedure called intrauterine insemination, or I.U.I.



The treatments have a key distinction: Unlike I.V.F., I.U.I. does not involve creating or discarding embryos. And so anti-abortion leaders are not trying to restrict the treatment.



But for people having trouble getting pregnant, the procedures are often linked. Some patients say they are "doing I.V.F." as a catchall phrase for a wide range of fertility treatments. Mr. Walz has said that he and his wife spent seven years trying to have children.




An in vitro fertilization lab in Houston. Some patients say they are "doing I.V.F." as a catchall phrase for a wide range of fertility treatments. 




I.V.F. has a much higher success rate than I.U.I. But reproductive endocrinologists, or fertility doctors, may suggest that people struggling with infertility start with I.U.I., which is much less expensive and less invasive. In both cases, patients often take hormone medication to induce or augment ovulation. And individuals and couples going through the two procedures often walk through similar emotional journeys, where success can bring elation but each failed attempt can be devastating.



Those who begin such treatments can also find themselves entering a world of dizzying and occasionally awkward medical terminology.



I.U.I. works by taking a sample of highly concentrated sperm and inserting it into a woman's uterus with a catheter -- effectively trying to mimic natural conception. The I.V.F. process often involves creating and freezing multiple embryos in a laboratory, and transferring those most likely to result in a healthy pregnancy.



Since Mr. Walz began sharing his story, he has typically referred to his family as having undergone "treatments like" I.V.F. "Governor Walz talks how normal people talk,'' said Mia Ehrenberg, a campaign spokeswoman. "He was using commonly understood shorthand for fertility treatments."



By tying I.V.F. to his family's experience, Mr. Walz has become a powerful messenger for the Democratic Party on a difficult issue for Republican leaders, who have tried to distance themselves from 
efforts by influential conservative Christians
 to restrict a popular procedure.



Infertility struggles are common. About one in seven women in this country have 
trouble getting pregnant or sustaining a pregnancy
, according to federal data, and some 12 percent of women have 
used fertility services
, which can include testing for themselves or their partners, ovulation medications, I.U.I., surgeries to reverse blockages and I.V.F.



I.V.F. accounted for close to 100,000 infants born in the United States in 2022, and a Pew Research Center poll from this year showed that it was viewed positively by 
a large majority of Americans
.



The issue of I.V.F. entered the national spotlight in February when the Alabama Supreme Court 
ruled that frozen embryos in test tubes
 should be considered children. The ruling prompted fertility clinics in Alabama to pause I.V.F. services for fear that patients or providers could be legally liable if embryos were destroyed. Republican leaders like former President Donald J. Trump scrambled to reassure voters that they supported I.V.F.



In the ensuing backlash, Democrats saw that I.V.F. could become a potent campaign issue in a consequential election year. It was also then that Mr. Walz and his wife, Gwen Walz, agreed that the governor should speak more openly about their own experience, Ms. Walz said in a statement provided to The Times by the Harris-Walz campaign.



"Gwen and I have two beautiful children because of reproductive health care like I.V.F.,'' he 
posted on Facebook
 after the ruling. "Don't let these guys get away with this by telling you they support I.V.F. when their handpicked judges oppose it.''



In Mr. Walz's State of the State address a few weeks after the Alabama ruling, he characterized the decision as a "direct attack on my children.'' On July 25, as Ms. Harris, newly seeking the presidency, considered running mates, Mr. Walz criticized Senator JD Vance, the Republican vice-presidential nominee, for "opposing the miracle of I.V.F.'' by voting against legislation that would have protected access to the procedure.




Protesters calling for I.V.F. legislation in Montgomery, Ala., in February. 




Barbara Collura, the president of the infertility advocacy group Resolve, said that she recalled Mr. Walz addressing her organization's annual event in 2017.



At the time, Mr. Walz was the ranking Democrat on the House Veterans Affairs Committee, and Ms. Collura's organization was pressing for veterans to have broader health insurance coverage for I.V.F. services. She recalled coming away from the speech with an understanding that Mr. Walz was "an I.V.F. dad." Ms. Collura said she was surprised but not bothered to learn that the Walzes had undergone a different fertility treatment.



People have approached Ms. Collura in recent days about Mr. Walz, she said, saying, "somebody is actually telling their fertility story, and that is meaningful to me."



Conversations about infertility have long been held largely in private, and so there is a lack of common public language and knowledge.



"I think every reproductive endocrinologist would agree on this: These are very delicate issues for our patients,'' said Dr. Gerard Letterie, a reproductive endocrinologist at Seattle Reproductive Medicine. "Guys don't want to step forward and say, 'I have low sperm count.' Women don't want to say, 'I need technology to help me get pregnant.'''



But since the overturning of Roe v. Wade, discussions of reproductive health care have grown more frank, with more women sharing stories about harrowing pregnancies, miscarriages and efforts to conceive. And Mr. Walz appears to be breaking ground as a vice-presidential candidate by discussing his family's experience with infertility.



In a statement, Ms. Walz, who was working as a high school English teacher as the couple was undergoing fertility treatments in the mid-1990s and early 2000s, said that the only person who knew in detail what they were going through was a next-door neighbor. "She was a nurse and helped me with the shots I needed as part of the I.U.I. process,'' Ms. Walz said. "I'd rush home from school and she would give me the shots to ensure we stayed on track.''



Ms. Walz described "the journey that is infertility" as a "desperation that can eat away at your soul.''



In interviews, some advocates for people dealing with infertility said they were unconcerned about precisely which treatments the Walzes had undergone, and found the family to be an important voice for a large group of Americans who have often struggled in private, with little understanding from the broader public.



"That's what politicians try to do," said Briana Helgestad, of Lakeville, Minn., who, with her husband, Bill Helgestad, has undergone several years of infertility treatments, including I.U.I. and I.V.F. "connect with people who are voting."



Kitty Bennett
 contributed research.
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Political Memo



For Tim Walz, the Convention Is Like Marrying Into a Very Large Family



Every Democrat in Chicago wants to meet him, and maybe give him a hug. "I love him," one delegate said. "He reminds me of Chris Farley -- you know, the man down by the river."




Tim Walz greeted supporters from a V.I.P. box where he watched the first day of the Democratic National Convention in Chicago.




By Reid J. Epstein


Aug 21, 2024


Roughly 50,000 people are converging on Chicago for the Democratic National Convention, and very few of them have ever seen Gov. Tim Walz of Minnesota in person.



After rising on a comet-like trajectory to become Vice President Kamala Harris's running mate, Mr. Walz is finding himself the political equivalent of someone marrying into an extremely large family and meeting all the relatives for the first time.



"It's a big family, and a lot of that family's cousins served with him in the U.S. House of Representatives or worked with him with the Democratic Governors Association," said Representative Betty McCollum of Minnesota, who is a Walz-knower of two decades and has been 
something of a proselytizer for him
. "They kind of know somebody who knows somebody who knows Tim. It's like you've been invited to the wedding and you're the family member of the vice-presidential candidate."



Picture an aunt or a distant cousin squealing with delight at their first opportunity to hug and pinch the cheek of their new family member. That is essentially what Mr. Walz is going through after he spent the first days of the convention scurrying from one delegation or caucus meeting to another.



At a Hispanic Caucus meeting on Monday, he dived right into his remarks as if he were an old friend. He did not acknowledge the newness of the relationship. To the L.G.B.T.Q. caucus, Mr. Walz began with a review of his recent visits to gas stations in western Pennsylvania before controversially declaring that the ones in the Midwest were superior.



"Wisconsin folks and Minnesotans know 
it's all about Kwik Trip
," he said.



Travis Nelson, a state legislator from Oregon, said he had not known much about Mr. Walz before Ms. Harris began her vice-presidential search and had never seen him give a speech until he joined her ticket. Mr. Nelson said he saw Mr. Walz speak for the first time at the party's caucus gathering, then came back to see him again at the L.G.B.T.Q. caucus meeting.



"The only person who got the same kind of reception was Maxine Waters," the veteran California congresswoman who addressed the Black caucus, Mr. Nelson said. "He is the kind of person that you like from a distance, but then you meet him in person and you like him even more."



The universal assessment of Mr. Walz from longtime friends and political allies is that he is precisely what he appears to be on television.



Senator Ed Markey of Massachusetts, who served with him in the House, called him "a walking, talking political antidepressant." Senator Amy Klobuchar of Minnesota was one of several Democrats interviewed who called him "a happy warrior." Al Franken, the former Minnesota senator, who helped raise money for Mr. Walz's first House race, said he had "the basic humility of 
well-adjusted people from the Midwest
."



Democratic delegates said Mr. Walz just looked like a regular guy they would like to meet.



"I love him. He reminds me of Chris Farley -- you know, the man down by the river," said Mary Alice Palacios, a fourth-time delegate from Edinburg, Texas, referring to 
the memorable "Saturday Night Live" gag
 by Farley, the Wisconsin-born comedian.



The comparison may stop at Mr. Walz's accent, which is not that far from Farley's. But unlike the comedian's character, Matt Foley, Mr. Walz has long played a role as a conciliator.



During the 2020 presidential primary race, when Ms. Klobuchar -- for whom Mr. Walz served as a campaign co-chairman -- was sparring on and off the debate stages with Pete Buttigieg, Mr. Walz called one of Mr. Buttigieg's top supporters and tried to make peace.



"He called at the height of the Democratic primary to keep relations up," said Jon Soltz, a co-founder of VoteVets, the 
Democratic veterans group that backed Mr. Buttigieg
. "It was the height of Iowa and New Hampshire and here's a guy, he's saying, 'We're all friends here.'"



In interviews, many Democrats said they were excited to greet Mr. Walz for the first time. One senator was so embarrassed about having no recollection of meeting Mr. Walz -- even though he thought he had probably been in a room with him before -- that he declined to be identified as saying so. The senator said he hoped to give Mr. Walz a hug at some point during convention festivities at the United Center.



Even delegates who had roughly followed Mr. Walz's career and declared themselves big fans said they had never heard Mr. Walz speak before he popped up on cable television 
calling former President Donald J. Trump and Senator JD Vance of Ohio "weird"
 after Mr. Biden ended his campaign.



"He was a bit of an unknown because most of us had not heard him speak or seen him in person," said Pete Zeigler, an election administrator from Akron, Ohio, who had followed Mr. Walz's congressional career and knew he was governor of Minnesota.



Senator Chuck Schumer of New York, however, something of a patriarch for Democrats in Washington, said Mr. Walz was no stranger.



"
I knew him decently well," Mr. Schumer said on the convention floor on Monday night after leading the New York delegation in various cheers. "You know, he has a combination of that Midwestern avuncularness and toughness. It's a great combination
."



Jazmine Ulloa
 contributed reporting from Chicago.
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Beyond Restoring Roe: Democrats See Moment to 'Reimagine' Abortion Rights



The spotlight at the convention is a dramatic shift from just four years ago, another sign of how radically the politics of abortion have changed, and how much the party is relying on the issue to rally voters.




At the Democratic National Convention on Monday, Amanda Zurawski and her husband, Josh, told of how she nearly died when she could not get abortion care in Texas.




By Elizabeth Dias and Lisa Lerer


Aug 20, 2024


It was one of the opening night's most dramatic and sober moments. Three women emerged on the main stage, each in a spotlight against the darkness.



Amanda Zurawski, standing beside her husband, told of how she nearly died when her baby would not survive and she could not get abortion care in Texas. Kaitlyn Joshua spoke of bleeding, miscarrying and being turned away from two emergency rooms in Louisiana. And Hadley Duvall of Kentucky told a harrowing story of being impregnated by her stepfather at age 12.



"He calls it 'a beautiful thing,'" she said, quoting former President Donald J. Trump's praise for states that have enacted strict abortion bans. "What is so beautiful about a child having to carry her parent's child?"



Audible gasps punctured the silence of the arena. Women wiped away tears. Next to her husband, Gwen Walz shook her head in apparent horror, trying to take it all in. And when the testimonies were finished, the arena rose to its feet in support.



Such a scene was unimaginable at the Democratic National Convention just four years ago, when the word "abortion" was never mentioned on the main stage. Then, it was Republicans who embraced the issue at their party convention, awarding key speaking slots to anti-abortion activists and boasting of their "pro-life" bona fides.



But in the first presidential election without the foundation of Roe in half a century, the political scripts have been inverted. The decision in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization, which eliminated the constitutional right to an abortion, is one of Mr. Trump's signature accomplishments -- he appointed the three Supreme Court justices whose votes proved decisive. Detailed calls for federal limits on abortion have been a central plank of the Republican Party for decades.



But the issue barely came up at the party's convention last month in Milwaukee, a tacit acknowledgment of the political peril now facing Republicans at every level 
as voters have responded in anger to America's new reality
.



Democrats, meanwhile, are embracing the issue in a manner unlike ever before. Long gone are the Clinton-era calls to keep the procedure "safe, legal and rare." With Roe overturned, they have framed support for abortion rights not only as a fundamental freedom for women but also as a moral call, one that is central to American families and gender equity.



The convention spotlight, abortion rights activists said, reflects how the political tides have turned, and the extent to which Democrats hope the issue will help fuel them in November.



"That is a huge, big difference from a party that was uncomfortable even saying the word 'abortion' a decade ago," said Mini Timmaraju, the president of Reproductive Freedom for All, formerly NARAL. "How we got here is terrible. We got here because of Dobbs, and the horror and the crisis we are in. But now that we are here, we have a moral obligation to take advantage of it, to maximize wins and to rectify the situation."




Hadley Duvall of Kentucky told a harrowing story of being impregnated by her stepfather at age 12.




More abortion rights-related programming is expected at the convention in the coming days, with speeches from the leaders of abortion rights organizations including Planned Parenthood, Reproductive Freedom for All and EMILY's List, the political organization dedicated to electing Democrats who back abortion rights.



On Monday, the speakers focused heavily on the promise that Vice President Kamala Harris has made central to her campaign: codifying the protections once guaranteed by Roe into federal law.



"Kamala Harris will sign a national law to restore the right to an abortion," Ms. Duvall said. "She will fight for every woman and every girl."



But that may be a difficult pledge to keep in the short term, given that Democrats are unlikely to have the necessary support in the Senate to pass such legislation.



Even among Democrats, it remains unclear exactly what "codifying Roe" would mean.



Collectively, abortion rights groups talk about Roe as "the floor" -- a starting point for expansion of access to the procedure, and for discussion of broader structures that need to change so that women have real choices about their reproductive lives beyond the issue of abortion. Roe set up a trimester-based system to determine abortion regulation, and protected a woman's right to end a pregnancy before a fetus was viable, or able to survive outside a woman's body.



"Solutions in 2024 do not lie in 1973," said Nourbese Flint, the president of All Above All and its action arm, a reproductive rights group that focuses on justice and voters of color. "It is an incredible time to rebuild abortion access that wasn't just the floor, but actually really looks at all the ways in which folks were left out of the systems."



It is unlikely that moderates from both parties will support such an expansive approach. Legislation introduced shortly before the Supreme Court decision failed to garner a simple majority, after more moderate Senators who support abortion rights said it took a far too sweeping approach.



But the abortion rights movement is trying to think on a longer timeline, with Ms. Harris as a new beginning. In June, a coalition of groups announced a national, 10-year campaign to prepare legislation for Democrats and build support for those policies among the public and on Capitol Hill.



While no decisions have been made, movement leaders are shifting away from Roe's framework altogether. 



Alexis McGill Johnson, the president of Planned Parenthood Federation of America, is helping to lead an effort arguing for a broader reframing of how the Democratic Party thinks about abortion policy. It requires analyzing abortion access through perspectives on race, gender, and economic disparity, and linking intersectional issues, she said.



"We created a framework that did not take into consideration the experience of pregnancy and how people make decisions, a framework that was not grounded in equality and bodily autonomy," Ms. McGill Johnson said of Roe. Now, she said, "we are starting with a value proposition of trusting doctors and providers."



Their goals now include ending the Hyde Amendment, a longstanding measure that prohibits the use of federal funds for most abortions; protecting a right to contraception, to I.V.F., to emergency abortion care and to travel to get an abortion; making abortion affordable, for citizens and immigrants; and ultimately securing a federal right to abortion, though the details of what that precisely means are not clear.



This is a moment "to reimagine the right," Ms. McGill Johnson said. 



That right, at least, has become a rallying cry, if not a concrete policy. On Monday evening, speaker after speaker underscored abortion rights.



President Biden spoke of the issue in the language of an older political era, describing the need to restore "choice" for women and promising that Ms. Harris would "restore" Roe v. Wade.



Hillary Clinton, whose fight for abortion rights and access was a central cause of her political life, passed that mission on to Ms. Harris, casting her as part of a line of female leaders stretching back to the early suffragists.



"She will restore abortion rights nationwide," promised Mrs. Clinton, as the crowd exploded in cheers.



But many others used the messaging Democrats have widely adopted in the post-Roe era, casting abortion as a fundamental freedom -- one that Republicans have ended as 
their allies
 seek to undermine others, like in some cases, access to I.V.F. 



Josh Zurawski, the husband of Amanda, spoke directly to other men. Abortion "isn't just a woman's fight," he said. "This is about fighting for our families."



Gov. Andy Beshear of Kentucky, whose support of abortion rights helped him win re-election, said abortion bans without exceptions for rape, incest and nonviable pregnancies failed "any test of humanity, any test of basic decency."



Amid the new energy is the reality of how far Democrats have to go to achieve their goals. The three women who spoke on Monday are from states that ban abortion almost entirely -- Texas, Louisiana, Kentucky. Women in such states face a radically different future, even if Ms. Harris is elected.



In Alabama, Robin Marty is the executive director of WAWC Healthcare, which was a main provider of abortion in the state until Roe was overturned and the procedure became illegal. "If you want to know what the next Trump administration will look like, you can see it, because that is what is already happening here," she said. "We are Project 2025."



Now, her center offers some pregnancy and contraceptive services and S.T.I. treatment. But she expects it will have to downsize or close completely in the next couple of months, because of a lack of funding and medical providers.



She hopes a Harris presidency will be able to review federal funding for family planning and health services to allocate more money to assist groups like hers. But even if Democrats win at the national level, she worries about a future where states like Alabama will try to opt out of Harris administration policies, resulting in legal battles and little change for the women she sees, she said.



"Everything is meaningless. It does not matter what is happening at a federal level," she said. "It's difficult to see it being any different regardless of who is in the White House."
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In Chicago, Democrats Warn of Threat to Democracy



Even amid a more optimistic vibe, convention speakers remind delegates of Donald J. Trump's efforts to overturn the 2020 election.




In his speech at the Democratic National Convention on Monday, Representative Jamie Raskin of Maryland said, "Make no mistake, a man who uses fraud, theft and violence to take power will commit any crime to keep it." 




By Nick Corasaniti


Aug 21, 2024


For more than a year, the message from President Biden was dark. The very foundations of the country were at stake in the election, he said. An American apocalypse was on the horizon if former President Donald J. Trump was re-elected.



With Mr. Biden out, and Vice President Kamala Harris now at the top of the Democratic ticket, the tone of the campaign has changed. But even amid the more joyful, optimistic vibe, protecting democracy has been front and center at the party convention this week.



Speakers onstage have sought to navigate those seemingly diverging sentiments of hope and fear, expressing optimism about the November election but also invoking attempts by Mr. Trump and his supporters to overturn the 2020 election and continuing challenges to voting rights across the country.



"Welcome to the democracy convention," Representative Jamie Raskin of Maryland bellowed from the podium on Monday night. "Make no mistake, a man who uses fraud, theft and violence to take power will commit any crime to keep it."



Settling on a messaging strategy will be critical for Democrats, as the issue of democracy has quickly become one of the most pivotal in U.S. elections. A 
Fox News poll in June
 found that 88 percent of voters thought the future of American democracy was either extremely important or very important to how they would vote in November. But voters differed in how they defined their concerns. Some expressed worry about free and fair elections; others focused on defending personal rights and freedoms.



At the polls, the issue has seemed to favor Democrats. In the 2022 midterm elections, Mr. Biden led a focused attack on political extremists seeking to disrupt the democratic process, pairing the issue with abortion rights and leading to Democratic wins in several critical states. Images of the Jan. 6, 2021, riot at the Capitol have been fodder for attack ads produced for Democratic candidates up and down the ballot.



Still, Senator Chuck Schumer of New York, the Democratic majority leader, explained in an interview the challenge in framing democracy as an issue to drive voters to the polls.




A video at the convention on Monday showed images of the Jan. 6, 2021, riot at the U.S. Capitol.




"People think that it's a given," he said. But when put into context about how protecting democracy connects to other issues like the economy, "I don't have any doubt that as a political issue in the campaigns, it's a winner," he said.



Mr. Schumer said he intended to put the issue at the forefront of his agenda, pledging to take the significant step of changing Senate filibuster rules to pass federal voting rights legislation if Democrats take back both chambers of Congress.



In marquee speeches over the first two nights of the Democratic National Convention, party leaders described a national crisis of democracy in various tones.



On Monday, Mr. Biden delivered a fiery defense of his administration and a denunciation of Mr. Trump, framing the nation's democracy as teetering on a precipice.



"We saved democracy in 2020, and now we must save it again in 2024," Mr. Biden said, his voice rising with every syllable. "It is that simple, that serious. The power is literally in your hands. History is in your hands. Not hyperbole. America's future is in your hands."



The next night, former President Barack Obama and the former first lady Michelle Obama pivoted. American democracy was in need of defending, they said, but it also needed to be celebrated and linked to the country's more intrinsic ideals.



Mrs. Obama called on the delegates "to stand up not just for our basic freedoms but for decency and humanity, for basic respect, dignity and empathy, for the values at the very foundation of this democracy."



Mr. Obama continued that theme. "Our job is to convince people that democracy can actually deliver," he said, later adding: "Democracy isn't just a bunch of abstract principles and dusty laws. It's the values we live by, and the way we treat each other."



Other speakers sprinkled mentions of "democracy" into their remarks, creating a steady drumbeat of focus on the issue.



Former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton said Ms. Harris would "defend democracy and our constitution." Tony Goldwyn, the actor and host on Monday night, described the election as "the future of our very democracy." And Mitch Landrieu, a top Biden administration official, opened the convention on Tuesday by talking about a Harris-Walz agenda that included "protecting our democracy."




In a convention speech on Tuesday, former President Barack Obama said: "Democracy isn't just a bunch of abstract principles and dusty laws. It's the values we live by, and the way we treat each other."




A few speakers, however, made democracy the centerpiece of their remarks, previewing themes that Democrats are likely to use in the remaining weeks of the campaign, to claim the mantle of democracy and portray Republicans as its undoing.



Mr. Raskin, a former member of the House committee that investigated Jan. 6, recalled "the pounding of the doors on the House chamber on Jan. 6" and "the screams that followed." His remarked were preceded by video that flickered with images of Jan. 6 rioters and false claims of election fraud by Mr. Trump.



Senator Raphael Warnock of Georgia contrasted the "promise" of his first election on Jan. 5 with the "peril" of Jan. 6. Alluding to the continuing battle for voting rights, he tethered the impetus for the Capitol riot to the current election.



"The lie and the logic on Jan. 6 is a sickness," Mr. Warnock said. "It is a kind of cancer that then metastasized into dozens of voter suppression laws all across our country."



Kenneth Chenault, the former chief executive of American Express, tied the country's democratic institutions to its business successes, reprising a role that the business community took in the aftermath of the 2020 election when major corporations pushed back against new voting restrictions. Mr. Chenault further warned that not just democracy, but also the American economy, hung in the balance.



"The United States is the best place in the world to do business because of the values on which our country was built: democracy, the rule of law, free and fair elections, the peaceful transfer of power," Mr. Chenault said. "Business requires stability and certainty that our democracy will endure. Our economy and democracy are tightly linked."



Numerous speakers raised the specter of Project 2025, a policy guidebook created by a conservative think tank in hopes of guiding a future Trump administration. The proposed policies 
lay out a significant overhaul
 of the executive branch, including eliminating entire departments and firing scores of career civil servants who work for the federal government across administrations.



Mallory McMorrow, a Democratic state legislator from Michigan, carried an oversize book with her to the lectern, proclaiming it to be the full Project 2025 platform. With performative effort, she flipped open the heavy prop to read a part of the plan about firing federal employees that she claimed would make Mr. Trump a "dictator."



"That is not how it works in America," she said. "That's how it works in dictatorships! And that's exactly what Donald Trump and his MAGA minions have in mind."
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Whoever set the schedule for the second night of the Democratic National Convention certainly did Barack Obama no favors. As the former president admitted when he took the stage on Tuesday night, "I am the only person stupid enough to speak after Michelle Obama."



Not to say that the Democrats gathered in the United Center in Chicago were unappreciative of their onetime favorite son. Mr. Obama delivered the kind of rousing yes-we-can speech that 20 years ago vaulted him from obscurity toward the White House. But following Mrs. Obama? He has demonstrated better judgment.



The his-and-hers marquee convention speeches by the 44th president of the United States and the former first lady fired up the partisan crowd. Speaking back-to-back over the course of an hour, the Obamas reminded Democrats of a past era of hope and change while electrifying a convention after a ceremonial roll call nominated Vice President Kamala Harris for president and Gov. Tim Walz of Minnesota for vice president.



But while the delegates loved Mr. Obama, 
they really loved Mrs. Obama
. From the minute she entered to Stevie Wonder to the end when she introduced her husband, she had the hall wrapped in her hand. No wonder Mr. Obama did not want to go next. No wonder former President Donald J. Trump over the years has repeatedly expressed a feverish worry that the Democrats would turn to Mrs. Obama as their next nominee in some kind of bizarre conspiratorial plot.



From the stage at the United Center on Tuesday, Mrs. Obama eviscerated Mr. Trump as a product of "the affirmative action of generational wealth" who nonetheless enjoyed the "grace of failing forward" while moaning that he was somehow a victim. She described him as a racist and misogynist who exploited fears and lies, a huckster and a hatemonger still playing "the same old con game" on America.



"If we bankrupt a business or choke in a crisis, we don't get a second, third or fourth chance," she said. "If things don't go our way, we don't have the luxury of whining or cheating others to get further ahead. No. We don't get to change the rules so we always win. If we see a mountain in front of us, we don't expect there to be an escalator waiting to take us to the top."




Mr. Obama embracing his wife, Michelle, as he walked onstage. With a broad grin, he then pointed at her to invite more cheers from the crowd. 





California delegates on the floor during Mr. Obama's speech.




In offering her support for Ms. Harris, who would be America's second Black president if she wins and the first woman in the Oval Office, Mrs. Obama summoned her own grievances about the way Mr. Trump regularly attacked her husband along racial lines. The birther lie that Mr. Trump relentlessly promoted still burns in the Obama household.



"We know folks are going to do everything they can to distort her truth," Mrs. Obama said of Ms. Harris. "My husband and I sadly know a little something about this. For years, Donald Trump did everything in his power to try to make people fear us. See, his limited, narrow view of the world made him feel threatened by the existence of two hard-working, highly educated, successful people who happened to be Black."



As the hall erupted in cheers, she added a knowing reference to a recent phrase he used about employment supposedly taken by illegal immigrants: "I want to know," she said, "who's going to tell him, who's going to tell him that the job he's currently seeking might just be one of those 'Black jobs'?"



In his subsequent speech, Mr. Obama continued the attack, comparing Mr. Trump to "the neighbor who keeps running his leaf blower outside your window every minute of every day," constantly obsessed about his own needs, his own desires, his own hardships and not those of the people he wants to represent.



"Here's a 78-year-old billionaire who has not stopped whining about his problems since he rode down his golden escalator nine years ago," the former president said. "It has been a constant stream of gripes and grievances that's actually been getting worse now that he's afraid of losing to Kamala."



Mr. Obama scorned his successor's fixation with "childish nicknames" and his "crazy conspiracy theories" and "this weird obsession with crowd sizes." At that point, Mr. Obama held his hands together in a way that implied a certain concern over masculine proportions. When the crowd roared with laughter, he made a I-don't-know-what-you're-talking-about face of faux innocence.



The delegates and guests ate it all up. But it seemed clear that Mrs. Obama gave them a little extra thrill. Famously turned off by politics, she nonetheless is seen by Democrats and Republicans alike as one of the country's most skilled political speakers. But she does not do it often, so when she does, her admirers respond.



Among those who have long respected Mrs. Obama's political chops is Mr. Trump. As far back as 2020, he was gripped by fear that Democrats would ditch their nominee, Joseph R. Biden Jr., and name a stronger ticket with Mrs. Obama on it. No matter how much his advisers told him that it would never happen and that she hated politics, he would not listen. They resorted to flying Karl Rove, the longtime Republican strategist, to Washington to get him to to dispel the theory to Mr. Trump.



Mr. Obama, known himself as one of the most eloquent orators of the modern era, had never before faced the kind of challenge he confronted on Tuesday night. Usually, the speakers he has followed over the years were not on his level. He was nearly always the star of any event he addressed.



At the previous Democratic conventions where both Obamas spoke, in 2008, 2012, 2016 and 2020, they appeared on separate nights, never one after the other. He did not have to worry about the immediate comparison.



Not that it matters. But Mr. Obama has been known to be a little competitive when it comes to his wife. He could not help feeling a little daunted, friends have said, when her memoir, "Becoming," became the biggest release of 2018 and 
one of the best-selling books of all time
. At that point, he was still mired in trying to finish what became the first volume of a now-planned two-volume autobiography of his own. The Atlantic 
quoted people close to him
 saying privately that he was writing his book himself while she used a ghostwriter.




A crowd cheering for Mr. Obama on the final day of the Democratic National Convention in 2008.





Mr. Obama and Joseph R. Biden Jr. embracing alongside their spouses at the Democratic National Convention in 2008. Both Obamas have spoken at every Democratic National Convention since, but never back to back before Tuesday.




Such comments may be what he was referring to on Tuesday night when he obliquely mentioned that he sometimes got in trouble with his wife. He noted that he loved Marian Robinson, Mrs. Obama's mother, 
who died in May
, in part because "she always defended me with Michelle when I messed up." He added, "I'd hide behind her," and then pantomimed cowering behind his mother-in-law.



The Obama rhetoric on display on Tuesday night was intriguing not just for the inevitable spousal comparisons that it invited but for the evolution it underscored.



Mr. Obama's first address to a Democratic convention, in 2004 when he was an Illinois state senator running for the U.S. Senate, made a mark with its rejection of a separate blue America and red America. Twenty years later, he lamented that "our politics have become so polarized these days that all of us across the political spectrum seem so quick to assume the worst in others unless they agree with us on every single issue."



Likewise, Mrs. Obama in 2016, with Mr. Trump on the ballot for the first time, memorably warned against matching petty politics tit for tat. "Whey they go low, we go high," she said then. That was a formulation that many Democrats have since rejected, fearing that it amounts to weakness against a bully like Mr. Trump.



Eight years later, Mrs. Obama refrained from repeating her formulation at a convention where speakers earlier in the evening referred to Mr. Trump as a "five-time draft-dodging coward" who is "rich in only one thing: stupidity."



But she deplored the demonization of others, saying it did not make anyone's life better. "Instead, it only makes us small," she said. "And let me tell you this: Going small is never the answer. Going small is the opposite of what we teach our kids. Going small is petty, it's unhealthy and quite frankly it's unpresidential."



The former first lady finished by introducing her husband. He appeared onstage and gave her a hug, the two of them rocking back and forth momentarily. With a broad grin, he pointed at her to invite more cheers from the crowd. He clearly knew he had a hard act to follow.



"I don't know about you," he then began, "but I'm feeling fired up! I am feeling ready to go!" Going last is not always the easiest path. But he knew what he was getting into.
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Michelle Obama, Thrashing Trump, Suggests the Presidency Is a 'Black Job'



The former first lady enthralled a packed arena on Tuesday evening with one of the Democratic National Convention's most emphatic takedowns of Donald J. Trump.



By Katie Rogers


Aug 21, 2024


Michelle Obama, the former first lady and one of the most popular figures in the Democratic Party, delivered one of the Democratic National Convention's most emphatic takedowns of former President Donald J. Trump on Tuesday night and turned one of his most 
controversial campaign lines
 against him: "Who's going to tell him that the job he's currently seeking might just be one of those 'Black jobs'?" she said.



Mrs. Obama, a reluctant campaigner, enthralled a packed arena in Chicago with a convention appearance that lent firepower to Vice President Kamala Harris's presidential campaign. She offered support and praise for Ms. Harris, but focused much of her nearly 20-minute speech squarely on Mr. Trump, mocking his past comments, his background and his behavior, while mostly avoiding naming him.



And for a speech delivered at a political convention, her remarks struck a remarkably personal tone as she spoke of the former president, who led a multiyear campaign to question the birthplace of her husband, former President Barack Obama.



"For years, Donald Trump did everything in his power to try to make people fear us," she said, adding that "his limited, narrow view of the world made him feel threatened by the existence of two hardworking, highly educated, successful people who happen to be Black."



She zeroed in on his debate-night complaint about immigrants taking "Black jobs" by pointing out that the presidency of the United States has been one and might soon be again. She said that Americans like Ms. Harris understood "that most of us will never be afforded the grace of failing forward," a reference to Mr. Trump's business troubles. She noted that most Americans do not grow up with "the affirmative action of generational wealth." (Mr. Trump was 
born into
 a wealthy family in Queens.)



"If we see a mountain in front of us, we don't expect there to be an escalator waiting to take us to the top," she said. Line by line, she received thunderous applause.




Mrs. Obama warned that the race ahead was still close, and asked her party to continue working in the days ahead.




Mrs. Obama's speech, delivered with a clear voice as she looked straight into the camera to address Americans watching at home, was not saccharine. She began her time onstage by framing her remarks in the context of reaching for hope through despair.



She gave a tribute to her mother, 
Marian Robinson
, who died in May. Mrs. Obama said that she had not been sure she would be stable enough to take the stage on Tuesday night. When the Obamas took office in 2009, her mother left Chicago and moved into the White House to help raise Sasha and Malia Obama.



"The last time I was here in my hometown was to memorialize my mother, the woman who showed me the meaning of hard work and humility and decency, the woman who set my moral compass high and showed me the power of my own voice," Mrs. Obama said.



The former first lady remains one of the best-known public figures in America, ranking fifth on a list of prominent people 
compiled by YouGov
, a market research firm. (Her husband ranks sixth.) And she is so popular within her party that her name is constantly near the top of 
polling wish lists
 for Democratic voters when they are asked whom they would like to see run for the presidency. Her office regularly swats down talk of her candidacy, and 
last did so in March
, when rumors swirled among Republicans and Democrats about the possibility.



As first lady, Mrs. Obama brought an element of cool to the White House. She turned it into a destination for celebrity-filled state dinners and appeared often on late-night television programs and talk shows. She would mix chain-store brands like J. Crew into her wardrobe, to lend an air of accessibility to her public image.




Mrs. Obama introduced her husband, Barack Obama, after her speech on Tuesday. He called himself "the only person stupid enough to speak after Michelle Obama."




Her husband is considered one of the party's greatest orators, but Mrs. Obama has rhetorical gifts of her own. Few speakers at the convention were able to engage in a back-and-forth with thousands of people at the United Center in the way she did. "So if they lie about her -- and they will -- we've got to do something," she said at one point about likely Republican attacks on Ms. Harris. By the time she was finished with the sentence, the crowd was speaking the last part of it back to her.



And it is Mrs. Obama who coined a famous phrase adopted by the party -- at least for a while -- during the 2016 campaign: "When they go low, we go high," she 
said
 eight years ago at the Democratic convention in Philadelphia.



On Tuesday evening, she delivered an update of sorts: "Going small is never the answer," she said. "Small is petty, it's unhealthy and, quite frankly, it's unpresidential."



She warned that the race ahead was still close, and asked her party to continue working in the days ahead. "We cannot indulge our anxieties about whether this country will elect someone like Kamala instead of doing everything we can to get someone like Kamala elected," Mrs. Obama said.



Minutes later, her husband was onstage, calling himself "the only person stupid enough to speak after Michelle Obama."
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How Kamala Harris Is Trying to Claim the Mantle of Change



Ms. Harris is working to embody a powerful political force. But Donald J. Trump doesn't want to let the incumbent party sell itself as anything but the status quo.




Vice President Kamala Harris on the first day of the Democratic National Convention in Chicago. "We're not going back," a reference to former President Donald J. Trump's time in office, has become a frequent chant at her rallies.




By Shane Goldmacher


Aug 21, 2024


The fight over whether Kamala Harris can represent change has emerged as one of the early thematic battlegrounds of the 2024 race, playing out both at this week's Democratic convention in Chicago and on the airwaves of swing states.



With chants of "we're not going back" ringing through a convention hall and her campaign's 
"A New Way Forward"
 slogan plastered outside, the vice president is making a bold bid to position the same Democratic Party that now holds the White House as bringing a fresh start to the country.



The battle over the mantle of change is especially significant at a moment when polls show a sizable majority of Americans are unhappy with the state of the nation's affairs.



Former President Donald J. Trump had established a clear edge as the candidate who would upend the status quo when he was still facing President Biden. He was the insurgent; Mr. Biden was the incumbent. But now Ms. Harris, a 59-year-old who would make history as the first female president, has altered the dynamics of a contest that had previously pitted two men seeking to break the record of the oldest president.



The desire for change has been 
a constant of modern American politics
.
 
Barack Obama promised
 
"change you can believe in." Bill Clinton sold the nation on "change versus more of the same." And Mr. Trump pledged to break with eight years of Democratic rule and "Make America Great Again" in 2016.



For nearly a decade, Mr. Trump's bulldozing approach has been premised on the idea that the nation was staring into an abyss and only urgent upheaval could save the country. The question for Ms. Harris is whether she can frame Democrats keeping power in 2024 as a break from that dark and divisive era.



"She is absolutely the change candidate," said Cedric Richmond, a former Biden White House official who was part of Ms. Harris's vice-presidential vetting team. "The alternative keeps looking at yesterday and she's talking about tomorrow. So if you're looking for change, you don't want the person that's going to bring you back -- you want the person that's going to bring you forward."



Forward has been the watchword for Democrats in Chicago, as the party embraces its most future-leaning posture since Mr. Obama's first campaign in 2008. Delegates and supporters have circulated a new poster designed by the artist Shepard Fairey, who made Mr. Obama's famous "Hope" poster in 2008. The refreshed Harris one features the word 
"Forward"
 at the bottom.



Mr. Obama himself mocked the idea of Mr. Trump returning to power in his prime-time speech Tuesday night. "We have seen that movie before," Mr. Obama said, "and we all know that the sequel is usually worse."




Harris posters plastered on a building in Chicago ahead of the Democratic National Convention.




The Trump campaign is determined to tie Ms. Harris to Mr. Biden. The president is deeply unpopular in polling, and the Trump campaign believes that linking her to him highlights a vulnerability. The goal is to saddle her with some of the least popular initiatives and issues of their administration, especially on immigration and inflation.



"You don't have to imagine what a Kamala Harris presidency would be," Mr. Trump said 
last week
, "because you're living through that nightmare right now."



Mr. Trump is making that point in ads, too. 
One recent Trump ad
 features Ms. Harris saying the word "Bidenomics" no less than three times in 30 seconds. 
Another ad
 from a pro-Trump super PAC talks about both inflation and the "border invasion," with a video of Mr. Biden and Ms. Harris hoisting their arms in the air together.



"They know Kamala owns this failed record," a narrator says.



Chris LaCivita, one of Mr. Trump's co-campaign managers, dismissed the idea that Ms. Harris could win over voters wanting to change course with gauzy talk about the future.



"They have no choice than to change the subject," Mr. LaCivita said. "But changing the subject does not make you the agent of change."



In 
a New York Times/Siena College poll
 this spring of battleground states, an overwhelming 69 percent of voters said that major changes were needed to the country's political and economic system -- or that the system needed to be torn down entirely.



The problem for Democrats was that only 24 percent of voters thought Mr. Biden would do either of those things.



But 
recent polls of swing states in the Sun Belt
 show that voters do not view Ms. Harris the same way they do Mr. Biden. While far more voters still see Mr. Trump as more likely than Ms. Harris to make major changes -- 80 percent to 46 percent -- they are more divided on whether he would bring the kind of change that they want.



Exactly the same share of voters -- 
50 percent each
 -- said Ms. Harris would bring about the right kind of changes compared with Mr. Trump.



"Kamala Harris looks like change, and Donald Trump looks like more of the same," said Pete Giangreco, a Democratic strategist who worked on the Obama campaign. "The way this race was framed going in was a rerun of 2020 -- Biden and Trump -- no one wanted that race."



"The change," he explained, "has already happened."



Senator JD Vance of Ohio, Mr. Trump's running mate, said during a campaign stop this week in Philadelphia that Ms. Harris's talk of change was a political mirage.



"This is a person who's promising that she's going to fix the very problems that she has been creating for 1,300 days," Mr. Vance said. "And now she wants the American people to give her a promotion."




Senator JD Vance of Ohio, former President Donald J. Trump's running mate, said this week that Ms. Harris's talk of change was a political mirage.




Ms. Harris has not exactly sought to distance herself from the administration she is serving in. She joined Mr. Biden for an emotional onstage embrace on Monday night, and she often opens her rallies by thanking the president for his work. But she is trying to differentiate herself, both stylistically and with some 
new economic plans
.



In her campaign speeches, Ms. Harris has repeatedly hit rewind on her biography as she reintroduces herself to the nation, beginning more than 20 years ago in a pre-Biden era.



"Before I was elected vice president and before I was elected a United States senator, I was an elected attorney general and an elected district attorney," she said at a recent rally in Atlanta. "And before that, I was a courtroom prosecutor."



Staking a claim on change is hardly the only issue Mr. Trump and Ms. Harris are battling over.



Mr. Trump's advertisements and campaign have aggressively labeled her as "dangerously liberal." As Mr. Trump put it to 
reporters
 at his golf property in New Jersey last week, "All we have to do is define our opponent as being a communist or a socialist or somebody that's going to destroy our country."



Ms. Harris has been trying to neutralize Mr. Trump's ideological attacks, starting with a tough-on-immigration ad that featured her work as attorney general 
taking on "drug cartels" and "gang members."



Future Forward, the leading pro-Harris super PAC, has created 200 potential ads for Ms. Harris in the month since she emerged as the nominee, its leader, Chauncey McLean, said at an event in Chicago this week.



The group heavily tests all those ads to determine which ones will be most effective politically. It is notable, then, how much the group's ads focus on the ways Ms. Harris will 
"turn the page"
 on the past. "This campaign is a fight for the future," Ms. Harris says in the opening scene of a new ad that 
will begin airing on Wednesday
.



The single 
ad on which the most money has been spent
 so far this election, according to data from the ad-tracking firm AdImpact, is a spot from Future Forward that ends with a tagline on the screen: "Let the future begin."



Mr. McLean said that Republicans might have hoped to "paint her as more of the same," but that his internal surveys showed voters were open to Ms. Harris defining herself apart from Mr. Biden.



"In hindsight, it was clear that the American people, for 18 months, said, 'Please give us something else in this choice -- and we will be euphoric,'" he said.
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Explaining Claims About Tim Walz's Military Service



Four veterans who investigate claims of fraudulent military service said they do not believe the governor is guilty of "stolen valor," but that he did misrepresent his record at times.




Gov. Tim Walz of Minnesota at a campaign rally in Las Vegas this month. He served for 24 years in the Army National Guard.




By Linda Qiu


Aug 21, 2024


Follow the latest news on the 
Democratic National Convention
.



Gov. Tim Walz of Minnesota has faced fresh scrutiny over his military service, and how he has characterized his record, in the weeks since he was selected as Vice President Kamala Harris's running mate.



The attacks, spearheaded by his rival for the vice presidency who himself is a veteran, JD Vance, have dogged him since he first ran for Congress nearly two decades ago. Mr. Walz has forcefully defended his time in the Army National Guard.



"I am damn proud of my service to this country," Mr. Walz 
said this month
. "And I firmly believe you should never denigrate another person's service record."



Some details of Mr. Walz's service are still unknown, and other facts may remain unverifiable. Here's what we know.



What Was Said



"What bothers me about Tim Walz is the stolen valor garbage. Do not pretend to be something that you're not."
-- 
Mr. Vance at a rally in Michigan in August



"How dare @GovTimWalz claim he went to war when he did not. While I am not a combat veteran, I did not dodge service. He's a coward. This is grossly misleading and, by definition, illegal. Walz never deployed and is falsely claiming he did. This is stolen valor."
-- Representative Anna Paulina Luna, Republican of Florida, 
on social media in August



The Trump campaign and other critics have cited a few comments Mr. Walz has made as evidence that he has lied about having served in combat.



The Stolen Valor Act
 makes it a federal crime to falsely claim to have received a military valor award for financial gain or for other benefits. There is no evidence that Mr. Walz has violated that law.



But colloquially, the term lacks a uniform definition, with veterans and members of the military community differing over what constitutes "stolen valor" in general and whether Mr. Walz has crossed that line in particular.



The New York Times interviewed four veterans who specialize in investigating cases of deception about service and who have collectively documented thousands of cases of stolen valor throughout decades of research.



All four said that they do not believe Mr. Walz engaged in stolen valor, but that he did misrepresent his record at times or, at the very least, has not always been precise. In comparison, the investigators gave actual examples of stolen valor, such as 
politicians repeatedly
 
and falsely claiming
 to have served in wars they had not or 
earning medals they had not
.



Doug Sterner, a military historian widely considered to be a leading researcher of military service claims and who 
helped draft the Stolen Valor Act
, called the criticisms of Mr. Walz "politically motivated" and unfair, though he agreed that Mr. Walz had misrepresented elements of his service.



Anthony Anderson, a retired Army sergeant who runs the website 
Guardian of Valor
, which chronicles false claims of military service or awards, noted that Mr. Walz's story "is something I wouldn't even put on my website." Given that Mr. Walz has misspoken and fails to correct the record at times, there is reason to believe that "he is definitely embellishing his record to gain points with the voters," Mr. Anderson said.



But he added, "I wouldn't consider that stolen valor."



Here is a rundown of Mr. Walz's references to his service.



A comment about being "in war"



The clearest example of embellishment was a remark Mr. Walz 
made in 2018
 saying that he had "carried a weapon of war in war."



Mr. Walz has not been in war, and the Harris campaign 
has said that he misspoke
.



Throughout his political career, Mr. Walz has usually said he was "in support" of Operation Enduring Freedom when describing his service. That is the official name for the combat mission in Afghanistan that began in October 2001 and ended December 2014.



Mr. Walz's unit -- the 1st Battalion, 125th Field Artillery of the Minnesota Army National Guard -- was 
deployed in 2003 in support of the operation
, though he was stationed in Italy, not Afghanistan or the Middle East. (This was not atypical: Of the 45,000 military personnel assigned to the combat mission that fall, less than a third, or 
about 10,000, were actually stationed in Afghanistan.
)



During Mr. Walz's first congressional race in 2006, a resident 
wrote to a local newspaper
 accusing Mr. Walz of misleading voters through "artful omission" and wrongly implying he had served in combat. Mr. Walz strongly objected, 
writing to the same newspaper
 that his campaign website clearly stated that he had served overseas "in support of Operation Enduring Freedom."



After his election to the House of Representatives, Mr. Walz continued to specify that he served 
"in support"
 of that combat mission.



Some have noted that Mr. Walz has not corrected others when they have referred to him as an "Afghanistan veteran," a term that may more directly imply being stationed there. For example, on a 
television program in 2016
, the host characterized Mr. Walz as a veteran who had served in "Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan," to which Mr. Walz nodded.



A campaign sign



Allies of Mr. Trump have also pointed to a 
sign
 that Mr. Walz held in 2004, while campaigning for John Kerry, the Democratic candidate for president, that appeared to read, "Enduring Freedom Veterans for Kerry." A news release issued by Mr. Walz's 2006 congressional campaign also identified him as an "Operation Enduring Freedom veteran."



So Mr. Walz's sign was not inaccurate. But whether the term "Enduring Freedom veteran" implies being physically present in Afghanistan is open to interpretation.



For example, to be eligible for a license plate bearing those words, residents of 
Kansas
 must furnish proof that they received an Afghanistan campaign medal, indicating service in the country, while those in 
Virginia
 need only the words "Operation Enduring Freedom" printed on official paperwork.



A Green Beret hat



Additionally, critics have cited Mr. Walz repeatedly wearing a baseball cap of a regiment he did not belong to. The 
cap bearing the insignia
 of the 1st Special Forces Group was  a gift to Mr. Walz during 
a 2008 congressional visit to Afghanistan
, the Harris campaign said.



The Times found no evidence that Mr. Walz has claimed to be a member of the Special Forces. Neither has Kevin Knapp, a retired Special Forces major who operates 
Guardians of the Green Beret
, a website that looks at claims about serving in the Special Forces.



Mr. Knapp said that while he questioned Mr. Walz's decision to continue wearing the gift and that he personally would never wear insignia that he did not earn, he considered the cap a "nonissue" and not an example of stolen valor.



"A lot of people we get contacted about, there's photographic evidence, tattoos or conversations of 'I was a Green Beret and I was behind the lines and I did all of this,' and they never did," Mr. Knapp said, adding that a trail of misrepresentation did not exist in Mr. Walz's case.



What Was Said



"Tim Walz claimed to be a command sergeant major, even had it printed on his challenge coins, and he knew he never achieved that rank."
-- Mr. Vance in a campaign rally in Pennsylvania in August



Mr. Walz repeatedly referred to himself as a retired command sergeant major -- the highest rank possible for enlisted soldiers -- throughout his political career.



While he served at that rank in the last weeks of his National Guard service, Mr. Walz was reverted to one rank lower, master sergeant, as he did not complete coursework required. In other words, he served as command sergeant major, but retired as a master sergeant.



The Minnesota National Guard said that Mr. Walz was promoted to sergeant major on Sept. 17, 2004, and was appointed command sergeant major on April 1, 2005. He retired on May 16, 2005, but was "administratively reduced" to master sergeant a day earlier.



It is not clear when Mr. Walz was officially informed of this change, the spokeswoman said. But 
paperwork
 obtained by Mr. Anderson of Guardian of Valor suggested that his rank was corrected in September 2005, after he had retired.



Regardless, Mr. Walz continued to refer to himself as a "command sergeant major," including 
in his 2018 campaign for governor
 and on the Harris campaign website. The campaign has 
since updated the website
 to note that he "served," not "retired," at that rank. Mr. Walz had also issued a 
congressional coin
 bearing the insignia of a command sergeant major.



Most stolen valor investigators reached by The Times said Mr. Walz's repeated citations of a higher rank were perhaps the most pernicious of his past remarks.



"That was a choice, an intentional choice that was not a misspoken comment in the excitement of the moment," Mr. Knapp said.



Jeff, a retired Navy corpsman who researches for the website Military Phonies and asked to be identified only by his first name for fear of retribution, said the "retired command sergeant major" references especially stands out because service members are typically aware of the requirements to attain a rank. Mr. Walz, he added, chose to not complete his coursework.



While Mr. Sterner agreed that Mr. Walz had been inaccurate in describing his rank, he suggested that aspects of service, including rank and recognition, can shift after service. He noted he knew of at least a dozen veterans who continued to wear the Silver Star or Distinguished Service Cross decades after their awards were upgraded to the Medal of Honor, adding, "Are you going to go after them?"



Mr. Sterner likened Mr. Walz to "a fisherman that caught a 21-pound fish that everybody said, 'No, it was 20 pounds.' Maybe it lost a pound between the time he caught it and when he got to the weigh station."



What Was Said



"You abandoned your unit right before they went to Iraq."
-- Mr. Vance at the Michigan rally



"Tim Walz TURNED HIS BACK on the soldiers in his unit because he was TOO afraid to deploy to Iraq!!"
-- Representative Ronny L. Jackson, Republican of Texas, 
in a social media post in August



This claim stems from criticisms over when Mr. Walz decided to 
retire from the National Guard
.



Mr. Walz served for 24 years, past the 20 years of service required for retirement. (
Only 10 percent of enlisted service members retire
; the vast majority discharge from the military before 20 years.)



He enlisted in the Nebraska Army National Guard in April 1981 as an infantryman just days after his 17th birthday, and transferred to the Minnesota Army National Guard in August 1996 with the 1st Battalion, 125th Field Artillery, according to the Minnesota Guard.



Mr. Walz 
filed paperwork
 declaring his intent to run for a seat in the House of Representatives in February 2005. In March 2005, his campaign 
released a statement
 noting that the National Guard had announced "a possible partial mobilization of 2,000 troops" from Minnesota and that it would require all or part of Mr. Walz's battalion to deploy to Iraq within the next two years. Mr. Walz said he would stay in the race and serve if called upon.



Mr. Walz retired officially on May 16, 2005. It is unknown when he submitted his retirement paperwork, the Minnesota National Guard said, noting that the process varies but approval can take 30 to 120 days.



The unit received an alert order for mobilization to Iraq on July 14, 2005, the Minnesota National Guard said. But it did not receive an official Pentagon mobilization order until August 2005. It mobilized in October 2005 and deployed to Iraq in March 2006.



Members of his battalion 
previously told The Times
 that rumors of a possible deployment had begun circulating as Mr. Walz considered a run for Congress. Jack Cook, who served in the unit after Mr. Walz retired, said in a separate interview that senior members of the command staff knew of potential missions and deployments long before the actual unit notifications went out.



Ultimately, whether Mr. Walz submitted his retirement paperwork before the possible deployment announcement is unclear. But he retired after the announcement of a possible deployment, and before an unofficial alert was issued and an official order was received.



John Ismay
 and 
Thomas Gibbons-Neff
 contributed reporting.
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Convention Insider: Ro Khanna Never Skips Breakfast



The Silicon Valley congressman is spending his time going to 15 state delegation breakfasts and maybe, just maybe, laying groundwork for higher office.




Representative Ro Khanna of California speaking at a breakfast for the Michigan delegation on Tuesday, the second day of the Democratic convention in Chicago. 




By Kellen Browning


Aug 21, 2024


As Representative Ro Khanna of California left a Michigan delegation breakfast this week after giving a brief speech, he was humble about the impression he had made.



The attendees, he had noticed, were "clearly more interested in their breakfast than any of the speakers."



But one of his lines, he noted happily, had drawn a favorable reaction: "Donald Trump, in four years, how many new factories came up in those four years in Michigan?"



"Zero!" the crowd responded.



"My big focus is trying to make the economic case for the Harris-Walz ticket," Mr. Khanna said, holding a cup of coffee as he waited for a Lyft to whisk him to his next stop. He added, "I use these state breakfasts to see how I can build on that economic message."



Over two hours on Tuesday morning, Mr. Khanna offered a snapshot into the life of a busy, well-known Democrat at the party's national convention in Chicago. His eventful schedule showed the behind-the-scenes rigors of climbing the political ladder, with elected officials laboriously rehearsing their stump speeches and retail skills away from the limelight.



Mr. Khanna's whirlwind morning took him next to speak at breakfasts for the Nevada and New Hampshire delegations, where he snapped photos, signed a copy of his book, "Progressive Capitalism," and lingered to chat with attendees until a harried staff member ushered him away to an interview. Earlier, he had spoken with Abbas Alawieh, an "uncommitted" delegate from Michigan and a founder of 
a protest group representing Democratic primary voters
 who opposed President Biden over his stance on the war in Gaza.



Mr. Khanna, who served as a chair of Senator Bernie Sanders's 2020 presidential campaign and represents a wealthy and influential district that encompasses much of Silicon Valley, seemed invigorated by all the activity.



For an ambitious Democrat like him, conventions mean that breakfast is certainly the most important meal of the day.



He planned to attend 15 morning gatherings of state delegations throughout the week, he said, as well as a host of progressive panels, Asian American events and late-night parties. "I love it," he said simply. "It's energizing."



Mr. Khanna, a four-term congressman who emerged as 
a sort of unofficial mediator
 between Mr. Biden's campaign and pro-Palestinian activists this year, insisted that his main goal was helping his party win in November.



But he is also burnishing his own image, and he did not dismiss the frequent speculation that he aspires to higher office. He has 
flirted with running for Senate
 and is often mentioned as a future presidential candidate.



"What role I play in the future in the party depends a whole lot on, do we win the House majority?" he said. "Can I play a role as a chair of an important committee? Do we, hopefully, win the presidency?"



He added, "But I think that the key is that I want to have my ideas out there, influencing the party, influencing our national leadership."



And he has a lot of ideas.



He hopes Vice President Kamala Harris will put more pressure on Israel to end the war than Mr. Biden did, 
likening her to Hubert Humphrey
, Lyndon B. Johnson's vice president, who broke with Mr. Johnson over the war in Vietnam after the president dropped his re-election bid and he became the party's nominee.



Closer to home, Mr. Khanna wants to make it easier to distribute the wealth and innovation of Silicon Valley across the nation. He is also focused on the regulation of artificial intelligence and protecting workers' jobs from automation.



During the Lyft ride, Mr. Khanna suggested he was one of the few members of Congress who actually uses generative artificial intelligence tools like 
ChatGPT
.



He provided an example of how he puts them to work, using his phone to ask ChatGPT who won the lone electoral vote from Nebraska's Second Congressional District in 2020. It was Mr. Biden.
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Doug Emhoff, Both Earnest and Poking Fun at Himself, Talks Up His Wife



The second gentleman drew on his relationship with Kamala Harris in his speech at the Democratic convention, telling a story about a bumbling voice mail message he left her early on.



By Erica L. Green


Aug 21, 2024


Doug Emhoff, the second gentleman, drew on his decade-old relationship with Vice President Kamala Harris in a passionate pitch for her candidacy on Tuesday night at the Democratic National Convention, urging Americans to follow his lead in trusting her with their families' futures.



Mr. Emhoff spoke directly to his wife during his address, expressing his admiration for how she has navigated one of the most tumultuous times in modern presidential politics. Soon after Mr. Biden dropped out of the race, Ms. Harris took the helm of the party, infusing enthusiasm and quickly reversing its fortunes.



"That's who she is," Mr. Emhoff said. "Whenever she's needed, however she's needed, Kamala rises to the occasion."



Like other convention speakers who have been charged with reintroducing Ms. Harris to the American public, Mr. Emhoff pointed to her personal attributes and humanity. He said he had fallen in love with Ms. Harris the more he learned what drove her.



"It is what you have seen over these past four years and especially these past four weeks," he said. "She finds joy in pursuing justice. She stands up to bullies just like my parents taught me to. She likes to see people do well, but hates when they are treated unfairly. She believes this work requires a curiosity in how people are doing. Her empathy is her strength." 



He also engaged in some self-deprecation, telling a story about how, fresh off a divorce and trying to navigate life with two children, he was presented with Ms. Harris's phone number and the prospect of a blind date.



He decided, he said sheepishly, to call her at 8:30 in the morning, only to reach her voice mail. "Hey, it's Douuuuugg" he recalled saying, before he "just started rambling."



He said she saved the message, and now makes him listen to it every year on their anniversary. He is set to listen to it again on Thursday, the couple's 10th wedding anniversary, which happens to be the day Ms. Harris will give her acceptance speech as the first Black woman to accept the Democratic Party's presidential nomination.



Ms. Harris married Mr. Emhoff in 2014 and, she has said, took on the role of "Momala" to his children, Cole and Ella. Their 
blended family has taken a united front
 in the campaign, coming to Ms. Harris's defense against personal attacks lodged by former President Donald J. Trump and his running mate, Senator JD Vance of Ohio.



Mr. Emhoff was introduced by his son, Cole, who concluded his introduction of his father by saying, "We might not look like other families in the White House, but we are ready to represent all families in America."



Even before Mr. Biden dropped out of the race, Doug Emhoff had become a staple on the campaign trail with Ms. Harris, accompanying her on trips across the country and rallying crowds around her campaign message of "freedom."



Mr. Emhoff has also been a fierce defender of his wife.



"That's all he's got?" Mr. Emhoff asked last month after Mr. Trump ramped up his attacks, mocking her laugh and competency, days after she announced her intent to seek the presidential nomination.



In his speech on Tuesday, Mr. Emhoff, who is Jewish and has taken on a prominent role in speaking out about antisemitism in the wake of the attacks by Hamas last October, said that Ms. Harris had connected him more deeply to his faith.



"America, in this election, you have to decide who to trust with your family's future," he said. "I trusted Kamala with our family's future. It was the best decision I ever made."
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The Convention's Happiest Democrats? The 'Pretty Psyched' Minnesotans.



The unexpected rise of a native son, Tim Walz, has thrilled his local compatriots in Chicago. "The Minnesota delegation is, like, buzzing," said Senator Tina Smith.




The delegation from Minnesota at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago on Tuesday.




By Katie Glueck


Aug 21, 2024


The Georgia delegates 
danced with the rapper Lil Jon
 at the Democratic National Convention on Tuesday. The Wisconsin delegates cheered in their 
Cheesehead hats
.



But across a party gathering where the word "joy" has become an unofficial mantra, perhaps no one exudes it more than the Minnesotans.



After nearly four decades without representation on a presidential ticket, the 
sudden, stunning elevation of Tim Walz
 and his wife, Gwen, has prompted a surge of excitement among the state's Democrats. Minnesota attendees are celebrating Mr. Walz as a beloved state export on par with Prince or Bob Dylan.



"The Minnesota delegation is, like, buzzing," Senator Tina Smith, a Democrat from the state, enthused in an interview on Tuesday. "It's like they can't even complete a sentence because they're so excited about what this means for their friends Tim and Gwen, and also what it means for the country."



Mr. Walz, whom Vice President Kamala Harris chose as her running mate, is set to address the convention on Wednesday. It will be his most prominent appearance yet as he 
continues to introduce himself
 to a nation that was overwhelmingly unfamiliar with him until this month.



But Minnesota Democrats have long known Mr. Walz as a 
folksy former football coach
 who speaks a neighborly language of moderate Midwestern pragmatism even as he pushes 
a sweeping agenda of liberal priorities
.



He is the first Minnesotan to join a major-party presidential ticket since former Vice President Walter F. Mondale, who ran for president in 1984 and lost in a landslide, winning only his home state and Washington, D.C. Vice President Hubert H. Humphrey, another Minnesota Democrat, served with President Lyndon B. Johnson before losing his own presidential contest in 1968.




Vice President Kamala Harris and Governor Tim Walz of Minnesota at a campaign event in Milwaukee on Tuesday.




"We're a state where the women are strong, where the men are good-looking, and where all the vice presidents are above average," said Senator Amy Klobuchar, a Minnesota Democrat, referring to a familiar line from Garrison Keillor's long-running, Minnesota-based radio program "A Prairie Home Companion" as she opened her speech at a delegation breakfast on Monday.



"We're the state where moms bounce their babies on their knees and say, 'One day you can grow up to be vice president,'" she cracked. "We are pretty psyched about what's going on here."



In presidential elections over the last 100 years, only four Republicans have captured Minnesota, and none have done so since 1972.



But at the Democratic convention this week, the state is now enjoying the treatment often reserved for competitive battlegrounds: high-profile speakers at its delegation's breakfasts, significant news media attention and 
prime convention seating.



For Minnesotans, like the rest of the country, the transformation of the race since President Biden dropped out and Ms. Harris ascended has been head-spinning.



"It was just sort of like a 'power on' switch for Democratic enthusiasm," Ms. Smith said. "In Minnesota, we can see a lot of independents who are quite important to our electoral coalition just being so jazzed by the possibility of this ticket."



While Democrats are overjoyed to be back in the game after months of rough polling, no one doubts that the campaign to come will be difficult, unpredictable and highly competitive.



But Representative Betty McCollum, a Minnesota Democrat who was 
publicly talking up Mr. Walz
 as vice-presidential material even before Mr. Biden exited the race, said she had "never experienced this type of enthusiasm."



"I found this much grief when I attended Senator, Vice President Humphrey's, funeral," she said of the level of emotion. "But this much enthusiasm, this much excitement, I have to say -- first time in my life in Minnesota, for a Minnesotan."



Jess Bidgood
 contributed reporting from Chicago.
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Robert F. Kennedy Jr. Is Expected to End His Presidential Campaign



Short on cash and losing traction with voters, Mr. Kennedy intends to make a speech about his political future on Friday.




Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s independent presidential bid has struggled to gain traction.




By Rebecca Davis O'Brien, Maggie Haberman and Benjamin Oreskes


Aug 21, 2024


Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is expected to end his troubled independent presidential campaign this week, according to three people briefed on his plans, and is in talks to throw his support behind former President Donald J. Trump.



Mr. Kennedy's campaign said on Wednesday that he intended to address his "path forward" in a speech from Phoenix on Friday, the same day that Mr. Trump is expected to hold a rally in nearby Glendale, Ariz. 



Three of the people briefed on Mr. Kennedy's plans emphasized that nothing was final, and that the iconoclastic Mr. Kennedy could still change his mind, but said that plans were in the works for him to appear alongside Mr. Trump on Friday. Some people close to Mr. Kennedy were still arguing against an endorsement, according to two of the people.



Mr. Kennedy's backing of Mr. Trump would be the culmination of weeks of discussions, brokered by high-level intermediaries, between the two men.



On Tuesday, Mr. Kennedy's running mate, Nicole Shanahan, 
said the ticket was considering endorsing Mr. Trump
; hours later, Mr. Trump said he would welcome it. 



On Wednesday afternoon, in a text message, Ms. Shanahan said Mr. Kennedy "will be making multiple important statements," focused mostly on the Democratic Party. "Nothing is confirmed until Bobby speaks. As of now we are still in."



Mr. Kennedy's departure from the race would be the end of one of the more bizarre and surprisingly durable third-party presidential bids in modern American history, and it would remove an unpredictable element that could have tipped the outcome of the race.And his endorsement of Mr. Trump, the Republican nominee, would be a stunning turn for a scion of one of America's most storied Democratic families.



Mr. Kennedy began running for president last year as a Democrat, challenging President Biden. He later embarked instead on an independent campaign that unnerved both major parties, which feared that he would siphon critical support from their candidate.



In recent weeks, as his campaign's money ran low, Mr. Kennedy's support in national polls, once in the low double digits, plunged to about 5 percent. It was nowhere near sufficient to have a shot at victory, but still enough to potentially affect the results of the election, depending on his numbers in key swing states.



While the Democratic Party had dedicated substantial resources to contesting his candidacy, including legal challenges to his ballot-access effort, recent polls suggested that he might draw slightly more votes from Trump and that his presence in the race helped Vice President Kamala Harris.



Mr. Kennedy spent much of his career working as an environmental lawyer but became known in recent years for his opposition to vaccines and for his promotion of 
conspiracy theories
 and 
right-wing misinformation
. Many members of the Kennedy family 
condemned his
 candidacy and took to the campaign trail this year to support Mr. Biden's re-election.



Conversations between the Kennedy and Trump camps began around the Republican National Convention in July, two people briefed on the discussions said, and picked up in earnest after the assassination attempt. There was talk of a possible role for Mr. Kennedy in a second Trump administration, if he were willing to drop out and endorse the former president, three people briefed on the discussions said. (Mr. Kennedy later said that he had tried to reach out to Ms. Harris through intermediaries and 
had been rebuffed
.)



Running as an independent meant that Mr. Kennedy was forced to scramble for access to every state ballot, and in that effort, he was remarkably successful -- even if it came at great expense and, in the end, 
became the singular focus
 of his campaign. As of this week, the Kennedy-Shanahan ticket was on the ballot in 19 states, with applications filed in more than a dozen others, and more likely to follow.



But he faced legal challenges to ballot access in several states, and had recently been blocked from the New York ballot after a judge ruled that he had used a "sham" New York address to maintain his residency, an issue that seemed poised to imperil his ballot access elsewhere.



As news of his departure from the race broke, Mr. Kennedy sat in court on Long Island waiting to testify in a separate lawsuit challenging his spot on the state ballot. Two women had sued his campaign accusing it of employing subcontractors who deceived citizens as they gathered signatures to qualify him for the New York ballot. He did not respond to questions about whether he planned to exit the race.



Testimony in the trial has spotlighted chaos, discord and mistakes inside the campaign's efforts to get Mr. Kennedy on the New York ballot. The New York Times 
reported
 in May that paid signature gatherers had been folding over the tops of petitions to conceal the names of Mr. Kennedy and Ms. Shanahan, and that some had claimed they were gathering signatures for Democrats and generic third-party candidates.



Jonathan Swan, Theodore Schleifer and 
Maggie Astor
 contributed reporting.
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Harris Goes Light on Climate Policy. Green Leaders Are OK With That.



President Biden made climate change a cornerstone of his agenda. Vice President Kamala Harris has yet to detail her own plan.




The vice president at a rally in Milwaukee on Wednesday.




By Lisa Friedman


Aug 21, 2024


In the 2020 presidential election, climate activists demanded that Democratic candidates explain, in detail, how they planned to tackle the planet's greatest environmental threat.



But in the weeks since Vice President Kamala Harris ascended the 2024 Democratic ticket, she has mentioned climate change only in passing, and offered no specifics on how she would curb dangerous levels of warming. Climate leaders say they are fine with that.



"I am not concerned," said Jay Inslee, the Democratic governor of Washington, who made climate change the centerpiece of his own 2019 bid for the presidency. Mr. Inslee said he believes it is more important for Ms. Harris to draw a distinction between her and her Republican rival, former President Donald J. Trump, than to drill down on policy nitty-gritty.



"I am totally confident that when she is in a position to effect positive change, she will," Gov. Inslee said.



As Ms. Harris prepares to address the nation on Thursday at the Democratic National Convention, she faces the challenge of energizing party loyalists while also reaching out to disaffected Republicans and moderate voters. So far Ms. Harris and her running mate Tim Walz, the governor of Minnesota, have embraced a pragmatic agenda, calling for things like a minimum-wage increase and child-care funding.



While President Biden has made climate change a signature issue, signing into law the largest clean energy investments in American history, Ms. Harris has yet to detail for voters her climate or clean-energy positions. Some analysts chalked that up to strategy and said new promises to slash greenhouse gas emissions or rein in fossil fuels could alienate voters particularly in the energy-rich swing state of Pennsylvania.



"This doesn't look accidental, it looks like a deliberate choice," said Kevin Book, managing director of ClearView Energy Partners, a Washington-based research firm, referring to the sparse mentions of climate change in the speeches of Ms. Harris and Mr. Walz.



"I think they are worried if she takes a strong position on climate, even it fits the same position that Biden took, it will make her look too progressive," Mr. Book said, adding, "It's a divisive issue and they need both sides as much as possible to win Pennsylvania."



Others said Ms. Harris already has voters who care about climate change locked up and doesn't need to court them. Climate groups this week announced a 
$55 million advertising campaign
 to support the Harris ticket.



Nathaniel Stinnett, founder of the Environmental Voter Project, a nonpartisan nonprofit that encourages environmentalists to vote, said his group's new poll found swing-state voters between the ages of 18 and 34, many of whom cite climate as a top voting priority, are particularly energized around Ms. Harris's campaign.



"Climate voters and young voters more generally were bored and even a little angry that they had to choose between Joe Biden and Donald Trump," Mr. Stinnett said. "Kamala Harris has reset the conversation," he said.



Gina McCarthy, President Biden's former climate change adviser and a former administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency, said activists are not demanding more details on climate from Ms. Harris and Mr. Walz because they each have well-known accomplishments. As vice president, Ms. Harris cast the tiebreaking vote for the 2022 Inflation Reduction Act, the largest climate investment in United States history. Mr. Walz 
signed a law
 requiring Minnesota to get all of its electricity from wind, solar and other carbon-free sources by 2040.



"Nobody's worried about how many times she talks about climate change," Ms. McCarthy said, calling Ms. Harris and Mr. Walz "climate champions."



As senator from California, Ms. Harris 
cosponsored the Green New Deal
, a nonbinding resolution that called for a transition away from fossil fuels to clean energy this decade. The Harris campaign hasn't said whether she still supports the Green New Deal, and has emphasized that her climate focus is on implementing the Inflation Reduction Act.



During her 2019 presidential run, Ms. Harris positioned herself to the left of Mr. Biden, calling for a 
fracking ban
 and a tax on carbon pollution, as well as changes to federal dietary guidelines to encourage less meat consumption. She did not advocate those positions once she became Mr. Biden's running mate and then vice president.



A spokesman said Ms. Harris no longer supports a fracking ban.



Mr. Trump has mocked climate science and 
has promised to repeal regulations
 designed to cut greenhouse gases, and he has attacked Ms. Harris on energy based on her 2019 positions. This week he told attendees at a rally in York, Pa., that "there will be no fracking" in the state "or anywhere else" if she wins the White House. Pennsylvania is the second-biggest producer of natural gas- after Texas.



Harris campaign officials have said that the vice president and Gov. Walz have focused in recent weeks on introducing themselves to the American public and haven't avoided climate change. In speeches in Arizona and Nevada, Ms. Harris remarked that citizens there had firsthand experience with climate-driven extreme heat and drought.



"You know the climate crisis is real," Ms. Harris said in Las Vegas this month, adding, "but Donald Trump, well, he claims it's a hoax."
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Could That Garage Be Apartments? New York Hunts for Places to Build.



Mayor Eric Adams signed an executive order that directs every city agency to investigate whether they have land that can be developed.




The city will look for housing options that might include replacing parking structures or building on top of libraries.




By Mihir Zaveri


Aug 21, 2024


New York City is turning to its own properties -- including libraries, parking lots and garages -- in a desperate search for space to build new homes.



Mayor Eric Adams signed 
an executive order
 on Wednesday that would direct every city agency, from the Parks Department to the police, to see whether new homes could be built on any property it owns. The properties might include places like garages where the Department of Sanitation stores trucks or underused parking lots.



The mayor's office said that it had no plans to eliminate any libraries or park space to make way for housing.



The city has sporadically scoured its inventory for open land and underused buildings in the past, according to the mayor's office. They pointed to a 
new 14-story building in Inwood
 in Manhattan that includes 174 affordable homes built atop a public library. But the executive order, which creates a task force with representatives from different city agencies, is intended to be a more forceful and urgent directive.



"If there's any land within the city's control that has even the remotest potential to develop affordable housing, our administration will take action," Mr. Adams said in an announcement accompanying the order.



In New York City, where land is scarce and pricey, developing government-owned sites is often cheaper than private ones, and should allow landlords to price apartments at more affordable levels. But new projects may still face major hurdles. Parking garages may need to be rezoned to become housing, for example, a process that includes a lengthy public review period. Converting older office buildings can be prohibitively expensive.



Building on city-owned land won't be sufficient to alleviate the extreme housing shortage in New York. Various estimates suggest that after decades of lagging construction, the New York City area is in need of hundreds of thousands of homes, a shortage that has sent rents higher as people compete over the limited number of apartments on the market.



But the mayor's order is one piece of a broader effort in the city to make way for more housing. The Adams administration is 
trying to loosen restrictions
 on development citywide through a change to zoning rules. A separate rezoning that 
could yield almost 7,000 homes in the Bronx
 was approved by the City Council last week.



Mr. Adams's order follows similar efforts from New York State, the 
Biden administration
 and others -- all part of a search to place homes anywhere there is open or underused space.



In New York, Gov. Kathy Hochul 
announced the first move in a push to build on state-owned land: a mixed-use development
 on a vacant, 13-acre state-owned site near a Long Island airport. The Manhattan borough president, Mark Levine, has also 
begun a search for parking lots, vacant university buildings and other sites
 where new homes might be built.



City officials said they expect to have a list of possible sites by early next year. They said while the city does not have a lot of unused space, the needs of agencies change over time -- for example, two parking garages might be consolidated into one.



The officials said they would not yet require that affordable housing be built on every site: Each will be vetted case-by-case based on the strength of the market, environmental constraints and other factors. In some cases, some sites might be used for developments that do not include housing.



The Legal Aid Society, a nonprofit that supports lower-income people, said in a statement that the order was a "step in the right direction."



But it also said "the administration must go further and commit to ensuring that these potential developments are truly affordable for low-income New Yorkers."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/21/nyregion/ny-housing-libraries-garages.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Tennessee Prison Is Under Federal Investigation After Reports of Abuse



State audits of the Trousdale Turner Correctional Center, outside Nashville, have suggested that understaffing and high turnover have created an unsafe environment.




At Trousdale Turner Correctional Center, accounts of stabbings, killings and abuse are rampant.




By Aishvarya Kavi


Aug 20, 2024


The Justice Department said on Tuesday that it was investigating conditions at a troubled correctional facility outside Nashville over reports that understaffing and high turnover of employees have contributed to the physical and sexual abuse of prisoners.



Kristen Clarke, the assistant attorney general, suggested that a lack of oversight from the state and mismanagement by CoreCivic, the private company that runs the prison, could have contributed to the dangerous environment at Trousdale Turner Correctional Center, the largest correctional facility in Tennessee.



"This investigation should send a clear message," she said during a news conference. "When states choose to have private companies run their prisons, they remain liable for the conditions inside those facilities. Private prisons are not above the law."



The inquiry is part of a broader effort by Ms. Clarke's civil rights division to scrutinize prisons and jails across the country, including in 
Alabama
, 
Mississippi
 and 
Georgia
. At Trousdale Turner, which falls under the purview of the Tennessee Department of Correction, accounts of stabbings, killings and abuse are rampant.



Since the complex opened in 2016, it has been plagued by reports of "physical assaults, sexual assaults, murders and unchecked flow of contraband and severe staffing shortages," said Henry C. Leventis, the U.S. attorney for the Middle District of Tennessee.



The department's civil rights division is conducting the investigation with prosecutors in Tennessee. 



According to one audit from state officials, a single correctional officer was responsible for supervising 
more than 300 people
. In another, a corrections officer described how the staffing shortages had contributed to an 
alarming environment
 for inmates.



"If you get assaulted, you're going to get assaulted until the inmates get tired of beating you," because there are no corrections officers available to help, the officer wrote.



This year, 
five inmates were stabbed
 at Trousdale Turner in less than a month. Two of the assaults, though unrelated, happened on the same day. A lawsuit filed last year said that understaffing and negligence by corrections officers contributed to the death of an inmate.



Families Against Mandatory Minimums, a nonprofit that pushes for prison reforms and has 
repeatedly urged the Justice Department to examine Trousdale Turner
, welcomed the investigation.



"At Trousdale, on a daily basis, people have to fear for their lives," said Matthew Charles, a senior policy adviser for the group who was formerly incarcerated, adding that he hoped such an inquiry would force change.



The nonprofit had also raised concerns about lockdowns that have lasted as long as a month, cutting off inmates from family visits and even phone calls.



Steve Owen, a spokesman for CoreCivic, said the company took the investigation "very seriously" and would work with the Justice Department and the Tennessee Department of Correction.



"The safety and dignity of every person in our care is a top priority for our leadership and the staff at Trousdale Turner Correctional Center," Mr. Owen said in an email. 



The Biden administration has opposed private prison companies like CoreCivic, one of the largest private, for-profit prison operators in the country. The industry represents a 
small sliver
 of federal and state incarceration but rakes in 
billions of dollars
 annually.



In his first week in office, President Biden signed an 
executive order
 directing the Justice Department to not renew its contracts with private operators of corrections facilities.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/20/us/politics/tennessee-prison-investigation-abuse.html
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Peltola Finishes First in Alaska House Primary, With Begich as Top Challenger



The conservative son of a prominent liberal Alaska political family came in second in a ranked-choice primary that could play out similarly to 2022, when Republicans split their votes and elected a Democrat.




Representative Mary Peltola, Democrat of Alaska, at the Capitol in 2022.




By Annie Karni


Aug 21, 2024


Representative Mary Peltola, Democrat of Alaska, ranked first on Tuesday in an open primary to set the field for her re-election bid, claiming just over 50 percent of the vote in preliminary results, well ahead of 11 challengers vying for her position as the state's sole member of the House.



The results put Ms. Peltola in a strong position for the general election in November, setting the stage for a possible replay of her successful run in 2022, when Republicans split their party's support in the state's unusual ranked-choice system and propelled her to victory.



Nick Begich III, the Republican son of a prominent liberal political family in Alaska, who ran for the seat in 2022 and has been endorsed by the right-wing House Freedom Caucus, ranked second, with 27 percent, 
according to The Associated Press
. He beat out Nancy Dahlstrom, the Republican lieutenant governor endorsed by former President Donald J. Trump and Speaker Mike Johnson, who had 20 percent, according to the A.P., which reported the results Wednesday morning with nearly 90 percent of the state's precincts tallied. They were the only two challengers in the race who had reported raising any money.



Mr. Begich had said he would drop out of the race if he finished behind Ms. Dahlstrom, which Democrats feared could make for a tougher contest for Ms. Peltola, consolidating Republican support behind a single viable G.O.P. candidate instead of splintering it among several, as happened when she won the seat in 2022. But Ms. Dahlstrom has made no such commitment, and Ms. Peltola's commanding lead suggested she could prevail even if Republicans united behind one challenger.



The results of Tuesday's primary shrank the pool of candidates from 12 to four who will advance to the general election. Matthew Salisbury, a Republican, was in fourth place with 0.6 percent of the vote. In November, voters will again rank the candidates, and the preferences will be tallied until one candidate receives a majority.



Ms. Peltola 
scored an upset victory in a special election in 2022
 in part because many Republican voters who backed Mr. Begich as their first choice crossed party lines and listed Ms. Peltola as their second. When Mr. Begich failed to secure a majority, 15,000 of his votes went to Ms. Peltola, helping her to narrowly defeat the polarizing Republican front-runner, former Gov. Sarah Palin of Alaska, who had also been backed by Mr. Trump.



Proponents of ranked-choice systems like Alaska's said this was an example of why it is a superior system: When voters have more choices, they're less likely to vote strictly along party lines, allowing independent-minded or more centrist candidates to fare better.



Ms. Peltola, the first Alaska Native elected to Congress, and the first Democrat in half a century to represent the state in the House, won her seat in 2022 by talking about civility in politics and running on a platform of "fish, family and freedom."



One of the most vulnerable House Democrats, Ms. Peltola has continued hammering those themes as a way to position herself as an independent voice. The National Rifle Association earlier this month 
endorsed Ms. Peltola
, an extremely rare case in which the powerful pro-gun lobby backed a Democrat.



Last month, Ms. Peltola, whose 
husband died last year
 when the single-engine plane he was piloting crashed in the mountains of southwestern Alaska, announced she was skipping a week of votes in Washington to prepare fish with her family for winter storage.



"Representative Peltola will be in the state putting up fish with family to fill freezers for the winter," her office said in a statement. "Mary's family -- as well as her late husband's family -- relies in part on her for subsistence duties."



Ms. Peltola drew ire from Democrats last month when she told reporters that she was "keeping an open mind" about the presidential race and 
declined to endorse Vice President Kamala Harris
.



She later clarified her position on social media, writing: "I'm not voting for Trump & I'm not endorsing anyone else either."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/21/us/politics/peltola-alaska-house-primary-dahlstrom-begich.html
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Myron E. Ullman III, Executive Who Remade Macy's and J.C. Penney, Dies at 77



As a leader behind many of the world's best-known brands, he exuded operational know-how. He also displayed a rare humility, which helped drive his success.




Myron E. Ullman III at the opening of a J.C. Penney pop-up store in Times Square in 2006. For much of his career, he zipped through store aisles on a Segway scooter because of a progressive neurological condition that made walking difficult.




By Michael S. Rosenwald


Aug 21, 2024


Myron E. Ullman III, the unassuming retail executive who gave Macy's a strategic makeover, revitalized J.C. Penney during two stints as chief executive, and held key positions at Starbucks and the French conglomerate LVMH, died on Aug. 6 in Grand Junction, Colo. He was 77.



His wife, Cathy Emmons Ullman, said the cause of his death, at a hospice facility, was complications of Alzheimer's disease, cancer and other ailments. For much of his career, Mr. Ullman zipped through store aisles on a Segway scooter because of a progressive neurological condition that made walking difficult.



In a business of grandiose personalities, Mr. Ullman stood out for being a measured executive with a keen analytical mind and an intense focus on customer satisfaction, which included stocking merchandise and sizes that were popular in local communities.



"I think the best shopping experience is when there really is a stimulating environment -- things you haven't seen before, variety, newness and freshness," Mr. Ullman 
told
 Women's Wear Daily in 2015. "Its hard to describe, but you know it when you feel it."



He was operationally shrewd and lacking in bravado.



"He never sought the spotlight, and he really defined for me and others what servant leadership truly means," Howard Schultz, the founder of Starbucks, where Mr. Ullman was a director and chairman, said in an interview. "The success that Starbucks enjoyed while he was the lead director, and at my side, is very hard to even measure. It's incomparable."



Mr. Ullman didn't start in retail. After working for IBM as an international account manager and serving as vice president for business affairs at the University of Cincinnati -- his alma mater -- he joined Federated Department Stores in 1982 as an executive vice president at its Sanger-Harris department store chain in Dallas.



Four years later, he became managing director of Wharf Holdings, a real estate investment group in Hong Kong. There he met Edward Finkelstein, the flamboyant chief executive of Macy's, which was nearing bankruptcy.



Mr. Finkelstein hired Mr. Ullman in 1988 to impose financial controls and reshape the company's strategy; for example, he stocked stores with merchandise that more closely reflected the tastes and figures of local shoppers. To do so, Mr. Ullman introduced computerized systems that tracked customer preferences so store managers and buyers could react rapidly to changing trends.




Mr. Ullman, right, in 1990 with his fellow Macy's executives Mark Handler, left, and Edward Finkelstein, center. Mr. Finkelstein hired Mr. Ullman in 1988 to impose financial controls and reshape the company's strategy.




"He was very good about doing the dirty work, the operational stuff, making sure that store operations were working functionally well," Jeffrey Sonnenfeld, a professor at the Yale School of Management, said in an interview.



But the underlying financial troubles at Macy's were too much to overcome. The company filed for bankruptcy in 1992, and Mr. Finkelstein resigned. Mr. Ullman took over, but he left after Federated Department Stores bought the company in 1995.



Not long after, Mr. Ullman became the chief executive of DFS Group, a chain of duty-free luxury outlets in airports. LVMH -- led by Bernard Arnault, widely considered the most powerful figure in retail -- bought a controlling stake in DFS Group in 1996. Mr. Ullman became LVMH's second in command.



While he was working at LVMH, a progressive neurological condition that doctors struggled to diagnose grew more debilitating. He retired in 2002. After moving to a ranch in Colorado, he joined the boards of several corporations, including Starbucks in 2003. He became the company's chairman in 2018 and held that position until 2021.



In 2004, J.C. Penney approached him about becoming chief executive. The company was facing fierce competition from Macy's, Target, the Gap, T.J. Maxx and online shopping. To Mr. Ullman, the offer was tantalizing -- and not just because of the operational challenges.



"I was grieving the fact that I had to leave because of my disability," he 
told
 The Wall Street Journal in 2009. "That was not the right way to end my career."



At J.C. Penney, he added popular higher-end lines like the makeup brand Sephora and Polo by Ralph Lauren. He revamped the company's marketing, introducing an ad with the tagline "Stepping Up Our Style." And he daringly opened a store near Herald Square in Manhattan, home to the flagship of his former company, Macy's.




Mr. Ullman with the model Cindy Crawford in 2009, when he was the chief executive of J.C. Penney. He was forced out in 2011 but later rehired.




"We're the David, and they're the Goliath across the street," Mr. Ullman told sales associates at the store's opening.



In 2005, J.C. Penney's operating profit jumped 22.5 percent from the previous year, to $1.6 billion.



"It's quite a departure from your mother's J.C. Penney," Mr. Ullman told investors at the company's annual meeting in 2006. "Our long-range plan is designed to make J.C. Penney a leader in the retail industry, and our excellent performance in the first year of this plan underscores that we are well on our way."



Still, there were significant headwinds for department stores -- especially with customers shifting to specialty stores and discount retailers. And from 2007 to 2009, the Great Recession hammered the entire retail industry. Activist shareholders, including William A. Ackman of Pershing Square Capital Management, ultimately forced Mr. Ullman out in 2011. His replacement was Ron Johnson, the former head of Apple's retail stores.



Taking the reins with "celebratory bravado," as an advertising agency blog 
said
, Mr. Johnson tried to make stores more hip with in-store boutiques. He also introduced a "fair and square pricing" policy that eliminated discounts -- which had the unintended result of making customers feel that they were no longer getting good deals.



"Fourteen months later, J.C. Penney is America's favorite cautionary tale," the business writer James Surowiecki 
wrote
 in The New Yorker. "Customers have abandoned the store en masse: over the past year, revenues have fallen by twenty-five per cent, and Penney lost almost a billion dollars, half a billion of it in the final quarter alone."



Mr. Johnson was fired. J.C. Penney rehired Mr. Ullman, who brought back his original initiatives, dismantled Mr. Johnson's and was credited with stabilizing the company.




Mr. Ullman at a J.C. Penney event in 2007, during the first of his two tenures as chief executive. 




Myron Edward Ullman III, known as Mike, was born on Nov. 26, 1946, in Youngstown, Ohio, to Myron Edward Ullman Jr., a mechanical engineer and designer, and June (Cunningham) Ullman. He grew up in nearby Canfield.



He studied business at the University of Cincinnati and graduated in 1969. The university awarded him an honorary doctorate in 2006.



Mr. Ullman served on the boards of numerous charities, including 
Mercy Ships International
, which sends hospital ships to coastal Africa to provide medical care.



He married Cathy Emmons in 1969. In addition to her, he is survived by their six children, Cayce, Tryan, Peter, Kyrk, Kwynn and Maddy Ullman; his siblings Chris Stubbins, Gretchen Tisone, Curt Ullman and Greg Ullman; and six grandchildren. Two siblings, Carl Ullman and Deborah Shaw, died before him.



Mr. Ullman's wife said shopping with him could be disappointing. He was only ever interested in analyzing a store's layout, customer service and merchandise offerings.



"When you went to a store with him, you weren't shopping," she said. "You were just walking the store to see how everything worked."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/20/business/myron-e-ullman-iii-dead.html
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Harold Meltzer, Composer of Impossible-to-Pigeonhole Works, Dies at 58



His music, which was performed by many prominent ensembles, mixed melodic themes and rich textures with the sharp-edged angularity of modernism.




The composer Harold Meltzer in 2013. His chamber, vocal and orchestral scores defied simple categorization, mainly because each work was his response to a different set of challenges.




By Allan Kozinn


Aug 19, 2024


Harold Meltzer, a composer who set aside a career as a lawyer to create a highly regarded body of energetic, colorful chamber, vocal and orchestral scores that mixed accessibly melodic themes and rich ensemble textures with the sharp-edged angularity of modernism, died on Aug. 12 in Manhattan. He was 58.



Hilary Meltzer, his wife, said that his death, in a hospital, was caused by respiratory failure, a complication of a variety of medical problems he had withstood since having a stroke in 2019.



Mr. Meltzer, who was also a director (first with David Amado, later with Sara Laimon) of Sequitur, a new-music ensemble, cut an imposing figure at contemporary music concerts in the 1990s and 2000s.



Bespectacled, with wavy hair, he invariably entertained friends during intermissions with wry observations about the music world in general, or the events of the day. Even after his stroke, when he began using a wheelchair, he was determined to maintain something approximating his earlier level of activity, and after only two months of therapy, he appeared as the narrator for his theater work "Sindbad," a humorous 2005 setting of a Donald Barthelme story that was one of his most frequently performed works.



His music was impossible to pigeonhole, mainly because each work was his response to a different set of challenges. In "Virginal" (2002), for harpsichord and 15 other instruments, he wanted to pay tribute to William Byrd, John Bull and other Elizabethan composers whose works were included in the "Fitzwilliam Virginal Book," a collection of English Renaissance keyboard pieces. To avoid creating a pastiche, he did not quote from any of their music, focusing instead on the structures and processes (repeating figuration., for example) that made their music distinct.




If there was one element that connected many of Mr. Meltzer's works, it was an imaginative use of tone color. 




When the Orpheus Chamber Orchestra gave the premiere of Mr. Meltzer's "Vision Machine" at Carnegie Hall in 2016, Corinna da Fonseca-Wollheim 
wrote in The New York Times
 that the work "deftly captures the interaction of the architecture and its environment, with puffy woodwind chords evoking cloud-chased skies, and delicate arpeggios, traded back and forth between the violins and the harp, mimicking light bouncing off a faceted surface."



If there was one element that connected many of Mr. Meltzer's works, it was an imaginative use of tone color. "Brion" (2007-8), a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize in 2009, is a lively conversation between pairs of blown, plucked and bowed instruments. "Guangzhou Circle" (2015-16) juxtaposes traditional Chinese instruments (dizi, erhu, pipa and sheng) and a Western percussion quartet. His final completed work, a setting of Aracelis Girmay's poem "You Are Who I Love" (2024), was composed for the Crossing, a Philadelphia-based choir, and Sandbox Percussion, and is rich in interplay between the two ensembles.



He was also fond of the kind of musical pictorialism that drives "Vision Machine." His 2016 Piano Quartet captures a succession of emotional states, notated in his score markings, among them "ardent," "contented," "effervescent" and "ecstatic." His chamber setting of Wallace Stevens's "Variations on a Summer Day" (2016) evokes the shifting moods of the text, but also illustrates it -- for example, by mimicking the calls of sea gulls when the poem mentions them.



Harold Meltzer was born in Brooklyn on June 8, 1966, to Stanley Meltzer, a lawyer, and Teddi (Trachter) Meltzer, an English teacher, and grew up in Hicksville, on Long Island.



As a teenager, he studied the piano and the bassoon, and took composition and music theory lessons from Morton Estrin. At Amherst College in Massachusetts, he studied composition with Lewis Spratlan, bassoon with Frank Morelli and piano with Robert Miller. He completed his bachelor's degree at Amherst, graduating summa cum laude in 1988, and then traveled to England, where he earned a master of philosophy degree in music at King's College Cambridge in 1991.




Mr. Meltzer in 2012. After working as a lawyer for two years, he reconsidered his decision to abandon music and enrolled at Yale to study composition.




But Mr. Meltzer, realizing the difficulty of making a career as a composer, enrolled at Columbia Law School, where he completed his degree in 1992, while also studying composition privately with Tobias Picker. Upon graduation, he joined the law firm Patterson, Belknap, Webb & Tyler. But after two years, he reconsidered his decision to abandon music, and enrolled at the Yale School of Music. He completed his master's in 1997 and his doctorate in 2000 at Yale, where he studied composition with Martin Bresnick, Jacob Druckman and Anthony Davis while also working part time at his father's law firm, Meltzer, Fishman, Madigan & Campbell. He later studied privately with the composer Charles Wuorinen and the pianist Ursula Oppens.



Shortly after he returned to his musical studies, a friend from Patterson, Belknap, Webb & Tyler who had moved to the environmental law division of the New York City Law Department arranged a blind date for Mr. Meltzer with Hilary Brest, another lawyer who worked there, who was also an avid cellist. They married in 1996 and had two children: Julia Meltzer, who works for the United States Department of Housing and Urban Development, and Elijah Meltzer, a student at Stanford University. His wife and children survive him, as do his mother and his sister, Rachel Meltzer. He lived in Manhattan.



"I continued trekking off to new-music concerts," Mr. Meltzer told The Times about his time balancing music and the law. "But I couldn't get anyone to go with me. When I did drag people along, they couldn't stand it. These were people who were into avant-garde theater and contemporary art, but when I played them new music, they were lost. So I began to think about forming an ensemble and decided that if I did, I would identify the audience that didn't come to concerts and get them to come."




Sequitur, the new-music ensemble that Mr. Meltzer directed (first with David Amado, later with Sara Laimon), performing at the Miller Theater at Columbia University in 2000. From left: Michael Lowenstern, Daniel Panner, Mary Nessinger, Gregory Hesselink and June Han.




The ensemble he formed was Sequitur, a free-spirited group that explored competing and sometimes clashing streams of contemporary music, often with a focus on vocal works, because Mr. Meltzer believed that sung texts would appeal to listeners who might otherwise avoid new music. The group made its debut at Merkin Concert Hall in February 1997. He remained the group's co-director until 2012.



Although Sequitur performed some of Mr. Meltzer's music, most of his compositions were commissioned by other ensembles and institutions, including the Pittsburgh Symphony, the Boston Chamber Music Society, Meet the Composer, Maverick Concerts, the Boston Modern Orchestra Project, the Brooklyn Art Song Society and the Library of Congress.



Mr. Meltzer also taught music at Yale, Vassar College, Amherst and the Peabody Institute. Among his awards were a Charles Ives Fellowship and an Arts and Letters Award from the Academy of Arts and Letters; the Samuel Barber Rome Prize Fellowship; the Barlow Prize from Brigham Young University; and the Leonard Bernstein Prize from ASCAP.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/19/arts/music/harold-meltzer-dead.html
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The Democratic National Convention is in Chicago. The party's vice-presidential nominee is from Minnesota. Wisconsin and Michigan are, once again, at the center of its national campaign strategy.



In the Democratic Party, everybody's talking about the Midwest.



To those of us who are natives of the states from Ohio and Michigan to the east and Minnesota and Iowa to the west, the Midwest is a place of flat accents, agriculture reports on the radio and pork tenderloins that jut out from the bun on all sides.



Katie Rogers and I, two New York Times political reporters who grew up in the Midwest, decided to take a moment to explain the aura of our politically crucial home region, and why Democrats find themselves -- thanks in large part to their vice-presidential nominee, Gov. Tim Walz of Minnesota -- betting that an appeal to Midwesternness is a key to winning the presidency in 2024.



Reid Epstein
: Katie, in preparing to cover this convention, I've been talking with numerous Midwesterners about what makes our part of the world distinct both culturally and politically. Al Franken, the Minnesotan who parlayed a career on "Saturday Night Live" into a Senate seat, named his political action committee the 
Midwest Values PAC
 because, he said, he wanted to "identify myself as a Midwestern kid."



When I asked him what it meant to be Midwestern, he put it succinctly.



"You know, you're neighborly," he said. "That doesn't mean that you're necessarily inviting strangers into your house. That's not very Midwestern, but I think it's a certain kind of modesty, a certain sense of humor and common sense."



How does that square with how you think about where you grew up?



Katie Rogers
: That about sums it up. I was born in South Bend, and 
I grew up in nearby Elkhart
, about two hours east of Chicago. I went to college in Chicago and didn't come to the East Coast -- and I had never seen the East Coast -- until my mid-20s. What about you?




Reid Epstein and Katie Rogers are fans of the White Sox, the hapless Chicago team whose fan base does not stretch much outside the Midwest.





A church service in Peoria, Ill., where Reid Epstein hails from.




Reid
: I was born and raised in Peoria, Ill., about two and a half hours southwest of Chicago. I had family on the East Coast and grandparents in Florida, and like good Midwesterners, we always loaded up a station wagon to make the long drives to see them.



Katie
: I grew up pretty landlocked. But, I have spent much of my life being shaped by the values Franken is describing. A lot of the Midwesterners I know have a pretty dry, self-effacing sense of humor, one that is incredibly fine-tuned to life's absurdities and to our own.



You really do grow up learning to call things as you see them. Of course, the other side to growing up Midwestern is that people can be tribal, and very wedded to what they know. I hadn't really thought of this until now, but I think the ideas Franken describes make Midwesterners naturally adept at defusing tensions and suspicions associated with the unknown. We're hard-wired to put people at ease. It can amount to a fine-tuned set of social skills, which is what we're seeing in someone like Walz, don't you think?



Reid
: I think that's right, Katie. It's why so many people where we grew up go to places like New York and say things they think come across as polite but aren't. Like, "It's nice, but I wouldn't want to live there."



Walz himself made a joke about this at a fund-raiser last week. "This week has been interesting," he told donors in Colorado. "That's a Minnesota word, 'interesting' -- you Minnesotans know, it has multiple meanings."



When I read that from Walz, I knew precisely what he meant.



Katie
: Why don't you explain for our coastal readers?



Reid
: It's Midwestern for "Bless your heart."




Gov. Tim Walz of Minnesota and his wife, Gwen Walz, on the first day of the convention in Chicago.





Signs in support of Vice President Kamala Harris plastered on a building in Chicago.




Katie
: That's one way to put it. I think we should get into the political strategy of this a bit more. Kamala Harris picked Walz because he could balance out her background. In recent days, it has been interesting to watch them interact and for her to rib him a bit on his music and food choices -- kind of underscoring that he's a white, Midwestern dad. How does this help her win over voters in the region? What do your Midwestern sources say?



Reid
: The campaign is leaning way into his white-bread image and emphasizing a lack of cosmopolitanism that has defined the Democratic Party in recent decades.



Of course, Walz is no hayseed. We've written about the 
rather sophisticated way he put himself in position
 to be picked to be the nominee for vice president.



He spent 
all those years leading trips to China
, and we're supposed to believe he doesn't eat spicy food? Come on.



Katie
: It will definitely be interesting how he talks about his experience in that part of the world, and whether he emphasizes it much going forward. But right now it seems that he is most comfortable on the trail talking about what he sees as Midwestern values. He keeps saying that where he is from, people mind their own business when it comes to the sorts of personal choices that are going to be decisive issues in this election.



Pete Buttigieg, the transportation secretary -- and a fellow Hoosier -- mentioned something interesting to me the other day, which is that Democrats may be in a moment right now where they need to do a little extra work to remind Midwestern voters "that we are on their side."



Buttigieg said Walz "represents another chance to get that across, precisely because some of the things that he's associated with, in terms of style, in terms of biography, and importantly, in terms of policy."



On the Republican side, of course, Senator JD Vance of Ohio is representing a very different view of what Midwesterners believe, homing in on the idea that people feel distrustful of politics, feel taken advantage of, and feel forgotten. It will be interesting to see which argument -- and whose definition of this region -- wins out in November.




Barack Obama during a 2016 visit to Elkhart, Ind. He made his first trip as president to the city, where Katie Rogers grew up. Locals still talk about that first visit 15 years later. 





A crowd lined up to see Senator JD Vance of Ohio, the Republican vice-presidential nominee, speak at a campaign stop in July in Middletown, Ohio.




Reid
: Vance also appears to have a different definition of regional boundaries -- he claims to be Appalachian despite growing up in southwest Ohio.



Senator Amy Klobuchar of Minnesota, who has known Walz for two decades, has on multiple occasions told me the story of her mother-in-law, who raised six boys in Mankato, cooking a Parmesan chicken dinner for Walz and his wife, Gwen, when their son, Gus, was born in the last weeks of Walz's first campaign for Congress.



"It's not just geography," Klobuchar said of the Midwest. "It's also a way of life."



Katie
: Speaking of geography, we are in Chicago for the Democratic National Convention this week. Given all that we just discussed, I expect we will hear a lot more about how the Democratic Party is a big tent that has a place for Americans of all walks of life and varying worldviews. Broadening the existing coalition will be crucial for the Harris-Walz ticket, and this week in Chicago will be a big first step.



Speaking of Chicago, it's a lot nicer here right now than in Washington in August.



Reid
: Oh, you mean being in a place where you're not drenched in sweat after being outside for five minutes is a good thing? The summer weather was one of Chicago's biggest selling points when Gov. JB Pritzker's team was pitching the city to host this convention. His team made sure to remind Democratic National Committee officials that it is typically quite hot this time of year in Houston, the other finalist.



But Chicago also holds itself out as a global city in a way that the rest of the Midwest -- certainly the places you and I come from -- does not. When I was chatting last week with Lt. Gov. Juliana Stratton of Illinois, who grew up and represented the South Side of Chicago in the General Assembly, she placed the city in competition not with the rest of the region or even the country, but with places like London, Paris and Toyko.



"Chicago has been, several years in a row, voted as the best city in the world," she said.
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Women's Cricket World Cup Moved From Bangladesh Because of Unrest



The United Arab Emirates will host the tournament after many governments advised against traveling to Bangladesh.




The Australian cricketer Alyssa Healy in action during the 2023 Women's T20 World Cup final in Cape Town.




By Qasim Nauman


Aug 21, 2024


The International Cricket Council on Tuesday moved the 2024 Women's T20 World Cup to the United Arab Emirates because of the ongoing political instability and security concerns in Bangladesh, which was scheduled to host the tournament in October.



More than two weeks after 
massive anti-government protests
 forced Sheikh Hasina, the prime minister, to flee Bangladesh, the country has yet to fully restore law and order. An interim government has 
struggled so far to convince police officers
, who left their posts after Ms. Hasina left, to return to work because they fear reprisals for a violent crackdown on protesters.



The turmoil has prompted many countries, including those with 
competing teams
, to advise against traveling to Bangladesh. 
Australia
, New Zealand, India and Britain have told citizens to avoid travel to Bangladesh.



This meant it "wasn't feasible" to hold the tournament in Bangladesh despite the best efforts of the local cricket authorities, Geoff Allardice, the I.C.C. chief executive, 
said in a statement
.



The 2024 edition is the ninth T20 World Cup, which the I.C.C. calls the "marquee women's event" in cricket. The body said the tournament's games will be played at stadiums in Dubai and Sharjah from Oct. 3 to Oct. 20.



Bangladesh last hosted the tournament 
in 2014
.



Concerns had grown about the ability of Bangladesh, where cricket is hugely popular, to host the World Cup since the 
anti-government protests began in July
.



Alyssa Healy, the captain of the Australian team, the defending champions, said on Monday that it would not be appropriate to play cricket in Bangladesh while it is dealing with political instability.



"I'd find it really hard to see a cricket event going on over there at the moment and taking resources away from a country that is really struggling," she 
told reporters on Monday
. 



The U.A.E., where the I.C.C. is headquartered, has long been a major venue for 
international cricket games
.
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'Dancing With the Other Arts': The Ballets Russes' Creative Churn



An exhibition at the Morgan, drawn from its collection of musical manuscripts, sheds light on one of the most collaborative periods in dance.








By Alice Courtright


Aug 21, 2024


When Robinson McClellan was sifting through the 
Robert Owen Lehman collection
 of musical manuscripts at the Morgan Library & Museum in 2019, he came across a concentration of famous ballet scores from the early 20th century. The manuscripts were all connected to the Ballets Russes, the revolutionary dance company founded by the impresario Sergei Diaghilev in Paris, in 1909.



McClellan, an associate curator at the Morgan, realized that these scores, which had never been publicly shown together, offered an uncommon perspective on the Ballets Russes productions that defined and transformed a generation of artists. The scores, by Stravinsky, Debussy, Ravel and others, many heavily annotated, "give a visceral sense of the working process," McClellan said. 



The scores are now the basis of an elegant and edifying new exhibition, "
Crafting the Ballets Russes
," at the Morgan through Sept. 22. All autograph manuscripts (that is, written in the composer's hand), they are displayed next to choreographic documents, photographic records, portraits, letters, set designs, costume illustrations and drawings. Cumulatively, these objects reveal the Ballets Russes' astounding level of collaboration across artistic mediums, from conception to completed production.




Center, detail of the backdrop from the final tableau of "Firebird," after the original design by Natalia Goncharova.




"The company was about this idea of synergy," said the dance historian Lynn Garafola, who consulted on the exhibition. Diaghilev and the artists he worked with dreamed of productions in which music, dance and design, operating equally and at their highest level, would come together to create a triumphal whole. In 1914, the choreographer Michel Fokine wrote that he imagined this project as "the alliance of dancing with the other arts."



McClellan and his team chose objects from other art forms that demonstrated that "visceral sense of a working process" and show the critical place of every discipline, with an emphasis on the creative role of women. Costume design, musical compositions and choreography all receive careful attention, giving behind-the-scenes glimpses into visionary productions like "Firebird," "Petrouchka," "Les Noces" and "Afternoon of a Faun."



Here are three remarkable objects from the exhibition that capture a sense of music, dance and design at work.



Rodin's Nijinsky




Auguste Rodin's "Vaslav Nijinsky in 'The Afternoon of a Faun'" was modeled in 1912 and cast in 1959 in bronze.




In 1912, the sculptor Auguste Rodin saw Vaslav Nijinsky perform in Paris. Nijinsky, the acclaimed dancer and choreographer who boldly broke with the aesthetics of classical dance, was known for his technical prowess and ability to embody a character.



Rodin saw him star in "Afternoon of a Faun," set to Debussy, and based on a poem by Stephane Mallarme. The performance caused a scandal, as the faun made love to the veil of a nymph onstage, but Rodin was drawn to the excitement. He invited Nijinsky to his studio to pose for him, making a series of sketches for this figure, which was not cast into bronze until 1959.



Rodin's involvement, McClellan said, "demonstrates how much these ballets were a part of the active cultural conversation at the time."



Nijinska coaching 'Les Noces'




Bronislava Nijinska rehearsing "Les Noces" in a revival at the Royal Ballet in 1966.




Bronislava Nijinska, like her older brother Vaslav, was an artist, dancer and choreographer. Though often in her brother's shadow, she was a major force in the modernization of dance. Nijinska influenced countless dancers and choreographers, including George Balanchine and Frederick Ashton, and worked with many prominent musicians, patrons and painters, like Natalia Goncharova, whose drawings and paintings for "Les Noces" (1923) are also in the exhibition.



This photograph, from 1966, is of Nijinska rehearsing the fourth tableau of "Les Noces" with the Royal Ballet. "One of the things about her choreography that was so interesting compositionally was the way she moved dancers around," Garafola said. "She looked at the stage analytically and the moving bodies within it as a kind of geometry, as something quite abstract."



Picasso's candid drawing of Serge Lifar




Pablo Picasso's "Two Dancers" from 1925.




Pablo Picasso, who is represented by several drawings in the show, spent years hanging around the Ballets Russes, designing for Diaghilev and experimenting with form and line. (The company is also where he met his first wife, the dancer Olga Khokhlova.) Like it was for so many artists, the energy of the Ballets Russes was a stimulus for Picasso, helping him to push his work in new directions.



This drawing, from the Morgan's collection, depicts the Ukrainian dancer Serge Lifar at the barre and likely another Ukrainian dancer, who is seated. Picasso made over two dozen sketches of Lifar and handed him some when he was finished.



The drawings show Picasso's "sensitivity toward the beauty of the human body, especially at rest," Garafola said. "And not just at rest because he's tired, but because he's been dancing. Diaghilev made sure some dancers were drawn and portrayed, and he used the portraits in the souvenir programs that were a feature of each Ballets Russes season."



Picasso and other artists in the Ballets Russes orbit, like Mikhail Fyodorovich Larionov and Jean Cocteau, "churned out copious numbers of these sketches, of the people, dancers and scenes of the Ballets Russes," McClellan said. "In the absence of photographs, these are the candid shots of what it was like to be there. The drawings bring you into the moment."



Crafting the Ballets Russes



Through Sept. 22 at the Morgan Library
 
& Museum, 
themorgan.org
.
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For Aja Naomi King, an Emmy Nomination Is a Seismic Event



The earth shook as she talked about receiving her first Emmy nod, for her role as Harriet in the Apple TV+ show "Lessons in Chemistry." Literally.




In the novel "Lessons in Chemistry," Harriet is described as a middle-aged white woman. For the TV adaptation, she became a young Black aspiring lawyer, as played by Aja Naomi King.




By Alexis Soloski


Aug 21, 2024


A few minutes into a conversation with Aja Naomi King, a first time Emmy nominee for her graceful, purposeful supporting turn in the Apple TV+ limited series 
"Lessons in Chemistry,"
 the earth began to move. "Oh my God. Earthquake! Earthquake!" King said. Once the ground quieted, she collected herself.



"Sorry," she said. "I just really got the fullness of that shake."



An Emmy nomination? That has been earthshaking, too. King's 
Instagram post
 about the news is an outpouring of exuberant run-on sentences punctuated by a heart emoji. "If you made it to the bottom of this post you deserve an award," she wrote.



King, 39, graduated from the School of Drama at Yale in 2010. She had been working professionally for over a decade, most notably in the tangy ABC procedural 
"How to Get Away With Murder,"
 when she was cast in "Lessons in Chemistry." Based on 
the best seller by Bonnie Garmus
, 
the show
 tells the story of Elizabeth Zott (Brie Larson), a onetime chemist who becomes the host of a 1960s cooking show.



King plays Elizabeth's close friend Harriet. Described in the novel as a middle-aged white woman, Harriet was reimagined as a young Black mother and an aspiring lawyer who fights to save Los Angeles's 
Sugar Hill neighborhood
 from the incursions of the freeway system.



When Elizabeth, concerned for her career, declines to participate in the fight, King's Harriet confronts her. "You're always talking about the things that keep women down, but who does that include?" Harriet says.



While King was initially concerned that Harriet would be a mere foil for Elizabeth, she was gratified by what she described as "the fullness of Harriet's Black womanhood" that the show allowed for.



"It's not just the way she fights, but the way she celebrates, the way she experiences joy," King said. "Because it can't be only struggle, struggle, struggle. It has to be human and real." Her Harriet -- principled, dynamic, angry, polite -- absolutely is.




King (second from left) was initially concerned that Harriet would be only a foil for Elizabeth (Brie Larson, left). But she was pleased with "the fullness of Harriet's Black womanhood," she said.




During a video call, without further aftershocks, King discussed protest, progress and how to have hard conversations. These are edited excerpts.



I'm guessing from your 
Instagram post
 that the nomination came as a surprise. Was it?



There are the things that you hope and pray for. But you never think they're actually going to happen. And as you can tell from my post, I did not have the clarity of mind to even begin to accurately convey my emotions around it. You have to love this art so much. You have to be so committed and dedicated to it. If you can't do that, it's going to be so hard to keep going because 99 percent of it is heartbreak. To have this recognition feels really damn good.



In the novel "Lessons in Chemistry," Harriet is a middle-aged white lady. Why were you considered for the role?



I was brought into play someone else, a character that never existed in the book. As they started building the world of the show, they realized they didn't need this character and that they were doing a disservice to the people that love this book by not having the character of Harriet in there.



I did have a little trepidation. Because in the book, Harriet basically drops everything she's doing and starts raising Elizabeth's child. So I had questions. It would be very concerning for a young Black woman to devote herself to raising a white woman's child. They were like: "No, no, no, no, no. We're not going to do that. We want to make you an aspiring lawyer who is trying to save the neighborhood and give you a very loving family." I was afraid that they would just say those things. But no, they dove into what life is like for Harriet. It just felt so balanced and nuanced and wonderful.



There are moments in the series when Harriet has to nudge Elizabeth toward a greater understanding of civil rights. Is it ever exhausting educating white women?



It should be OK to ask questions. But there needs to be an intimacy there first. I had plenty of friends growing up that would ask me questions, wanting to understand my perspective. But we built a relationship first, so that was never exhausting.



That's what I really loved about the scene when Elizabeth is trying to explain to Harriet why she can't show up at this protest. The way she does it betrays a sense that she doesn't fully understand what Harriet has been asking her to do. And that is painful for Harriet because part of true friendship is being understood. But there's such a such a gentleness in that scene because it is painful to have to be radically honest. These women are like sisters in my mind because to be able to have the hard conversations, that to me is real love.



Harriet spearheads the campaign to save the Sugar Hill neighborhood. What is your relationship to activism?



I've been to many [Black Lives Matter] marches. It's devastating. You want to be there and you want to show up. And simultaneously, it hurts so much because you shouldn't have to be protesting against things that should be a given. It's exhausting and it's hard and it's uncomfortable. Yet there is such a beautiful sense of togetherness. You're not alone. That really permeates your spirit in a deep way.



The show is, among many other things, about a woman changing the way that television is made. How would you like to see television change?



For the most part, I'm actually really proud of television. That's where you see the most diversity. But I do always want more people of color in leading roles. I do think that TV has been progressing forward. I just want it to keep going.
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Critic's Notebook



Want to See a Play About Gwyneth Paltrow's Ski Trial? How About 2?



Multiple shows at the Edinburgh Fringe make camp fun out of the 2023 civil action that spurred a thousand memes -- and one of them is a triumph.




"I Wish You Well: The Gwyneth Paltrow Ski-Trial Musical" is one of two shows at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe focused on the infamous showdown between Terry Sanderson, a retired optometrist, and Gwyneth Paltrow.




By Houman Barekat


Aug 20, 2024


Terry Sanderson, a retired optometrist, 
was unsuccessful when he sued
 the actress turned wellness entrepreneur Gwyneth Paltrow over a collision on a Utah ski slope. Though he claimed that she had crashed into him, a jury determined it was actually his fault. The live-streamed 2023 civil case was an unseemly but strangely fascinating spectacle featuring two equally dislikable archetypes: the vexatious litigant and the preening, out-of-touch celebrity.



But in another sense, Sanderson won: His name is now forever etched into pop culture folklore, as not one but 
two
 new stage productions about the ski trial at this year's Edinburgh Festival Fringe attest.




In "Gwyneth Goes Skiing," Sanderson's vibe is that of a spurned lover.




The more rough and ready of the two, "
Gwyneth Goes Skiing,
" at the Pleasance Courtyard, is a camp burlesque in which both parties are mercilessly skewered. Linus Karp, in drag, plays Paltrow with the drawling malice of a pantomime witch. She's an entitled girlboss whose altruistic affectations mask a sociopathic character, while Joseph Martin as Sanderson is dull mediocrity personified. The characters' partners are played by plucky audience volunteers, aided by a teleprompter, and Kristin VanOrman, Sanderson's lawyer, is represented as star-struck and hopelessly incompetent by a disheveled ventriloquist's dummy, voiced by Martin.



In this telling, both Sanderson and his lawyer are driven not so much by monetary greed as by a pathetic desire to connect with Paltrow. They are moths to the flame of celebrity, and Sanderson's vibe is that of a spurned lover. There are snowball fights, some jousting with skis and snatches of music. When Paltrow utters the immortal line that spurred a thousand memes, "
I lost half a day of skiing,
" the stage lighting switches to a deep red to emphasize the severity of her plight. At the end of the show, the audience gets to be the jury, voting via QR code to decide who wins.




Linus Karp as Paltrow, with Kristin VanOrman, Sanderson's lawyer, played by a puppet.




The humor is blunt. Sanderson is a generic bore who pedantically reiterates that being an optometrist is totally different to being an optician; the wellness products Paltrow peddles via 
her Goop brand
 are acidly described as being "for rich white women"; and there are a number of jokes at the expense of Paltrow's daughter, Apple Martin, all centering on her unusual first name. She intermittently appears onstage represented by an apple on a string -- low-hanging fruit, quite literally. It's schoolyard stuff -- good fun but largely lacking wit -- and it's telling that the play's strongest lines are lifted verbatim from the trial itself.



Running concurrently at the nearby Udderbelly, a temporary venue shaped like a giant upturned cow, "
I Wish You Well: The Gwyneth Paltrow Ski-Trial Musical
" is a higher-caliber affair -- though no less silly. The courtroom is flanked by a three-piece band and the proceedings are overseen by an ultra-camp judge of a different name from the actual trial judge. Judge Jude (Idriss Kargbo) is a showman manque who is so psyched to be hosting celebrity royalty ("Nothing ever happens in this courtroom / All we get are bankruptcies and parking fines") that he frequently gets carried away. In one particularly excitable flourish, he disrobes to reveal a glittery leotard, then proceeds to twerk.



Sanderson's apparent vision problems, which came up in the trial, are hammed up for comic effect, as is the fawning of his lawyer over Paltrow. In this version of the story, VanOrman is not just star-struck but positively love-struck, like a shy teenager talking to her crush. The duo are rechristened accordingly -- as Terry Sightworsens and Kristin Fangirling.




Tori Allen-Martin as Kristin Fangirling, Idriss Kargbo as Judge Jude, and Marc Antolin as Terry Sightworsens in "I Wish You Well: The Gwyneth Paltrow Ski-Trial Musical."




Under Shiv Rabheru's lively direction, the chemistry between all four performers is terrific. Marc Antolin is sympathetic as the plaintiff, a hapless opportunist who struggles to keep his story straight, and who eventually comes unstuck when Facebook posts reveal he has been living an active life since the accident. (He, too, turns out to be a frustrated stage performer and eventually finds his calling as a cabaret artist.) But Diana Vickers and Tori Allen-Martin steal the show as Paltrow and VanOrman, who develop an unlikely friendship as the story progresses. Both are outstanding singers, and they nimbly combine powerful vocals with dynamic action and clownish grace.



Incredibly lean at just under an hour, the show features a catwalk sequence in tribute to Paltrow's courtroom attire (which was 
the subject of much scrutiny at time
), and her penchant for faddish health cures is played for laughs: Goop is renamed Poop (simple but effective); she offers VanOrman a serum made from the venom of "bees raised by hand in a Tibetan monastery"; and there's some bawdy stuff involving a vibrating vaginal egg. The book, by Roger Dipper and Rick Pearson, is lyrically witty and the humor is perfectly pitched: emotionally generous, and irreverent but not cruel. It is, in short, a triumph.



The biggest laugh of the night came in a brief metafictional aside in which Paltrow wonders aloud: "A musical about a ski accident, who would think of that?" To which VanOrman replies: "Gay men. It's always gay men."
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Critic's Notebook



At the Ruhrtriennale, Searching for the Sublime Among the Ruins



In the abandoned industrial sites that serve as the festival's venues, our critic witnessed beauty struggling to be born: fitfully, clumsily and sometimes stunningly.




"Legende," a new stage work by the Russian director Kirill Serebrennikov, at the Kraftzentrale, a former power station in Duisburg, Germany, as part of the Ruhrtriennale.




By A.J. Goldmann


Aug 20, 2024


"
I
 
Want Absolute Beauty
," the title of the opening production for this year's Ruhrtriennale, sounds like a mission statement of sorts.



The event, one of Germany's major arts festivals, lights up the former industrial sites that dot the Ruhr region, in the country's northwest -- though hulking power plants and abandoned steelworks aren't where you necessarily expect to find beauty. Then again, this 22-year-old festival has always been about letting audiences encounter the sublime among the ruins. Everywhere I turned during the Ruhrtriennale's opening weekend, I witnessed beauty struggling -- fitfully, clumsily and sometimes stunningly -- to be born.



This summer, the Ruhrtriennale welcomes a new artistic leader, the acclaimed Belgian theater director 
Ivo van Hove
. His three-season tenure kicked off on Friday night with "I Want Absolute Beauty," a staged cycle of songs by the English singer-songwriter P.J. Harvey that van Hove has created for 
the German actress Sandra Huller
, presented at the Jahrhunderthalle, a former power station in the city of Bochum.



Huller, best-known for her Academy Award-nominated performance in "Anatomy of a Fall," gives gutsy and full-throated renditions of 26 of Harvey's songs accompanied by a four-person band. It's a heroic performance over an intermission-less hour and a half. Van Hove doesn't impose a narrative, in the style of jukebox musicals, but a journey of sorts can be followed through the titles ("Dorset" -- "London" -- "New York") that appear on a screen where both live and prerecorded video is projected throughout the evening.



The stage area is covered in dirt, and dancers twirl, writhe and gyrate around Huller. The choreography, by 
the collective (La)Horde
, is earthy and elemental, sometimes joyous and liberating, but often menacing and with hints of sexual violence. Huller is always front and center, her voice tough but with an edge of fragility. Sometimes she joins the dancers in their primeval thrashing. The results can be exhilarating but are just as often exasperating. Despite the high caliber of the performances, it's easy to lose interest. Occasionally there's an earsplitting crescendo or blinding flood light to jolt us back to attention.




Sandra Huller in "I Want Absolute Beauty," the festival's opening production.




It's a production that hovers at the edge of several genres, never able to make up its mind whether it's a concert, dance or theater. The Ruhrtriennale, with its unconventional locations, vast venues and even vaster resources (its annual budget is around $19 million), is well-suited to developing and presenting unconventional, multidisciplinary productions and artistic creations that do not easily fit within pre-established categories and classifications. In this case, however, the beauty that van Hove seeks, absolute or otherwise, proves elusive.



I witnessed a far more harmonious fusion of disparate art forms the next day at the Folkwang Museum, in the nearby city of Essen, during the premiere of "Y," a new dance work by Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker.



De Keersmaeker has staged work in museum galleries before, but this time, she has also curated the works on the walls, which she has chosen from the Folkwang's permanent collection. "Y" lasts for the better part of an afternoon, and visitors, who get time-slotted tickets, are welcome to stay however long they please.



As I entered, the dancers were grouped in front of Edouard Manet's 1877 "Portrait of Faure as Hamlet," imitating the epee-holding subject's stance. They soon scattered over several galleries. In one featuring works by Manet and Yves Klein, the dancer Nina Godderis seemed to channel both Hamlet and Ophelia's madness during a twitching and virtuosic performance that incorporated spoken fragments of the "To be or not to be" monologue and featured several fitful costume changes. Elsewhere, Nassim Baddag spun on his head, his legs spreading out in a V that mirrored the shape of the mountains in a copy of a painting by Caspar David Friedrich.



I had to tear myself away from "Y" after an hour to dash back to Bochum for the German premiere of Philip Venables and Ted Huffman's "
The Faggots and Their Friends Between Revolutions
," based on an underground queer manifesto published by Larry Mitchell in 1977. This remarkable production, first seen at last year's Manchester Festival, felt unexpectedly intimate in the vast Jahrhunderthalle.




Nassim Baddag in "Y" at the Folkwang Museum.




For their third collaboration, Venables, a British composer, and Huffman, an American librettist and director, have created a joyous and affirmative musical theater work. Like its source material, the show lays out an alterative world history defined by the endless struggle between queer people and their allies on the one hand, and the guardians of the patriarchy, known simply as "The Men," on the other. In celebrating the heterodox, the radical, the fringe and even the deviant, the show's form matches its content, with a bold mixture of musical styles -- baroque, folk, pop -- and theatrical devices. As exuberant as it is slippery, its unconventional brand of beauty felt right at home at the Ruhrtriennale.



After hailing Venables and Huffman's queer utopian warriors, I raced 20 miles to another former power station, on the edge of city of Duisburg, for "Legende," a theatrical homage to the great Georgian filmmaker 
Sergei Parajanov
. The show's starting time had been brought forward an hour, and I nearly didn't make it. The reason for the change was that the running time of Kirill Serebrennikov's show, a co-production with the Thalia Theater in Hamburg, had swelled to over four hours during rehearsals. Told in 10 chapters (the "legends" of title) inspired by Parajanov's life and work, this German-language production aims for a monumentality that it never quite achieves.



Serebrennikov, a Russian director who now lives in Germany, spent 20 months under house arrest in Moscow 
on embezzlement charges
 that were widely seen as trumped up. So it is unsurprising that he has been drawn to another artist tormented by political persecution: Parajanov was hounded by Soviet authorities for his formally daring work, and for his bisexuality, and served several prison sentences.



The production, with its colorful costumes and bric-a-brac props, is a visual stunner, and the performances, from the Thalia's actors and Serebrennikov's Russian collaborators alike, are fiercely committed.



Beauty, Serebrennikov says in 
an interview in the playbill
, "requires passion, even cruelty, and often a sacrifice." And though "Legende" is drawn out, and sometimes overblown, it is clearly animated by passion. In its best moments, the theatrical wattage it generates seems sufficient to reanimate the former power plant itself.



Ruhrtriennale Festival of the Arts
Through Sept. 19 at various locations in the Ruhr region of Germany; 
ruhrtriennale.de
.
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Jennifer Lopez Files for Divorce From Ben Affleck



The A-list couple, who married in 2022, had attempted to rekindle their romance after close to two decades.




Jennifer Lopez and Ben Affleck at an event in Las Vegas last year.




By Callie Holtermann


Aug 21, 2024


Jennifer Lopez filed for divorce from Ben Affleck on Tuesday after two years of marriage, capping a decades-long romantic history that spawned its own famous portmanteau: "Bennifer."



Ms. Lopez filed the petition to dissolve the couple's marriage to the L.A. County Superior Court, according to court records. The filing, which was first reported by TMZ, was submitted on the second anniversary of the couple's 
lavish wedding celebration
 at Mr. Affleck's home in Georgia.



Representatives for Ms. Lopez and Mr. Affleck did not immediately respond to requests for comment.



The on-again, off-again relationship between Ms. Lopez, 55, a singer and actress, and Mr. Affleck, 52, an actor and director, has been a subject of pop-culture fascination since the early 2000s.



The pair began dating while filming the 2003 romantic comedy "Gigli." Although the movie was 
panned
, the relationship between its stars became "the summer's most watched romance," according to 
an article
 that year in The New York Times. They got engaged in 2002, but postponed the wedding the following year, 
citing the media frenzy
 around their union.



The pair split and moved onto other relationships: Ms. Lopez 
married the singer Marc Anthony
 in 2004, and Mr. Affleck married the actress Jennifer Garner in 2005. (Both ended in divorce.)



In the spring of 2021, tabloids 
lit up with headlines
 that Ms. Lopez and Mr. Affleck were dating again. In July 2022, the superstars were 
wed at a midnight ceremony
 in Las Vegas, complete with a pink Cadillac convertible. They held a celebration with family and friends in Georgia in August, with Ms. Lopez wearing a Ralph Lauren gown and a sweeping veil.



"We did it," Ms. Lopez wrote in her newsletter. "Love is beautiful. Love is kind. And it turns out love is patient. Twenty years patient."



To some fans, Bennifer 2.0 represented a fantasy of reuniting with the one that got away, the author Jennifer Weiner wrote in 
an Opinion essay
 for The New York Times. Their romance was "a pandemic gift that kept on giving, for romantics and celebrity gossip addicts alike."



But this year, the relationship came 
under scrutiny again
. In May, Ms. Lopez 
abruptly canceled her summer tour
, to which ticket sales had been iffy. "Jennifer is taking time off to be with her children, family and close friends," Live Nation said in a statement. In July, 
E! News
 reported that the pair's mansion in Beverly Hills had been listed for $68 million.



Ms. Lopez has often spoken at length about the relationship; Mr. Affleck has tended to be less vocal. He briefly appeared in Ms. Lopez's "
This Is Me ... Now: A Love Story
" movie, which was released on Amazon in February. He was a larger presence in its accompanying documentary, "The Greatest Love Story Never Told."



"I did really find the beauty and the poetry and the irony in the fact that it's the greatest love story never told," Mr. Affleck said in the documentary, describing their relationship. "And if you're making a record about it, that seems kind of like telling it."



Kirsten Noyes
 contributed research.
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Coming Soon to Jersey City: A Gleaming Home for the Symphony



The New Jersey Symphony, which long lacked a permanent space, will move into a 550-seat theater that it hopes to make a hub for concerts and classes.




A rendering of the theater in Jersey City. The mayor said it would raise the symphony's profile and bring tens of thousands of people downtown each year.




By Javier C. Hernandez


Aug 21, 2024


The New Jersey Symphony has long lacked a permanent home, performing in a variety of spaces across the state. But come 2026, that will change: The orchestra is getting a gleaming 550-seat theater in downtown Jersey City, the ensemble and the city announced on Wednesday.



The new theater, to be called Symphony Center, is expected to become a hub for concerts, classes and other activities. While the New Jersey Symphony will continue to perform across the state, the theater will serve as its flagship location.



"We've always been in someone else's house," said Gabriel van Aalst, the orchestra's president and chief executive. "This not only gives us an emotional home, but the opportunity to reinvent, re-explore and re-examine our business model, and to look at ways to set the orchestra up for the future."



The project is a coup for the New Jersey Symphony, which, like many arts organizations, is still grappling with the financial impact of the coronavirus pandemic. Last year, 
the orchestra announced
 it was trimming its season and cutting its administrative staff by about 15 percent. To keep up with rising costs, the orchestra has dipped into its endowment: The fund is now valued at about $3 million, down from about $9 million in 2019.



Symphony Center was recently constructed for about $40 million, as part of a luxury housing development by the home builder Toll Brothers. The space is owned by Jersey City, which will allow the symphony to use it under an initial 30-year lease agreement. The symphony plans to raise an additional $12 million to furnish the space and fine-tune its acoustics.



Steven Fulop, the mayor of Jersey City, said the theater was part of the city's efforts to become a cultural destination. He said it would help elevate the symphony's profile and bring tens of thousands of people downtown each year.



"
Jersey City is becoming more and more synonymous with arts, culture and nightlife," he said. "This is just going to further cement our reputation in that space."



The New Jersey Symphony expects the 44,000-square-foot space, which also includes administrative offices, to help increase revenue. The orchestra will be able to sell tickets for more performances, offer more music classes and rent out the space.



Symphony Center will gradually increase its offerings over a five-year period, starting with about 20 to 30 performances in the 2026-27 season, and rising to about 150 to 200 performances in the 2030-31 season.



The programming at the theater is expected to be eclectic. Van Aalst said the possibilities include chamber music, world music, collaborations with dance companies and multimedia works.



"For the symphony," he said, "it can be a space where we can explore and experiment in ways that we can't now because it's cost prohibitive on the main stage with a full symphony orchestra."




A rendering of the interior of the new hall in Jersey City.




The New Jersey Symphony said it would continue to perform across the state, including at Prudential Hall at the New Jersey Performing Arts Center in Newark, which has more than 2,800 seats and has served as a base for the orchestra.



Symphony Center, at the corner of Provost Street and Morgan Street, is to be part of Jersey City's 
Powerhouse Arts District
, on the banks of the Hudson River. Over the past 20 years, the city has worked to turn old warehouses into theaters and office space for cultural organizations.



Some projects in the city have run into stumbling blocks. Plans to 
build an outpost of the Pompidou Center
 were recently put on hold after the State Legislature voted to rescind $24 million in funding for the Paris museum's project.



Toll Brothers has developed several luxury buildings in the district. The company agreed to construct some public space in exchange for permission from the city to build.



The New Jersey Symphony, which has been led since 2016 by the music director Xian Zhang, has in recent years tried to carve out its own identity rather than compete with its famous neighbors, the New York Philharmonic and the Philadelphia Orchestra.



The pandemic dealt a serious blow to the symphony, which was already dealing with financial problems and a sharp decline in the number of subscribers, who once provided a lucrative source of revenue.



There have been some recent signs of strength. Attendance at concerts reached 72 percent this past season, compared with 59 percent before the pandemic. Fund-raising increased to about $11 million last year, compared with about $8 million in 2019. And in the 2022-23 season, the orchestra 
hosted a glittering celebration of its centennial
.



In the coming months, the ensemble faces another challenge: finding a replacement for van Aalst, 
who is departing in September to lead Dayton Live
, a nonprofit performing arts presenter in Ohio.



Craig Silliman, a board chair who will serve as interim president and chief executive, said the symphony hoped to name a leader who could help bring the Jersey City project to fruition.



"It's a great space and the location is extraordinary," he said. "As soon as you walk in, your mind just starts turning quickly on all the different possibilities."
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News Emmys Defend Nomination of Palestinian Journalist



A nonprofit had argued that a video from Gaza should be disqualified, accusing the reporter of having a history of "spreading antisemitism and condoning violence."




Bisan Owda filmed and narrated the Emmy-nominated report "It's Bisan From Gaza and I'm Still Alive" for AJ+, the digital publisher of Al Jazeera.




By Marc Tracy


Aug 20, 2024


The group behind the News and Documentary Emmy Awards defended its nomination of a video report from Gaza on Tuesday after the journalist who filmed it was criticized for her connection to a group the United States considers a terrorist organization.



Creative Community for Peace, an entertainment industry nonprofit that opposes antisemitism and cultural boycotts of Israel, had 
published an open letter
 on Monday asking the National Academy of Television Arts and Sciences to rescind its Emmy nomination of "It's Bisan From Gaza and I'm Still Alive."



The eight-minute report was filmed and narrated by Bisan Owda and produced by AJ+, the digital publisher of Al Jazeera. It showed what life was like for Owda in late October, when she lived in a tent outside the Al-Shifa hospital in Gaza City, and for Gazans she interviewed, including an 
11-year-old who said
 his parents had died when his home was bombed.



It is nominated in the category Outstanding Hard News Feature Story: Short Form, where it is competing against two other broadcasts from Gaza, by CNN and The Guardian, as well as a report from Ukraine by The New York Times and one from Haiti by PBS.



Hollywood has been wrestling with how to speak about the war in the Middle East since Hamas attacked Israel on Oct. 7, killing more than 1,200 people and kidnapping roughly 250. Israel's military campaign has killed at least 40,000 people, according to Gaza health officials. An Oscars acceptance speech by the director Jonathan Glazer that compared the conflict to the subject of his Holocaust film, "The Zone of Interest," provoked 
dueling
 open 
letters
.



More than 150 signatories signed Monday's open letter about the Emmy nomination, including music and film executives and performers like Selma Blair and Debra Messing.



The letter said Owda was affiliated with the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, which the United States and the European Union 
deem a terrorist group
. There are reports and photographs indicating that 
Owda spoke at group events
 between 2014 and 2018.



"Choosing to elevate someone with clear ties to the P.F.L.P. not only legitimizes a terrorist organization, it undermines the integrity of the awards," the letter says. It adds that the nomination was deeply troubling "given the creator's history of promoting dangerous falsehoods, spreading antisemitism and condoning violence."



Adam Sharp, the president and chief executive of the academy, defended the Emmy nomination on Tuesday in a response to Monday's letter, saying that the nominees had been selected by two panels that included experienced journalists. He added that the academy had not found evidence that Owda was currently affiliated with the Palestinian group.



Owda, who is Palestinian and was 25 when her report from Gaza was published, could not be reached for comment. Al Jazeera, which is backed by Qatar's royal family, did not reply to a request for comment.



The existence of the open letter was 
earlier reported by Puck
.



Ari Ingel, the executive director of Creative Community for Peace, said in an interview on Tuesday that war is horrific and what is happening in Gaza is horrible.



"But what you see with someone like her," he said of Owda, "is infusing some legitimate news stories with the propaganda twist and spin of 'genocide,' which is being taken as truth."



Owda's report has already received 
a Peabody Award
 and 
an Edward R. Murrow Award
, two prominent prizes in journalism. The News and Documentary Emmy Awards will be announced next month in New York.
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After 62 Years, Brooklyn Says Goodbye to a Local Hardware Store



To mourn the closure of Crest Hardware, a beloved family business in Williamsburg, fans of the store held a wake and staged a second line march.




After 62 years of selling drill bits, Allen wrenches, mouse traps and Christmas trees, and copying many keys for the neighborhood's newcomers and old-timers alike, Crest Hardware and Urban Garden Center will close its doors.




By Rachel Sherman
Photographs by Graham Dickie


Aug 21, 2024


"We are gathered here tonight," the Rev. Vince Anderson began.



Standing in the back garden of Crest Hardware in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, 
Mr. Anderson
, wearing a red cowboy hat, Birkenstocks and a black-and-white tunic, preached from a pulpit made with Crest Hardware lumber. Around one hundred mourners had gathered beneath the string lights for a wake.



"We celebrate a family business that has been exactly that," he said. "We welcome the spirits of every person who has walked through the doors during the last 62 years: the artists, the hobbyists, the home improvers."



For 62 seconds, one for every year of Crest's life, silence hung, until the stretch was broken by Mr. Anderson with the words, "and the people of Williamsburg said ..." "Amen," the crowd replied.




A farewell sign outside the store.




After 62 years of selling drill bits, Allen wrenches, mouse traps and Christmas trees, and copying many keys for the neighborhood's newcomers and old-timers alike, Crest Hardware & Urban Garden Center will close its doors on Aug. 30, due to the property being sold. The store, whose patrons were greeted by 
Finlay
, a 26-year-old talking parrot that meows and barks, and 
Franklin the pig
, had over the years become known as a neighborhood hub. It hosted 
art exhibitions
, 
music festivals
 and several weddings (including 
Mr. Anderson's
), in addition to appearing as an 
emblem
 of Williamsburg onscreen, including in the TV series "Girls."



The owner, Joseph Franquinha, announced Crest's 
closure
 on July 9, exactly seven years after his father, Manny Franquinha, one of the shop's founders, died.



"In the end we are facing the same plight as many other small businesses in our community and city," a 
letter
 by Mr. Franquinha on Crest's website reads. "Sadly our property partners did not grant us an opportunity to renew our lease and have chosen to sell the property where Crest sits."




Customers came in to bid the store a final farewell.




Mr. Franquinha grew up working with his parents in the store, on Metropolitan Avenue, just a couple of blocks away from the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway. "I was getting pushed around in a mop bucket when I was, like, 5 or 6 years old," he said. He took over officially 20 years ago.



"I feel a lot of things but good is one of them," Mr. Franquinha, 41, said before the festivities began, in his office filled with Mets bobbleheads, above the shop. "This has been the long goodbye."



For weeks, community members have stopped by to pay their respects, clear out the remaining hardware and buy Crest 
merchandise
 in support of the store's final weeks. Hugs and fist bumps have punctuated every greeting.



"I'm a Roman Catholic," Mr. Franquinha said. "I've never sat shiva before, but I imagine this is what it's like."




Ms. Franquinha with his wife, Liza, spoke to the crowd.




The word of the evening was "community." Fans turned up in droves in their finest red, black and white attire, a homage to the store's colors, to celebrate Crest's legacy with a wake at the shop. That was followed by a New Orleans-style second line march (Mr. Franquinha and his wife Liza spend time in New Orleans visiting family, he said) to Union Pool, a bar and live music venue where revelers danced to jazzy rock gospel by Mr. Anderson's band, 
the Love Choir
.



"I love you all," said Mr. Franquinha through tears. "Crest forever."



Shouts of "Crest forever!" rippled through the congregation as candles were lit.



"I'm devastated," said Kim Netupsky, a neighbor who lives six blocks away. "I'm a dog walker, I've probably had a gazillion keys made."



Al Lopez, a sculptor and painter, used to make large fiberglass animal sculptures; Mr. Franquinha would display them in the garden.



"He's like the mayor of Williamsburg," Mr. Lopez, 41, said.




The crowd continued by marching from Crest to the bar and music venue Union Pool.




Mr. Lopez, who met Mr. Franquinha in college just before he took over the shop, said he had immediately been taken by the store's strong feeling of community.



"It's sad, there's no more room for small businesses in New York City anymore," Mr. Lopez said. "The neighborhood is not really set up for success. How many empanadas do you have to sell to make a $13,000 rent?"



As the wake portion of the evening came to a close, the crowd parted, and band members tunneled through, clapping and sounding a trombone as they paraded out. The congregants followed, twirling red bandannas in the air as the line snaked through empty aisles.



"We're all gutted," said Holly Kinski, who wore a black jumpsuit with a Crest logo on the back, which she had cut out of a tote bag and sewn on just an hour before the wake. "It's a huge hit to the community. It wasn't just a hardware store."




D Callahan and Hannah Foster at Union Pool wearing Crest Hardware hats.




The mourners marched down Conselyea Street, where they danced with their parasols and sang "This Little Light of Mine," collecting passers-by and delighting onlookers. 



Ryan Robbins and his wife, Alana Campbell, local business owners who run a specialty foods 
shop
, sang along with their two children, ages 9 and 7.



"We've grown our family along with the store, and our house along with the store, and our business along with the store," he said. "None of it would be the same without Crest. They're family."




Reverend Vince Anderson led his band The Love Choir at Union Pool. Earlier, Reverend Vince had delivered a sermon at the wake for Crest.




Slowly, the mass turned the corner into Union Pool. As the last nubs of the candles melted, horns blasted in a raucous live concert in the back room.



"In order for this world to be OK we need more places like Crest," Mr. Anderson said.
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Just Desserts



A Berry Pudding That Tastes Like Danish Summertime



Rodgrod med flode takes Mette Hay, a co-founder of the home goods company Hay, back to her grandparents' garden.



By Lauren Joseph


Aug 20, 2024


In Denmark, rodgrod med flode, a fruity, cream-topped pudding, is a traditional summer treat. But when the Danish designer Mette Hay was growing up in the town of Herning, 170 miles west of Copenhagen, she enjoyed the dessert year-round. It was such a staple, in fact, that she refers to her grandmother's version -- made by simmering red and black currants, blackberries, raspberries, strawberries and rhubarb with a little sugar and vanilla -- as "the taste of my childhood." Her grandmother, she says, made everything from scratch, using berries she and Hay's grandfather would pick from their garden. "And they always had enough to freeze
 
portions to last them through the winter."




While the dessert can be made with frozen berries, Hay prefers fresh ones.




These days, Hay, 45, and her husband, Rolf, 55, live in Copenhagen where, in 2002, they co-founded their namesake line of furniture and home goods, known for its Scandinavian minimalism paired with unexpected colors. The couple loves to entertain, often hosting dinner parties that bring together their friends, their two young children and their children's friends. As Rolf prepares the main dishes -- often oysters or anchovy toast to start, followed by salted fish with vegetables -- Hay takes charge of the rodgrod med flode. And while she doesn't grow her own fruit, she always uses the freshest berries she can find at her corner grocery store and cream from a local farm. Since the dish is so simple, she says, top quality ingredients "make all the difference." She brings out the dessert on its own before serving espressos because its "rather creamy, liquid consistency," she says, is best enjoyed without a beverage.



Many Danes will feel nostalgic for rodgrod med flode, says Hay, but "it's an unusual choice for our generation -- a bit of a grandma thing." She balances that old-timey feel by presenting the pudding in more modern dishes, including those from her line's new Barro tabletop collection, made from Portuguese red clay. The shallow earthenware bowls, she finds, hold just the right amount for a single serving. Unlike her grandmother, she tends to cook the sweet, slightly tart dish only during the summer. (While frozen berries can be delicious, she notes, "fresh ones make it taste like my grandmother's.") Still, she says, "I wish I made it more often. I've never met anyone who doesn't like it."




Terra-cotta bowls from Hay's Barro collection filled with rodgrod med flode.




Mette Hay's Rodgrod Med Flode



Serves 4-6



Preparation:



1. Place the berries, rhubarb, 11/4 cup water, sugar and the scraped vanilla pod (both the contents and the pod itself) in a saucepan.



2. Stir well and leave to infuse at room temperature for 30 minutes.



2. Bring to a boil over medium-high heat, then lower to a simmer and cook gently for 3-4 minutes. Skim any foam that rises to the surface.



3. Remove the pan from the heat. Stir the potato starch into 1/2 cup of cold water, and then gently stir the mixture into the berries, adding a little at a time until the pudding thickens to a luscious, juicy consistency, but keep in mind that it will set more as it cools.



4. Pour the pudding into a bowl and refrigerate for a minimum of 3 hours and up to overnight.



5. Serve drizzled with cold heavy cream.
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Critic's Notebook



Phil Donahue's Clothes Kept the Focus on His Subjects



The talk show host made a career of exposing polarizing topics while dressed in a relatively neutral wardrobe.




The talk show host Phil Donahue had an on-air wardrobe that occasionally veered toward dapper but was seldom flamboyant.




By Guy Trebay


Aug 20, 2024


The hoary tabloid axiom "if it bleeds, it leads" played no small part in the decades-long career of Phil Donahue, the pioneering host of "The Phil Donahue Show," who 
died on Sunday at 88
. Mr. Donahue spent three decades exposing subjects difficult for many Americans to confront -- homosexuality, atheism, civil rights, consumer protection and abortion among them -- to the disinfectant light of daytime TV.



Central to Mr. Donahue's success was his physical appearance. A conventionally handsome man with a boyish cast to his features, he had a perpetually merry look of bemusement and a virile, Kennedy-esque thatch of hair that grayed and then whitened as he aged in front of viewers in their living rooms. The aura Mr. Donahue conveyed was that of genial, avuncular family doctor who distracts you with innocuous banter as he rips off the bandage.



Mr. Donahue deliberately played to that look with an on-air wardrobe that occasionally veered toward dapper -- vested three-piece suits, wide ties, broad '80s lapels -- but was seldom, if ever, flamboyant. No "groovy" Merv Griffin shirts or turtlenecks for him, or the loud jackets and pastel polyester suits that were Johnny Carson's sartorial signature. By comparison, Mr. Donahue's style was resolutely neutral: He wore good clothes that fit his trim frame neatly but still seemed unremarkable, as though bought off a rack at J.C. Penney.



When at times Mr. Donahue shed his jacket, it was to roam the studio aisles with his shirt sleeves rolled up, wielding the mic like a baton and putting it and the authority into the hands of audience members, whose questions he once remarked were often better than his.



"Donahue's subjects were often sharp, but his presentation was soft," Wayne Munson, the author of "All Talk: The Talk Show in Media Culture," said in an interview. Mr. Munson's 1993 book took aim 
at a cultural form
 that, reviewers noted, blended interpersonal exchange and mediated spectacle and that would ultimately, as few then predicted, give way to all the 
yapping
 now consumed on social media.




Mr. Donahue's appearance, demeanor and habit of sharing the mic with audience members suggested his was never to be the authoritative voice of God but that of a neighbor.





A virile, Kennedy-esque thatch of hair helped to give Mr. Donahue a perpetually merry look of bemusement.




With his quiet clothes, Mr. Donahue wore a mantle of niceness that helped further distinguish him from slick predecessors like Alan Burke, a spiky early talk show host with a Freudian goatee, a taste for tweed jackets, a knack for zingers and the dubious habit of planting ringers in his audience to challenge guests. Mr. Donahue's appearance and demeanor, by contrast, suggested his was never to be the authoritative voice of God but that of a neighbor who might ask to borrow a weed whacker.



In entertainment, as in politics, nice of course is often a posture, a form of costume worn or shed according to need, including by Mr. Donahue. "What most surprised me about him is that he was far more at ease in front of the TV cameras on air than in person," said Elena Seibert, a portrait photographer in Manhattan, who once photographed Mr. Donahue for the cover of The Los Angeles Times Magazine.



In the portrait, Mr. Donahue -- the winner of 20 Daytime Emmy Awards and 
a recipient of the Presidential Medal of Freedom
, the nation's highest civilian honor -- is seen in his tidy home office dressed in faded jeans, a Notre Dame cap and a novelty sweater.



"He was nice, but not warm when not in control of the situation," Ms. Siebert said. "He even admitted that was true. I think he looks at ease in the photo, but I had to work really hard for that."



Blue eyes twinkling brightly from behind horn-rimmed glasses, Mr. Donahue indeed seems distinctly awkward in the casual setting, uncomfortable without the backdrop of a studio, a microphone in hand or, most tellingly, the edgy subject matter he capitalized on to offset the calibrated niceness.
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In the Wake of Tragedy, CrossFit Faces an Identity Crisis



CrossFit has found success as a training exercise for everyone. But the CrossFit Games may tell a different story.




CrossFit athletes observe a moment of silence in tribute to Lazar Dukic, who died competing at the Games.




By Calum Marsh


Aug 22, 2024


The atmosphere at the closing ceremony of the CrossFit Games last week at the Dickies Arena, a 14,000-seat venue in Fort Worth, was decidedly solemn.



Ordinarily a triumphant moment for the men and women named the "fittest on earth" after participating in a four-day competition involving grueling feats of physical strength and endurance, the festivities this year were overshadowed by the death of a competitor on the first day of the contest. Lazar Dukic, a 28-year-old athlete from Serbia, 
died
 during an 800-meter open-water swim in Marine Creek Lake.



Mr. Dukic's death was the first in the 17-year history of the Games. His death has raised many concerns, some longstanding, about the safety of CrossFit as both a workout regimen and a high-level athletic competition. 



When Greg Glassman, a personal trainer and a former gymnast, founded CrossFit in the mid 1990s, he took an approach to exercise that was radically different from the bench presses and dumbbell curls that prevailed at gyms at the time. His methodology combined elements of Olympic weight lifting and gymnastics with movements involving kettlebells, rowing machines and skipping ropes -- a program of "constantly varied, high-intensity functional fitness," as Mr. Glassman originally described it.



Early fans of CrossFit's workouts included members of law enforcement and the military, associating it with grit and mental toughness. Mr. Glassman did not exactly stifle that perception: Speaking about CrossFit to 
The New York Times
 in 2005, he said, "If the notion of falling off the rings and breaking your neck is so foreign to you, then we don't want you in our ranks."



But part of CrossFit's appeal was that the workouts, though sometimes extremely demanding, could be adapted to accommodate almost anyone: while one athlete might be asked to jump onto a 30-inch box, another could step onto a raised platform, achieving the same stimulus with different intensity.




Marine Creek Lake in Fort Worth, Tex., where the swim competition took place.




That accessibility helped CrossFit 
grow rapidly through the 2000s and 2010s,
 even as some people saw its exercises as hazardous for amateurs. An early, ironic brand mascot was "Uncle Rhabdo," a vomiting clown 
named after the potentially deadly muscle condition that CrossFit has sometimes been known to cause
.



The devotion it inspired helped it outlast shorter-lived fitness fads. CrossFit popularized the concept of "high-intensity interval training" and spawned many imitators, including OrangeTheory, Barry's Bootcamp and F45. If you've ever done kettlebell swings, wall ball shots or jump rope double-unders, you have felt the influence of CrossFit, which has reshaped the way countless Americans exercise.



After Mr. Glassman 
sold
 the company in 2020 in the wake of scandal, CrossFit has shifted its messaging to further emphasize accessibility, abandoning its former motto, "Forging Elite Fitness." The company has been trying to emphasize its openness to beginners, returning to Mr. Glassman's theory that "the needs of the Olympian and our grandparents differ by degree, not kind."



But CrossFit the workout and the CrossFit Games are meant to be different.



The 
CrossFit Games
, a competition for super-elite athletes, have been held annually since 2007. The Games were conceived "as a marketing effort at a time when the company didn't have a marketing department," said Adrian Bozman, CrossFit's competition director. Over the years they have become the subject of 
popular documentary films
 and a must-see event for fans.



The ostensible purpose of the CrossFit Games is to test the fittest on earth by challenging them to conquer "the unknown and the unknowable," for which CrossFit is meant to prepare them. The Games include heightened versions of common CrossFit movements, such as heavy barbell snatches or bar muscle-ups, as well as more unusual tasks, such as 
leaping over hay bales
, 
swinging a sledgehammer
 or 
tossing a medicine ball in a sit-up
.  Outdoor swimming events, though relatively common at the Games, would never be performed in a CrossFit class.




A CrossFit gym in England.




Still, some top CrossFit athletes have said that the Games often push competitors too far, exceeding what's necessary to test fitness. During an outdoor event at the 2015 Games, several participants passed out because of heat exhaustion. Chris Hinshaw, the one-time coach of Mat Fraser, who has won the Games multiple times, has 
described
 how Mr. Fraser nearly drowned during a swimming event in 2017.



"We've been talking about our safety concerns for a long time, and it's fallen on deaf ears," said Pat Vellner, a veteran CrossFit Games competitor. 



Questions about the safety of the competition quickly resurfaced after Mr. Dukic's death. Some people took issue with the decision to hold an outdoor run and swim in Texas in August, when the 
water temperatures
 were allegedly unsafe; others wondered whether enough lifeguards and safety personnel had been on the scene.



The morning after Mr. Dukic died, Dave Castro, CrossFit's director of sport and the programmer of the Games, said in an interview that safety "is always taken into consideration." Mr. Castro declined repeated requests for a follow-up interview.



When Mr. Dukic died, the rest of that day's events were canceled. But the next day, after hours of internal deliberation and consultations with other athletes and with Mr. Dukic's family, organizers decided to proceed with a modified version of the competition schedule.



"We spent a lot of time talking about this, and we were clear that the decision needed to be about how to honor him," said Don Faul, CrossFit's current chief executive. "If we felt like the appropriate way to honor him was to cancel the Games, then we absolutely were going to cancel the Games."



Of the 80 individuals in the competition, 13 immediately withdrew because of the decision to continue the Games. (Those who quit at that time included Jeffrey Adler and Laura Horvath, the Games's reigning male and female champions.) More athletes continued to withdraw from the event as it continued, including Arielle Loewen.



"It felt wrong to go on the competition floor and pretend like everything was fine, pretend like everything was OK, pretend like the show must go on, when this is a tragedy and we should treat it as such," Ms. Loewen said.



The Professional Fitness Athletes' Association, a group that includes CrossFit Games athletes Brent Fikowski, Annie Thorisdottir and Mr. Vellner, has called for the removal of Mr. Castro from his position as director of sport, suggesting the degree to which athletes hold the programming responsible for Mr. Dukic's death."



Tia-Clair Toomey, 31, the seven-time champion from Australia, chose to stay in the competition because having gotten to know Mr. Dukic by participating in past Games, she believed "that's what he would have done himself."



Ms. Toomey added that she thought "Dave and his team try to make every event as safe as possible.'"



The reactions among CrossFit fans were similarly divided. Rob LaLonde, a gym owner from Ottawa, who was at the Games, said that he was experiencing "a whirlwind of not knowing what to feel or think" but added that he was glad the Games were continuing.



Thea Andreasdottir, a CrossFit athlete from Germany, said she had "never been more affected by the death of someone I don't actually know." She placed the blame for Mr. Dukic's death squarely on the organization.



Mr. Vellner, the veteran CrossFit Games competitor, hoped the tragedy would prompt a sort of reckoning among CrossFit leaders. But, he said, "the fear is that at the end of this there's no accountability."



Whether the death of an elite CrossFit Games athlete will deter other athletes from competing, or will stop casual exercisers from walking into their local CrossFit gyms, remains to be seen. Most long-time CrossFitters understand that the Games are very different from the fitness methodology, and that what happens at one doesn't reflect the other. But will that be clear to outsiders?



Danielle Brandon, 28, who participated in her sixth CrossFit Games this year, was among the athletes who chose to keep competing. She said that she has always felt safe in the competition despite "the risk of doing sport."



"I mean, CrossFit itself -- it's kind of crazy, right?" Ms. Brandon said while warming up for a Games event that included sprinting, toes-to-bar and 70-pound-dumbbell snatches. "What's so safe about putting a heavy dumbbell over your head?"




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/22/style/crossfit-games-death-crisis.html
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