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      Post Politics from The Washington Post is the source for political news headlines, in-depth politics coverage and political opinion, plus breaking news on the biden administration and White House, Congress, the Supreme Court, elections and more.


      
        How presidents can use pardon powers
        Amber Phillips, Emily Wax-Thibodeaux

        The ability to grant pardons is a one of the president's most absolute powers, and it often leads to controversy.

      

      
        Live updates: Trump rings the opening bell at the New York Stock Exchange
        Meryl Kornfield, Mariana Alfaro, Brianna Tucker, Maegan Vazquez, Patrick Svitek

        Get the latest news on the transition to the new administration of President-elect Donald Trump and a new Congress.

      

      
        Informant accused of lying about Biden family reaches plea deal
        Perry Stein

        Alexander Smirnov admitted he concocted a tale of President Joe Biden and his son Hunter accepting bribes in exchange for protecting a Ukrainian energy company.

      

      
        Congress passes bill to add more U.S. judges, which Biden may veto
        Tobi Raji

        The political battle over creating new federal judgeships comes as Democrats race to confirm President Joe Biden's final nominees before losing control of Congress.

      

      
        The small asterisk next to Trump's 'Person of the Year' victory
        Philip Bump

        In each of the last seven presidential election years (and four of the seven before that), Time magazine's "Person of the Year" has been the man who won the White House.

      

      
        Some military families fear block on transgender healthcare for kids
        Casey Parks, Maegan Vazquez

        Thousands of transgender minors could soon be impacted by an 11th-hour addition to the critical annual defense spending bill passed by the House of Representatives on Wednesday

      

      
        Most approve of Trump's transition -- which is only unusual for Trump
        Philip Bump

        Approval of how Trump is handling this transition is higher than last time, but confidence is unusually low that he'll appoint the best people to his administration.

      

      
        Biden commutes nearly 1,500 sentences in 'largest single-day grant of clemency'
        Leo Sands, Meryl Kornfield

        President Joe Biden announced he will commute the sentences of close to 1,500 people on home confinement and will pardon 39 convicted of nonviolent crimes.

      

      
        Mark Zuckerberg's Meta donates $1M to Trump inauguration fund
        Leo Sands

        Meta's donation comes weeks after Mark Zuckerberg met President-elect Donald Trump at Mar-a-Lago, as the Facebook founder seeks to mend ties with the right.

      

      
        Trump announces Kari Lake as his choice for director of Voice of America
        Andrew Jeong

        The former news anchor is a fierce Trump loyalist and election denier. She most recently ran for a U.S. Senate seat in Arizona, losing to Democrat Ruben Gallego.

      

      
        Wray resignation clears way for Trump nomination of Kash Patel at FBI
        Meryl Kornfield, Mariana Alfaro, Justine McDaniel, Brianna Tucker, Maegan Vazquez, Patrick Svitek

        Get the latest news on the transition to the new administration of President-elect Donald Trump and a new Congress.

      

      
        House passes Pentagon policy bill roiled by transgender-care debate
        Abigail Hauslohner

        Speaker Mike Johnson drew criticism for leveraging the National Defense Authorization Act to target medical care for service members' transgender children.

      

      
        Severe pain shaped UnitedHealth CEO murder suspect's view of health system
        Daniel Gilbert, Olivia George, Annie Gowen

        Even as he flourished academically and professionally, Luigi Mangione struggled with debilitating pain from a spinal condition and expressed contempt for the U.S. health-care system.

      

      
        Christopher Wray's capitulation
        Aaron Blake

        Wray resigning rather than forcing Trump to fire him clearly helps Trump, but perhaps not as much as some think.

      

      
        North Carolina GOP changes election rules before losing supermajority
        Patrick Marley

        Republicans in the state legislature gave an ally control over the state's elections board, rewrote ballot-counting rules and chipped away at the power of the incoming Democratic governor.

      

      
        Who is Kash Patel, Trump's pick to replace FBI director Chris Wray?
        Niha Masih

        Patel, President-elect Donald Trump's choice to run the nation's premier law enforcement agency is the author of a list of "deep state" officials to target.

      

      
        House Democrats plan early for expanded 2026 map with recruiting push
        Michael Scherer

        A new fund by the House Majority PAC will hunt for Democrats to challenge overlooked Republican districts.

      

      
        Where U.S. ambassadors have been more likely to be political appointees
        Philip Bump

        Trump's suggestion that his (former?) future daughter-in-law, Kimberly Guilfoyle, represent the United States in Greece is more unusual than it might seem.

      

      
        Foster advocacy group denies that arrested member assaulted Rep. Nancy Mace
        Peter Hermann, Keith L. Alexander

        The foster advocacy group says the man simply shook hands with the congresswoman.

      

      
        Supreme Court allows investor lawsuit against chipmaker Nvidia
        Justin Jouvenal

        Shareholders filed a class-action lawsuit claiming they were misled by Nvidia, the microchip-making behemoth that is the world's second-most-valuable company.

      

      
        Trump's fake-it-till-you-make-it autocracy
        Philip Bump

        Get rid of all permitting? Unwind birthright citizenship? Easy-peasy, if you pretend the myriad laws preventing such moves don't exist.

      

      
        Who is Kim Guilfoyle? Trump taps ex-Fox News host, lawyer as ambassador to Greece.
        Adela Suliman, Maegan Vazquez

        Trump announced his intent to nominate Kim Guilfoyle -- a former Fox News host, political fundraiser and fiancee of son Don Jr. --  to become U.S. ambassador to Greece.

      

      
        
          	
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Opinions
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



How presidents can use pardon powers 
The ability to grant pardons is a one of the president's most absolute powers, and it often leads to controversy.
By Amber Phillips, Emily Wax-Thibodeaux | 2024-12-12

President Joe Biden delivers remarks in the Rose Garden of the White House in Washington on Nov. 26. (Demetrius Freeman/The Washington Post)


In his last days in office, President Joe Biden is granting expansive pardons.
In the past week alone, he's pardoned his own son and commuted the sentences of nearly 1,500 people convicted of crimes in what the White House says is the most single-day pardons in history. He might not be done: Biden is getting pressure to pardon people on death row and is considering offering preemptive pardons for President-elect Donald Trump's critics.
The ability to grant pardons is one of the president's most absolute powers, and it often leads to controversy. Here's what to know about it.
The Constitution says presidents can "grant Reprieves and Pardons for Offenses against the United States, except in Cases of Impeachment."
That means the president can forgive someone convicted of a federal crime, end their sentence and restore their rights -- or a mix of any of those. The pardon power dates back to the British monarchy and the "godly" rights of kings, constitutional law expert Bernadette Meyler and author of the recent book, "Theaters of Pardoning," explained in a 2019 Stanford Legal podcast.
There's commutations, which Biden granted to nearly 1,500 people Thursday. That's a reprieve of someone's sentence for a crime for which they were convicted; essentially a get-out-of-jail card. But commutations don't wipe away convictions, like a full pardon does.
Presidents can also grant what's called amnesty to a large group of people, like President Jimmy Carter did for Vietnam draft dodgers.
Presidents can even issue pardons before someone is charged with a crime, for any offenses they "may have committed."
Biden's pardon of his son, Hunter Biden, demonstrates how broad this power is. Hunter Biden's convictions on gun and tax crimes went away with his father's pardon, and he won't face any sentencing. Biden also wrote the pardon in such a way that his son should be protected from anyone digging into his past over an 11-year-time frame, a broad pardon without many historical matches.
"Presidents have absolute pardon power," said Neama Rahmani, a former federal prosecutor.
The Supreme Court has said presidential pardon power only covers federal crimes -- not state ones -- and they can't pardon someone who has been impeached by Congress.
"Other than that, there are no apparent limits on the power," said Barbara McQuade, a former U.S. attorney now at the University of Michigan Law school.
And a pardon can't be undone.
It would take a constitutional amendment to undo or modify the pardon power, which is one of the hardest things to do in government.
Another check on pardon power is to impeach a president for abuses of it. But that's never happened, even as some presidential pardons are criticized by members of their own party as being too egregious.
"Every president is pushing the boundaries of pardons," said Saikrishna Prakash, a constitutional law professor at the University of Virginia.
Presidents usually pardon hundreds of people at the end of every term. Most of them are people who have petitioned from jail to have their sentences commuted, who generally have a story of redemption, or who are low-level drug offenders whose sentences are too severe under current federal law.
The people whose sentences Biden commuted Thursday were on home confinement during the coronavirus pandemic and have "successfully reintegrated" with their families and communities, the White House said in a statement.
"America was built on the promise of possibility and second chances," Biden said.
But it's also not a coincidence that the bulk of pardons happen on a president's way out the door, because it's common for a president to pardon political allies.
Biden pardoning his son will probably go down in the history books as one of the more controversial pardons. (Though some analysts argued that it was necessary to protect his son from prosecution from the next president.)
In his first term, Trump pardoned nearly half a dozen of his allies and friends for crimes such as lying to Congress and witness tampering, sometimes undercutting ongoing Justice Department investigations. "This is rotten to the core," one Republican senator, Ben Sasse, said at the time.
One of those pardons was for Charles Kushner, the father of Trump's son-in-law, Jared Kushner. The elder Kushner was convicted of tax evasion in what former New Jersey governor Chris Christie described as "one of the most loathsome, disgusting crimes that I prosecuted when I was U.S. attorney." Trump just nominated Charles Kushner as U.S. ambassador to France.
Other historically fraught pardons came when President George H.W. Bush pardoned a former secretary of defense for illegally selling arms to Iran. President Bill Clinton pardoned a top donor.
Presidents might be able to pardon themselves, say legal experts. But no one's tried it, so the courts have yet to weigh in. Trump will enter office with a conviction for business fraud that was prosecuted in New York as a state crime, where his pardon power can't reach. All of the federal prosecutions aimed at Trump have been dropped since he won election.
Probably the most famous pardon was for a former president: In 1974, President Gerald Ford pardoned his predecessor, Richard M. Nixon, for any crimes he may have committed related to the Watergate break-in.
Some criminal justice advocates say that there are ways to modify the pardon power to make it more fair.
The Brennan Center for Justice wants the government to create independent, bipartisan boards to make recommendations to the president and review them. "That could reduce the public perception that pardons arise out of political favor," said Lauren-Brooke Eisen, senior director for justice at the Brennan Center.
But that would require presidents to willingly give up one of their most expansive powers in the Constitution.
"It seems that every presidential administration would want to keep the power as unlimited as possible," McQuade, the former U.S. attorney, said.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2024/12/12/presidential-pardons-explained/
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Live updates: Trump rings the opening bell at the New York Stock Exchange 
Get the latest news on the transition to the new administration of President-elect Donald Trump and a new Congress.
By Meryl Kornfield, Mariana Alfaro, Brianna Tucker, Maegan Vazquez, Patrick Svitek, Philip Bump, Tobi Raji, Aaron Gregg, Lori Aratani, Ian Duncan, Jeremy Barr, Leo Sands, Leigh Ann Caldwell, Ben Brasch, Andrew Jeong, Ben Terris, Marianne LeVine | 2024-12-12
President-elect Donald Trump rang the opening bell Thursday at the New York Stock Exchange after being designated as Time magazine's "person of the year." In remarks beforehand, Trump said he would bring additional experience to his second stint in the White House. Trump, meanwhile, is continuing to announce choices for his administration, including Kari Lake, a loyalist and election denier, as his pick for the next director of Voice of America, a federally funded broadcaster with a global audience. Lake, who unsuccessfully ran for U.S. Senate in Arizona this year, is a former news anchor.
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Informant accused of lying about Biden family reaches plea deal
Alexander Smirnov admitted he concocted a tale of President Joe Biden and his son Hunter accepting bribes in exchange for protecting a Ukrainian energy company.
By Perry Stein | 2024-12-12

Former FBI informant Alexander Smirnov, left, walks out of his lawyer's office in Las Vegas after being released from federal custody in February. (K.M. Cannon/Las Vegas Review-Journal/AP)


The FBI informant accused of lying about the Biden family's business dealings has reached a plea agreement with federal prosecutors, admitting that he concocted a tale of President Joe Biden and his son Hunter Biden accepting bribes in exchange for protecting a Ukrainian energy company.
The defendant, Alexander Smirnov, will also plead guilty to multiple tax charges, according to the agreement filed in federal court in Los Angeles on Thursday morning.
Special counsel David Weiss charged Smirnov in February with making a false statement and creating a false and fictitious record. Smirnov pleaded not guilty to the charges at the time, and a judge held him in jail pending trial, citing concerns he might flee the country. In November, prosecutors indicted him again on tax charges, accusing him of spending lavishly while not reporting income to the government. He initially pleaded not guilty to those charges, as well.
As part of the plea agreement filed Thursday -- which still needs to be reviewed by a judge -- prosecutors recommended that Smirnov be sentenced to 48 to 72 months in prison.
The agreement brings to a close an ugly chapter in which Republicans in Congress pinned allegations of Biden family corruption largely on claims Smirnov made to an FBI agents in 2020 -- claims that Smirnov now admits were lies. Again and again, lawmakers repeated these and other accusations about the Biden family, at the same time saying that the Justice Department and FBI were not aggressively prosecuting the Bidens and other Democrats.
Weiss charged Smirnov as part of a long-running investigation of Hunter Biden, which led to the president's son being indicted on federal gun charges in Delaware and tax charges in Los Angeles. A jury found Hunter Biden guilty in June on the three gun charges, and he pleaded guilty to the nine tax charges in September, avoiding a second trial.
The president this month issued a full and unconditional pardon for his son, legally absolving him of the convictions and of any crimes he may have committed between Jan. 1, 2014, through Dec. 1, 2024. The president, who had repeatedly said that he would not issue such a pardon, took the action days before Hunter Biden was scheduled to be sentenced in both cases. The pardon has been criticized by many Democrats and seized upon by President-elect Donald Trump and his allies as proof of their long-standing claims that the Justice Department and the criminal justice system are politicized.
Smirnov's plea agreement could be one of the final actions in court from Weiss and his special-counsel team.
Weiss, the U.S. Attorney in Delaware, started his investigation of Hunter Biden in that role during the Trump administration. The Biden administration kept him on as U.S. attorney to avoid any suggestion that the president or his team were interfering in the probe. After a plea deal with Hunter Biden collapsed, Weiss asked Attorney General Merrick Garland to name him special counsel -- a move that gives him clear authority to bring charges outside of Delaware.
The plea agreement with Smirnov paves the way for Weiss to write and submit to Garland a comprehensive special-counsel report that outlines his findings. Such a report is required at the end of any special-counsel probe and could be made public.
Smirnov admitted to falsely claiming in 2020 that Joe Biden and his son each took $5 million years earlier to shield Ukrainian energy giant Burisma from prosecution in that country. Parts of Smirnov's tale emerged in FBI documents trumpeted by congressional Republicans, even as his identity remained unknown on Capitol Hill -- and his claims unvetted. Hunter Biden had been a paid Burisma board member.
Smirnov, who is based in Las Vegas, had been a confidential human source for the FBI since 2010. In the plea agreement, he admitted to transforming "his routine and unextraordinary business contacts with Burisma" into bribery allegations against the Biden family.
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Congress passes bill to add more U.S. judges, which Biden may veto
The political battle over creating new federal judgeships comes as Democrats race to confirm President Joe Biden's final nominees before losing control of Congress.
By Tobi Raji | 2024-12-12

President Joe Biden speaks in the Rose Garden in November. (Demetrius Freeman/The Washington Post)


A bill that would create dozens of new federal judgeships across the country received final approval in Congress on Thursday morning, setting up a likely veto from President Joe Biden even as his administration pushes to confirm his final nominees to fill existing judicial vacancies.
Democrats initially supported the Judges Act, which was touted as a rare example of bipartisanship after its unanimous passage in the Senate over the summer. Advocates say the new judgeships are urgently needed to help judges in 25 federal court districts manage their growing caseloads. It would be the first major expansion of the federal court system in more than three decades.
But the White House announced this week that Biden would veto the bill, and leading Democratic lawmakers who had supported it are questioning it, as well, wary of handing President-elect Donald Trump a trove of new federal judicial vacancies to fill once he takes office.
Senate Majority Whip Dick Durbin (D-Illinois), who chairs the Senate Judiciary Committee, and Rep. Jerry Nadler (New York), top Democrat on the House Judiciary Committee, questioned why Republicans had waited until after the presidential election to move the bill through the House.
"The JUDGES Act was carefully designed to be considered before the election," a spokesperson for Durbin said in a statement. "The Senate passed the bill in early August, and the House had plenty of time to take it up before November. Instead, House Republicans stonewalled bipartisan efforts to move the legislation, and it changed the political environment completely."
If Biden vetoes the bill, a two-thirds vote of both the House and Senate would be required to override it. The House vote Thursday was 236-173. Congress is scheduled to recess for the holidays Dec. 20 and won't return until Jan. 3 to be sworn in for a new term.
If the veto stands, the Republican-ruled Congress could resurrect the bill in the new year -- reintroducing it in the Senate, passing it in both chambers and handing it off for Trump to sign into law.
But the new version of the bill might look vastly different, Gabe Roth of court transparency group Fix the Court said. Roth suggested that Republicans may change the text of the bill to increase the number of judges Trump could appoint.
"With unified government, why would [Republicans] limit themselves?" Roth said.
The Judges Act would create new judgeships every two years, beginning in 2025 and ending in 2035, affording the next two to three presidents the opportunity to appoint judges. Thirteen states, including California, Florida, New York and Texas, would receive new judgeships.
Over the past 20 years, the number of civil cases pending more than three years in federal court rose 346 percent, according to the Judicial Conference, the policymaking body of the U.S. Courts. There were more than 80,000 such cases as of March 31, the conference said.
"Today, the House passed the JUDGES Act to authorize additional federal judges to ensure the American people receive timely and fair justice," House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana) said in a statement after the bill's passage. "This should not be a political issue -- it should be about prioritizing the needs of the American people and ensuring the courts are able to deliver fair, impartial, and timely justice."
In the Senate, meanwhile, lawmakers advanced Biden's last two nominees out of the Judiciary Committee on Thursday, teeing up floor votes that could result in the confirmation of Biden's 234th and 235th judicial nominees. Trump appointed 234 judges during his first term.
Democrats have been racing to confirm as many of Biden's nominees as possible before Trump returns to power in January. The Senate has confirmed more than a dozen nominees since Election Day. The most recent was Noel Wise, who was confirmed to a seat in the Northern District of California on Wednesday.
Biden's nominees include more women, people of color and LGBTQ individuals than those nominated by any other president in U.S. history.
If confirmed before Dec. 20, Serena R. Murillo would be the 150th woman and 24th Latina judge confirmed under Biden, according to the Leadership Conference on Civil and Human Rights. Benjamin J. Cheeks would be the 63rd Black judge confirmed during the administration, setting a record for most Black judges confirmed during a presidency of any length, according to the group.
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The small asterisk next to Trump's 'Person of the Year' victory
In each of the last seven presidential election years (and four of the seven before that), Time magazine's "Person of the Year" has been the man who won the White House.
By Philip Bump | 2024-12-12

President-elect Donald Trump speaks at a reception at the New York Stock Exchange after being named Time magazine's "Person of the Year" on Thursday. (Spencer Platt/Getty Images)


Some percentage of Donald Trump's desire to be elected president centers on his affection for the trappings of the position: the accolades, the supplication, the power. Precisely what percentage, God only knows. Estimates of it presumably range from the single digits (among his most fervent supporters, convinced of his claims about serving the public) to the near-triple digits (among the more skeptical). It seems safe to guess, though, that it's at or above 50 percent.
On Thursday, an accolade landed in the president-elect's lap. Time magazine named him its "Person of the Year," the latest in nearly a century of awarding the title to a range of people and a handful of groups or concepts. Trump seems pretty obviously pleased about it, with several Truth Social posts and an in-person appearance at the magazine's announcement.
And fair enough. But any celebration of Trump's victory here should probably note that he has won the award previously, back in 2016. That was the year he was elected president the first time, which is not a coincidence. As it turns out, Time's "Person of the Year" has always been the winner of the presidential election in each election year this century. And often before that, too.
The magazine has been awarding this title for nearly a century at this point. Beginning in 1927, it determined someone (or, later, something) that deserved recognition as the most important actor or force over the course of the calendar year. It has always leaned toward people in politics -- specifically men in politics (the award used to be "Man of the Year," in fact) and more specifically White men in politics. Of the 103 winners over the past 97 years, more than a third have been White male politicians, and that's excluding the 13 winners (about 13 additional percent) who were White men who had recently won the presidency.




The award has been won by concepts or groups more times than it has been won by a woman or a non-White man.
Obviously, it's fair to suggest that the winner of the presidential election is someone who had a significant effect on the election year. It's not just the victory itself but the months of preceding focus on the election and its outcome, a focus that drives a lot of conversation about the United States and the world.
But Time magazine also has a bottom line, one that has contributed to increasingly diversifying its recipient pool. Since 2002, excepting the winners of the presidential race, the identified "Person of the Year" has been a White male politician only three times and a concept or group nine times -- including the infamous "You" winner in 2006. The winner last year was Taylor Swift, someone whose dominance across the spectrum of power is debatable but whose ability to sell magazines is not.




One appeal of giving the award to the winner of the presidential election is that you have tens of millions of people who just expressed their support for this person with their votes -- tens of millions of people who might be willing to shell out a few bucks for a commemoration of their and his success.
There's another reason that the title isn't necessarily the indicator of approval that Trump seems to think it is. The magazine's tendency to select the winner of the presidential contest meant that, when Trump won in 2016 in the midst of a public outcry about his victory, it reinforced that the choice was based on impact, not approval. That was Trump, it said then, "for better or worse." Trump's victory this year was accompanied by a lengthy interview with the president-elect -- and an almost-as-lengthy fact check contextualizing the various dubious or outright false claims he made in the interview.
Trump has now been "Person of the Year" twice (excluding his "you" win in 2006 and his win as a member of the baby boom generation in 1966). That ties him with a number of recent presidents and several from last century. It also matches the tally earned by Joseph Stalin and moves him in front of Adolf Hitler, who remains tied with Elon Musk and Taylor Swift with one win apiece.
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Some military families fear block on transgender healthcare for kids
Thousands of transgender minors could soon be impacted by an 11th-hour addition to the critical annual defense spending bill passed by the House of Representatives on Wednesday
By Casey Parks, Maegan Vazquez | 2024-12-12

Speaker of the House Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana), leaving the stage at a recent event in Washington, D.C., pushed for a provision barring the U.S. military's health care system from providing certain types of gender transition health care to the children of U.S. service members to be included in the critical annual defense spending bill. 


Thousands of transgender minors could soon be impacted by an 11th-hour addition to the critical annual defense spending bill passed by the House of Representatives on Wednesday, after Republicans sought to include a provision barring the U.S. military's health care system from providing certain types of gender transition health care to the children of U.S. service members.
While it's unclear how many children would be affected by the provision if the bill passes in the Senate and is subsequently signed into law by President Joe Biden, a 2022 study found that at least 2,500 children sought care for gender dysphoria in 2017 through TRICARE, a health care program for members of the military and their families. The program has covered gender-transition care for minors since 2016.
The added provision in the National Defense Authorization Act, specifically states that "medical interventions for the treatment of gender dysphoria that could result in sterilization may not be provided to a child under the age of 18."
House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana), who pushed for the provision to be included in the bill, said it would protect children from being subjected to "treatments that would ultimately sterilize." The NDAA passed with the support of 81 House Democrats.
In the 2024 campaign season, Donald Trump and Republicans increasingly targeted transgender people, investing heavily into advertising tying Democrats to transgender rights. This election cycle alone, Republicans spent $215 million on network TV ads that paint transgender people as a threat, according to a Washington Post analysis of data compiled by AdImpact.
Over the last three years, roughly half the country has banned trans adolescents from accessing puberty blockers and hormones. The Republican lawmakers who proposed those bans argue that adolescents are too young to consent to treatments they may later regret, and that the treatments lead to sterilization. Earlier this month, The Supreme Court heard oral arguments about one of those bans. Though legal pundits said the justices seemed inclined to let the bans remain in place, the Court won't release a decision for many months.
Multiple peer-reviewed studies have found that a majority of trans adolescents who take blockers or hormones experience "satisfaction," "confidence" and "improvements in psychosocial functioning" after such treatment. And medical professionals say most gender transition treatments, including puberty blockers and testosterone, are not sterilizing. The vast majority of trans adolescents don't receive blockers or hormones, according to data compiled for Reuters, and very few receive surgeries.
Kelley Robinson, the president of the Human Rights Campaign, an LGBTQ+ advocacy group, said in a statement after Wednesday's House vote that "politicians in the House betrayed our nation's promise to those who serve."
"Those who have courageously stepped up to serve this country should never have their families used as bargaining chips," Robinson added. "Now, the Senate has the opportunity to reject this and any bill that includes these dangerous anti-trans, antimilitary family provisions, and remember the fundamental promise of our democracy: that everyone deserves dignity, respect and the right to health care."
One retired Navy captain said he and his family were "close to terrified" their teenage son would lose care as a result of the provision to bar certain gender transition care in the NDAA.
The retired captain, who spent 29 years in the service and was a commanding officer of an aviation squadron, said his son's mental and physical health have been "exponentially better" since he started puberty blockers and testosterone. He spoke on the condition of anonymity because he fears for his son's safety.
"He is completely thriving," the retired captain said. "He's able to grow up and be the person he's always been. If this rider [passes], the care that has led to the phenomenal mental and physical health of our child will no longer be available to us. He needs this care."
While he was in the Navy, the retired captain did seven deployments around the world, including to Iraq, Afghanistan and Syria. He did those tours, he said, believing that his country would support him just as he had supported it.
"I'm being told essentially, 'Thank you for your service. We're no longer supporting your family,'" he said. "It is very hard for me to reconcile the idea that the country trusted me to fight in combat, to be shot at, to lead young sailors into combat, but they won't trust me to make a medical decision for my child, which is the most important decision of my life."
Though the total estimated number of minors seeking gender transition care in the TRICARE system may seem low, the retired captain said he has seen firsthand how decisions that seem to only affect one individual can hurt an entire squadron. When he led squadrons, he saw multiple instances when one sailor or their family member was denied care in ways that hurt the entire group's morale.
"At a time when military retention is very, very low, I believe the passage of this rider could have the effect of degrading national security," he said.

People hold flags and signs as the U.S. Supreme Court hears arguments over an appeal by President Joe Biden's administration of a lower court's decision upholding a Republican-backed ban in Tennessee on gender-affirming medical care for transgender minors, outside the court in Washington, D.C. (Benoit Tessier/Reuters) 


Branden Marty, a Navy veteran living in Chicago, is the parent of three children, one of whom is a transgender teenager. Marty does not expect his family to be impacted by the NDAA provision because they have private insurance, but he's met several families who would be impacted.
"As a former officer who led sailors in the Navy, the toughest thing for me was when family issues came up when we were deployed," he said. "You're doing a very dangerous job, and your mind needs to be on your job. This is going to affect how service members are thinking about their family. And you're going to lose some really critical people with a lot of military and corporate knowledge because they're going to opt out.
The inclusion of the rider in the consequential bill, weeks before the congressional session is set to end, has been seen by some as a last-minute power play by Johnson, a social conservative.
In his first term in office, Trump banned transgender individuals from serving in the U.S. military -- which Biden reversed. The Times reported earlier this year that Trump plans to reinstate it when he takes office next year.
On the campaign trail this cycle, Trump vowed to prohibit gender transition care for children and eliminate any federal spending on those treatments for adults. He has also promised to ask Congress to pass a bill stating that there are only two genders and that they are assigned at birth. While some of his promises would be difficult to enact, and many others such as banning access to health care probably would be challenged in court, Trump will have the advantage of Republican control in Congress and could also enact some changes through executive action.
Trump's transition team hasn't provided further details on his plans, but Karoline Leavitt, Trump-Vance transition spokeswoman, told The Post last week that his campaign focused on "common sense policies" that Americans want.
Although transgender rights are not considered a top issue for many voters, Republican strategists have said it was a powerful wedge issue for undecided voters this election cycle.
A survey conducted by Fox News and the Associated Press found that about 55 percent of voters said support for transgender rights in government and society "has gone too far," and that 77 percent of this group supported Trump. The survey also found that 51 percent of voters opposed laws banning gender transition-related medical treatments such as puberty blockers and hormone therapy for transgender youths. Among those who do support the ban, 65 percent supported Trump.
Abigail Hauslohner and Maham Javaid contributed to this report.
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Most approve of Trump's transition -- which is only unusual for Trump
Approval of how Trump is handling this transition is higher than last time, but confidence is unusually low that he'll appoint the best people to his administration.
By Philip Bump | 2024-12-12

President-elect Donald Trump attends a gala at Mar-a-Lago in Palm Beach, Florida, on Nov. 14. (Saul Martinez for The Washington Post)


One of the incongruities of the post-election period in 2024 is that Donald Trump's victory is being received far more traditionally than was his victory in 2016, despite the number of ways in which Trump has by now demonstrated how nontraditional his approach to the presidency actually is.
It's not that Trump is popular, as such. It's just that -- perhaps because he actually won the popular vote this time, or perhaps because his success didn't catch so many people by surprise -- the response to his victory has in many ways been less negative than it was eight years ago.
But there's still some useful context to consider.
On Wednesday, CNN released new polling showing that most Americans approve of how Trump has handled his presidential transition to date. Fifty-five percent of the country views Trump's efforts with approval, compared to 45 percent who disapprove.
Those numbers are better than the level of support Trump earned in the election. But they are also not particularly robust compared to other recent presidents. Of presidents elected since 1992, approval of Trump's transition is lower than any other incoming administration in the months before a president-elect took office -- except Trump's last presidential transition.




Every other president since 1992 had a transition approval north of 60 percent and generally close to two-thirds of respondents. The exceptions are Trump in 2016 (whose numbers dropped as the transition progressed) and Trump in 2024. It's useful to note, too, that about 6 in 10 of those who view Trump's transition with approval this year are members of his own party, 96 percent of whom do so.
If you step back for a second, you'll realize that this question is rather abstract: When we evaluate a presidential transition, what are we evaluating? A lot of it is vibes, how people feel about the shift from one president to the next. The  president-elect's selections to fill key administration positions are the most obvious tangible element of the transition. When respondents are asked about that separately, Trump actually fares significantly worse than he did eight years ago.




After Trump won in 2016, confidence that he would appoint the best people to fill those positions was significantly lower than the three incoming presidents before him, with only 1 in 5 Americans having a lot of confidence in his identifying the best people. Now, about 1 in 4 say they have a lot of confidence -- but only about half say they have at least some confidence, compared to two-thirds who had that much confidence eight years ago.
CNN included another interesting measure of confidence in its poll: How confident were Americans that Trump would use the power of the presidency responsibly? About 3 in 10 said they had a lot of confidence he would; about three-quarters of them were Republicans. In total, just over half said they had at least some confidence.




We can't compare the results of this question to past incoming administrations because, save one, past incoming administrations didn't center on presidents-elect for whom this question was particularly salient.
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Biden commutes nearly 1,500 sentences in 'largest single-day grant of clemency'
President Joe Biden announced he will commute the sentences of close to 1,500 people on home confinement and will pardon 39 convicted of nonviolent crimes. 
By Leo Sands, Meryl Kornfield | 2024-12-12

President Joe Biden speaks in Washington last month. (Demetrius Freeman/The Washington Post)


President Joe Biden is commuting the sentences of nearly 1,500 people and pardoning 39 more convicted of nonviolent crimes, the White House said in a statement Thursday, describing it as "the largest single-day grant of clemency in modern history."
The individuals whose sentences will be commuted were placed on home confinement during the coronavirus pandemic and have "successfully reintegrated" with their families and communities, the White House said in a statement.
The White House added that Biden is still reviewing clemency petitions and that more announcements are to come. Pressure has grown on the outgoing president to exercise his powers before he cedes the White House to President-elect Donald Trump, and opponents of capital punishment have called for Biden to empty federal death row. Trump staunchly supports capital punishment.
Among those who received clemency Thursday are people who would have received a lighter sentence if they were charged under current laws and practice, Biden said in a statement.
"America was built on the promise of possibility and second chances," Biden said.
The decision to grant mass clemency comes after backlash over Biden's decision to pardon his son Hunter after he had previously said he would not. Part of the uproar came from criminal justice advocates, as well as fellow Democrats, who expressed frustration that Biden benefited his son alone, instead of broadly using his clemency power for less privileged people.
Anita Dunn, a former senior adviser to the president who left the administration in August, said in a New York Times' DealBook Summit posted Wednesday that she disagreed with the rollout of the pardon for Biden's son.
"I absolutely think that Hunter deserves a pardon here, but I disagree on the timing, the argument and sort of the rationale," she said.
Biden is also said to be weighing preemptive pardons for people who may be targeted by the incoming Trump administration, including Anthony S. Fauci, who helped coordinate the nation's coronavirus response; retired Gen. Mark A. Milley, former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who has called Trump a "fascist"; Sen.-elect Adam Schiff (D-California), who led the first impeachment effort against Trump; and former congresswoman Liz Cheney (R-Wyoming), an outspoken GOP critic of Trump.
The 39 people pardoned Thursday were convicted of nonviolent crimes, including drug offenses. They "have turned their lives around," the White House said. "These individuals are parents, veterans, health care professionals, teachers, advocates, and engaged members of their communities."
In the final days of his second term in 2017, President Barack Obama granted 330 commutations to nonviolent drug offenders -- which at the time was the most granted in one day in U.S. history.
Before Thursday's announcement, Biden had commuted the sentences of over 140 people and granted 26 pardons in office -- including most recently to his son Hunter. Biden has also granted pardons for military veterans convicted of having gay sex, once a crime under military law, and people convicted of marijuana possession at the federal level.
Biden's administration received nearly 12,000 petitions for clemency and more than 1,400 petitions for pardons through early December, according to statistics released by the Justice Department.
Mark Berman, Ann E. Marimow, Yasmeen Abutaleb and Matt Viser contributed to this report.
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Mark Zuckerberg's Meta donates $1M to Trump inauguration fund
Meta's donation comes weeks after Mark Zuckerberg met President-elect Donald Trump at Mar-a-Lago, as the Facebook founder seeks to mend ties with the right.
By Leo Sands | 2024-12-12

Mark Zuckerberg, CEO of Meta; President-elect Donald Trump. (Andrew Caballero-Reynoldsjeff Kowalsky/AFP/Getty Images)


Meta donated $1 million to the inauguration committee of President-elect Donald Trump, the company confirmed Thursday.
The donation comes weeks after chief executive Mark Zuckerberg, who previously banned Trump from Meta's social platforms, visited his Mar-a-Lago resort as the tech giant seeks to mend fences with the political right.
Meta spokesman Andy Stone confirmed the donation in an email Thursday morning. He did not provide more information about the donation, which was first reported by the Wall Street Journal.
Meta banned Trump from Facebook and Instagram in 2021, as Zuckerberg accused him of inciting a violent insurrection in the wake of the Jan. 6 Capitol attack by Trump supporters.
Stephen Miller, Trump's incoming deputy chief of staff, confirmed Trump's Mar-a-Lago meeting with Zuckerberg in late November in an interview with Fox News. "Mark Zuckerberg has been very clear about his desire to be a supporter of -- and a participant in -- this change we're seeing," Miller said. "He's made clear that he wants to support the national renewal of America under President Trump's leadership."
The presidential inauguration committee pays for everything surrounding the swearing-in ceremony -- which will take place on Jan. 20 -- including the opening ceremony, parade, galas and balls. All donations to it must be disclosed with the Federal Election Commission within 90 days of the inauguration.
Meta's million-dollar donation comes as the political rhetoric of Zuckerberg -- once a prominent supporter of liberal causes who previously said it was too risky to allow Trump to use Facebook -- trends rightward.
In 2021, Zuckerberg said Trump's "decision to use his platform to condone rather than condemn the actions of his supporters at the Capitol building has rightly disturbed people in the US and around the world," explaining the decision to suspend the president's account. Trump's access was restored in early 2023.
In July, he called Donald Trump a "bada--" for his response to an assassination attempt. The following month, he criticized the Biden administration for having "repeatedly pressured" Facebook to remove some covid-related misinformation during the pandemic, aligning himself with a position popular among some Republicans, in a letter to Rep. Jim Jordan (R-Ohio).
Zuckerberg did not endorse any candidate in November's presidential election.
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Trump announces Kari Lake as his choice for director of Voice of America
The former news anchor is a fierce Trump loyalist and election denier. She most recently ran for a U.S. Senate seat in Arizona, losing to Democrat Ruben Gallego.
By Andrew Jeong | 2024-12-12

Kari Lake speaks during the Conservative Political Action Conference in National Harbor, Maryland, on Feb. 24. (Tom Brenner for the Washington Post )


President-elect Donald Trump announced late Wednesday that Kari Lake, a fierce loyalist and election denier, is his choice for the next director of Voice of America, a federally funded broadcaster with a global audience.
Announcing his decision on his social media platform, Truth Social, Trump cited Lake's experience as a news anchor as one of the reasons for picking her.
"She will be appointed by, and work closely with, our next head of the U.S. Agency for Global Media, who I will announce soon, to ensure that the American values of Freedom and Liberty are broadcast around the World FAIRLY and ACCURATELY, unlike the lies spread by the Fake News Media," Trump wrote.
The chief executive of the U.S. Agency for Global Media must receive Senate confirmation, according to the Congressional Research Service. Under rules passed in 2020, the VOA director is appointed by a majority vote of a seven-member advisory board. Six members of the board are named by the president and require Senate consent, and the seventh member is the secretary of state.
Given the appointment process, it is unclear how quickly Lake could be installed in the position.
Lake most recently ran for U.S. Senate in Arizona but lost to Democrat Ruben Gallego. She is the latest of several Trump administration picks who lost elections in recent years, including Mehmet Oz, whom he chose to run the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, and Kelly Loeffler, his choice to run the Small Business Administration.
In 2022, Lake unsuccessfully ran for Arizona governor and contested that election's results, after running a campaign centered on election denialism. This year, Lake settled a defamation case brought against her by an Arizona Republican who alleged that Lake, her 2022 Arizona gubernatorial campaign and an affiliated nonprofit group repeatedly and falsely accused him of causing Lake to lose that election, unleashing a barrage of threats against him and his family.
Lake has also repeatedly echoed Trump's false claim that the 2020 presidential election was stolen from him. Speaking to a crowd of supporters last year, she said: "I love President Trump. I will do everything in my power to get that man elected."
In a post on X, Lake said she was "honored" that Trump has asked her to lead VOA, which she called "a vital international media outlet dedicated to advancing the interests of the United States by engaging directly with people across the globe and promoting democracy and truth."
"Under my leadership, the VOA will excel in its mission: chronicling America's achievements worldwide," Lake added. "Thank you for putting your trust in me, President Trump. I look forward to leading the Voice of America, and I can't wait to get started."
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Wray resignation clears way for Trump nomination of Kash Patel at FBI
Get the latest news on the transition to the new administration of President-elect Donald Trump and a new Congress.
By Meryl Kornfield, Mariana Alfaro, Justine McDaniel, Brianna Tucker, Maegan Vazquez, Patrick Svitek, Marisa Iati, Philip Bump, Tobi Raji, Isaac Arnsdorf, Abigail Hauslohner, Marianne LeVine, Lauren Kaori Gurley, Perry Stein, Maxine Joselow, Andrew Ackerman, Peter Hermann, Leigh Ann Caldwell, Michael Scherer, Adela Suliman, Lauren Weber, McKenzie Beard, Emily Davies, Tony Romm, Martin Weil, Jacqueline Alemany, Liz Goodwin, David Nakamura, Maeve Reston | 2024-12-12
FBI Director Christopher A. Wray's announcement Wednesday that he will resign at the end of the Biden administration has cleared the way for President-elect Donald Trump to nominate loyalist Kash Patel for the position. Trump announced last month that he would nominate Patel to serve as FBI director even though Wray was only seven years into a 10-year term. Trump, meanwhile, is continuing to roll out picks for his administration, including Kimberly Guilfoyle, the fiancee of son Donald Trump Jr., to become U.S. ambassador to Greece.
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House passes Pentagon policy bill roiled by transgender-care debate
Speaker Mike Johnson drew criticism for leveraging the National Defense Authorization Act to target medical care for service members' transgender children. 
By Abigail Hauslohner | 2024-12-12

(Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post)


The House on Wednesday passed an $895.2 billion defense policy bill after Democrats blasted the inclusion of a provision -- pushed at the 11th hour by Speaker Mike Johnson -- to prohibit the military's health-care system from providing specialized treatments to the transgender children of U.S. service members.
The National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) passed 281-140, with fewer than half of the chamber's Democrats voting in favor of what is typically a bipartisan piece of legislation.
The NDAA sets Pentagon and U.S. national security policy for the year ahead. Republicans and Democrats alike lauded the bill's 14.5 percent pay increase for junior enlisted troops, along with its authorization for spending increases on military "quality of life" issues. The bill also strengthens U.S. defenses against China, and expands investment in new military technologies and replenishing U.S. weapons stockpiles, they said.
Despite those advances, the spotlight landed on Johnson's (R-Louisiana) culture war provision. Senior lawmakers from both parties said it was forced into the legislation after months of negotiation between the House and Senate armed services committees had arrived at the final 1,813-page document, a move that lawmakers said dampened its bipartisan support.
The Senate, which could take up the NDAA as early as Thursday, must also pass the bill before President Joe Biden can sign it into law.
Republicans, including President-elect Donald Trump, who have ramped up their opposition to transgender care for minors, have portrayed the treatments -- which could include hormone therapy -- as necessarily leading to sterilization, something medical professionals say does not happen in most cases.
Johnson's provision states that "medical interventions for the treatment of gender dysphoria that could result in sterilization may not be provided to a child under the age of 18" -- a change the speaker claimed would protect children from being subjected to "treatments that would ultimately sterilize."
Democrats said the move amounted to a Republican campaign to target, scapegoat and vilify families struggling with gender dysphoria -- a medical diagnosis for those whose gender identity is different from the sex they were assigned at birth.
The policy would deprive military parents of the ability to obtain life-changing care for their children that has proved "in many cases" to save lives, the House Armed Services Committee's top Democrat, Rep. Adam Smith (Washington), said this week, referring to the prevalence of suicide among transgender youth.
"This is denying health care to minors who clearly need it," Smith said Wednesday on the House floor, during debate over the legislation.
"There is a reasonable question about what care minors should receive in this area," Smith said. But Republican leadership rejected Democrats' offer to study the issue and convene the expertise of medical professionals. Instead, they insisted on "an outright ban," he said -- the product of politicians' "ignorant, bigoted" views about transgender people.
Smith said in a statement Wednesday night that he "ultimately could not vote for the final bill due to the provision pushed by the Speaker." He was joined by 123 other Democrats, including nine fellow members of the Armed Services Committee.
Rep. Salud Carbajal (D-California) said in a statement that he was "severely frustrated" by the inclusion of Johnson's provision "at this late hour after months of negotiations had removed other similar attempts to turn a defense bill into a culture war bonanza." But Carbajal, a member of the Armed Services Committee, said that while he "vehemently opposed" the provision, he "could not in good conscience vote against a bill that in most ways still reflects those months of negotiations."

House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana) addresses the news media at the Capitol in December. (Maansi Srivastava for The Washington Post)


It is unclear how many children would be affected by the provision if the bill becomes law. The Defense Department has not responded to Democrats' request to provide the numbers.
In 2017, there were 2,500 minors receiving such health care through the military's TRICARE health system, according to a report circulated by the American Civil Liberties Union. The Williams Institute, a UCLA-based think tank that researches gender identity and sexual orientation laws, says that nationwide there are about 300,000 youth, aged 13-18, who identify as transgender, and that 0.6 percent of the total U.S. population identifies as transgender.
Committee Chairman Mike D. Rogers (R-Alabama) also expressed irritation with Johnson's last-minute power play, dismissing the move as "irrelevant" next month after Trump takes office and has the authority to implement such policy decisions with or without Congress.
"The president is going to stop all these social, cultural issues from being embedded as policies," Rogers told reporters Tuesday. "So my point is, I don't know why this is in the bill, when on January 20, it's a moot point."
Rogers disavowed any ownership of the provision and said Johnson never consulted him on it. "This has nothing to do with me. I didn't put this in the bill. The Big Four didn't put this in the bill," he said, referring to the chairs and highest-ranking minority members of the House and Senate armed services committees. "The speaker put this in the bill."
Lawmakers from both parties lamented that debate over the transgender-health-care provision had drawn the focus of the legislation away from the larger national security concerns and military improvements the larger NDAA addresses, and both sides accused the other of trying to mix culture and politics with the nation's defense.
Transgender youth in military families are "a very tiny percentage of the population and [Republicans] are using this opportunity to scapegoat them," Rep. Becca Balint (D-Vermont), said Tuesday on the House floor, referring to what she called a Republican effort to target "trans kids and their families."
Rogers, Smith and others have been eager to champion what they see as the bill's more important provisions, ranging from an array of quality-of-life improvements for service members to efforts to ramp up defense industrial production -- a system that policymakers say has been overtaxed in the past couple of years as the Pentagon has funneled significant portions of critical munitions stockpiles toward wars in the Middle East and Ukraine, and as Washington's key global competitor, Beijing, has dramatically accelerated its own military production.
The bill authorizes a significant pay increase for junior enlisted U.S. service members, whose lagging salaries have forced many military families to resort to food stamps and other forms of public assistance -- circumstances that have shocked members of both parties in hearings held over the past two years. It authorizes roughly $3 billion to improve military housing, including the replacement of dilapidated and crumbling barracks. And it will expand child-care and other benefits to a military that lawmakers say has been failing to offer competitive career options, amid a worsening recruitment crisis in the armed forces.
"No service member should have to live in squalid conditions. And no military family should have to rely on food stamps to feed their children. But that's exactly what many of our service members are experiencing, especially the junior enlisted," Rogers said during a Monday hearing in the House Rules Committee. "This bill goes a long way toward fixing that."
The bill authorizes the expansion of U.S. military resources to assist with migrant interdiction on the border with Mexico and expands U.S. assistance to Israel -- core Republican priorities. It does not authorize any additional military assistance for Ukraine, an issue where many Republicans now echo Trump's skepticism about the matter. Instead, it requires the administration to provide to Congress an assessment of the "likely course of war in Ukraine," including whether Ukraine's military will be able to "to defend against Russian aggression" if the United States stops providing support.
The bill also does not include an additional $25 billion -- sought by Sen. Roger Wicker (Mississippi), the top Republican on the Senate Armed Services Committee -- to the bill's top line. Wicker has argued that the additional funding is necessary to keep pace with evolving national security threats.
While Republicans said they successfully limited the military's efforts to expand diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) programs in the bill, Democrats said they successfully blocked Republicans' most extreme culture riders, such as provisions that would have restricted women's access to reproductive health care and assistance to Ukraine, and prohibited the Defense Department from assisting Palestinian refugees. Both Rogers and Smith praised the final bill as a product of bipartisan compromise and teamwork.
Johnson's transgender provision is "the one problem" with the legislation -- but a major one -- Smith said. "It taints an otherwise excellent piece of legislation."
Casey Parks and Mariana Alfaro contributed to this report.
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Severe pain shaped UnitedHealth CEO murder suspect's view of health system
Even as he flourished academically and professionally, Luigi Mangione struggled with debilitating pain from a spinal condition and expressed contempt for the U.S. health-care system. 
By Daniel Gilbert, Olivia George, Annie Gowen | 2024-12-12

Luigi Mangione is led into the Blair County Courthouse for an extradition hearing on Tuesday in Hollidaysburg, Pennsylvania. (Jeff Swensen/Getty Images)


Even when Luigi Mangione was surrounded with people who cared about him, he was isolated by a spinal defect that gave the athletic young man crippling pain and contributed to a jaundiced view of the American health-care system.
Authorities charged Mangione, 26, with murder in the shooting of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson in New York, and New York police said Wednesday that they believe the motive was animus toward the health insurance industry and corporate America. Police found a three-page handwritten document on Mangione that expressed disdain for the health business, they've said.
On Reddit in April, Mangione foreshadowed that skepticism about the health-care industry as he offered advice for getting a doctor to perform spinal surgery.
"Tell them you are 'unable to work' / do your job," he wrote. "We live in a capitalist society. I've found that the medical industry responds to these key words far more urgently than you describing unbearable pain and how it's impacting your quality of life."
Mangione's Reddit posts, under the name "mister_cactus," had once linked to his personal programming site and offered numerous personal details that match Mangione's. Reddit declined to confirm whether the account, which was deactivated this week, belonged to him. Reporters reviewed the posts in an internet archive.
Nothing in his Reddit posts reviewed by The Washington Post presaged violence. Authorities have not laid out their case for what they think drove Mangione to escalate his frustration with the health system, which is common in the United States, into an allegedly premeditated murder of a prominent health-care executive.
Thomas M. Dickey, an attorney for Mangione, didn't respond to a request for comment Wednesday.
Mangione's arrest has stunned his friends and family, most of whom appeared to have lost touch with him in the last six months.
"We all condemn violence of any kind," said Josiah Ryan, a spokesman for Surfbreak HNL, a co-living community in Honolulu where Mangione lived for six months in 2022. He added, "There's sadness, because he was a person who was well-loved and no one saw this coming."
Ryan said Mangione's back pain was well known within the Surfbreak community. "It was a real problem for him, and he had to think about that in a way that most 24-year-old young men living in Hawaii would not have to worry about their health," Ryan said.
Mangione's struggles with his back pain offer a glimpse into the interior life of a man who outwardly lived a charmed existence -- the scion of a wealthy family in Maryland who was valedictorian of his prestigious private school in Baltimore and earned degrees in computer science from the University of Pennsylvania.
In archived Reddit comments, Mangione doesn't express anger toward UnitedHealthcare or other health insurers. But the posts chronicle his struggle over the years to deal with back pain that became increasingly debilitating.
"From childhood until age 23, my back would always ache if I stood too long, but it wasn't too bad," he wrote in February. But as he entered his mid-20s, the pain began to disrupt his life. He once described the sensation of an unstable spine as being able to "feel the bones moving/grinding."
He also struggled with cognitive issues, according to his posts. In a Reddit group focused on brain fog, he wrote, "The people around you probably won't understand your symptoms -- they certainly don't for me."
By January 2022, Mangione was living at Surfbreak in Hawaii, where a surfing accident exacerbated his spinal condition, according to his Reddit posts and interviews with friends. He had a spinal fusion surgery -- a procedure that stabilizes the spine with surgical screws -- in July 2023, according to his Reddit posts, and he seemed pleased with the results for months afterward.
"Haven't had a bad day since," he wrote in November 2023.
Mangione's discussion of surgery aligns with an image of an X-ray prominently displayed on his profile for the social media platform X. An orthopedic surgeon who reviewed the image for The Post described it as a "lumbar spine with posterior spinal instrumentation, possible fusion." It's a common procedure for people with spondylolisthesis, a condition where a vertebra shifts forward that can cause excruciating pain in the lower back.
He found a community on Reddit dedicated to spondylolisthesis, which he described as "my injury" in handwritten notes uploaded to his profile on the book-review site Goodreads in 2019.
Mangione regularly offered advice to others, sometimes with an edge of bitterness about the reluctance of the medical profession to provide care he considered necessary. To persuade doctors reluctant to perform surgery, he suggested an extreme option would be to "fake a foot drop" -- difficulty lifting the front part of the foot -- "or piss yourself. This is the absolute nuclear option, but there comes a point where it's just ridiculous that people won't operate on your broken spine."
His struggles drew empathy from people close to him. R.J. Martin, Surfbreak's owner, told the New York Times that Mangione "knew that dating and being physically intimate with his back condition wasn't possible." In a text message to The Post, Martin said he was overwhelmed and exhausted and deferred comment to Ryan, his spokesman.
Martin found Mangione "to be a really special person," Ryan said. "He expected to have a lifelong friendship with him." Mangione's arrest "was pretty devastating for him."
Marc McCoy, 59, owner of Moped Garage, a store near Surfbreak, said that he sold Mangione a moped and that they had multiple conversations. The Maryland native was eager to talk to McCoy, who has lived in Hawaii for a half-century, about how to fit in and respect the local culture and not be an ugly American stereotype, McCoy said. "He was well-spoken, intelligent, conscientious," he said. "I'm in complete shock."
Mangione spent some time in Japan this year. A picture posted to X in late February by Japanese professional poker player Jun Obara shows him appearing to enjoy a meal at a Tokyo restaurant with a smiling Mangione and others.
"He came in by himself and we talked to him and treated him to a meal and drinks because we wanted him to enjoy Japan," Obara wrote in a subsequent post this week. "He said he was on vacation from Hawaii."
Most friends and family appear to have lost touch with Mangione since May. That appears to be when he last posted to his accounts on Goodreads and Reddit, where he linked to a video shared by another user in a group for discussing Ted Kaczynski, the Unabomber. His apparently last post on X, formerly Twitter, was a retweet of a podcast episode on how smartphones and social media impact mental health on June 10.
June 10 also was the last time Gurwinder Bhogal, a U.K.-based writer, said he received a message from Mangione, who was seeking advice about curating his social media feeds. The two had struck up a correspondence in April after Mangione subscribed to his Substack publication. They discussed politics, said Bhogal, who recalled him complaining "about how expensive health care in the U.S. was."
In comments circulated to reporters, Bhogal wrote, "Overall, the impression I got of him, besides his curiosity and kindness, was a deep concern for the future of humanity, and a determination to improve himself and the world." He added, "He was so polite and thoughtful it was hard to conceive of him murdering someone."
Mangione's movements in the summer and fall are still not clear. Mangione's mother, Kathleen Mangione, called the San Francisco police on Nov. 18 and said her son had not been heard from since July, according to local media reports. A source familiar with the matter confirmed to The Post that a missing-person report was filed.
The San Francisco Police Department declined to comment on the case and referred questions to New York police. An NYPD spokesperson declined to comment on the missing-person report.
Shayna Jacobs, Trisha Thadani, Kalani Takase, Drew Harwell, Samuel Oakford, Chris Dehghanpoor, Niha Masih and Aaron Schaffer contributed to this report.
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Christopher Wray's capitulation
Wray resigning rather than forcing Trump to fire him clearly helps Trump, but perhaps not as much as some think.
By Aaron Blake | 2024-12-11

FBI Director Christopher Wray testifies before a Senate Judiciary Committee oversight hearing in late 2023. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


Donald Trump's path back to the White House is littered with the political careers of Republicans who obviously disliked him -- and sometimes fought him publicly -- only to eventually succumb and voluntarily head for the exits, paving the way for more loyal replacements. The list of those who gave up fighting for their jobs is very long.
And we can now include another name on it. FBI Director Christopher Wray, a Trump appointee whom Trump has criticized and aimed to fire and replace with loyalist Kash Patel, announced Wednesday that he will resign before Trump takes office next month.
Wray said he did so "to avoid dragging the bureau deeper into the fray."
The decision has led to predictable criticism from Trump's opponents, who argue that Wray should have forced Trump to do the deed -- to actually fire him and take all that comes with it -- rather than "obey in advance."
They probably overstate the actual significance of such a firing. But Wray's decision is clearly a win for Trump in some significant ways.
FBI directors have 10-year terms, and it's customary for presidents to keep directors from previous administrations. The idea is that this insulates law enforcement from political influence, as The Post's Mark Berman wrote in his explainer last week. It doesn't mean presidents can't fire them -- they can -- but it's more of a norm than anything else.
Only one FBI director has actually served a full 10 years since the term was set in the 1970s. But most came up short for reasons other than being fired; only two have been terminated.
Which brings us to the recent precedent here. One of those two to be fired was ousted by Trump: James B. Comey in 2017. It was one of the earliest scandals of the first Trump administration.
But that doesn't mean that any firing of an FBI director would be nearly so controversial. The reason Comey's firing was an especially big deal was because of what he was investigating: specifically, a high-profile matter very much involving Trump -- the Russia investigation. And all of the available evidence, including Trump's own commentary and the ensuing Mueller investigation that probed Comey's firing for possible obstruction of justice, indicates Trump's decision was very much related to that probe.
With Wray, the concern for Trump's critics is that the pressure campaign was intended to grease the skids for political retribution -- something Patel has been rather open about. But there's less of a direct line that could be viewed as corrupt. Trump would be breaking a norm, sure, but not directly to save his own skin or try to thwart an investigation.
That makes it far less likely that there would be a significant backlash to Trump actually firing Wray. And that's for one basic reason: Americans generally think a president should be able to pick such administration officials.
Even with the Comey firing, the backlash wasn't that strong.
A May 2017 Quinnipiac University poll showed Americans disapproved of Comey's firing 54 percent to 36 percent and said, 55 percent to 36 percent, that Trump fired him to disrupt investigations. More than 6 in 10 wanted Congress to investigate the matter. But people were only about evenly split on whether it was an "abuse of power."
It seems unlikely that Trump firing Wray would lead to a significant backlash that would rival the Comey fiasco.
By the same token, though, Wray's decision is clearly a setback for those who would stand in the way of Trump's plans.
For one, forcing Trump to fire him could have cast more of a spotlight on Trump's push to install a man in Patel who has talked openly about targeting the "deep state" and even seeking retribution against Trump's foes. It would have reinforced how Trump was not just nominating a controversial FBI director, but in doing so firing a Republican FBI director he actually appointed because that official wasn't sufficiently willing to carry Trump's water.
Instead, it will look more like a normal nomination process.
Republicans have in the past defended Wray from Trump's attacks. Perhaps there wouldn't be as much of an appetite for that now, but this frees them of having to account for Trump firing Wray.
There is also a more practical reason this could matter.
As Harvard law professor Jack Goldsmith wrote this week for Lawfare, Wray forcing Trump to fire him could have narrowed Trump's authority to appoint an "acting" successor for an extended period. That could matter if Patel's nomination is ultimately stuck in the Senate.
More than anything, though, this is significant from a tone-setting perspective.
Wray's stated reason for resigning is that it spares the bureau from being in the middle of a political fight. But sparing the FBI that fight also lets the other side win without much of a fight.
And seeing Wray -- someone who stood up to Trump during his first term and took plenty of heat for it -- decide not to fight that battle this time around could certainly be viewed as merely the latest indication that the Trump guardrails won't be as strong this time around.
That doesn't mean it's all on Wray. Part of this decision was surely arrived at because GOP senators haven't raised as much of a fuss this time about Trump's targeting of Wray and plans to fire him.
But one of Trump's core political talents is in wearing down his opposition over long periods. And this would seem a case in point in how that continues to pay dividends.
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North Carolina GOP changes election rules before losing supermajority
Republicans in the state legislature gave an ally control over the state's elections board, rewrote ballot-counting rules and chipped away at the power of the incoming Democratic governor.
By Patrick Marley | 2024-12-11

North Carolina Attorney General Josh Stein (D), now the governor-elect, addresses a crowd in Raleigh, North Carolina, on Sept. 10. (Kate Medley for The Washington Post) 


Flexing power just before they lose their supermajority, Republicans in North Carolina's legislature overrode a veto Wednesday to give one of their allies control over the state's elections board, rewrite ballot-counting rules and chip away at the power of the incoming Democratic governor.
The move came as Republicans sought to claim three seats in the legislature and a spot on the state Supreme Court by throwing out tens of thousands of ballots in races they lost last month. The state Democratic Party is fighting that effort by asking a federal judge to ensure votes don't get tossed because of administrative errors.
The developments offer the latest test for democracy in the swing state while highlighting North Carolina Republicans' brand of go-to-the-mat politics. Courts could soon review how ballots were counted in last month's election, and judges will almost certainly be asked to review the new law limiting the power of the incoming governor, Josh Stein (D).
The dispute over the state Supreme Court is one of the last of its kind in the country. Election disputes have been less protracted this winter than four years ago, when Donald Trump and his supporters filed lawsuit after lawsuit to contest his loss of the White House.
Under the measure lawmakers approved Wednesday, Stein will lose the power to appoint members of the state and county elections board. Those duties will be handled by the incoming auditor, Dave Boliek, who will be the first Republican to hold the job in 16 years. The auditor is responsible for reviewing state finances and previously has not had a role in running elections.
Republicans rushed the lame-duck bill through the legislature to get it in place before they lose the veto-proof majority that in recent years has allowed them to sideline the outgoing governor, Roy Cooper (D). Republicans will still have large majorities in both chambers, but their strength in the House in January will fall below the three-fifths margin they need to override vetoes without the help of Democrats.
The legislature passed the bill last month, and Cooper quickly vetoed it. The state Senate overrode the veto last week, and the House overrode it Wednesday. That will put the law into effect -- and queue up an all-but-inevitable lawsuit.
The law also limits the legal arguments the incoming attorney general, Jeff Jackson (D), can make in court, eliminates the jobs of two judges who have ruled against lawmakers and requires the governor to fill any vacancies to the state's top courts with appointees recommended by the political party of the departing judge. That will prevent Stein from appointing Democrats to fill future openings on the state Supreme Court if any Republicans step down.
The bill will give voters who cast provisional ballots three days instead of nine to provide election officials with information that ensures their votes count. And it will require election officials to tally absentee ballots on Election Day that night, forcing them to work through the night in some cases.
Republicans said the main purpose of the bill was to provide $227 million in Hurricane Helene relief. Critics called the assistance hollow because additional legislation will be needed to allocate the funds. Three House Republicans from areas affected by the hurricane voted against the measure when the legislature first considered it, and GOP leaders worried they could prevent the bill from being overridden.
Hours before the legislature took up the bill, Speaker Tim Moore (R) appeared on former Trump aide Stephen K. Bannon's podcast to urge people to call Republican lawmakers to insist they vote to override the measure. "We need the MAGA world to step up and remind our Republicans to stand strong," Moore said.
Moore said the measure would improve elections, saying it shifted authority over the state elections board to the auditor "because, frankly, I think we need auditing of the elections."
The push to limit the power of Democrats in North Carolina echoes legislation lawmakers passed eight years ago to restrain Cooper just before he was sworn in. That measure also would have given Republicans more control of elections, but courts blocked that element of the law.
Democrats, meanwhile, have grown alarmed by the fight over the state Supreme Court, where Republicans hold a 5-2 majority and an appetite for cases with political dimensions. Jefferson Griffin, a Republican appeals judge, filed challenges on technical grounds to more than 60,000 votes after losing the race by 734 votes to Justice Allison Riggs, a Democrat who joined the court in 2023.
Many of the ballots Griffin challenged were cast by longtime voters who do not have their driver's license number or the last four digits of their Social Security number on file as part of their voter registrations. Griffin asked election officials to discard ballots if voters didn't update their registrations with that information.
Democrats who control the state elections board rejected that idea Wednesday, with Chairman Alan Hirsch saying discounting votes on such grounds is "anathema to the democratic system."
Griffin challenged other types of ballots as well, such as those cast by overseas and military voters who did not provide a copy of their ID and overseas voters whose parents are from North Carolina but who have not lived in the state themselves. The board rejected those challenges, in part because it found Griffin had not properly notified voters he was protesting their ballots.
Griffin can appeal in state court under a process that could ultimately put the matter before the state Supreme Court. That would leave it to Riggs's colleagues to decide whether she can remain on the court.
Hoping to avoid that outcome, the state Democratic Party on Friday filed a lawsuit asking a federal judge to declare that the state must count the challenged ballots. Democrats believe the federal courts offer them more protection, while Republicans want to see the matter play out in state court given the GOP tilt to the state Supreme Court.
Republicans in August made some of the same arguments about voter registration that Griffin is making now. That case is ongoing, but a federal judge last month said his final ruling will affect future elections but not ones that have already been held.
Democrats expressed outrage over the challenges.
"It's a political temper tantrum that is expensive and it is exhausting," said Kimberly Hardy, a Democrat and assistant professor of social work whose ballot was challenged.
When Griffin filed his ballot challenges, he contended he was seeking to protect democracy in the state. "These protests," he said in a statement, "are about one fundamental principle: ensuring every legal vote is counted."
North Carolina's Supreme Court has shifted to the right since 2016, when the state abandoned nonpartisan court races and required candidates to run as members of political parties. Republicans won a 5-2 majority in 2022 and immediately reconsidered decisions the court had just made so they could put in place a voter ID law and a redistricting plan that favored the GOP.
Amy Gardner contributed to this report.
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Who is Kash Patel, Trump's pick to replace FBI director Chris Wray?
Patel, President-elect Donald Trump's choice to run the nation's premier law enforcement agency is the author of a list of "deep state" officials to target.
By Niha Masih | 2024-12-11

Kash Patel speaks during a Turning Point Action campaign rally for Donald Trump in Las Vegas on Oct. 24. (Patrick T. Fallon/AFP/Getty Images)


FBI Director Christopher A. Wray said Wednesday that he would resign at the end of President Joe Biden's administration, which means President-elect Donald Trump will not have to fire him to nominate longtime ally Kash Patel to lead the bureau.
Trump announced in late November that he wanted to nominate Patel, who has echoed the president-elect's pledges to make major changes at the bureau and use federal law enforcement agencies to go after Trump's perceived enemies. The FBI director is subject to Senate confirmation and is eligible to serve a 10-year term.
"Kash did an incredible job during my First Term," Trump said on Truth Social, citing Patel's various roles including at the Defense Department and the National Security Council. The president-elect said that Patel would "bring back Fidelity, Bravery, and Integrity to the FBI."
Patel, who served as a senior official in the first Trump administration, is the author of a book that includes a list of "deep state" officials to target -- which Trump called a "blueprint to help us take back the White House and remove these Gangsters from all of Government," according to promotional material.
Here's what to know about Patel.
Accounts of Patel's rise from an obscure Hill staffer to one of the most powerful players in the intelligence community have centered on a key detail: his loyalty to Trump and willingness to go after Trump's perceived opponents throughout the bureaucracy.
Patel's appointment could stoke growing concern about potential retribution among those whom Trump has described as his enemies, in the government and beyond. Some named on his "deep state" target list have begun taking precautions, The Washington Post has reported.
In a 2023 interview on "War Room," a podcast hosted Stephen K. Bannon, Trump's onetime chief strategist, Patel threatened to go after journalists if appointed to a role in a Trump administration. "We're going to come after you, whether it's criminally or civilly -- we'll figure that out," he said.
The Associated Press described Patel this year as Trump's "trusted aide and swaggering campaign surrogate who mythologizes the former president while promoting conspiracy theories and his own brand."

On the Dec. 1 Sunday shows, lawmakers signaled a contested confirmation battle for President-elect Donald Trump's FBI pick Kash Patel.


Patel held multiple roles: chief of staff to acting defense secretary Christopher Miller, deputy assistant to the president, senior director for counterterrorism at the National Security Council and deputy to the acting director of national intelligence.
In his final job as the chief of staff at the Defense Department, The Washington Post's David Ignatius wrote in 2021, Patel challenged the Central Intelligence Agency and the National Security Agency, nearly becoming the acting director of the CIA. Of his stint under the DNI, Ignatius wrote that Patel effectively ran the place.
In the last months of his presidency, Trump considered installing Patel as the FBI's deputy director. That move was blocked by Attorney General William P. Barr. Barr reportedly told White House Chief of Staff Mark Meadows that Patel would be deputy director "over my dead body."
Patel is a director on the board of Trump Media Technology Group, the company that owns Truth Social. He is active on the platform, frequently resharing Trump's posts to his 1.35 million followers.
Patel served as an adviser to Rep. Devin Nunes (R-California) when Nunes chaired the House Intelligence Committee in 2017 and 2018. A memo written by Patel, claiming that the surveillance warrant targeting an adviser to the Trump campaign was flawed, quickly became the center of a political firestorm.
The Nunes memo, as it came to be known, said the application for a warrant to surveil Carter Page, a Trump foreign policy adviser in 2016, was based in part on information from a former British intelligence officer who allegedly was biased against Trump. The memo concluded that the warrant was invalid and, thus, the investigation into Trump regarding Russian interference in the 2016 election was tainted.
In his book "Government Gangsters: The Deep State, the Truth and the Battle for Our Democracy," Patel describes his parents as working-class Hindu immigrants from India. The family did not eat meat at home, he writes, describing weekly jaunts to the Jackson Heights neighborhood in Queens with his father for butter chicken.
He was drawn to becoming a doctor, like a "stereotypical Indian American," he writes, but gave up after looking up medical school programs and coming across a group of golf-playing defense lawyers while caddying at the Garden City Country Club in Long Island.
"Instead of being a first generation immigrant golf caddie, I could be a first-generation immigrant lawyer at a white shoe firm making a ton of money," he wrote.
Patel attended the University of Richmond and earned a law degree at Pace University in New York before working for nearly a decade as a public defender in Florida.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2024/11/30/kash-patel-fbi-director-nominee-trump/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



House Democrats plan early for expanded 2026 map with recruiting push
A new fund by the House Majority PAC will hunt for Democrats to challenge overlooked Republican districts.
By Michael Scherer | 2024-12-11

House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries (D-New York) speaks at a news conference at the Capitol in Washington on July 11. (Allison Robbert/The Washington Post)


House Democrats launched a new effort Wednesday to recruit challengers for Republican districts in Arizona, Michigan, California and Virginia that were not contested this year, as a first step to taking back control of the House after falling just three seats short.
"The way we are looking at it is we have to start seeding the ground, recruiting the right candidates now, knowing that Democrats could shift the ground with Donald Trump and Republican control in Washington," said Mike Smith, president of House Majority PAC, an independent group closely aligned with Democratic Leader Hakeem Jeffries (D-New York). "We are focused on expanding the map and recruiting candidates that have voted Republican but shifted toward Democrats in recent years."
The list of new targets includes Republican Reps. Bill Huizenga in Michigan's 4th District in the southwest part of the state, Rob Wittman in Virginia's 1st District in the Richmond suburbs, Elijah Crane in Arizona's 2nd District, which includes some Phoenix exurbs, and Kevin Kiley in California's 3rd District in the northern Sierra Nevada.
The group will launch a 2026 Recruitment Fund to find strong Democratic candidates for those seats and at least 25 others, including longtime Democratic targets  such as the New York seat held by Michael Lawler, the Arizona seat held by Juan Ciscomani and the Wisconsin seat held by Derrick Van Orden, who all held off well-funded challenges this year.
A recent analysis by the Cook Political Report's David Wasserman found that Democrats won 17 of the 25 closest elections in November but still fell short of taking back control of the House as Republicans nationwide won 2.7 percent more votes for Congress than Democrats. Wasserman's analysis found that the House majority was decided by just 7,309 votes in three districts out of 148 million votes cast nationwide.
Smith plans to stay on as head of the principle Democratic House group funding advertising in 2026, along with Abby  Curran Horrell, the group's executive director.
The main Republican group, Congressional Leadership Fund, will have new leadership, with Chris Winkelman, the top staffer at the National Republican Congressional Committee, taking over from Dan Conston, who has been president since the 2020 cycle.
House Majority PAC spent more than $255 million in the 2024 cycle to win back the House, while the Congressional Leadership Fund spent $242 million defending Republican control. Both groups are staffed with strategists close to their respective congressional leaders and can raise donations of unlimited amounts.
Smith said the new fund will pay for an extensive effort to find attractive candidates across the country, with an emphasis on people who may not already be in elected politics but have excelled in their chosen fields.
"We are putting money into it in January of the off year and not stopping until election year," Smith said.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2024/12/11/house-democrats-2026-recruiting/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Where U.S. ambassadors have been more likely to be political appointees
Trump's suggestion that his (former?) future daughter-in-law, Kimberly Guilfoyle, represent the United States in Greece is more unusual than it might seem.
By Philip Bump | 2024-12-11

Kimberly Guilfoyle and Donald Trump Jr. prepare for a broadcast on the first day of the Conservative Political Action Conference in National Harbor, Maryland, in 2023. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


Kimberly Guilfoyle has had an unusual career. She served in the San Francisco district attorney's office (alongside future Vice President Kamala Harris) and married that city's Democratic mayor, Gavin Newsom.
That marriage didn't last, nor did Guilfoyle's relationship with the political left. She became a contributor (and occasional host) on Fox News and later became engaged to Donald Trump Jr., son of the former and future president. That relationship may be over, according to tabloid reports, but her relationship with Trump Sr. isn't. On Tuesday, he selected her to serve as the U.S. ambassador to Greece.
Many Americans shared a similar reaction to Trump's announcement: Hmm. (This was often presented in more overtly skeptical terminology.)
It's probably fairly well understood that many nominations to serve as ambassador are rewards presidents offer to big donors and loyal allies. It's been a relatively common practice for decades, however obviously nonideal it might be. Because many of these appointments are to well-known countries and involve recognizable names, though, Americans may overestimate how common these appointments are.
Data compiled by the American Foreign Service Association (AFSA) indicates that about 3 in 10 ambassadors since the administration of Jimmy Carter have been political appointees, as opposed to diplomats who have spent their careers in the Foreign Service. There are a lot of countries, including a number that don't offer obvious appeal as an assignment and where experienced diplomats probably would come in handy. So most ambassadors have been diplomats, rather than political allies.




The percentage has held fairly steady across presidencies, though there have been some fluctuations. More than a third of Trump's first-term ambassadors, for example, were political appointees. About 30 percent of President Joe Biden's were -- including a number of political appointees identified by the AFSA as having backgrounds in the Foreign Service. Trump's percentage is second only to President Ronald Reagan's 36 percent over his eight years in office.
As you might expect, the countries to which those political appointees are assigned are generally places where a president might reasonably expect that U.S. ambassadors won't suddenly find themselves immersed in a geopolitical crisis. Lots of small countries, particularly ones with extensive beaches. But also countries such as Canada, Japan, Australia and Norway.

Countries in dark gray have no AFSA data available. 


Most of the European Union, predictably, has enjoyed (if that's the right word) U.S. ambassadors who were primarily picked as a function of political preference. Germany is something of an exception, but that's because we're extending back to the Cold War era.
Even more of an exception? Greece.




Three-quarters of the time since the Carter administration, the U.S. ambassador to Greece has been a career Foreign Service diplomat. Biden's isn't, nor was Trump's in his first term -- because he had no appointee. Barack Obama's selection, Geoffrey Pyatt, continued to serve in that role through the first Trump presidency.
Trump now hopes that Guilfoyle will serve him as adeptly as Pyatt, who had been in the Foreign Service for a quarter-century before becoming ambassador to Greece. Trump is probably hoping, too, that Greece won't see another bout of economic instability like the one it experienced about a decade ago.
At the time, Guilfoyle was on Fox News. She was there when Greek voters rejected the conditions of an economic bailout being offered by an international consortium. As Media Matters' Matthew Gertz noted, her response to the vote was not entirely complimentary, suggesting that the Greek were "freeloaders" who were lazy and didn't work.
You don't need a career in public service to see why that's not an ideal background for a potential ambassador to Greece.
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Foster advocacy group denies that arrested member assaulted Rep. Nancy Mace 
The foster advocacy group says the man simply shook hands with the congresswoman.
By Peter Hermann, Keith L. Alexander | 2024-12-11

Rep. Nancy Mace (R-South Carolina) arrives for a vote on Capitol Hill in 2023. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post) 


The head of a foster-care advocacy group is disputing allegations that one of its members assaulted Rep. Nancy Mace (R-South Carolina) during a reception Tuesday night at the Rayburn House Office Building on Capitol Hill, saying the two merely shook hands during what appeared to be an amicable greeting.
U.S. Capitol Police said James McIntyre, 33, co-founder of the Illinois chapter of Foster Care Alumni of America, was arrested and charged with assaulting a government official. A spokesperson for the police agency declined to comment beyond a brief statement that did not detail the alleged assault.
In an account of the incident filed Wednesday in D.C. Superior Court, police said a member of Congress reported that McIntyre "took her hand with both of his hands and shook her arm up and down in an exaggerated, aggressive hand shaking motion" that lasted three to five seconds.
According to the charging document, she told police that she tried to withdraw her arm but could not and that "she was experiencing pain in her wrists, arm and armpit/shoulder due to the incident." She declined medical treatment, the responding officer wrote.
McIntyre pleaded not guilty through his court-appointed attorney at an initial court appearance Wednesday.
The arrest startled a foster-care advocate from Wyoming who said in an interview that they had witnessed the exchange. Elliott Hinkle said they were standing near McIntyre when he reached out his hand and Mace reached out hers. Hinkle said McIntyre used both hands to shake the congresswoman's hand.
"What we witnessed was a handshake, a passionate shake, but it didn't look like an assault or intended aggression," Hinkle said, referencing several people they said also saw the encounter. They said McIntyre told Mace, "Trans youth are also foster youth, and they need your support."
Mace, who has introduced a resolution to ban transgender women from women's bathrooms in the Capitol, alleged on the platform X that she was accosted by a "pro-tr*ns man" and that her injuries required a brace for her wrist and ice for her arm. "I was physically accosted tonight on Capitol grounds over my fight to protect women," she posted.
She posted an update Wednesday morning, saying President-elect Donald Trump called her "to check up on me." She posted: "I'm going to be fine just as soon as the pain and soreness subside. January 20th can't come soon enough," referring to Trump's inauguration.
A spokesperson for Mace's office did not respond to a request for comment.
McIntyre was held overnight Tuesday at the D.C. jail complex. Magistrate Judge Renee Raymond ordered him released from custody the following afternoon and allowed him to return home to Chicago, with conditions.
Raymond ordered him to stay away from Mace. She also said he could only return to the District for court-related matters -- which drew an objection from his lawyer, Alijah Futterman of Georgetown University Law Center.
Details of the arrest were first reported by the Imprint, a publication that covers youth and family news, including child welfare, juvenile justice and youth homelessness.
April Curtis, chair of Alexandria-based Foster Care Alumni of America, said the allegations and arrest stunned advocates, many of them young people, who came to Washington to celebrate the 25th anniversary of the passage of a law that expanded federal support for foster care.
"People are told it's safe to come here and educate and advocate," Curtis said, "and you shake someone's hand and you're accused of assaulting them." She said numerous people she talked with provided versions consistent with Hinkle's.
In a statement, Capitol Police said the incident occurred shortly before 6 p.m. and was reported to the agency by a congressional staffer. Police said officers and agents with its Threat Assessment Section located McIntyre and arrested him on the charge after conducting an "investigative interview."
Hinkle, 31, the founder of Unicorn Solutions in Wyoming and an advocate for transgender rights who helps youths in foster care navigate the system and provides support, said there were about 50 people at the reception, including Mace and a congressional and state representative from Illinois. Hinkle said Mace, who co-chairs the congressional Caucus on Foster Youth, spoke at the reception, telling attendees she looked forward to working with them.
Given Mace's posture on transgender rights, Hinkle said, they were taken aback to see her in attendance. The event drew a number of advocates for the LGBTQ+ community, which is overrepresented among foster youths.
As she headed for the exit, Hinkle said, McIntyre approached Mace and said "hello." McIntyre did not appear angry as he interacted with Mace, Hinkle said, adding that "her face when she first saw him appeared welcoming."
After the contested handshake, Hinkle said, McIntyre returned to his seat, and the congresswoman left. Hinkle said that a short time later, one of Mace's aides approached McIntyre and asked for his name and what message he had. Hinkle said McIntyre repeated what he had told Mace and the aide left.
A short time later, Hinkle said, Capitol Police officers showed up at the reception. By that time, Hinkle said, McIntyre had left Rayburn. Hinkle said police contacted McIntyre, who returned to the building and was arrested outside.
It could not be determined whether the encounter was captured on video or whether there is a surveillance camera in the room where the reception was held.
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Supreme Court allows investor lawsuit against chipmaker Nvidia
Shareholders filed a class-action lawsuit claiming they were misled by Nvidia, the microchip-making behemoth that is the world's second-most-valuable company.
By Justin Jouvenal | 2024-12-11

Nvidia's chips are key to the booming artificial intelligence market and are used in gaming and other applications. (Dado Ruvic/Reuters)


The Supreme Court cleared the way Wednesday for shareholders to pursue a class-action lawsuit claiming they were misled by Nvidia, the microchip-making behemoth that is the world's second-most-valuable company.
The justices dismissed an appeal by the California-based company seeking to nix the legal action, saying in a unanimous one-line opinion that they should not have taken the case in the first place. The court did not explain its rationale.
This is the second time in recent weeks that the court has declined to dismiss a securities fraud lawsuit against a major technology company and said that it should not have heard the case. In November, the justices found they had "improvidently granted" a review of a lawsuit claiming Meta's Facebook deceived investors about a massive data breach. The justices did not explain their rationale in that case, either. That lawsuit is now going forward in lower courts.
Both Nvidia and Facebook have denied wrongdoing.
The lawsuit against Nvidia alleges the company hid its dependence on sales of chips to the volatile cryptocurrency market before a crash tanked the value of those tokens in 2018, damaging the company's stock price. Cryptocurrency miners use the chips to perform the complicated mathematical equations required to harvest new coins.
During oral arguments in mid-November, liberal and conservative justices on the court sharply questioned -- and often interrupted -- Neal Katyal, an attorney for Nvidia.
"It becomes less and less clear why we took this case ... and ... why you should win it," Justice Elena Kagan said at one point.
The case revolved around the criteria needed to bring a securities fraud lawsuit under the 1995 Private Securities Litigation Reform Act (PSLRA), which aimed to reduce frivolous securities fraud claims by bolstering standards for bringing a case.
The law requires plaintiffs to "state with particularity" the facts constituting an alleged act of securities fraud and provide details "giving rise to a strong inference" that the defendant knowingly or recklessly gave false information to investors.
Among other things, Nvidia argued that shareholders had not met the standard to bring a lawsuit because shareholders had based their claims in part on an outside expert who had no knowledge of what was going on inside Nvidia.
Nvidia said that was an end run around the particularity standard and that it was ratified by the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 9th Circuit, which ruled in favor of the defendants before Nvidia appealed to the Supreme Court. Nvidia argued the 9th Circuit's position was in conflict with other appeals courts.
The Supreme Court often steps in to clarify legal standards when such splits emerge.
But the shareholders said Nvidia had grossly mischaracterized the evidence of fraud they amassed, which included testimony from Nvidia officials that easily met the particularity standard. They said the split among appeals courts claimed by Nvidia was false.
Michael P. Canty, a partner at Labaton Keller Sucharow, said it appeared that the justices did not buy Nvidia's argument that there was a split among appeals courts over the central legal tenet in the case.
"They essentially tried to create the assertion that there was a circuit split, when there wasn't," Canty said of Nvidia.
Nvidia paid $5.5 million in 2022 to settle allegations brought by the Securities and Exchange Commission that are similar to those raised in the shareholder lawsuit.
The chipmaker is worth about $3.4 billion, making it second to Apple among the world's most valuable companies. Nvidia's chips are key to the booming artificial intelligence market and are used in gaming and other applications.
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Trump's fake-it-till-you-make-it autocracy
Get rid of all permitting? Unwind birthright citizenship? Easy-peasy, if you pretend the myriad laws preventing such moves don't exist.
By Philip Bump | 2024-12-11

Former president Donald Trump appears on the final day of the Republican National Convention in Milwaukee on July 18. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


The proposal from President-elect Donald Trump seems so simple as to be obvious.
"Any person or company investing ONE BILLION DOLLARS, OR MORE, in the United States of America," he wrote on the social media platform he owns, "will receive fully expedited approvals and permits, including, but in no way limited to, all Environmental approvals."
Elon Musk, who gained access to Trump's inner circle after spending heavily on the election, celebrated the idea on the social media platform he owns: "This is awesome."
Such an awesome idea that one might ask why it had never been done before. And the answer (as is often the case when Musk embraces some insight into how government works) is that it's more complicated than it looks. There are a lot of laws in place that a president cannot simply sidestep and some very good reasons those laws are there. For example: Given their druthers, some business leaders would ignore environmental rules entirely if it made them money. Good for the businesses, but not necessarily great for the citizens whom the government is meant to serve.
For decades, America was governed by people who might have disagreed with such laws but who understood that they were laws. Rejecting laws isn't generally something that presidents or legislators can do by fiat, so groups or parties seeking to change the law engaged in the slow process of accruing political power that allowed them to do so.
Trump is not a person who shares that understanding -- or, at least, is not someone who shares the view that he should be encumbered by any existing process. He sees a bureaucracy that limits how and where businesses can operate and -- operating from the point of view of a business owner and lacking close advisers empowered to offer a countervailing perspective -- insists that he will simply make it all go away.
These laws have been the subject of furious fights among business, labor and citizen advocates for decades. But those fights have generally been out of the public's eye, as happens in a representative democracy. So a normal person (or, it seems, the world's richest one) hears Trump say that it's all unnecessary and instantly reversible and, lacking context, perhaps thinks: Sure, makes sense.
It's important to note that this response benefits Trump, whose decades as the monarchical leader of a private business established expectations of power-wielding that are discordant with the American system. He is proposing that his power as president necessarily takes precedence over the power of the legislature, that he, not lawmakers or the courts, gets to decide how things work. He is presenting his power as autocratic -- and in doing so tries to establish an expectation about his power that everyone else will have to dismantle.
It's not just on this issue. There's the recess appointment plan, for example. Or birthright citizenship, which came up in an interview last week.
To NBC News's Kristen Welker, he suggested that there would be some achievable means of reversing the grant of citizenship to babies born in the United States, something codified in the U.S. Constitution. He pledged to end this policy on his first day in office  -- somehow. Asked how, he sort of shrugged, saying that he would "maybe have to go back to the people" but that "we have to end it."
Birthright citizenship, by virtue of being articulated in the 14th Amendment, is a trickier thing to reverse than permitting standards; it would require "going back to the people" to change what the Constitution stipulates. In each case, though, Trump sidesteps the idea that there is any value to the way things are and asserts that he has or will have a way to simply undo what has been established. He approaches the issues like an autocrat and forces others to do the messy, often ungratifying work of explaining how these things emerged in the first place -- and to argue that democracy means compromise rather than edict.
That said, Trump and aides like Stephen Miller often frame Trump's power in the context of an overwhelming public support that doesn't exist. We hear discussion about Trump's landslide victory in the 2024 election (an election in which his popular vote victory was the smallest for a winning president since 1968) or that he has a mandate (by virtue of winning less than half of the votes cast last month). Winning the presidency obviously grants the winner the power to administer the executive branch -- but it does not afford the president the power to act without constraint.
We have been given every indication that Trump in his second term will attempt to act as if such constraints don't exist. Many Americans, supporters and detractors alike, are skeptical that he will be held in check by a Supreme Court in which a third of the justices were appointed by Trump and which recently determined that presidents (and Trump specifically) were immune from criminal prosecution. But there are a lot of other checks at all levels of government that -- as in his first term -- will make acting like an autocrat more difficult than it might seem.
In fact, we have a recent demonstration of this effect. In 2020, Trump attempted to retain the presidency despite losing the election. His effort to sidestep democracy ground to halt thanks to the cumulative efforts of local election administrators, state legislators and federal actors, all of whom understood and adhered to the constraints that Trump pretended didn't exist. It certainly wasn't painless, but the system held.
Trump may not have taken away a lesson from what happened after November 2020, but the rest of us should.
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Who is Kim Guilfoyle? Trump taps ex-Fox News host, lawyer as ambassador to Greece.
Trump announced his intent to nominate Kim Guilfoyle -- a former Fox News host, political fundraiser and fiancee of son Don Jr. --  to become U.S. ambassador to Greece.
By Adela Suliman, Maegan Vazquez | 2024-12-11

Kimberly Guilfoyle speaks during the Republican National Convention on July 17 in Milwaukee. (J. Scott Applewhite/AP)


President-elect Donald Trump plans to nominate Kimberly Guilfoyle, his son's longtime fiancee, to serve as U.S. ambassador to Greece.
"For many years, Kimberly has been a close friend and ally," Trump wrote in a post praising Guilfoyle, 55, on his social media platform, Truth Social. "Her extensive experience and leadership in law, media, and politics along with her sharp intellect make her supremely qualified to represent the United States, and safeguard its interests abroad."
Guilfoyle, a former television host and political fundraiser, got engaged to Trump's eldest child Donald Trump Jr. in 2020, though their current relationship status is unclear. Guilfoyle, in a post on X, said she was looking forward "to earning the support of the U.S. Senate," as the post requires its confirmation.
Here's what to know about Guilfoyle.
Guilfoyle, over the past two decades, went from being the belle of the Bay Area to conservative cheerleader for Trump. A prosecutor by trade, she was once compared to Jackie Kennedy -- as half of a liberal power couple -- with then-husband Gavin Newsom, after his 2003 election as San Francisco mayor, in an eight-page spread in Harper's Bazaar. (Newsom, a Democrat from whom Guilfoyle had an amicable divorce in 2006, is now the California governor.)
Guilfoyle was born to a Puerto Rican mother, a teacher. Her father, a contractor, emigrated from Ireland. She attended law school at the University of San Francisco and helped pay for college and law school by modeling for soap, clothing and lingerie.
After law school, she briefly landed a job in the San Francisco district attorney's office. She ultimately turned to TV, at one point a legal analyst for CNN and ABC News, and joined Fox News in 2006 as the host of a crime show that featured murders, rapes and missing young women. In 2011, she joined the network's popular prime-time panel show "The Five."
In 2015, Guilfoyle wrote a self-help guide entitled: "Making the Case: How to Be Your Own Best Advocate" and this year, published a children's book called "The Princess and Her Pup" that focuses on courage. She also hosts the Kimberly Guilfoyle Show podcast on Rumble.
During Guilfoyle's years at Fox, she met the Trump family at charity events in New York and grew closer to Don Jr., whom she began dating in 2018. During the first presidential campaign, her star brightened in Trumpworld; while negotiating her exit from Fox in 2018, Guilfoyle gave a fiery speech in Dallas at a conservative leadership summit for young women, delivering a strident defense of Trump's treatment of women.
Guilfoyle left Fox that year to work as vice chair of America First Action, a pro-Trump super PAC, calling her departure "bitter-sweet" and adding that she was planning to campaign "across the country and firmly standing with President Trump." In 2020, Guilfoyle was appointed the national chair of Trump Victory's finance committee -- an effort to draw on her star power to recruit a network of well-connected fundraisers to bring in large checks to the committee.
In 2021, she spoke briefly at the rally on Jan. 6 that preceded the Capitol riot. A year later she was issued with a subpoena to testify to the House select committee investigating the attack on the Capitol. She has since remained an ardent defender of Trump, recently speaking at this year's Republican National Convention, where she said he survived an attempted assassination due to divine intervention. "God has put an armor of protection over Donald Trump," she told the crowd.

Kimberly Guilfoyle spoke on socialism, Joe Biden and her home state of California on the opening night of the Republican National Convention on Aug. 24.


"President Trump's historic victory is bringing hope and optimism to the American people and to freedom-loving allies across the world. It was the democratic values born in Greece that helped shape the founding of America," Guilfoyle wrote after plans for her nomination were announced.
"And now, we have an opportunity to honor that history by bringing better days here at home and abroad. As ambassador, I look forward to delivering on the Trump agenda, supporting our Greek allies, and ushering in a new era of peace and prosperity."
The Mediterranean country is grappling with problems including a weakened economy and migrant crisis, as well as reeling from deadly wildfires and other impacts of climate change. The current U.S. ambassador to Greece is George James Tsunis, a major Democratic donor and hotel executive, who is Greek American and speaks Greek as his first language. Trump said in his nomination, "Kimberly is perfectly suited to foster strong bilateral relations with Greece, advancing our interests on issues ranging from defense cooperation to trade and economic innovation."
The pair were previously seen on hunting trips, a jaunt to Paris and at celebrations at the White House. The current status of their relationship is unclear, but the younger Trump congratulated Guilfoyle on the impending nomination. "I am so proud of Kimberly," he said in a post on X. "She loves America and she always has wanted to serve the country as an Ambassador. She will be an amazing leader for America First."
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How bad will the incoming administration get? I answered your questions.
Karen's live chat with readers started at 12 p.m. ET on Thursday. Read the transcript.
By Karen Tumulty | 2024-12-12
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Argentina's much-mocked Javier Milei just might get the last laugh
The mercurial Argentine president marks one year in office, achieving some (painful) successes.
By Ian Birrell | 2024-12-12

Argentine President Javier Milei attends a ceremony celebrating the anniversary of the 1810 May Revolution, which marked the beginning of the country's independence from Spain, in Cordoba, Argentina, on May 25. (Nicolas Aguilera/AP) 


Ian Birrell is a freelance foreign correspondent and political columnist, and is former deputy editor of the Independent. This commentary was adapted from an article in UnHerd.
It is easy to mock Argentine president Javier Milei, with his crazy hair, cloned dogs and claims of expertise at tantric sex. He was, after all, nicknamed "El Loco" (The Madman) as a teenage goalkeeper and seems often determined to perpetuate this reputation with his egotistical boasts and brutal attacks on critics. Yet, when this explosive character said recently he was one of the two most "relevant" politicians on this planet alongside Donald Trump, he might just turn out to be right.
For the self-styled "anarcho-capitalist," who campaigned with a chainsaw as a symbol of his desire to slash the bloated state and free the economy, has embarked upon a messianic mission to salvage his stagnant nation. Carried unexpectedly to power on a wave of public contempt for failed politicians and a corrupt elite, Milei is trying to unleash, in a statist society, a libertarian revolution that one aide described to me as "turbocharged Thatcherism."
Milei's radical experiment is being watched closely around the world. Debt-laden governments are grappling with surging spending -- not least in Washington, where Elon Musk has been tasked by President-elect Donald Trump to perform similar surgery to the federal budget, and in Britain, where shattered Conservatives are searching for fresh ideas after ejection from office. Milei has responded with a typical lack of modesty, bragging that he is "exporting the model of the chainsaw and deregulation to the whole world," while telling the Economist magazine that his contempt for the state remains "infinite" after his first year in office.
This mercurial loner, who once sang in a Rolling Stones cover band, is engaged in a high-risk gamble: to shake his country out of its decades-long stupor by slashing subsidies, sacking public servants, scrapping taxes, shutting ministries, ripping up regulations and privatizing scores of state enterprises from airlines and banks to football clubs and waterways. He has rattled his many foes, who often write him off as a political joke or a poisonous far-right populist. But this week, as he marks the anniversary of his ascent to power, Milei can point to significant successes in curbing the curse of inflation and shrinking the state -- though consumer spending has crashed, poverty has risen and growth remains elusive.
Sources close to the president tell me that whatever the outcome of his revolution, Milei believes it will offer valuable lessons for the world. "He might fail but he thinks the experience will be important and benefit others -- not just in Argentina," says one. At the very least, this unusual leader is proving to be a rare politician who keeps his word and does not hide from telling harsh truths. He warned people that his medicine would be hard for them to swallow, insisting "there is no alternative to adjustment, there is no alternative to shock" in an inauguration speech that predicted "negative impact" on jobs, real wages and the number of people living below the breadline.
This prediction proved right as prices surged to the world's highest annual inflation rate. Since then, his tough austerity measures have restrained further rises, reducing monthly inflation from 25 percent to 2.7 percent according to the latest data. The gap between the official dollar and the blue (illegal) dollar has fallen. A generous tax amnesty brought $20 billion out from under mattresses into the formal economy. But Milei's actions, including the firing of 30,000 federal workers -- about 10 percent of its staff -- have also reduced consumption by one-fifth since he took power. And more than half of the population of 46 million are living in poverty, with the minimum wage plummeting by almost one-third over the past year.
Inevitably, Milei's reforms sparked protests, especially over cuts to university funding and from people such as pensioners or teachers whose incomes fell. Yet remarkably, this leader of a country in its second year of recession has retained his popularity, and has the support of about half the electorate, with an uptick in his ratings this fall. Much of his backing comes from fed-up younger voters, who flocked last year to support him and his exuberantly populist message of change. "People are suffering but they know someone has to fix the mess," said political scientist Sergio Berensztein. "He won because a large proportion of voters said enough is enough. We are a failed state that is overspending."
Critics, though, accuse Milei of ideologically pursuing a cruel experiment in "social Darwinism" in which only the strongest survive. "It works in books, it works in lessons but it does not work in the real world," said one leading Argentine banker when we met this year in Buenos Aires. Yet even this man -- worried about the lack of growth strategy to go with savaging the state -- readily admitted there had been "some very good financial results" when we spoke again last week. And as he said, "the old system was rotten" with the nation living beyond its means and with incomes for ordinary people stagnating while a succession of corrupt leaders milked the system.
Milei's path to victory was fueled by scandals involving the Peronists who had long ruled Argentina. They left the country owing an astonishing $263 billion to foreign creditors -- yet the state's size had doubled over two decades as left-wing populists sought to buy support with costly subsidies and corrosive interventions such as price and rent controls.
Enter Milei, who sees taxes as a form of state coercion, is such a devout free marketeer that he has supported the concept of trade in human organs, and has argued that the only true role for government should be defense and law-enforcement. While often called far-right, or compared with Donald Trump and his combative populism, Milei is, in reality, an intellectual character -- a libertarian, not an insular protectionist.
This wildly eccentric yet fiercely ideological politician knows how to get noticed. During his election campaign, a Milei interview with Tucker Carlson attracted the attention of Elon Musk, who commented online that "government overspending, which is the fundamental cause of inflation, has wrecked countless countries." After his victory, Milei flew to Davos in Switzerland, where he argued that the West was in danger from dark forces such as feminism, socialism and environmentalism putting its values in jeopardy from a vision "that inexorably leads to socialism and thereby to poverty." Last month, the 54-year-old firebrand became the first foreign leader to visit Trump after his election victory -- Milei's attacks on the state, its political sinecures and power hubs have made him a hero among many U.S. conservatives and members of the MAGA crowd.
But where did he come from?
The son of a bus-driver-turned-businessman, Milei alleges he was beaten and verbally abused by his parents. "They are dead to me," he said later. "My father always told me that I was trash, that I was going to die of hunger and that I was going to be useless all my life." His biographer claimed this treatment left him so embittered that other pupils at his Catholic school in Buenos Aires nicknamed him El Loco for his angry outbursts. He went on to play soccer in lower-level leagues, then worked as an economist at a bank and a conglomerate, but this forceful -- some would say furious -- nature led to prominence as a pundit on television, where he would lambaste the ruling caste.
His freewheeling discussions on everything from the perils of inflation through to the pleasures of sexual threesomes won him fame, followed three years ago by a seat in the legislature, where he continued to show great skill at grabbing attention with stunts such as donating his salary to a monthly raffle giving "stolen" cash back to the people. His most trusted adviser is his younger sister Karina, who stood by his side during those dark childhood days. He adores his four mastiffs, named after economists and cloned from his first dog, Conan, calling them his "little four-legged children" and once claiming to have telepathic conversations with Conan.
A government adviser described Milei to me a "very 21st-century politician" with his disheveled image, insults and social media diatribes. "He has very direct communications with the people," he said. "Remember just two years ago he was a crazy economist on TV. He's also genuine -- he says what he thinks and does what he says. He speaks his truth and made it clear he wants to adjust the economy." This adviser added that he was very different in private. "He's like a nice child -- he's very warm and does not appear egotistical. He is very willing to talk and listen. He is a much nicer personality than the public image: the lion calling everyone names."
Argentina -- which a century ago had higher gross domestic product per capita than France and Germany -- should rival the success of its world-beating footballers, given its well-educated citizens, substantial energy resources and formidable agriculture. Instead, half its workers disappeared into the informal economy because of labor laws that Milei calls a "cancer." Import duties pushed up the prices of many goods. One analyst told me that this meant a refrigerator made in South Korea cost 10 times as much in Argentina than in the United States. Meanwhile, the government also tried imposing price controls.
Peronist efforts to protect workers, restrain prices and fleece successful sectors, such as agriculture, prevented Argentina from competing economically in the global market, resulting in some of the world's lowest levels of trade as a percentage of GDP. The state's payroll rose 10 times faster than the private sector over the past decade. A bus driver told me he failed to stop his daughters from backing Milei because of their fury at the "noqui" -- a derogatory nickname for officials who rarely turn up to work.
So can Milei salvage this nation? "I would give him a 40 percent chance of success," said one well-placed observer. Though the president has minimal current opposition -- traditional parties were left shell-shocked and rudderless following his insurgency -- his coalition has little support in parliament and none among the 23 powerful provincial governors. He has never run anything in the past, loathes consensus, becomes easily embroiled in distracting culture wars and won power by railing against the political elite he needs to pass his reforms. Yet Milei has discovered the art of pragmatism in office, scaling down his pivotal "omnibus bill" after it was picked apart by legislators. "He has overachieved anybody's expectations," said one insider.
There have been stumbles. Milei embarrassingly signed a decree that included a 48 percent presidential pay increase soon after his accession, which he blamed on his predecessor after it was seized on by foes, then hastily ditched and sacked a minister. One ally -- a former Peronist minister who defected and helped swing a key vote -- was arrested recently in Paraguay after entering with $200,000 in undeclared cash. And there is anger among those who are losing out from Milei's reforms -- such as at a national scientific institute where staff were lined up in pouring rain outside their building to be told whether they still had a job. "Perhaps we will have to emigrate, forced to do so by the destruction of science and public education," a woman who works at the unit said. "You cannot live on a scorched earth."
Others rail against Milei's weaponizing of the culture wars and his direct appeal to angry young men frustrated by feminism. Among his early edicts was one to end use of gender-neutral language in government, and many of his young and liberal supporters loathe his antiabortion stance and ambivalence over their nation's military past. There are also fault lines in his coalition between liberals and conservatives: Milei has already fallen out with his vice president, Victoria Villarruel, a hard-line culture warrior whose father was an army colonel, to such an extent she no longer attends cabinet meetings.
Milei has launched a fascinating revolution -- and as we have seen often in the past, such events are highly unpredictable. He knows he is likely to be judged on his economic success, especially his ability to curb inflation and kick-start growth -- and that the most important weapon in his political arsenal is his personal appeal, based on despair, disenchantment and desperation for change that he has marshaled for an assault on the state and key power hubs of the left.
Yet political popularity is a fragile beast, especially in a place scarred so badly by atrocious leaders. So, Milei is engaged in a race against time: to prove to people that his remedy is effective and the pain they suffer is worth enduring for the sake of their children and their nation's future. The impact of this shock therapy will be watched intently around the world -- and the waves could be felt far beyond Argentina.
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Will GOP senators resist Trump on Cabinet picks? 
And if so, how?
By Ruth Marcus, Dana Milbank, David Von Drehle | 2024-12-12
Americans are growing suspicious of experts, and many of President-elect Donald Trump's Cabinet picks reflect that. So will Republican senators pivot to character attacks to sink Trump's nominees? On the latest episode of "Impromptu," deputy opinion editor David Von Drehle discusses with columnists Ruth Marcus and Dana Milbank.
Use the audio player or The Post's "Impromptu" podcast feed to listen to the entire conversation.
David Von Drehle: If you're a Republican in the Senate -- let's say your name starts with Mitch McConnell -- and you really don't like this president and you want to push back against some of the less conventionally qualified nominations that the president has made, how do you do it? What's your strategy? What's your argument? What are your tactics?
Dana Milbank: I don't think they do it, first of all. During the first Trump term, whenever you expected that -- "maybe now is the time they'll finally grow a spine" -- you were always disappointed.
Matt Gaetz wasn't rejected because of incompetence. He wasn't even rejected because of what he did or didn't do with an underage girl. He had no chance because people hated his guts in the House (where he served) and in the Senate.
And you can already see the pressure that is being brought to bear. Look at Joni Ernst, who dared to raise a question about Pete Hegseth -- because she herself is a survivor of sexual assault, and she herself has been in a combat role in the military, something Hegseth said would end. She is getting all kinds of pressure from MAGA world.
It's a possibility somebody else will be rejected or forced to withdraw, but I think by and large what you're going to see is GOP senators rolling over again and again.
Ruth Marcus: No one should bet against rolling over. And while Dana makes a good point about the storm of opprobrium and attack ads that rain down on anybody who dares question a Trump move -- see Sen. Ernst -- I think it is possible that there will be additional casualties along the way. And I think this brings up a really interesting Washington phenomenon that long predates the second Trump administration.
There are two ways to go after nominees. The first one is that there is something external to your beliefs, your ideology and your competence that is disqualifying. See John Tower back in the days of the Bush administration, who, as is apparently the case with Pete Hegseth, had a drinking problem. That was simply intolerable for the Senate colleagues who knew him. And see any number of nominees who have been toppled because of sexual allegations.
Though senators don't really like personal attacks, they're really much better at focusing on "this guy has a drinking problem," "this guy behaved poorly with women," "this woman has a tax problem." The Senate is not as good at saying, "This guy or woman is not capable because they're just wrong about things."
"Tulsi Gabbard is wrong about Syria, she is wrong about Russia" -- Mitch McConnell would like to mount that kind of campaign behind the scenes. But it's harder to pull off.
Von Drehle: And maybe the best time to kill a nominee is before a public hearing, in the background -- persuade the incoming administration that they're going to lose. In this case, four Senate Republicans are enough to sink any nomination. In the case of Matt Gaetz or Pete Hegseth, or potentially Tulsi Gabbard, what the senators really don't want to do is listen to day after day of testimony about a candidate's drinking problem, or his 17-year-old girlfriend -- and then go up and cast the public vote in favor, right? So they'd like to have the whole thing collapse before it goes fully public.
Listen to the full conversation here:
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How to sustain the Democratic economic success story
These great communicators could tout Democratic accomplishments before Trump takes credit for them.
By Jennifer Rubin | 2024-12-12

Energy Secretary Jennifer Granholm, Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo and Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg speak outside the White House on May 7, 2021. (Alex Wong/Getty Images)


As a new White House website underscores, President Joe Biden will leave office with one of the strongest economic legacies in memory. On Tuesday, in remarks at the Brookings Institution, he warned that his successor might ruin it with rotten policies. "By all accounts, the incoming administration is determined to return the country to another round of trickle-down economics and another tax cut for the very wealthy," Biden said. "That will not be paid for, or if paid for, is going to have a real cost -- once again causing massive deficits or significant cuts in basic programs."
Biden has reason to crow about his administration's accomplishments. "The University of Michigan's index of consumer sentiment climbed to 74.0 at the start of December, its highest level in seven months, from 71.8 last month. That was a little better than expectations of 73.0," the Wall Street Journal reported. And there is plenty of reason for that confidence: with 227,000 new jobs added in November and average hourly earnings up 4 percent for the year (vs. 2.6 percent inflation).
Biden, as he emphasized on Tuesday, will also leave the bipartisan infrastructure act, the Chips and Science Act and the Inflation Reduction Act, which ignited more than $1 trillion in private investment. "I was determined to restore U.S. leadership in industries of the future," he said.
That legacy is so positive, some Republicans now want to protect it:
Biden needled Trump: "Will the next president stop a new electric battery factory in Liberty, North Carolina, that will create thousands of jobs? Will he shut down a new solar factory being built in Carterville, Georgia? Are they going to do that?" He made a convincing case that "a construction boom and a manufacturing boom all across America ... [is] just going to continue to pick up with the billions of dollars being invested."
Indeed, President-elect Donald Trump, who inveighed against the entire Biden agenda and labeled the economy a disaster, just might turn around to take credit for the results (as he and his running mate did with the Affordable Care Act).
Democrats would certainly benefit from a developing an initiative to defend their economic agenda and fight disinformation. At the very least they would be smart to differentiate Democrats' agenda and results (investment in the economy, tax breaks for working- and middle-class Americans and accessible health care) from Republicans' trickle-down economics, tax cuts for the wealthy, cronyism and protectionism. Some current Cabinet members who have been especially adept at making that case might even consider forming a shadow cabinet to continue defense of center-left industrial policy.
The Post reported last weekend that outgoing Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo called Trump's tariff plan a "horrific idea" that would endanger national security. Raimondo, who was previously tapped for the "infrastructure sales force" to tout the infrastructure act, has demonstrated her communication skills time and time again.
In November 2022, for example, she delivered a meaty speech boasting that the Biden administration was turning China's narrative of "East is rising, and the West is declining" on its head:
In addition to Raimondo, Energy Secretary and former Michigan governor Jennifer Granholm has been remarkably deft at conveying the economic benefits of transition to green energy. In an interview with Forbes this year she gave an especially detailed and eloquent defense of effective industrial policy:
And when it comes to communicating economic policy and vision, Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg is second to none -- equally effective at disarming Fox News propagandists and talking to labor unions. (It is no wonder he's getting buzz about a run for Michigan governor in two years.)
These officials would be an ideal trifecta to combat Trump's efforts to horn in on credit for Democrats' success, to denounce efforts to undermine policy achievements and to advance ideas that would sustain their legacy. With a command of detail and the experience in developing and implementing an history economic agenda, they could become the go-to source for information and reaction on domestic economic policy.
A shadow cabinet, unlike the cacophony of messages that are traditional from Democrats, can be consistent and coordinated, unaffected by the passing scandal or outrage of the day. Its members would not feel compelled to speak on every topic or certainly every day.
Moreover, the shadow cabinet could go on platforms (or create their own -- perhaps a podcast!) where Democrats usually don't venture, helping to fill the vacuum that became so evident in the 2024 presidential race. (As Alice Marwick recently explained for the Nieman Lab, "A big chunk of Americans ignore news completely, or get it sporadically from TikTok, X, or YouTube ... [while] the right has capitalized on the decline of legacy media, expertly curating a profitable and thriving ecosystem of podcasters, influencers [and] alt-tech platforms.")
At a time when surveys confirm a large segment of Americans, especially men, devote time listening to podcasts that revolve around business, money and finance, this trio might be perfect to make headway in venues Democrats have heretofore ignored. Filling the gap in communication with a large mass of voters on a fundamental question -- which party makes your life better? -- is a worthy pursuit for a shadow cabinet.
In sum, Democrats could benefit from a distinctive, coherent communication from topflight, knowledgeable communicators reaching well beyond traditional news outlets. Clarity and effective economic messaging has never been more important for a country in danger of reversing economic gains or for a party that needs to maintain its reputation as the one that delivers for ordinary Americans.
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Trump's latest personnel decision is good news for inflation
Trump is right not to fire the Fed chair.
By Peter Orszag | 2024-12-12
Elections the world over this year, including in the United States, have underscored how much people dislike inflation. This is why it is good that President-elect Donald Trump has now said he would not try to fire Fed Chair Jerome H. Powell. The incoming administration should stick to preserving  the Federal Reserve's independence. Not in fealty to Washington norms but because practical evidence shows that independent central banks produce lower inflation.
Turkey's experience is illuminating. From 2005 until mid-2018, inflation there simmered at about 10 percent. In the years that followed, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan dismissed a succession of central bank governors who sought to combat inflation by raising interest rates. The result? Businesses and households lost faith in the independence of Turkey's central bank and inflation soared to more than 85 percent.
The Peterson Institute for International Economics (I serve on its board) estimated that threatening the independence of the Federal Reserve could raise U.S. inflation to between 4 percent and 6 percent. The chart below shows that inflation would increase by 3 percentage points year over year (above the current rate of about 2.5 percent) for the next couple of years and then stay elevated by about 2 percentage points thereafter.
What are these estimates based on?
First, they're grounded in economic theory. Imagine you're a prime minister or a president. You might be tempted to boost the economy by cutting interest rates excessively, if you could, because doing so might not cause inflation until after you leave office. You might also promise to raise interest rates to offset any future inflation, but everyone knows that when the time comes, you aren't likely to keep your promise (because it would hurt the economy).
In a situation like this, people come to expect higher inflation in the future. And this becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy that  accelerates the onset of higher inflation; the expectation of higher  inflation leads workers to demand higher wages  and businesses to charge higher prices to offset the expected price increases.
The way to avoid this chain of trouble is to outsource the setting of interest rates to an independent central bank -- to tie yourself to the mast. Then, inflation will be lower than you could manage by meddling with interest rates.
How does this turn out in practice?
Studies in the 1980s and '90s found that advanced economies with greater central bank independence indeed had, on average, lower inflation. As one of the seminal papers, co-authored by Alex Cukierman of Tel Aviv University, concluded: "Legal independence is an important and statistically significant determinant of price stability among industrial countries" because of the credibility that political independence brings.
These findings made central bank independence very popular in the 1990s and 2000s.
The evidence was never unassailable, however. The researchers' conclusions did not seem to hold in broader samples that included developing economies, for example. And some studies found directly conflicting results: In 1995, one study by a prominent researcher concluded that there was no evidence to support the hypothesis that independent central banks had more credibility to maintain price stability.
The studies also struggled to define central bank independence, which is never absolute. The most important attributes, it turns out, are restrictions on the government's ability to fire the head of the bank without cause and on any requirements on the bank to purchase debt directly from the government.
Despite these challenges, more recent research tends to support the original finding that central banks with less government interference generate lower inflation. For example, research by Ana Carolina Garriga and Cesar M. Rodriguez demonstrates this for 118 developing countries -- as the central bank independence of these countries increased from 1980 onward, they experienced, on average, lower inflation.
The evidence thus suggests that inflation in the United States will likely be lower if the Fed maintains its independence, which the incoming president's economic team undoubtedly appreciates.
Rather than direct pressure from the White House, the United States  has a long history of letting Congress do the job. As  Fed Chair Paul Volcker once testified, "the Congress created us and the Congress can uncreate us."  I documented in my 1991 undergraduate thesis  that congressional oversight -- in the form of hearings, reform legislation and so on -- varies substantially according to the economic environment. Leaning on Congress to do the Fed pressuring fits well within the American political tradition and does not fundamentally undermine the bank's independence; it doesn't involve firing the chair or changing the Fed's role in buying U.S. debt.
Independent central banks don't always work well. But they do more often than not. So if the incoming  president wants to avoid the political pain of high inflation, he should outsource interest rates to the Fed and then let Congress hold it accountable.
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Elon Musk's worst suggestion so far: 'Delete' the IRS?
Making tax filling simpler is fairer to everyone and brings in more revenue.
By Natasha Sarin | 2024-12-12

Elon Musk on Capitol Hill this month. (Benoit Tessier/Reuters)


Elon Musk recently polled his X followers with a simple question: Should the IRS's funding be increased, the same, decreased or "deleted." Regrettably, the vast majority picked the last option.
Abolishing the IRS might sound appealing, especially given that President-elect Donald Trump's nominee to run the agency -- former congressman Billy Long of Missouri -- previously sponsored legislation that would do just that. But it's extremely wrongheaded. Here's why.
The IRS collects 95 percent of federal revenue. A functioning IRS is critical to the U.S. government. Investing in and improving the agency would make government work better for the American people. Kneecapping it will do the opposite.
I agree  with Musk that the IRS needs reform. The agency operates on processes that date back to World War II. When taxpayers file their returns on paper, they are hand-transcribed. Online offerings are so limited that often people have no capacity to resolve their tax issues electronically, so they are forced to mail or fax paper documents to the agency or visit an office in-person.
Even worse, the IRS fails to collect more than $600 billion of taxes due each year. Trump and Musk think that U.S. taxes should be lower (and here, I strongly disagree). But even if they are correct, it surely cannot be that the best way to deliver tax cuts to the American people is to offer them only to those who break the law and evade their tax obligations.
It was in light of these challenges that the IRS received an influx of resources during the Biden administration, which was aimed at helping the agency move into the 21st century. The IRS put together a strategic operating plan (that I helped craft) that outlined how to become fully digital and utilize cutting-edge data analytics over the next few years. This will make filing taxes easier  and ensure everyone complies with the law.
No plan is perfect, and I hope Musk is able to improve the IRS, increasing the efficiency of the tax administrator the way he has the production of cars and rockets. It is encouraging that he is focused on building a mobile tax filing app to make it easier for Americans to make good on their tax obligations. We should be more like our peer countries, where taxes can be paid electronically, automatically, often via text message. The IRS has begun piloting programs that would move in this direction, and thus far they have proved successful: More than 140,000 citizens in 12 states filed their taxes electronically directly with the IRS in this tax season.
But revolutionizing tax administration the way Musk envisions will require substantial investment. By way of comparison, consider that Tesla spends around $4 billion each year on research and development. Congress has historically granted the IRS, which touches every American household and business each year, around $300,000 to spend on business systems modernization. In recent years, this funding stream was cut entirely.
It is not free to staff customer service lines. It takes resources for the IRS to patrol the most obvious form of tax evasion: high-earners who fail to file tax returns at all and have racked up over $100 billion in unpaid tax bills. And the IRS already faced staffing challenges. In the coming years, over 60 percent of employees will be eligible for retirement. Perhaps Musk believes that a modernized IRS means more automation and fewer employees poring over complex tax returns. But building that capacity will require years of effort. While technology can do a lot, it can't do everything -- especially when problems arise.
Investing in the IRS pays off. Every dollar of IRS funding typically generates several dollars of additional revenue because it allows the IRS to process taxes faster and go after tax cheats. Recent research estimates that the returns to investing in high-end enforcement activities to go after uncollected taxes could generate as much as $12 for every $1 invested. That's real money that can be used for defense, innovation and more.
Musk is focused on improving governmental efficiency. He is right to say that requires reforming the IRS. But the agency's budget should be augmented, not deleted.
Getting the United States on better financial footing starts with ensuring that everyone actually pays the taxes that they owe.
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Congress doesn't trust us with free speech. TikTok proves it. 
TikTok's case is a stunning swing toward paternalism.
By Anupam Chander, G.S. Hans | 2024-12-12

A TikTok sign. (Richard Vogel/AP)


Anupam Chander is the Scott K. Ginsburg professor of law and technology at Georgetown Law. G.S. Hans is a clinical professor of law and founding director of the Civil Rights and Civil Liberties Clinic at Cornell University. Along with other scholars, they filed an amicus brief in TikTok v. Garland.
The United States has long celebrated free speech as one of its core democratic commitments, but in siding with the government against TikTok this month, a circuit court abandoned that value in favor of paternalism.
We hope the Supreme Court takes up TikTok's case and overturns the ruling by the U.S. Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit, which handed Congress and the president stunning authority to decide what content Americans can be trusted to consume.
TikTok, which is owned by a China-based company, ByteDance, will shut down in the United States on Jan. 19 if it does not find a U.S. buyer, meaning the Supreme Court will need to act quickly.
The Biden administration argues that because China is a "foreign adversary," a designation that includes Russia, Iran and North Korea, allowing  Americans to share their data with the app and interact with content controlled by its algorithm poses a national security threat. Even though the government has conceded it has no information (even in its secret evidence that it submitted to the circuit court) that the Chinese government has in fact manipulated TikTok for propaganda or surveillance purposes, the circuit court to deferred to the U.S. government's judgment that TikTok's proposed security protocol is insufficient to guard against future threats.
Though we agree that the Chinese government (like our own) engages in both espionage and propaganda, we believe that this decision, if upheld, gives the legislative and executive branches too much power over speech. The judiciary is supposed to serve as a check on the other branches when they intrude on the protections of the Bill of Rights -- not roll over for them.
The majority opinion characterizes itself as "fact-bound," suggesting the decision shouldn't have immense precedential value. But the circuit court's deference to Congress and the executive branch could certainly be invoked in the future.
We hope that the Supreme Court, if it reviews this case, will pay attention to the words of members of Congress as they explained why they supported the move against TikTok in the first place. While data collection and its possible abuse by China were considerations, the debate played out against a backdrop of activism among young Americans opposed to the war in Gaza. The law gained momentum after the Oct. 7, 2023, Hamas terrorist attacks and after a letter from Osama bin Laden became popular on the app.
The app is "poisoning the minds of our youth every day on a massive scale,"  Rep. Chip Roy (R-Texas) said at the time.
The law's key sponsor blamed TikTok for his belief that "a majority of young Americans hold such a morally bankrupt view" of the Israel-Hamas conflict.
The censoring of speech that members of Congress dislike (even if it is speech that we, too, dislike) is exactly what the First Amendment was supposed to forbid. What's to stop a future Congress or president from pursuing the same strategy against another social media platform with foreign connections? There's nothing stopping Congress from adding another country to the list of foreign adversaries. And the TikTok law requires only 20 percent  ownership by a foreigner of a social media service before it comes into effect.
The reasoning isn't restricted to digital enterprises or apps, either. How about a newspaper with foreign owners? Could the government declare Americans will be too easily manipulated to read content supported by a foreign power? And covert manipulation might happen even without foreign ownership, perhaps through other pressure points such as bribes or sanctions. We should not allow the government to sit "astride the flow" of speech by claiming to protect us from foreign influence, as the Supreme Court warned in an earlier case striking down a ban on foreign propaganda.
Though both the majority and concurring opinions give lip service to the users of TikTok, some of whom participated in the case, the bulk of the court's reasoning ignores the practical consequence of the ruling for the 170 million  Americans (including us) who use TikTok.
TikTok cannot easily be replaced by another app or tool, like Meta's Reels or YouTube Shorts. The algorithmic curation on those apps is different. A new owner for TikTok would mean major changes, as we saw with Elon Musk's takeover of Twitter. And even if TikTok were to find a buyer, which it says it cannot, a U.S.-only version of the platform would lose its global, interconnected appeal. As the New York Times put it in April, "Even if you've never opened the app, you've lived in a culture that exists downstream of what happens there." Either change would fundamentally alter public discourse in this country and abroad and harm millions.
While the clock ticks toward a potential shutdown for TikTok, the consequences of this ruling will reverberate long after any ban. Without further review by the Supreme Court, the circuit court's ruling would leave the door wide open for the government to use national security arguments to limit speech with disturbing results for the First Amendment and the digital public square alike.
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If Chris Wray is stepping down, can anyone stand up to Donald Trump? 
Wray should have stayed and forced Trump's hand.
By Ruth Marcus | 2024-12-11

FBI Director Christopher A. Wray in September. (Annabelle Gordon/Reuters)


FBI Director Christopher A. Wray shouldn't have made it so easy for Donald Trump.
When he becomes president in 40 days, Trump will have the unquestioned authority to fire Wray. But for the FBI director to announce that he will voluntarily step aside by Inauguration Day so that Trump can install a successor risks normalizing a decidedly aberrational and unhealthy development. Wray should have stayed and forced Trump's hand.
The FBI director is appointed to a 10-year term in part to shield the office from the ordinary pressures of politics and from being viewed as a political actor. Trump himself selected Wray, whose term runs until 2027, after taking the extraordinary step of firing Director James B. Comey, only the second such removal in the history of the bureau.
When Trump ousted Comey, it was viewed as a cataclysmic, norm-shattering moment. Now, with history set to repeat itself, the replacement of an FBI director by an incoming president threatens to become rule rather than exception. It transforms what is supposed to be the ultimate apolitical job into just another political appointment.
With that, the insulation provided by a 10-year term will be shredded, with FBI directors newly beholden to the president. The FBI director possesses immense investigative powers, and with them the danger that those authorities could be abused -- the very reason for the lengthy tenure. You don't need a nominee as evidently dangerous as Kash Patel, Trump's announced choice for the post, to know that is an ominous development.
Trump has been itching to take this step since his first term, when he became frustrated by what he viewed as Wray's failure to provide a boost for his political campaign. Since then, his grievances have only grown, including the court-authorized search warrant for his Florida home. "He invaded Mar-a-Lago," Trump complained to NBC's Kristen Welker in an interview broadcast Sunday. "I'm very unhappy with the things he's done." Another Trump gripe? "And then when I was shot in the ear, he said, 'Oh, maybe it was shrapnel.' Where's the shrapnel coming from?" Trump told Welker.
But we all know what else is going on here. Trump wants an FBI director under his thumb. In Patel, he has selected the ultimate loyalist.
So why is Wray going gently? "I've decided the right thing for the bureau is for me to serve until the end of the current administration in January and then step down," Wray said, adding, "In my view, this is the best way to avoid dragging the bureau deeper into the fray, while reinforcing the values and principles that are so important to how we do our work."
I don't question Wray's motivation, but I do question his judgment on this one. He isn't being gracious -- he's being compliant. Trump bullied the FBI director out of the job -- and immediately crowed on Truth Social about how Wray's capitulation was "a great day for America" that "will end the Weaponization of what has become known as the United States Department of Injustice." Instead of Trump owning the consequences of his action, Wray has done it for him.
It's possible to see an argument for an orderly transition instead of the distraction of a sudden firing right after Trump is sworn in, a moment of maximum vulnerability for the country. But that potential risk, if it was part of Wray's thinking, does not outweigh the known risk of cooperating in the diminishment of the FBI's traditional independence from politics.
Heroism is in short supply in these perilous times. Politicians crumble in the face of Trump's displeasure and the consequent ire of his MAGA supporters. Look at the fury -- look at the attack ads and threats of a primary challenge -- directed toward Sen. Joni Ernst when the Iowa Republican and combat veteran sounded squishy about supporting Pete Hegseth, Trump's choice for defense secretary. Suddenly, Ernst was talking about "encouraging" conversations with Hegseth.
Meanwhile, billionaires scurry to win favor with a man with a track record of rewarding his friends and punishing those who dare to stand up to him. None of this is commendable but it is a rational response to life under Trump.
Wray had the opportunity to do things differently -- he didn't have to worry about being reelected or losing a lucrative contract. He chose not to, for what I assume are sincere and laudable reasons. But protecting the bureau -- and protecting the country -- would be better achieved by standing up to Trump, not enabling him.
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The Penny verdict reveals how New York City failed Jordan Neely
Deterring people from acting on their own starts with maintaining public order in the first place.
By Editorial Board | 2024-12-11

A supporter of Daniel Penny holds a sign outside the Manhattan Criminal Courthouse in New York on Monday. (Shannon Stapleton/Reuters) 


In May 2023, a homeless man named Jordan Neely entered a New York City subway car, where he began acting erratically, scaring the other passengers by saying things such as: "I don't care if I die. I don't care if you die. Lock me up for life." Neely did die, after Daniel Penny, an architecture student and Marine veteran, restrained him in a choke hold. Mr. Penny was prosecuted for manslaughter and criminally negligent homicide. On Monday, a jury found him not guilty of criminally negligent homicide and deadlocked on second-degree manslaughter.
The verdict, like the case, has been divisive. "You can't do this to American heroes," said Rep. Chip Roy (R-Texas), urging the Justice Department to "hold New York accountable" for trying Mr. Penny in the first place. Meanwhile, the New York City Council's Black, Latino and Asian Caucus called Mr. Penny's actions "vigilante justice" and blamed the gaps in the city's social safety net.
The council members are correct that New York failed Neely, who suffered from a lifetime of trauma compounded by substance abuse and severe mental illness. But the problem wasn't simply a lack of resources; one could not make Neely use those resources, and he was too badly impaired to realize he needed them.
Neely had a number of prior hospitalizations and a long list of arrests for crimes including indecent exposure and assault, along with lower-level offenses. Reportedly, he was on a list of the city's 50 most at-risk homeless individuals. Yet Neely remained in crisis, and in 2021 he assaulted two elderly women. Sentenced to a 15-month diversion program intended to treat his complex issues, Neely wandered away from the facility after less than two weeks.
Though there was a bench warrant out for his arrest, and he encountered homeless outreach workers several times after he left the treatment facility, no one managed to get Neely into a secure place where he could be helped. That failure proved fatal. And many similar failures together create the conditions in which deadly vigilante action becomes more likely.
The case has raised inevitable comparisons to the infamous incident in which another New Yorker, Bernhard Goetz, took matters into his own hands. In 1984, as crime was rising in major U.S. cities in tandem with the crack epidemic, Mr. Goetz shot four young Black men who allegedly tried to rob him on the subway. A jury acquitted Mr. Goetz of everything except an illegal gun charge.
We are not defending Mr. Goetz, who had a history of making racist remarks about crime and whose actions were wildly disproportionate. But the best way to prevent vigilantism is to maintain public order so that civilians will not try to impose order themselves. That requires controlling crime and getting mentally ill people the help they need -- forcibly, if necessary.
Trials, of course, occur only after something terrible has happened. And if crime and disorder are surging, as they were in the 1980s, jurors might simply refuse to punish people they see as having made hard decisions under difficult circumstances.
2023 crime data shows that assaults on the New York City subway system had risen by half since 2019, and across the country, many places have experienced similar disorder, in part because progressive cities have treated anarchy as a form of welfare, ignoring antisocial behavior lest the enforcement of rules harm marginalized people.
No one benefits when public parks, transit or sidewalks become substitute homeless shelters, driving away the broader public they are supposed to serve, or when the mentally ill are allowed to descend into the depths of their disease, in the mistaken belief that honoring their autonomy requires letting them become filthy, malnourished and psychotic. Certainly, no one benefits when citizens feel entitled -- or forced -- to freelance as police officers.
Neely's death was not his fault, and no one should suggest he deserved it. But regardless of whether you think Mr. Penny was justified in using a choke hold on Neely, the largest share of the blame goes to the system that put those two men in the same subway car when Neely was not in his right mind.
Fixing this problem will require more police and lower tolerance of dangerous and disorderly conduct, as well as more funding for treatment beds, halfway houses and supportive housing where people like Neely can get help. Most of all, it will require stronger measures to ensure that people like Neely stay in treatment, including, when necessary, involuntary commitment.
Americans are rightly wary of the state's power to confine people against their will, which should always be used sparingly, humanely and as a last resort. But in cases such as this, the alternatives are worse. No one should be exposed to the dangers of untreated psychosis -- least of all, the people suffering from it.
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Save our stars. It's easier than you think.
Plus: How a judge recuses himself. Trump's roaming crosshairs.
By Drew Goins | 2024-12-11
You're reading the Today's Opinions newsletter. Sign up to get it in your inbox.
In today's edition:

The sun sets behind observatories at the summit of Mauna Kea in Hawaii in July 2019. (Caleb Jones/AP) 


If you are lucky enough ever to travel pre-sunrise to the top of Mauna Kea on the Big Island of Hawai'i, home to 13 superpowered telescopes (and a few Hawaiian gods), the sight of the heavens pouring forth stars will fill you with delight -- and then a little sadness: The sky used to look like this everywhere.
The Editorial Board reports that, globally, the sky has become 10 percent brighter over the past 10 years or so. Ready for some more heartbreak? "That means," the board writes, "a child growing from a baby to a young adult is likely, by the time they are ready to head off to college, to see two or three times fewer stars every night than they could as a toddler."
Little Dipper, big problem.
Light pollution's brightening of the sky has all sorts of adverse effects beyond the dreamy stargazing ones: Migrating birds are thrown off course, as are nighttime pollinators. And we humans, who sleep worse when it's light out, become sadder, fatter and more susceptible to cancer. (What's more, poorer parts of cities tend to be the most overlit.)
Happily, the board says there's plenty that can be done, beginning with being more careful with what we light up.
Feel free to click through to see the other ideas without blue-light guilt; the editorial appears in dark mode.
Chaser: Leana Wen profiles a hospital capturing good light -- the natural, sunny variety -- to lower its energy costs, then using the savings to help needy patients cover theirs.




From David Tatel's explanation of the five-minute rule he used while serving on the U.S. Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit: If he had to think for longer than five minutes about his ability to be impartial (or the public perception thereof), he would recuse himself.
Tatel argues that every judge needs some sort of self-enforced benchmark, as there is no "recusal police," he writes, adding that "the idea that judges might be ruling for reasons other than what they believe the law requires is a corrosive one."
Tatel shares a very personal example: He once recused himself from a case regarding protections for the blind -- because he himself is blind.
He was "certain I could set my personal views aside and rule as the law required. I did that every day. Still, I couldn't ignore what the public might think about my decision."
In Donald Trump's crosshairs: birthright citizenship. Transgender rights. The federal bureaucracy. Political opponents.
What to do about each?
First, the Editorial Board urges Trump to back off his threats against citizenship rights for those born on U.S. soil. The practice is a "defining aspect of this country's special national character" that has inspired basically the whole rest of the Western Hemisphere, the board writes.
Should the president-elect insist, however, the board reminds him that he ultimately has no power to change this constitutional guarantee.
Perry Bacon is very worried by some strategists' recent framing of protections for trans people as a "distraction" that makes progressives appear out of touch about issues that affect a majority of Americans. But trans rights (and the teaching of unvarnished U.S. history, another topic of Perry's column) remain "fundamental questions of equality and human dignity." Beef up economic attacks on the GOP, Perry advises the left, but don't let them run away with their culture war in the meantime.
Trump directs even more bellicose language, however, at the "deep state." Marc Fisher profiles the Economic Research Service, the little agency that could. It suffered during Trump I, rebounded during the Biden administration, will probably suffer again during Trump II -- but all the while has kept the government running, burrowing however deeply into the state it needed to.
It's a lesson for other bureaucrats. As one ERS civil servant told Marc: "They'll mess with you -- and then they'll leave you alone."
Finally, the acutest of Trump's marks: Individual officials he has pledged to prosecute for holding him to account in the past, such as the members of the House select committee that investigated the Jan. 6, 2021, insurrection. The temptation here is for President Joe Biden to protect these targets with broad preemptive pardons; Ruth Marcus says that would be a mistake.
The pardons would have to run in the dozens, if not hundreds, to cover the relevant people, and the line would inevitably have to be drawn somewhere that would leave many more vulnerable. And for those who would receive pardons, there comes a perception of guilt, no matter that accepting a pardon doesn't require any admission.
All in all, Ruth suggests, a mess.
It's a goodbye. It's a haiku. It's ... The Bye-Ku.
Growing toddler sings,
Flicker, flicker little star
Win back our wonders
***
Have your own newsy haiku? Email it to me, along with any questions/comments/ambiguities. See you tomorrow!
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Assad is gone. What's next for Syria?
Nine experts on the stakes in the Middle East as the Syrian rebels take power.
By Washington Post Opinions staff | 2024-12-11
The rapid fall of Syria's autocratic ruler, Bashar al-Assad, this past weekend was one of the most consequential developments in a year convulsed by war. From Syrians themselves to Syria's neighbors, the stakes in shaping what comes next couldn't be higher. Post Opinions asked nine writers to share their perspective on this seismic event.
Thirteen years ago, we Syrians began dreaming that we could rid ourselves of the Assad regime and rebuild a more democratic country. For many like me, this dream has been on life support for over a decade.
Suddenly, the first part of the dream has come true: Bashar al-Assad has been deposed. I'm writing as I prepare to board a plane back to Damascus. I am not the only one going home after many years in exile.
Syrian civil society has been battered by years of war fatigue and dwindling hope. But we know the future cannot hinge on external powers or temporary geopolitical shifts. The future must be built from the ground up, and we must own it. I have received many messages from people inside and outside Syria discussing what can be done. Whoever tries to govern Syria must know that civil society is regrouping and will be a force to reckon with.
What next? As Assad's terror state disintegrated, so has any social contract underpinning Syrian society. Syrians have only just begun to grapple with the horrors of Assad's bloody reign. Wounds are not being closed but are instead being forced wide open. Healing will come but not right away. Disgust with Assad's systematic use of torture and executions was at the core of the Syrian uprising in 2011. But the sheer scale and horror of Assad's operation is only now becoming clear to everyone.
Syrians are digging through walls and floors of the notorious Sednaya prison hoping to find survivors. Those who have been reunited with their relatives will soon ask how justice can be served. When the mass graves are found, these questions will become even more pointed.
Without accountability, true reconciliation will be impossible. Transitional justice requires addressing past wrongs but also laying the foundation for an inclusive future where no one is above the law.
The celebrations in Syria have an undertone of mourning. Almost an entire generation has been disappeared, has been killed in war, or has fled the country seeking refuge. We know that what is coming next will be extremely challenging, and we must be ready to do the work.
The writer is a senior fellow at the Middle East Institute and a founding member of the Syrian Nonviolence Movement.

A destroyed checkpoint of the Syrian army on the road between Damascus and the Lebanese border on Monday. (Lorenzo Tugnoli for The Washington Post)


Before the revolution started in 2011, I was editor in chief at a popular private Syrian radio station called Arabesque. As an on-air host, I tried to navigate between the red lines laid down for us by the regime. Many topics were off-limits.
Even so, we slipped in messages defending human rights and women's dignity. I hosted shows discussing honor killings, sexual literacy and LGBTQ+ rights.
Every four or five months, I was summoned by the secret police. Islamists extremists visited, too, asking me to stop talking about these sensitive topics because doing so violates our religion and traditions.
I didn't stop.
When the popular revolt broke out in the streets of Damascus in 2011, the Assad regime wanted me to denounce the demonstrators as terrorists and jihadists.
I refused.
Over the next three months, I received all manner of threats and intimidations from Bashar al-Assad's security and intelligence services. When they threatened to kill my children, I left the country and resettled in Canada. There, I helped found an independent radio station based in Turkey, on the Syrian border. For years, we broadcast the voices of the Syrian people -- especially women -- who were fighting against both the Assad regime and the Islamist extremists.
Through the years, our efforts have been repaid with threats and slanderous campaigns by Islamist radicals.
Now, finally, Syrians have an opportunity to build a better future. But for me, many questions remain. Will we go from the violence of the Assad regime to the strict religious authority of the rebel Hayat Tahrir al-Sham movement, which might not have fully shed its Islamist roots? Just how much do Syria's new rulers believe in the dignity of all people and freedom of expression?
The writer is a Syrian-French journalist with Radio Rozana and a current Nieman fellow.

Inside Bashar al-Assad's Tishreen Palace, which was damaged in the fighting, in Damascus on Monday. (Lorenzo Tugnoli for The Washington Post)


For years, I've had a recurring nightmare that I was back in Syria. A hand taps me on the shoulder; it's Bashar al-Assad. And I end up in Sednaya prison. Syrians know why I have this dream. Assad colonized our minds. We never expected to see the day we would be rid of him. When I woke up on Sunday and turned on the television, I nearly fell out of my chair.
Now, even though I am happy about Assad's fall, I have a hard time imagining going back. I live in Greece now. Syria is full of ghosts. So many people I have known have disappeared, including my brother, who was taken away at a checkpoint during the 2011 uprising. Is he alive? I am afraid to wonder, afraid to get my hopes up.
I was a teenager in Homs when the uprising began, and I took part in protests until the city was raided by regime forces. My father was shot dead. Later, my mother and other siblings and I moved to Zaatari refugee camp in Jordan, where I worked as a carpenter to support the family.
But Syrians were never welcome in Jordan. We were viewed as outsiders taking away Jordanians' jobs. Eventually, I saved enough money to pay a smuggler to get me to Greece. I squeezed into a little boat with dozens of others who, like me, didn't know how to swim.
I now make money working long hours on construction sites. I send everything I make back to my family in Jordan. I sleep in a single room downtown with two other Syrian men. It is not a great life, but it is the life I have right now.
Yet even with Assad gone, going back feels impossible. Our trust is broken. We are traumatized. What life awaits us there? I hope this changes. Until then, I will dream of holding my lost brother, of burying my father, of feeling at home. For so many Syrians, "home" remains an elusive idea.
The writer is a Syrian currently living in Greece.
Sometime in 2012 -- as the Syrian opposition was rising up against Basar al-Assad and battles were raging in Homs, Aleppo and Darayya -- I made a pilgrimage to the ancient Christian village of Maaloula, where Aramaic, the language of Jesus, is still spoken. In the monastery of Saint Takla -- the daughter of a pagan prince and possibly the wife of Saint Paul -- I met some Greek Catholic nuns making jam in a courtyard.
Syrian Christians are among the oldest Christian communities on Earth, but they have been extremely vulnerable. Like many other Syrian Christians I had spoken with over the years, the Christians of Maaloula quietly told me they preferred the rule of the house of Assad to theoretically worse alternatives. Even a Sunni imam hinted to me that the rebels had destroyed the country, and he felt more secure under Assad.
Maaloula felt like a haven from war until it was overrun by the radical Islamist group Jabhat al-Nusra in the summer of 2013. The Assadist government troops briefly reclaimed the town, but it fell again in December to Islamists. Twelve of the nuns I had met were abducted. They were released when government troops, aided by Hezbollah, retook the town in 2014.
I think often of my trips to Maaloula when trying to chart a future for Christians in Syria. Now barely 2 percent of the population, Christians are anxious about their future.
But it would be unwise to prematurely demonize Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, the rebel group that has spearheaded the ouster of Assad, or its leader, Abu Mohammed al-Jolani. Yes, HTS traces its roots to the uncompromising Jabhat al-Nusra. But their actions today, in the words of a former British intelligence chief,  John Sawers, are more like "those of a liberation movement, not of a terrorist organization." Jolani's rebranding is partially because he needs to attract international donors to rebuild Syria.
Today, the Christians of Aleppo and Damascus are cautiously celebrating the fall of Assad. The regime pillaged their economy and sent 6.7 million refugees outside the country. Hanna Jallouf -- the apostolic vicar of Aleppo who had been kidnapped in 2014 by al-Nusra -- met with Jolani, who gave him assurances.
Dec. 8 was the Feast of the Immaculate Conception, an important day for Christians as well as the day Damascus was liberated. In Aleppo, the church bells rang out for the first time in 13 years.
The writer is the author of "The Morning They Came for Us: Dispatches From Syria" and "The Vanishing: The Twilight of Christianity in the Middle East."

Syrians at the Oncupinar border cross back into Syria in Kilis, Turkey, on Monday. (Salwan Georges/The Washington Post)


In late October, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan hinted at "good news" coming from Syria.
This turned out to be a coordinated offensive in late November involving Turkey-backed rebel groups and Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), Syria's strongest fighting force with militant Islamist origins. They sought to push back against the Assad regime and secure additional territory for the opposition in northern Aleppo. The lightning offensive exceeded all expectations. Within 12 days, Damascus fell.
None of this could have happened without Turkey's tacit support. Ankara stood firmly against Bashar al-Assad for 13 years, supporting a range of opposition groups while hosting nearly 4 million Syrian refugees. Over time, Ankara cultivated its own proxy forces inside Syria, and more important, reached a modus vivendi with HTS. The group governs an enclave along the Turkish border where roughly 3 million Syrians live, dependent on international aid flowing through Turkey and shielded under a Turkish-Russian agreement.
Turkey doesn't control HTS outright but has substantial leverage over it. This positions Ankara as a key player in shaping Syria's political transition. For now, Russia will get to keep its military bases in Syria, thanks to what looks like a last-minute quid pro quo in which Moscow agreed to withdraw its support of the Assad regime.  But with the Assad dynasty deposed, it seems inevitable that Turkey will eventually establish its own military base in Syria -- just as it has in Libya, Iraq and Qatar.
There are clear losers in this situation -- and not just Russia and Iran (which propped up the Assad regime and turned Syria into an impoverished garrison). Also on the losing side are the Gulf Arab monarchies, including the United Arab Emirates, which long advocated for normalization with the Assad regime. They prefer stability under authoritarian generals and fear the spread of popular upheavals that could empower Islamist political parties or lead to competitive electoral systems. And this is exactly what Syria's future might look like.
When I asked Turkish officials what they wanted for Damascus, the answer was an inclusive interim government representing opposition groups and diverse communities -- a carefully managed transition. And then? "Elections."
Though Ankara seems to support the pragmatism of HTS, it recognizes that its Islamist militant roots make it unsuitable for long-term governance. What Turkey ultimately prefers is competitive politics, Syrian territorial integrity (less autonomy for Kurds) and elections -- even if it means the rise of Sunni conservatives.
It is too early to predict Syria's future. But once the dust settles, its people will have a chance to build something better than what they endured under Assad. And that is precisely what Turkey is betting on.
The writer is a former journalist from Turkey and an associate senior policy fellow at the European Council on Foreign Relations.
After Bashar al-Assad's fall, even as the international community has focused on diplomatic efforts to bring peace to Syria, Turkish-backed troops have begun occupying Kurdish areas in northern Syria. The town of Manbij fell to the Turkish-backed Syrian National Army on Monday, and soldiers now appear to be marching on the city of Kobane.
This is part of a bigger pattern. Since 2016, Turkey, with the support of Islamist mercenaries and former Islamic State fighters, has conducted three major military operations in northern Syria: Euphrates Shield, Olive Branch and Peace Spring. These operations have killed thousands of Kurdish fighters and hundreds of civilians while displacing hundreds of thousands of Kurds.
The Kurds have sacrificed greatly in their fight against the Islamic State. Their resistance helped end the barbaric caliphate, earning them international recognition -- particularly for the heroic efforts of Kurdish women. Yet the Kurds are now being abandoned by their former allies.
The international community must recognize its moral responsibility to protect minority rights and create an inclusive political system in post-Assad Syria. Iraq's political system or Lebanon's, both of which accommodate ethnic and religious diversity, could serve as a blueprint. Indeed, the Kurdish administration in Rojava, in northern Syria, is currently exercising an autonomy that is inclusive of all religious and ethnic groups. Ideally, a federation of autonomous regions could form the basis for a fair and democratic constitution encompassing all Syria's populations.
The writer is a former Kurdish journalist currently living in Berlin.

An armored personnel carrier along the border fence with Syria by the Druze village of Majdal Shams in the occupied Golan Heights on Monday. (Heidi Levine for The Washington Post) 


The Assad regime's fall dislodged a vital partner in Tehran's "axis of resistance," cutting strategic routes between Iran's military industries and its proxies on Israel's borders. Iran will now find it exceedingly difficult to rearm and rebuild Hezbollah. At the same time, the advanced arsenal that used to belong to the Syrian army is up for grabs as the power vacuum is filled by various rebel groups -- among them radical Islamist terrorists.
Israel's strategic challenge in Syria is to protect its border communities in the Golan Heights and prevent emerging threats by Islamist militants, including the Islamic State and Hamas. These goals reflect Israel's post-Oct. 7, 2023, posture, which focuses on prevention and creating buffer zones.
As early as Sunday, Israel Defense Forces started seizing the "area of separation" in Syria in violation of the 1974 disengagement agreement, warning armed rebels to stay away. They also captured the Syrian outpost on Mt. Hermon, a vital high ground that, when in hostile forces' hands, has historically presented a challenge to the IDF. The IDF justified these steps as improving defense positions after armed rebels were seen advancing into the area.
Hezbollah-allied Lebanese media have claimed that IDF troops are advancing on the outskirts of Damascus. The IDF has denied these reports. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said he had instructed the IDF to temporarily seize the area of separation, as the disengagement agreement had collapsed.
To prevent future threats, Israel has also been conducting a wide and intense air campaign across Syria since Monday, striking hundreds of military targets; decimating Syria's army, air force and navy; and destroying ammunition and arms depots, air defenses, ballistic and anti-ship missiles, and production and development facilities, including for chemical weapons.
Aggressive prevention has not been cost-free. Israel drew regional rebukes against its violation of Syria's sovereignty. And over time, its presence on Syrian soil might also draw attacks from various Syrian factions.
Beyond this initial phase, Israel will want to reestablish border security arrangements, fully dismantle or destroy all of Syria's chemical weapons supply and infrastructure while preventing the reemergence of threats from Iran's proxies or any Islamist factions. It will also want to bolster Jordan's security and potential Syrian partners, including Kurds, Druze and moderate Sunni communities.
Most of these goals ought to overlap with those of any administration in Washington.
The writer is a retired Israeli brigadier general and a fellow at the Washington Institute for Near East Policy.
When Gulf Cooperation Council countries announced on Dec. 1 that they opposed "regional intervention" -- meaning the deployment of pro-Iran militias -- in Syria and called for a national unity government that included Bashar al-Assad and his opponents, little did they know that in less than a week, Assad and Iran's proxies would be gone and opposition factions would take over.
Of these factions, Qatar allegedly sponsors the most dominant, Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), led by Abu Mohammed al-Jolani.
Qatari media started showcasing his successes in the war on the Islamic State while he was still with al-Qaeda. But by 2021, Jolani had severed his ties with the terrorist group. In an interview with PBS, he appeared in Western attire and said he did not wish to attack the West.
As Assad collapsed, Jolani told CNN that his fight was not a transnational Islamist conflict but a national Syrian one. However, behind him was the Syrian revolution flag and an Islamist flag. Another red flag: HTS rank and file continued to feature scores of foreign fighters.
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain have been adamant on eradicating political Islam and promoting in its stead a moderate version of Islam, as merely a faith. A takeover of Syria by Islamist HTS does not accord with their vision and policies.
It does not help that Qatar has tried to rebrand radical Islamist groups in the past, painting them moderate only for these organization to reemerge as radical. In 2017, Qatar pressured Hamas to tone down its rhetoric. The Palestinian militant group articulated "its general principles and objectives," but never endorsed the two-state solution, saying it accepted a Palestinian state on pre-1967 land, while never recognizing Israel. The events of Oct. 7, 2023, showed that Hamas remains far from moderate.
Similarly, Qatar facilitated negotiations that led to a Taliban takeover of Afghanistan, after which rights -- especially women's rights -- started eroding.
Whether Jolani does eventually emerge as a genuine moderate is anyone's guess. But if he goes the non-moderate way, expect Saudi Arabia and the UAE to recruit their own proteges to prevent the transformation of Syria into an Islamist emirate. Civil war might then return, this time without Assad -- or any road map for redemption.
The writer is a research fellow at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies.

Militants celebrate in central Damascus on Monday. (Lorenzo Tugnoli for The Washington Post)


As Bashar al-Assad's dictatorship was collapsing, President-elect Donald Trump was tweeting that the United States has no dog in the Syrian fight.
This is not true. Revolutionary Syria stands at a crossroads: If the country disintegrates, the chaos could overwhelm its neighbors, America's European allies and even the United States. Trump also has an opportunity to undermine Iran and clip Russia's wings -- by ensuring the countries' complete departure from Syria.
Both these goals run through Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, the revolutionary group that helped seize Damascus as Assad fled. Rooted in al-Qaeda in Iraq, HTS has not been a force for democracy and inclusion. However, over the past decade, it has peacefully run local government in Syria's Idlib province -- collecting trash and training traffic cops.
Proximity to Turkey has played a role in moderating HTS. A conservative and populist figure, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan is neither in bed with the Islamic State nor an al-Qaeda fan. Yet Syria's future depends on what happens next. If HTS returns to its violent sectarian roots, more conflict may be ahead.
Working with Turkey should not be hard for Trump. He and Erdogan cooperated well during Trump's first term, especially on Syria.
And Trump has several carrots to offer HTS. First, the group wants to see itself delisted as a terror-designated entity. HTS craves legitimacy and will want any government it participates in to be duly recognized by Washington. And it knows that the money for Syria's reconstruction will come mainly from funds organized by the United States.
In exchange, HTS will have to share power with Syria's other opposition groups and demonstrate inclusivity. It will also need to commit to keeping religion out of public education and the courts. Given Syria's diversity, sharia law cannot be imposed. And HTS would have to promise to prevent Islamist militants from using Syrian territory to plan external attacks.
Most Syrians, but especially HTS, despise Russia and Iran for supporting Assad's brutal dictatorship. A stable, democratic, inclusive government would help ensure that neither power will have a strong foothold in the country ever again.
The writer is director of the Turkish Research Program at the Washington Institute.
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The despair behind the sarcastic response to an insurance CEO's killing
The anger Americans feel toward the health-care system cannot be dismissed or delayed.
By Letters to the Editor | 2024-12-11

A reward poster is attached to a lamp post outside the Hilton hotel in Manhattan near the scene where UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson was fatally shot on Dec. 4. (Mike Segar/Reuters) 


Regarding the Dec. 8 editorial "A sickness in the wake of a health insurance CEO's slaying":
Brian Thompson's death underscores the urgent need to confront two of America's most pressing challenges: gun violence and health-care inequity. These intertwined crises demand bold action to prioritize people over profit and power. By addressing these challenges together, we can affirm the inherent dignity of human life and move toward a future in which all individuals are valued and supported.
Gun violence remains one of the United States' most urgent public health crises, claiming more than 48,000 lives each year. It knows no boundaries -- not of wealth, race, status or power. Whether it's the child lost to a stray bullet, the teenager gunned down in a school shooting, or a CEO on a Manhattan street, every life lost diminishes us all. Violence does not discriminate, and our response to it must not, either.
Addressing gun violence requires treating it as the public health emergency it is. We need evidence-based policies that reduce access to firearms, including regulations to close loopholes that enable the proliferation of ghost guns - untraceable firearms that can be assembled at home without background checks. Additionally, investments in community violence intervention programs and a cultural shift that prioritizes prevention over reaction. Similarly, addressing health-care inequities requires reimagining a system in which access to care is a right, not a privilege.
Our measure of success must evolve. As a survivor of gun violence, and now a surgeon who has cared for patients whose claims have been denied, I have seen firsthand the devastating human toll of prioritizing costs over care. Executives and policymakers cannot focus solely on cost management when that cost comes at the expense of human lives. What matters is how effectively care is delivered and how outcomes improve for all -- especially the most vulnerable. Our regulatory frameworks must incentivize systemic changes that prioritize equity in treatment and how resources are allocated.
In a world fractured by violence, inequality and division, compassion is not weakness; it is the foundation for building a more just and equitable society. Accountability and empathy are not mutually exclusive. They are the twin pillars of meaningful change. We owe it to every victim of gun violence, and to ourselves, to embody both.
Joseph V. Sakran, Baltimore
The writer is executive vice chair of surgery at Johns Hopkins Hospital and chair of the board for Brady United.
While the analogy isn't a perfect fit, the response to this crime echoes one that seems to follow every school shooting: that although discussion of larger issues is warranted, now is not the time. Discussion should wait until emotions die down, we're told. We've heard this advice for decades and yet it never seems to be the time for a close examination of the issues. The Post's declaration that "We're skeptical that this particular moment lends itself to nuanced discussion of a complicated, and heavily regulated, industry" is a similar call for delay after disaster.
Though health insurance is complicated, and the subject is in the news for a tragic reason, the appropriate action is not to wait for a never-to-be-reached perfect moment.
Donald Tepper, Fairfax
The Post's overreaction to the gallows humor and sarcastic quips in response to the tragic shooting death of Brian Thompson missed the mark. Most people weren't truly cheering or rejoicing over someone's killing. They were using sarcasm to vent their frustration over another realm of inequality in this country. I'll vote for sarcasm over gun violence as the more acceptable way to express our differences.
Perhaps the timing of some of these quips was insensitive.
Mr. Thompson wasn't singularly responsible for all the decisions of UnitedHealthcare. But he became a symbol for people who have had significant claims denied.
The zealous public manhunt for Mr. Thompson's killer and the proliferation of above-the-fold articles about the case wouldn't have happened for an ordinary Joe. Beneath the veneer of sarcasm was frustration over how much attention the manhunt was getting and how little attention their health-care needs and claims got. Anger about inequality in health care isn't going to magically dissipate without addressing a gulf in access.
President-elect Donald Trump has given many Americans permission to wildly toss that anger about any perceived discontent without concern over civility. Americans have jettisoned all their filters to express their ongoing sense of malaise.
The real tragedy isn't the insensitive sarcasm over Mr. Thompson's death. It's our country's choice of guns to settle disputes, and the fact that the despair behind that sarcasm is so widespread. Let's channel our anger where it belongs.
Steven Lutzer, Los Angeles
The Post's editorial about the killing last week of a top health-care executive ["A sickness in the wake of a health insurance CEO's slaying," Dec. 8] should have devoted more space to one major solution available to fix the American health-care system and its myriad problems: Single-payer Medicare-for-all.
"Controlling health-care costs requires difficult trade-offs, the essential one being between access and cost," wrote the Editorial Board. But how "difficult" trade-offs will be will depend upon what the trade-offs are. Our current system, with its tens of millions either uninsured or underinsured; with 3 out of 4 Americans worried they would not be able to pay unexpected medical bills; with for-profit health insurance companies routinely delaying and denying coverage for enrollees; with 14 million Americans carrying at least $1,000 in medical debt; with as many as 45,000 Americans dying each year because of lack of health insurance, already requires painful trade-offs for everyone except health insurance industry executives and shareholders.
However, a Medicare-for-all system that covers everyone and all medically necessary care, with contributions based on income and without obscene co-pays or deductibles, and without restricted provider networks, would shift those painful trade-offs to health insurance industry executives and shareholders.
We put more than enough money into our health-care system to allow universal affordable coverage under Medicare-for-all. We just don't spend that money wisely in our current, profit-comes-first health insurance system. The Congressional Budget Office estimates that a single-payer system could actually reduce national health expenditures.
Whether universal affordable health care becomes a reality in the near term depends on the media and in political worlds where the power to make it happen resides. Right now, from the tone of the national conversation on this issue, it appears the citizens are beyond tired of waiting for this problem to be solved.
Jay Brock, Fredericksburg
As a former state insurance regulator, I have written very critically about UnitedHealth Group and other health insurers. I agree with The Post's view that the killing of a UnitedHealthcare executive is inexcusable. However, The Post also defends the health insurance industry, asserting it is "heavily regulated" when, in fact, most regulators cannot reject excessive rates, and misleadingly states "profits are capped by federal law." The medical loss ratio, requiring set percentages of premiums to go to medical costs, leaves room for exorbitant profits. And insurers such as UnitedHealth Group can bypass this requirement by acquiring medical practices to which they refer the people they insure. Violence is not warranted. But consumer anger is entirely justified.
Brendan Williams, Manchester, New Hampshire
The focus has shifted away from the real issue: the denial of health-care services places immense pressure on doctors, who must find ways to treat patients within a system that constantly obstructs them.
Imagine this hypothetical, drawn from my own experiences as a physician: A patient with recurrent infections visits an immunologist. The doctor orders tests for a suspected immune deficiency, but the insurance provider refuses to cover them. Without proper evaluation, the patient worsens. The doctor applies for lifesaving medication, but coverage can't be approved because of incomplete diagnostics. The pharmacy, holding the medication, cannot dispense it without an order. Frustrated, they return it to the manufacturer. The pharmaceutical company, seeing low demand, discontinues the drug, eventually going out of business. The pharmacy, losing suppliers, follows. The doctor, overwhelmed by a system prioritizing denials over care, retires. Their students, once inspired to practice medicine, choose different careers, disillusioned by the bureaucratic nightmare. Lawmakers, reliant on pharmaceutical funding, lose influence. With no doctors or treatments left, insurance companies crumble, and humanity faces unchecked illness.
This isn't fiction; it's happening now. If we don't act, there won't be a health-care system to save. And then what?
Oral Alpan, McLean
The writer is an immunologist.
I have been wondering what will happen if the alleged shooter of Brian Thompson goes to trial and reaches the stage of jury selection. My question is how do you find 12 jurors, none of which have been adversely affected by the U.S. health-care system? And if we could do that, would the defendant be judged by a jury of his peers? I think this is a trial were the term "nullification" will be bandied about frequently.
Alan Bromborsky, Silver Spring
Post Opinions wants to know: What resolutions are you setting for yourself? And what resolutions do you think The Post should try to live up to in 2025? Share your responses and they might be published as Letters to the Editor or on our weekly Free For All page.
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Mirror, mirror, on the wall ...
Ann Telnaes cartoon on Donald Trump and retribution.
By Ann Telnaes | 2024-12-11

(Ann Telnaes/The Washington Post)






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2024/12/11/ann-telnaes-cartoon-donald-trump-retribution-jail/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Why does Kash Patel want to be in charge of the slugs? 
I read the children's books written by Trump's choice to head the FBI, so you don't have to.
By Alexandra Petri | 2024-12-11
There is a world, perhaps, where writing three fantasy children's books where you are a wizard and Donald Trump is a king would disqualify you from being the next director of the FBI. But we don't live in that world, so I have read all three of "The Plot Against the King" books by Kash Patel (a.k.a. Kash the Distinguished Discoverer) to see what they have to tell us about him.
I should start by saying that I have read worse children's books. Usually, books conceived as propaganda for children where the Good Donald faces threats from ominous figures inspired by Nancy Pelosi or Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez make the mistake of also rhyming, before the author has really considered whether anything rhymes with Pelosi. Patel's books never try to rhyme, which is wise. The illustrations are colorful and fun to look at; there is a good ratio of words to pictures on each page; every so often, Patel has fun with language.
None of the books make any sense, though. But they are only broken on the deep, conceptual level that any book you wrote to impress Donald Trump in which you portrayed yourself as a loyal wizard would be broken.
The first in the series, "The Plot Against The King," features Kash the Distinguished Discoverer, a wizard; Merchant (soon to be King) Donald, and the worst drawing of Hillary "Queenton" I have ever seen.
Kash has distinguished himself by discovering that the Russionians were cheating at jousting tournaments, but now he is bored. Fortunately, the citizens in the Land of the Free (a kingdom) have just had a Choosing Day, which is like an election but is never referred to as such. Over the course of these books, the people are constantly having Choosing Days (NOT elections) where they use their Choosing Cards (NOT ballots) to pick a new monarch. If I lived in a medieval kingdom with a king in a castle and was forced to refer to myself as living in the land of the free, I would be a little grumpy about it. But these people seem accustomed to their lot.
Enter the heralds, who carry handy banners identifying them as CNN, The Post and NYT. (Maybe they are some of "the people in the media who lied about American citizens, who helped Joe Biden rig presidential elections" whom Patel has said he is going to "come after.") One herald brings on a shifty knight who announces that Donald Trump cheated his way to the throne, conspiring with the Russionians over cherry ginger ale at the Swirly Tower Tavern, and that he has proof of this in a steel box. The people are convinced. ("The heralds must be right. After all, they have loud trumpets and important pieces of paper.")
But Kash the Distinguished Discoverer and his loyal friend Duke Devin are not convinced. First, they look inside the steel box. It is full of slime! Slime that Kash recognizes from ... the "slug stables," where, naturally, the kingdom's slugs work for the sinister Keeper Komey, doing spy work.
(After a little thought, you figure out where this is headed. Yes, if things go as he hopes in the real world, Kash the Distinguished Discoverer will soon be confirmed by the Senate to the position of Keeper of Slugs.)
So that's an interesting wrinkle! Keeper Komey has a letter on his desk from Hillary Queenton thanking him and his slugs for conspiring with her and using the word "forsooth."
Next, Kash and Devin visit Russionia and discover that there is no such place as the Swirly Tower Tavern. They return to the Land of the Free to confront the shifty knight, who admits his deception. But then he rushes out and tells the heralds to alert the people that he has another secret reason to think King Donald is a cheater.
The heralds are more than happy to spread this lie! Their perfidy saddens King Donald. But Kash comes to the rescue. He scurries up to the top of the castle tower to shout the truth to the people, with Hillary Queenton and the shifty knight hot on his heels. When he stops to tie his wizard shoe, they trip over him and fall ... not to their deaths, just into the moat, where they get covered with mud. (My toddler loved this part.) Kash announces there is no proof that Donald Trump conspired with the Russionians and that Hillary Queenton was behind the incriminating, slimy papers in the steel box. "Now that you know more of the facts, it's time for you to think carefully and decide what you think of the king. Don't just trust the person with the loudest trumpet." The people realize they were fooled. They throw a big party for the king and banish Keeper Komey, Hillary Queenton and the shifty knight from the kingdom for good.
The heralds are allowed to stay, not pursued "criminally or civilly," as Patel has threatened elsewhere, but they move on to pushing ridiculous conspiracy theories -- "declaring the sun was made of mustard and would soon drip down and make everything yellow and mustardy." (Get it?) The king invites Kash back to the castle for a nice meal and they live happily ever after, although there are three pages afterwards explaining in grown-up language, stripped of faux-medieval references, the "real" story of the Steele Dossier and the Devin Nunes memo "so that you can learn the truth about this plot against the king." (Slow down, Kash Patel! He's not king yet.)
The less said about the second book, "The Plot Against the King: 2000 Mules," the better. There is a reason most franchises don't sideline the main characters for a full installment and tell a story about Dinesh D'Souza instead. (This was the sole volume of the series that my toddler did not ask to hear again.) Also, if you thought the "2000 Mules" movie was confusing, just wait until it has been transmuted into a fairy-tale kingdom, where it is literally incomprehensible. (Sample quote: "Gregg explained, 'We found a poo sample from a mule that had been at twenty seven different boxes, and it had glowing pink berries in it.' 'Glowing pink berries? I know where we should go next,' Dinesh stated.'")
Book 3, which features the weaponization of the DOJ (Dragon of Jalapenos), has a dragon in it, which is an improvement. However, this book features the most disturbing revelations of any of the saga. Book 2 introduced the concept of tweets -- from bluebirds -- and Book 3 replaces those bluebirds with an eagle named Truth. All of this is well and good and in keeping with the fairy-tale setting. But when Comma-la-la-la (sigh) and the "self-proclaimed Baron von Biden" (I don't get it, either) conspire to unleash the DOJ on Donald, a shifty knight shows the DOJ a photograph that has been doctored with tape. This is truly chilling. This kingdom is not medieval. It has access to photography and tape.
Suddenly, everything we knew about this kingdom, with its Choosing Days and its jousts and its king in a castle, appears in a more sinister light. Who is forcing the people of the Land of the Free to live in medieval squalor, with streets full of dung and frogs and no apparent access to running water or electricity? Was this an initiative of Earl Robert of Kennedy, after raw milk?
Unfortunately, Kash the Distinguished Discoverer is not on the case this time. Instead of asking questions like "Is my frantic scrambling after scapegoats just a distraction, keeping everyone so busy suspecting their neighbors and ferreting out sinister conspiracies that they never stop to wonder why their standard of living is so low?"  the wizard who can "discover anything about anything" is too busy cozying up to King Donald to inquire. And maybe, as long as King Donald is happily feasting in the castle, Kash doesn't care what happens to us peasants.
I'm sure he will make a great Keeper of Slugs.
Post Opinions wants to know: What resolutions are you setting for yourself? And what resolutions do you think The Post should try to live up to in 2025? Share your responses and they might be published as Letters to the Editor or on our weekly Free For All page.
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Opposition to the Trump administration won't be one size fits all   
Plus: Award-winning reporting in Illinois. Biden's unusually strong economy.
By Jennifer Rubin | 2024-12-11

Kash Patel speaks before then-candidate Donald Trump at a campaign rally at the Findlay Toyota Arena in Prescott Valley, Ariz., on Oct. 13. (Ross D. Franklin/AP)


You're reading Jennifer Rubin's subscriber-only newsletter. Sign up to get it in your inbox. 
This week, I answer readers' questions, highlight an award-winning local news series from Illinois and share some green shoots (practically a lawn!) of good economic news.
A reader asks: How do rank-and-file Democrats convince the Democratic National Committee to choose Ben Wikler as the new chair? Your column convinced my wife and I of his value to the party in this turbulent era.
Answer: Wikler is an impressive leader. Names of the top DNC leaders can be found on its website, which also links to state party leaders. You can certainly contact those people (especially those from your state), use your social media platform and communicate with other activists to express your choice.
A reader asks: Donald Trump is nominating numerous billionaires and millionaires for various Cabinet posts. Republicans want to extend tax cuts for the ultra-wealthy. Is our country in danger of becoming an oligarchy? Could you explain how that could happen and how it would affect us?
Answer: Yes. The super-rich crowd's domination of executive branch offices and political financing, coupled with advancement of policies that further enrich the super-wealthy at the expense of others, brings us within the broad definition of oligarchy. Billionaires seem to be prevalent in virtually every aspect of the incoming administration, starting with the transition team. Jeffrey Winters, a political science professor at Northwestern University, recently told Slate: "We need to think of oligarchs and oligarchy as being not the absence of democracy, but the presence of people who have tremendous wealth-power. Oligarchy is particularly visible when the opportunity to use that wealth-power is fairly unconstrained. ... It's just a form of power that is extremely influential and extremely hard to constrain."
A reader asks: I don't understand how Trump and his Justice Department could prosecute those he perceives as political enemies. What happened to free speech?
Answer: People who cast aside the oath of office, sneer at the rule of law and set out to exact revenge will come up with a host of spurious reasons to investigate, harass, sue and even indict their enemies. Any senator who votes to confirm such characters would be complicit in any outrageous violation of civil liberties that ensues. No president has ever threatened so many people merely for criticizing him.
A reader asks: I have turned away from the news because I cannot bear what appears to be coming next. I am deeply afraid for the journalists and the scientists, the lawyers and the leaders, the scholars and the librarians, the noncitizens and the women who need health care, and the 48 percent who voted for Harris. Give me a real reason to hope and not give up -- beyond my own self-respect.
Answer: It is a common sentiment these days, but giving way to hopelessness ensures the triumph of cruelty and authoritarianism. We owe it to our more vulnerable fellow Americans to continue to fight for our democracy. Every day, civil servants trying to hold the line, judges committing to the rule of law and activists struggling on behalf of immigrants and other at-risk people will get up, do their work, and try to move the needle in the direction of justice, fairness and freedom. The least the rest of us can do is not surrender. No single person can fix everything, but there is something everyone can do, even if it is just buying one subscription to a quality local newspaper, writing one letter to a lawmaker, attending a school board meeting, volunteering in your community, or supporting a decent person's candidacy for local, state or federal office.
A reader asks: Have you ever written an article complimenting Trump?
Answer: I praised his selection of Jim Mattis for secretary of defense. But frankly, handing out praise when someone does the bare minimum (e.g., finally leaving office after an insurrection) or simply avoids doing something outrageous (e.g., breaking up NATO) is unwarranted and winds up defining deviance down. I promise to applaud if and when he appoints someone to an important office with qualifications, fidelity to the Constitution, independent judgment and solid character.
A reader asks: What's the best way to resist Trump and his MAGA cult followers from succeeding in tearing down America?
Answer: Everyone has a role to play. Military officers must resist illegal orders; civil servants must uphold their obligations, refuse to lie and utilize whistleblower mechanisms; judges must deal harshly with attempts to harass innocent people; lawyers must provide pro bono services to defend them; and legislators must use the bully pulpit, oversight power and other tools (e.g., the filibuster) to throw sand in the wheels of immoral and dangerous schemes.
Ordinary citizens can demonstrate opposition through their votes in off-year elections. They can peacefully protest, donate to groups that defend civil liberties, speak up for vulnerable people Trump targets and support independent, investigative journalism. State and local leaders must do everything in their power to defend their fellow Americans from federal government abuse and fill in the gaps when the federal government withdraws help (e.g., defending women's reproductive rights).
I understand feeling fatigued from the political battles of the last nine years. Tune out cable TV news (you won't miss much). Limit social media. Read books. Find news publications that concentrate on topics other than inside-the-Beltway histrionics. (I just subscribed to the Economist.) Find a way to volunteer in your community. Contributing to the defense of democracy does not mean marinating 24/7 in the latest Trump outrage. And count our blessings: dedicated governors and new lights in Congress, passage of measures to defend reproductive freedom, a superb military inculcated with democratic values, and a slew of activists and groups working to protect democracy.
The good folks at ProPublica -- a publication I've written about in the past -- sent me this account of one of their impressive partnerships with a local news outlet:
As a result of the reporting, Illinois Gov. JB Pritzker (D) acknowledged that, although the state was implementing improvements, it became clear in large part because of the reporting that more changes were needed.
ProPublica told me, "The state agency later replaced the top administrator at Choate and announced plans to dramatically reduce the number of patients with developmental disabilities who live there." Pritzker also signed a bill into law that "strengthens the range of penalties that a state watchdog can mete out for healthcare employees who conspire to hide abuse or interfere with investigations." The reporting earned a Robert F. Kennedy Human Rights award.
If you come across excellent reporting by local, student or nonprofit news outlets, please pass it along. We will continue to bring attention to the bright lights in what in many ways is an otherwise-dismal news landscape.
Reflecting the success of the Chips and Science Act, the White House announced "over two dozen preliminary or final agreements with semiconductor manufacturing companies to create American-made chips in Phoenix, Arizona; Columbus, Ohio; Taylor, Texas; Syracuse, New York, and more, spurring over $400 billion in private investment that will create at least 125,000 jobs." In addition, "Over $119 billion in investments in EVs and batteries and $122 billion in clean power have been announced in just the two years since the Inflation Reduction Act was signed."
Meanwhile, thanks to the bipartisan Infrastructure Act, 74,000 infrastructure and clean energy projects are underway, including "11,400 bridge projects, 196,000 miles of roads under repair, and 376,000 lead pipes already replaced, benefitting nearly 1 million people." Finally, 3.4 million families saved more than $8 billion with clean energy improvements under the Inflation Reduction Act.
Adding in 227,000 jobs created in November and an uptick in consumer confidence, the Biden-Harris administration will be handing off an unusually strong economy. If Trump resists loony schemes such as mass deportation, crushing tariffs and a massive debt-generating tax cut for billionaires, he can coast on his predecessor's accomplishments.
Next week, I'll have my online Q&A, so please submit your questions. Questions submitted after next Wednesday will go to my next Mailbag newsletter.
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When should a judge recuse? The decision should take 5 minutes.
When in doubt, I followed a five-minute guideline.
By David S. Tatel | 2024-12-11
David S. Tatel served on the U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit from 1994 until his retirement this year. He is the author of "Vision: A Memoir of Blindness and Justice."
Public trust in our judiciary is critical to American democracy. Unlike members of the executive and legislative branches, whom we can vote in or out of office, federal judges serve for life. As a result, their power hinges on the public's confidence in their decisions.
Even the slightest hint of bias or partiality threatens the integrity of the judiciary and the rule of law. It isn't enough that judges believe they can be impartial, they must also appear to be impartial.
In recent months, we have heard calls for judicial reform, with critics advocating new rules and structural changes to enhance the courts' transparency and accountability. The president's own proposals have been the subject of vigorous public debate. Beyond mandatory codes of conduct and term limits, one focus of critics' concern is recusal -- a judge's withdrawal from a case to avoid a conflict of interest or the appearance of a conflict.
On this matter, judges are bound by a federal law, 28 U.S.C. Section 455(a), which states that "any Justice [or] Judge ... of the United States shall disqualify himself in any proceeding in which his impartiality might reasonably be questioned." The word "shall" makes recusal mandatory, while the word "might" underscores that judges must err on the side of caution in close calls. Notably, however, there is no recusal police. The statute entrusts judges to make recusal decisions of their own volition.
During my time as a judge on the nation's second-highest court, the U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit, I adopted what I called a "five-minute rule" in deciding whether to recuse myself from a case. The rule was simple: If I had to spend more than five minutes thinking about how my participation in a case might be perceived, I chose to recuse. This meant that I recused even when I was confident that I could rule impartially because I worried that my impartiality "might" still "reasonably be questioned."
Once, though, a case tested that confidence in an especially personal way. I was scheduled to sit on a case called American Council of the Blind v. Paulson, and -- for the first and only time in my judicial career -- I recused myself because I'm blind. The case was about money -- and not just in the abstract. It was about the 1s, 5s and 20s we carry in our pockets. The legal question was how quickly the Treasury Department had to comply with a federal law that required currency to be accessible to the visually impaired, either through tactile markers or size variations.
As a blind person, I had a unique perspective on the case. When I travel in Mexico, I can distinguish bills easily because they increase in size with their denomination: a 500-peso note is larger than a 100, and so on. But here in the United States, I can't tell a $5 bill from a $20 bill without assistance. When my kids were little, they helped me organize my wallet, using a folding system to keep track. Now that they are grown, my wife has taken over. Still, if my bills get mixed up, I need to ask a merchant or cabdriver, "Is this a 10?" I don't think I've ever been cheated, but why does the government put me in this vulnerable position?
So, I had strong opinions about the case -- I wanted accessible currency, and I wanted it quickly. But I was also certain I could set my personal views aside and rule as the law required. I did that every day. Still, I couldn't ignore what the public might think about my decision. If I ruled that Treasury must speed up its efforts, would people assume I'd done so out of self-interest, regardless of how clear the law might be?
I asked the other two judges hearing the case for their counsel, and both encouraged me to stay on. I valued their trust, but I still worried about the optics -- not just for me, but for the court and the country. I didn't want to give anyone reason to believe that a blind judge had ordered the government to make costly changes for his own gain.
The idea that judges might be ruling for reasons other than what they believe the law requires is a corrosive one. Once planted, it can eat away at the public trust that is the very foundation of the judiciary. Maybe that wouldn't have happened. Maybe the public would have appreciated that a judge with relevant personal experience had decided the case. But I couldn't be sure. So I knew what I had to do: Because I had to think about it for more than five minutes, I followed my five-minute rule and recused.
Recusal is relatively straightforward for appellate judges. When I stepped aside, one of my capable colleagues filled in, and the matter was still resolved by a three-judge panel. For Supreme Court justices, recusal can be more challenging. There is no one to replace a recused justice, leaving the court to deliberate without its full nine members. This imbalance can impact decisions, which is why justices must exercise caution in choosing when to step aside. But they must ultimately comply with the same "might" standard as other judges. Their profound power is all the more reason for them to take that obligation seriously -- and to avoid any entanglements that could necessitate recusal in the first place.
Trust in our judiciary cannot be legislated into existence. It is built through sound judicial decisions based on legal principles -- not personal preferences. And it is fostered by judges who, in moments of doubt, choose recusal to preserve the appearance of impartiality in our judicial system.
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D.C.-area forecast and updates: Shivery sunshine today, and chill lingers into the weekend
Gusty winds today should gradually ease.
By Jason Samenow, David Streit, Matt Rogers | 2024-12-12
Happening Now: Temperatures top out in the low to mid-40s this afternoon with bright sunshine. A gusty breeze, making it feel about 5 degrees colder, starts to relax late afternoon into evening. We'll fall back through the 30s early this evening.
What's Next? Friday and Saturday remain cold but aren't as windy. A warm front brings rain back to the area late Sunday into early Monday before another round of unseasonable warmth early next week.
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Report finds 'substantial evidence' Trayon White violated D.C. Council rules
D.C. Council members will meet Monday to review the findings -- which could result in sanctions against Trayon White Sr., up to expulsion.
By Paul Schwartzman, Jenny Gathright | 2024-12-12

D.C. Council member Trayon White Sr. (D-Ward 8). (Craig Hudson for The Washington Post)


An investigation has found "substantial evidence" that D.C. Council member Trayon White Sr. (D-Ward 8) violated council rules by using his office for personal financial gain, according to a report the council released Wednesday.
The finding by the law firm Latham & Watkins LLP could provide the rationale for the council to punish White, who was arrested in August after allegedly taking $35,000 in bribes to pressure government agencies to extend an associate's anti-violence contracts and grants.
White, who months after his arrest won reelection to a third term, pleaded not guilty. White did not respond to a text seeking comment Wednesday. His attorney, Frederick D. Cooke Jr., and his spokesperson Julia Jesse declined to comment. A spokesperson for Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) did not respond to a request for comment.
An ad hoc committee of the council, which was convened by Council Chairman Phil Mendelson (D) after White's arrest and consists of all council members except White, is to meet Monday to review the report and consider whether to penalize the lawmaker, whose primarily Southeast Washington ward includes the city's poorest neighborhoods. White has 30 days from the date the report was filed to defend himself.
The full council could vote on whether to penalize White by the end of January. If the council chooses to punish White, it could issue a reprimand, a censure that would carry no fine or suspension of the council member's rights, or the most serious punishment, expulsion, which would require 11 votes on the 13-member council.
The FBI arrested White at an apartment high-rise in Navy Yard in Ward 6 on Aug. 18, raising questions about whether he lived at the building and thus had violated a requirement that council members reside in the ward they represent. The investigation concluded that White, while maintaining an apartment in Ward 6, still owned a home he considered his official residence in Ward 8.
Mendelson, who declined to say how he will vote as a member of the ad hoc committee, told The Washington Post that the report's findings are "certainly not helpful to Mr. White."
"It adds to rather than detracts from the federal allegations with regard to the criminal conduct," he said. "And while there may not be a legal argument about residency given the law, I would not say that it's the kind of result that I would want to see for an elected official -- that he or she is maintaining a residence and frequently living outside the ward."
The council was last in a position of considering expelling a lawmaker five years ago, when an internal investigation found that then-Council member Jack Evans (D-Ward 2) had not disclosed consulting clients and improperly used his office to help businesses that paid him hundreds of thousands of dollars in fees. White was among 12 council members who, in a preliminary vote, approved expulsion. Evans resigned before the council's final vote.
For its investigation of White, Latham & Watkins reviewed hundreds of thousands of pages of documents and interviewed 22 individuals, including city officials, current and former aides to the council member, and employees of the Navy Yard building where he was arrested, according to the report.
However, White, through his attorney, declined investigators' requests to interview him and refused to provide documents pertaining to his residency, as well as bank statements, tax filings, and correspondence he exchanged with the FBI informant who is alleged to have handed him cash-stuffed envelopes.
White also declined to turn over correspondence he traded with officials he was allegedly paid to pressure at the Office of Neighborhood Safety and Engagement (ONSE) and Department of Youth Rehabilitation Services (DYRS).
Council member Kenyan R. McDuffie (I-At Large), chair of the committee that commissioned the investigation, said in a statement Wednesday that the panel had given White a copy of the report and "for the third time" invited him to meet with lawmakers before the Monday meeting.
The associate who handed the cash to White during four secretly recorded meetings was a confidential informant who was cooperating with the FBI, according to White's federal indictment. Prosecutors have not identified the informant, but two people familiar with the matter, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because they are not authorized to comment, identified him as Allieu Kamara, the founder of Life Deeds, a nonprofit that the city has awarded at least $20.5 million since 2012, records show.
The informant, during meetings in his car, handed White $35,000 in cash after the council member promised to pressure officials at the ONSE and DYRS to extend the informant's city contracts; the payment was part of a broader scheme in which White was to earn as much as $156,000, according to the council member's indictment.
During their meetings, White described efforts he was making to speak with officials at the two agencies, according to the indictment. However, neither the criminal indictment nor the law firm's investigation includes evidence that White's alleged promise to secure contracts or grants was successful, or that employees at the ONSE and DYRS felt he was pressuring them.
In interviews with Latham & Watkins, DYRS and ONSE officials said White never offered to pay or push them into extending contracts. But they did tell investigators that White, during their meetings, inquired about the performance of his associate's organization on its violence-intervention and youth-mentoring contracts.
One of White's meetings, on July 18, appeared to be with ONSE interim director Kwelli D. Sneed, according to a copy of White's calendar The Post obtained through a public records request. An ONSE spokesperson referred a request for comment on whether this meeting occurred to the mayor's office, which did not immediately respond Wednesday evening. Sneed has previously said she could not discuss the White case but said she has always "operated with integrity."
The day before, on July 17, White told the informant that he planned to meet with an ONSE official the following day, according to the criminal indictment. The informant then handed him an envelope of cash in exchange for his efforts, the indictment said.
The law firm's investigation also describes a meeting between White and an unnamed ONSE official. It was unclear when this meeting took place. The ONSE official told investigators that White asked about the performance of his associate's organization during their meeting.
The official reportedly asked White why he was inquiring about that company, since its violence-interruption grants largely did not focus on Ward 8, the report says.
On the residency question, the investigation found that White lived in a house he owns in Ward 8, as required by a D.C. law mandating that council members reside in the ward they represent.
In addition to public records showing White's ownership of the house, his current and former staff told investigators they met with him at the property on Atlantic Street SE.
However, investigators also found that White was added to an existing lease for a one-bedroom penthouse apartment in the Navy Yard high-rise where he was arrested in August.
The report found that White "spent significant time" in the apartment at 10 K St. SE, where he filled out an application to live in July 2022. He was added to another tenant's lease  the next month.
Meagan Flynn contributed to this report.
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It was his first standup since the pandemic. Could he make people laugh?
Maher was never the class clown in high school. But he remembers people telling him as he got older that he was funny. 
By Anthony Rivera | 2024-12-12
8:16 p.m. Fourteen minutes to showtime.
Jimmy Maher was fidgeting. He'd done lots of comedy open mics -- in cities like New York, Columbus and Orlando -- but that felt like eons ago.
He moved from the far corner of the bar to the back stairwell clutching his eight-year-old composition book of jokes. This night at the Crystal City Sports Pub in Arlington, Virginia, was the first in nearly five years that he was going back onstage.
He stepped away from the noisy room filled with Christmas lights to clear his head.
"I'm on pins and needles right now because I want to be funny," he'd said moments earlier, his hands shaking. But once he gets his hands on a microphone, "I am just in comedy mode."
8:22 p.m. Eight minutes to showtime.
These are boom years for comedy, thanks to TikTok and podcasts, which provide paths to success that comics like Jerry Seinfeld, Jim Gaffigan and Jo Koy didn't have.
Maher was never the class clown in high school. But he remembers people telling him as he got older that he was funny. He flopped at his first open mic in New York back in 2015, so he signed up for D.C. Improv's comedy workshop the following year. Then he hit the open mic circuit, doing two to three shows a week.
Other comics gave him tips. His act improved.
Then, in the first year of the pandemic, thousands of bars and restaurants across the country closed temporarily or permanently -- and with them, many open mics.
Restlessness led Maher to leave a corporate job at KPMG in 2023. Two weeks later, he started law school at Catholic University to become a trial attorney, which would allow him to perform in a different kind of setting.
In August, he saw comedian Ron Funches in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, and could no longer deny the urge to return to stand-up. That's how Maher, 44, found himself at the second-floor bar at Crystal City Sports Pub getting ready to tell jokes.
He gave his empty beer glass to a bartender wearing a Dead Horse Comedy shirt, straightened his leather jacket and headed toward the stage. The smell of cigarettes hung in the air.

Maher performs. (Robb Hill for The Washington Post)


8:31 p.m. Showtime.
"This my favorite time of year; I always buy clothes that are a couple of sizes too big so when I get home it looks like I've lost a bunch of weight," Maher said. "It's terrific."
The bit didn't land as he'd expected. He looked at his list of jokes and moved on.
"I'm having a difficult time with my girlfriend. She thinks that I'm cheating on her," he said. "So, she wants me to share location on my phone. Now, I leave my phone at home when I go out and cheat. And it's like going off the grid for a couple of hours.
"No alerts. It's like therapy."
A few people chuckled.
He launched into an extended riff on Cologuard, the mail-in colonoscopy service. It drew cackles of recognition, the biggest response of his five-minute act.
Soon, it was time for the closer:
"I was talking with my girlfriend, and she wants to move in together. So, she says well, hey, like, look, we're going to do this together. And I said okay, well, what do you want in the house? And she says, well, I want granite countertops, stainless steel appliances, and I want a yard in the back where the dogs can run. What do you want?
"And I said, 'carpet.'"
A polite laugh, then Maher announced he was out of time. Some cheers and whistles followed him off the stage.

Jimmy Maher holds his joke notes. (Robb Hill for The Washington Post)


His heart rate was up and he was a tad shaky, but he was riding high. Being center stage and making people laugh a little not only made Maher feel good -- he felt like his genuine self.
Maher returned to the bar, wiped the sweat off his brow and ordered a second beer. "Good set," someone said.
Many of his jokes were new and needed polishing, Maher acknowledged, but he was encouraged by the audience response.
His mind soon drifted to the next day's obligations, like his law school exam. He stuck around for 40 minutes, grabbed his composition book and headed to his home to Gaithersburg, Maryland.
He had an early morning coming up.
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Man arrested in flag burning during summer protest of Israeli leader
North Carolina man arrested in flag burning during summer protest of Israeli leader.
By Peter Hermann | 2024-12-12

Demonstrators gather at Union Station near the Capitol in Washington, D.C., in July to protest the visit of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to the U.S. Congress. (Astrid Riecken for The Washington Post) 


A North Carolina man who authorities allege burned an American flag outside Union Station during a protest over Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's D.C. visit this past summer was arrested this week, the fourth person to face federal charges in confrontations with police or during other incidents that day.
Michael Snow Jr., 24, of Durham, was charged with one count of destruction of federal property under $1,000, a misdemeanor. Authorities said he was arrested Tuesday in North Carolina, more than four months after thousands of Palestinian supporters and critics of the Israel-Gaza war gathered as Netanyahu addressed a joint session of Congress.
Three of the people arrested federally, including Snow, face misdemeanor destruction of property charges in the events of July 24. A fourth was charged with felony assaults on U.S. Park Police officers. About 25 people in total were arrested that day, most on misdemeanor offenses in D.C. Superior Court; charges were dropped against many of them, which is common in sweeping arrests made during large-scale demonstrations in the District.
Snow was released from custody following a hearing in federal court in North Carolina. Reached by telephone Thursday morning, Snow declined to comment.
Flag burning is protected under the First Amendment, but this flag was U.S. government property, authorities said. "Stealing a federal flag and burning it is not speech, it's destruction of federal property," Matthew M. Graves, the U.S. attorney for D.C., said in a statement. Authorities did not provide a precise value for the flag.
Several demonstrations occurred throughout the city that day, but clashes with police grew most intense at Columbus Circle, the park outside Union Station. Authorities say officers were dragged as protesters spray-painted the Christopher Columbus fountain and adjacent Liberty Bell reproduction with messages like "Free Gaza," "All zionists are bastards" and "Hamas is Comin'."
In a criminal complaint against Snow filed in U.S. District Court in D.C., authorities allege he set the flag on fire as a crowd surrounded him chanting encouragement. Three others who police allege climbed the pole and took down the flag or impeded police attempts to stop them were arrested the day of the demonstration.
Authorities have said the group ANSWER Coalition, an antiwar organization that frequently organizes protests in the District, had a permit to demonstrate in the area of Columbus Circle. Police said skirmishes grew violent against police and destructive, with damage estimated by the National Park Service at more than $11,000.
Police said they used surveillance camera footage and open-source social media postings to identify Snow grabbing the flag after another demonstrator climbed the pole, lowered it and "carried it into the crowd of protesters," according to the criminal complaint.
The complaint alleges Snow held up the flag and tried to set it on fire with a lighter, but was unsuccessful. "I need a better lighter!" Snow yelled, according to the complaint. Someone in the crowd yelled "lighter fluid," and a person handed Snow a bottled labeled "charcoal lighter," the FBI said in the complaint.
Authorities allege in the complaint that Snow and another man who has not been identified simultaneously lit the flag on fire. The complaint has numerous photos of a man authorities allege is Snow with the flag, squirting lighter fluid on it and setting it ablaze.
The complaint says FBI agents were led to Snow after someone posted photos purported to be him on the platform X at both the Columbus Circle demonstration and at another event in North Carolina. Authorities said they linked Snow to a group called the "PSLCarolinas," described as splinter group from the "Party of Socialism and Liberation," an anticapitalist group.
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D.C. Mayor Bowser says Maryland is holding up RFK stadium deal
During a Federal City Council member meeting, Bowser said Maryland is delaying an agreement over federal legislation that would give the District greater control of the RFK site by seeking guarantees for Key Bridge funding.
By Sam Fortier, Erin Cox, Michael Brice-Saddler | 2024-12-12

A view of the RFK Stadium site in D.C. in June. (Allison Robbert/The Washington Post)


D.C. Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) on Wednesday said leaders in neighboring Maryland are holding up a deal that could pave the way for the Washington Commanders football team to build its next stadium at the RFK Stadium site.
During an annual Federal City Council meeting, Bowser said Maryland is delaying an agreement over federal legislation that would give the District greater control of the RFK site by linking that deal to the state's pursuit of its other priorities, including separate legislation promising that the federal government will fully fund efforts to rebuild the collapsed Francis Scott Key Bridge, estimated to cost as much as $1.9 billion.
"We're being held hostage by Maryland," Bowser told her colleagues at the group of business and civic leaders when asked about the status of the RFK legislation during a question-and-answer session at the meeting, according to three people who were in the room and spoke on the condition of anonymity to describe private conversations.
Bowser also told colleagues that the RFK bill "cannot be held up" by Maryland's quest for bridge funding, according to those people.
Leaders in Maryland and D.C. are often allies. But anxiety over the RFK bill has risen among D.C. leaders and the Commanders franchise in recent weeks as the window closes to get the bill passed before Congress adjourns for the year on Dec. 20.
"We hope that [the RFK bill] will be addressed and approved so that it's at least an alternative for the Commanders as we go forward," National Football League Commissioner Roger Goodell said at a news conference Wednesday, adding, "For someone who grew up in Washington, I know it would be exciting to a lot of fans to have that potential."
Maryland's pursuit of bridge funding in the harried final days of this congressional session adds another layer of complication to an already complex deal that has brought the NFL's top leaders to Capitol Hill and led Maryland's leaders to use the RFK site as possible leverage to secure fighter jets for its National Guard.
The RFK bill would give the Commanders, who have played since 1997 at their current stadium in Landover, a path to build a new facility in the District.
Team executives, along with Bowser, have called RFK the "spiritual home" of the team. Still, the Commanders could not consider D.C. a viable option without legislation allowing the land to be redeveloped. And any later offer to the team involving taxpayer money also would require passage through a divided D.C. Council, among other obstacles.
Maryland officials, who had sought to keep the team, have pressed to get assurances from the team to make up for that loss, including a commitment from the Commanders that the Landover site would not be left an undeveloped eyesore should the team choose to return to D.C.
Bowser's office said her "hostage" comment referred to the fact that U.S. senators from Maryland have the ability to keep the RFK bill from moving forward. Senate Majority Leader Charles E. Schumer (D-New York) has said there must be an agreement with officials from Maryland before the RFK bill can proceed.
Bowser made the point about bridge funding because she believes that the RFK legislation shouldn't be attached to anything unrelated to that effort, the mayor's office said.
In an interview, Bowser said the back and forth is akin to "the sausage-making part of the legislative process."
"We think all the parties are working in good faith," the mayor said. "It is very important for the District, the region and for the National Park Service that this legislation advance so that 177 acres can be put into productive use. We also think the team has worked in good faith with all the parties, and it's time for the legislation to advance."
A spokesperson for Maryland Gov. Wes Moore (D) said rebuilding the bridge "is a bipartisan national priority" that "is separate and apart from any other issue."
"As Congress concludes its work, Governor Moore and our Congressional Delegation will continue to aggressively advocate for all of Maryland's priorities to be included in legislation moving forward," Moore spokesperson and senior adviser David Turner said in a statement.
Turner said that Maryland believes it can win the regional contest to build the Commanders' next stadium "on the merits" and that the state "will continue to advocate for why the team should stay in Maryland."
In a statement, The Commanders pushed for the RFK bill to be passed.
"This bill is about creating an equal playing field so that all potential future locations for the home of [the] Washington Commanders can be fairly considered," the statement said. "We hope that all our elected officials understand that and give our franchise the opportunity to provide the best experience for all of our fans."
Maryland has made several requests in exchange for supporting efforts to include the RFK legislation in one of the final must-pass bills making its way toward approval. Among those requests: control of one of D.C.'s Air National Guard squadrons after the state lost its own flying mission.
Del. Eleanor Holmes Norton (D) called that idea "troubling," saying it would force the District to rely on other National Guards during a civil disturbance or natural disaster.
"D.C. rightly deserves to benefit from the land where RFK Stadium sits falling into disrepair and the exchange for the transfer of administrative jurisdiction over the campus to D.C. should not come at the expense of the DCNG's aviation resources," Norton said in a statement earlier this month.
While initial debate focused on a must-pass defense authorization bill, now the more likely possibility is for the RFK bill to be included in the federal spending continuing resolution, or CR, which allows for federal operations to continue when final appropriations are not yet approved.
Federal funding for the Key Bridge has been Moore's top priority in Congress as the first term-governor pursues other lofty and expensive goals, such as ending child poverty, while contending with a yawning state budget deficit.
The day a container ship destroyed the Key Bridge outside Baltimore, President Joe Biden promised the federal government would cover the full cost of rebuilding it.
The funding bill in Congress represents one of Maryland's final chances to secure that promise, a deal that would increase the federal government's share from 90 to 100 percent of the replacement cost -- roughly $120 million extra.
Meanwhile, D.C. has long sought to gain control of the federal parkland around the rusting shell of RFK Stadium, which once housed the glory days of Washington's football team.
Bowser has made the riverfront redevelopment at the RFK site a centerpiece of her economic agenda, pitching a buzzy mixed-use attraction including restaurants, retail and housing, with the stadium at its core.
But Maryland's U.S. senators have balked at the idea of allowing D.C. to gain what they consider an unfair advantage in luring the Commanders away from Landover by getting the land free.
The stadium and bridge issues are linked because last week Schumer met with Commanders owner Josh Harris and Goodell on Capitol Hill and told them they had to hammer out an agreement with Maryland officials before the RFK bill could proceed.
The team's executives and the senators from Maryland met on Dec. 3 for about an hour in the Capitol. Two people familiar with the talks, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss private conversations, said one of the biggest stumbling blocks remains securing some commitment from the team to redevelop the stadium land in Prince George's County if the team moves to a new location.
In addition to seeking the D.C. Air National Guard squadron, Maryland requested a public statement from the Commanders about their preferred location for the next stadium. Sen. Ben Cardin (D-Maryland) has emphasized the importance of the flight squadron in the deal, those people said.
Nicki Jhabvala and Meagan Flynn contributed to this report.
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D.C.-area forecast: Shivery sunshine today and the chill lingers into the weekend
Gusty winds today should gradually ease.
By David Streit | 2024-12-12

Mostly blue skies over Key Bridge and the Potomac River on Dec. 8. (Jeannie in D.C.)


A somewhat subjective rating of the day's weather, on a scale of 0 to 10.
5/10: Plenty of sun is fun, but the chill is overdone.
Winter cold makes a brief return to the area into the weekend but it is a "dry cold" to the chagrin of snow lovers. A warm front brings rain back to the area late Sunday into early Monday before another round of unseasonable warmth early next week.
Today (Thursday): There's quite a shift from yesterday as much colder air is in place despite sunshine. Winds from the west gust to 25 mph making highs in the upper 30s to lower 40s feel about 10 degrees colder. Confidence: High
Tonight: Winds calm under mostly clear skies. This allows lows to drop into the upper teens to mid-20s, so bundle up. Confidence: High
Follow us on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram for the latest weather updates. Keep reading for the forecast through the weekend ...
Tomorrow (Friday): Another cold day on tap but at least breezes are minimal so highs in the mid-30s to lower 40s don't feel any worse. Sunshine tries to help but becomes filtered by afternoon. Confidence: High
Tomorrow night: Between the clouds and the nearly full moon, viewing the Geminid meteor shower is a bit of a challenge. Hopefully there will be some breaks to catch a glimpse of a few bright streaks later at night. It's definitely chilly viewing with lows in the upper teens to mid-20s. Confidence: Medium-High
Saturday remains chilly with highs again struggling to make the upper 30s to mid-40s. A fair amount of sunshine helps take a slight edge off the chill. Clouds gradually increase overnight. Lows slip into the upper 20s and lower 30s. Confidence: Medium-High
A warm front approaches Sunday with clouds thickening. It still looks like showers hold off until the evening or overnight. Highs warm to the mid- to upper 40s despite all the clouds. Showers are possible through the night as lows range from around 40 to 45. Confidence: Medium
Some sun may break through on Monday as showers quickly diminish. Highs in the low to mid-50s are expected and could be even warmer if the sun gets more stage time. Confidence: Medium
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Md. lawmakers grill state health secretary about 'cover-up' at psych hospital
Maryland health secretary Laura Herrera Scott will testify before state lawmakers after a Washington Post investigation found widespread problems of toxic leadership and violence at Clifton T. Perkins Hospital Center..
By Katie Mettler | 2024-12-12

Clifton T. Perkins Hospital Center in Jessup, Maryland. (Jahi Chikwendiu/The Washington Post)


Maryland Health Secretary Laura Herrera Scott said Wednesday that top staffers had "misrepresented the facts" about troubling complaints of violence at the state's only maximum security psychiatric hospital, delaying a more robust and immediate response that might have abated some of the facility's problems.
Testifying before state lawmakers at an oversight committee hearing, Herrera Scott said she only learned the full circumstances surrounding a riot, rape and brawl at Clifton T. Perkins Hospital Center last year after The Washington Post began inquiring about the incidents for an investigative report that published in October. A team of Health Department officials were "supposed to be doing their jobs and advising appropriately" about matters at the facility, Herrera Scott said, but "unfortunately, I had leaders in place that were not."
"And all those people are now gone," she said.
Herrera Scott's comments before the General Assembly's joint oversight committee on state personnel and fair practices marked her first formal accounting of critical failures at Perkins since the Post investigation revealed that for years, state leaders and hospital officials had ignored well-documented complaints about safety at the facility.
The co-chairs of the committee, state Del. Dalya Attar (D-Baltimore City) and state Sen. Clarence K. Lam (D-Howard), questioned how Herrera Scott and the Health Department allowed problems at Perkins to fester for so long.
"It sounds as though a lot of these concerns have been long-standing," Lam said. "I'm trying to understand how it got to this point."
Those documented complaints, which went largely unaddressed until this year, spanned the administrations of Gov. Larry Hogan (R) and later Gov. Wes Moore (D). Overseeing Perkins through that turbulent era was psychiatrist Scott Moran, a former military doctor who served as the hospital's clinical director before Herrera Scott promoted him to CEO in early 2023 -- despite employee allegations of bullying, abrasive and discriminatory behavior that had driven high staff turnover and left patients vulnerable.
Over the following year, The Post found, one patient was raped by his roommate, another patient died under suspicious circumstances and others brawled in what witnesses called an uncontrolled "riot." The death -- of Martina Morgan, 40 -- prompted Maryland State Police to launch an investigation into possible criminal medical neglect that was ultimately closed without anyone being charged.
In December 2023, employees sent an unsigned letter to Moore and Herrera Scott giving detailed descriptions of contraband drug overdoses, staff assaults, the rape and "riot," pleading with them to urgently intervene. The secretary told lawmakers that letter was investigated by department officials, who told her the allegations "could not be corroborated."
The brawl was downplayed, she testified, and she was initially told Morgan's death was due to complications from a chronic medical condition. She trusted the word of her staff, she said, because she has no choice when running such a sprawling agency.
"Only in hindsight did I look under the hood based on what was shared with me, quite frankly, from The Washington Post reporter," Herrera Scott said. It was then, she said, that she started to "see the holes in the story" that department officials had shared and begin to "understand what happened."
The Post first reported on the bubbling issues at Perkins in February, when Moran was banished from Perkins after two colleagues -- one Black and one Indian -- obtained a restraining order against the CEO after accusing him in court documents of sending "racially suggestive messages" and making violent threats.
The doctor was suspended and later fired.
A lawyer representing Moran declined to comment on Herrera Scott's Wednesday testimony, but said previously that the doctor denied creating a hostile work environment during his four years in Perkins leadership and expressed remorse for his alleged actions in the restraining order. Through his attorney, Moran said he was experiencing "stress-related mental health issues" at the time.
During her testimony, Herrera Scott said that she promoted Moran to CEO on the advice of outgoing Hogan administration officials and did so soon after she came into office because the position had been vacant for months.
When pressed by lawmakers about whether she made a hasty decision -- one that jeopardized the safety of patients and staff -- she said "hindsight is 2020."
"In retrospect, could I have waited?" she said. "Absolutely."
Perkins, she said, is undergoing a leadership overhaul. They've hired a new CEO and CFO, the second of whom will start in early January, and the department is still searching for a COO.
"We've changed the whole leadership structure of Perkins," she said.
Other than Moran, Herrera Scott did not name or offer details on any other officials whom she contends misled her.
Herrera Scott told lawmakers that she had inherited a "very, very broken" agency from the previous administration, where under Hogan's Health Department hospital oversight declined -- creating an environment where serious incidents, including those involving patient harm, were not being appropriately handled nor flagged to the secretary's office.
She blamed that structure -- paired with the misrepresentations from staff -- for the accountability breakdowns cited in The Washington Post's reporting.
But Attar took it a step further.
"This sounds like a total cover up," she said. "It seemed like this was a full cover up to make sure you and maybe others weren't aware of what's actually going on."
Herrera Scott did not contest the delegate's characterization.
The Post investigation cited numerous examples where Perkins leaders had failed to properly report or investigate dangerous incidents -- including at least three violent assaults of employees, dozens of alleged sexual assaults against patients, the patient brawl last year and the death of Morgan. During the state police probe into Morgan's death, investigators alleged that Perkins's leadership failed to comply with a subpoena for records and a request to preserve surveillance footage that might have captured staffers' actions that night.
In the hearing, Lam asked Herrera Scott if she could assure lawmakers that those involved in the "coverup" were no longer working at Perkins.
"No," Herrera Scott said, telling the committee "I can't fire my way" out of the problem "without decimating the facility."
But she did cite a host of reforms that the department has implemented in recent months, including a new process for reporting incidents at Health Department facilities that separates them by the seriousness of the problem -- with those involving a death or serious injury labeled as a "Priority 1" issue to address.
The Health Department also used grant money to hire the National Association of State Mental Health Program Directors to conduct a third-party audit at Perkins. The evaluators have visited the hospital four times since early October and have been asked to scrutinize the hospital's leadership team; medical treatment programs; the security apparatus; employee and patient morale; and culture and patient complaints.
Herrera Scott said the evaluators shared preliminary findings with the department on Nov. 18, and will deliver a completed report with recommendations by Jan. 1, 2025 -- which the secretary pledged to share publicly.
Running parallel to the state's formal audit of Perkins is a separate, independent investigation into the facility by patient advocacy organization Disability Rights Maryland.
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Early voting begins in two special elections for Virginia House, Senate
Voters in Loudoun County are choosing two new members of the General Assembly in the Jan. 7 election
By Laura Vozzella | 2024-12-12

The Virginia Capitol in Richmond as seen from the General Assembly Building on Feb. 26, 2024. (Gregory S. Schneider/TWP)


RICHMOND -- Early voting got underway Wednesday in two special elections with long-shot potential to upend Democrats' narrow control of the state House and Senate -- and boost Republican Gov. Glenn Youngkin's prospects for legislative wins in his final year in office.
Voters in Loudoun County are choosing two new members of the General Assembly in the Jan. 7 election. They are filling a pair of seats that opened up when state Sen. Suhas Subramanyam (D-Loudoun) won election to Congress on Nov. 5 and a sitting delegate resigned to run for Subramanyam's seat in Richmond.
The overlapping House and Senate districts occupy solidly Democratic territory in Northern Virginia, but special elections can be unpredictable, low-turnout contests, particularly when they play out over the Christmas and New Year's holidays. Early voting runs through Jan. 4.
"Both are very blue districts, but anything can happen in a special," state GOP Chairman Rich Anderson said, adding that the party is "deeply focused" on both races.
Encouraging voters to turn out early, state Democratic Chairwoman Susan Swecker issued a statement Wednesday saying that preserving the party's majority in the state Capitol is the "only way we can protect women's health care, advance legislation that benefits working families, and strengthen our public schools."
"Our majority is the last line of defense against Donald Trump and Republicans' chaotic and harmful agenda -- we must continue to be the brick wall that stands in their way," she said.
Del. Kannan Srinivasan (D-Loudoun) faces Tumay Harding, a former teacher and vocal critic of Loudoun's school system, in the Senate race.
Democrat JJ Singh and Republican Ram Venkatachalam are competing for the House seat that Srinivasan is giving up. Singh is president of Retreat Hotels and Resorts and a former economic policy adviser to Sen. Chris Coons (D-Delaware). Venkatachalam ran unsuccessfully last year for the Loudoun County Board of Supervisors.
With little appetite so far for TV advertising in the expensive D.C. media market, both contests are relying heavily on volunteers knocking on doors, phone banking and writing postcards to voters.
"With thousands of Republicans state wide, we could contact EVERY R voter in these races 5-6 times!" Loudoun County GOP Chairman Scott Pio said in a Dec. 1 email imploring Republican activists to volunteer.
Democrats are favored in the Loudoun districts, which strongly supported Vice President Kamala Harris over former president Donald Trump in the Nov. 5 presidential election. (Harris won the House and Senate districts by about 22 points while winning the state overall by a considerably narrower margin of about six points.)
Democrats, who had a 21-19 majority in the Senate before Subramanyam's resignation, would lose effective control of the chamber if they do not retain that seat because Republican Lt. Gov. Winsome Earle-Sears has the power to break most tie votes.
Democrats have a 51-49 edge in the House until Srinivasan's resignation takes effect Jan. 7. The party probably would be forced into a power-sharing agreement with the GOP if Republicans flip that seat.
Democrats have controlled the state Senate since Youngkin took office in January 2022, and they flipped the House of Delegates blue last year, allowing them to block most of the governor's legislative initiatives -- including his plan to ban most abortions after 15 weeks. Winning one or both of the special elections could be a game changer for the term-limited governor, who leaves office in January 2026 and has already begun laying the groundwork for a potential 2028 presidential bid.
"IF WE WIN THESE TWO SEATS, WE WIN THE MAJORITY IN VIRGINIA SENATE AND VIRGINIA HOUSE OF DELEGATES," Pio wrote in his email to GOP activists. "This means that Governor Glenn Youngkin could PASS a whole slew of bills that favor Republicans!
In the same email, Pio said leaders of the state GOP and the House and Senate GOP caucuses have decided not to help in the long-shot efforts. "We won't see financial nor volunteer support from our leadership," he wrote.
Republican Party leaders, who have clashed with Pio in the past, disputed his account this month, saying they intend to invest in the races but did not trust Pio enough to share their plans with him, the Virginia Scope first reported.
"He spoke without first validating levels of support being provided," Anderson told The Post on Tuesday. "We provide resources, mobilizing door knockers and data. We're all deeply engaged in that."
In an interview with The Post on Wednesday, Pio agreed that the support from the party has come through, saying, "I don't know if it's because of that email, but they have started investing."
Voters in another part of the state will soon have a special election of their own, to fill the state Senate seat that John J. McGuire III (R-Goochland) is vacating as he moves to Congress.
McGuire, who won election in central Virginia's 5th District, on Tuesday announced his intention to resign, effective Jan. 3. The move that clears the way for Senate Pro Tempore L. Louise Lucas (D-Portsmouth) to call the election. She did not immediately do so and did not respond to a message seeking comment.
Republicans in the 10th Senate District, a red area that stretches from Richmond's western suburbs to Lynchburg, will choose their nominee Friday night at a mass meeting in Goochland County. Seven candidates are competing: Duane Adams, chairman of the Louisa County Board of Supervisors; Amanda Chase, a former state senator who has billed herself as "Trump in heels"; Alex Cheatham, a recent University of Richmond graduate and General Assembly intern; Luther Cifers, president of YakAttack, which makes products for kayak fishing; Republican activist Jean Gannon; Bryan Hamlet, member of the Cumberland County Board of Supervisors; and Shayne Snavely, an Army veteran who once served as Chase's security chief and legislative aide.
Democrat Jack Trammell, a college professor who in 2014 unsuccessfully challenged Dave Brat (R) in Virginia's 7th Congressional District, was unopposed for his party's nomination.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2024/12/11/virginia-elections-youngkin-legislature/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



D.C.-area forecast and updates: Gusty showers end this evening as temperatures plunge
After around an inch of rain, colder and drier air spills into the region into Thursday.
By Dan Stillman, Jason Samenow, Ian Livingston, Matt Rogers | 2024-12-11
Happening Now: The cold front has swept through, and temperatures are plummeting through the 40s. Rain, which has totaled around 0.75 to 1.25 inches, should end between 5 and 7 p.m. from west to east.
What's Next? Gusty winds from the northwest may top 30 mph this evening as temperatures drop into the 30s. It's much colder tomorrow and Friday compared with today, with highs in the upper 30s to mid-40s.
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CIA official Asif Rahman pleads not guilty in leak of secret files on Israel
U.S. District Judge Patricia Tolliver Giles ordered pretrial detention for Rahman, 34, finding that he posed a risk to national security.

By Salvador Rizzo | 2024-12-11

(Bill O'Leary/The Washington Post)


A CIA analyst accused of leaking classified documents that showed Israeli military preparations for a retaliatory strike on Iran pleaded not guilty Wednesday to violating the Espionage Act, and a federal judge ordered that he be jailed pending trial.
Asif W. Rahman, 34, was arrested by FBI agents last month as he arrived at his workstation in Cambodia, prosecutors said. He was flown to Guam and then Virginia to face a federal indictment charging him with two counts of willful retention and transmission of national defense information, which carry a maximum sentence of 20 years in prison.
Judge Patricia Tolliver Giles said at a hearing in U.S. District Court in Alexandria that granting Rahman home confinement in Bethesda pending trial, as his attorneys proposed, would present too great a risk to national security. A CIA official submitted a court declaration stating that Rahman knew the identities of covert agency officers and clandestine human sources, as well as details of intelligence-gathering methods and sensitive materials shared by foreign partners.
"It's one thing to limit someone's computer access, but you can't stop them from talking," Giles said.

Asif Rahman (handout/Arnold and Porter)


U.S. officials said Rahman had been a CIA analyst since 2016, and lawyers for both sides indicated he was working at the U.S. Embassy in Cambodia at the time of his arrest. Prosecutors in the Eastern District of Virginia said he leaked top-secret materials from the National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency, which analyzes satellite and other geospatial imagery, and that the disclosures led Israel to delay its attack plans.
The documents were posted Oct. 17 in a Telegram channel, "Middle East Spectator," at a time when Tehran was bracing for Israeli retaliation. Iran had fired a barrage of nearly 200 ballistic missiles at Israel on Oct. 1, a response to the killings of Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh in Tehran in July and Hezbollah chief Hasan Nasrallah in Beirut in September. The leaks came as the Biden administration was publicly lobbying Israel not to target Iranian nuclear sites or energy facilities -- and reflected how U.S. officials gather intelligence even on close allies.
After the information began to spread, Rahman deleted 1.5 gigabytes of data from his workstation in the final days of October, Assistant U.S. Attorney Troy A. Edwards Jr. said Wednesday. He was carrying two phones when he was arrested and had a third phone at his residence, along with multiple laptops and a hard drive that was "highly encrypted," which U.S. officials are still working to crack, Edwards said.
The prosecutor said Rahman also had eight pages of handwritten notes in his wallet, including seemingly random strings of letters, numbers and punctuation that U.S. officials were working to code-break. A full sentence that appears alongside those strings of text "deals with U.S. capabilities ... [for] certain kinds of missiles," Edwards said.
"All it takes is the snap of a finger and the click of a button to transmit what's in his mind to the world," Edwards said at a hearing last week.
Rahman's attorney, Amy Jeffress, said Congress did not include a presumption of pretrial detention for the offenses charged in the indictment. A federal magistrate judge, Ivan D. Davis, previously ruled that Rahman could be released to his father's custody at their family home in Bethesda as he prepared for trial. Giles reversed that ruling Wednesday.
"I take the government's point that this is a kinetic situation, a volatile situation ... and that creates an ongoing danger," Giles said, adding that the mass data deletion alleged by prosecutors "looks like obstruction, and obstruction is consciousness of guilt."
Jeffress said Rahman was simply organizing his files and "was not trying to cover up anything." Prosecutors said Rahman was the only U.S. government employee who accessed the leaked data at the time, but Jeffress countered that others could have obtained the information he accessed.
"His job at the embassy was to print documents for a physical book that was available to others," and that could have been shared with multiple people, including allies from the "Five Eyes," she said, referring to an intelligence-sharing alliance that includes Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States. Edwards said the embassy book may have included one of the documents on Israel's military preparations that was leaked, but "not both."
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Gov. Moore backs adding beer and wine to Maryland grocery stores
Alcohol sales currently are largely restricted to liquor stores owned by Maryland residents, and a resident can hold only one license.
By Katie Shepherd | 2024-12-11

Maryland Gov. Wes Moore speaks in Chicago in August. (Joe Lamberti for The Washington Post)


Marylanders could soon walk into a grocery store and buy beer or wine if Gov. Wes Moore (D) has his way -- a simple convenience largely prohibited in the state since 1978.
The governor Wednesday threw his weight behind a proposal that would allow such purchases in grocery stores, reviving a perennial issue in Maryland that has been held up for decades by the state's influential liquor lobby.
"We are the only of our neighboring states to ban the sale of either in grocery stores -- resulting in less consumer choice and putting our stores at a disadvantage," Moore said in a statement shared with The Washington Post. "Lifting this ban puts the consumers first, and ensures fair competition in the marketplace."
Maryland is one of three states -- alongside Alaska and Rhode Island -- that do not allow grocers to stock and sell beer, and one of 10 states that do not allow grocers to sell wine.
Under current state law, alcohol sales are largely restricted to liquor stores owned by Maryland residents, and a resident can hold only one license. A few grocery stores in the state can sell alcohol because they were grandfathered in when the law changed in the 1970s.
The idea of loosening constraints on alcohol sales in Maryland has widespread support among the public, and proponents have argued that the change would benefit consumers and boost the economy by making alcohol sales more competitive and more convenient for shoppers. Prominent state leaders have also backed the change, including Sen.-elect Angela Alsobrooks (D) who argued allowing alcohol sales would boost profits and attract grocers to urban food deserts in Prince George's County.
But opponents say it would unfairly harm the state's wholesalers and small, independent liquor stores.
Moore, whose support was first reported by Maryland Matters, on Wednesday called for state lawmakers to pass a bill in the upcoming legislative session that begins Jan. 8. At least a few legislators are on board.
Del. Marlon Amprey (D-Baltimore) sponsored a failed bill that would have allowed grocery stores to buy liquor licenses, and said that he intends to introduce a similar bill next year. Amprey said he is sensitive to concerns that small businesses could lose out, and will aim to take a "balanced approach" in crafting the new bill that aims to spur economic activity that he hopes will generate a modest amount of new revenue for the state.
"It can be an economic engine," Amprey said.
An analysis of Amprey's previous bill said it would not have a substantial impact on the state budget, but might create modest local revenue as counties sold more liquor licenses and increased enforcement efforts. The impact on small businesses would be more profound, according to the Maryland Department of Legislative Services, with small grocers benefiting from new alcohol sales and small liquor stores suffering losses.
But legislative leaders have expressed doubts that the bill will gain traction during a session with more pressing priorities.
A spokesman for Senate President Bill Ferguson (D-Baltimore City) said that the Senate president is willing to consider a change to the law, but he does not see a path forward without a compromise that addresses the concerns raised by opponents.
Lawmakers will be focused on other urgent matters in this legislative session, David Schuhlein, the spokesman, added. Among them: balancing the budget, staving off a looming deficit and funding the state's costly education reform policy known as the Blueprint for Maryland's Future.
Del. C.T. Wilson (D-Charles), who chairs the House Economic Matters Committee and is a longtime critic of proposals to expand alcohol sales, said he was surprised by the governor's enthusiasm in a year when lawmakers are more focused on the budget, energy costs and crime.
"This was not on the list of priorities," Wilson said.
Wilson said his chief concern is the potential damage to mom-and-pop liquor stores across the state, which he said depend on regular beer and wine sales that would probably shift to large, out-of-state grocery chains if the law changed.
"It needs to be done in such a way that makes sure those small businesses are protected," he said.
Wilson also raised public health and safety issues, including a possible increase in drunken driving and underage drinking.
Despite the hesitation among some legislative leaders, Moore said he's hopeful a bill can pass.
"As other states have done, I am confident that the General Assembly will be able to address the concerns from opponents of this policy change that more than 40 states have adopted in a thoughtful manner," Moore said in a statement. "I look forward to working with our legislative partners to advance this overdue change in policy to advance consumer choice and economic competitiveness that enjoys the support of the vast majority of Marylanders across political parties and regions across the state."
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Man fatally shot by officer in struggle at Rosslyn Metro in Arlington
Police were investigating a report of a man with a knife when an exchange turned deadly, authorities say.
By Martin Weil, Emma Uber | 2024-12-11

(iStock)


A man was fatally shot Tuesday afternoon on an upper level of the Rosslyn Metro station in a confrontation with Arlington police officers who were investigating a report of a man with a knife, the Arlington County Police Department said.
The man was taken to a hospital with serious injuries and later pronounced dead, authorities said. Police did not identify the man, pending notification of next of kin.
The encounter began about 3:45 p.m., after officers responded to a report of a "suspicious person" in a store in the 1500 block of Wilson Boulevard, which is close to the station.
While engaging employees of the store in conversation, the man "displayed a knife from his pocket" before leaving the business, police said in a news release Wednesday.
After arriving at the scene, police found someone matching the description of the man on what they said was the top floor of the Metro station. A long escalator leads to the rail tracks from the station's upper level, where the fare gates are located.
Two officers tried to detain the suspect, police said, and "a physical altercation ensued while the suspect was in possession of the knife." One officer fired and struck the man. It was not clear where the man was hit. Police say a knife was recovered at the scene.
Video posted online from the scene appears to show someone lying on a gurney and being placed in the rear of a county fire-and-rescue ambulance.
Police did not name the officers involved, and a spokesperson declined to answer questions about the shooting, which is under review by the third-party regional Critical Incident Response Team.
Information gathered will be forwarded to the Office of the Commonwealth's Attorney for independent review, police said. The two officers involved have been placed on routine administrative leave, in accordance with department policy, police said.
Both the officers were taken to a hospital, as well. One had injuries that were not life-threatening, and the other was to be evaluated.
Rosslyn, and the vicinity of the Metro station, is one of the major transportation hubs in the area and houses many offices and apartments, many in high-rise buildings.
Metro said that the station remained open and that rail service was not affected. The police said there was no longer any threat to public safety. 




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2024/12/10/rosslyn-metro-shooting-police-involved-arlington/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Virginia county votes to exert control over library that defended LGBTQ books
Warren County, Va., supervisors voted early Wednesday to exert control over Samuels Public Library, which last year resisted efforts to remove LGBTQ-themed books.
By Gregory S. Schneider | 2024-12-11

People fill the meeting room of the Warren County Board of Supervisors on Dec. 10 in Front Royal, Virginia. The board voted to create a new library board to oversee the Samuels Public Library, where culture wars over LGBTQ+ books had been ongoing. (Robb Hill for The Washington Post) 


FRONT ROYAL, Va. -- Hour upon hour, residents marched to the lectern -- grandparents, home-schoolers, veterans, teachers, merchants, farmers, students -- an unlikely cross-section of this little community united in one mission: defending their public library against what they saw as a hostile takeover by the Warren County Board of Supervisors.
It didn't work.
The all-Republican board voted 4-1 early Wednesday to take greater control over Samuels Public Library, which was honored as Virginia's 2024 Library of the Year but has clashed with conservative county leaders over LGBTQ-themed books and now finds its future plunged into uncertainty.
After a six-hour public hearing in which nearly 100 residents begged them not to act, the supervisors voted at 2 a.m. to create a new library board to oversee policy and budget. Fewer than 20 speakers supported the county plan, but several supervisors said they believed that far more of their constituents in this heavily conservative county favored taking action.
The effort could see Samuels -- whose roots go back to 1799 -- replaced as the county's library services provider by the end of the fiscal year in June. The library's president said after the meeting that trustees will explore all options, including seeking private funding to break off from the county entirely.

The Samuels Public Library. (Robb Hill for The Washington Post) 


The effort to exert political control over the independent, nonprofit library drew national attention last year when a small group of residents waged a campaign against LGBTQ+ books primarily aimed at young readers. County leaders eventually backed down on a threat to withhold funding after the library rolled out new parental tools, but the culture war continued to simmer in this small Shenandoah Valley community 50 miles west of Washington where the courthouse displays a Nativity scene and a banner reading, "Keep Christ in Christmas."
On Tuesday night and into Wednesday morning, many speakers who urged the supervisors to rein in the library cited last month's presidential victory by Donald Trump, who carried Warren County with 68 percent of the vote.
"That is a suffocating supermajority," said Luke Marrazzo, linking the library proposal to ideas of accountability and efficiency "that define this new era in America that was just elected. ... It is also participating in a sweeping nationwide movement. Link arms and lock shields with a mandate handed to you in no uncertain terms. Return the power and the voice of the people."

Pam Schwartz of Front Royal arrived for the meeting at 3 p.m. on Dec. 10, more than four hours before the hearing was to start. (Robb Hill for The Washington Post) 


But speaker after speaker, some of whom had shown up as early as 3 p.m. for a public hearing that started more than four hours later, exhorted the supervisors to keep politics out of the library, which they said is a "crown jewel" beloved by a diverse population.
"It's the Library of the Year," Mark Nelson told the board. "You guys tried to ban some gay books, got beat, now this. Everybody knows the truth. Let it be."
Others said the library's autonomy as part of a public-private partnership is actually a conservative strength.
"While the last election signaled the American people want less government, the supervisors seem to be moving in the opposite direction of the voters. Simply put, this proposal represents creeping government overreach," said Joe Plenzler, a Marine Corps veteran who recently moved to Warren County.
But county supervisor Richard Jamieson, who proposed the new library board as part of a 58-page "debrief" that took Samuels's leaders by surprise last month, insisted after the long public hearing that his only goal is to protect the public interest.

Warren County Board of Supervisors member Richard Jamieson speaks during the meeting. (Robb Hill for The Washington Post) 


"There are reasonable indications that savings of hundreds of thousands of dollars are plausible if the Warren County Library Board went into a competitive procurement process," Jamieson said. As he began referring to charts and tables from his report in the wee morning hours, many library supporters and trustees got up and walked out.
Despite Jamieson's assurances that "this doesn't put anything good ... that Samuels does at risk," he acknowledged that the new board would explore hiring someone different to come in and run the county's library more cheaply than Samuels, which could then serve as a nonprofit library booster organization, if it wished, he said.
And he denied that the effort was aimed at banning books. "There's honestly no valid reason to suppose that Warren County Library Board would not act constitutionally," he said.
Jamieson was not an elected official in 2023 when he wrote letters to the editor and participated in a conservative Catholic group filing challenges to library books at Samuels. The wave of "requests for reconsideration" against titles such as "This is Why They Hate Us" and "Ana on the Edge" overwhelmed library staff as they tried to follow painstaking review procedures for each book.
Under pressure from the small but vocal group, county supervisors demanded action and postponed three-quarters of the library's yearly appropriation, which at about $1 million is the largest single component of the roughly $1.5 million Samuels budget. Samuels trustees and staff defended the books, but rearranged library spaces and created new tiers of library cards for children so parents could exert more control.
The county leaders backed off and renewed funding through June 2025.
After running unopposed and being elected last November, Jamieson spent most of this year quietly assembling the report that faulted Samuels for lax oversight and for resisting pressure to purge the disputed books. He was joined in the effort by fellow supervisor Vicky Cook, who was in office last year and had praised the library for resolving its issues.

Melody Hotek, Samuels Public Library trustee president, speaks at the meeting. (Robb Hill for The Washington Post) 


Samuels is a private nonprofit governed by a 15-member board selected from the county's five districts, including lawyers, accountants, government contractors, home-schoolers and business people, as well as a representative from the board of supervisors. Trustee president Melody Hotek was named 2024 trustee of the year by the Virginia Library Association and the Friends of Samuels was honored as top library booster group.
The county's action ushers in major uncertainty. Samuels owns the library's contents but leases its 26,000-square-foot building from the county, with about 15 years remaining on the term. Many speakers Tuesday and Wednesday found fault with Jamieson's analysis of the library's finances, pointing out that the county and library had studied switching to public operation in 2017 and concluded that the existing setup was more cost-effective.
"I have issues with this because I feel it's being rushed through," county board chairwoman Cheryl Cullers said. "It's too many questions that need to be answered. I think it needs more work." Cullers moved to postpone the vote but no one seconded. She then cast the only vote against the plan to create the new board.

Cheryl Cullers, chair of the Warren County Board of Supervisors. (Robb Hill for The Washington Post) 


Afterward, as the last weary observers left the county government center, Hotek and a few library staffers reassured one another. "I'm not surprised. I'm disappointed," Hotek said. Now she needed information so the trustees can make contingency plans.
"A lot is still unknown," she said, particularly what the county means by empowering the new board to handle policy. "What kind of policies? Policies for the board? Policies for the library? There's just a lot of questions to answer."
If the county wants to work with Samuels but insists on a level of control that jeopardizes its nonprofit status, there's one last option: Total independence.
"We need money," Hotek said. "I don't think we end if we can find funding. We're going to do everything in our power to keep going."
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Prince George's Community College police chief arrested, charged with DUI
Derek Myers, 55, the police chief of Prince George's Community College, was arrested after police said he caused a crash that left a person seriously injured.
By Jasmine Hilton, Emma Uber | 2024-12-11

(iStock)


The chief of police of Prince George's Community College was arrested and charged with DUI maiming in Fairfax County after police said he caused a car crash on Friday that left a victim in life-threatening condition.
Derek Myers, 55, of Burke, turned himself into authorities Tuesday, Fairfax County police said. On Wednesday morning, he appeared in court for an arraignment hearing where a judge denied him bond. He is being held at the Fairfax County Adult Detention Center.
The charge, a Class 4 felony, carries a maximum penalty of 10 years. Myers was assigned a court-appointed attorney. Reached by phone, Myers's family declined to comment Wednesday.
Fairfax County police officers responded at about 7:30 p.m. Friday for a two-car crash at the intersection of Random Hills Road and Fairfax Hills Way in Fair Lakes. Myers was driving eastbound on Random Hills Way when he lost control, entered the westbound lanes and struck a person's car, police said.
The victim was taken to a hospital in a life-threatening condition, and police said Wednesday afternoon that they are expected to survive. Myers was taken in a non-life-threatening condition.
According to an initial investigation, Myers's blood alcohol level was 0.28 at the time of the crash, more than three times the legal limit of 0.08, police said.
A spokesperson for Prince George's Community College did not answer questions Wednesday, saying in a statement that the "College does not comment on personnel issues."
A union representing Prince George's Community College Police did not immediately respond to a request for comment.
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Downpours, atmospheric river to bring D.C. its wettest day in months
The rain will help ease the severity of ongoing drought.
By Jason Samenow | 2024-12-11

A man mops up rainwater in the interior of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington. (Anna Moneymaker/Getty Images)


The Washington region is deep in drought, but a substantial rainstorm on the way Wednesday should help ease its intensity. Around 1 to 2 inches of rain should fall -- the most from any storm in more than two months.
The downpours may be particularly heavy because they are being fed by an atmospheric river, a narrow plume of deep moisture originating from the tropics. Some spotty flooding is even possible in areas of poor drainage.
Gusty winds topping 30 mph may also occur both as downpours come through and in the wake of the cold front inciting the precipitation. Once the front passes, sharply colder air will spill into the region Wednesday night into Thursday. Snow is not expected from this storm in the D.C. area, but some will occur in the mountains to the west.

Predicted rainfall from the National Weather Service through Wednesday night. (WeatherBell) 


After about 0.1 to 0.2 inches of light rain Tuesday night, rain should gradually increase in coverage and intensity Wednesday morning, making for a soggy commute.
The heaviest rain will probably occur between late morning and late afternoon Wednesday, and there might even be a bit of thunder, especially east of the District. Rain should end early in the evening from west to east across the region.
Computer models generally predict 1 to 2 inches of rain from this system, but locally higher amounts cannot be ruled out. The heaviest rain may fall east of Interstate 95, where the core of the atmospheric river is expected to pass. A second area of enhanced rainfall is possible along the Blue Ridge Mountains.
Here's how much additional rain (on top of what fell Tuesday night) different models project for the District:

Predicted wind gusts at 5 p.m. Wednesday from the National Weather Service. (WeatherBell) 


As the heaviest downpours come through between midday and late afternoon Wednesday, they could be accompanied by some gusty winds topping 30 mph.
There's a small chance of more intense and damaging gusts, perhaps over 50 mph, if any thunderstorms develop. The National Weather Service Storm Prediction Center has outlined areas east of the Chesapeake Bay as having a marginal to slight risk of severe thunderstorms (Level 1 or 2 out of 5) that could produce gusts this high.
Winds will probably be strongest regionwide around the time the front passes between late afternoon and mid-evening, with some gusts of 30 to 45 mph.

Orange and red shades extending from the East Coast to near Central America indicate an atmospheric river early Wednesday afternoon, as simulated by the European computer model. These shades indicate above-normal atmospheric moisture. (WeatherBell) 


It's not often that you hear about atmospheric rivers along the East Coast because they're more common in California. But Wednesday's rainfall will indeed be intensified by this phenomenon.
Like a conveyor belt, the atmospheric river will transport moisture up the East Coast, sourcing it from the Gulf of Mexico, Atlantic Ocean and as far away as the Pacific.
Jay Cordeira, a meteorologist who studies atmospheric rivers at Scripps Institution for Oceanography in San Diego, tweeted that Wednesday's event along the East Coast could rank among the most intense atmospheric rivers not associated with a tropical storm since 1959.

(U.S. Drought Monitor) 


The rainstorm will certainly help alleviate the intensity of the ongoing drought. The Federal Drought Monitor classifies the drought as moderate to severe over much of the D.C. region.
The District experienced its longest period on record without measurable rain this fall, and every month since September has been drier than normal. The year-to-date precipitation deficit is around 5 inches.
While this one rainstorm probably won't end the drought, it will cut into it. And the forecast into next week offers additional chances for beneficial rainfall.
The incoming rain is welcome news for the Big Level Fire in Augusta County in central Virginia. That blaze, which has burned 2,000 acres, was 12 percent contained as of Tuesday morning, according to the U.S. Forest Service.
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With Bill Belichick, UNC signs on for an awkward, miserable experience
Dour, irritable and ruthless: The Bill Belichick experience is coming to Chapel Hill, and it promises to be an awkward, gripping experiment.
By Jerry Brewer | 2024-12-12

After six Super Bowl wins in 24 years with the New England Patriots, Bill Belichick opted for a sunset job at the University of North Carolina. (Jonathan Newton/The Washington Post)


You don't hire Bill Belichick for joy. While leading the greatest dynasty in NFL history, he proved with the New England Patriots that success and fun don't need to be compatible. He created a dour legacy with his irritable genius, a triumphant enigma the Patriots spurned soon after his six-championship glow faded and the rest of the NFL rejected during the most recent hiring cycle.
Belichick may be the best coach football has ever known, or at least he was when Tom Brady was the quarterback caretaking his vision. But he knows only one way. He must operate with ruthless rigor. Apparently, his style has become too cutthroat and outdated for the merciless NFL. So he's poised to take his act to the last place that you would think could handle him: college.
At 72 years old, Belichick is about to coach the North Carolina Tar Heels. He's probably trimming the sleeves on a Carolina blue hoodie at this very minute. When he started stacking losses during his final years in New England, Belichick was having trouble relating to a locker room of men in their mid-20s. Now, most of his players won't be of legal drinking age.
Oh, this is going to be fun. For the first time with Belichick, it's going to be fun.
Who knew he wanted to turn the end of his career into a sitcom?
Oh, this is going to be funny.
It's doubtful North Carolina will enjoy it as much as the rubbernecking outsiders. Belichick could win big and make it an awkward, miserable experience. He could win a little -- in that eight-win range that defines most good seasons for the Tar Heels -- and make it an awkward, miserable experience. Or he could be a disaster and make it an especially awkward, miserable experience.
Belichick could shock the sport more than he already has if he turned into a chatty, grandfatherly figure and told better stories than Mack Brown, the 73-year-old coach he's replacing. He's a pleasure to listen to when he decides to share. Out of coaching this season for the first time since 1975, Belichick has been an entertaining and insightful media member, but the mumbling grump is about to return.
But now, he won't be doing it as the coach and personnel chief of an NFL team, which needs him only to obsess about football because that business model is bulletproof. At North Carolina, he will have to charm -- or at least acknowledge -- boosters and make an effort to sell the program. He will need to persuade the community to contribute to name, image and likeness funds to compensate players. And while he doesn't figure to hit the recruiting trail the way Nick Saban did, he must establish some relationships with high school players, their parents, coaches, agents and handlers.
It's a gripping experiment for Belichick and for college football. A man with little tolerance now has an annoyingly long chore list, and those items are just as urgent as schemes, strategy and player development. His success depends on much more than his football brain now. He must motivate and retain young players during a time in which they can transfer freely. He must inspire them to commit to excellence when the vultures are circling and hoping that a little bit of money and a nicer coach can convince kids to flee.
The college game is different, but coaching won't be an issue for Belichick. The pace of play is faster, and the styles of play are more diverse. Practice time is limited, and teaching methods must be simplified. There's also a wider spectrum of aspiration among the players; not everyone expects to go pro. Belichick, who never stops learning, will revel in adjusting to those challenges.
But is he wired to be diplomatic when a potential program-changing 19-year-old wants to talk about greater NIL compensation? Where do academics factor into his football obsession?
Belichick reportedly was drawn to college football for the same reasons that are driving older college coaches from the sport. He's attracted to the professionalization of it. He envisions treating the North Carolina program like an NFL franchise, and he will structure his staff accordingly. He's not the first coach to view it this way, to talk about the transfer portal as free agency and have no qualms about players earning significant money. But he's the first Hall of Fame-bound NFL coach to bring this level of expertise and nuance to the enterprise. His approach will be thoughtful, and he will stretch North Carolina's football budget as much as he can to hire the best people to help him. He will create an intriguing fiefdom, and his power will be unchallenged if he can deliver.
As much as I would like to make fun of this move, it's impossible to ignore more than two decades of Belichick's brilliance as a coach and all the success he has had in a half century on the sideline. This isn't a mediocre NFL coach coming to college to rehabilitate his career. This is a luminary intent on finishing a remarkable run in an unexpected way, and he trusts he has an advantage because he sees the college game in a manner that most aren't ready to fully embrace.
Belichick developed into a historic winner by exploiting every opportunity, by pushing the limit and sometimes crossing the line. The greatest weakness of most coaches and leaders in college athletics is that they're too dishonest, disingenuous or disillusioned to accept what the sport is now. And here comes Belichick, clear-eyed and vicious, prepared to try his best without apology. He's a master of discomfort. Opponents never have an easy time competing against him, and at the same time, his own team isn't allowed to relax.
Belichick, with all that knowledge and edge, has arrived in the most unlikely place. After 48 years in the NFL, he's going back to school. The Tar Heels just did what no NFL team could muster the enthusiasm to do. They gave a cutthroat coach his sunset job. They should bask while they can. Win or lose, Belichick won't allow it much longer.
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Another crazy college football coaching hire ignored the best candidate
Army's Jeff Monken would be a great fit at North Carolina or any outflanked power conference program, but college administrators often prefer a celebrity.
By Steven Godfrey | 2024-12-12

Jeff Monken has led Army to an 11-1 record this season, but he is in the process of being overlooked for power conference jobs again. (Adam Hunger/AP)


If there's an area of college football lacking in analysis, it's the competency and culpability of the individuals who hire and fire head coaches. That's also the only reason Jeff Monken is still coaching Army.
Army enters Saturday's rivalry game with Navy as American Athletic Conference champions at 11-1, its best season in modern history. Monken is 81-56 in 11 seasons at West Point, which might be the most impressive record of any active Football Bowl Subdivision coach when weighted against the demands and constraints of a service academy. He'll also be on the sidelines at West Point again next fall, barring another wildly unforeseen jolt in the coaching carousel.
For every baffling hire of a misfit celebrity coach destined to fail, there's an athletic director, university president or consulting firm that continues to fail up the ladder of college administration mostly unscathed. It's hard to explain this incongruence in a billion-dollar enterprise such as college football. But unlike the unambiguous goals of professional sports franchises, the beauty of colleges' mealymouthed union of academics and capitalism is that it's often easier to hide within it.
North Carolina is a fantastic example. The Tar Heels' hire of former New England Patriots coach Bill Belichick is an obvious PR play for a UNC brand considered deeply unserious about football success by the industry. It's also evidence of how often the wrong people wielding the wrong information float to the top of a decision-making matrix.
Belichick is a six-time Super Bowl-winning coach. He has also never coached college football, let alone managed a college roster. That's never been harder: The NCAA's attempt at self-preservation over governance has created a lawlessness of never-ending free agency. Only the most naive of analyses could rationalize the selection of Belichick, whose very interest in the job should have signaled to North Carolina brass that the pedigree he will sell to recruits is considered an outdated blueprint by current NFL executives.
Monken, meanwhile, is not a schematic genius, nor is he particularly compelling as a public figure. But he is a college football head coach intimately familiar with the specific challenges of building a winning roster. With the lopsided rule set of the college game, any coach of an 11-win service academy should be deemed nothing less than a personnel savant. And acumen for overcoming organizational limitations and internal politics was exactly what a program such as UNC desperately needed, not the NFL's grumpiest lion in winter.
Army was routinely one of the worst programs in the entire FBS under the four head coaches preceding Monken. If you put even the slightest stock in recruiting valuation or believe in the popular Blue Chip Ratio, which states no team can realistically compete for a national title without a certain percentage of top prospects, Monken is nothing less than a wizard. Army is a top 25 team boasting zero five-star or four-star players in its signing classes.
Army, Navy, and Air Force cannot successfully recruit the game's top recruits for obvious reasons. The combination of lifestyle, academic requirements and commitment to military service void service academies' chances at 99 percent of the high school recruits who make headlines. Monken is 12-4 in his past 16 games against Navy and Air Force, Army's only true peers and the best measuring sticks of coaching prowess because their personnel disadvantages are considered close to equal, especially between West Point and Annapolis.
While Monken's Army might lack a brand-name upset (it pushed Oklahoma to overtime in 2018 and did the same to Michigan in 2019) he oversaw Georgia Southern's legendary 26-20 upset of Florida in 2013, in which the then-Football Championship Subdivision Eagles beat the Gators without completing a single pass.
So why wasn't Monken at the top of the list at a place such as North Carolina, or any other power conference school searching for a new coach while balancing name, image and likeness (NIL) funds and budgets smaller than the game's dominant powers?
Because he coaches at Army. That's it. There's no logic to unfold here. There's no counterpoint to the idea that winning at a place such as West Point should overqualify a coach for a bigger college coaching job. There is simply the lazy, popular belief that service academy coaching is too bespoke to translate.
Monken is starting to mirror his friend and former rival Ken Niumatalolo. At Navy, Niumatalolo posted six seasons of nine or more wins for the Midshipmen and upset Notre Dame three times. But three consecutive losing seasons, as well as allowing Monken's Army to meet and overtake the Midshipmen on the field and in recruiting, led to staffing arguments with Navy's athletic department and Niumatalolo's firing in 2022. He is now the head coach at San Jose State, where the Spartans qualified for a bowl game in his first season.
Niumatalolo didn't miss his chance to pivot Navy's momentum into a power conference job so much as he was effectively blackballed by that lazy consensus about what academy success means. Also, the height of Niumatalolo's success coincided with the tail end of Paul Johnson's decline at Georgia Tech. Both Niumatalolo and Monken worked under Johnson when he coached Navy from 2002 to 2007 and saw their boss parlay a 45-29 record to the head job at Georgia Tech, where he led the Yellow Jackets to an ACC title and two Orange Bowls.
Johnson and his assistants ran the triple option, the most stigmatized scheme in the sport's history, to great success at the service academies. The game of football specifically poses a challenge at a place like West Point, where cadets must manage weight requirements designed for combat readiness and not offensive line play. It's one of many reasons the triple, which runs the ball almost exclusively and doesn't often stress linemen into traditional pass-blocking scenarios, is considered a stylistic dinosaur.
And in a pre-transfer portal world, popular logic held that transitioning a roster in and out of the triple would be career suicide not only for a coach but also for the athletic director who hired him.
Aware of the bias, Monken approved an overhaul of the Army triple option in 2024, hiring new co-coordinators Matt Drinkall and Drew Thatcher. Publicly, Monken said he was concerned about changes to officiating the style of blocking an option required. In coaching circles, the motive was an open secret -- Monken wanted to shed the academy stereotype and prove he could succeed with a system friendlier to non-academy recruiting.
The result was an offense that leaned toward its weaknesses instead of away from them, and Army's output suffered before the old, under-center "flexbone" formation returned later in the season. Army's offense, while varied in its looks, averages 32.9 points per game this season and throws the ball less often than any other FBS program.
But despite turning in arguably the greatest season of his career, at a place bereft of the talent that fuels college football success, Monken is still considered the wrong fit for a bevy of programs in desperate need of pragmatic solutions to market deficiencies.
North Carolina is promising an exponential increase in investment to their football program to support Belichick, who has more than a full hand's worth of Super Bowl rings but not even a hangnail of experience creating a consistent college winner against impossible odds. Monken might win 13 games in one season coaching a team less talented at virtually every position than its opponents.
That any faction of North Carolina's selectors, official or otherwise, entertained such a wildly unqualified name as Belichick over Monken borders on criminal mismanagement.
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The Caps are thriving. So are their minor league affiliates.
The Washington Capitals, Hershey Bears and South Carolina Stingrays are linked by their affiliation agreements, but the connection runs deeper than that.
By Bailey Johnson | 2024-12-12

"I think any time your guys are in a winning environment, it creates good energy. It creates growth," Washington team president Brian MacLellan said. "It creates a culture throughout your whole organization, and it filters up from South Carolina to Hershey, when they call guys up." (Bruce Bennett/Getty Images) 


When Brian MacLellan, Bryan Helmer and Rob Concannon woke up Tuesday, the teams they are in charge of -- the NHL's Washington Capitals, the American Hockey League's Hershey Bears and the ECHL's South Carolina Stingrays -- were at the top of their leagues.
The Capitals have been one of the NHL's biggest surprises and, 27 games in after a hot start, they are starting to look like an outstanding team. At 19-6-2, their 40 points had them in a tie with the Minnesota Wild and the Winnipeg Jets for first place in the NHL on Tuesday morning; Minnesota and Winnipeg won Tuesday night, when Washington was idle.
The Bears are back-to-back Calder Cup champions, so the only thing surprising about their success is that they have managed to sustain it after a second consecutive short summer. Twenty-six games into the season, they are 17-6-3 and only now hitting their stride -- while already a first-place team.
The Stingrays finished fifth in their division last season and missed the playoffs for the second time in three years. That didn't meet expectations, so Concannon, the team president, decided to change coaches. The turnaround under Jared Nightingale has been quick, with the club sprinting out to a 16-5-1 record.

The Hershey Bears are back-to-back Calder Cup champions. (Casey Saussaman/Photo courtesy of the Hershey Bears) 


The teams are linked by their affiliation agreements, but the connection runs deeper than that. There is a shared philosophy and a commitment to player development, at all three levels of the organization, that MacLellan, Helmer and Concannon believe is at the core of the success.
"If they win in South Carolina, it's going to help Hershey," said Helmer, Hershey's vice president of hockey operations. "If we win in Hershey, it's going to help the Capitals down the road. All three organizations believe in that philosophy. When you have that and you're all on the same page, it usually is a formula for success."
Added Concannon: "I don't think the ECHL gets enough credit for the caliber of hockey that is being played every night. I think that's why [in] our relationship with the Caps and Hershey, they see that it's a great place for guys coming out of juniors and college to go spend some time and develop their game. It's great that they believe in us."

Capitals goaltender Logan Thompson, who was traded to Washington this summer, spent time with the Stingrays early in his professional career. (John McDonnell for The Washington Post) 


South Carolina's most established developmental path is with Washington's goaltenders. Braden Holtby, Vitek Vanecek, Hunter Shepard, Philipp Grubauer and even Logan Thompson, who played his first professional season with the Stingrays before signing with Vegas and eventually returning to Washington via trade, spent time in Charleston.
But this season, forward prospects Alexander Suzdalev and Ryan Hofer are with the Stingrays, and having them in a successful environment matters deeply to the Capitals.
"Any time your guys are in a winning environment, it creates good energy. It creates growth," MacLellan said. "It creates a culture throughout your whole organization, and it filters up from South Carolina to Hershey, when they call guys up. We have prospects down there, too, that are learning it. And then [they go] from Hershey to Washington. If you're constantly in a winning environment and learning and trying to get better, the whole organization benefits from it."
All three teams being in first place at the same time in early December doesn't, on its own, carry much meaning. The seasons are long, twists and turns will happen, and what matters is where they end up at the end of the year.
But the success for the three teams points to the culture Washington wants to maintain through its lengthy and fruitful partnerships with Hershey and South Carolina.

Spencer Carbery previously coached the Hershey Bears and South Carolina Stingrays. (Karl B DeBlaker/AP Photo) 


"The best compliment that I can give our organization and people that have been here long before I was here and management -- and it starts right at the top with [owner Ted Leonsis] -- is there's just such a consistency of the way things are done," Capitals Coach Spencer Carbery, who has coached all three teams, said Wednesday. "It's just been in place for so long. There's a desire to win, but there's also a desire to stick to a process. Even when there's been down years in South Carolina or some down years in Hershey, there's no rash decisions or panic. ... This organization has been a pillar of making intelligent decisions and sticking to a process.
"Obviously, there's been a standard of winning for a long time."

Tom Wilson was injured Saturday, during Washington's win over Montreal. (Graham Hughes/The Canadian Press via AP) 


When defenseman Jakob Chychrun's shot deflected into winger Tom Wilson's cheek during the first period of Saturday's game in Montreal, Carbery and center Dylan Strome were concerned that Wilson had broken his jaw. Wilson missed just one shift and returned with a rapidly swelling cheek -- then went out and scored two goals to lift Washington to a comeback win.
Wilson didn't practice Monday while getting evaluated for damage beyond the obvious swelling. X-rays revealed a break in one of the sinus bones in his face, but Wilson doesn't expect it to prevent him from playing in Thursday's game at the Columbus Blue Jackets. He will need to wear a full face shield to protect the injury for the next four weeks while it heals.
"It can always be worse. It can always be better. Kind of just roll with it once it happens," Wilson said Wednesday. "It's a tough sport. It's a pretty savage sport, and I feel lucky it wasn't worse."
"Looks a lot better and was moving fine out there today," Carbery said. "All things look positive there."
Wearing a full shield can take some getting used to -- it adds a layer of plastic to look through when on the ice -- but Wilson has the (perhaps undesired) benefit of having to wear one recently after he broke his nose last season.
"That was an adjustment last year to play with that, not just the breathing. It's more handling pucks," Carbery said. "Now your eyes are -- I shouldn't say covered, but there's some obstruction with the shield there, which I remember speaking specifically to him about, which took some time to adjust to."
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In the wearying world of college football, the Ivy League stands apart
Author John Feinstein spent a season inside Ivy League football, where he found love and pain but no regret. 
By John Feinstein | 2024-12-12

Harvard players and fans celebrate a win over Yale in 2018. (Charles Krupa/AP) 


In 2017, I did a book on playing quarterback in the NFL. One of the men I focused on was Ryan Fitzpatrick, who had been a star at Harvard, graduating in 2005 with a degree in economics. Regardless of where he had gone to college, Fitzpatrick was a remarkable story, having already spent 12 seasons in the NFL after being the 250th pick (out of 255) in the 2005 draft.
Fitzpatrick was smart (surprise), funny and self-deprecating. The first time we met was at a sandwich shop in New Jersey -- he had been with the New York Jets the previous season -- that had no tables, just a counter.
He was clearly at home in the blue-collar atmosphere. Harvard grad, wealthy NFL quarterback, comfortable anywhere.
That experience reminded me how much I had enjoyed talking with Ivy League athletes through the years. That is why, after I finished my previous two books, I thought -- not for the first time -- about focusing on the Ivy League.

Cover of John Feinstein's book The Ancient Eight (Hachette Books/ Hachette Books)


Adapted excerpt from "The Ancient Eight: College Football's Ivy League and the Game They Play Today," by John Feinstein. Copyright 2024 by John Feinstein. Reprinted with permission of Hachette Books, an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc. All rights reserved.
The idea of writing about a conference that would never change was appealing. The Big Ten, which loves to talk about its grand traditions, could now be called the Big 18. Once, its easternmost school was Ohio State, while Minnesota was as far west as the league went. Now, Rutgers and Maryland are part of the league, and so are Washington (state!), UCLA, Southern California and Oregon. The Big 12 now has 16 members, proof, if nothing else, that those running those conferences can't count very well. The Atlantic Coast Conference is now the home of Stanford and California -- last seen located on the Pacific Coast -- and, wait for it, SMU. The Pac-12? Gone. Ten of the 12 schools have fled for bigger TV bucks.
Heck, even the Patriot League, which had seven members when I wrote "The Last Amateurs" in 2000, now has 10 schools.
There was, and is, no chance that the "Ancient Eight" will become the "Ancient Ten" or the "Ancient 12."

Harvard and Yale are no longer national powers in football, but their rivalry has endured. (Winslow Townson/Getty Images) 


The Ivy League schools have played one another since the 19th century. Princeton played Rutgers in the first college football game in 1869. Yale celebrated its 150th season of football in 2023, Harvard its 149th. John Heisman -- he of the Heisman Trophy -- played for Penn and Brown. Harvard claimed seven national championships, the last of them in 1919. When I first walked into Harvard Stadium (built in 1903), I asked coach Tim Murphy what he remembered about that 1919 title. (For the record, Tim and I are the same age.)
More recently, Yale and Harvard played in arguably the most dramatic college football game ever, the 1968 game in which Harvard scored 16 points in the final 42 seconds to forge a 29-29 tie. There was no overtime in college football before 1996, which led to the famous Harvard Crimson headline: "Harvard beats Yale, 29-29."
Calvin Hill, later an NFL all-pro running back for Dallas, played in that game for Yale, as did quarterback Brian Dowling -- immortalized by the great cartoonist Garry Trudeau, who happened to be at Yale during those years, as "B.D." in his long-running Doonesbury comic strip. Trudeau actually created "B.D." while he and Dowling were undergraduates in a strip called "Bull Tales." That strip later became Doonesbury.
The Ivy League wasn't formally created until 1956, and the league presidents eventually got together to create rules and restrictions that guaranteed the onetime national powers would no longer be national powers. Now, Ivy League teams are often included in the Football Championship Subdivision rankings but, unlike in other sports, Ivy League football champions don't get to participate in postseason play.
"It makes no sense," Yale Coach Tony Reno said -- echoing all the coaches and players in the league. "We only play 10 games to start with. Why not let the kids who win the league championship get a chance to show people how good they are?"
This is yet another example of administrators mouthing cliches about "doing what's best for the 'student-athletes,'" then doing nothing to help the "student-athletes." Yup. Even in the Ivy League, hypocrisy lives.
The coaches who urged me to spend a season inside the conference were Murphy and Buddy Teevens, the longtime coaches at Harvard and Dartmouth, both of whom I had gotten to know fairly well.

Tim Murphy became the all-time winningest football coach at Harvard. (Winslow Townson/AP) 


The two men were born eight days apart in 1956 -- Teevens on Oct. 1, Murphy on Oct. 9. Teevens was born in Pembroke, Massachusetts; Murphy in the nearby town of Kingston. Both are about 35 miles from Boston.
They met at the age of 12 on a Little League baseball field when Murphy ran Teevens over while trying to score. To this day, he insists he was safe. Teevens -- and the umpire -- thought he was out.
They went to high school together and were football teammates and best friends. "I probably ate dinner at Buddy's house more often than at my house," Murphy likes to say.
Teevens became an all-Ivy League quarterback at Dartmouth in the 1970s and also played on the hockey team when it went to the Frozen Four in 1979 -- proof that in sports other than football, Ivy League postseason play is possible, and even exciting. Murphy went to Springfield College -- a late recruit.
"The thought that I would play college football never really crossed my mind until my senior year," Murphy said. "To be honest, I was thinking I would enlist in the Marines."
He played linebacker at Springfield and then, at Teevens's urging, decided to give coaching a try after graduating. When Teevens became the coach at the University of Maine, he hired his pal as his offensive coordinator.
When Teevens was hired to be the head coach at his alma mater, he recommended that Murphy succeed him at Maine. Two years later, Murphy was hired at the University of Cincinnati. Teevens left Dartmouth in 1991 to coach at Tulane and later coached at Stanford after working for three years as an assistant under Steve Spurrier at Florida. With Dartmouth's program spiraling, he was brought back to the school in 2005. Murphy, after five seasons at Cincinnati, was hired at Harvard in 1994 and never left, becoming the school's and the league's winningest coach.
The men had remained close. Teevens was godfather to Murphy's first daughter; Murphy was godfather to Teevens's daughter.
"He was my best friend for almost 55 years," Murphy said. "We'd even talked about going out together when it was time. Of course we never dreamed it would end this way."
Teevens, an inveterate bike rider, was hit by an F-150 truck on State Road A1A in Florida on March 16, 2023. He lived a little more than six months with horrific injuries -- he lost his right leg and was paralyzed from the shoulders down -- before dying Sept. 19.

Beloved Dartmouth football coach Buddy Teevens died in September, 2023 after being hit on his bike the previous March. (Paul Hawthorne/AP) 


His longtime assistant coach, Sammy McCorkle, had been named acting coach after the accident. His pregame talk four days after Teevens's death was as chilling as anything I've ever been privileged to hear in a locker room -- and I've heard a lot of pregame talks in the past 40 years.
Months later, the 2023 season, for me, was probably best summed up by the scene in the Harvard locker room after the Crimson lost to Yale, 23-18, on the final day of the season. Even with the loss, Harvard tied for the Ivy League title -- cold comfort, obviously, when the Crimson could have won it outright. So there were plenty of tears in that locker room, but they weren't really all for the loss.
For most of the seniors, those tears were about the end of football: Most would be going to graduate school or into the real world after graduation in May or, in some cases, in December. For the underclassmen, the tears were about the end of the 2023 Harvard football team. The seniors would be leaving and the underclassmen would all have to step into new roles in the spring.
Murphy hugged every player in the room. In the back of his mind, he knew this was likely to be his last game as Harvard's coach. He wasn't certain yet, but it was definitely something he'd been thinking about. That made the hugs more poignant. He understood exactly how his seniors felt in that moment. That's why his eyes were misty as he said farewell to his players and to his coaches.
"When you've put everything you have into something for four years and you know it isn't going to be there anymore, you mourn for it," senior offensive tackle Jacob Rizy said. "You really don't want to take those pads off for the last time."
Most football players feel that way, but in the Ivy League, it is more acute. They arrive knowing they will play no more than 40 games in four years. There's no postseason to play for; only the Ivy League title and as many wins as possible. A handful will be graduate transfers to a variety of programs, minor and major; a smaller handful will get a shot at the NFL.
Most know their last game as a senior is, in fact, their last game. They walk away with victories and defeats to remember.
"But no regrets," Harvard guard Logan Bednar said. "As long as we all know we've given absolutely everything we have to give, there are no regrets. We did that this past season. So, no regrets."
I saw both cheers and tears in Ivy League locker rooms last fall. But no regrets at all.
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D.C. Mayor Bowser says Maryland is holding up RFK stadium deal
During a Federal City Council member meeting, Bowser said Maryland is delaying an agreement over federal legislation that would give the District greater control of the RFK site by seeking guarantees for Key Bridge funding.
By Sam Fortier, Erin Cox, Michael Brice-Saddler | 2024-12-12

A view of the RFK Stadium site in D.C. in June. (Allison Robbert/The Washington Post)


D.C. Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) on Wednesday said leaders in neighboring Maryland are holding up a deal that could pave the way for the Washington Commanders football team to build its next stadium at the RFK Stadium site.
During an annual Federal City Council meeting, Bowser said Maryland is delaying an agreement over federal legislation that would give the District greater control of the RFK site by linking that deal to the state's pursuit of its other priorities, including separate legislation promising that the federal government will fully fund efforts to rebuild the collapsed Francis Scott Key Bridge, estimated to cost as much as $1.9 billion.
"We're being held hostage by Maryland," Bowser told her colleagues at the group of business and civic leaders when asked about the status of the RFK legislation during a question-and-answer session at the meeting, according to three people who were in the room and spoke on the condition of anonymity to describe private conversations.
Bowser also told colleagues that the RFK bill "cannot be held up" by Maryland's quest for bridge funding, according to those people.
Leaders in Maryland and D.C. are often allies. But anxiety over the RFK bill has risen among D.C. leaders and the Commanders franchise in recent weeks as the window closes to get the bill passed before Congress adjourns for the year on Dec. 20.
"We hope that [the RFK bill] will be addressed and approved so that it's at least an alternative for the Commanders as we go forward," National Football League Commissioner Roger Goodell said at a news conference Wednesday, adding, "For someone who grew up in Washington, I know it would be exciting to a lot of fans to have that potential."
Maryland's pursuit of bridge funding in the harried final days of this congressional session adds another layer of complication to an already complex deal that has brought the NFL's top leaders to Capitol Hill and led Maryland's leaders to use the RFK site as possible leverage to secure fighter jets for its National Guard.
The RFK bill would give the Commanders, who have played since 1997 at their current stadium in Landover, a path to build a new facility in the District.
Team executives, along with Bowser, have called RFK the "spiritual home" of the team. Still, the Commanders could not consider D.C. a viable option without legislation allowing the land to be redeveloped. And any later offer to the team involving taxpayer money also would require passage through a divided D.C. Council, among other obstacles.
Maryland officials, who had sought to keep the team, have pressed to get assurances from the team to make up for that loss, including a commitment from the Commanders that the Landover site would not be left an undeveloped eyesore should the team choose to return to D.C.
Bowser's office said her "hostage" comment referred to the fact that U.S. senators from Maryland have the ability to keep the RFK bill from moving forward. Senate Majority Leader Charles E. Schumer (D-New York) has said there must be an agreement with officials from Maryland before the RFK bill can proceed.
Bowser made the point about bridge funding because she believes that the RFK legislation shouldn't be attached to anything unrelated to that effort, the mayor's office said.
In an interview, Bowser said the back and forth is akin to "the sausage-making part of the legislative process."
"We think all the parties are working in good faith," the mayor said. "It is very important for the District, the region and for the National Park Service that this legislation advance so that 177 acres can be put into productive use. We also think the team has worked in good faith with all the parties, and it's time for the legislation to advance."
A spokesperson for Maryland Gov. Wes Moore (D) said rebuilding the bridge "is a bipartisan national priority" that "is separate and apart from any other issue."
"As Congress concludes its work, Governor Moore and our Congressional Delegation will continue to aggressively advocate for all of Maryland's priorities to be included in legislation moving forward," Moore spokesperson and senior adviser David Turner said in a statement.
Turner said that Maryland believes it can win the regional contest to build the Commanders' next stadium "on the merits" and that the state "will continue to advocate for why the team should stay in Maryland."
In a statement, The Commanders pushed for the RFK bill to be passed.
"This bill is about creating an equal playing field so that all potential future locations for the home of [the] Washington Commanders can be fairly considered," the statement said. "We hope that all our elected officials understand that and give our franchise the opportunity to provide the best experience for all of our fans."
Maryland has made several requests in exchange for supporting efforts to include the RFK legislation in one of the final must-pass bills making its way toward approval. Among those requests: control of one of D.C.'s Air National Guard squadrons after the state lost its own flying mission.
Del. Eleanor Holmes Norton (D) called that idea "troubling," saying it would force the District to rely on other National Guards during a civil disturbance or natural disaster.
"D.C. rightly deserves to benefit from the land where RFK Stadium sits falling into disrepair and the exchange for the transfer of administrative jurisdiction over the campus to D.C. should not come at the expense of the DCNG's aviation resources," Norton said in a statement earlier this month.
While initial debate focused on a must-pass defense authorization bill, now the more likely possibility is for the RFK bill to be included in the federal spending continuing resolution, or CR, which allows for federal operations to continue when final appropriations are not yet approved.
Federal funding for the Key Bridge has been Moore's top priority in Congress as the first term-governor pursues other lofty and expensive goals, such as ending child poverty, while contending with a yawning state budget deficit.
The day a container ship destroyed the Key Bridge outside Baltimore, President Joe Biden promised the federal government would cover the full cost of rebuilding it.
The funding bill in Congress represents one of Maryland's final chances to secure that promise, a deal that would increase the federal government's share from 90 to 100 percent of the replacement cost -- roughly $120 million extra.
Meanwhile, D.C. has long sought to gain control of the federal parkland around the rusting shell of RFK Stadium, which once housed the glory days of Washington's football team.
Bowser has made the riverfront redevelopment at the RFK site a centerpiece of her economic agenda, pitching a buzzy mixed-use attraction including restaurants, retail and housing, with the stadium at its core.
But Maryland's U.S. senators have balked at the idea of allowing D.C. to gain what they consider an unfair advantage in luring the Commanders away from Landover by getting the land free.
The stadium and bridge issues are linked because last week Schumer met with Commanders owner Josh Harris and Goodell on Capitol Hill and told them they had to hammer out an agreement with Maryland officials before the RFK bill could proceed.
The team's executives and the senators from Maryland met on Dec. 3 for about an hour in the Capitol. Two people familiar with the talks, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss private conversations, said one of the biggest stumbling blocks remains securing some commitment from the team to redevelop the stadium land in Prince George's County if the team moves to a new location.
In addition to seeking the D.C. Air National Guard squadron, Maryland requested a public statement from the Commanders about their preferred location for the next stadium. Sen. Ben Cardin (D-Maryland) has emphasized the importance of the flight squadron in the deal, those people said.
Nicki Jhabvala and Meagan Flynn contributed to this report.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2024/12/11/rfk-stadium-bowser-moore/?utm_source=rss&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=wp_homepage



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Five burning questions for an NBA Cup semifinals filled with fresh faces
The Bucks, Hawks, Rockets and Thunder are heading to Las Vegas, where they will battle it out for the NBA's second annual in-season tournament championship.
By Ben Golliver | 2024-12-12
The Milwaukee Bucks, Atlanta Hawks, Oklahoma City Thunder and Houston Rockets have punched their tickets to Las Vegas for the NBA Cup semifinals.
The second annual NBA Cup, an in-season tournament that began last month with all 30 teams, saw its field narrowed to the final four Wednesday when the Hawks scored a 108-100 road victory over the New York Knicks and the Rockets claimed a 91-90 home victory over the Golden State Warriors in quarterfinal action. On Tuesday, the Bucks beat the Orlando Magic, 114-109, and the Thunder defeated the Dallas Mavericks, 118-104, in the first two quarterfinal games.
While the four remaining teams boast MVP candidates such as Milwaukee's Giannis Antetokounmpo and Oklahoma City's Shai Gilgeous-Alexander, they also collectively reflect the unpredictability of the tournament format. Milwaukee is the only one of this year's semifinalists to have reached that stage in last year's inaugural edition, and the Los Angeles Lakers, who won last year's tournament, were bounced in the group stage. Oklahoma City is the only remaining Cup contender that won a 2024 playoff series, and the defending NBA champion Boston Celtics were unable to escape the opening round.
Meanwhile, the top five teams in the Eastern Conference standings, including the No. 1 seed Cleveland Cavaliers, failed to reach Las Vegas. The Western Conference hewed closer to expectations with the Thunder and Rockets sitting first and second, respectively, in the conference standings through Wednesday.
Here are five burning questions to ponder before Saturday's semifinal doubleheader, which will feature the Bucks vs. the Hawks at 4:30 p.m. and the Thunder vs. the Rockets at 8:30 p.m. The winners will advance to Tuesday's championship.
Milwaukee is seeking to avenge its turbulent first trip to Las Vegas. Last year, the Bucks were upset by the Indiana Pacers in a semifinal loss that saw Tyrese Haliburton mock Damian Lillard's "watch tapping" celebration. Former coach Adrian Griffin reportedly exchanged words with veteran forward Bobby Portis during a heated locker room conversation; within two months, Griffin was fired and replaced by Doc Rivers.
This year's Bucks have righted the ship after a 2-8 start thanks to Antetokounmpo's consistent scoring game and improved shooting around the two-time MVP. Milwaukee is the only Cup semifinalist to advance with a perfect 5-0 record, and it received a boost this week when forward Khris Middleton finally made his season debut after offseason ankle surgeries.
Rivers, who is hoping to guide Milwaukee's first deep postseason run since its 2021 championship, sounded invigorated by his team's quarterfinal win over Orlando, which was its ninth victory in its past 11 games.
"It's huge for us," Rivers said. "This is what we wanted to do. You set goals and try to reach them. Our goal is not just to get to Vegas; we want to win this thing."
Trae Young celebrated Atlanta's latest victory at Madison Square Garden by taking a knee near center court to roll an imaginary pair of dice, a clear nod to his upcoming trip to Sin City. While it was Young who tortured Knicks fans during the 2021 playoffs, the new-look Hawks pulled off Wednesday's upset with a balanced approach that heavily featured forwards Jalen Johnson and De'Andre Hunter.
A similar story played out in Atlanta's 119-104 victory over Milwaukee last week in the only head-to-head meeting between the two teams this season. Young had 17 points on 19 shots, but Johnson, Hunter and No. 1 overall pick Zaccharie Risacher all found success against Milwaukee's wings. Despite some improvement in recent weeks, the Bucks' depth and perimeter defense remain open questions.

Atlanta Hawks guard Trae Young tortured New York Knicks fans again by leading an upset victory in Wednesday's quarterfinal at Madison Square Garden. (Elsa/Getty Images)


Atlanta, like Indiana last year, enters Las Vegas hoping to play spoiler against a Milwaukee team that will bear all the pressure. Young threw a scare into the Bucks during the 2021 Eastern Conference finals before suffering an ankle injury, and that playoff experience will be crucial for a Hawks roster that relies heavily on young talent.
"This team has a long runway," Hawks Coach Quin Snyder said. "It's going to take us time. Hopefully [beating the Knicks], there's some confidence that builds that we can play with some of the best teams. Our challenge is going to be consistency."
Oklahoma City's breezy turnaround in recent years has received less attention than it deserves: The Thunder, which went 22-50 in a shortened 2020-21 season, is on pace to go 65-17. With Gilgeous-Alexander playing like an MVP, Oklahoma City boasts the NBA's best point differential and best defense. In other words, there won't be any way to dodge the spotlight in Las Vegas, where oddsmakers now view the Thunder as NBA Cup favorites.

Shai Gilgeous-Alexander and the Oklahoma City Thunder head to Sin City as NBA Cup favorites. (Joshua Gateley/Getty Images)


Gilgeous-Alexander sets a composed tone for a deep and well-balanced roster that plays harder on a nightly basis than any team in the league. As it turns out, Oklahoma City's only loss in its past nine games was to Houston, which pulled off a 119-116 victory Dec. 1 thanks to clutch shots from Dillon Brooks and Fred VanVleet. The Thunder, for its part, shot just 13 for 39 on three-pointers that night on the final game of a four-game road trip.
Expect a fierce and physical semifinal given that Oklahoma City and Houston rank first and second, respectively, in defensive efficiency. The Thunder's matchup advantages include a more organized offense, a more potent three-point attack and Gilgeous-Alexander, who scored 29 points in a Nov. 8 win over Houston and 32 points in the Dec. 1 loss.
The Rockets are perfect foils for the Thunder because they are similarly young, talented and defensive-minded. Though Houston lacks a superstar counter for Gilgeous-Alexander, it has amassed an intriguing collection of lottery picks during a rebuild that began with the 2021 trade of James Harden to the Brooklyn Nets.

The defensive-minded Houston Rockets eked out a comeback victory over the Golden State Warriors in Wednesday's quarterfinal. (Alex Slitz/Getty Images)


There are plenty of lingering lineup fit questions, but that hasn't stopped Houston from riding its elite defense to a hot start. The Rockets held the Warriors without a field goal in the final three-plus minutes of its quarterfinal win Wednesday, erasing a seven-point deficit in the closing stretch with scoring contributions from VanVleet, Alperen Sengun and Jalen Green.
That victory snapped Houston's 15-game losing streak against Golden State, and it set the table for what should be a slugfest in the semifinals.
"This gives you the determination to strive for more," Rockets Coach Ime Udoka said. "Winning a game like this [against Golden State] to advance and move on will only help in the long run. Pressure situations are new to some of our guys. They haven't been there before."
The Warriors' collapse against the Rockets on Wednesday left the second edition of the Cup without any of the league's biggest names. LeBron James played to large and loud pro-Lakers crowds while winning Cup MVP honors last year, and Stephen Curry probably would have had a similar pull for Bay Area diehards.
Instead, the tournament will conclude without James, Curry, Kevin Durant and Nikola Jokic, among other prominent stars. Remarkably, none of the 10 teams invited to play during the NBA's annual Christmas Day showcase games advanced to Las Vegas.
This vacuum creates an excellent opportunity for Gilgeous-Alexander, Jalen Williams, Antetokounmpo, Lillard, Young and a Rockets core that includes Sengun, Green, Jabari Smith Jr. and Amen Thompson to enjoy undivided attention on a national stage. However, skeptics who view the NBA Cup as a made-for-television gimmick will find themselves with new ammunition if the event struggles to fill T-Mobile Arena's seats and falls short of last year's television viewership benchmarks.
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Christina Dalce, the Terp 'with all the sauce,' is coming into her own
The transfer from Villanova might be Maryland's most confident player, but she's just now beginning to truly believe in herself.
By Kareem Copeland | 2024-12-12

Forward Christina Dalce has been all smiles since transferring to Maryland. (Jonathan Newton/for The Washington Post)


Shyanne Sellers rolls her eyes and calls her teammate "nonsense." And this is one that she went out of her way to recruit.
The assignment was simple. Members of the No. 7 Maryland women's basketball team were asked to give their nickname for a social media video. One after another, responses were fairly basic until Christina Dalce deadpanned into the camera.
"Chris with all the sauce."
"Chris the baddie."
"Christie too smooth."
Days later she would sit in an empty Xfinity Center after practice and keep going.
"Chris so shiesty."
"Chris got game."
"Chris too hard."
There was no straight face this time as the Villanova transfer bellowed with laughter as Sellers walked near the baseline toward the arena exit. Sellers glanced over her shoulder and gave a look out the corner of her eye.
"No one calls you that," she said playfully with a hint of annoyance.
That's what you get from the Terps' newest personality -- the demonstrative defender who always seems to be dancing and can be heard shouting "Good morning!" as soon as she walks into 7 a.m. workouts.
"No coffee, no nothing, she's good," Sellers explained. "That's really just Chris. She just literally wants to talk all the time. Literally. She'll talk to that wall if she has to."
Beneath the outward enthusiasm, though, is self-doubt, which she is beginning to shed as she settles in with the Terps.
There may be no one to credit for Dalce's move to Maryland more than Sellers after the two were teammates on the USA Basketball 2023 three-on-three under-21 team. Once Dalce's name popped up in the transfer portal, Sellers immediately fired off a text. Recruiting was part of Sellers's offseason duties as she helped Coach Brenda Frese restock the roster with 10 newcomers, including seven transfers, and here she tapped a personal relationship.
"We thought she just fit the bill of rebounding, defensively blocking shots, running the floor," Frese said. "Villanova plays more of a half-court system in motion where we really felt like she would thrive in our transition with the way she runs the floor. And you can definitely tell it has absolutely been a great advantage for her with our system."

Dalce is averaging a career-high 9.8 points per game on standout 63.9 percent shooting. (Hannah Foslien/For The Washington Post)


Dalce had an enticing resume after being named Big East co-defensive player of the year last season and earning an all-conference honorable mention honors. The previous year, as a sophomore, she set the program single-season blocks record with 86.
But offense was never considered her strong suit at Villanova, where she averaged 8.3 points as a junior. That lack of progress, Dalce said, was one of the reasons she entered the portal. She feels more freedom with Frese, and that free-flowing transition game has equated to a career-high 9.8 points per game. She has four double-doubles in 10 games this season and her 8.2 rebounds per game ranks 14th in the Big Ten.
The Terps (10-0) have been the right fit for Dalce, whose confidence was shaken before the move.
"Previous coaches made it seem like I wasn't going to find a lot out there," the 6-foot-2 Dalce said. "It made me maybe questioning [myself] entering the portal as a whole. I just couldn't stay just for my mental health. When I thought about the future, my heart sank.
"I was, like, mainly a role player. 'She can defend, but what else can she do?' ... Now realizing it, I think it was just a confidence piece of it."
That's the dichotomy of Dalce. She can come off as the most confident person in the world, dancing like no one is watching before and after games. But there can be underlying unease.
"Just because you play doesn't mean that everything's rainbows and sunshine," Dalce said. "It was hard for me last year. It was hard for me to, like, get up and go at it and keep myself motivated to perform. But nobody would know that because of my stats."
Maryland wasn't initially on her radar, but it's close to her New Jersey home, and her sister recently graduated from the university. Sellers and Frese put on the full-court press and Dalce committed during her visit to College Park despite having three other visits scheduled.
The Terps found out exactly who they were getting during a summer trip to Croatia to play a string of games. Floating on a catamaran, Dalce was fast asleep when teammates played the song "I Will Always Love You" by Whitney Houston.
"She wakes up out of her sleep and is like singing the song hard core," Sellers said. "It's this entire performance, and after the song ends, she lays right down, goes back to sleep.
"It was the craziest thing I've ever seen in my life, but it describes Christina perfectly."

The interior threat of Dalce, who won co-Big East defensive player of the year at Villanova, frees up the Terps to play aggressively on the perimeter. (Jonathan Newton/for The Washington Post)


Dalce is a people person. She's constantly trying to make the camera operators laugh and is quick to shout out members of the pep band. She's sad when other people are and desperately tries to avoid awkward situations. Her favorite compliment is being told she's funny.
Dalce started the first eight games this year before being moved to the bench before a win against Mount St. Mary's on Dec. 3. Saylor Poffenbarger, a transfer from Arkansas, has played so well recently that Frese bumped her into the first unit. After the game, a question was asked to another player about Poffenbarger. Dalce went out of her way to effusively praise the teammate who had taken her spot.
"Thirty-five-plus years coaching, I've never had a player come out and do that," Frese said. "That was a pretty special moment. And it says everything you need to know about Chris and kind of what kind of person and human being she is."
Bryce Ganious learned that as a freshman football player at Villanova. He remembers Dalce claiming to be shy, but also her jumping up to dance in the middle of the cafeteria soon after they first met. The two have been close ever since, and he has seen both the effervescent side and the one filled with self-doubt that could struggle to make a layup. After transferring to Wake Forest following his sophomore year, Ganious helped Dalce navigate a portal process he described as more complicated than most realize.
"She's never afraid to be herself," Ganious said. "Whenever she wants to be, she is extremely confident, extremely comfortable within her body, her mind, everything. And then, like everybody, there's moments where she's just filled with anxiety or filled with just negative thoughts and things like that.
"So, like coming [to] the portal, she's talking about, I don't know if anybody's going to want me. I'm telling her: 'You just got co-defensive player of the year. What are you talking about?' ... She's very hard on herself."
At Maryland, Dalce is showing her offensive versatility and shooting 63.9 percent from the floor -- nearly 20 percent higher than last season. This is the highest-ranked team she has ever played for, and her shot-blocking presence allows Frese, who compared her to the 2006 NCAA tournament most outstanding player Laura Harper, to get aggressive defensively.
Past stresses seem to be gone, though Dalce has learned to be grateful from challenging times at Villanova. She hopes to get into the business school and go into marketing and analytics, though the WNBA remains an aspiration. She has done personal work -- journaling, counseling, opening up to teammates and coaches.
The Chris who can be too hard on herself has given way to the Chris who playfully gives herself nicknames.
"The biggest surprise is sometimes she doesn't believe in herself as much as we do," Frese said. "I should say, she doesn't recognize how elite she is. And I think that sometimes takes away from her game when she doesn't believe in herself because she's a high-level player with an opportunity to play at the next level. But she's got to believe it."

A big personality for the Terps, Dalce is also a big factor on the court. (Luke Johnson/For The Washington Post)
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A middle school football power faces the new price of success: NIL
For the John Hayden Johnson Middle School in Southeast D.C., years of dominance has complicated a simple game. 
By Matt Cohen | 2024-12-12
Late in the summer of 2023, before the 60-odd middle schoolers would go undefeated for the seventh straight regular season and win another D.C. championship -- before they had even completed a practice -- their coach took them to Chase Bank.
Mike Sharrieff likes to run his football program in a professional manner. He requires his players to maintain a 3.0 GPA, a full point higher than the D.C. school system's minimum for athletics eligibility. If they fall below his mark, they're required to attend school on Saturday. Practice, study hall, bus trips to games and community service days are all part of this football machine Sharrieff has built at John Hayden Johnson Middle School in Southeast Washington.
But in the modern game, running a successful football program means teaching players how to deal with the name, image and likeness (NIL) deals that are reshaping the game -- even among middle schoolers. At least five of Johnson's players have NIL agreements, as the arms race for talent extends deeper and deeper into the grassroots game.
The money that drives football doesn't end in college, where NIL deals have come to shape the game, or the NFL, where multimillion-dollar contracts are signed every week. Since the NCAA opened the door to financial agreements in 2021, amateur athletes who had previously not been allowed to accept money for their name, image or likeness, have begun to cash in. Slowly, those benefits began to trickle down to younger athletes. Forty-one state athletics organizations and Washington, D.C., have policies allowing NIL agreements in high school, and most of those permit deals in youth sports, too. So the power of money in football now extends to the whiteboard in Sharrieff's office that features a list of the local businesses he needs to schmooze to help his program.
The Panthers are not an ordinary middle school team. They are a certified powerhouse, with a regular season winning streak approaching 80 games and nine city championships since 2004. Sharieff has been coaching at Johnson since 2002, and he could sense this change coming. He knew it might recast his role. So he taught each player how to open a checking account and brought in a bank representative to talk to parents. Johnson is located in Ward 8, where the rate of violent crimes with a gun is second highest in the city and the poverty rate is more than double the U.S. average. Not every student has the opportunity for change. Sharieff wants his players to know how best to capitalize on their talents.

Johnson has produced dozens of accomplished football players. Their photos line the walls. (Hannah Foslien for The Washington Post) 



Kyree Downer and the Panthers are given high-quality equipment. (Hannah Foslien for The Washington Post) 


Sharieff also knows how to capitalize. On the back of his team's success, Sharieff has galvanized community support, from a nearby IHOP that features a framed Johnson jersey on the wall to a local construction company that is helping fund a seven-figure renovation project.
The coach is still not sure if introducing NIL at this age is a good idea. But with NIL quickly gaining more attention and support, he views it as malpractice to not spend time teaching his young men about the relationship between sports and money.
In 2024, it's one of the costs of winning.
"You have to adapt, right?" Sharrieff said. "We don't want to be dumb jocks either. So how about if we teach you how to protect your money? ... It's critical, because the times are changing. These guys are getting money at a very young age. A lot of money."

Kaden Coleman-Bennett, Amir Wright and Jayden Ward balance football with fun. (Hannah Foslien for The Washington Post) 


When the 14-year-old was offered his first NIL deal, he cried.
A middle school running back receiving money to play D.C. public school football? Kaden Coleman-Bennett didn't think that made sense.
"I cried because it's like, I see the NIL go to high school or college [athletes], most likely college," Coleman-Bennett said. "So me getting one at the age of 14 in middle school, probably one of the first middle schoolers to get an NIL, it was just amazing. I felt like a winner."
Coleman-Bennett is regarded as one of the best middle school athletes in the country. Most of the top high school programs in the region have expressed interest in him. He released a "Final Five" list on his Instagram on Nov. 15, featuring Archbishop Carroll, DeMatha, Gonzaga, Riverdale Baptist and St. John's.
But Coleman-Bennett isn't able to negotiate an NIL deal himself. Several companies have attempted to approach him, so he passes the opportunities along to his mom, Brittany Coleman. Second N Six, a local apparel company making football uniforms and accessories for D.C. teams, convinced her. She said they were the first brand to "act on what they said."
Keith Hardy, founder of Second N Six, said he "never in a million years" imagined a world where he might sponsor a middle school athlete. But by the fall of 2024, he felt late to this market.
"I was just trying to get the kids out there and market them and just put them on a public platform, so I wasn't really thinking about the money part," Hardy said. "I was like, 'You know what, I would love to be a part of that, because I wish I would have had that when I was young.'"

Keith Hardy is the founder of 2n6 Sports, a local apparel company that has a deal with Coleman-Bennett. (Hannah Foslien for The Washington Post) 



Keith Hardy has signed two middle school athletes to NIL deals. (Hannah Foslien for The Washington Post) 


Since 2021, Hardy has gone to middle school and high school games to film players and post their highlights online. Those videos helped build a following for his clothing brand. Once he did more research on NIL, he realized he could take his work a step further.
Hardy has signed two middle school athletes, including Coleman-Bennett, to multi-year NIL deals. He said he likes the idea of signing an eighth grader because he has them in his portfolio before they get more exposure in high school. It's an investment.
Hardy said his Instagram post about signing Coleman-Bennett is his most-viewed.
"He helped my brand tremendously," Hardy said. "I never thought a middle schooler would bring that much views and everything on my page."
Coleman-Bennett is one of several Johnson athletes with an NIL deal. Unison, an apparel provider that makes uniforms for Johnson and nearly every high school in the city, has deals with quarterback Rylan Williams, linebacker Nick White and defensive end Jayden Ward. The agreements mostly involve free gear in exchange for promotion.
Coleman-Bennett's partnership centers around social media. He has a legitimate online presence with more than 8,000 followers on Instagram. At his games, he is often asked to take pictures with preteens who look up to him. On the sidelines of the Dunbar-Eastern high school game in November, Coleman-Bennett was instantly recognized.
His contract states he'll wear Second N Six gloves and other accessories with his Johnson uniform and make online posts using game photos and highlights. In return, Hardy gives Coleman-Bennett free apparel and a small commission off certain Second N Six items he advertises.

As part of his deal, Coleman-Bennett wears 2n6 gear. (Hannah Foslien for The Washington Post) 


"Basically expose it more so they can -- so we can, I can say that now -- so we can build our brand and make it big," Coleman-Bennett said.
Coleman-Bennett has been recruited for as long as he can remember. For youth teams, for middle schools, for high schools, for NIL deals. He has even been recruited for college, claiming conditional offers from Syracuse and Virginia Tech.
If he senses a type of pressure, he doesn't show it. He is as goofy as any other kid, clowning around with teammates after school. During games, he will sometimes color-coordinate his gear and pretend to be a Power Ranger. For all the attention he has received and money he has been offered, he has never forgotten he can still act his age.

Sharrieff said he believes in the value of a disciplined and professional approach. (Hannah Foslien for The Washington Post)


Sharrieff won't associate with anything that doesn't have a connection to winning. His favorite college football team is Alabama. His favorite baseball team is the New York Yankees. One of Johnson's several helmet options resembles the famous winged designs of Michigan. He doesn't have a favorite NFL team right now because former New England Patriots coach Bill Belichick isn't in the league anymore.
Entering this season, Sharrieff said his only loss since 2016 came in the 2018 D.C. Interscholastic Athletic Association title game. That includes Johnson's travels across the country to play other top programs. This year, Sharrieff took the team to Memphis to play Havenview Middle School. Next season, he plans to play a game in Florida.
When Sharieff took the job 22 years ago, it was hard to fill out a roster. Now, Johnson's team is more than double the size of most high schools, and Sharrieff has a waiting list of families hoping to send their kids to the school through D.C.'s lottery system. 
To Sharrieff, a middle school coaching job in Ward 8 felt like his calling. He has said middle school-aged kids are the most "impressionable," making it crucial to instill discipline.

Johnson features a mural of the longtime football coach. (Hannah Foslien for The Washington Post) 


"There's a couple of stereotypes," Sharrieff said. "There's no plan for 11- to 14-year-olds. But if you look at the demographics of who is committing some of these most heinous acts, it's 11- to 14-year-olds. That's the first thing we want to eliminate. That we know that when we look on the news and there's something egregious happening in the community, it ain't one of our guys."
That's why he installs a strict schedule, charted to the minute -- so precise it includes a set bathroom break. Students arrive at Johnson before 8 a.m. and leave after 8 p.m. They go to the weight room in the morning. Then they go to class. After class is two hours of study hall in the cafeteria -- aided by laptops donated to the program by Eastern Coach Roman Morris. After study hall is practice.
"It won't be my fault that you're not prepared academically," Sharrieff said.
The schedule prepares his players for the rigors of high school and college while also keeping them in the building and off the street for more time in the day.
Grades are checked weekly. Sharieff can be tough, but he staunchly believes the end justifies his means. Since Sharrieff arrived, Johnson athletes have seen college attendance rates rise -- and the coach believes it's not just because students used football as a ticket.
He said at least 80 current varsity players across the D.C. area are Johnson alumni. That number includes Gonzaga starting quarterback Jason Lindsay and Eastern's Daquan Ginyard, who led the city in rushing yards this fall. Seven Johnson alumni have gone on to play in the NFL. Liatu King, who led the University of Pittsburgh women's basketball team in scoring last season and now plays for Notre Dame, played football at Johnson, too. She's not the only girl to play at Johnson: Keilynn Wray is a current seventh grader. She plays offensive and defensive line.
Johnson's success over the years has brought in significant new funding. As Sharrieff sat down at his desk before practice on a Tuesday in October, he pulled up a rendering of his program's new athletic facility. Featuring a player's lounge, a revamped weight room, indoor turf and a film room, it will be a major part of a larger renovation project at Johnson that will cost more than $1 million.

Johnson faced Brookland in the middle school championship game. (Hannah Foslien for The Washington Post) 


To Sharrieff, the project -- funded by local business donations and expected to be completed by next season -- is the payoff for how he has built this program. It will help bring in more of the area's top youth athletes. It's also a reminder to Sharrieff that football isn't the only reason why they're there.
"I love being from Southeast," Sharrieff said. "I love the fact that we're in the belly. But I don't want you to know where we're from. ... I want you to, throughout your life, to walk in any room and feel comfortable. Not just certain rooms. You ain't got to eat McDonald's just because you can't go eat in Ruth's Chris. I want you to be so well-rounded that you can go anywhere and not be defined by where you're from."
Sharrieff put the renderings away and walked out of his office, past the weight room and past the mural of himself on the wall on his way out to the school's grass field. It was time to practice. The sun had just begun to set, a perfect opportunity to show off one of the program's new additions. This October practice would be the Panthers' first under lights.
Until this year, Johnson's study hall was moved up an hour to allow for more sunlight at practice. Even without lights, Sharrieff's practices were known to extend into the night. Eventually the team could practice only running plays, as it became too dark to throw. Sometimes, neighbors would shine their cars' headlights at the field.

Coleman-Bennett has attracted attention from both high school and college programs. (Hannah Foslien for The Washington Post) 



Johnson quarterback Rylan Williams has an NIL deal with Unison. (Hannah Foslien for The Washington Post) 


In a separate project from the proposed facility, the D.C. Council approved about $800,000 in funding for the new lights, according to a D.C. Public Schools spokesperson.
At this October practice, Johnson was preparing to face McKinley Middle School the next day. At least that's what the players thought. The coaches knew the game was unlikely to happen. They had already been told McKinley planned to forfeit. It was the second straight week a weaker opponent chose not to take the field against Johnson.
The Panthers were 6-0 and feeling good. Their most recent game had been two weeks prior against Brookland, one of the few local programs that can occasionally provide Johnson with a test. Johnson had won, 27-6, in their closest game of the season so far. Johnson expected to face Brookland again in the game that mattered most: November's DCIAA middle school championship.
The team went through its usual stretch routine in perfect unison, preparing for maybe its most difficult competition: itself. Johnson practices are perfectly coordinated with position group drills and individual position group coaches.
"Hey," an assistant coach joked to the players as practice ended. "Next practice ends at 11 o'clock."
Even if Johnson had played McKinley the next day, Sharieff wouldn't have been there. The morning after that practice, he drove home to his family in Atlanta. Tasked with shepherding class after class of middle schoolers out of Ward 8, he rarely talks about his own life. So hardly anyone at Johnson knew his father was sick. The coach was driving south to say goodbye.
"I was able to hold his hand and talk to him and tell him how I felt about him," Sharrieff said. "Through his eyes, I could tell he received it and he gave it back to me."
Sharrieff arrived on a Wednesday and drove back Thursday. His father died on Friday.

For Johnson's Marshall Bouler and Khyree Harmon, the season ended with a surprise. (Hannah Foslien for The Washington Post) 


When the 14-year-old could tell the game was over, he cried.
Coleman-Bennett looked downfield at the scoreboard beyond the end zone at Ballou High School. There was 1:56 to go in the middle school championship game, what was supposed to be the culmination of another undefeated season for the Panthers.
Coleman-Bennett had never lost a middle school game. No matter the result, this game against Brookland on a cold November night would be his last.
And Johnson was going to lose.
The scoreboard told him the Panthers trailed by 12. Its dominant offense had been stymied by penalties and poor blocking. Its fearsome defense had been unable to get off the field on several fourth downs.
So Coleman-Bennett cried under the shield of his helmet, shocked by the fact that his middle school career was not going to end the way he thought it would.
Brookland's 18-12 victory stunned just about everyone on the Johnson sideline.
"We got a good football team," assistant coach Marcellus Riley Jr. said to no one in particular. "How did this happen?"
Football has never been simple for the middle school powerhouse. Johnson's success has come with complications, NIL being just the latest. But a night like this was a reminder of how simple the game can be: Losing always hurts.
It was a defeat so unexpected that Johnson's coaches had to bury their own shock in favor of leading a display of sportsmanship. Sharrieff had his team stand at midfield and clap for Brookland's players as they received medals.
"You have to prepare them for every situation that could take place, including losing this game," Sharrieff said. "We're disappointed, don't get me wrong, we're very disappointed. But we're going to let this fuel us and we're going to get ready for next year and we're going to start the win streak all over again."

Coleman-Bennett hugged his mother, Brittany Coleman, after the championship defeat. (Hannah Foslien for The Washington Post) 


As Brookland's players took pictures with their trophy, Johnson offensive lineman Kyree Downer walked up to Sharrieff, his face glistening with tears. The eighth-grader gave Sharrieff a hug.
"Thank you, Coach," Downer said through tears. "Thank you for everything."
Sharrieff and the Johnson boys spent a few more minutes in mourning, hugging family and packing up the sideline. Then the Panthers snapped back to their professional manner, lining up two-by-two behind their coach. Quietly, Sharieff led the boys to the parking lot, where a school bus was waiting.
Every once in a while, the machine breaks.
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How Friendship Tech Prep became a unique basketball powerhouse
Led by Coach Dwayne Shackleford, the Southeast D.C. public charter school has made a name for itself with steady improvement. 
By Matt Cohen | 2024-12-12

Friendship Tech Prep has built a reputation as a basketball power. (Matt Cohen/The Washington Post)


At the end of the third quarter, Friendship Tech Prep Coach Dwayne Shackleford looked up at the scoreboard hanging high above the court people call "The Dungeon." The nickname befits the tiny, dimly lit gym stripped of any glamour. The booming echo from even small chatter creates a swell of noise. On Wednesday night, Friendship Tech had provided good reason for the din.
"What do we got, 21 more?" Shackleford asked his team. "Let's make it happen."
The goal was to reach 100 points. So Friendship Tech turned up its defensive pressure one more time and made it happen, beating Kings Christian Academy, 100-39.
The Titans were led by senior David Bumpass's 37 points and a team total of 35 steals.
Ranked No. 13 in The Washington Post's Top 20, the Southeast D.C. public charter school of less than 300 students has made a quick climb up the local ladder. After truly getting its program off the ground in 2016, Friendship Tech (5-1) is now invited to major tournaments across the East Coast and is attracting top college talent.
That success is driven mostly by Shackleford, Friendship Tech's 43-year-old coach who played at Anacostia before earning a basketball scholarship to Southern California. Certainly, the program is not attracting talent with The Dungeon.
"See where our school is, it looks way different from a private school setting," senior guard Daniel Bumpass, twin of David, said. "Off rip, we don't really pass the eye test. So that's probably why we get overlooked. But if you really look deeply into it, I feel like we have a lot of similar things to the private schools."
When Shackleford started in 2016, there was hardly an organized basketball program at the school. He had left a job coaching the girls' team at Anacostia, hoping to build a program from the ground up. When he started, he couldn't help but notice the floor of his new gym.
As a kid, Shackleford played basketball at the Boys & Girls Club of Greater Washington Club 11, located at 620 Milwaukee Place SE. Now, that building is Friendship Tech. Shackleford didn't know it had become a school, but when he walked in Friendship's gym for the first time, he saw the same lumps in the wood -- imperfections he knew well. 
For a coach whose main goal is to help his athletes find the same path to college that he did, this job seemed perfect. So he took on the challenge. He renovated the nostalgic floor. He kept working.
Soon, the team will move into a new gym in the sparkling newly constructed school building down the block. Shackleford said he won't be sad to leave the old building.

After playing Division I basketball, Dwayne Shackleford hoped to help kids find the same path he did. (Matt Cohen/The Washington Post)


Friendship Tech is one of the two high schools in the Friendship Public Charter School system along with Friendship Collegiate. Both programs have made significant investments in athletics. Friendship Collegiate has long been a local and national contender in football. Friendship Tech's game is basketball.
"They want to win, too," Shackleford said of the school's leadership. "They benefit from [basketball] as well, because kids go to college from it. It's another tool we're using to help kids from Southeast go to college for free."
Friendship Tech has won five Public Charter School Athletic Association titles since 2016. And Shackleford -- also the school's athletic director -- says this year's team may be his most talented yet. Three of the seniors are either signed with or receiving offers from Division I schools. Among them is his nephew, Malik Shackleford. Several others on the roster are signed with or hearing from Division II and III programs.
"Teaching them the game was not difficult," Shackleford said. "Getting them to believe in themselves was difficult. But then once they realized that they're equal, that's when we went to the roof. When they realized they can play, they can get any gym and play with anybody, that's when I said, 'Okay, they're ready.'"
This core group of seniors has been together all four years, an increasingly rare feat in the modern high school game.
The Bumpass twins didn't know anything about Friendship Tech before taking part in a youth basketball camp put on by Shackleford. After the camp, the promising middle schoolers couldn't envision playing high school basketball for anyone else.
"Everything that he has told us since we came here in ninth grade, it has come true," David Bumpass said.
After Wednesday's win, the Titans walked back to their weight room. Shackleford asked his players to go around, one by one, and say what they had learned from the game. Each of them responded.
"Shack makes us feel like we're more than just a public charter school," David said. "[He] has always put us in good opportunities, good spots for us to showcase our talent so that everybody in the world can be like, 'Oh, who's that guy? Who's that guy on Friendship Tech Prep?'"
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NFL Week 15 playoff scenarios: Eagles pointed toward NFC East title
Philadelphia can sew up the division crown with a win over the Steelers plus a Commanders loss to the Saints.
By Matt Bonesteel | 2024-12-12

The NFL playoff picture if the season ended now. (Michael Domine/The Washington Post) 


Seven NFL teams have been eliminated from playoff consideration, the most at this point in the season since 2005, when nine had been eliminated. Six of those eliminated teams are in the AFC, which only has 10 remaining playoff contenders, also the fewest with four games left for that conference since 2005.
As a reminder, the Kansas City Chiefs (AFC West) and Buffalo Bills (AFC East) have clinched division titles, while the Detroit Lions and Philadelphia Eagles have clinched playoff spots in the NFC.
Philadelphia Eagles (11-2)
The Eagles will clinch the NFC East with a win over the Pittsburgh Steelers plus a Washington Commanders loss or tie against the New Orleans Saints, or with a tie and a Commanders loss.

DeVonta Smith's Philadelphia Eagles can clinch the NFC East on Sunday. (Terrance Williams/AP)


Minnesota Vikings (11-2)
The Vikings will clinch a playoff berth with a win or tie Monday night against the Chicago Bears, or with a Seattle Seahawks loss or tie Sunday night against the Green Bay Packers, or with a Los Angeles Rams loss or tie Thursday night against the San Francisco 49ers.
Green Bay Packers (9-4)
The Packers will clinch a playoff berth with a win over the Seahawks on Sunday night, plus a Rams-49ers tie, plus an Atlanta Falcons loss or tie Monday night against the Las Vegas Raiders.
Houston Texans (8-5)
The Texans will clinch the AFC South title with a win over the Miami Dolphins, plus an Indianapolis Colts loss to the Denver Broncos.
Pittsburgh Steelers (10-3)
The Steelers will clinch a playoff berth with a win or tie against the Eagles, or with a Colts loss or tie plus a Dolphins loss or tie.
Carolina Panthers (3-10)
The Panthers will be eliminated from playoff contention with a loss or tie against the Dallas Cowboys, or with a Tampa Bay Buccaneers win or tie against the Los Angeles Chargers, or with a Falcons win against the Raiders.
Chicago Bears (4-9)
The Bears will be eliminated from playoff contention with a loss or tie against the Vikings on Monday night, or with a Commanders win or tie against the Saints.
Dallas Cowboys (5-8)
The Cowboys will be eliminated from playoff contention with a loss to the Panthers plus a Commanders win or tie, or with a tie plus a Commanders win.
Cincinnati Bengals (5-8)
The Bengals will be eliminated from playoff contention with a loss to the Tennessee Titans plus a Broncos win or tie against the Colts, or with a tie, plus a Baltimore Ravens win or tie against the New York Giants, plus a Chargers win or tie, plus a Broncos win.
x-1. Detroit Lions (12-1, NFC North leaders)
x-2. Philadelphia Eagles (11-2, NFC East leaders)
3. Seattle Seahawks (8-5, NFC West leaders)
4. Tampa Bay Buccaneers (7-6, NFC South leaders)
5. Minnesota Vikings (11-2)
6. Green Bay Packers (9-4)
7. Washington Commanders (8-5)
Still in contention: Los Angeles Rams (7-6), Atlanta Falcons (6-7), Arizona Cardinals (6-7), San Francisco 49ers (6-7), New Orleans Saints (5-8), Dallas Cowboys (5-8), Chicago Bears (4-9), Carolina Panthers (3-10).
Eliminated: New York Giants (2-11).
y-1. Kansas City Chiefs (12-1, AFC West champion)
y-2. Buffalo Bills (10-3, AFC East champion; Buffalo holds the tiebreaker over Pittsburgh because of strength of victory)
3. Pittsburgh Steelers (10-3, AFC North leader)
4. Houston Texans (8-5, AFC South leader)
5. Baltimore Ravens (8-5, hold tiebreaker over Denver and Los Angeles because of head-to-head victories)
6. Los Angeles Chargers (8-5, hold tiebreaker over Denver because of head-to-head victory)
7. Denver Broncos (8-5)
Still in contention: Indianapolis Colts (6-7), Miami Dolphins (6-7), Cincinnati Bengals (5-8).
Eliminated: Cleveland Browns (3-10), Jacksonville Jaguars (3-10), New York Jets (3-10), Tennessee Titans (3-10), New England Patriots (3-10), Las Vegas Raiders (2-11).
x-clinched playoff berth
y-clinched division title
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With Noah Brown out for a while, Commanders add a wide receiver 
Washington brings in K.J. Osborn, who was a solid contributor for the Vikings before a disappointing season with the Patriots.
By Sam Fortier | 2024-12-12

K.J. Osborn has had a down year in 2024, with just seven catches for the Patriots. (Nick Wass/AP)


The Washington Commanders' No. 2 wide receiver, Noah Brown, probably will miss the rest of the season with a kidney injury, Coach Dan Quinn said, so the team bolstered its depth Wednesday by claiming K.J. Osborn off waivers from the New England Patriots.
New England cut the 2020 fifth-round pick, who has just seven catches for 57 yards in seven games this season. Osborn started his career with the Minnesota Vikings, averaging 53 catches for 615 yards over a three-season stretch.
It didn't work out how either side wanted in New England; he was occasionally a healthy scratch. Osborn (5-foot-11, 200 pounds) is not a plug-and-play replacement for Brown (6-2, 225).
Brown hurt himself in the third quarter of Washington's Dec. 1 blowout win over the Tennessee Titans, when he ran a comeback route along the sideline, dived for the ball and landed hard on his left side. The team quickly ruled him out with a rib injury. Quinn credited Brown and the medical staff for addressing the "serious injury."
"Fortunately he's going to be okay," Quinn added.

Washington Commanders receiver Noah Brown (bottom of screen) suffered a serious kidney injury in the third quarter of a blowout win over the Tennessee Titans that is probably season ending. (Sam Fortier/TWP)


The Commanders have lost two key offensive weapons in as many games. It will be a challenge to keep the unit humming against the New Orleans Saints' solid defense Sunday without Brown or running back Austin Ekeler, who's on injured reserve with a concussion.
Brown is difficult to replace. He was the team's biggest receiver and mostly lined up outside right, opposite Terry McLaurin. He ranks third on the team in targets (56), catches (35) and yards (453). Quarterback Jayden Daniels trusted him on third down, and Brown showed a knack for drawing defensive pass-interference penalties; he had six, tied for second in the league behind only Minnesota's Justin Jefferson (eight).
Brown's toughness and competitiveness shined in the running game, too.
Offensive coordinator Kliff Kingsbury probably will replace Brown situationally. Osborn can line up all over -- as he did during his best years in 2021 and 2022 -- and he could give Kingsbury more flexibility. Or the coordinator could expand the outside roles of Dyami Brown, a vertical and seam threat, and Olamide Zaccheaus, who's slight but also tough and competitive.
Kingsbury also could lean further into the team's two- and three-tight-end sets to take the stress off the wide receivers.
This is a major opportunity for rookie Luke McCaffrey -- who has spent most of his season in the slot -- to prove he can produce in a bigger role. The third-round draft pick's best game came in Week 3, when he had three catches for 44 yards against the Cincinnati Bengals.
The team also has Jamison Crowder working back from injury and two receivers with more size -- Mitchell Tinsley (6-1, 205) and Brycen Tremayne (6-4, 212) -- on the practice squad.
"We've got a pretty deep crew there, and so that helps where guys can play into different spots," Quinn said. "You've probably seen some guys play outside, some guys play inside, and so having a deep crew allows you to do that. But Noah does have some specific size and speed traits that are unique to him."

Saints defensive end Chase Young was a force Sunday against the New York Giants. (Vera Nieuwenhuis/AP)


Defensive end Chase Young, the No. 2 draft pick by Washington in 2020, will get his second chance to face his old team Sunday. In the first game, on Dec. 31, 2023, with the San Francisco 49ers, Young played 26 snaps and registered two stats: one assisted tackle (on a short run) and one pressure/quarterback hit (on a 25-yard pass).
This time, he's coming in hot. Young had 10 pressures last week in a win at the New York Giants, which tied a career high and was the most by a Saints player in the past two seasons, according to Zebra Sports. Six of his pressures came in 2.5 seconds or faster, which were the most quick pressures by a Saints defensive lineman since 2018. The team awarded him a game ball for what interim coach Darren Rizzi called his best game with the team.
Despite his strong pressure metrics, Young, who signed a one-year, $13 million contract with the Saints in the offseason, has just 3.5 sacks and 19 quarterback hits.
"Strong edge-setter," Quinn said. "A guy who can absolutely bring it -- tight-end side, openside runs and then [the] chop-club [move]. So, a big athletic player. And they've got a nice defensive line with some guys that can move and rush and put them into different locations, and Chase is right in the middle of all that."
Rizzi is being coy about who will start at quarterback. During a cryptic news conference Wednesday, he didn't rule out a return for Derek Carr (concussion/hand) and said backups Jake Haener and Spencer Rattler are competing this week. Haener entered last week when Carr was injured on a hard fall in the second half.
Quinn didn't seem worried about the uncertainty of whom his team will face at quarterback. He said that while the Carolina Panthers used to dramatically change their scheme between quarterbacks Cam Newton and Derek Anderson, the Saints are more similar from player to player under first-year coordinator Klint Kubiak.
"[The calls] won't be all the same, but there'll be a lot of the same," Quinn said. "So that's where we put our time and our effort in. From the specific players who are studying the other ones, we've got the film on all three, so that's how you have to prepare. It takes a little extra for the players, but you have to really train for what they do best and then work back from there."
Over the past week, Daniels got active in the community. The rookie quarterback hosted a toy drive at home in San Bernardino, California, during the bye week, and then Tuesday he went with teammates to Children's National Hospital in Northwest Washington.
"It's dope," he said of his community work. "I love being able to see the joy on kids' faces. And obviously during different circumstances, obviously at the children's hospital yesterday, just be able to go out there and bring some joy with them, interact with them. And then back home, be able to get some toys to some people that might be less fortunate and might be struggling to provide for their kids with some toys. So it was dope to be able to be a part of that."
A reporter asked Quinn about the Saints' offense aside from their quarterback, and he spent his entire answer focused on running back Alvin Kamara, who excels in the Saints' zone-run scheme that's similar to the one Mike Shanahan used to run in Washington.
"This is a fantastic player," Quinn said. "The speed off the ball, putting your foot in the ground -- that's Alvin, and that's his speed. He can really stick his foot in the ground and jab. And then the other side is him as a receiver. It's not just screens, but when you can put a running back out in the slot or outside and throw the ball down the field, that changes things. So he's a fantastic fit in a good system. He's one of those rare players. Whatever system you have, he's going to play well. But there's certain ones that fit guys more. So he's the focal point to me."
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Sports Illustrated lands naming rights for soccer stadium. Sort of.
Sports Illustrated's name will grace the MLS and NWSL soccer stadium in New York, after a deal that didn't involve the magazine.
By Ben Strauss | 2024-12-12

Sports Illustrated Tickets bought the naming rights to the New York/New Jersey Red Bulls and Gotham FC stadium. (SI Tickets)


Sports Illustrated is buying the naming rights to a soccer stadium in New Jersey.
Well, sort of. The soon-to-be Sports Illustrated Stadium, a 25,000-seat venue near Newark, has little to do with the venerable magazine, aside from a shared name. But there its name will be, on the home of the New York Red Bulls of Major League Soccer and Gotham FC of the National Women's Soccer League, for 13 years in a deal reportedly worth more than $100 million.
The magazine has been owned since 2019 by Authentic Brands Group, a brand management firm that buys well-known and often distressed brands and then sells licenses for the use of their names and logos. ABG has done it with both companies and celebrities, including Shaquille O'Neal.
Among the companies ABG has sold SI licenses to is Sports Illustrated Tickets, which launched in 2021 and paid ABG a fee to use the magazine's name. In a crowded marketplace, the company thought an association with a well-known brand such as Sports Illustrated would help it against competitors such as Ticketmaster and Eventbrite.
The naming rights deal for Sports Illustrated Stadium is a sponsorship and business partnership between Sports Illustrated Tickets and the Red Bulls. The ticket company also will become the exclusive ticketing partner of the team. Digital "Sports Illustrated Fan Covers" will be given to visitors, and the stadium will add a "Club SI" suite area.
Sports Illustrated Tickets will continue to hope that sports fans still have some affinity for the brand. And perhaps its name on a stadium buys some good publicity for the magazine, too.
Under ABG's stewardship, the magazine and website is an entirely different business than the brand of Sports Illustrated. And, according to ABG executives, the licensing business for SI has been a good one. The company told The Washington Post earlier this year that ABG has recouped all of its initial investment in SI -- around $90 million.
Earlier this year, Minute Media purchased the rights to publish SI in print and online. There is no money changing hands between the editorial operations of Sports Illustrated and the soccer team, according to multiple people familiar with the deal.
Once a juggernaut of print media and the gold standard of sports journalism, the magazine has undergone numerous rounds of layoffs over the past decade, struggling like many legacy media companies to adapt to the digital era. A slew of headlines in recent years has tracked the tumult at SI, ranging from the use of artificial intelligence to threats from a previous publisher to end the magazine.
In recent months, however, the editorial operation has found steadier footing under Minute Media.
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Bill Belichick hired as UNC football coach
Belichick, who won six Super Bowl titles over 24 seasons with the Patriots, turns 73 in April and will coach in college for the first time.
By Mark Maske | 2024-12-12

Bill Belichick is returning to coaching after his January parting with the Patriots. (Maddie Meyer/Getty Images)


Bill Belichick, arguably the greatest coach in NFL history, will return to a football sideline. But he isn't coming back to the NFL. In a move that will reverberate through every level of the game, Belichick will be the coach at the University of North Carolina.
Belichick and the school completed a deal that will make him the Tar Heels' next coach, the school announced Wednesday night.
"I am excited for the opportunity at UNC-Chapel Hill," Belichick said in a statement released by the school. "I grew up around college football with my Dad and treasured those times. I have always wanted to coach in college and now I look forward to building the football program in Chapel Hill."
Belichick agreed to a five-year contract that is pending the approval of the university's board of trustees and board of governors, the school said.
He returns to coaching after sitting out the 2024 season following his parting in January with the New England Patriots, the team he directed to nine Super Bowl appearances and six Super Bowl victories over 24 seasons. Belichick, who turns 73 in April, spent this season making regular appearances as an NFL analyst for a variety of media outlets, while he and his closest allies prepared for his coaching comeback.
Few expected that to occur in the college ranks. Even many Belichick associates believed he would seek an NFL coaching job during the upcoming hiring cycle in January, even after being passed over in the immediate aftermath of his departure from the Patriots.
Instead, Belichick will coach in college for the first time. He succeeds the fired Mack Brown in running a North Carolina program that went 6-6 this regular season. He presumably will finish his NFL career with 333 coaching victories, including postseason games, leaving him 14 shy of Don Shula's record of 347. Belichick's 302 regular season wins are 26 away from Shula's record of 328.
"This is an exciting day for Carolina football and our University," the school's chancellor, Lee H. Roberts, said in a statement. "Carolina is committed to excellence and to creating an opportunity to succeed in everything we do, from the classroom to the field of competition. I know after speaking with Coach Belichick that he shares that commitment. His legacy speaks for itself, and we look forward to working together on the next chapter of Carolina football."
His talks with North Carolina were reported last week. Belichick confirmed Monday, during one of his regular appearances on "The Pat McAfee Show" on ESPN, that he had had discussions with Roberts.
"We've had a couple of good conversations," Belichick said then, declining to provide details about his dealings with the school. "So we'll see how it goes."
Belichick said Monday that while he never had coached in college, he "grew up around college football." His father, Steve, was a longtime assistant coach and scout at Navy. He also had a coaching stint at North Carolina in the 1950s. Belichick said Monday that he had "kind of patterned a lot of my pro teams off of the teams that I grew up around in the '60s as a kid growing up at the Naval Academy."
He also pointed out that the college football industry has become more like professional football during this era in which players can strike name, image and likeness (NIL) deals and move more frequently from school to school via the transfer portal. Belichick likened that to an NFL coach navigating the salary cap and free agency while dealing with those who represent a player's financial interests.
He said he would run a college program like an NFL team.
"Let me put this in capital letters, if -- I-F -- if I was in a college program, the college program would be a pipeline to the NFL for the players that have the ability to play in the NFL," Belichick said Monday. "It would be a professional program -- training, nutrition, scheme, coaching, techniques -- that would transfer to the NFL. It would be an NFL program at a college level and an education that would get the players ready for their career after football, whether that was the end of their college career or at the end of their pro career."
Belichick spent time this year around the University of Washington's football program while visiting his son Steve, who served as the school's defensive coordinator after previously coaching on his father's staff for New England. Another son, Brian, remained on the Patriots' coaching staff this season as the team's safeties coach under Bill Belichick's successor, Jerod Mayo.
Many in the NFL have believed Belichick's next coaching staff would include prominent former assistants such as Josh McDaniels, the former coach of the Denver Broncos and Las Vegas Raiders, and Matt Patricia, the former coach of the Detroit Lions.
Sports betting network VSiN announced that former NFL executive Michael Lombardi, who had served as a host for the network, will join Belichick at North Carolina as the program's general manager. The school did not confirm that move in its announcement.
Belichick will have to demonstrate not only that he can adjust to coaching in college and dealing with younger players but that he can rebound from his struggles late in his Patriots tenure. The team reached the playoffs only once in its four seasons under Belichick following quarterback Tom Brady's exit via free agency after the 2019 season. The Patriots went 4-13 in Belichick's final season of 2023, leading to January's announcement by owner Robert Kraft and Belichick of their parting. Without Belichick, Brady won the Super Bowl with the Tampa Bay Buccaneers in the 2020 season.
Belichick said Monday that his conversations with North Carolina included dialogue about issues such as resources, expectations and goals.
"It's a discussion," he said. "It's not an argument or a debate. It's just understanding what resources are available, what we need, how does that mix together, who's working for who and so forth. That's all pretty common. Every interview I've had has had an element of that in it. And so this will be no different, whatever the organization or team is. ... There has to be a structure to it and I'd say a common vision for it to work well."
Belichick interviewed twice with the Atlanta Falcons during the last NFL hiring cycle, but they hired Raheem Morris instead. He spoke with the Washington Commanders, but they hired Dan Quinn. Three NFL teams have fired their coaches this season -- the New York Jets, New Orleans Saints and Chicago Bears -- and several others are expected to have vacancies in January.
But Belichick already has made his move.
"We know that college athletics is changing, and those changes require new and innovative thinking," North Carolina Athletic Director Bubba Cunningham said in a statement. "Bill Belichick is a football legend, and hiring him to lead our program represents a new approach that will ensure Carolina football can evolve, compete and win -- today and in the future. At Carolina, we believe in providing championship opportunities and the best experience possible for our student-athletes, and Coach Belichick shares that commitment. We are excited to welcome him to Chapel Hill."
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NFL to consider face-mask calls, illegal hits subject to instant replay
The change will be put up for consideration by the league's competition committee and NFL team owners this offseason.
By Mark Maske | 2024-12-12

Officials missed a face-mask violation by the Rams' Byron Young on Vikings quarterback Sam Darnold during an Oct. 24 game at SoFi Stadium. (Harry How/Getty Images)


IRVING, Texas -- The NFL will consider making face-mask violations, illegal hits and other additional penalties subject to instant replay review, a top official said Wednesday.
Troy Vincent, the NFL's executive vice president of football operations, said during an owners meeting at a Dallas-area resort that face-mask infractions, illegal hits on players deemed to be in defenseless positions, taunting, tripping, fair catches, illegal batting of the ball, illegal double-team blocks and illegal formations on kickoffs could be added to the list of situations in which replay can be used to quickly assist the on-field officials.
"All of those are areas that could fall [into] that bucket of replay-assist," Vincent said at a news conference during a break in the meeting.
The measure is likely to be considered by the competition committee in the offseason and put before the owners for consideration in March.
The NFL has used the replay-assist system to aid the officials with certain calls without going to a full and lengthier instant replay review based on the coaches' challenge system. The league gave replay officials an increased role this season in assisting the on-field officials with certain objective aspects of penalties for roughing the passer, intentional grounding and late hits out of bounds.
The committee has been particularly wary of making subjective calls by the officials subject to replay review since the NFL's failed one-year experiment during the 2019 season with making pass interference calls and non-calls reviewable by replay. The league abandoned that rule ahead of the 2020 season.
Vincent acknowledged that will be an issue for the owners to consider on this measure.
"The membership has to really decide on what they want that standard to be," he said. "And that is: Do you want some of those things that are either subjective or objective -- do you want to include those? ... That appetite will have to come from the membership. I think the [competition] committee will discuss where we as a unit feel like we can assist."
There have been some high-profile missed face-mask infractions this season. The officials failed to make a face-mask call against Los Angeles Rams pass rusher Byron Young on a play involving Minnesota Vikings quarterback Sam Darnold that sealed the Rams' triumph during an Oct. 24 game in Inglewood, California. A face-mask violation by the Dallas Cowboys on Cincinnati Bengals quarterback Joe Burrow went uncalled during the Bengals' victory Monday night in Arlington, Texas.
"When you think about the positions of where the officials are, things are happening so fast," Vincent said. "Sometimes the face mask may be the same color as the [defender's] glove. And there's a lot happening. Concern? Yes, because that's a big miss. It's a big foul. And that's why we would like to consider putting that forward for the membership to consider putting that foul category that we can see ... on the field to help. Because there is frustration. And we believe that is one category that we could get right."
Vincent said there also could be offseason consideration given to making all low blocks illegal.
"The low block below the knee needs to be removed from the game," Vincent said. "You look at high school. You look at college. The low block -- every block should be above the knee but below the neck. All the work that we've done for the head and neck area, all the things that we've taken out of the game -- this is the right time for us to remove the low block out of the game."
Vincent and Commissioner Roger Goodell said they believe the league's new kickoff format is working well and shows great promise. Jeff Miller, the league's executive vice president of communications, public affairs and policy, said injuries are down on kickoffs as well as overall. But Vincent said the league might reexamine the onside kick in the offseason, noting that the low rate of recoveries by kicking teams has made it a dead and ceremonial play.
Goodell said the league is studying a possible 18-game regular season, ahead of formal negotiations with the NFL Players Association about that future possibility.
"We are doing analysis, I would say," Goodell said. "But we are not formalizing any plans at this point."
The NFL will not end its entertainment and social justice partnership with Roc Nation based on the sexual assault allegations made against Shawn Carter, the superstar rapper and businessman known professionally as Jay-Z.
"We're aware of the civil allegations and Jay-Z's really strong response to that," Goodell said. "And we know obviously litigation is happening now. From our standpoint, our relationship is not changing with them, including our preparations for the next Super Bowl."
Carter was accused of sexually assaulting a 13-year-old girl alongside hip-hop mogul Sean "Diddy" Combs, according to an amended lawsuit refiled Sunday. In a lengthy response Sunday night on his entertainment company Roc Nation's social media channels, Carter called the allegations "heinous" and "idiotic" and accused attorney Anthony Buzbee, who represents the plaintiff, of attempting to blackmail him.
The NFL's partnership struck in 2019 made Roc Nation a producer of the Super Bowl halftime show.
"They're getting incredibly comfortable with not just the Super Bowl but other events that they've advised us on, helped us with," Goodell said. "It's been helpful in the social justice area to us on many occasions. They've been great partners. They have provided a lot of value for us."
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An NFL great with a tragic past gets another chance at the Hall of Fame
Jim Tyrer's credentials were always stellar. His children hope Hall of Fame voters now understand the role of CTE in his murder of their mother and his suicide.
By Cindy  Boren | 2024-12-12

Jim Tyrer is shown on a commemorative ticket. (Luke Sharrett for The Washington Post)


The possibility that former Kansas City Chiefs offensive lineman Jim Tyrer might be enshrined in the Pro Football Hall of Fame has been one that his four children have clung to for decades. Their hopes are simple: that his prowess on the football field was formidable enough and that increasing knowledge about CTE could help voters better understand the way in which he and his wife died.
Last week, Tyrer, a member of the AFL's all-decade team of the 1960s and three AFL championship teams as well as Kansas City's Super Bowl IV championship squad over his 14-year career, moved closer to induction when the Hall's senior committee announced he was among the contributor, coach and senior finalists for the Class of 2025. Tyrer has been considered by voters for nearly 50 years since his initial eligibility, but his death by suicide Sept. 15, 1980 -- moments after he fatally shot his wife, Martha -- made support for him too much for most voters to consider.
"Obviously my dad's very controversial and there are certain guys that are just not going to vote for him no matter what. So I think we're all still kind of guarded," Brad Tyrer, the second-oldest of the Tyrers' four children, told The Washington Post this week. "We're very hopeful, and we're excited."
A number of factors now favor Tyrer, who retired in 1974. Besides accolades, there is greater awareness of the toll that chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE) can take on football players. Tyrer, who stood 6-foot-6 and weighed around 300 pounds, had a huge head that caused teammates to jokingly refer to him as "The Pumpkin." Teammates "would joke that Martha would hire his head out to kids on Halloween," tackle Dave Hill told The Post in 1980. Helmets back then lacked the padding and sophistication of today's models, and Tyrer often used his head as a weapon while fearlessly playing in 180 consecutive games and 194 overall.
Although he was never diagnosed with CTE and his autopsy noted "no intrinsic abnormalities" were identified in his brain, "the more we learned and the more we know, I certainly am comforted by what I truly think happened to him," his daughter Stefanie, a pediatric nurse, told The Post two years ago. Brad, a high school football player at the time of his parents' deaths, recalled "a lot of talk about my dad's head aching ... but the thought was that it was due to a tight helmet, not head trauma."
Doug Paone, a doctor who saw Tyrer and Martha days before the murder-suicide, recently told the Kansas City Star that Tyrer "would be the poster child for CTE." He recalled Martha taking him aside and saying, "There's something wrong with him." She added, he said, that Tyrer "doesn't act the same. Doesn't seem to think the same. He's not the same person that I used to know. And he's forgetful. He has momentary lapses of memory. He has headaches all the time."
With two of the couple's four kids now in their 60s, "it's time" for Tyrer to be in the Hall of Fame, according to Kevin Patrick Allen, a filmmaker who has grown close to the family and created an emotional documentary about their lives. The 44 years since their parents' deaths have been emotional for them, but now there's also a sense of resolve, with Allen saying one committee member was "labeling this a landmark case." Former players with acknowledged CTE have been enshrined, such as the late Junior Seau in 2015.
Tyrer's case carries the added complexity of his wife's death. One voter who is supportive of Tyrer told Brad that three voters were "pretty outspoken about not giving the thumbs up to my dad on this round, so we'll see." There remains, Brad said he was told, "a lot of selling to do" to committee members.
Tyrer is one step from inclusion in the Hall along with Ralph Hay (as a contributor), Mike Holmgren (as a coach) and seniors Maxie Baughan and Sterling Sharpe. The final hurdle is approval from at least 80 percent of the members of the full selection committee at their annual meeting during Super Bowl LIX week in New Orleans. Each member of the selection committee is allowed to vote for only three of the five finalists, and a maximum of three finalists can be elected. If none receives 80 percent approval, then the individual who receives the most support would be elected in the Class of 2025.
"Now, if he doesn't get in this year, we know he's definitely in the discussion and there's going to be some big discussion hopefully about why he didn't he get in because if it really is about on-the-field performance and he is that head and shoulders above these other finalists, why didn't he get in?" Brad Tyrer said. "Then it has to be for another reason, and now we can really get into whether that is really what this is all about."
Brad noted that one voter put together a point system for players' career stats and "my dad was just so far ahead of the number two guy, it was obvious where he should be. Knowing that was very comforting."
Two years ago, Rick Gosselin, a longtime member of the Hall's senior committee and a former NFL and general columnist at the Dallas Morning News, described Tyrer in an email as "the most qualified candidate in the senior pool. There are hundreds of players in that pool, and Tyrer is the only one that was a six-time, first team all-pro. If you are the best at what you do for six NFL seasons, you are a worthy Hall of Fame candidate. Beyond worthy, in fact."
Tyrer is in Ohio State's Hall of Fame as well as that of the Chiefs, and he is featured in a Pro Football Hall of Fame display of members of the AFL's all-time team. Enshrinement in Canton, Ohio, would, to his children, be an acknowledgment, if not recognition, for Martha. They know players' wives bear a heavy burden and play an underappreciated role. And if his father isn't enshrined?
"If he doesn't get there -- our life is going to go on, you know?" Brad Tyrer said. "Hopefully there will at least be discussion and people will realize what he did that night was because of CTE and he wasn't a bad guy. At least, there is respect put to his name again. I mean, there was always respect -- there was no question about that -- but once again, he's being spoken of respectfully. I would think that would mean something. It means something to me. And it isn't because I'm one of his kids that people should speak respectfully of him. He was a great player. I shouldn't have to sell them on him."
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Sports TV and radio listings for D.C. region
Channels and times for today's games.
By Washington Post staff | 2024-12-12
NFL
8:15 p.m. Los Angeles Rams at San Francisco >>> Prime Video
NHL
7 p.m. Washington at Columbus >>> Monumental Sports Network, WJFK (106.7 FM)
NBA
7:30 p.m. Detroit at Boston >>> NBA TV
MEN'S COLLEGE BASKETBALL
7 p.m. Bethune-Cookman at Virginia >>> ACC Network, WSBN (630 AM)
7 p.m. North Carolina A&T at Virginia Tech >>> ESPN Plus, WTEM (980 AM)
7:30 p.m. Iowa State at Iowa >>> Fox Sports 1
WOMEN'S COLLEGE BASKETBALL
7 p.m. Connecticut at Notre Dame >>> ESPN
GOLF
5 a.m. DP World Tour: Alfred Dunhill Championship, first round >>> Golf Channel
SOCCER
12:45 p.m. UEFA Europa League: Braga at Roma >>> CBS Sports Network
3 p.m. UEFA Europa League: Lazio at Ajax >>> CBS Sports Network
NCAA WOMEN'S VOLLEYBALL TOURNAMENT -- REGION SEMIFINALS
1 p.m. Kentucky vs. Missouri >>> ESPN2
3:30 p.m. Oregon at Pittsburgh >>> ESPN2
7 p.m. Stanford vs. Florida >>> ESPN2
9:30 p.m. Purdue at Louisville >>> ESPN2
MEN'S COLLEGE HOCKEY
8 p.m. Capital Hockey Classic: Army vs. Penn State >>> Monumental Sports Network 2
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Short on bullpen arms, Nationals pick up a reliever in Rule 5 draft 
Right-handed pitcher Evan Reifert showed swing-and-miss potential in the Tampa Bay Rays' organization. 
By Andrew Golden | 2024-12-12

Manager Dave Martinez and GM Mike Rizzo, shown last spring, have a new piece for the Nationals' bullpen. (Saul Martinez/for The Washington Post )


DALLAS -- The Washington Nationals selected right-hander Evan Reifert with the fifth pick of the Rule 5 draft Wednesday. Reifert, 25, had the best season of his career in 2024, pitching to a 1.96 ERA in 35 relief appearances for the Tampa Bay Rays' Class AA affiliate. He gives Washington another young arm in what is set to be an inexperienced bullpen.
"Just pure joy and excitement from just hearing my name getting called," Reifert said. "It's just been a surge of emotions kind of coming over me. Super excited for my opportunity here with the Nationals."
The Nationals also added right-hander Hyun-il Choi in the first round of the minor league phase of the Rule 5 draft. Choi spent five seasons in the Los Angeles Dodgers' organization, which signed him out of South Korea in 2018.
Washington lost left-handed reliever Matt Cronin, who was selected by the Seattle Mariners in the minor league phase. Cronin was placed on the Nationals' 40-man roster in 2022 but never played for the major league club, in part because a back injury cost him most of the 2023 season.
Because Reifert was selected in the Rule 5 draft, the Nationals have to keep him on their active roster for all of 2025 or risk losing him. If he stays the entire season, the Nationals would have a pitcher with three minor league options and five more years of team control.
This is the third consecutive offseason in which the Nationals made a selection in the Rule 5 draft. In 2022, they took pitcher Thaddeus Ward with the first pick. In 2023, they landed middle infielder Nasim Nunez with the fifth pick. Both lasted through their respective seasons, though Ward was placed on waivers by the Nationals this offseason and claimed by the Baltimore Orioles. Nunez gives the Nationals infield depth heading into next season.
The 6-foot-4, 190-pound Reifert throws a fastball and a slider -- the latter is his go-to swing-and-miss pitch and what most intrigued the Nationals. Per nine innings last season, he struck out 14.2 hitters and walked just 3.5.
"We had good scouting reports on him, good analytical reports on him and good performance at Double-A," Nationals General Manager Mike Rizzo said. "He's got two plus pitches, one extreme swing-and-miss pitch with his slider. ... We're going to give him every opportunity to make the team and stick on the team and impact the bullpen."
The makeup of the Nationals' bullpen is unclear after they declined to offer a contract to closer Kyle Finnegan. Seemingly the only locks for Opening Day are Derek Law, Robert Garcia and Jose A. Ferrer, all of whom pitched in late-inning situations last season. The rest of the bullpen -- including Reifert -- will have something to prove at spring training.
"Just another piece that we can hopefully use," Manager Dave Martinez said of Reifert. "We're excited to have him. He's going to get an opportunity to pitch a lot in spring training, and hopefully he can stick with us."
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Eagles' A.J. Brown, Jalen Hurts say they're 'good' amid talk of tension
Brown and Hurts cleared the air Wednesday after the wide receiver had called out 11-2 Philadelphia's passing offense following Sunday's win over the Panthers.
By Des Bieler | 2024-12-12

"He damn sure wants the ball," Jalen Hurts, right, said of A.J. Brown, "and he wants to make an impact in the game. And I respect that." (Ryan Sun/AP)


With speculation swirling in Philadelphia about tension between Eagles wide receiver A.J. Brown and quarterback Jalen Hurts, both players spent portions of their media sessions Wednesday dispelling any notions of ill will.
"Me and Jalen are good," Brown told reporters assembled at his locker.
Questions had emerged in the wake of comments made Sunday by Brown and fellow wide receiver DeVonta Smith that suggested they weren't completely pleased with the Eagles' ninth straight win, a 22-16 victory over the Carolina Panthers. Brown had just 43 yards on four catches in the game while Smith had a touchdown but only 37 yards on four catches as Hurts threw for a season-low 108 yards.
It was the third straight game Hurts failed to reach 180 passing yards; Philadelphia's offense has leaned more this season on a rushing attack featuring a red-hot Saquon Barkley. After the Eagles were outgained by the three-win Panthers and came perilously close to losing, Brown was asked where his team's offense might improve.
"Passing," the sixth-year receiver replied. "What we did today is not [good enough]. It won't help us."
Brown added that there was "not too much conversation" during the game between him and Hurts about some missed connections. Smith said the issue with the Eagles' passing attack was "being on the same page."
The comments from Brown and Smith contributed to what reports from the postgame locker room described as a "sullen" atmosphere, but it might have blown over if not for a radio appearance the next day by the Eagles' Brandon Graham. The defensive end, in his 15th season with the team, indicated that Brown needed to be "accountable" for his "complaining."
"I don't know the whole story, but I know that [Hurts] is trying. [Brown] could be a little better with how he responds to things. They were friends before this, but things have changed," Graham said in his weekly segment on WIP. "And I understand that, because life happens, but it's the business side [where] we have to make sure we don't let the personal get in the way of the business."
Graham suggesting an erosion in the long-standing friendship between Hurts and Brown hardly went unnoticed by Eagles fans. With a local furor quickly developing, Monday wasn't over before he saw fit to backtrack on his remarks.
"I made a mistake, and I assumed that it was something that it wasn't," Graham, who has been sidelined since late November with a triceps injury, told ESPN. "... I didn't add to it in a good light, so that's my bad. I just assumed, and it made me out to look even worse because I had it all wrong, and now people are going to run with that part."
Brown and Hurts addressed the defensive end's initial comments Wednesday, with the wide receiver telling reporters an "emotional" Graham "misspoke," even though it was "from the heart."
"In the end," Hurts said at a regularly scheduled news conference, "BG knows he spoke out of place."
Asked right away about his relationship with Brown, the quarterback replied, "We're good, we're good."
"He knows I have a lot of love for him, just like I've got a lot of love for all these guys," Hurts said. "Ultimately, he's a guy that's a competitor. He wants to win."
It remains to be seen whether Brown, a three-time Pro Bowl selection who exceeded 1,400 receiving yards in each of his first two seasons with the Eagles, gets the squeaky-wheel treatment in upcoming games. Offensive coordinator Kellen Moore provided a hint Tuesday by telling reporters he would "focus more on trying to find different ways to increase the likelihood of the ball going to [Brown]."
Brown and Smith could figure significantly in Philadelphia's game plan this week, when the Eagles take on a Pittsburgh Steelers defense that has been much stingier against the run than the pass. The last time Brown went up against the Steelers, midway through the 2022 season, he had 156 yards and three touchdowns.
For now, the Eagles appeared intent on tamping down any talk of internal strife.
"We are moving on," offensive tackle Jordan Mailata said. "It is the Pittsburgh Steelers this week, not the A.J. Brown and Jalen show."
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Shai Gilgeous-Alexander can do it all -- even become the NBA MVP
The Oklahoma City Thunder star continues to raise his game, and a dominant performance in the in-season tournament is the latest evidence of his ascendance.
By Ben Golliver | 2024-12-12

Shai Gilgeous-Alexander has emerged as an NBA MVP candidate by guiding the Oklahoma City Thunder to the top of the Western Conference standings despite an injury to center Chet Holmgren. (Nate Billings/AP)


There was nothing left for Klay Thompson to do but punch the air.
Oklahoma City Thunder star Shai Gilgeous-Alexander, fearless and elusive and eerily calm, is a maddening player to cover. Thompson had stayed with him on a drive through the paint and raised his hands to challenge a shot when he pump-faked near the baseline. When Gilgeous-Alexander spun back to the middle of the court, the Dallas Mavericks forward was waiting to contest again. And when Gilgeous-Alexander spun back to the baseline, Thompson recovered to swipe at the ball and get a hand up. None of it mattered: Gilgeous-Alexander faded away and swished a jumper as a helpless Thompson stewed.
That was the MVP-caliber ending to another MVP-caliber performance by Gilgeous-Alexander, who outdueled Luka Doncic on Tuesday by posting 39 points, eight rebounds and five assists to lead the Thunder to a 118-104 victory over the visiting Mavericks. Oklahoma City advanced to Saturday's NBA Cup semifinals in Las Vegas.
"You see who you really are when you play the top of the top," Gilgeous-Alexander said. "For me, that's where I want to be at the end of the day. I want to come out of the West and win an NBA championship. [The Mavericks] did it, so we have to go through them. It's a good measure to see where we are."
With more than a quarter of the 2024-25 season in the books, Gilgeous-Alexander should sit at "the top of the top" of the MVP conversation. While Denver Nuggets center Nikola Jokic has been the NBA's best and most productive player, a deserving MVP must boast good health and great statistics while driving wins, establishing a clear identity for his team and leading through good times and bad. No player has checked all those boxes better than Gilgeous-Alexander, a 26-year-old Canadian guard who finished second to Jokic in last season's race.
Gilgeous-Alexander (30.2 points, 5.4 rebounds and 6.3 assists per game) ranks fourth in scoring, first in win shares and third in player efficiency rating, and he has guided the Thunder (19-5) to the NBA's best point differential and the Western Conference's best record. Despite having the league's third-youngest roster and managing injuries to centers Chet Holmgren and Isaiah Hartenstein, Oklahoma City ranks eighth in offensive efficiency and first in defensive efficiency. The Thunder has churned out wins because Gilgeous-Alexander, its only established all-star, has refined his scoring craft and pulled his weight within a ruthless defensive scheme.
There's a pleasing generational medley to Gilgeous-Alexander's offense: He launches midrange jumpers as if it's still the 1990s, thrives in isolation like a 2000s throwback, uses every trick in the book to earn free throws like high-usage stars of the 2010s and leads an attack that generates enough three-pointers to keep pace in the 2020s. While he is still ironing out his perimeter shot, he has stretched defenses further by launching a career-high 6.3 three-point attempts and has hit several off-the-dribble daggers to close out wins.
Oklahoma City's offense functions so well, though, because Gilgeous-Alexander doesn't hog the ball. Jalen Williams, his well-rounded sidekick, deserves all-star consideration. Before Holmgren suffered a hip injury in mid-November, he was a two-way force who finished lobs, popped for jumpers and worked from the mid-post. The energetic Hartenstein has fit in seamlessly as a pick-and-roll partner since returning from a hand injury last month, and the Thunder's deep wing rotation bombs away without worrying that Gilgeous-Alexander will meet misses with dirty looks.
The real magic happens on the defensive end, where the Thunder makes good offenses look pedestrian and bad offenses look collegiate. Oklahoma City held Doncic to 16 points on 5-for-15 shooting, trapping and blitzing the Slovenian guard into six turnovers.

The Oklahoma City Thunder's aggressive defense ranks No. 1, and it frustrated Dallas Mavericks star Luka Doncic on Tuesday. (Nate Billings/AP)


The Thunder doesn't always sell out to stop opposing stars, but it has forced the most turnovers in the league by a wide margin thanks to well-timed swarming and unselfish rotations. Oklahoma City's 103.4 defensive rating is on track to be the stingiest mark of the past five NBA seasons.
"We've been pressuring with great intensity all season," Thunder Coach Mark Daigneault said Tuesday, dismissing the notion his team had ramped up its effort to avenge its loss to Dallas in last season's playoffs. "We tested it against a great offensive team [in Dallas] that was playing as well as anybody coming into the game. We had great intensity, but then also great discipline. We've been playing like this all season. If we're not playing like this, it's a surprise."
Gilgeous-Alexander's long arms and quick hands have placed him eighth leaguewide in steals, and his willingness to do the dirty work has cultivated an environment in which the Thunder remains competitive every night regardless of whether its own three-pointers are falling. Oklahoma City has lost just one game by more than six points -- a 127-116 loss to the Golden State Warriors on the night Holmgren injured his hip on a scary fall.
Remarkably, the Thunder has won 11 of its 14 games since losing the 2022 No. 2 pick, who is expected to return this season. This story might sound familiar: Kevin Durant was named MVP when he carried the 2013-14 Thunder to 59 wins despite Russell Westbrook's extended injury absence.
Jokic's Nuggets, who are hovering near .500 with a 16th-ranked defense, and Giannis Antetokounmpo's Milwaukee Bucks, who are still digging out from a 2-8 start, simply can't match Oklahoma City when it comes to consistent intensity. While the Mavericks haven't trailed too far behind the Thunder in the standings, Doncic already has missed six games because of injury and has been working his way up to speed.
Jayson Tatum (28.2 points, 8.9 rebounds, 5.7 assists) is authoring his most impressive season to date, but the defending champion Boston Celtics surround their franchise forward with a veteran cast of current and former all-stars. Take away Tatum, and the Celtics would still be in the mix for home-court advantage in the shallow Eastern Conference. Remove Gilgeous-Alexander from the Holmgren-less Thunder, and the remaining youngsters would be battling for a spot in the Western Conference's play-in tournament.
The NBA Cup will provide much-needed visibility for Gilgeous-Alexander, who has advanced in the playoffs just once and who led Canada to the knockout round of the Paris Olympics before losing to France in a quarterfinal upset. Oklahoma City will be joined in Las Vegas by the Bucks, who topped the Orlando Magic, 114-109, earlier Tuesday. The remaining spots in Saturday's semifinals will be determined Wednesday when the New York Knicks host the Atlanta Hawks and the Houston Rockets host the Warriors.
Once the basketball world descends upon Sin City, it will get a closer look at an ascendant small-market talent who refuses to rest on his laurels.
"I have a genuine curiosity to see how good of a basketball player I can become," Gilgeous-Alexander said last month. "My decision-making could be better. My physicality defensively could be better. My focus off-ball could be better. My shot-making could be better. My deep-paint decisions could be better. I could play off the catch better without the basketball. I'm really self-critical. I'm never really satisfied with where I am, no matter what it looks like. I'm not close to what I'm going to be and I think I can be. That's a little bit exciting."

Shai Gilgeous-Alexander has blossomed into an all-star and a franchise player during his six seasons with the small-market Oklahoma City Thunder. (Joshua Gateley/Getty Images)
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Game-changer for lost luggage: Airlines tracking bags with AirTags
An iOS update will let travelers share their AirTag's location directly with airlines such as Delta and United.
By Chris Dong | 2024-12-12

(Washington Post Illustration; iStock)


When Apple introduced its location-tracking device more than three years ago, it quickly became a traveler favorite for one major reason: the ability to keep tabs on checked luggage. Now, AirTags are about to get a major update that will help fliers get reunited with their missing bags.
Apple announced a new feature Monday called "Share Item Location," providing users the ability to securely communicate an AirTag's location to third parties -- including airlines.
Once rolled out as part of an upcoming iOS update, it could alter how missing items are found, retrieved and returned to their owners at airports around the world.
To start, Apple plans to work with some 15 airlines globally, including Delta Air Lines and United Airlines in the United States. These carriers will integrate the new shared tracking technology directly into their customer service processes in the coming months. United announced that passengers will be able to share the location of an AirTag through the airline's app as of Thursday, just in time for the holiday travel rush.
For travelers who use the new feature, locating mishandled bags, a catchall industry term for lost, damaged or delayed, will look a lot different than it did in the past.
"Having an AirTag was great before, but there was no official policy for getting your bag back, even if you could show its location to an airline employee," said Stella Shon, a consumer travel expert for Upgraded Points. "The sharing functionality is a game-changing feature."
Apple's latest feature solves a major pain point for travelers with AirTags. Too often, passengers with lost bags know more than the airline does -- and can't get the carrier to take action.
Dan Adam, a 36-year-old technology professional from San Francisco, was traveling with his parents to Germany when Air Canada lost one of their two suitcases.
"I had an AirTag inside and knew that it was at the airport, but the airline wouldn't let me go behind the counter to get it," he said.
Adam had to wait until Air Canada processed the missing bag within its internal systems, a painstaking delay of more than a week.
Other travelers have gone to even more extreme measures when faced with a luggage impasse. That has included tracking a missing suitcase with some $5,000 worth of valuables to the home of an airline employee -- and intercepting a vehicle carrying a checked bag (and an AirTag) while vacationing in Italy.
"I was told by British Airways that my bag was in Venice, but I was tracking it with an AirTag in northern Italy," said May Lilley, the chief marketing officer for Under Canvas. "I got my bag back without the help of the airline, and I had to stop a DHL truck to do it."
With Apple's "Share Item Location" feature, airline employees should, in theory, be more empowered to return items to owners.
This would be a major shift, because carriers have been reluctant to adopt third-party tracking devices. German airline Lufthansa even temporarily banned AirTags in 2022 before clarifying its policy and allowing them days later.
In its announcement, Apple said the move will help recover misplaced items "easily and securely." The shared-location feature is disabled when a traveler is reunited with their item and can be stopped by the owner at any time. It's also set to automatically expire after seven days.
Some questions remain, including details on how airlines will integrate this new tech into their lost-baggage procedures.
"In the coming months, Delta Air Lines will begin accepting Find My item locations as part of our customer service for locating mishandled or delayed bags," Delta told The Washington Post. Several major U.S. carriers are missing from Apple's list, including American Airlines and Southwest.
Beyond working with individual airlines, Apple is also partnering with SITA, the company behind a baggage-tracing system used by over 500 airlines and ground handlers at 2,800 airports around the world.
Meanwhile, despite multiple luggage meltdowns that have made headlines in recent years, data from the Transportation Department has shown fewer items are getting lost overall. U.S. carriers reduced mishandled baggage by 9 percent from 2022 to 2023.
Still, that's not a reassuring stat if you have one of the roughly 270,000 bags that are lost, damaged or delayed every month.
For travelers who anxiously check for their suitcases, it's time to breathe just a bit easier. That is, as long as you have an AirTag.
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Nasdaq closes above 20,000 points for the first time
The tech-heavy index gained 1.8 percent after November's inflation report matched expectations from economists.
By Hannah Ziegler | 2024-12-11

Traders at the New York Stock Exchange in New York on Aug. 10, 2022. (Seth Wenig/AP)


The Nasdaq composite index closed at a record high Wednesday, rallying almost 350 points for its first-ever close above 20,000.
The tech-heavy index gained 1.8 percent after November's inflation report matched expectations from economists, reinforcing expectations that the Federal Reserve will cut interest rates again at its December meeting next week. The broader S&P 500 closed up 0.8 percent Wednesday, while the Dow Jones Industrial Average fell 0.2 percent.
The Nasdaq's record close put an exclamation point on a year in which Big Tech stocks, fueled by investor interest in artificial intelligence, have powered all three major indexes to remarkable gains. The Dow and S&P 500 are on track to end 2024 up 17 percent and 28 percent, respectively. But the Nasdaq has been the biggest winner from this year's tech share surge, soaring more than 33 percent since January.
The explosion of attention around artificial intelligence -- and the market's jitters over the sustainability of the AI trade -- hasn't dissuaded people from piling into tech stocks, said Jamie Cox, a managing partner for Harris Financial Group.
"You're starting to see the transition from AI as a concept to AI as a reality," Cox said. "That transition is propelling the index higher."
November's consumer price index reading, released Wednesday morning, showed a 0.3 percent rise from October and 2.7 percent increase from the same month last year. While inflation remained stubborn this fall, last month's slight uptick wasn't concerning enough to jeopardize another Fed rate cut, said Adam Turnquist, chief technical strategist for LPL Financial.
"CPI today solidified a cut next week and it keeps the rate-cutting cycle on the table," he said. "I would not be surprised to see the classic Santa Claus rally into year-end."
Big tech stocks led Wednesday's rally, with Amazon, Alphabet, Meta, Microsoft, Nvidia and Tesla all gaining more than 1 percent. Apple was the only stock in the so-called Magnificent Seven that closed lower.
The tech sector gains come after Google said it made a breakthrough in quantum computing with its new generation of chip. That news and "anything tangentially related to growth" and innovation in the semiconductor space is driving the Nasdaq's gains, said Alex McGrath, chief investment officer with Greenville, South Carolina-based NorthEnd Private Wealth.
"Semiconductors seem to be the engine that keeps the Nasdaq rolling these days," McGrath said.
Meanwhile, Tesla's one-day gain of almost 6 percent Wednesday came after its chief executive, Elon Musk, became the first person to reach $400 billion in net worth, according to Bloomberg. A key political donor and advocate for President-elect Donald Trump, Musk's fortune soared with Tesla's post-election share-price gains and crossed the $400 billion threshold after he sold insider shares of SpaceX, Bloomberg reported.
Tesla's stock is up about 67 percent since the election and about 70 percent this year. Investors have piled into the stock with hopes that the electric-vehicle maker will benefit from streamlined regulation on autonomous driving during the new Trump administration.
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Mystery drone sightings in New Jersey have residents demanding answers
Gov. Phil Murphy says they pose no known threat, but Republican Rep. Jeff Van Drew is calling for the drones to be shot down.
By Jiselle Lee | 2024-12-11

In this image taken from video, what appears to be a drone is seen above treetops in Flanders, New Jersey on Dec. 3. (@xGabbyNu/TMX via AP)


A rash of mystery drone sightings across central New Jersey is worrying residents and prompting government officials to seek action.
State and local representatives say there have been dozens of reports of large drones speeding over residents' homes, businesses and public areas, scaring the people in their communities. Federal investigators said they don't have answers yet but added they don't believe the drones pose a public threat.
New Jersey Gov. Phil Murphy (D) said Monday that the drones have been spotted near important areas, such as the Picatinny Arsenal, a military research and manufacturing facility, and over President-elect Donald Trump's golf course in Bedminster.
"I'm hoping we'll get answers sooner than later," Murphy said. He has publicly stated there is no known threat from the drones.
The FBI's Newark Field Office and the New Jersey State Police have been investigating the reports for about a month, and the Federal Aviation Administration has imposed drone flight restrictions near Bedminster and Picatinny while authorities investigate.
Drones are legal for both recreational and commercial use, as long as operators follow local and FAA regulations and hold FAA certification. Many reports show the drones are larger than those generally used for recreation.
Rep. Jeff Van Drew (R-New Jersey) said the drones pose a national threat and suggested they be shot down in a statement Wednesday.
"The time to act on this information is now before the threat escalates any further," Van Drew said. "Whether this is a foreign adversary or even just a group of drone hobbyists, we cannot allow unidentified drones to operate freely in our airspace with no consequences."
Twenty Morris County mayors penned a letter to Murphy demanding a full investigation into the drones "to determine the origin, purpose and compliance with applicable regulations."
"Despite inquiries made to relevant authorities, we have yet to receive satisfactory answers about the purpose, operators, or safety protocols governing these flights," the mayors wrote.
Sen. Cory Booker (D-New Jersey) wrote a letter to federal investigators asking the Department of Homeland Security, the FBI and the FAA to brief local government authorities about the current situation to give "New Jerseyans peace of mind about these activities."
"The State of New Jersey should issue a limited state of emergency banning all drones until the public receives an explanation regarding these multiple sightings," Republican state Sen. Jon Bramnick wrote in a statement Tuesday.
The House Homeland Security Committee discussed the flights at a joint hearing Tuesday, where Keith Jones, the deputy executive assistant of air and marine operations for U.S. Customs and Border Protection, said federal investigators haven't been able to identify the drones yet.
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Donald Trump named Time magazine's person of the year for a second time
President-elect Donald Trump has long considered Time's person of the year his holy grail. He also won the title in 2016.
By Ben Brasch | 2024-12-12

Former president Donald Trump raises his arm with blood on his face during a campaign rally July 13. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


Time magazine has named President-elect Donald Trump as 2024's person of the year.
The publication announced its selection Thursday. This is Trump's second time, after first being selected in 2016. Pop megastar Taylor Swift was 2023's person of the year.
Time's editor in chief, Sam Jacobs, wrote that it was not a difficult choice this year: "Since he began running for President in 2015, perhaps no single individual has played a larger role in changing the course of politics and history than Trump. ... On the cusp of his second presidency, all of us -- from his most fanatical supporters to his most fervent critics -- are living in the Age of Trump."
Trump rang the opening bell of the New York Stock Exchange about two hours after the Time announcement, in an event to celebrate the honor.
NYSE chairman Jeffrey Sprecher said as he introduced Trump that markets had hit record highs since Election Day.
"Many people in this building love this man as a result," said Sprecher, who is married to Kelly Loeffler, a former Republican senator from Georgia and Trump's pick to head the Small Business Administration.
Trump, flanked by his wife, Melania Trump, and Vice President-elect JD Vance, along with several of his picks for Cabinet posts, told the crowd he appreciated being selected by Time and then focused on talking about the economy.
The president-elect promised to continue lowering taxes, secure and restore manufacturing in the United States and lower inflation.
"People can't afford their groceries, and they're going to be able to afford groceries soon," Trump told the crowd.
Time wrote that Trump was already softening his campaign promises, including the lowering of grocery prices, when it interviewed him Nov. 25.
"It's hard to bring things down once they're up," Time reported Trump saying. "You know, it's very hard."
Presidential election winners have gotten the magazine's honor in the past, but there is no guarantee. As Time explained: There have been multiple cases of presidents-elects not being chosen, from Queen Elizabeth II getting the title in 1952 instead of Dwight D. Eisenhower, to 1968, when the Apollo 8 astronauts who were becoming the first humans to orbit this planet's moon got the distinction instead of just-elected Richard M. Nixon.
Trump long considered Time's person of the year his holy grail. His visage, sometimes a melting version, had been featured on the cover numerous times. But he wanted the cover.
In 2015, Trump was angry when the magazine chose German Chancellor Angela Merkel, tweeting about the snub at the time and mentioning it at a rally.
When he was selected in 2016, Trump said on NBC's "Today" show that it was a great honor.
Trump, with six corporate bankruptcies to his name and no political experience, faced an uphill climb when he ran the first time. Things were even more complicated when he decided to try to return to the White House, as he juggled numerous criminal and civil cases between campaigning duties and explaining his record. Now he will become the first convicted criminal sworn in as president, the first twice-impeached president to return and the oldest president to take office, at age 78.
He was also a quarter-inch away from being assassinated on live television in July, only to then face another apparent attempt on his life by a gunman who didn't fire a shot.
His campaign -- centered on grievances about the economy and culture wars issues such as anti-trans sentiment and strict immigration control -- promised voters a national return to greatness. After winning the popular vote, Trump enters office with a GOP-led Senate and House eager to please.
His victory last month over Vice President Kamala Harris is his greatest resurrection in a career filled with comebacks. Harris would have been the first Black woman to serve as leader of the free world.
Harris was one of the five finalists for Time's person of the year. But Trump beat her, again.
The list goes back almost 100 years and, in Time's own telling, developed out of convenience.
New Year's week in 1928 was filled with slow news days, and nobody's face fit the magazine cover's rigid red outline, according to the magazine. Then-Publisher P.I. Prentice explained in 1945: "No one had done anything newsworthy enough to put his picture on TIME's cover, so somebody suggested we stop looking for a Man of the Week and pick a Man of the Year."
The magazine chose American aviator Charles Lindbergh, who had just flown alone across the Atlantic Ocean in 33 hours and 39 minutes.
Nearly a century later, the Time person of the year is a phenomenon that attempts to comment on the person who defined the year of 8 billion people.
Since the magazine started handing out the award, according to Time, only three U.S. presidents have not been selected: Calvin Coolidge, Herbert Hoover and Gerald Ford.
Trump joins a list of two-time winners that includes multiple U.S. presidents: Harry S. Truman in 1945 and 1948, Eisenhower in 1944 and 1959, Lyndon B. Johnson in 1964 and 1967, Nixon in 1971 and 1972, Ronald Reagan in 1980 and 1983, Bill Clinton in 1992 and 1998, George W. Bush in 2000 and 2004 and Barack Obama in 2008 and 2012. (According to Time, Franklin D. Roosevelt is the only U.S. president selected three times: 1932, 1934 and 1941.)
Other repeat winners include a pair of Soviet leaders: Joseph Stalin in 1939 and 1942 and Mikhail Gorbachev in 1987 and 1989. Deng Xiaoping, the Chinese Communist chief who led of a quarter of the world's population and reshaped China's economy, was person of the year for 1978 and 1985.
The magazine has also gone outside the realm of individuals, including "You" in 2006 ahead of the content creator explosion and "The Silence Breakers" in 2017 to honor those who came forward at the height of the #MeToo movement.
In 1982, Time honored "The Computer," and in 1988 it chose "Endangered Earth," labeling it the "Planet of the Year."
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Real estate agent brothers charged with sex trafficking: Here's what to know
Investigators allege that luxury real estate brokers Tal and Oren Alexander and their brother Alon assaulted dozens of women over more than 20 years.
By Vivian Ho | 2024-12-12

Photos of brothers Alon Alexander, Oren Alexander and Tal Alexander, who have been charged with sex trafficking, are displayed at 26 Federal Plaza in New York City. (Kent J. Edwards/Reuters) 


Two high-profile real estate brokers and their brother have been charged with sex trafficking, accused of drugging, sexually assaulting and raping dozens of women in multiple states over the course of more than decade.
Federal prosecutors alleged that twins Alon and Oren Alexander, 37, and their older brother, Tal Alexander, 38, used their wealth and connections to lure women to private locations, promising them luxury experiences and accommodations to sexually assault them.
Tal and Oren Alexander, prominent names in the luxury real estate field, brokered deals for rich and high-profile figures, and were behind one of the most expensive residential sales in United States history, according to investigators.
Here's what to know about the charges, described by a NYPD Commissioner as "some of the most heinous and dehumanizing crimes of sexual exploitation" they had come across.
The three Alexander brothers were arrested in Florida on Wednesday and each charged with one count of engaging in a sex trafficking conspiracy and one count of sex trafficking by force, fraud, or coercion, said the U.S. attorney's office of the Southern District of New York. Tal Alexander was additionally charged with a second count of sex trafficking by force, fraud, or coercion.
U.S. attorney Damian Williams wrote in a letter to the judge, where he argued the brothers should be denied bail, that the Alexander brothers used "their substantial wealth and connections to carry out and conceal their crimes for years."
The Alexander brothers followed a "playbook" of recruiting and luring women to private locations including in the Hamptons, Miami and Tulum, Mexico, sometimes paying for their travel and other times promising material benefits such as luxury accommodations or access to exclusive events or parties, Williams wrote, adding they sometimes worked with party promoters to arrange to have these women attend these parties, many times inviting their friends as well as Oren and Tal Alexander's real estate clients to stay at these properties.
During these occasions, the Alexander brothers -- "alone, together, and with others" -- would then drug and forcibly rape or sexually assault these women, Williams wrote. Some of the women told investigators that they experienced symptoms similar to being drugged after consuming a drink provided by one of the brothers, while  others told investigators that they were physically restrained, Williams added.
The brothers also targeted women they met at nightclubs, parties, or social events by drugging them or taking them to a second location before raping or sexually assaulting them "and ignoring victims' explicit demands to stop," the indictment alleged.
While the charges focus on the period from 2010 and 2021, investigators found evidence that "goes well beyond the conduct charged and shows that for more than 20 years, the Alexander Brothers have -- together and alone -- repeatedly and violently raped and sexually assaulted dozens of victims," including while they were still in high school, Williams wrote.
After several of the women filed lawsuits in New York this year accusing the Alexander brothers of rape, Alon Alexander began compiling files on each publicly identified victim -- as well as several who had not made public accusations -- as part of an apparent attempt to discredit their accusers, Williams wrote.
Alon Alexander's lawyer Isabelle Kirshner denied the charges against him, saying in an emailed statement: "My client will be entering a not guilty plea and dealing with these charges in the appropriate forum ... the courtroom."
Attorney Susan Necheles told the Associated Press that "Oren Alexander is innocent ... the evidence will show that neither he nor his brothers ever committed a crime," while Joel Denaro, a lawyer for Tal Alexander, declined to comment, AP reported.
NYPD Commissioner Jessica S. Tisch said the brothers had been charged with "some of the most heinous and dehumanizing crimes of sexual exploitation that our NYPD detectives investigate," and said the authorities would hold accountable those "who allegedly prey on vulnerable individuals in such despicable ways."
FBI Assistant Director in Charge James E. Dennehy said the investigation had only been possible "because of the bravery victims show in coming forward," while Williams urged any other victims to come forward, saying "our investigation is far from over."
David Gottlieb, one of the attorneys representing the women in the civil lawsuit, posted a statement on X: "We are glad to hear that there will finally be some measure of accountability for the Alexander brothers and justice for their many victims. We applaud all the survivors who have had the strength and courage to speak up about their unimaginable experiences after years of pain and suffering."
Tal and Oren Alexander made their name in luxury real estate, brokering deals for the rich and famous in New York, the Hamptons and Florida. The brothers claim to have a combined career portfolio of more than $50 billion.
They founded the Alexander Team division of Douglas Elliman in 2012, with their sales accounting for 3.5 percent of the firm's business, according to real estate publication the Real Deal, and listed properties for clients including Lindsay Lohan, Kim Kardashian, and Kanye West, the Associated Press reported.
In 2019, they brokered the sale of a $238 million Manhattan condo -- a sale which, at the time, was the most expensive residential sale in United States history, Justice department officials said. In 2022, the brothers left to launch their own brokerage firm, the Official.
Alon Alexander, meanwhile, was "an executive of a private security firm owner and operated by his family," the indictment said.
Justice department officials have argued that the brothers' "ample financial resources" and access to private jets mean they present a flight risk and should be denied bail.
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DOJ moves to prevent child sex abuse by school police after Post investigation   
New Justice Department guidelines call for training and policies to protect students from predatory school cops following a Post investigation. 
By Jenn Abelson, Jessica Contrera | 2024-12-12

A Richland County Sheriff's Department vehicle in front of Spring Valley High School in Columbia, S.C. One of the deputies assigned to the school kept his job for years, despite repeated complaints of sexual misconduct with students. (Madeline Gray for The Washington Post) 


The Justice Department issued new guidelines Thursday on preventing school police from sexually abusing students, a first-of-its-kind effort to create safeguards around cops with immense access to children.
The directives urge law enforcement agencies to train school police on appropriate boundaries with kids, ensure there are "multiple ways" for students to report troubling behavior and fully investigate complaints of sexual assault and misconduct by officers.
In unveiling the new standards for the nation's roughly 20,000 school police officers, the Justice Department called on officials to set up robust policies for "preventing officer-perpetrated sexual assault and holding officers who commit these offenses accountable."
The agency began drafting the new guidance in September, after a Washington Post investigation revealed that predatory school police officers have used their positions to meet, groom and exploit students, while the Justice Department and many law enforcement agencies and school systems have failed to take basic steps to prevent sexual misconduct and root out abusive cops.
The Post identified more than 200 elementary, middle and high school police officers who were charged with crimes involving child sexual abuse from 2005 through 2022. Dozens of these cops were accused of violating children on school grounds, including in their offices. In some cases, concerns about their behavior were downplayed because school police, unlike the educators they work alongside, rarely have rules about being alone with students, privately messaging them or visiting them outside of school.
Justice Department officials declined to comment on the new guidelines but shared a copy with The Post before publicly releasing them.
The new standards to prevent sexual misconduct were added to a larger set of best practices for school police from the Office of Community Oriented Policing Services, which has directed more than $930 million into school police programs since 1999.
State and local law enforcement agencies largely have control over setting standards and creating policies, meaning the adoption and enforcement of these guidelines may vary widely. But departments that receive federal funding for their school police programs are required to send officers to training conducted by the National Association of School Resource Officers (NASRO).
NASRO's executive director, Mo Canady, said the organization will revise its training program next year to incorporate the new federal guidance.
The group does not address sexual misconduct in its "Best Practices" guide -- an oversight, Canady said, that the organization would work to fix. He told The Post that he expects to build on the federal guidelines to ensure that all school police, often called school resource officers, or SROs, who complete NASRO's 40-hour training will have no doubt about appropriate boundaries with kids.
The new federal standards recommend that school police "take extra precautions to avoid any appearance of impropriety." The Justice Department advises schools and law enforcement agencies to develop clear policies and procedures around "interpersonal contacts" -- but does not go so far as to prohibit school police from touching students, being alone with kids in their offices or sending minors private messages.
"I do want to be more explicit, in writing," Canady said of his plans for NASRO's training. "Do not share your phone number with a student. Don't be texting students. Don't take a student into your office and close the door and be alone with them."
The Justice Department has posting the new standards on its website and is sending them to about 250 agencies across the country that currently receive federal funding for school police programs. As the presence of these cops has grown in response to school shootings and campus violence, so too has the debate about their roles in policing and punishing students. As a result, school police have been encouraged to serve not as disciplinarians, but as trusted mentors to kids, especially those who may be struggling.
But that tremendous access and authority, The Post found, came with few guardrails. Until its new recommendations were published, the Justice Department had previously issued no guidance to sheriffs and police chiefs on how to prevent sexual misconduct by school police. Such policies are common in education, sports and other youth-focused fields, but have not existed for law enforcement.
Law enforcement agencies that receive federal funding are also required to have written agreements with the school districts they work with. These arrangements are often complicated, and, The Post found, can be exploited by predatory officers.
School cops are typically assigned and supervised by their departments, rather than principals. Administrators, who may be the first to learn of inappropriate behavior, often have no authority to investigate or discipline officers on their campuses, even when their districts help fund those positions.
While the Justice Department is recommending that police departments handle sexual misconduct complaints against school police with "robust internal affairs processes with separate administrative and criminal investigations," it does not specifically instruct law enforcement agencies to share allegations with school officials.
John McDonald, who became one of the nation's leading school security experts after the 1999 Columbine High School massacre, now oversees school safety for the Missouri School Boards' Association. He said transparency is needed from law enforcement agencies about potential misconduct by officers so that schools can help address issues early.

John McDonald at a 2019 security team meeting in the Colorado school district that includes Columbine High School, as he prepared for the 20th anniversary of the massacre there. He now oversees school safety for the Missouri School Boards' Association. (Chet Strange for The Washington Post) 


"It's our responsibility to protect those kids, and part of that protection is having the information," McDonald said. "If you don't know the problem, you can't fix anything."
McDonald said that, because of The Post's reporting, Missouri will soon start training school safety personnel, including resource officers, on appropriate boundaries with kids.
"Everybody ought to be doing this. There is no room for anything less," he said. "That has to mean we are willing to have the uncomfortable conversations about what we do and don't do."
Principals and other administrators also typically have little control over how officers working alongside them are trained. The Post found that the majority of states allow school resource officers to begin working on campuses before they complete specialized training. More than a third of states have no SRO training requirements at all.
In South Carolina, Richland County Sheriff Leon Lott placed a former college basketball star at an elementary school in 2007 before he'd even graduated from the police academy. Records show it took nearly two years for that deputy, Jamel Bradley, to get any specialized school resource officer training.
By 2018, Bradley had been the subject of at least five complaints in his nine years at Spring Valley High School in Columbia, the state capital. Parents, fellow deputies, an administrator and a coach had all raised concerns that the school resource officer was acting inappropriately with teenage girls.
Even while its school policing program was being monitored by federal authorities, Richland County officials dismissed or failed to thoroughly investigate complaints of sexual misconduct against Bradley, according to The Post's investigation. After Bradley was accused of sexually assaulting a 15-year-old girl in his office in the middle of the day in 2018, the deputy was allowed to remain a school resource officer. He eventually pleaded guilty to sexually abusing two other students.
Bradley declined to comment before a September sentencing hearing where he was given probation. His attorney blamed The Post's investigation for the judge's decision to require the former school resource officer to register as a sex offender.
The sheriff and school officials declined to comment on The Post's findings. But after Bradley pleaded guilty, the sheriff released a statement, saying, "I apologize to the victims, their families, and our community and I will do everything in my power to ensure this never happens again."

Jamel Bradley, a former Richland County sheriff's deputy, pleaded guilty in September to sexually abusing two South Carolina high school students. (Madeline Gray for The Washington Post) 


In Bradley's case and others across the country, the inappropriate behavior of officers was witnessed by law enforcement colleagues. The Justice Department's new guidelines urge agencies to make sure their culture "encourages and empowers officers to actively intervene when needed to prevent colleagues from committing unprofessional, unethical, or criminal conduct."
The Post examined what happened in Richland County as part of an ongoing investigation that identified at least 1,800 state and local law enforcement officers who were charged with crimes involving child sexual abuse from 2005 through 2022. Police and court documents show that abusive officers frequently spent months befriending and grooming kids, most often targeting teenage girls. Predatory cops regularly met their victims through their jobs, including during community events, criminal investigations, ride-alongs and programs such as DARE and Police Explorers.
Every officer, not just those who are assigned to schools, needs specific training and policies on how they should interact with minors, said Lisa Thurau, executive director of Strategies for Youth, a national organization that works with state and local law enforcement agencies to improve police encounters with kids.
The Post's series, Abused by the Badge, prompted Strategies for Youth to address sexual misconduct in its model regulations for law enforcement agencies, Thurau said. The organization now advises departments to prohibit officers from asking about a child's sexual practices, genitals, anatomy and medical history, and engaging in any sexual harassment, overtures or actions with juveniles.
Such clear policies, Thurau said, would make it easier for kids and community members, as well as officers' colleagues and supervisors, to recognize and intervene when boundaries are crossed, before inappropriate behavior escalates.
"If it's not made explicit, if the written rules and situations aren't trained on, it would appear some officers don't even understand that they are starting to do something over the line," Thurau said. "Until you have leaders saying, 'This is unacceptable, nonnegotiable, you will be on my list for firing and you will be sent to court' -- until you have that, you are going to continue to see this behavior."
Data reporting and analysis by John D. Harden in collaboration with Bowling Green State University's Henry A. Wallace Police Crime Database. Hayden Godfrey also contributed to this story.
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Man exonerated of one murder pleads guilty to another
Seven years after being exonerated of a 1990 killing, Shaurn Thomas appeared again before a judge to face murder charges. This time, he pleaded guilty.
By Daniel Wu | 2024-12-12

Shaurn Thomas, center, poses for a photo with attorneys James Figorski and Marissa Bluestine of the Pennsylvania Innocence Project after leaving the Frackville Correctional Institution on Tuesday, May 23, 2017, in Frackville, Pa. (Steven M. Falk/AP)


In 2017, Shaurn Thomas was exonerated of a murder in Philadelphia he insisted for decades that he didn't commit. He settled soon after with the city for $4 million and an apology for spending 24 years in prison. A fresh start beckoned.
Last week, Thomas appeared again before a Philadelphia judge, accused of another murder. This time, he pleaded guilty.
Thomas, 50, was convicted of shooting and killing an associate, Akeem Edwards, in January 2023 over what a co-conspirator testified was a $1,200 drug debt, according to court documents obtained by The Washington Post.
Thomas's exoneration seven years ago was a triumph for the Pennsylvania Innocence Project, which works to overturn wrongful convictions statewide. Its attorneys were part of the team that overturned his 1994 conviction and life sentence after arguing that prosecutors botched the case by ignoring witnesses who could provide an alibi for the then-16-year-old Thomas.
Now he faces lockup again -- a turnaround that Thomas's attorneys said was brought about in part by the trauma of being falsely imprisoned for over two decades that left him ill-prepared to adjust to life on the outside.
Edwards's family told The Philadelphia Inquirer, which first reported on Thomas's conviction, that they believed justice had been served.
Pennsylvania Innocence Project interim executive director Maddy deLone declined to comment on Thomas's plea and said the case had no connection to the one her colleagues worked on. The group says on its website that it has exonerated 21 people, and secured parole for others who the group is still seeking to exonerate.
"The important work of supporting innocent people wrongly convicted of crimes is an essential part of our collective work towards a better and more just society, and we remain committed to that goal," deLone said.
Thomas was a teenager in November 1990 when 78-year-old businessman Domingo Martinez was gunned down in a downtown Philadelphia street robbery, The Post previously reported. Two years after the killing, a man named John Stallworth confessed to being involved in the crime and named a group of other perpetrators, including Thomas.
Thomas had an alibi -- he was with his mother at the city's Youth Study Center after being arrested the previous night for trying to steal a motorcycle, he said -- but investigators ignored it. Stallworth took a plea deal to testify against Thomas and in 1994 he was convicted of murdering Martinez and sentenced to life in prison.
Behind bars, Thomas maintained his innocence. He sent a letter in 2009 to the newly formed Pennsylvania Innocence Project, whose attorneys verified his alibi and poked further holes in Stallworth's testimony, which clashed with witness accounts of the robbery.
"At every level, Shaurn was failed," the Innocence Project's legal director at the time, Marissa Bluestine, previously told The Post. "By his lawyers, by the prosecutors, by the courts."
Thomas had his conviction vacated in May 2017. He ate his first meal outside of prison, a seafood combo at Red Lobster. And when Philadelphia settled a lawsuit over his false imprisonment for $4.15 million in 2020, he appeared to be optimistic about a fresh start.
"I'm just, like, amazed that stuff like this happened, and that it happened to me," Thomas told the Inquirer at the time. "I'm not bitter toward nobody. I don't hate nobody. This is just life, and this is the hand I was dealt."
Just three years later, prosecutors accused Thomas of another killing.
Ketra Veasy, who Thomas had been dating, testified that Thomas asked a friend of Veasy's, Akeem Edwards, to sell cocaine for him, according to court documents. Thomas gave Edwards cocaine and requested $1,200 for the drugs, which Edwards never paid, Veasy said.
On Jan. 3, 2023, Thomas and Veasy were driving and saw Edwards. Thomas exited the car. Veasy heard gunshots, and Thomas returned, said, "He's hit," and told her to drive, Veasy said, according to the Inquirer.
Thomas was charged in May of that year. He pleaded guilty last week to third-degree murder, conspiracy, witness intimidation and several gun charges, according to court documents. He is scheduled to be sentenced in February.
Edwards's sister, Tyeisha Marshall, told The Inquirer that her family wished for a long sentence.
"There's not enough time for them to possibly give him," Marshall said.
Michael Wiseman and Catherine Trama, attorneys for Thomas, said that during sentencing they would stress the lasting impacts of Thomas's wrongful conviction and time spent in prison.
"These decades of trauma, atop the trauma that he experienced in childhood, left him ill-prepared to adjust to life after incarceration," Wiseman and Trama said in a statement. "This context ... [is] an important backdrop to Shaurn's actions."
DeLone, the interim executive director of the Pennsylvania Innocence Project, acknowledged the challenges clients face reentering society after long periods of incarceration and said the organization provides reentry services. She said that while some of the organization's other clients have had subsequent encounters with law enforcement, they have been for low-level offenses.
"Overall, our clients have had successful reentry journeys," deLone said. "They have started families, maintained employment, including, for example, starting their own trucking companies and nonprofits, and some serve on our board of directors."
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An LGBTQ group fought to march in its city's Christmas parade -- and won
A federal judge ruled in favor of Prattville Pride, a group that had been banned from the city's annual Christmas parade after it received online threats.
By Praveena Somasundaram | 2024-12-12

A federal judge ruled in favor of Prattville Pride after the city banned it from participating in the annual Christmas parade. ( Wesleigh John)


As soon as their application to participate in the city's annual Christmas parade was accepted, the members of Prattville Pride began drawing up designs for their float.
The theme was "Stars Fell on Prattville," and Prattville Pride, a nonprofit dedicated to the Alabama city's LGBTQ+ community, prepared a float adorned with colorful streamers and a large, PVC-pipe star covered in rainbow tissue paper.
But the day before the parade, Prattville Mayor Bill Gillespie banned the group, citing "serious safety concerns" after people online had threatened to heckle and throw eggs at the float.
The group swiftly sued the city and Gillespie, accusing them of violating its rights to free speech and equal protection under the law. On Thursday night, Prattville Pride served the lawsuit, filed in federal court, to Gillespie at the city's annual Christmas tree lighting ceremony. The next day, with hours left until the parade's start, a U.S. judge for the Middle District of Alabama ruled that the city had to allow Prattville Pride to participate and provide at least two law enforcement officers to escort the group's float.
Caryl Lawson, vice president of Prattville Pride, who was a plaintiff in the lawsuit, called the ruling "incredibly rewarding." The threats only strengthened the group's resolve to participate in the parade, she said.
"We need to protect our right to show up, so that we can show them who we are and show that we are an organization that exists to serve our community and not harm," Lawson said.
Gillespie did not respond to a request for comment from The Washington Post on Wednesday.
LGBTQ events, from Pride parades to drag performances, in recent years have become the targets of protests, online attacks and threats of violence from right-wing groups in the United States. At the same time, conservative lawmakers have pushed for legislation restricting the rights of LGBTQ people.
But in Prattville ahead of the parade, Prattville Pride received "vague online threats," Friday's ruling said.
The group submitted an application for its float to be in the Christmas parade in September. It would mark the group's first appearance in the annual spectacle in Prattville, a city about 80 miles south of Birmingham.
Since hosting its first event in 2023, Prattville Pride has received both online and in-person threats from local anti-LGBTQ+ groups and individual residents, Lawson said. Still, the online threats ahead of the parade seemed more intense than even those they'd received before throwing the city's first Pride event in June.
Lawson said she felt the rise in intensity might have been a product of Prattville Pride joining others at a time-honored, city tradition.
"We're fine as long as we were hidden away in a separate location," she said. "But when we want to participate with our community, it spurs them into action and trying to stop us from existing in public."
The threats started in November, as the group began promoting their acceptance to the parade online. Some people said they would throw eggs, rocks and water at the float; others threatened to slash its tires, according to the Friday ruling.
Despite the threats, to be represented in the parade felt important to Prattville Pride, Lawson said. Members continued putting together the float, while sending screenshots of some of the online threats to local police.
But last week, the threats became harder to ignore.
In a Dec. 3 city council meeting, some members of the public "voiced vehement opposition" to Prattville Pride's participation, according to the ruling. At the same meeting, the document adds, an attorney for the council warned against barring the group from the parade, saying that it would violate both state and federal law.
Two days later, the mayor banned them anyway.
"The City will not put the rights of parade participants ahead of the safety of its citizens," Gillespie wrote in his statement announcing the ban, according to the lawsuit.
He added that the decision had been made with "careful thought and consideration," according to the lawsuit.
Serving the lawsuit at the tree lighting after filing it Thursday wasn't meant to disrupt the ceremony, Lawson said. It just happened to be where the mayor was, and they were on the clock to try and get a judgment ahead of the parade the next day. Gillespie took the papers and added them to a stack he already held, Lawson recalled.
On Friday, as they waited on a ruling, Prattville Pride members were still putting the final touches on the float, hopeful that they would be allowed back in, Lawson said.
The ruling authored by U.S. District Judge R. Austin Huffaker, Jr., who was nominated by then-President Donald Trump in 2019, came down about three hours before the parade began.
The city removed Prattville Pride from the parade based on its belief that certain members of the public who oppose Prattville Pride, and what it stands for, "would react in a disruptive way," according to Huffaker. "But discrimination based on a message's content 'cannot be tolerated under the First Amendment,'" he added.
Later that night, about 30 people crowded on and around Prattville Pride's float. As they made their way through the three mile-route, Lawson said she saw some paradegoers cry and cheer as the float passed. The Christmas lights draped on the float glistened against the night.
It was joyous, as Lawson hoped it would be.
"It was just a big rainbow star with lights twinkling and rainbow colors," she said. "It was nothing to be upset about."
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Missing Hawaii woman Hannah Kobayashi found safe, family says
The 30-year-old photographer disappeared in November and later was declared a "voluntary" missing person after she was recorded entering Mexico with luggage.
By Andrew Jeong | 2024-12-12

A flier with information on Hannah Kobayashi, who was missing but found safe, according to her family, is displayed Nov. 21 in Los Angeles. (Damian Dovarganes/AP)


Hannah Kobayashi, the 30-year-old Hawaii woman whose disappearance in Los Angeles last month attracted national attention, has been  found safe, her family said in a statement posted on social media by their attorney.
The lawyer, Sara Azari, did not elaborate on the details of how and where Kobayashi was found and couldn't be immediately reached for comment. But Kobayashi was seen in video surveillance footage entering Mexico with luggage, alone and on foot, the Los Angeles Police Department said this month.
The LAPD didn't immediately respond to requests for comment. But the LAPD previously said Kobayashi was classified as a voluntary missing person after learning of her travel to Mexico.
Kobayashi first arrived in Los Angeles on Nov. 8 en route to New York for what her aunt said was a trip for a paid photography assignment. She missed her connecting flight and was seen in video footage and still images across the city until Nov. 11. She was recorded on surveillance footage retrieving her luggage at Los Angeles International Airport on Nov. 11.
She then traveled with her bag to Los Angeles Union Station, where she used her passport to buy a bus ticket to a destination close to the U.S.-Mexico border -- San Ysidro, California. After arriving Nov. 12, she crossed the border into Mexico, the LAPD said.
In some of her communications with family and friends, Kobayashi sent bizarre text messages that were out of character, according to her family.
Her father, Ryan Kobayashi, was found dead in late November after spending 13 days in Los Angeles looking for his daughter. The Los Angeles County Medical Examiner ruled his death a suicide.
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Kayaker accused of faking his own death arrested and in custody in U.S.
Ryan Borgwardt is accused of staging a kayaking accident so he could abandon his family and start a new life.
By Jonathan Edwards | 2024-12-12

Ryan Borgwardt appears in a Green Lake County, Wisconsin, courtroom Wednesday. (Morry Gash/AP)


The husband and father of three accused of staging a kayaking accident to fake his death, abandon his family and start a new life has returned to the United States and been arrested after sheriff's investigators turned his alleged gambit into a guilt trip.
Ryan Borgwardt, 45, was charged Wednesday with obstructing an officer, a misdemeanor punishable by up to nine months in jail and a $10,000 fine, a day after he turned himself in to the Green County Sheriff's Office in Wisconsin and was arrested, according to authorities and court records. During Borgwardt's court appearance Wednesday, Green Lake County Circuit Court Judge Mark Slate entered a not guilty plea for Borgwardt and gave him a personal recognizance bond in exchange for Borgwardt's promise to return for future court appearances.
Borgwardt did not immediately respond Wednesday to requests for comment from The Washington Post.

Ryan Borgwardt, a kayaker from Wisconsin who is accused of staging his own death and abandoning his family, is still alive and communicating with authorities.


Borgwardt's arrest is the most recent twist in a bizarre saga that started in August when he didn't return from a Sunday kayaking trip to Green Lake, which spans some 7,600 acres and reaches 220-foot depth in some spots. His disappearance sparked a search that turned up his kayak, vehicle and driver's license, but despite weeks of looking, rescuers didn't recover his body. Instead, investigators determined he had faked his death, announcing their findings Nov. 8 at a news conference.
At the same time, sheriff's investigations emailed Borgwardt a message that included a photo of a woman he'd gone to meet, one with whom he'd been secretly communicating for months. His "heart hit the floor ... and knew that he made a mistake," according to a criminal complaint filed Wednesday.
Borgwardt started communicating with the investigators, a back-and-forth that would continue for more than a month and during which he would tell them about his plans and how they had all unraveled, according to the complaint.
Borgwardt told investigators he had spent months planning, the complaint states. In January, he allegedly took out a $375,000 life insurance policy. He also allegedly researched how to disappear, stage a death and make money in other countries.
"Everything hinged on me dying in the lake," Borgwardt told investigators, according to the complaint. The "whole idea was to sell the death."
Around Aug. 8, with the stage set, Borgwardt checked the weather forecast, noting Sunday looked promising, which would allow him to more easily carry out the part of his plan that required him to travel long distances by bicycle, the complaint states.
On Aug. 11, he attended church with his family and then returned home to prepare, loading up an e-bicycle he had bought a few weeks earlier and stashed in his shop, according to the complaint. Worried about surveillance cameras, he allegedly pulled his trailer to the building so they wouldn't capture footage of the secret bike.
After buying a hat and backpack at Walmart and visiting a friend's house, Borgwardt arrived at Green Lake about 10 p.m., the complaint states. He allegedly dodged security checks; stashed the e-bike, helmet and backpack in some trees; and then kayaked into the lake.
Borgwardt eventually went to what he thought was the deepest part of the lake, tossed his phone into the water, blew up an inflatable raft and then transferred to that vessel before flipping over his kayak to make it look like it had capsized in an accident, the complaint alleges. For good measure, he also tossed his fishing pole and tackle box, which had his wallet and keys in it, the complaint states.
After making it to shore, Borgwardt hopped on his e-bike and pedaled through the night, using back roads to travel the roughly 70 miles to Madison, swapping out the bike's battery for a spare he had in reserve, according to the complaint. During his alleged trip, he noted when the clock hit 5 a.m., the time his wife normally woke up.
"He was worried because now things were in motion and there was no going back," the complaint states.
Once in the Madison area, Borgwardt allegedly ditched the e-bike, some clothes and the inflatable raft at a park, then walked to a Greyhound stop where he caught a bus that took him through Chicago and Detroit before heading to the Canadian border. There, Canadian authorities separated him from the rest of the passengers because, while he produced a passport, he had no driver's license, the complaint states. Despite their suspicions, they ultimately let him into the country, according to the complaint.
As planned, Borgwardt arrived at the Toronto airport, where he used a Western Union card to buy an Air France ticket and flew to Paris, the complaint states. While in flight, he allegedly fired up his computer to check if there was any news back home.
"He did remember seeing something about the missing kayaker and believes that his plan had worked," the complaint alleges.
Upon landing in Paris, Borgwardt boarded another flight and eventually made it to the former Soviet republic of Georgia, where the woman he had been communicating with for months picked him up, the complaint states. They stayed at a hotel for a couple of days, it adds.

Ryan Borgwardt, a man accused of staging a kayaking accident to fake his death, is alive in an unknown location overseas and talking to investigators.


As the weeks passed, Borgwardt checked every couple of days for news back in Wisconsin, sometimes using a VPN to hide his location, according to the complaint. He assumed sheriff's investigators would search for his body for a couple of weeks and then give up, it states.
Then came the email from the sheriff's office that made Borgwardt's heart drop and the Nov. 8 news conference during which Podoll publicly announced that Borgwardt had staged his death because "he felt this was the right thing to do."
"He was going to just try to make things better, in his mind," the sheriff said as he pleaded with Borgwardt to contact his family.
Borgwardt eventually sent authorities a 25-second proof-of-life video in which he said, "I am safe, secure -- no problem," before panning the camera to show what he said was his apartment.
With Borgwardt out of his reach, the sheriff ended a follow-up Nov. 21 news conference vowing to keep pulling at his heartstrings to get him to return voluntarily. Podoll said that Borgwardt's wife and children still very much wanted their husband and father in their lives.
"Christmas is coming," Podoll said, his voice straining, "and what better gift could he give his kids than to be there for Christmas?"
On Wednesday, Podoll declined to talk about the conversations between investigators and Borgwardt that had happened in the nearly three weeks since his last news conference, or what ultimately compelled Borgwardt to return to the United States. But, the sheriff added, the important part is that he did return.
"We brought a dad back," Podoll said, "on his own accord."
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DraftKings preyed on man who stole from kids to fuel gambling addiction, lawsuit alleges
Wife's suit claims the sports betting company targeted a man with incentives as he wagered more than he earned, using her credit cards and children's savings.
By Jiselle Lee, Ben Brasch | 2024-12-11

The family of a man who gambled away nearly $1 million is suing DraftKings over what it says was an enticement for him to spend more money after he had lost hundreds of thousands of dollars. (Charles Krupa/AP)


A family alleges in a new lawsuit that DraftKings targeted a man with bonuses and gifts, pushing him to deposit $15 million, including nearly $1 million from his wife and children's savings.
Lisa D'Alessandro alleges in a lawsuit filed Thursday in the Superior Court of New Jersey that gambling companies knew her husband had an addiction and preyed on him with incentives. Experts say her case is not likely to succeed because the industry is moving faster than lawmakers.
"The laws in any state regarding mobile sport betting and how it's supposed to be done are so fuzzy and they change so quickly," said Tim Fong, an addiction psychiatrist and co-director of UCLA Gambling Studies Program.
D'Alessandro filed the lawsuit on behalf of herself and her two children, who are not named in the lawsuit because they are minors. The lawsuit also does not name D'Alessandro's husband -- using only his username, Mdallo1990. The Washington Post is not naming him because he is not a defendant in the suit. He briefly acknowledged The Post's attempts to reach him, then did not respond to multiple further inquiries.
The lawsuit claims that DraftKings failed to follow its own policy and verify the father's income using his W-2 form. If the company had, according to the lawsuit, it would have seen that the man had deposited into the gambling portal 300 percent of his W-2 income in 2022 and 440 percent of his stated income in 2023. His annual income listed on his W-2 between 2021 and 2023 was $175,000, according to the lawsuit.
The family has separated from him, according to the lawsuit, but not before losing $942,232.32 in four years. He allegedly used his wife's credit card and the savings accounts of his children, which held funds almost exclusively from baptism gifts and presents from Christmases and birthdays.
By 2023, D'Alessandro's husband was depositing $64,715.62 per month into his account, according to the lawsuit.
The lawsuit names online betting company DraftKings and its bricks-and-mortar casino partners Resorts Atlantic City, DGMB Casino and DGMB Casino Holding as some of the companies responsible for D'Alessandro's husband's gambling addiction.
The suit claims the parties violated the New Jersey Consumer Fraud Act, were negligent in letting the man gamble when he clearly had a problem, and that they improperly converted funds.
A DraftKings spokesman declined to comment, and none of the defendants responded to requests for comment as of Wednesday.
D'Alessandro alleges in the lawsuit the gambling companies and their employees are trained to recognize a gambling addiction and know a problem gambler will use any and all funds to continue betting. She said her husband's ability to gamble using the companies' websites was a "wholly foreseeable consequence," and the companies actively participated in his addiction.
Fong, the addiction psychiatrist, said the companies would be most liable if they knew the man had a problem and continued to target him.
D'Alessandro's husband received several gifts and trophies through DraftKings to "congratulate" him for depositing money and gambling at levels far beyond his means, according to the lawsuit. A VIP host allegedly facilitated the man's continued depositing and gambling, including rewards in 2022 and 2023. He received limited access to a suite of high-end Apple products and options for a vacation paid for by DraftKings, along with DraftKings-branded whiskey glasses and a duffel bag.
Matthew Litt, D'Alessandro's attorney, said D'Alessandro found out about the financial loss during divorce proceedings.
"It was shock," Litt said. "They want to hold everyone responsible for this, and that doesn't necessarily mean DraftKings is 100 percent responsible, but they're definitely not zero percent responsible either."
Litt added that online gambling was legalized in New Jersey without specific regulations that prevent targeted marketing. He said his clients want to help others who are in a similar situation, but also get back their lost money.
"It's been terrible for them," he said. "They want DraftKings to to pay for the part of this for which they're responsible."
New Jersey regulates numerous responsible gaming policies and practices to protect individual losses and harm, according to the state's public safety website. For example, people must always have access to the player protection page at all times, and casinos and online betting companies cannot send gaming-related emails to a person with a suspended account.
Allison Inserro, a spokeswoman for the New Jersey Attorney General's Office, declined to comment, saying neither her agency nor the state's Division of Gaming Enforcement comment on pending litigation.
"There really is a need to be a cooperation between the operators, the regulators and the evidence for how to prevent and address gambling harms when they occur," said Jim Whelan, a University of Memphis psychology professor and head of the Tennessee Institute for Gambling Education and Research.
What online gambling does to people is a nascent field without proper funding, he said: "There's not money out there to figure this out."
Gambling addiction entered the industry-standard main guide for diagnosing mental health problems as a diagnosable addictive disorder in 2013, putting it on the same level with substance abuse.
In March, DraftKings announced it was offering free treatment and therapy in all 25 states the platform operates in for those who chose to "self-exclude," or ban themselves from gambling for a certain period of months or years.
"We want everyone on our platform to engage in responsible play and we are committed to educating consumers on the multitude of resources offered," DraftKings chief compliance officer Jennifer Aguiar said in a news release at the time. "For those who recognize signs of problem gaming and decide to utilize our tools to self-exclude, they now have access to therapy and treatment free of cost through Kindbridge Behavioral Health."
In 2018, the Supreme Court expanded legalized betting on college and professional sports, striking down a federal law that forbade states from authorizing such gambling.
Dara Cohen, a spokesperson for the American Gaming Association, said allowing states to legalize online gambling helped their organization contribute to responsible gaming initiatives.
She said it was difficult to track an illegal industry, adding that researcher didn't know who was betting or how much.
"Now, we're able to track and monitor all of that. So, sure, it did allow us to understand the market better and therefore be able to support the market accordingly with the responsible gaming efforts," Cohen said.
In this year's third quarter, sports betting revenue is up 42 percent against 2023, an AGA analysis showed.
DraftKings data on D'Alessandro's husband shows he wagered more than $500,000 on sports six out of 12 months in 2023, according to the lawsuit.
D'Alessandro asked the court for a jury to determine how much is fair for the those being sued to pay her back.
Fong, who has been a forensics expert on problem gambling cases, said it will be an uphill battle to get her money.
"If it's just gross and seedy and ugly and morally gray but it's legal, I think that's why the cases haven't gone anywhere," Fong said.
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Disney influencer dies, allegedly due to allergic reaction to food at brand event
Influencer Dominique Brown, 34, who was known for co-founding BlackGirlDisney, is remembered as a "bundle of joy" who opened doors for others.
By Marie Sanford | 2024-12-11

Dominique Brown attends the L.A. premiere of Disney's "Moana 2" on Nov. 25. (Jesse Grant/Getty Images for Disney)


Disney influencer Dominique Brown died at a brand event Thursday in an incident a friend blames on Brown contacting a food allergen.
The creator, who was 34, had 22,000 Instagram followers and was known for co-founding BlackGirlDisney, an online community of Black creators within the larger Disney influencer community.
"Dominique was such a light and a bundle of joy," said Alexis Trotter, 34, a fellow creator and member of the BlackGirlDisney community. Trotter said Brown inspired others to be authentically and unapologetically themselves. "When you were in her presence, she made you feel seen. If anything, she encouraged you to show off who you are."

Dominique Brown and Alexis Trotter at Disneyland. (Courtesy of Alexis Trotter)


The event, held at the venue Vibiana in downtown Los Angeles, was hosted by BoxLunch, a merchandise company that specializes in fandom apparel. "Our hearts go out to her family and friends, and we will do everything we can to support them and the members of the BoxLunch Collective and our team during this painful time," the company said in a statement given to Us Weekly.
"Our hearts and deepest sympathy go out to the family and loved ones of Dominique Brown during this heartbreaking time," Vibiana wrote in a statement. "As we await further, more-conclusive information about this tragic incident, we remain fully committed to our ongoing and comprehensive internal review and to collaborating closely with all parties involved to understand the circumstances surrounding this devastating loss."
The exact circumstances of Brown's death are unclear. A Change.org petition started by Marcus Medley, who said he was a close friend of Brown, alleges the event venue was not adequately prepared to serve people with severe allergies.
"Allegedly, despite informing staff of her life-threatening allergy, she was served a dish containing the allergen. Allegedly, the establishment lacked critical life-saving tools like epinephrine autoinjectors (EpiPens) and trained staff to respond effectively," the petition reads.
The petition, which had nearly 25,800 signatures as of Wednesday morning, calls for legislation requiring all establishments serving food to have an EpiPen onsite, staff training on food allergens, and ingredient transparency of all dishes sold. Medley, who attended high school and college with Brown, said he was inspired to create the petition out of frustration with what he sees as a poor industry standard when it comes to food allergies.

Dominique Brown and friend Marcus Medley at a small gathering with friends in 2009. (Courtesy of Marcus Medley)


"I started thinking about how cars have seat belts and air bags, and planes have emergency exits, and even buildings have fire extinguishers and smoke alarms," Medley told The Washington Post. "But why don't [restaurants] have EpiPens or why don't they have a more clear way of identifying every single ingredient in food?"
Brown's passing is the latest high-profile death caused by food allergens. In August, a woman died while eating at an Irish pub within the Walt Disney World Resort in Florida. Her husband filed a wrongful-death lawsuit that alleged the couple was assured multiple times that the restaurant could accommodate the woman's severe dairy and nut allergy.
Despite the Food and Drug Administration recognizing nine major food allergens, a report found that nearly half of fatal food allergen reactions were caused by food service establishments. Some states have legislation allowing public venues to stock undesignated EpiPens, but this is not specific to food-serving establishments. No states require restaurants to stock EpiPens.
"Until everyone in this country understands that food allergy is a disease of the immune system, not a diet, certainly not a preference nor a choice, tragedies like this will happen," said Sung Poblete, chief executive of Food Allergy and Research Education.
In the aftermath of Brown's death, the Disney influencer community has mourned the creator, who was known for being sweet like one of her favorite Disney characters, Winnie the Pooh.
"Forever will think of you when I see the sweet bear, just like the sweet girl you always were," Jasmin Joestar, a content creator, wrote under Brown's last Instagram post.
"Thank you for creating and holding space for all of Black Disney girls," commented Trotter, who called the BlackGirlDisney community "profound."
"Not only does she break through glass ceilings, she's extending her arm out and pulling others behind her," Trotter told The Post.
Brown's brother Patrick Ramos also commented.
"I wanted to take a moment to say thank you to her social media fam for showing her so much love and light," he wrote. "Disney did bring her joy, but it was unparalleled that she found a community who loved her and Disney as much as she did. I will miss my sister and best friend and that infectious smile she always had. Thank you, truly, from the bottom of my heart."
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Live Briefing: Blinken in Mideast to discuss Syrian transition as Hamas softens Gaza ceasefire demands
The top U.S. diplomat will meet with regional leaders to emphasize U.S. support for a Syrian-led transition to "an accountable and representative government."
By Michael Birnbaum, Niha Masih, Victoria Bisset, Claire Parker, Adam Taylor, Mohamad  El Chamaa, Abbie Cheeseman, Hazem  Balousha, Hajar Harb, Loveday Morris, Susannah George | 2024-12-12
AQABA, Jordan -- Secretary of State Antony Blinken arrived in Jordan on Thursday as part of a  Middle East trip to promote an "inclusive, Syrian-led" government transition in Damascus, during which he will meet with leaders of neighboring nations to try to get them on board, the State Department said.
Blinken previously said the U.S. government will "recognize and fully support" the new Syrian government if the transition process is inclusive and transparent.
The rebel group Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, which led the assault that toppled Bashar al-Assad's regime and was formed as an offshoot of al-Qaeda, now faces the challenges of consolidating control over a patchwork of rebel forces and demonstrating political inclusivity.
Blinken will also discuss a Gaza ceasefire agreement with leaders, State Department spokesman Matthew Miller said Wednesday. White House national security adviser Jake Sullivan also met with Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in Israel on Thursday to discuss Gaza ceasefire negotiations, Netanyahu's office said.
A former Egyptian official with knowledge of the discussions, speaking on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive diplomacy, said Hamas gave Israel a list of the names of living hostages in Gaza, in a goodwill gesture meant to pave the way to a ceasefire deal. The official said the group was willing to abandon previous demands that Israeli forces withdraw completely from the Gaza Strip.
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U.S. citizen found in Syria says he was imprisoned for months
The man, who identified himself as Travis Timmerman to reporters, said he had crossed into Syria from neighboring Lebanon on a "pilgrimage" to Damascus.
By Mohamad  El Chamaa, Abbie Cheeseman, John Hudson | 2024-12-12

Travis Timmerman, a U.S. citizen who had been detained in Syria for months, speaks with reporters in Damascus on Thursday. (Abdulaziz Ketaz/AFP/Getty Images)


BEIRUT -- An American citizen who was found in Syria on Thursday told reporters he had been detained in the country for seven months.
The man, who identified himself as Travis Pete Timmerman to NBC News reporters in Damascus, said he had crossed into Syria from neighboring Lebanon on a "pilgrimage" to the Syrian capital. After being spotted by a border guard, he was taken to a Damascus prison, he said.
His presence in Syria was not widely known previously.
The Missouri native said he was freed after the Assad regime fell Sunday. After wandering the city for a few days, he was taken in by locals, who posted a video on social media saying they had found an American journalist.
Timmerman's mother Stacey Gardiner told The Washington Post she was overjoyed and crying "happy tears."
"I want him home for Christmas so bad," she said in a phone interview.
She said she had not spoken to her son in seven months.
Gardiner had not been notified by authorities how her son would return. When asked about Zimmerman, Secretary of State Antony Blinken told reporters Thursday that "we're working to bring him home, to bring him out of Syria and to bring him home, but for privacy reasons, I can't share any more detail than that at this point."
Some on social media initially mistook Timmerman for Austin Tice, the American reporter who has been missing since his abduction in Syria 12 years ago.
In June, Timmerman's mother notified authorities that he had gone missing and that she last heard from him when he called her from Hungary. A missing persons bulletin was then put out by the Missouri State Highway Patrol, listing his name as Pete Timmerman.
In September, his friends and family shared in a Facebook post the news that he had gone missing on June 2. They said he had last been seen at the International Baptist Church in Budapest the previous week.
Before Timmerman left for Europe, he told his mother that he wanted to go somewhere without internet and write a book about churches and religion, Gardiner said.
Timmerman was raised in the First Baptist Church, Gardiner said, and went to service twice a week. She presumed her son's travels to Syria were for the book he was writing, she said, but she had become increasingly worried he was injured or worse.
"I was scared he got hurt and needed me," she said. "He shouldn't have been there in the first place."
Syria's new interim government announced in a statement on the social media platform X that Timmerman was "released and secured, and the search for the American citizen Austin Tice is ongoing." Its statement, the first public acknowledgment of Tice by Syria's new acting leaders, vowed to would work with the United States to secure the release of all Americans detained by the Assad regime.
Hudson reported from Washington. Michael Birnbaum in Amman, Jordan, and Aaron Schaffer in Washington contributed to this report.
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Assad's fall humiliated Putin and could dent his global ambitions 
Assad's fall nine years after Russia saved his regime is a stunning blow to Putin's goal of forging Russia into a world power to compete with the United States.
By Robyn Dixon, Mary Ilyushina, Catherine Belton | 2024-12-12

Russian President Vladimir Putin, left, embraces Syrian President Bashar Assad in the Black Sea resort of Sochi, Russia, in November 2017. (Mikhail Klimentyev, Kremlin Pool/AP, File) 


Russia is scrambling to save face after its humiliating loss of its client, dictator Bashar al-Assad, and the Kremlin has conceded preserving its crucial Syrian military bases will take time and delicate negotiations with groups it was calling "terrorists" just days ago.
In 2015, Russian President Putin made saving the Assad regime his personal project, intervening with a massive show of airpower to prevent his defeat by insurgents. Assad's fall nine years later was a stunning blow to the main goal in Putin's long rule -- forging Russia into a great world power competing globally with the United States.
"The entire system of Russian presence in the Middle East, which was built over the past 10 years and in which very significant resources were invested, has in an instant turned into something from a political era that has faded into oblivion," mourned Mikhail Rostovsky, writing in the pro-Kremlin newspaper Moskovsky Komsomolets. "This is a hurtful, unfortunate, even painful fact that cannot be denied or understated."
The regime's swift collapse this week stunned the Kremlin, starkly demonstrating the limits of Russian global power, even as Putin is waging what he calls an existential fight against NATO in Ukraine.
"Apparently these events have surprised the entire world. We are not an exception," admitted Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov on Monday.
Russian military bloggers bitterly attacked Assad for the loss of Syria, but Russian analysts argued that it was Putin's preoccupation with the war in Ukraine that resulted in the loss of focus on his Syria project.
Ruslan Suleymanov, research fellow at the Baku-based Institute for Development and Diplomacy, said Putin was determined to prove that Moscow never abandoned its allies, yet Assad's fall sent the opposite message. The Russian leader, it seemed, "lost interest" in Syria after the Ukraine invasion.
"This is certainly a huge blow to Putin's image in the eyes of other leaders in the Middle East and Africa," he said. "Putin has shown everyone that he is no longer able to support his allies. He just doesn't care. He no longer has many stable resources. He is busy doing something completely different."
Russia's recent failure to recognize the fragility of Assad's military was also a new low in a series of disastrous intelligence failures that have discredited Russian intelligence agencies.
These included Russia's failure to predict that Ukraine would strongly resist Russia's 2022 invasion, or that Wagner mercenary leader Yevgeniy Prigozhin would stage a rebellion in 2023. It was unprepared when Islamic State terrorists attacked a concert venue on Moscow's outskirts in March, even though the United States had shared intelligence warning of the attack and location. Nor did it foresee Ukraine's August incursion in the Kursk region of southern Russia.
While it is too soon to write off Russia's chances of clawing back its regional influence, for now Moscow's urgent concern is the long-term future of two crucial military bases, the Tartus naval facility and Hmeimim air base -- Moscow's prized military foothold on NATO's southern flank.
Russia secured agreement from the main rebel group, Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), not to attack the bases or Russian diplomats, Tass reported on Sunday quoting a Kremlin official. But Peskov admitted Monday that the long-term future of the bases was in question, saying that it would take time before Russia could "have a serious conversation with those in authority."
As of Tuesday, Russian ships had left Tartus and were loitering around five miles from the port, according to satellite images. Russian planes are still present at the Hmeimim air base, and Russian forces are present in Syria, although their numbers and locations are not clear. Dara Massicot, senior fellow at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, wrote on X that it would take hundreds of sorties of heavy aircraft to evacuate its forces and equipment.

A satellite image shows the empty Russian Naval Base in Tartus, Syria on Tuesday. (Maxar Technologies/Reuters) 


The bases, which have allowed Russia to project its military power in the eastern Mediterranean, have also served as a key logistics hub for Russia's operations in Africa -- another element of Putin's ambition to expand Moscow's global footprint, challenging U.S. influence on that continent.
"Putin will undoubtedly want to avoid the loss of Hmeimim and Tartus, but with the way things are going, I'd be very surprised if an HTS-led transitional body would be willing to allow Russian military bases to remain on Syrian soil," said Charles Lister of the Middle Eastern Institute in written answers to questions from The Post. "Negotiating safe exits is one thing, but allowing the troops and aircraft that have bombed civilians for nearly a decade seems a step too far."
That would require HTS leaders overlooking Russia's nine years of violence against Syria's population, and its role in prolonging the brutal rule of a president who jailed and killed thousands of people.
Russia, on its own count, had launched more than 100,000 bomb attacks in Syria by August 2021, and Russian military officials characterized the war as a kind of testing ground to showcase their military weapons and technology, to maximize weapons sales.
By June 2023, Russian attacks had killed 6,969 civilians, including 2,055 children, 1,094 women and 70 medical personnel at schools, markets and medical facilities, according to the Syrian Network for Human Rights.
While HTS had previously condemned Russian airstrikes in its breakaway province of Idlib, the group has said nothing publicly about Moscow's military presence in the country since taking control of Damascus.
The day before rebels toppled Assad's regime, Russian Foreign Minister, Sergei Lavrov warned that it was "inadmissible" for HTS "terrorists" to take power. The same day, Russian news agency Tass reported that Russian and Syrian planes had bombed rebels in Homs province, "killing dozens of terrorists."
Russia abruptly stopped calling HTS terrorists as of Sunday, after Assad's fall. Lister said that like other players, Russia would have to deal with HTS.
Russia poured in billions of dollars to preserve Assad, creating a frozen conflict in Syria through the Astana format, a peace process involving Russia, Iran and Turkey that excluded the United States. Ultimately it proved untenable.
Assad's collapse revealed the limits of Russian military power, said Ruslan Pukhov, director of the Moscow-based think tank, Center for Analysis of Strategies and Technologies, writing in Kommersant newspaper.
Moscow never defeated Assad's enemies "and this was a fundamental strategic failure, which was already clear years ago." He warned that Russia could repeat the mistake of staying too long with no clear victory, in Ukraine.

An image of Bashar al Assad was broken and left in the ruins of the prison. After the end of Bashar al Assad rule all inmates were freed from the infamous Sednaya prison in Damascus, Syria. Family members are looking for the many people who disappeared in the security machine of the former regime. (Lorenzo Tugnoli for The Washington Post)


The Syria project was so dear to Putin that Russia failed to recognize that Syria's hollowed out army, pervasive corruption, state brutality and dire social situation had undermined Assad and his regime.
Russia, wrote Pukov, "has increasingly focused on maintaining the rotten and ineffective status quo there for the sake of the status quo, essentially protecting the decaying and delegitimized Assad regime without any prospects, and at the same time unable to influence the growing dynamics of other forces and players."
A prominent military blogger and former Russian pilot in Syria with the handle Fighterbomber wrote on Telegram that he and others got wartime experience in Syria that equipped them to fight against Ukraine, although "too many" died there.
"Then, we were welcome and needed there. Today, no one there needs us. We need Syria today, but it doesn't need us," he wrote on Telegram, adding that, "we are losing the Middle East."
Russia could not prevent Assad's fall, said pro-Kremlin analyst Sergei Markov, as his army abandoned the fight, "because it's not possible to help an army that's running. They can only help an army that's fighting."
After the Syrian army fled, a Russian soldier wandered around one of the deserted Syrian military bases, in video posted by open source analysts, musing at the hundreds of abandoned weapons and uniforms stripped off and scattered, including one belonging to a major.
"It's all very sad," he murmured mournfully. "Total incapacity, disorganization and loss of control. Very, very sad."
Francesca Ebel in London and Natalia Abbakumova in Riga, Latvia, contributed to this report.
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Power vacuum in South Korea, a key U.S. ally, raises security concerns
The political paralysis could be particularly destabilizing as South Korea prepares for a Trump White House and renewed scrutiny of the alliance, analysts say.
By Michelle Lee, Kelly Kasulis Cho | 2024-12-12

Police in Seoul use buses to block protesters calling for the impeachment of South Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol on Thursday. (AFP/Getty Images)


SEOUL -- A month ago, South Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol was brushing up on his golf skills, hoping to play a few rounds with the incoming American president and potentially get their relationship off to a good start.
After all, the United States is South Korea's closest security ally and President-elect Donald Trump has questioned why the United States is paying to defend faraway places.
Now, Yoon is fighting for his political survival, defying calls to resign and facing a second impeachment vote this weekend over his  failed attempt on Dec. 3 to impose martial law.
The resulting political paralysis in South Korea, coinciding with the transition to a U.S. president wary of defense pacts -- is raising concerns about the impact of a prolonged leadership crisis in Seoul on the alliance, which has been central to containing North Korea and constraining China's rise.
"With Trump coming to power, Korea needs a steady hand [in the presidential office] and somebody who has credibility with a president who is sometimes skeptical about U.S. Forces Korea," said Michael Green, former senior director for Asian affairs at the National Security Council under President George W. Bush.
"Yoon could have been that person, but now he's fighting for his political life ... There's a little bit of a witch's brew potentially coming," Green said.
The chances of Yoon being ousted Saturday look increasingly likely, with seven lawmakers from his party saying they will cross the aisle. Only eight need to defect for the impeachment motion to pass.

South Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol bows while delivering an address in Seoul on Thursday. (South Korean Presidential Office/AFP/Getty Images)


But there's also a growing risk he could be arrested and charged with insurrection over his decision to declare martial law and send troops into the National Assembly to try to stop lawmakers from overturning his decree. The lawmakers' vote and an eruption of public anger caused Yoon to backtrack barely six hours later.
Multiple investigations are underway, and prosecutors have said they won't hesitate to arrest him if they find sufficient evidence. A sitting South Korean president has immunity from prosecution while in office, but they can be arrested or indicted in relation to allegations of insurrection or treason.
Yoon has carried out no public duties since the morning after the decree was revoked, addressing the nation only twice -- once to briefly apologize before the first, unsuccessful impeachment vote last Saturday, and a longer and defiant explanation of his actions on Thursday.
He has been sidelined by his prime minister and party leader, who have taken over day-to-day administration of the president's duties, although legal scholars say it's not clear this is constitutional. The Defense Ministry has said the president remains the nation's commander in chief.
The result: Seoul is mired in an internal crisis. No one knows who is in charge, and for how long. This would be tricky at the best of times, but experts say it could be particularly destabilizing for the nation's diplomacy and foreign affairs as South Korea begins to reckon with the changes that might come with a Trump White House.
"We are in really, really serious trouble this month," said Choi Jong Kun, a professor at Yonsei University who served as vice foreign affairs minister under the previous president, the liberal Moon Jae-in.
"Our friends in D.C. will not be willing to talk with high-level government officials right now," Choi said. "Would you be willing to talk to someone who was part of a coup?"
This could put Seoul on weak footing with Washington and compromise its ability to swiftly respond to adjustments in foreign policy or trade -- both of which Trump has threatened as he seeks higher tariffs and repeatedly suggests that Seoul should pay high sums for the 30,00-odd U.S. troops stationed on the Korean Peninsula.
"Trump will come firing out of the gate on Jan. 21. We could see troops draw down in Korea and Germany, blanket 10 percent tariffs on allies," said Victor Cha, Korea chair at the Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington. "All countries will be seeking face time with Trump to cut their own deals, but Korea will be leaderless and the alliance will be significantly disadvantaged."
Yoon stunned the nation on Dec. 3 with the martial law declaration, taking a page out of the playbook of South Korea's strongman leaders before the nation became a democracy in 1987.

People watch a TV screen showing South Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol's televised briefing in Seoul on Dec. 3. (Ahn Young-joon/AP)


But the move also caught Washington by surprise. Secretary of State Antony Blinken expressed "deep concerns" the day after Yoon's gambit and signaled the South Korean leader had broken from expectations of the U.S.-South Korea alliance.
"The fact that President Yoon surprised Washington is problematic," said Green, adding the turmoil called into question whether Seoul was ready for contingency planning. "Dysfunction in South Korean government is risky, because North Korea may interpret it as an opportunity."
That could have been worrisome if North Korea had decided to advantage of the opportunity, Green said. In fact, North Korea responded only with rhetoric and after a week had passed.
On Wednesday, Pyongyang mocked Yoon's martial law effort as "insane" and called his government a "fascist dictatorship."
The political paralysis doesn't look to be ending any time soon.
The opposition parties that control the National Assembly will hold a second impeachment vote Saturday, as support grows within the conservative People Power Party for Yoon's ouster.
That won't be the end of it though. Failure will mean Yoon stays in office, while a successful vote will launch a months-long process in which the Constitutional Court decides whether to uphold the impeachment. If it does, an election for the next president must be held within 60 days.
Prosecutors are also weighing whether to arrest Yoon, which would make him the first sitting president to face such a fate. He would retain power and, technically, could run state business from his jail cell.
"The worst-case scenario is if Yoon is not impeached and he's arrested," said Lami Kim, a professor at the Daniel K. Inouye Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies in Honolulu.
"So then he maintains presidential powers, so he's still the commander in chief. He can move forces, and he's the diplomatic head of state," Kim said. "So who should Washington talk to? That's going to be a really damaging situation to the alliance."
But others think the machinery of South Korean government can withstand the turmoil.
"I think that people are getting a little carried away about the implications outside of Korea. I think that Korea, if anywhere, is equipped to handle this kind of political tumult," said Henry Haggard, former political counselor at the U.S. Embassy in Seoul.
South Korea is no stranger to sudden and dramatic changes in leadership, nor to political unpredictability. Corruption and abuse-of-power scandals have been mainstays in South Korean politics for a generation and have led to the downfall of many presidents.
"Korea's not managing multiple alliances. They have one alliance, and it's with us. And I'm 100-percent confident that it is sturdy and safe," Haggard said.
There's another relationship that could be affected by Yoon's political troubles.
Yoon has prioritized efforts to improve relations with Japan and hew closer to Washington. His active rapprochement with Tokyo was key to fulfilling a long-standing U.S. desire to boost cooperation between its two close allies in Asia -- a deterrent against China and North Korea.
The improved relations were a signature foreign policy achievement of the Biden administration.
With the election of Trump and of a politically weak new Japanese prime minister, Yoon was the Biden administration's biggest hope for carrying its torch.
But now, the administration's hopes may fade along with Yoon's presidency and the potential rise of a liberal successor who would be less inclined to  cooperate with Tokyo or depend too much on Washington.
The United States was relying on Yoon to the implementer of improved relations with Japan and creator of a regional alliance to counterbalance China, said Benjamin Thompson, a political science and diplomacy professor at Kyungpook National University in Daegu.
"That is going to be delayed," he said. "The Biden administration in its final days will not be able to fulfill any of those plans."
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Australia to tackle Chinese influence with Papua New Guinean rugby team
A team from the Pacific nation will join Australia's National Rugby League in a $400 million deal that deepens ties while denting China's regional security push.
By Michael E. Miller | 2024-12-12

Sylvester Namo of Papua New Guinea is tackled during a Rugby League Pacific Championships match against New Zealand in Sydney last month. (Matt King/Getty Images)


SYDNEY -- Australia and Papua New Guinea announced Thursday that a team from the Pacific island nation would join Australia's National Rugby League (NRL) in a deal that deepens economic and cultural ties between the neighboring countries while denting China's regional security aspirations.
Australia has agreed to provide Papua New Guinea with roughly $400 million to help launch a team in its capital, Port Moresby, by 2028, but the funds and franchise are contingent on sticking with Canberra for security.
China has approached Papua New Guinea with offers of security assistance, Papua New Guinean officials revealed this year, as it vies with Australia and the United States for influence in the region.
In a news conference, Papua New Guinean Prime Minister James Marape said the rugby league team would unite his developing and fractious nation, where more than 830 languages are spoken.
"You have no other nation on planet Earth who will claim that [rugby league] is their national sport except Papua New Guinea," he said. "For us, it's not just sport."
Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese said the NRL deal was part of a "growing strategic trust" between his nation and its former colony, which at their closest points are only a few miles apart.
"We're bound by a history of shared sacrifice and a common commitment to a peaceful, stable and prosperous Pacific," he said. "And we are united, of course, by a love of rugby league."
The two leaders did not directly respond to a question about Australia's ability to scrap the deal if Papua New Guinea were to strike a security agreement with China.
However, a second, parallel agreement endorsed by the Australian and Papua New Guinean cabinets says that if Papua New Guinea were to breach its promise to preserve Australia as its security partner of choice, Canberra could pull its funding and the team's license, according to an Australian government official who spoke on the condition of anonymity to protect diplomatic relations.
The NRL has 17 teams: 16 in Australia -- half in Sydney -- and one in New Zealand. But the sport is popular across the Pacific, and many teams have players from the islands. Papua New Guinea first floated the idea of joining in 2008.
The deal is the latest in a series of security-related agreements Australia has struck with Pacific island nations since China set off alarms in Canberra and Washington with its own security pact with the Solomon Islands in 2022.
Last year, Albanese's government struck a migration agreement with Tuvalu that gives Canberra veto power over the island nation's security and defense ties, essentially blocking Beijing.
This week, Australia signed a treaty with Nauru that included a similar clause in exchange for $90 million in Australian assistance. It comes less than a year after Nauru announced it was switching diplomatic recognition from Taiwan to China.
And Thursday also marked the day that Australia's bilateral security agreement with Papua New Guinea -- signed one year ago -- went into force.
The NRL and Tuvalu deals, in particular, showed that Australia had learned from its mistakes and is now using its soft power such as sports and migration ties to enhance its hard power, said Mihai Sora, a former Australian diplomat who is an analyst at the Lowy Institute, a Sydney think tank.
"Australia is making the most of its natural advantages, at the heart of which is the fact that Australia is located in the region and has these deep historical connections," he said.
"China can't provide an alternative to rugby league," added Oliver Nobetau, a Papua New Guinean government official who is a visiting fellow at the Lowy Institute. "It's a really smart play from Australia."
But the cost of the deal has raised eyebrows on both sides of the Torres Strait.
"The question that's being asked is, should a rugby team be a priority or not," Nobetau said. "And that's a question being asked domestically both in Australia, which is putting up a lot of taxpayer money for this, and also in PNG."
The issue of China -- Papua New Guinea's biggest trading partner -- is a delicate one for Marape's government, which has tried hard to "push the narrative that this isn't security related, that this is more focused on building people-to-people links," Nobetau said.
The secrecy around the second, parallel security agreement makes it hard to know how deeply Papua New Guinea is committed to partnering with Australia and allies such as the United States over China, Sora said.
One reason Australia is adamant about keeping Chinese police and military out of Papua New Guinea is because Canberra has three listening posts in the Pacific island nation with radar capable of reaching the South China Sea, said James Chin, a professor at the University of Tasmania in Australia.
But even if China's security aspirations are thwarted in Papua New Guinea, Beijing will continue to expand its soft power through the school it built there, small-business grants and scholarships to study in China, he said.
Perhaps even more important than the NRL deal, Chin said, was something else that Australia launched this week: a Pacific police academy in Brisbane that is part of a $250 million initiative to train officers across the region.
"That is a game changer because the Australians are targeting all the upcoming police commissioners," he said. "They are targeting the people at the top to be more pro-Australian or pro-Western."
In the news conference, Albanese and Marape both cited their nations' common values in what could be seen as a subtle contrast with China.
"We're both great democracies," Albanese said of Australia and Papua New Guinea. "We both share a commitment to human rights. We both share market-based economies."
He said the two leaders had discussed the NRL idea earlier this year while walking the Kokoda Track, a 60-mile trail in eastern Papua New Guinea where Australian forces -- including Papua New Guinean soldiers -- fought against Japan in World War II.
"This is a relationship which went to a new level as well in World War II," Albanese said. "I think that today is a day where people will look back in 5 years, 10 years, 20 years and see that this was a day where the relationship between our nations was cemented even further."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2024/12/12/papa-new-guinea-nrl-australia-team/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



After Assad flees to Moscow, a look at how other dictators lived in exile
Uganda's Idi Amin shocked the world with atrocities, then fled with his wives to a quiet middle-class life. The Philippines' Ferdinand Marcos lived in luxury in Hawaii.
By Rachel Pannett, Kelsey Ables | 2024-12-12
Deposed Syrian president Bashar al-Assad joins a succession of autocratic Arab leaders ousted from power since the Arab Spring uprisings in 2011. His peers in Egypt, Libya, Tunisia and Yemen were variously toppled, imprisoned, killed or exiled as he clung to power.
Assad fled Syria early Sunday and has since sought refuge in Russia, where President Vladimir Putin granted him asylum, adding the longtime despot to the list of dictators who have found sanctuary around the world, including in the United States.
For some, life in exile was luxurious, as Philippine leader Ferdinand Marcos discovered when he was overthrown in 1986 and ended up living out his final years in a private mansion near Honolulu. For others, however, their ousters portend more modest economic circumstances and criminal charges -- as international prosecutors pursue them wherever they are.
Here's how some of the world's dictators spent their days in exile.

Palestinians hold Tunisian and Palestinian flags and a portrait of deposed Tunisian president Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali during a march in  Gaza City in 2011. (Hatem Moussa/AP)


Ben Ali, Tunisia's former strongman president, fled to Saudi Arabia with his family in January 2011, a month after the Arab Spring protests began. Their exit was hurried -- and seemingly unplanned; family members crammed suitcases and handbags with U.S. dollars and gold bars and fled to France, Italy and the Persian Gulf in private jets and yachts.
Ben Ali was sentenced in absentia to 35 years in prison for economic crimes. In a 2016 statement, he admitted that his regime had committed "errors, abuses and violations." Tunisia sold his villa and hundreds of other properties, businesses, cars, motorcycles and a yacht. But that didn't fully account for the billions believed to have been siphoned into offshore bank accounts over decades. Ben Ali died in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, in September 2019.

Ugandan President Idi Amin during a visit to Damascus, Syria, in 1973. (AP)


Idi Amin, Uganda's tyrannical president, also found sanctuary in the Middle East after he was overthrown in 1979. He fled first to Libya (with his four wives, several of his 30 mistresses and about 20 of his children), where he was welcomed by Moammar Gaddafi, whose own brutal and unpredictable rule continued until he was killed amid the turmoil of the Arab Spring in 2011.
Amin later resided in Saudi Arabia, where he lived an unremarkable, middle-class life until he died in 2003, apparently still bitter about his country's rejection and without remorse for the more than 200,000 Ugandans tortured to death or executed during his reign of terror.

Prison guards escort former Chadian dictator Hissene Habre into a courtroom for his trial in Dakar, Senegal, in 2015. (Seyllou Diallo/AFP/Getty Images)


Former Chadian dictator Hissene Habre enjoyed a life of splendor for decades in Senegal. He married a second wife and kept two villas for his two families. He watched "Seinfeld." He developed a taste for thieboudienne, the national dish of fish and rice, the Associated Press reported. And he made friends in exile -- some of whom told the AP the man they knew was hard to square with the brutal dictator they had heard about. There were moments his aggressive side came through, though, such as when Habre got into a bitter feud with a neighbor over the use of his garbage can.
After coming to power in a 1982 coup, Habre led an administration that carried out torture and political killings. His regime operated a network of prisons where 40,000 people died, and he was accused of rape and of forcing women into sexual slavery for his troops. Deposed in 1990, Habre, sometimes called "Africa's Pinochet," is said to have left Chad with $11 million, but his opulent exile was no saving grace. Convicted of crimes against humanity in 2016 after a landmark trial, he was sentenced to life in prison and died after contracting covid-19 in 2021.

Former Haitian dictator Jean-Claude Duvalier, known as "Baby Doc," attends a court hearing in Port-au-Prince in 2013. (Dieu Nalio Chery/AP)


When Haitian dictator Jean-Claude Duvalier fled in 1986 -- after 15 years in power marked by plunder, torture and widespread killing -- he flew to France with truckloads of Louis Vuitton luggage and millions of dollars in Swiss banks, intending to only pass through. But after several countries said they wouldn't accept him, he settled down in a chateau outside Paris and a villa on the French Riviera, where he was known to speed around in luxury cars. He and his family spent exorbitantly -- including tens of thousands of dollars  on Givenchy clothes, the Guardian reported in 2011.
After Duvalier and his wife divorced in the early '90s, his exile took a turn. By 1994, the Associated Press reported that his "fast cars and a fast life have been replaced by a small sedan and seclusion." He eventually wound up living in a two-bedroom apartment, funded by loyal supporters. Duvalier returned to Haiti in 2011, three years before his death, and was arrested on charges of embezzlement and other crimes but continued living in a high-end hotel in Port-au-Prince.

South Korean President Syngman Rhee and his wife greet Gov. Samuel King in Hawaii in 1954. (AP)


South Korea's first president, Syngman Rhee, rose to power with the backing of the American government, but his administration was no shining example of democracy. As president from 1948 to 1960, Rhee purged the National Assembly of members who opposed him and oversaw bloody suppressions, including on Jeju Island, where more than 30,000 people are believed to have been killed during a years-long rebellion that began in April 1948.
When protests in 1960 brought about the end of his rule, Rhee took refuge in Hawaii. He lived in a tiny cottage overlooking the Pacific Ocean on Oahu, hosted by a fellow Korean who owned a landscaping business, according to the New York Times. With no income, he and his wife had a difficult time, a former director of the Korean Central Intelligence Agency told Korean media while recounting a visit with Rhee. Rhee yearned to return to Korea -- he even once injured himself trying to get out of bed and demanding to go to Seoul -- but he died in exile in 1965.

Deposed Philippines president Ferdinand Marcos reads a newspaper while in exile in Honolulu in 1988. (Yann Gamblin/Paris Match/Getty Images)


Fleeing dictators typically avoid democratic states, analysts say. But there have been exceptions when autocrats fled into the arms of a major-power ally or former colonizer. Ferdinand Marcos was persuaded by the United States to leave the Philippines and avoid a brutal crackdown on demonstrators protesting a rigged election in 1986, allowing for a peaceful transition to democratic rule.
His reward was a lavish life in Hawaii, where his wife Imelda's opulent parties dazzled locals. Marcos owned an armored Mercedes-Benz 500 SEL limousine, according to court documents relating to his estate. Washington had indulged Marcos for years to protect its military base in the Philippines -- despite allegations of human rights abuses and corruption. Imelda Marcos's expansive wardrobe alone -- left behind as they fled -- included thousands of pairs of shoes, dresses, handbags and furs. Marcos suffered from ill health and died in exile in 1989. His son, Ferdinand Marcos Jr., was elected president of the Philippines in 2022.

Protesters in Dhaka, Bangladesh, celebrate beside a defaced portrait of Sheikh Hasina after news of her resignation as prime minister in August. (Fatima Tuj Johora/AP)


Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina fled to India after violent anti-government protests this summer that left hundreds dead. The protests began with students pushing back against a quota system for government jobs but boiled over into a broad rejection of Hasina's autocratic regime.
Hasina was expected to stay in India for a short time but has now been in the country for months. As of November, she was reported to be living in a high-security area in Delhi in a bungalow that acts as a safe house, according to India Today. Hasina's arrangements have proved so diplomatically awkward for India, which fears losing regional influence to China, that French paper Le Monde called her "India's cumbersome guest."
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Data shows global conflict surged in 2024
Conflicts have doubled over five years, according to a report published by Armed Conflict Location & Event Data.
By Adam Taylor | 2024-12-12

The center of the southern city of Nabatieh was heavily bombed during the war. (Lorenzo Tugnoli for The Washington Post)


The world saw a staggering surge in conflicts over the past year. At least 233,000 people were estimated to be killed in conflicts in 2024, according to new data released Thursday by a prominent nonprofit analysis and crisis mapping project.
The data, released today by the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data (ACLED), shows in raw numbers how the level of conflicts around the world have doubled over the past five years, amid wars in Ukraine, Gaza, Myanmar and elsewhere.
Among the data for this year, ACLED found that the number of people killed in conflicts in 2024 had grown by 30 percent since the preceding year, from 179,099 deaths in 2023 to 233,597 in 2024.
The war in Ukraine was the deadliest in 2024, with 67,000 reported deaths, while 35,000 deaths were reported in the Palestinian territories of Gaza and the West Bank.
By the end of the year, the number of acts of violence recorded by ACLED is projected to reach almost 200,000, a quarter higher than last year and double what it was five years ago, with sharp increases found in Lebanon (958 percent), as Israel staged a large-scale military intervention, and Russia (349 percent), which has seen more attacks amid its ongoing invasion of Ukraine.
The violence has remarkable reach. One in 8 people worldwide were exposed to conflict in 2024, ACLED found. Those living within five kilometers or less of conflict count as exposed. Palestinians face the highest level of violence in the world, according to the data, with 81 percent of the population exposed to conflict.
The peak may still be ahead. Clionadh Raleigh, a professor of political geography and conflict at the University of Sussex and founder of ACLED, said that she expected global conflict to continue its rise, pointing to "possible violent surges" in Iran, Chad, Ecuador and Pakistan.
The world may be entering a "new normal" of conflict, said Paul Poast, a professor at the University of Chicago who tracks global violence and was not involved in drafting the ACLED report.
That would have political implications in the United States, where President-elect Donald Trump has repeatedly pledged to "stop war." Trump "claimed that he is going to solve all of these conflicts as soon as he enters office (if not before)," Poast said. "Indeed, it stood out to me that during his victory speech on election night, the first thing he mentioned was ending all of the world's conflicts."
The data over the past few years paints an unsettling picture: Few regions saw a decline in conflict, while both Europe and the Middle East saw major escalations. Research by other groups describes the same trend. This summer, a report put out by the Sydney-based Institute for Economics and Peace identified 56 active conflicts taking place at that time, which it said was the most since the end of World War II.
The founding hope of the United Nations, international peace is an increasingly distant prospect, as the trend builds over consecutive years.
High levels of conflict worldwide have multiple and complex causes, including choices made by world leaders, such as Russian President Vladimir Putin's decision to invade Ukraine in 2022. But there have also been global shifts in the way that conflicts are fought, according to the data collected by ACLED.
"In 2024, conflict became more urbanized and concentrated, and the same places and communities have been attacked several times over," Raleigh said, adding that the world had seen a 300 percent increase in the use of bombing over the past five years.
The widespread use of missiles, drones and explosives by governments has added further to the levels of conflict, Raleigh said.
Some conflicts appeared to be tied to electoral politics, according to the ACLED data, with countries that held elections seeing a more significant rise in violence. Roughly 80 countries, together holding more than half of the world's population, held national elections in 2024.
The conflict data tracks incidents of what the authors call political violence -- defined to including battles, bombings and other violent acts -- and excludes nonviolent protest. ACLED notes it also recorded more than 143,000 protests in 2024.
The ongoing breakdown in global order and rising multipolarity, a world system in which power is more widely distributed, with global bodies such as the United Nations Security Council paralyzed, has led to major powers "asserting their regional influence and undermining one another," Poast said. U.N. Secretary General Antonio Guterres described the state of affairs as a "purgatory of polarity," in an address to the General Assembly in September.
ACLED, which has operated for as a nonprofit for just over a decade, collects its data through media monitoring as well as partnerships with international and local organizations. It aims to give a big picture view of trends in armed conflict through the collection of granular, detailed data.
In the year ahead, some of the conflicts could ease -- particularly the war in Ukraine and fighting across in the Middle East. Some countries, like Madagascar, have seen a prolonged decline in political violence over recent years, according to ACLED.
But ACLED is predicting a 20 percent increase in conflict next year amid numerous regions of concern, including Colombia and Mexico, along with several areas of Africa like the Sahal and the Great Lakes region. The Middle East remains in a period of great uncertainty, while the risk of new wars involving China or Russia cannot be ruled out.
This year "might be a peak, but 2025 could still be well above the post-Cold War average," Poast said. "Notice also that the potentially biggest conflict of all, a war over Taiwan, remains a possibility and could actually become more likely."
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11-year-old girl survives 3 days at sea by clinging to tire inner tubes
The girl from Sierra Leone was the sole survivor of a shipwreck off Italy's Lampedusa island, rescuers said. Dozens of migrants likely died when their boat sank in a storm.
By Rachel Pannett | 2024-12-12

A volunteer assists an 11-year-old girl from Sierra Leone, the sole survivor of a shipwreck off Italy's Lampedusa Island. (Compass Collective/Reuters)


An 11-year-old girl survived for three days at sea after a shipwreck off the coast of Italy by clinging to a pair of tire inner tubes, rescuers said Wednesday.
The child, originally from Sierra Leone in West Africa, was in a rickety migrant boat that set off days earlier from Tunisia.
The boat sank off the coast of Lampedusa during a storm, German rescue charity Compass Collective said in a statement. As many as 45 migrants were aboard. The girl, who was wearing a life vest, was the sole survivor.
The rescue crew heard her calls in the darkness at 3:20 a.m. on Wednesday.
"It was an incredible coincidence that we heard the child's voice even though the engine was running," Matthias Wiedenlubbert, the skipper of Tromatar III, a German sailing ship that has been assisting civil sea rescuers in the Mediterranean since August 2023, said in the statement.
The crew looked for other survivors, but after a day-long storm with eight-foot waves and strong winds "it was hopeless," the skipper added.
The child had no drinking water or food with her, according to rescuers. But although she was hypothermic, she was responsive.
Lampedusa, an Italian island closer to North Africa than to mainland Italy, is often used as a staging post for migrants in search of a better life abroad.
Nicola Dell'Arciprete, head of U.N. children's agency UNICEF in Italy, said the incident was yet another tragedy on one of the world's most dangerous sea migration routes.
"While many of us are celebrating these days, our thoughts go to the girl who landed today in Lampedusa, the sole survivor of yet another shipwreck in the Mediterranean," Dell'Arciprete wrote in an X post. "Every life matters. We need safe routes, search and rescue. Protecting children is a duty."
More than 30,000 migrants have been recorded missing in the Mediterranean since 2014, according to the International Organization for Migration. Thousands of people attempt the dangerous journey each year by boat from the northern coasts of Africa and Turkey to seek asylum or migrate to Europe without the required travel documents.
Italy's far-right government has attempted to crack down on illegal migration, although its plan for migrants to be detained in Albania while their asylum claims are adjudicated has faced legal roadblocks.
Italy is the largest single entry point for asylum seekers making their way into the European Union from African shores. The hard-line plan aimed at deterring would-be migrants from making the journey is being closely watched by other European leaders.
"Even during storms, people are forced to use risky escape routes across the Mediterranean," Katja Tempel, a spokeswoman for Compass Collective, said Wednesday. "We need safe passage for refugees and an open Europe that welcomes people and gives them easy access to the asylum system. Drowning in the Mediterranean is not an option."
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South Korean president defends martial law decree, defies pressure to quit
The opposition is pressing ahead with a second attempt to impeach Yoon Suk Yeol, and there are signs some members of the president's party will support his ouster.
By Michelle Lee | 2024-12-12

South Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol on Dec. 12 defended his shock decision to declare martial law last week and vowed to "fight to the end."


SEOUL -- South Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol on Thursday angrily defended his shock decision to declare martial law last week and signaled he would not resign from office, as a second effort to impeach him gathers momentum.
"I will fight to the end," Yoon said in a prerecorded address Thursday, only the second time he has appeared since his ill-fated Dec. 3 attempt to impose martial law.
He challenged lawmakers to impeach or investigate him, saying he stands by his actions and is prepared to defend them.
Multiple investigations are already underway, and the leader of Yoon's conservative People Power Party (PPP) earlier Thursday made his clearest push yet for the president's impeachment, saying it was the only effective way to remove Yoon from power.
Support within the PPP for Yoon's ouster has grown this week, but it is still unclear whether there will be enough defections for the next impeachment motion to pass on Saturday.
Offering his clearest explanation for his decision yet, Yoon on Thursday said his declaration of martial law was a necessary act to warn opposition lawmakers, who he said were paralyzing the government for political gain.
He said he declared martial law because of his mounting frustration over the political gridlock in the National Assembly over issues including  security threats from North Korea and budget cuts affecting drug-crimes enforcement.
Yoon's address lasted for about 30 minutes -- a stark contrast to the two-minute-long apology for causing "anxiety and inconvenience" he delivered on Saturday, ahead of the first impeachment vote. It  came on the 45th anniversary of a coup orchestrated by Chun Doo-hwan, a vilified former strongman overseeing  a brutal, military-led government until he was eventually toppled by a democratic uprising in 1987.
Since last week's decree, protesters and social media posts have drawn a parallel between Chun and Yoon as the current president's actions have dredged up memories of authoritarian governments that often invoked martial law to quash political dissidents.

A protester holds a sign calling for the arrest of South Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol during a rally outside the National Assembly in Seoul on Wednesday. (Ahn Young-joon/AP)


With his Dec. 3 declaration, Yoon sent troops to the National Assembly in an unsuccessful attempt to stop lawmakers from getting into the voting chamber and overturning his decree. The lawmakers' vote and an eruption of public anger caused Yoon to backtrack barely six hours later.
He is now under multiple investigations over his actions that night, including by the police, the corruption watchdog and the National Assembly.
The head of the Corruption Investigation Office for High-ranking Officials on Wednesday said he wouldn't hesitate to have Yoon arrested if prosecutors found enough evidence to charge him with insurrection.
A special police team tried to raid Yoon's offices Wednesday but was locked in a standoff with the presidential secret service that lasted for hours and saw them leave with little.
The president has been banned from leaving the country while the investigations continue.
In his address Thursday, Yoon dismissed allegations that his actions amounted to insurrection, saying he intended to "borrow the format of a martial law" to "inform the people of the crisis of the deterioration of our nation and to protect and restore the constitutional order."
Yoon argued his martial law declaration was different from those of authoritarian leaders in the past, saying he dispatched fewer than 300 non-commissioned officers for only an hour or two, and on a weekend, when lawmakers were in town and could quickly assemble quorum to vote down his martial law decree.
"How can there possibly be a two-hour insurrection? Are you really saying that briefly deploying a small number of troops to maintain order amounts to a riot?" Yoon said.
An Army commander testified during a parliamentary hearing Tuesday that Yoon gave an order to "drag out" lawmakers from the building after declaring martial law.
Benjamin Thompson, a political science professor at Kyungpook National University in Daegu, said Yoon's political career appeared over but his exit was looking "complicated" as he was resisting his own party's exhortations to resign.
"It sounds like Yoon is going to resist that and cling to office as long as he can and maybe face impeachment charges," Thompson said. This could persuade some members of the PPP to break ranks and vote for his impeachment.
Yoon survived last Saturday's impeachment effort when PPP lawmakers boycotted the vote. Only eight need to cross the aisle and side with the opposition to achieve the 200 votes needed to pass the impeachment motion. Five PPP lawmakers so far have publicly committed to voting for impeachment.
Kelly Kasulis Cho contributed to this report.
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Syrian rebel forces dismantle symbols of al-Assad 
Rebel forces led by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham said they took control of Deir al-Zour in eastern Syria. Israel said its extensive strikes were to prevent a future attack.
By Andrew Jeong, Leo Sands, Bryan Pietsch, Sammy Westfall, Miriam Berger, Heba Farouk Mahfouz , Kelsey Baker, Liz Sly, Mohamad  El Chamaa, Susannah George, Michael Birnbaum | 2024-12-12
As the Syrian rebel coalition that ousted Bashar al-Assad, led by the Islamist group Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), further consolidates control over the country's east, rebels have continued dismantling symbols of the more than 50-year Assad family regime.
Rebels destroyed the tomb of late Syrian president Hafez al-Assad, father of the recently ousted president, by lighting it on fire in northwestern Syrian town of Qardaha, wire photos showed Wednesday.
Mohammed al-Bashir, who previously led the HTS-backed governing body in Syria's Idlib province, said he will serve as Syria's caretaker prime minister until March, with the backing of the rebel coalition. Bashir told Al Jazeera it was time for "stability and calm."
Rebel forces claimed Wednesday that they have taken control of Deir al-Zour, the largest city in Syria's east. The Washington Post could not immediately verify the claim. Rebels since Sunday have controlled the capital, Damascus, where they now seek to bring a sense of stability to rattled residents.
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After toppling Assad, can Syria's rebels rebuild a shattered state?
Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, the leading rebel force, must work to allay public fears that it will seek to replace Assadism with its own form of absolute rule.
By Loveday Morris, Abbie Cheeseman, Suzan Haidamous | 2024-12-12

Syrian militants celebrate the fall of the Assad regime in Damascus on Monday. (Lorenzo Tugnoli for The Washington Post)


DAMASCUS, Syria -- After sweeping into this capital city with ease, exposing the hollowness of the Assad regime after more than half a century of dictatorial rule, Syria's rebels now face the more daunting task of governance.
As forces from Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, the Islamist group that led the charge, advanced steadily from their home base in the north to the gates of the presidential palace, they released conciliatory messages on social media reassuring minorities they would not be persecuted and emphasizing a commitment to a Syria for all Syrians.
Now in charge of a newly hopeful but still wary nation, HTS is confronted with vexing challenges. The group will need to consolidate control over a patchwork of rebel forces and demonstrate political inclusivity, which will be key to getting relief from international sanctions. Most critically, the rebels must allay public fears that they will seek to replace Assadism with their own form of absolute rule.
For now, the group's political plan revolves around exporting its government from Idlib -- the northern province where it built up organizational power in recent years -- to Damascus. It is too soon to tell how HTS's model of local administration will translate on a national scale, as it expands its area of control from a small, conservative Sunni Muslim enclave to a vast swath of territory home to many sects and ethnicities.
Even in Damascus, the newcomers are still mostly unknown. At a store selling freshly printed Syrian revolutionary flags Wednesday, shopkeeper Fadi al-Mously couldn't name the country's new prime minister, Mohammed al-Bashir, appointed by HTS this week.
Whoever he is, "we don't want him," Mously said. "We want elections."

Mohammed al-Bashir, who has been named Syria's new prime minister, speaks in Idlib on Nov. 28. (Omar Haj Kadour/AFP/Getty Images)


Outside the Interior Ministry, the police guards were all from Idlib and wore patches with the insignia of the Islamist government there. They conferred on who was now in charge.
"Is there a minister?"
"Yes, there is a minister."
"Who is our minister?"
It was Mohammed Abdulrahman, formerly the interior minister of HTS's "Salvation Government" in Idlib, now installed as interior minister for all of Syria. His media adviser, Ahmed Badawi, confirmed he would stay in the role until elections next year.
There will be "coordination" with elements from the old regime, Badawi said. "We didn't come to take rule, the government is for all Syrians," he added.
Assad's old police forces are nowhere to be seen on the streets of Damascus, though HTS officials are trying to get some of them back. Those who defected will be given priority, Badawi said.
Within 48 hours of taking the capital, Abu Mohammed al-Jolani, HTS's self-styled commander in chief, ordered the entire public sector back to work.
As employees grappled with whether to return, there were more pronouncements: thousands of political prisoners were being released; the central bank would resume operations and deposits would be secured; amnesty would be granted to military conscripts.
"They gave all the right signals, but the first diversion from that message was the appointing of the Salvation Government prime minister to lead the transition," said Haid Haid, a Syrian columnist and consulting fellow at Chatham House, a London-based think tank. The meeting Monday between Jolani, Bashir -- his handpicked prime minister -- and Assad's former prime minister sounded more like a "takeover," Haid said, "than a discussion to create a coalition of actors to run the country."
Aleppo, which Jolani's forces captured a week before entering Damascus, offered a first glimpse of HTS governance. Services were quick to resume and, just as rapidly, billboards appeared showing the faces of Syria's new ministers, imported from Idlib, alongside messages vowing security and stability.

Women walk near the citadel in Syria's northern city of Aleppo on Wednesday. (Ozan Kose/AFP/Getty Images)


The same HTS technocrats sent to Aleppo are now in Damascus, tasked with rebuilding Syria's beleaguered state institutions. In a bid to maintain continuity, HTS has kept some old ministers in place and asked their staff to return to work.
A meeting Tuesday aimed at merging the Salvation Government with remnants of the Assad regime was "an important opportunity to exchange ideas," said Abdul Sattar Al Ali, an import from Idlib's Water Ministry. "We are working on plans to enhance efficiency and rebuild trust between citizens and the state ... but we face many challenges." Corruption and the inefficiencies of a bloated and bureaucratic public sector were chief among them, he said.
HTS is expected to name cabinet members Thursday -- a pivotal test of whether the group will follow through on its promises of pluralism.
Secretary of State Antony Blinken said Tuesday that the U.S. government will "recognize and fully support" a future Syrian government if it was the result of an inclusive and transparent transition. In a statement, Blinken called for a "Syrian-led and Syrian-owned political transition." Recognition from Washington is critical for the country, which has been crippled by years of Western sanctions.
HTS will need to show it is willing to give political representation to Syria's diverse sects and minorities, as well as to the array of rebel groups that contributed to Assad's fall. Jolani said Wednesday that he had met with military commanders and factions from southern Syria -- the first forces to reach Damascus -- and will include them in the new Defense Ministry.
While HTS seems firmly in control for now, and many Syrians appear willing to give the group a chance during the transition period, analysts say its governance in Idlib has fallen short of democratic standards.
"People have complained that they are not able to participate or shape the policies that are implemented in [HTS] areas," Haid said. "It's a top-down approach that has led in many places to protests against the group. Elections were held, but they were not viewed as legitimate."
HTS was formed as an offshoot of al-Qaeda during the early years of the Syrian civil war. Though it has sought to distance itself from its jihadist origins, extremists and foreign fighters remain among its ranks, and it is unclear whether Jolani will be able to restrain them from taking revenge on members of the old guard. The group is still under a U.S. terror designation and is likely to face deep skepticism from the incoming Trump administration.
Jolani is "delusional" if he thinks "the world and Syria's neighbors will support his HTS-dominated 'salvation government' as it imposes a transitional government on all of Syria," Joel Rayburn, who works on the president-elect's national security transition team, wrote this week on X.
A key question will be what role Jolani -- described by observers as a political opportunist and master of self-reinvention -- will play in the new government, said Aaron Zelin, a fellow at the Washington Institute for Near East Policy.
"Even though they've had this civilian technocratic-led government over the years, HTS still has had the final decision," Zelin said. Whether Jolani will insist on being the ultimate decision-maker, or agree to recede into the background, will go a long way toward determining Syria's future, he added.
For now, officials say they are focused on practicalities: distributing bread, finding fuel for buses and working to get cash flowing again.
"The vast majority of people want economic stability and security, said Karam Shaar, a political economist and nonresident senior fellow at the New Lines Institute. "The main challenge HTS will face ... is convincing people they are better off" under its rule.
Cheeseman reported from Beirut. Louisa Loveluck in Aleppo contributed to this report.
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Iran's supreme leader accuses U.S. and Israel of orchestrating Assad ouster
In his first address since the toppling of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei excoriated the United States and Israel.
By Susannah George | 2024-12-11

Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, speaks during a meeting in Tehran on Wednesday. (Office of the Iranian Supreme Leader/Reuters)


In his first address since the toppling of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, Iran's supreme leader blasted the United States and Israel, accusing them of orchestrating the overthrow of one of Tehran's key allies.
"The main plotter, the main planner, the main agent, the main command room is in the United States and in the Zionist regime," Ayatollah Ali Khamenei said Wednesday to a crowd of hundreds packed into a Tehran hall to hear his address.
His remarks, while steeped in the Islamic Republic's rhetorical tradition of condemnations of Israel and its Western allies, verged at moments into rare confluence with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's characterizations of Assad's fall. In an address earlier this week, Netanyahu said the collapse of the Assad regime was "a direct result of the blows" Israeli forces "have dealt to Hamas, Hezbollah and Iran."
In his speech Wednesday, Khamenei spoke for roughly an hour, seated in a simple chair before a pair of microphones. He held a thin stack of note cards in one hand that he occasionally referenced.
Khamenei sharply criticized Israeli military actions in Syria since Assad's fall -- a campaign of heavy airstrikes and the movement of ground forces into Syrian territory along Israel's border. He praised Iran's military and intelligence services and said Syria's army was too weakened for help from Tehran to have made a difference. And he pledged that setbacks in Syria would only strengthen the resistance against the United States and Israel.
"The more you add pressure, the more steadfast it is, the more crimes you commit, the more it is motivated," he said. The crowd chanted back: "God is great!" "Death to Israel!" "Death to America!"
Khamenei's remarks came as Iran reels not just from Assad's ouster but also from the crumbling of its "forward defense" strategy in the region, with the severe weakening of Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas in Gaza.
Israeli Defense Minister Israel Katz said in response to the remarks that Khamenei should "blame himself for taking hundreds of billions of dollars from the Iranian people and investing them in Syria, Lebanon and Gaza."
Assad's fall is a historic blow to Iran, severing supply lines to Hezbollah, the armed Lebanese group that was once the most powerful member of the "axis of resistance," a loose alliance of militias backed by Tehran. After spending billions of dollars over decades to support armed groups from Gaza to Yemen, Iran has watched as the strongest and highest-profile members of its alliance sustained heavy losses this year.
Hezbollah's leadership has been decimated by a deadly Israeli war in Lebanon that killed thousands and forced hundreds of thousands from their homes. In Gaza, more than a year of war with Israel has reduced Hamas from the territory's dominant force to a crippled insurgency.
As Khamenei concluded his remarks Wednesday, he told the crowd that a new generation of resistance would emerge from Syria's losses.
"The brave Syrian youth will rise and overcome this situation," he said, adding that, like the groups that fought against the United States in Iraq, the Syrian people would launch a similar campaign.
"It might take time, but the result is definite," he said.
Kelsey Baker contributed to this report.
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Tycoon Adani pulls request for U.S. loan to finance strategic Sri Lanka port
The withdrawal marks another low point in U.S.-India ties after the billionaire's indictment on charges related to fraud, and a blow to Washington's bid to counter China's regional clout.
By Karishma Mehrotra, Anant Gupta | 2024-12-11

The main port in Colombo, Sri Lanka, in November 2023. (Dinuka Liyanawatte/Reuters)


NEW DELHI -- Indian billionaire Gautam Adani has withdrawn his request for a U.S.-backed $553 million loan to build a terminal for a deepwater port in Sri Lanka -- the latest fallout since his indictment in the United States last month on fraud-related charges rocked U.S.-India relations.
The American financing had been touted by the Adani Group as a strong endorsement from the U.S. government, and had been seen as a focused effort by Washington and New Delhi to counter Beijing's rising influence in the Indian Ocean.
The company disclosed to Indian stock markets Tuesday that it will forgo the loan from the U.S. International Development Finance Corporation -- an agency created in 2019 during the Trump administration as an alternative to China's global Belt and Road Initiative -- and complete work on the port via internal financing.
The international terminal in Colombo, an expansion of the busiest port in South Asia and close to key international shipping routes, was crucial to matching China's clout in the strategically located island nation, after Beijing poured in investments for its own port and other infrastructure.
Michael Kugelman, director of the Wilson Center's South Asia Institute, said the blow to the United States "is more than symbolic. It is strategic in the sense that this really was an initiative that U.S. officials saw as a way to meaningfully counter China's own activities in terms of infrastructure investments in the broader region."
The loan would have been the U.S. government's largest infrastructure investment in Asia and its first funding of an Adani project.
When it was announced in November 2023, the loan was hailed by the Adani Group as a "ringing endorsement" of the company and a sign of Washington's confidence in its ability. It came as a much-needed boost after Hindenburg Research, a New York-based short-seller firm, published extensive allegations of fraud related to the company in early 2023, causing its shares to plummet.
Last month's indictments have unsettled relations between India's ruling Bharatiya Janata Party and the Biden administration, even though President Joe Biden's Asia policy has kept India as a main pillar in competing with China.
BJP leaders last week accused "the U.S. deep state" of using "false narratives" to destabilize India and its key businesses. The claim came on the heels of the U.S. Justice Department's allegation that Adani was involved in the payment of more than $250 million in bribes to Indian officials to secure business contracts.
"On Biden's watch, the once-blossoming U.S. relationship with India has been fraying due to several issues," said Brahma Chellaney, a strategic studies professor at the Center for Policy Research in New Delhi.
"In fact, the U.S. indictment of Adani is widely seen in New Delhi as indirectly targeting [Indian Prime Minister Narendra] Modi given the perceived closeness of the tycoon with the prime minister. Restoring the bilateral relationship with India -- critical to the balance of power in the Indo-Pacific -- is one of the foreign policy tasks that awaits the incoming Trump administration."

Supporters of the opposition Congress party protest in Kolkata against Gautam Adani and Prime Minister Narendra Modi after Adani's indictment in the United States. (Bikas Das/AP)


Adani's global ambitions -- which have often followed in lockstep with Modi's diplomatic ventures -- have faced several setbacks since the Justice Department charges.
In Kenya and Bangladesh, Adani Group projects have been dropped or are under investigation, while public sentiment has begun to turn against the company. French energy giant TotalEnergies paused further investments in the company.
The U.S. International Development Finance Corporation said last month that it would conduct due diligence on the group's loan request and had not disbursed any money to it yet. Sri Lankan leaders told local reporters after the indictment that the country would investigate Adani's local investments.
In India, meanwhile, speculation is rife over whether the indictment will be withdrawn under the administration of Donald Trump, though some experts say he could use it as leverage in bilateral negotiations on issues such as trade and potential tariffs.
But Adani has signaled his eagerness for a Trump administration. In a post on X congratulating Trump on his election victory, Adani promised to invest $10 billion in U.S. energy and infrastructure projects that would "create up to 15,000 jobs."
"If there is one person on Earth who stands as the embodiment of unbreakable tenacity, unshakeable grit, relentless determination and the courage to stay true to his beliefs, it is Donald Trump," Adani said in another post last month. "Fascinating to see America's democracy empower its people and uphold the nation's founding principles."
In the wake of the allegations, Asia's second-richest man has positioned himself as the victim.
"The more bold your dreams, the more the world will scrutinize you," Adani said in his first public appearance after the indictment last month. "Every attack makes us stronger."
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Afghan blast kills key minister, shocking Taliban
Khalil Haqqani was the acting minister for refugees and a key member of the notorious Haqqani network.
By Rick Noack, Haq Nawaz Khan | 2024-12-11

Afghanistan's acting minister for refugees, Khalil Haqqani, center, arrives in November 2023 to inspect a camp near the border with Pakistan. (Wakil Kohsar/AFP/Getty Images)


Senior Taliban minister Khalil Haqqani was killed in an attack Wednesday, the Taliban's chief spokesman said, marking the highest-profile government casualty since the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan three years ago.
Haqqani was the acting minister for refugees and a key member of the Haqqani network, which led a violent insurgency against the United States and its allies before the U.S. withdrawal in 2021.
He was killed in a blast at the Ministry of Refugees in Kabul, according to two government officials, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because they were not authorized to speak publicly.
While the Haqqanis have long been a dominant force within the Taliban, they had appeared to lose influence recently amid speculation about a rift between regime leader Haibatullah Akhundzada and Sirajuddin Haqqani, the acting interior minister and a nephew of Khalil Haqqani.
In a message to The Washington Post, Taliban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid blamed the Islamic State-Khorasan, the local Islamic State branch known as ISIS-K, for the attack.
The blast shocked many Taliban government members and supporters, who turned to social media Wednesday night to share their surprise and grief. The Taliban claims that its recent crackdown against ISIS-K has dismantled the group's operational capabilities, and some questioned how one or more attackers managed to breach the Taliban's security checkpoints.
Mujahid, the chief spokesman, called the killing an "irreparable loss to the Islamic Emirate," using the Taliban's official name for Afghanistan. He praised Haqqani's contributions to the Taliban, citing a U.S. reward of up to $5 million for information on him.
No group immediately claimed responsibility for Wednesday's blast, which also killed three other people and injured four, according to the government.
The Taliban faces opposition from ISIS-K, which portrays the Taliban as too moderate,  and from the National Resistance Front, an anti-Taliban movement led by former officials of the toppled U.S.-backed Afghan government. For either group, committing an attack on a high-profile target inside a heavily secured Taliban ministry would be unprecedented.
The Taliban's Ministry of Refugees has largely uncontroversial responsibilities, primarily facilitating the arrival of Afghans who are being deported by neighboring countries such as Iran and Pakistan.
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Online task scams ensnare victims in record numbers, FTC says
Reported losses to online task scams eclipsed $220 million in the first half of 2024, according to the Federal Trade Commission.
By Taylor Telford | 2024-12-12

The Federal Trade Commission building in Washington. (Alex Brandon/AP)


Record numbers of Americans have fallen victim to scams that offer to pay for trivial work online, collectively costing their targets hundreds of millions of dollars, the Federal Trade Commission said Thursday.
Skyrocketing reports of "gamified job scams" -- which claim to pay people for repetitive tasks such as interacting with posts or rating restaurants -- have highlighted the rising risk of fraudulent work online, the FTC said. These scams emerged in the past few years and have exploded in 2024, with an unprecedented 20,000 workers reporting task scams in the first half of 2024, up from 5,000 in all of 2023. The FTC started seeing reports of job scams in 2020.
"The supposed 'job' is to complete tasks in an app or online platform for which you'll 'earn money' from a 'commission' on each click," the FTC said Thursday in a consumer alert. "But those promises are fake: there aren't any commissions and nobody but the scammers make any money."
Victims of task scams are often approached via text or messaging platforms such as WhatsApp about the prospect of doing simple, online work akin to playing a game. Tasks are assigned via on app or online platform in large batches, with the promise that workers will be paid more upon completing assignments and leveling up to larger jobs. Some people even report receiving small payouts early on, which encourage them to go further.
Inevitably, the scammer will claim the worker needs to make a deposit to get their earnings out of the app they've been working in. But "no matter what the system says you earned, you didn't," the FTC report warned. "That money isn't real. And if you deposit that money, you won't get it back."
Overall losses tied to online job scams -- most of which are task scams -- amounted to $286 million in 2023. In the first six months of 2024, they eclipsed at least $220 million. And since the vast majority of frauds go unreported, "this likely reflects only a fraction of the actual harm," the FTC said.
Crypto is "the currency of choice," for task scammers, the FTC said, with people reporting $41 million in crypto losses in job scams in the first half of 2024, compared to $21 million throughout all of 2023.
"People now report losing far more money to job scams using cryptocurrency than any other method of payment," the agency said.
In a June bulletin about fake work-from-home gigs, the FBI said that red flags include job descriptions that use terms such as "optimization" while outlining basic tasks. Others include not being asked for references as part of the hiring process, and being asked to make cryptocurrency or other payments to your employer to "unlock" further tasks.
"Unsolicited messages promising easy money should immediately raise suspicions," according to a May blog from Norton Security about task scams. "Legitimate job offers typically come through official channels, include an interview process, and don't promise large sums for trivial tasks."
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FAA chief Michael Whitaker to step down Jan. 20 
Michael Whitaker announced Thursday he will step down as head of the Federal Aviation Administration on Jan. 20 after just over a year in a job.  
By Lori Aratani, Ian Duncan | 2024-12-12

Federal Aviation Administration chief Michael Whitaker on Nov. 21. (Alex Wong/Getty Images) 


Michael Whitaker, head of the Federal Aviation Administration, said he will step down from his post Jan. 20, the latest high-profile official to announce his departure ahead of the incoming Trump administration.
In a message Thursday to FAA employees, Whitaker described the role of administrator as "the best and most challenging job of my career."
"You have seen leadership come and go -- and through every transition you have kept air travel steady and safe," Whitaker wrote. "This transition will be no different."
The agency had been without a permanent leader for more than 18 months when Whitaker stepped into the post in October 2023. He took over when the agency was struggling with a shortage of air traffic controllers amid a surge in passenger demand and troubling near miss incidents involving aircraft.
Then the FAA found itself grappling with another crisis in January, after the midair blowout aboard a Boeing 737 Max jet operated by Alaska Airlines. Whitaker immediately grounded the jets and launched an investigation into Boeing's safety and manufacturing systems. However, the agency also faced questions about its oversight of the aerospace giant.
Whitaker mentioned the agency's oversight of Boeing in his message to employees on Thursday, noting, "It has not been business as usual for Boeing. We have dramatically increased oversight, including more inspectors and closer scrutiny over production. We are also making sure the company implements a robust safety management system, which will be crucial to an enduring safety culture."
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Appeals court overturns Nasdaq requirement for diversity on boards
In a 51-page opinion, nine of 17 judges on the full 5th Circuit found the rule violates the Securities Exchange Act of 1934.
By Julian  Mark | 2024-12-12

(Michael Nagle/Bloomberg News)


The U.S. Court of Appeals for the 5th Circuit struck down a Nasdaq rule that sought to promote diversity on corporate boards, representing the latest blow to those efforts in the private sector.
In a 51-page opinion issued Wednesday, nine of 17 judges on the full 5th Circuit found the rule violates the Securities Exchange Act of 1934.
"In sum, Congress passed the original Exchange Act primarily to protect investors and the American economy from speculative, manipulative, and fraudulent practices," the panel wrote. "SEC may not approve even a disclosure rule unless it can establish the rule has some connection to an actual, enumerated purpose of the Act."
Eight judges dissented, saying the rule was consistent with the law and merely standardized relevant information sought by investors. The Securities and Exchange Commission approved the rule because the law "doesn't permit the SEC to displace Nasdaq's private business judgment -- informed by investor behavior -- with agency policy priorities," the dissenters wrote.
The rule, approved by the SEC in August 2021, requires companies listed on the exchange to have at least two corporate board members from "diverse" backgrounds or explain in filings why they do not.
Groups opposed to diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) practices subsequently challenged the rule, arguing it mandated an unconstitutional "quota" and amounted to "compelled speech" in violation of the First Amendment. The groups further argued the SEC exceeded its authority when it approved the rule.
In October 2023, a three-judge panel on the 5th Circuit sided with the SEC and the Nasdaq, finding the SEC had the authority to approve the rule. The panel also found that because the Nasdaq is not a government actor, the rule does not violate the equal protection clause. That ruling was appealed to the full 5th Circuit, which is composed mostly of judges appointed by Republicans.
Nasdaq officials have reviewed the decision, said Emily Pan, a spokeswoman for the exchange.
"We maintain that the rule simplified and standardized disclosure requirements to the benefit of both corporates and investors," she said. "That said, we respect the court's decision and do not intend to seek further review."
The SEC said in a statement that it is reviewing the decision "and will determine next steps as appropriate."
In an email Thursday to The Washington Post, longtime affirmative action opponent Edward Blum cheered the decision.
"The rule was an unlawful attempt to alter the racial and sexual composition of corporate boards across America and penalize any company that failed to conform," wrote Blum, who leads the American Alliance for Fair Board Recruitment, a plaintiff in the Nasdaq case. "Race and sex quotas have no place in American public policies."
The Nasdaq is one of the most active stock exchanges in the world and lists some of the world's most valuable companies, including Apple, Nvidia and Microsoft. Some of the companies listed on the exchange, including Microsoft and Intel, defended the rule in a joint filing, writing that it helps investors find uniform data about boardroom diversity. On Wednesday, the composite index closed at a record high of over 20,000 points.
The rule "offends no part of the Constitution and falls squarely within the bounds of the SEC's statutory authority," lawyers for the companies wrote in their May filing.
The ruling comes as conservative groups continue a legal onslaught against DEI initiatives, emboldened by a Supreme Court ruling in June 2023 that overturned affirmative action in college admissions. A portion of the challenges take aim at requirements that government and corporate boards include a specified number of minorities or women.
The Blum-led alliance challenged a California law that required companies headquartered in the state to include a certain number of minorities. In May 2023, a California judge found the law unconstitutional.
The 5th Circuit's ruling potentially sets up the case for Supreme Court review should the SEC or the Nasdaq appeal. The court has not ruled on a case dealing directly with diversity initiatives since its landmark ruling against race-conscious admissions at Harvard University and the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. But the high court's majority has been inclined to limit the power of federal agencies, having ruled against the federal government in several key cases this most recent term.
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Consumer protection agency finalizes rule limiting overdraft fees
The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau installed the regulation less than two months before President-elect Donald Trump takes office.
By Aaron Gregg | 2024-12-12

Signage is seen at the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB) headquarters in Washington, D.C. (Andrew Kelly/Reuters, File)


The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau announced Thursday that it has finalized new rules limiting the fees that banks can charge when customers overdraw their accounts.
In a statement, CFPB director Rohit Chopra called overdraft fees a "legal loophole" that have drained billions of dollars from Americans' bank accounts.
"The CFPB is cracking down on these excessive junk fees and requiring big banks to come clean about the interest rate they're charging on overdraft loans," Chopra said.
Under Chopra's leadership during the Biden administration, the CFPB has taken a number of aggressive actions to curb practices such as data harvesting and the use of medical debt in credit reports, and going after financial institutions for what they call "junk fees."
The move comes less than two months before President-elect Donald Trump is scheduled to take office, a change in administration that could bring sweeping changes to consumer protection policy. Trump and congressional Republicans are already weighing substantial changes to the agency.
The new rule gives banks several options for how they can approach overdraft. The banks can charge $5, offer overdraft protection as a courtesy, or extend a loan with an up-front interest rate. It applies to banks with at least $10 billion in assets.
The Consumer Bankers Association, an industry group, has said it is "exploring all potential options" regarding overdraft fees. The group argued that overdraft services are important to Americans who lack access to credit, and says getting rid of them will drive consumers toward worse options like high-interest payday loans.
This is a developing story.
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Work Advice: I feel guilty for having it 'too easy' at work
I have shorter workdays and better work-life balance than everyone else seems to. Should I ask for more work?
By Karla Miller | 2024-12-12

(iStock)


Reader: I've been with my organization for over 25 years and have worked remotely since the pandemic. While I hold a lot of institutional knowledge and contribute all I can, I have no desire to compete with others who burn themselves out working nights and weekends. I do my job well, and then I go live my life.
Up until about 12 months ago, I was very busy working on a long-term project that drew in more and more people. All my co-workers treat me as if I'm extremely busy. But now, my reality is that I have about three or four hours of work most days, and I contribute while multitasking. Each week I attend six or seven hours of video conference calls, sometimes via phone with my camera off while I grocery-shop or take my dog on a long walk or cook an elaborate dinner I normally wouldn't have time to tackle.
My life is great, but my ethics are challenged. I do all the work assigned to me. I champion my staff and solve their problems as much as possible. I'm proactive and responsive. I'm less than five years away from retirement and am inclined to just coast, even though everyone around me (virtually) acts as if the sky is falling and their hair is on fire.
Do I embrace that my tenure and circumstance has landed me this sweet position? Do I come clean and ask for more work? Friends tell me I've "earned" the right to coast, especially if all my co-workers think I'm doing great (which they do). The only pressure I'm getting is internal, that I "should" be busier, logging more hours, sending more emails, etc. But I don't need to climb the ladder. Your thoughts?
Karla: At first glance, your query seems to confirm people's worst assumptions about how remote workers actually spend their days. But a closer read suggests you've simply found that elusive thing called balance.
True, four hours is much shorter than the eight-hour workday most of us consider standard. But working longer doesn't always equate to working harder. Are you slacking off, or is it just that your work time at home is stripped of the distractions and interruptions that would ordinarily bog you down at the office? Are you putting forth less effort, or does your experience enable you to accomplish more in less time? Does your role involve oversight and high-level problem-solving rather than full immersion in the nuts-and-bolts details?
You say you were previously busier. Have you "quiet quit," or are you just experiencing the normal ebb and flow of a project winding down?
Are you legitimately being hounded by your conscience about doing less than you're paid for -- or are you letting the eight-hour tail wag the productivity dog?
I'm sure you could find ways to add more working hours to your day. But to what end? Would you be lightening others' load and enhancing your employer's value, or just generating solutions in search of problems?
What most of us call "multitasking" is typically just ping-ponging inefficiently between equally important tasks. But physical activities that engage the body and free up the frontal lobes -- walking, kneading dough, knitting -- may actually be helping you focus better on work.
The biggest concern I see is that while you're whistling through your workday, everyone else seems to be suffering. Maybe you're not tuned in to their reality. Or maybe your workplace is infected with a "busyness" mindset where project load and hours worked are habitual topics of discussion, sending the message that anyone who's not complaining must have it too easy. Incidentally, that's a great reason not to "come clean" about your short hours and work habits: Your attempt to be transparent might just breed resentment.
So how do you know whether you're justifying underperformance, or being too hard on yourself? Look at the results.
You say you're responsive, not checked out. You take care of your supervisees, and they seem happy with you. You're content and productive. Assuming your account is accurate, the only one who thinks you "should" be doing more is you. Is that your conscience speaking, residual momentum from your last project or anxiety absorbed from your environment?
Do you have everyone snowed -- or is it possible that the work you do is enough? I suspect the latter. But if you aren't sure, here are ways you can contribute without losing the balance you've gained:
When speaking one-on-one, especially with staff, turn on your camera and give them your full focus. Look and listen for what they're not telling you in words.
Take advantage of your removed perspective to explore and identify solutions for overwhelmed colleagues. If long nights and weekends are the norm, that suggests faulty processes or understaffing that you might have the power to do something about.
Not to make you paranoid, but it's worth considering the unpleasant possibility that you're less involved and busy than before by design -- as in, your gradual off-ramp to retirement is fixing to become a chute. That's not a reason to cram more work hours into your day -- just incentive to spend some of your free time envisioning next steps.
ADVICE ROUNDUP: Was your letter published in the column in the past year? How did things turn out in your situation, and what advice did you find useful? Let me know at karla.miller@washpost.com, and I may share it in my 2024 year-end roundup.
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The Postal Service's electric mail trucks are way behind schedule
Defense contractor Oshkosh had only delivered 93 trucks by November -- compared to 3,000 expected by now. The delays put Biden's climate goals at risk.
By Jacob Bogage | 2024-12-12

A "Next Generation Delivery Vehicle" displayed in front of USPS headquarters in Washington. (Daniel Afzal/USPS)


A multibillion-dollar program to buy electric vehicles for the U.S. Postal Service is far behind its original schedule, plagued by manufacturing mishaps and supplier infighting that threaten a cornerstone of outgoing President Joe Biden's fight against climate change.
The Postal Service is slated to purchase 60,000 "Next Generation Delivery Vehicles," or NGDVs -- mostly electric -- from defense contractor Oshkosh, which has a long history of producing military and heavy industrial vehicles, but not  postal trucks.  Congress provided $3 billion for the nearly $10 billion project in the 2022 Inflation Reduction Act, one of Biden's chief legislative accomplishments.
But as of November, the Postal Service had received only 93 of the Oshkosh trucks, the agency told The Washington Post -- far fewer than the 3,000 originally expected by now. Significant manufacturing difficulties that were not disclosed to the Postal Service for more than a year have stymied production, according to internal company records and four people with knowledge of the events, speaking on the condition of anonymity to avoid professional reprisals.
Among the problems: Engineers struggle to calibrate the vehicles' air bags, according to two people familiar with the manufacturing process. When workers ran leak tests on the vehicles' bodies and internal components, water poured out as if their oversize windows had been left open in a storm, three people said.
Currently, Oshkosh can produce just one truck per day at its South Carolina factory, according to internal company records and five people with knowledge of the production process. Company records, including emails among executives and internal progress reports, show Oshkosh originally planned to be manufacturing more than 80 vehicles per day by now.
The wide-ranging production problems have not been previously reported and were not mentioned in an inspector general audit published in October. A senior company executive tried to alert the mail agency to the problems in 2022, but was blocked by superiors, four of the people said.
"This is the bottom line: We don't know how to make a damn truck," said one person involved in production.
The massive delay means a project once hailed as a hallmark of Biden's industrial and climate agenda may not take shape until long after he leaves office on Jan. 20 -- or could never materialize. Republicans in Congress have pledged to repeal key funding sources for Biden's climate investments with the GOP in power next year on Capitol Hill and at the White House, and Trump-aligned officials with designs on cutting government spending have circled the Postal Service as an area of interest.
"The days of a bailouts and handouts are over. The American people spoke loud and clear. I worry about that EV money sitting around, that it may be clawed back. I think there are lots of areas where there's going to be significant reform over the next four years," House Oversight and Reform Committee Chairman James Comer (R-Kentucky) told Postmaster General Louis DeJoy in a hearing this week.
This report is based on nearly 21,000 pages of government and internal Oshkosh records obtained by The Post through the Freedom of Information Act and other sources. It is also based on interviews with 20 people familiar with every phase of the truck project, many of whom spoke on the condition of anonymity to freely discuss proprietary information.
In June, the Biden administration honored the mail service's EV commitment with a "federal sustainability award."
In a statement, an Oshkosh spokesperson said the company was "fully committed to being a strong and reliable partner" for the Postal Service and "we remain on track to meet all delivery deadlines."
"Since we were selected to fulfill the NGDV contract in 2021, Oshkosh and the USPS have worked closely together to design and deliver a modernized fleet with a flexible mix of American-made electric- and gas-powered vehicles that will connect every home and business across the country. New vehicles are in service today, which have received overwhelmingly positive feedback from postal carriers," the spokesperson said.
The company did not respond to a list of detailed questions.
John Pfeifer, Oshkosh's chief executive, told investors on Oct. 30 that the company was "really happy with where we are" and called the NGDV a "revolutionary vehicle."
"We're today ramping up production," Pfeifer said. "When you go through -- you take a brand-new vehicle to market, we believe, together with the Postal Service, that a prudent production schedule is better than trying to start by sprinting. So we're ramping up today. We'll be at full production throughout 2025."
A Postal Service spokesperson said several issues with the NGDV program were detailed in the inspector general audit and "resolved directly with our supplier." But the agency declined to comment on specific questions or identify which issues the report helped resolve. The spokesperson called the truck procurement "a large, successful program that for a variety of reasons had many moving parts."
It said that any major production of a purpose-built vehicle has unique engineering requirements, and its contract with Oshkosh allows for robust performance monitoring. The Postal Service said it expects to receive 6,484 NDGVs in the current fiscal year.
"Our relationship with Oshkosh is defined by our contract, and we intend to hold Oshkosh to its contractual obligations, while recognizing the normal interplay that will need to take place in the execution and performance of an agreement of this magnitude," the spokesperson said.
"We're moving forward in modernizing our vehicle fleet -- which will bring tremendous benefits to our organization. Under our plan, letter carriers in every state will be able to deliver mail and packages using new and modern vehicles within the next five years," DeJoy said in a statement. "The work being done on this program demonstrates electrification and sustainability efforts can coexist -- not conflict -- with cost savings, efficiency gains and operational transformation priorities."
The agency is also purchasing tens of thousands of other vehicles, including EVs, from mainstream automakers.
Biden administration officials declined to comment.
For nearly a decade, the Postal Service tried but couldn't afford to purchase a new delivery fleet, even though its "Long Life Vehicles," or LLVs, are in desperate need of replacement. Produced by Northrop Grumman and its corporate predecessors between 1987 and 1994, the 130,000 vehicles use parts that have been discontinued, forcing postal machinists to reverse-engineer them for repairs.
The LLVs also lack standard safety features such as air bags and air conditioning -- and occasionally burst into flames after decades of overuse. They manage a gas-guzzling 8.2 miles per gallon.
The Postal Service pushed Congress aggressively to overhaul its balance sheet and give it the financial flexibility to modernize and purchase new trucks. With a major contract in mind, U.S. auto giant Ford emerged as a potential supplier, according to three people with knowledge of company strategy. Ford would supply its Transit and eTransit cargo vans and Oshkosh would modify them to postal specifications.
But by 2020, Postal Service delays and additional testing requirements led Ford to drop out.
"I personally thought it was going to happen," said Curt Magleby, Ford's vice president of government relations from 2011 to 2020. "It just got bogged down until we were looking at product plans, and it just couldn't fit in the plan."
A Ford spokesperson referred questions to Oshkosh, which declined to comment.
In February 2021, the Postal Service purchased a vehicle that Oshkosh designed on its own and had never tested for durability, according to two people familiar with the details. Oshkosh did not produce a drivable prototype until months after the contract was awarded, the people said.
Oshkosh turned to Michigan-based Challenge Manufacturing to replace Ford as the body supplier, but Oshkosh and the Postal Service had fallen behind schedule with the final NGDV design, according to records and interviews. Challenge soon encountered related delays, unable to start production without it, records show. Challenge declined to comment on specific questions about its production capabilities and schedule.
In April 2022, Biden signed a measure into law that relieved the Postal Service of $107 billion of past-due and future liabilities. Finally in a healthier financial position, the Postal Service shifted its vehicle procurement into high gear. The truck Oshkosh produced -- with its extended hood, massive bumpers and forehead-like windshield -- was dubbed "the platypus" by postal and company officials.
In June 2022, DeJoy told Congress that Oshkosh had won the contract in large part due to its manufacturing record, receiving the highest score of at least three procurement finalists for "supplier capability" and "overall technical score."
"We have devoted considerable time and money to procure purpose-built EVs that Americans will see in their neighborhoods beginning in 2023," the postmaster wrote to Sen. Gary Peters (D-Michigan), who chairs the committee in charge of postal oversight.
Weeks after DeJoy's confident report that NGDVs would be on the road in 2023, a Challenge executive informed Oshkosh leaders that it didn't expect to complete its first NGDV body until May 2024, according to emails obtained by The Post.
In a statement, Challenge said it is working with Oshkosh during the "design evolution of the vehicle" and will "incorporate these developments into the components that we supply."
By August 2022, Congress passed Biden's Inflation Reduction Act, the largest investment to fight climate change in U.S. history, chock full of incentives for electric vehicles and green manufacturing. The money it dedicated to the Postal Service is being used to cover the cost difference between gas-powered vehicles and more expensive EVs, according to a White House official, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because they were not authorized to comment publicly. The funding also helps the Postal Service pay to install vehicle chargers.
Quickly, Biden administration officials pressed DeJoy to purchase more EVs to help the administration's broader climate and green-industry goals, records and interviews show.
On Dec. 20, 2022, the Postal Service announced plans to phase out the old gas trucks and exclusively purchase EVs by 2026. It would buy more than 106,000 vehicles, including roughly 45,000 electric NGDVs and 21,000 EVs from mainstream automakers such as Ford, Ram and Mercedes.
"It will get people thinking, 'If the postal worker delivering our Christmas presents ... is driving an EV, I can drive one, too,'" John Podesta, Biden's senior adviser for clean energy innovation, said at an event announcing the plans at postal headquarters in Washington.
Two days later, a senior Oshkosh executive sent a stark warning to his superiors: Oshkosh was months, if not years, behind in software development and testing, Don Bent, the then-chief operating officer in charge of the NGDV's South Carolina factory, told Tim Bleck, then the company vice president overseeing the project. Challenge was also far behind.
Despite the fanfare in Washington, Oshkosh could not meet the Postal Service's requirements or timeline, Bent wrote.
"I firmly believe that the only ethical path for Oshkosh is to correct these inaccurate statements with the USPS. These known false statements should never have been made or implied and I am not comfortable being part of these meetings where we are sharing false information," Bent wrote to Bleck, according to company records obtained by The Post.
Less than an hour later, Bent asked Bleck for a meeting with postal officials within the next several weeks to "expose the inaccurate timelines and information shared with USPS earlier this month." Bent declined to comment.
Oshkosh did not respond to questions about the emails, Bent's attempts to communicate with the Postal Service or when and how information was shared with the agency about production problems. In its statement, the company said, "Design iterations following an initial proposal are a common and expected part of the testing and development cycle for any complex program and we are meeting the terms of our agreement with the USPS."
On May 1, 2023, the Postal Service disclosed the delays, acknowledging the slowdowns in a legal filing that blamed court challenges of its environmental record.
As Oshkosh fell behind, it raised prices. In March 2023, the company and Postal Service agreed to an Inflation Reduction Act "premium adjustment," according to contracts obtained by The Post. As the Postal Service ordered more EVs, the cost rose to $2.6 billion for 35,000 vehicles.
For 1,958 gas-powered NGDVs, the agency agreed to pay $54,584 per truck.
For 28,195 EVs, it would pay $77,692 per truck.
It also purchased several thousand more vehicles equipped with spare tires and training seats that each cost a few hundred dollars more than the base model. The modifications increased the overall value of the Oshkosh purchase by more than half a billion dollars, according to company financial disclosures.
Neither Oshkosh nor the Postal Service responded to questions about the value of their contract; the Postal Service has resisted supplying that information to Congress, citing propriety business information, according to emails between the agency and congressional aides.
As Challenge prepared for production, Oshkosh retained an interim supplier. But that company could only provide five truck bodies per week, according to interviews and records. By August 2023, Oshkosh projected it would deliver a mere 150 vehicles to the Postal Service in 2024 -- "approximately 2,100 less than plan," according to a company presentation -- and 90 more than Oshkosh actually provided, the Postal Service reported.
Bent was still issuing warnings about the vehicle's production problems, according to emails and company records obtained by The Post, and was candid in team meetings with factory staff, according to four people involved, insisting that employees fix problems to ensure the trucks' safety and durability.
Then in November 2023, he called a meeting to announce his resignation. He told colleagues he would leave Oshkosh at the end of the year. He declined to comment, and Oshkosh did not respond to questions about his departure.
This February, in its annual earnings report, Oshkosh warned investors that "our performance under the USPS contract may not be what we expect" and described new risks that echoed the concerns Bent's emails had raised. Among them: that the Postal Service would order fewer vehicles than expected, that "engineering time to finalize the production vehicle design may be greater than we anticipate," and that "tooling and factory build-out activities" may take longer than planned.
In May, Oshkosh finally delivered the first vehicles to the Postal Service for evaluation. The trucks required significant fixes before they could be declared fit for use. Oshkosh employees found parts installed incorrectly, shoddy construction and faulty software, according to three people familiar with the situation.
For example, the air bag system could not tell whether the truck had been jostled by a pothole or smashed in a collision. Oshkosh engineers were able to install a software fix, but the nonstandard correction may not be immediately available to Postal Service mechanics who work on the vehicles, two of the people said.
Oshkosh did not respond to questions about the NGDV's safety or its production quality. In its statement, the company said, "We continue to be pleased by the positive feedback on the program and the vehicle design that we have received from the USPS and its postal carriers."
An NGDV test driver told The Post they were pleased with the vehicle during road test. Despite its awkward shape, it was well-balanced and its safety components performed well.
"This fleet that they purchased has to be able to last. And from what I see so far, it looks pretty good," the driver said, speaking on the condition of anonymity because they weren't authorized to discuss the truck publicly. "Yes, there's some manufacturing glitches and we're in the pretty early stages of production, where the production techniques need to be perfected. But overall, the few issues we've seen have been pretty minimal when you're talking about creating a vehicle from the ground up."
As early as 2022, postal leaders and some of DeJoy's advisers pushed him to move the agency away from Oshkosh, citing potential legal problems with the contract and the hefty environmental footprint of the gas-powered trucks. They get 8.6 mpg with the air conditioning running, only 0.4 mpg better than the old trucks.
Some postal leaders have privately renewed those calls because of Oshkosh's delays, according to two people familiar with the conversations. And the agency has appeared willing to consider alternatives. In 2022, it tested EVs made by a General Motors subsidiary, and in January, it agreed to try out electric delivery vehicles from start-up Canoo.
And last January, the Postal Service held another splashy EV event, hosting Biden administration officials in Atlanta to celebrate its first vehicle charging stations.
The EVs parked in the background were Ford eTransits purchased in 2023. More than a thousand of them are already making deliveries.
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Americans say their wages aren't going up enough, report finds
About 30 percent of Americans are satisfied with their pay, down from 34 percent last year, according to a new report from the Pew Research Center.
By Abha Bhattarai | 2024-12-11

A hiring sign is displayed at a grocery store in Arlington Heights, Illinois, on Jan. 13, 2023. (Nam Y. Huh/AP)


Americans have one big gripe when it comes to work: They would like more money.
Only 30 percent of Americans are satisfied with their pay, compared with 34 percent last year, according to a new report from the Pew Research Center, reflecting the ongoing burden of recent price increases. Most workers who voiced frustration about their pay -- 80 percent -- said it was because their wages hadn't kept up with the higher costs of living, and more than half said they didn't earn enough to pay their bills.
"Our data paints a mixed picture of the American workforce: Most workers feel good about their job security, but only half are highly satisfied overall and fewer are highly satisfied with their pay," said Luona Lin, a research associate at Pew and lead author of the report.
The findings, released this week, show how a years-long run-up in prices continues to weigh on families even though inflation has recently stabilized. The annual inflation rate, at 2.7 percent, has slowed from last year's reading of 3.1 percent and dropped dramatically from a summer 2022 peak of 9.1 percent, according to the latest consumer price index report, released Wednesday.
Still, many Americans are having trouble keeping up. "Large majorities of workers across all family income levels say their pay hasn't kept up with cost-of-living increases," the report found.
Despite the discontent with wages, there is general positivity about work: Half of Americans say they are extremely or very satisfied with their job overall, according to Pew. And 69 percent say they have a great deal or fair amount of job security.
By most measures, the job market remains remarkably strong. Unemployment, at 4.2 percent, is near longtime lows, and employers are generally laying off fewer people than they were before the pandemic.
As a result, a majority of workers -- 52 percent -- said it would be difficult to get the kind of job they'd want if they were to look for a new position, up from 37 percent in 2022. That was especially the case among workers in their teens and 20s, and those with lower incomes, Pew found.
The survey, conducted in early October, asked 5,274 U.S. workers how they feel about their jobs.
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Progress on inflation stalled in November as prices rose
Inflation has proved incredibly stubborn over the fall, the November consumer price index shows, thanks in part to insurance premiums, particularly for autos.
By Andrew Ackerman | 2024-12-11

Gas prices are displayed at stations on Rhode Island Avenue in Northeast Washington last month. Energy inflation has fallen, but other kinds have proved more stubborn. (Andrew Harnik/Getty Images)


Inflation remained stubborn this fall, signaling a potentially bumpy road to vanquishing higher prices, which could complicate President-elect Donald Trump's policy ambitions.
The consumer price index increased 2.7 percent in November from a year earlier, according to Labor Department data released Wednesday, hotter than a 2.6 percent annual rise in October, although in line with what economists expected. It was also above September's 2.4 percent year-over-year rise.
On a monthly basis, inflation was 0.3 percent from October to November, the biggest gain since April, as prices for housing, energy and particularly food all rose.
In yet another piece of evidence that progress toward beating back inflation has stalled, prices excluding volatile food and energy categories, or "core" prices, rose another 0.3 percent for the fourth straight month. Economists care about this benchmark, because it provides a better sense of underlying inflation. Elevated levels suggest inflation is rising even as the Federal Reserve is preparing to further reduce interest rates.
The fresh data underscores the economic concerns of Americans, who voted out incumbents in federal elections last month, with three-quarters of respondents in election exit polls saying that inflation had caused moderate or severe hardship over the past year.
While Trump criticized President Joe Biden's administration for failing to curb inflation, the report shows that inflation challenges will extend through the next administration, as incoming Republicans plan to lower taxes and raise tariffs, policies that could increase inflation.
The Federal Reserve is in a difficult spot, said Douglas Holtz-Eakin, president of the American Action Forum, a conservative think tank. For the past six months, core inflation has appeared stuck at an elevated level. Meanwhile, the incoming administration is expected to pursue new policies that could spur even more inflation, which the central bank is hoping to extinguish without putting the economy into a recession.
"I'd be thrilled if the Trump administration came in with an eye on what can we do to tame inflation, but I think this is going to be the Fed's problem," he said. "Their life just gets harder."
Housing prices, the biggest component of the index, grew by 0.3 percent month over month and accounted for more than 40 percent of the November rise in overall inflation. That's somewhat good news, because shelter costs grew more slowly than in the prior month. But housing prices continue to prove a long-running problem, due to the massive lack of supply of new houses and rents that are locked in for 12-month periods.
Food prices, which weigh heavily on how Americans feel about the economy, rose 0.4 percent month over month, as prices for meat, fish, poultry and eggs rose 1.7 percent. Beef prices increased 3.1 percent and were up 5 percent for the year. Eggs shot up 8.2 percent and were up 37.5 percent annually. Gasoline increased by 0.6 percent after falling the prior four months. It was still down about 8.1 percent from the year-ago period.
Consumers traveling for end-of-the-year holidays may have noticed higher airfares, which rose 0.4 percent for the month and were up 4.7 percent annually.
Another important wrinkle in the data: Prices of consumer goods excluding food and energy -- including autos and furniture -- rose at the fastest rate since May 2023, fueled by a rise in new and used car prices. The price of goods had been declining earlier this year, and a reversal of that trend could challenge the Fed as it seeks to get inflation down to 2 percent.
Still, Wednesday's report lacked major surprises and investors signaled they expect the Fed remains on track for another quarter-point interest rate cut at its final policy meeting of the year next week.
Fed Chair Jerome H. Powell and other Fed officials have said they are closely monitoring upcoming economic data without tipping their hand about what they will do at their meeting.
Powell said last week that the central bank could move cautiously to continue cutting interest rates. The economy is in strong shape overall, he said, but inflation remains above the central bank's 2 percent target.
"Growth is definitely stronger than we thought, and inflation is coming a little higher," Powell said at a Dec. 4 conference hosted by the New York Times. "The good news is that we can afford to be a little more cautious," lowering interest rates to the point that they neither restrict nor spur economic growth, he added.
Recent data has been somewhat mixed, with the Fed's preferred inflation gauge, personal consumption expenditures, rising to 2.3 percent annually in October, matching expectations but above a 2.1 percent annual rate in September. Other data shows the labor market to be strong, with employers adding 227,000 job in November.
"The labor market remains solid, and inflation appears to be on a sustainable path to our 2 percent goal, even if there have been some bumps along the way," Fed governor Adriana Kugler said last week in Detroit.
Trump's promised tariffs could further raise prices for a variety of imports, including some food items, because a large proportion of the fresh fruits and vegetables in the United States are imported from Canada and Mexico. Trump has threatened to slap a 25 percent tariff on all products from Canada and Mexico unless they stem the flow of migrants and drugs across their borders.
At the same time, Trump has said rising prices for groceries were a key reason for his big win last month. "When you buy apples, when you buy bacon, when you buy eggs, they would double and triple the price over a short period of time, and I won an election based on that," he told NBC News's "Meet the Press" last week.
While inflation has moved up, recent employment data show that wages continue to outpace price increases. Democrats highlighted that trend and that inflation is now close to where it was before the pandemic. "While price increases have been hard for working families, household incomes are up almost $4,000 more than prices during this Administration," Lael Brainard, the White House's top economic adviser, said in a statement.
Investors in the futures market signaled Wednesday that they expect with near certainty yet another quarter-percentage-point cut at the Fed meeting, according to CME Group, although the pace of additional cuts next year is uncertain.
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Albertsons ends merger deal, accuses Kroger of 'self-serving conduct'
Albertsons is suing Kroger for breach of contract and accusing it of failing to exercise its "best efforts" to get regulatory approval for the merger.
By Jaclyn Peiser | 2024-12-11

An Albertsons supermarket in Seattle on Tuesday. (David Ryder/Reuters) 


Albertsons said Wednesday it is officially ending its merger agreement with Kroger, pulling the plug on what would have been the largest supermarket acquisition in U.S. history.
Albertsons is also suing Kroger for breach of contract and accusing it of failing to exercise its "best efforts" to get regulatory approval. Albertsons is seeking "billions of dollars in damages" from Kroger for its "self-serving conduct" that has harmed consumers, associates and shareholders, the Boise, Idaho-based chain said in a news release.
"Rather than fulfill its contractual obligations to ensure that the merger succeeded, Kroger acted in its own financial self-interest, repeatedly providing insufficient divestiture proposals that ignored regulators' concerns," general counsel and chief policy officer Tom Moriarty said in a statement emailed to The Washington Post. Albertsons also said Kroger made a "willfully deficient approach to securing regulatory clearance."
In response, Kroger called Albertsons' claims "baseless and without merit" and accused the chain of intentional "material breaches and interference throughout the merger process," the company wrote in a statement to The Post. The Cincinnati-based chain said Albertsons is not entitled to the $600 million termination fee that Kroger agreed to if the acquisition failed to get regulatory approval.
"This is clearly an attempt to deflect responsibility following Kroger's written notification of Albertsons' multiple breaches of the agreement," the company said. "Kroger looks forward to responding to these baseless claims in court. We went to extraordinary lengths to uphold the merger agreement throughout the entirety of the regulatory process and the facts will make that abundantly clear."
Investors largely took news of the merger's end in stride: Kroger's stock price was up 1.7 percent by midmorning, while Albertsons' was down just 0.3 percent.
The lawsuit comes less than 24 hours after federal and state judges ruled to temporarily block the merger. A third judgment is pending in Colorado.
In U.S. District Judge Adrienne Nelson's ruling, she said allowing the two giants to combine in a $24.6 billion deal would reduce competition, raising the cost of food and other staples for millions of Americans. The chains rank as the nation's second- and fourth-largest grocers by sales.
The ruling is an "early Christmas present" for the Federal Trade Commission, which under the Biden administration has cracked down on megamergers, said Michael Keeley, a partner and chair of the antitrust practice at law firm Axinn, Veltrop & Harkrider.
"It is a blowout valedictory win, while Lina Khan is on her way out of office," Keeley said.
The decision to abandon the merger was not unexpected. During opening statements in the federal case, Kroger attorney Matt Wolf had said an injunction would effectively end the deal.
The Biden administration lauded the result. "Our Administration is proud to stand up against big corporate mergers that increase prices, undermine workers and hurt small businesses," said Jon Donenberg, deputy director of the National Economic Council.
In addition to seeking billions in damages and the $600 million termination fee, Albertsons wants to be released from contractual constraints that would impede it from pursuing other buyers.
"Albertsons is saying 'The deal is over, we want our payment now and maybe more,'" Keeley said.
As part of its complaint, Albertsons accused Kroger of failing to find a viable divestiture plan. Kroger had struck a $2.9 billion deal to sell 579 locations in 18 states and D.C. to C&S Wholesale Grocers, which supplies independent grocery stores and owns about two dozen supermarkets under the Piggly Wiggly and Grand Union banners.
Nelson and the judge in the Washington state case, King County Superior Court Judge Marshall Ferguson, agreed it was a weak proposal and that C&S was ill-equipped to successfully run the stores.
"There is ample evidence that the divestiture is not sufficient in scale to adequately compete with the merged firm and is structured in a way that will significantly disadvantage C&S as a competitor," Nelson wrote in her decision. "The deficiencies in the divestiture scope and structure create a risk that some or all of the divested stores will lose sales or close, as has happened in past C&S acquisitions."
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Biden administration finalizes new regulations amid GOP repeal threats
Republicans have threatened to unwind the final acts of the Biden administration once the they take control of the House, Senate and White House next year.
By Tony Romm | 2024-12-12

President Joe Biden makes his way to the White House's Rose Garden to give an address Nov. 26. (Demetrius Freeman/The Washington Post)


The Biden administration is preparing new rules that would limit "junk fees," cap bank overdraft charges and shield Americans from medical debt, as officials race over the next six weeks to finalize the remainder of the president's economic agenda.
The 11th-hour push has drawn sharp rebukes from President-elect Donald Trump and congressional Republicans, who have signaled they plan to unwind any newly issued regulations -- along with a vast set of older Biden-era programs -- shortly after they assume power in late January.
At the Federal Trade Commission, for example, Chair Lina Khan is expected to ban businesses from hiding fees and misrepresenting the full cost of their products or services, according to two people familiar with the matter who spoke on the condition of anonymity to describe the confidential proceeding. An earlier version of her proposal targeted car dealers, hotels, ticket sellers and other large industries.
Another watchdog agency, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, is preparing rules to restrict the ways that credit-reporting agencies can include unpaid hospital and doctor bills on patients' credit reports. Under Director Rohit Chopra, the bureau also seeks to limit financial penalties that banks can assess on customers who overextend their checking accounts.
"I don't think it makes sense for the CFPB to be a dead fish," Chopra said at a congressional hearing Wednesday, stressing that "people between Election Day and Inauguration Day are still getting scammed."
All of the new federal regulations have been in the works for months, sparking objections from industry lobbyists and Republican lawmakers, who have accused both the FTC and CFPB of engaging in regulatory overreach. In the meantime, those opponents have started strategizing over the best way to unwind the final acts of the Biden administration once the GOP takes control of the House, Senate and White House next year.
The swiftest, most powerful tool available is the Congressional Review Act, which permits lawmakers to strike down recent agency actions. More than 1,000 climate, education, health-care and labor regulations could be subject to this review, according to a new analysis by the Regulatory Studies Center at George Washington University, a figure that could grow if the CFPB or other agencies act in the waning hours of the Biden administration.
Some groups including the U.S. Chamber of Commerce are preparing their own lists of potential regulatory targets for GOP lawmakers and Trump aides to overturn. They've also shared their views with the "Department of Government Efficiency," or DOGE, the Elon Musk-backed effort set to review federal spending and regulation, in hopes of further building the case for wide-scale deregulation.
"There's been some excessive overreach, in our opinion, out of the administration," said Neil Bradley, an executive vice president of the U.S. Chamber, as he called on lawmakers to unwind the work of the CFPB and other agencies next year.
Spokespeople for Trump did not respond to a request for comment. A spokeswoman for DOGE declined to comment, as did spokespeople for the CFPB and FTC.
"From the moment he took office, the President has been working tirelessly to increase competition and bring prices down," White House spokesperson Jeremy Edwards said in a statement. "This is an agenda that Americans across the country support, regardless of their political preferences, and it will continue to be a focus for the President and his team in the final days of this administration."
The upcoming transfer in power has left many federal regulators facing a complex political calculation: finish their work -- often years in the making, and central to Biden's legacy -- or hold off in anticipation that Trump might reverse much of it anyway.
Under Biden, the federal government over the past four years dramatically expanded programs that aim to help the poor, lower prescription drug prices, combat climate change, pursue tax cheats, and reduce fees on everything from airline tickets to cable bills. To achieve these goals, the outgoing administration at times tested the limits of federal power, frequently sparking political battles with Republicans and constitutional showdowns with companies under scrutiny.
But Biden did not finish everything: Across roughly two dozen agencies, at least 132 significant regulations have been proposed but not yet implemented, according to an analysis of federal records. The unfinished rules illustrate the expansive scope of Biden's agenda, including long-debated proposals to promote fair housing and a prohibition on the sale of menthol cigarettes.
In addition, the administration is still racing to adopt a series of tax credits to encourage clean energy use, a central goal of Biden's signature 2022 Inflation Reduction Act, which many Republicans seek to repeal. And it has greatly accelerated its efforts to dole out roughly $53 billion to spur domestic chipmakers -- money approved with bipartisan support that some Republicans now oppose. Officials are also pushing out grants from other laws intended to boost domestic manufacturing of computer chips.
Some agencies may not finish in time, or they may choose to hold off entirely under pressure from incoming Republicans leaders. The dynamic was on display at a House hearing last month, when the nation's top financial regulators -- including officials from the Federal Reserve and the Treasury Department -- each appeared to promise they would pause major bank and capital regulation at the request of Rep. Byron Donalds (R-Florida), a top Trump ally.
"Agencies have a lot of important rules in the pipeline. Many of them would enact important consumer protections," said Lauren Saunders, the associate director of the National Consumer Law Center, which advocates for federal regulation. "Yet they have to consider whether a new Congress would overturn them ... even if it's contrary to the interests of voters, who will feel it in the pocketbook."
Some federal regulators, however, are not planning to hold back.
The CFPB, in particular, has ramped up its activity in recent weeks, issuing new rules under Chopra that would subject the largest technology companies -- including Google -- to its most aggressive form of oversight, known as supervision.
The agency this month also proposed to regulate data brokers, which buy and sell troves of data about Americans and their purchasing habits, often without those consumers' knowledge. And it is still crafting new restrictions targeting mortgage servicing companies, in a bid to protect more troubled homeowners from foreclosure.
In response, Republicans in Congress have ratcheted up attacks on the CFPB and its leader. Sen. Tim Scott (South Carolina), the top Republican on the Banking Committee, blasted the bureau at a hearing Wednesday for having "pressed forward" with his agenda in spite of Trump's election victory. Scott also called for significant changes to the CFPB, echoing Musk, who said last month that the government should "delete" the agency entirely.
"The agency is unaccountable to Congress," Scott added, "and Director Chopra seems intent on proving this to be true."

Chopra during a Senate Banking, Housing, and Urban Affairs Committee hearing at Capitol Hill on Wednesday. (Al Drago/Bloomberg/Getty Images)


But any significant changes to the CFPB -- and other cuts contemplated by Musk, fellow technology entrepreneur Vivek Ramaswamy and their DOGE group -- could take considerable time to implement. In the meantime, Ramaswamy last month issued a broad, "friendly reminder" to GOP lawmakers that they can tap their existing powers -- through the Congressional Review Act -- to cancel any undesirable regulations.
"Now that we're back in power, it's time to act," he said in a post on X, the social media site owned by Musk.
Under the law, known as the CRA, Republicans next year can strike down regulations that were issued up to 60 days before the end of the last legislative session. That date is not yet official, and it depends on when Congress adjourns -- but it is expected to be Aug. 1, 2024, meaning any Biden-era rules issued after then could be subject to a vote of disapproval in 2025.
The regulations that could be rolled back include new federal limits on methane emissions and tobacco sales and recently finalized programs to replace lead water pipes and improve pay for some child-care workers. If Republicans introduce a measure targeting these or other rules issued in the next few weeks, and Congress passes it, Trump only has to sign the repeal for it to take effect.
"They will be quite active on the CRA front," predicted Dan Goldbeck, the director of regulatory policy at the conservative-leaning American Action Forum, which produced a list of some of the at-risk regulations.
Fearing such an outcome, the Biden administration quietly strategized to issue some of its most significant -- and widely contested -- health, climate, education and labor rules months before the election. That push insulated broad swaths of Biden's agenda from rapid repeal on Capitol Hill, where some GOP lawmakers have recently introduced legislation that would make it even easier to strike down federal agencies' actions.
"That somewhat limits the extent to which Congress under the Trump administration can use the CRA as a tool to reach into the most high-salience regulations," said Sarah Hay, a policy analyst at the GWU Regulatory Studies Center, which analyzed Biden-era rules.
During Trump's first term, Republicans relied on the law frequently, marshaling votes to unwind more than a dozen health, climate, education and labor rules issued under President Barack Obama.
Even after losing the White House and control of Congress in 2020, Republican lawmakers continued introducing repeal resolutions in a bid to scuttle Biden-era programs that reduce carbon emissions, improve overtime pay and impose coronavirus vaccine requirements on federal workers. But not one of the more than 100 rules targeted in the most recent session of Congress has actually been struck down, since Biden has vetoed the few resolutions that have reached his desk.
Looking toward next year, some senior Republicans now see the review powers as the quickest way to strike back at the Biden administration and unwind its signature accomplishments. Speaking on the chamber floor last month, outgoing Senate minority leader Mitch McConnell (R-Kentucky) encouraged his colleagues to seize on a new political "opportunity."
With the election, he said, "the American people gave Republicans a legitimate, crystal clear mandate. And come January, we ought to use it to hit the brakes on runaway regulation."
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BuzzFeed sells 'Hot Ones' company in $82.5 million deal
BuzzFeed has sold the studio behind the "Hot Ones" interview show, where celebrities eat spicy wings and answer questions about their careers. 
By Herb Scribner | 2024-12-12

BuzzFeed offices in New York. (Ted Shaffrey/AP)


BuzzFeed announced Thursday that it had closed a deal to sell First We Feast, the studio behind "Hot Ones," a popular interview show in which celebrities eat increasingly spicy chicken wings while being interviewed, for $82.5 million.
The buyers include a consortium of investors, including Soros Fund Management, Crooked Media and Mythical Entertainment, as well as "Hot Ones" host Sean Evans and First We Feast founder Chris Schonberger.
The deal will make First We Feast, which has more than 14 million subscribers on YouTube, an independent media organization and content studio, according to a news release. Both Schonberger and Evans will get new titles, with the former becoming CEO and the latter chief creative officer.
"Today's announcement marks an exciting new chapter in First We Feast's history," Schonberger said in a news release, adding, "I'm thrilled to lead this next chapter as we continue to push boundaries and create unforgettable experiences for our audience."
In addition to creating new shows and working with creators, First We Feast will still publish episodes of its breakout show "Hot Ones," in which celebrities from all corners of stardom are interviewed by Evans while eating wings (which get spicier as the interview continues).
Since it began in 2015, the show has featured celebrities including Paul Rudd, Gordon Ramsay, Billie Eilish, Shaquille O'Neal, Millie Bobby Brown, Kevin Hart, Scarlett Johansson and Tom Holland.
No immediate changes to the show are expected. In his new role, Evans said, he plans to continue interviewing celebrities in the show's forthcoming 26th season.
"I hosted the very first episode of Hot Ones in March 2015," Evans said in a statement. "Nearly a decade later, it's incredible to see how the show has grown from a bold experiment into what it is today."
"The future is spicy, and I can't wait to see what's next," he said.
The deal will help BuzzFeed recoup much of the money spent on gaining ownership of "Hot Ones" in the first place, the company said. BuzzFeed acquired First We Feast through its purchase of the media company Complex in 2021 for about $198 million.
Earlier this year, BuzzFeed sold Complex to the e-commerce platform NTWRK in a deal worth $108.6 million plus $5.7 million in related fees, the company said, though it held onto First We Feast.  There had been speculation before Thursday's announcement about how BuzzFeed planned to pay down its $123.5 million debt.
BuzzFeed founder and CEO Jonah Peretti said in a statement Thursday that the sale will help the company move away from content to focus more on tech, including the "ongoing AI revolution."
"In the coming years, we will continue to invest in our most scalable and tech enabled services, launching new AI-powered interactive experiences, and delivering for our loyal audience and business partners," he said.
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These savory pancakes can be made with just about any vegetable
Broccoli, squash, kale, onions, peppers: Almost any vegetable, raw or cooked, fresh or wilted, can go into these crispy pancakes.
By Daniela Galarza | 2024-12-12

(Rey Lopez for The Washington Post; food styling by Carolyn Robb for The Washington Post)


This column comes from the Eat Voraciously newsletter. Sign up here to get one weeknight dinner recipe, tips for substitutions, techniques and more in your inbox Monday through Thursday.
Way back in March, one dreary, drizzly morning, I made buttermilk pancakes. A day or two prior, my partner, Joe, and I had been discussing the idea of establishing traditions for our little family. So I smiled and immediately agreed when Joe said, "What if when it rains, we have pancakes?"
Get the recipe: Any Vegetable Pancakes
That's how our rainy-day pancake tradition began. It's still going strong because I knew early on that we'd get tired of maple-syrup-soaked breakfast pancakes. If this was a tradition we'd keep, the pancakes would have to be savory sometimes, too. Served at breakfast, lunch or dinner, on days when the sky was gray and sidewalks wet, we've had kuku, latkes, okonomiyaki, crepes, socca, farinata, besan chilla, dan bing, scallion bing, blini, corn cakes, pikelets, Dutch babies, tortitas de papa, pupusas, arepas, tiganites and yachaejeon.
It was kuku, which I've been eating my whole life and making for the past 30 years, and the Korean vegetable pancakes known as yachaejeon that inspired this recipe for Any Vegetable Pancakes.
Channeling Food and Dining editor Joe Yonan's Any Vegetable Instant Pot Soup, I tried this formula with dozens of vegetables, fresh and crisp or limp and wilted, cooked or raw, hardy or tender, leafy or rooty. Though adjustments are necessary depending on the moisture content and hardiness of the vegetables you choose, I found that almost any fresh or cooked vegetable can be enrobed in a simple egg batter, pan-fried into patties and served with your choice of condiments. (Aside from frozen peas, corn kernels, diced carrots and shelled edamame, I do not recommend using frozen vegetables in this recipe, as their moisture content can throw off the ratio of liquid to everything else.)

(Rey Lopez for The Washington Post; food styling by Carolyn Robb for The Washington Post)


Unlike kuku or yachaejeon, this recipe incorporates crumbled tofu into the batter -- because I wanted to be sure I was full after eating a plate of them. It crisps up along with the vegetables and, because tofu is so mild and takes on whatever flavors it's paired with, it disappears into the pancakes; you'd never know it was there. If you want to skip it, that's easy, too: Just add another cup of vegetables or a cup of cooked or canned chickpeas, drained and roughly chopped.
Finally, because I want to keep the rainy-day pancake ritual going for years to come, tell me about your favorite pancake recipe, sweet or savory, in the comments below. I would love to give it a try on a day of wet weather sometime soon.
Get the recipe: Any Vegetable Pancakes
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Ask Sahaj: How do I maintain a distant relationship with my in-laws?
After the way her mother-in-law hurt her during wedding planning, this letter writer isn't interested in a closer relationship. 
By Sahaj Kaur Kohli | 2024-12-12

(Illustration by Maria Alconada Brooks/The Washington Post; iStock)


Dear Sahaj: How do I maintain a businesslike, distant relationship with my in-laws?
My in-laws want to build a close relationship with me -- always wanting to hang out, text or video chat, have dinner, etc. But I'm not interested.
My mother-in-law hurt me and my family multiple times before and during the wedding planning. She got upset that we would consider living near my parents and "leaving them," said my nephew shouldn't have been at the wedding because he was a baby, and compared everything we did with my side of the family to theirs (ex: If we did something from my culture, she would ask if we are doing the same number from theirs -- even though they never cared before). My father-in-law supports everything she says and does.
She knows all of this and hasn't apologized for anything but just wants to "move on." I have been keeping the relationship polite and distant at this point (setting boundaries with my husband on when to see them, not engaging in texts or calls), but it's frustrating seeing this and feeling like I'm being made out to be the bad daughter-in-law. Is there anything else I can do?
-- Distance
Distance: It sounds as if you're doing what you can to be polite and kind without overextending yourself in a relationship that doesn't feel good. With that said, you wouldn't have written in if you didn't feel unsettled by the way things are.
His parents may "always" want to talk or hang out because they are reacting to your distance. It's a cycle. You step back, they step forward. You may decide that you are okay with this, or you may decide to take more control over when and how long you see and talk to them so the ball is in your court.
You don't have to be amenable to their every request, or share everything with them, to simply have a relationship with them. This can look like just saying hi when your husband talks to them once a week on the phone but then excusing yourself after five minutes so he can finish the conversation alone. Or maybe it's scheduling a dinner every now and then at your convenience. Maybe it's even engaging in an activity you all like once every few months (A book club? A game night?). When you feel in control of when, where and how long you see them, it can feel less pressuring, and they won't be able to complain that they never see or hear from you.
If even these small concessions don't feel possible for you, it may be time to focus on how to get past the hurt you're still holding on to. You say your mother-in-law knows what she did but hasn't apologized. I wonder if she really knows how her words and behaviors have affected you? Did you or your husband explicitly tell her that she has hurt you? Let's say she does apologize tomorrow. Would that really make everything better? If yes, then it may be worth finding a way to express your feelings vulnerably and honestly. If not, you want to be honest about what else is coming up for you. It's possible that you may be experiencing grief for not having the type of relationship with your in-laws you had always imagined.
Based on examples you've given, it seems as if your mother-in-law is expressive and unfiltered. This doesn't mean she shouldn't take responsibility for how her words affect you, but it may also mean that she's not personally attacking you and is like this with everyone. If this is true, I wonder if there's a way to reframe her behavior and words with generosity. For instance, when she says you're "leaving them," is it possible she is scared and sad you'd be far away? Or, when she keeps track of whose culture you're doing things from, I wonder whether she was overwhelmed by the changes and felt left out? Again, this doesn't mean your feelings should be dismissed, but it may help lessen the blow. Trying to give her the benefit of the doubt can help create a more flexible story of what your relationship with her (and her husband) can look like.
If you ultimately decide you need to keep a polite distance from your in-laws to be happy, then you have to release yourself from how they will feel about that -- and the narrative they create because of it. If you can accept that consequence, you can find peace for yourself instead of hoping they give it to you.
Lastly, continue to have open and honest conversations with your husband about how this may be affecting each of you separately -- and the relationship. You may decide to approach this from a place of love for him and build tolerance for what is merely unpleasant while protecting yourself from what is genuinely hurtful. Or he may need to step up even more to combat the narrative that you're a "bad daughter-in-law." Either way, the two of you will want to continue to be on the same page. Good luck!
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Asking Eric: Am I expecting too much from friendship as an adult?
A letter writer is frustrated by trying to form close friendships as an adult.
By R. Eric  Thomas | 2024-12-12
Dear Eric: I am one of many lonely adults struggling to make close friends. It's never come easy for me, and it's compounded by the fact that I'm an introvert who works from home part time with three small children, living far away from family.
My husband is a great friend and support, but I'd love to have more female friends. Several years ago, when we moved to our current (very social) area, I started inviting people to barbecues, large parties, out to dinner and on vacations. I started a book club and two bunco groups.
I work hard to listen when people talk and remember what they share, texting them on birthdays or big days that they mention were coming. I offer to watch children and plan play dates. While I feel friendly with a large circle of people, I'm rarely (if ever) on anyone else's invite lists and don't get any texts on my birthdays.
I don't think my social skills are appalling; people do seem to like me. And I don't resent my acquaintances spending time together without me; I just wonder what I'm missing. Am I expecting too much from friendships as an adult? Should I be happy and not lonely with what I have? I know I'm lucky to now know so many of my neighbors, but when I stop trying to interact with them, they forget about me. I'm frankly exhausted with the one-sided effort and ready to give up.
-- Tired of Trying
Trying: I'm going to tell you something that will probably annoy you. I apologize in advance. You may be too good at socializing, to the point where the people around you assume your calendar is always full and/or don't think you're someone who needs the kind of friendly check-ins we all do. This is counterintuitive, of course, but people are strange.
Being the consummate social butterfly in what you describe as a very social area has many benefits -- you should be proud of what you've done -- but it might be impeding deeper connections.
Try to narrow your scope a little. Are there a few people with whom you'd like to develop a closer relationship? If so, focus on cultivating a series of meaningful interactions with them. Don't be afraid to tell them your plan, i.e., "I'd love to be better friends. Can we get together?" I've found that one of the benefits of making friends as an adult is you can say what you really mean.
You're obviously quite gifted at the art of community-making, no small feat. But if you're running the party, you don't always get the benefit of the party. Being more strategic and focused won't narrow your social group but could elevate some of those casual acquaintances to the level of friends.
Dear Eric: I just read the letter signed "Former Friend," someone whose son's classmate continued to stay in touch long after their son had fallen out of contact. I offer some thoughts on behalf of someone who is still in touch with many of my son's former classmates.
One, they might genuinely enjoy you as a person. As they become adults, it's a wonderful opportunity to form independent friendships.
Two, some young people might see you as a parental figure that they don't have. You might be seen as a resource for advice.
Three, sometimes you've been the safe space in their life. Decades ago, I was a young person whose mother was deceased and whose father was abusive. I would have given anything just to have a safe adult to talk to. As an adult, I have been that safe space for some. You might be a combination of any of these.
My son still considers all these people friends, but he doesn't stay in close contact with all of them, due to the demands in his personal life. On the other hand, I hear from them, see them, and are cared about by them on an ongoing basis. I feel blessed. I don't think a person can ever have too many people who love them. They fill my life with blessings. Years ago, during a particularly difficult time in his life, my son commented, "You lose enough people in life without losing the ones you don't have to." I think those are the wisest words I've ever heard.
-- Still Friends
Still Friends: Those are, indeed, wise words. I appreciate you sharing them. I also think you make a great point about the potential for the letter writer to play a needed role in a younger person's life.
Relationships are two-way streets and if the letter writer isn't finding value in the friendship with her son's classmate, it's worth taking a beat to figure out what could make it meaningful all-around.
(Send questions to R. Eric Thomas at eric@askingeric.com or P.O. Box 22474, Philadelphia, PA 19110. Follow him on Instagram and sign up for his weekly newsletter at rericthomas.com.)
2024 Tribune Content Agency, LLC.
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Miss Manners: Family admires newborn son while insulting daughter
A parent was shocked to hear their family say how much more handsome their newborn boy was in comparison to his sister. 
By Judith Martin, Nicholas Martin, Jacobina Martin | 2024-12-12
Dear Miss Manners: When I visited my family with my newborn son, they could not stop talking about how handsome he was -- and how much cuter he was compared to his sister (my first child, who is 3 years old).
On that afternoon alone, I must have heard the words, "He looks much better than his sister" at least 15 times from my mom and my sisters. I was hurt and shocked they would say such negative things about a child, but I was just grateful my daughter was not with me. However, I doubt her presence would have stopped them.
Miss Manners, how was I supposed to respond to their negative comments? How do I prevent it from happening again, especially when my daughter is with me?
Grasp your new infant warmly, look deep into his eyes, and, with an appropriately silly expression, say, "They don't mean it! Your sister was a beautiful baby, too! Yes she was! Yes she was!"
After 15 repetitions on both sides, everyone will be exhausted and ready for some adult conversation.
Dear Miss Manners: I am new to online dating, and I'd like your advice on how to respond to "likes" when you're not interested. I feel that some response to a message is appropriate, but I don't want to give people the wrong idea. I also don't really want to get into long conversations with those who don't seem to be a good match.
Does it make a difference if they just send a "like," with no message? Or if they are outside my listed age range? I'm surprised and grateful that others are interested, and I want to treat everyone respectfully. Any suggestions?
This is an area where the etiquette -- such as it is -- is still evolving. But Miss Manners will try to assist.
One of the most confusing aspects of such businesses is that they cross the boundary between the commercial and the social -- not just without a thought, but without even realizing there is a distinction.
But in this case, that confusion is useful. The purpose of such sites is, as they would put it, to Meet Someone. So answering that first outreach when you are not interested -- whether it was a written message or a mere "like" -- will, indeed, give people the Wrong Idea.
Miss Manners therefore recommends against responding, which she justifies by application of the business etiquette rule that you are not required to return calls from strangers seeking to sell you something.
New Miss Manners columns are posted Monday through Saturday on washingtonpost.com/advice. You can send questions to Miss Manners at her website, missmanners.com. You can also follow her @RealMissManners.
(c) 2024 Judith Martin




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/advice/2024/12/12/miss-manners-family-insults-daughter/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Carolyn Hax: Injured husband ignored spouse's pleas to take care of himself
A "steaming mad" caregiver can't get over the carelessness that led to husband's recent, serious injury.
By Carolyn Hax | 2024-12-12

(Illustration by Nick Galifianakis for The Washington Post)


Adapted from an online discussion.
Dear Carolyn: I've been nagging my husband intensely over the past three years to take better care of himself; he ignores the doctor and drinks too much. Last week, he had an accident that means he's basically immobile for the immediate future.
I am his caretaker. And I'm so steaming mad that I can barely stomach it. He is definitely suffering from the consequences of his actions, and I'm trying to remain calm and compassionate in the heat of this crisis. But his choices -- and lack of past self-care -- mean I'm picking up pieces and responsible for everything! Any advice? I'm drowning in conflicting emotions, angry but trying to be compassionate.
-- Drowning
Drowning: The anger is understandable! Family caregiving is hard, unpaid, stressful, restrictive and isolating. That his choices helped bring this on even as you predicted and tried to prevent it (an extension of yesterday's column, in fact) will definitely layer on the hard feelings.
Plus, hired caregiving is expensive, prohibitively so for many, and those who can afford it struggle to find anyone to do the work -- because it takes a special person to do it well but pays badly. This is a nationwide, society-wide jam we're in that had already been worsening for years before covid either killed off, scared off or wore out so much of the talent in that field. Whew. (Legislatures, are you listening?) Plus immigration, if repaired instead of demagogued, could supply badly needed workers to fill these jobs, but the bipartisan repair attempts keep getting demagogued-over.
But I digress. Obviously, you don't want to get stuck at anger. There's also this: If addiction could be nagged away, then there would be no more addictions.
I think compassion is the best vehicle to move you along, if not the easiest. Consider the "take better care of himself" idea. He probably wants to, especially if he has already tried the willpower solution to his drinking. If he's also eating mindlessly and doomscrolling as part of this poor self-care (just a guess), then that's three addictive substances to reckon with.
Now that he's a patient, you have more standing to insist on mental health and substance abuse treatment. Use it. And get some support for you. Al-Anon has the lowest barrier to entry, but also check my resource page under "Substance abuse" and "Support for caregivers."
Re: Care: Hired caregivers are too expensive while underpaid: What an amazing economic system we have!
-- Anonymous
Anonymous: Isn't it? Same applies to child care.
Readers' thoughts:
* Oh, it will be one of the most difficult things you do. Your spouse sounds as if he is depressed and acting out. Substance abuse support would be helpful. If he delays, then try going yourself to Al-Anon or therapy. Best wishes on this rocky road.
* Contact your loved one's hospital social worker or nurse navigator for resources. Even if he has been discharged from the hospital, they will have access to resources to help you out. Also look online for illness-specific local support groups, such as Al-Anon or Alzheimer's Association. Caregiving is such a life-altering thing, but so many other people are going through it. Hang in there.
* United Way has many resources for caregivers.
* Make sure a support group is monitored by a licensed social worker to ensure that everyone is safe and supported. It was heartbreaking to hear those stories, but also powerful to hear them, too. And knowing everyone was in a similar place really, really helped. As one participant said, "It's like we're all on the same lake, in a different boat!"




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/advice/2024/12/12/carolyn-hax-husband-injured-care/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Are we ruining our marriage by living apart? Hax readers give advice.
A couple is thriving in their long-distance marriage. What does that say about their relationship?
By Carolyn Hax, Haben Kelati | 2024-12-11

Carolyn Hax. (The Washington Post)


We asked readers to channel their inner Carolyn Hax and answer this question. Some of the best responses are below.
Dear Carolyn: My husband and I are in our late 30s and have been married for six years; we have no children (don't want them). Last year, he got a major job opportunity to work part time at an office in another state with housing provided by his employer. I love my job, so there was never any discussion of both of us moving. Instead, he has been working there for a little more than a year. In that time, we have remained very emotionally close by talking on the phone every day. We had originally planned on alternating biweekly visits, but it got expensive and exhausting, so we scaled it back to every six weeks or so.
I am surprised at how ... fine it feels. I've gotten used to going to bed alone, watching my own lineup of TV shows, spending more time with co-worker friends outside of work. My husband is struggling with it a little bit more (he's less socially flexible), but he is actually very happy at work.
I spend a lot of time defending our arrangement to outsiders, which is annoying. The arrangement is indefinite -- we will continue to do this for as long as it works. But I do worry we are setting up habits that are eventually going to push us apart. I had expected this to feel more like a trial, the way long-distance relationships felt when I was a college student.
Are we messing up our future together by thriving in separate homes?
-- Distance and Ambivalence
Distance and Ambivalence: I've been with my husband 22 years and in all that time he's worked on the road. I travel extensively, too. Sometimes we go three or four months without seeing each other. It makes our time together more precious. We don't sweat the small stuff, our relationship is intimate, and we have each other's backs no matter what. Plus, we never get bored with each other.
Maybe it doesn't work for everyone, but it does for us. We both work in the music business so it's just the norm for our industry. If it works for you, then it is no one else's business. I've personally witnessed hundreds of happy marriages like ours.
-- Works For You
Distance and Ambivalence: If this situation drives you apart, then it won't be because you adopted an unconventional arrangement that works well for both of you. If there's a problem, then I suspect it will be because you're fine, and he isn't, and there doesn't seem to have been much discussion about a compromise on your part. You love your job, and it's important to you -- fair enough. But this opportunity was presumably important to him, too, and you say there was "never any discussion" of you moving with him. So, while you have the job you love and a living arrangement that works well for you, he has a choice: either the job that is important to him or the living arrangement that would work well for him.
If he speaks up to say the distance isn't working for him, then he knows the solution would  be for him to give up his job, since your moving is apparently off the table and the distance isn't bothering you. There's nothing inherently unreasonable (at all) about the way you've chosen to resolve this jobs-and-geography conundrum, but that kind of imbalance is something to keep an eye on -- it can be corrosive.
-- Imbalance
Distance and Ambivalence: The only people who get to decide the terms of a marriage are the two people in the marriage. So, try to put aside the societal expectations and what other people are saying you "should" do, want, need or be worried about in your marriage and in your life.
You are writing for advice about this, so I have to wonder if you actually have any doubts or concerns yourself. Spend some time really thinking about this to get to the bottom of what you really think, feel, need and want for yourself, your marriage and your life. Finally, once you have a good sense of yourself, open up a genuine dialogue with your husband. Encourage him to do the first two exercises on his own as well -- to tune out any judgy societal noise and spend some time really thinking about what's right for him.
Then schedule a discussion to put all your cards on the table. Is this arrangement meeting both of your needs and wants? If yes, then proceed. If no, then does the disconnect warrant tweaks, big changes, bringing an end to this arrangement or something else? And how do you both feel about any of those scenarios?
A strong marriage can work through issues like these and arrive at a solution that works for both of you. That's the only requirement of you: work together to stay together however you choose  without regard for what others think you "should" do.
-- Ignore the "Shoulds"
Every week, we ask readers to answer a question submitted to Carolyn Hax's live chat or email. Read last week's installment here. New questions are typically posted on Thursdays, with a Monday deadline for submissions. Responses are anonymous unless you choose to identify yourself and are edited for length and clarity.
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Cooking chat: How do I salvage a soup that's too salty?
Every Wednesday at noon Eastern, Aaron Hutcherson and Becky Krystal answer your cooking questions.
By Aaron Hutcherson, Becky Krystal | 2024-12-11

(Scott Suchman for The Washington Post/food styling by Marie Ostrosky for The Washington Post)


Every Wednesday at noon Eastern, Aaron Hutcherson and Becky Krystal provide practical cooking advice that you can't find on Google. They answer questions like "Do you need to rinse rice?" and "Is it safe to leave butter at room temperature?"
But there's more! Often, your excellent questions inspire us to write full-length articles. Recent posts have covered broth vs. stock (and whether it really matters), foolproof ways to cook fish and a look at carbon-steel pans.
Aaron and Becky both write and test recipes for Post Food, our team dedicated to helping you cook with confidence. We're hoping this weekly chat will be a lively conversation where you can figure out any issues in the kitchen and identify new recipes for you to try.
Send us your question below. The question box includes a space for your name, but this is optional. Your question may be edited for accuracy and clarity.
Want more recipes and tips? Check out our past chats, catch up on recently published recipes with our weekly Recipes newsletter, or sign up for the Eat Voraciously newsletter, in which Julia Turshen  shares one quick, adaptable dinner recipe every Monday through Thursday.
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Top food trends of 2024: Value meals, dying chains and recalls galore
From the rise of $5 fast-food meals to TikTok's viral "onion boil," 2024 food trends were only sometimes tasty. 
By Emily Heil | 2024-12-11
2024 was a big year, news-wise: AI stopped feeling like the future and more like the present, wars raged, the Paris Olympics made the world feel hopeful for a minute -- oh, and then there was that little election. Whether you've been paying attention to food trends or you just fell out of a coconut tree, you might have seen that there were developments in what and how we ate this year, too. Here's a look back on some of the big stories we followed:
The platform continued to make its mark on home cooks, who shared hacks and wacky recipes that quickly spread. This year, the viral crop included some actually-good-IRL dishes, such as onion boils (a misnomer for a butter-drenched, seasoned and baked allium) and cucumber salads (just don't slice off a finger!), as well as plenty of don't-bother-trying-this ones, including a cloying "fluffy Coke" and the idea of washing your shredded cheese (seriously, don't).
Beyond recipes, TikTok gave hungry viewers the fix they craved when it came to private chefs of the Hamptons, whose backdrops of acres of marble countertops and hydrangea-ringed pools are the stuff of our Nancy Meyers dreams (not to mention all that farm-stand produce and casual-cool buffets for 50). And TikTok creators such as Keith Lee, the restaurant reviewer whose face is so famous he sends family in to pick up food that he consumes in his car, continued to flex their power. Lee's visit this year to the Washington area ruffled feathers when he (politely) dissed the dining scene, although the few places he did give a thumbs-up were rewarded with the famed "Keith Lee effect" of booming business.

(Illustration by Emma Erickson for The Washington Post) 


This year, penny-minding consumers looked for dining deals -- and they didn't have to search too hard. After posts of eye-popping prices for Big Mac meals went viral in 2023, and a collective sense seemed to develop that fast-food prices were too dang high, chains started hyping new value meals meant to keep customers lining up at their drive-throughs. A $5 meal became an industry standard, though some "deals" were better than others. And Chipotle rushed to assuage customers who thought the folks making their bowls and burritos were skimping on portions.
With prices at many restaurants feeling exorbitant, people also ate at home more. Grocery prices were still high, though, and private-label, or store, brands benefited from value-conscious shoppers, with retail giant Walmart rolling out a high-end line of its own.
For years, aesthetic trends have come and gone (R.I.P. to my coastal grandmother and Tomato Girl eras), but this year, the urge to curate one's surroundings reached new levels of impractical. 2024 brought us "fridgescaping," which involves not just keeping the interior of your appliance tidy and organized, but actually adding decor items or color-coordinating (or even hewing to a seasonal theme, because nothing says Halloween like a Jack-o'-lantern next to your mayo). Another form-over-function development in the kitchen? How about a $700 KitchenAid mixer in a deep green shade and a matte finish with a bowl fashioned from walnut -- never mind that wood "is notorious for absorbing odors," needs regular maintenance, and can't be as effectively chilled for making whipped cream and other dishes like a normal, non-statusy metal version.
It was a scary year for food recalls. There were several high-profile -- and deadly -- instances, including listeria-contaminated deli meats from Boar's Head that sickened dozens and killed 10 people. E. coli-tainted onions in McDonald's Quarter Pounders sickened at least 75 people in 13 states. And although the overall number of recalls is on track to dip slightly from last year, according to government data, it sure feels like we're living in an era of permanent grocery paranoia, a condition experts say can be explained by a number of factors, including the sheer number of ways we find out about them (from social media to our grocery apps) to the human brain's tendency to overestimate threats.

(Illustration by Emma Erickson for The Washington Post) 


Nostalgia for the 1990s might still be going strong when it comes to fashion (we see you, grunge), but when it came to restaurants, customers weren't feeling the warm fuzzies for iconic legacy chains. Boston Market, Red Lobster and TGI Fridays -- all staples of the pre-Y2K suburban landscape -- declared bankruptcy. Some of their contemporaries, such as Chili's, have weathered the vagaries of time better. But these three faltered for a number of reasons, among them the changing tastes of younger diners, who might prefer fast-casual chains with more sophisticated, global flavors -- or simply staying home and having dinner delivered.
But 2025 might see a reversal, at least in one instance: The son of one of the founders of Mexican chain Chi-Chi's has said he is bringing the business back, and we're here for the return of the decadent fried ice cream and chimichangas of our youth.
Hot peppers remained ... well, hot in 2024. Diners reveled in all things eye-wateringly, lip-numbingly spicy. Foods that married heat and sweet, often slapped with the label "swicy," were everywhere (pairings such as honey and gojuchang, or both sweet and spicy peppers felt of-the-moment). And to the joy of heat-seekers across the land, the shortage of Huy Fong Sriracha sauce -- the iconic rooster-labeled brand -- that plagued supermarket shelves starting in 2022 finally came to an end, as its manufacturer found a new pepper supplier. The trend, which often plays out with kids daring one another online to eat crazy-hot snacks, has a dangerous side: several kids were sickened and a Massachusetts teenager died after participating in the viral "One Chip Challenge." Danish officials issued a recall of three varieties of Korean instant noodles for containing too-high levels of capsaicin.
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Dining chat: A restaurant offered a patron $200 to change an online review. Is that bribery?
Washington Post food critic Tom Sietsema entertains your dining questions, rants and raves.
By Tom Sietsema | 2024-12-12
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Baked brie with pepper jam shows why the classic is a classic
Baked brie is a perennial favorite because it's easy to prepare, easy on the eyes and fun to eat.
By Aaron Hutcherson | 2024-12-11

Baked Brie With Pepper Jam. (Peggy Cormary for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


No, there's nothing new about baked brie. But sometimes novelty is overrated. There's a reason that, per Google Trends, interest in the dish spikes annually during December: Baked brie is eye-catching, deliciously decadent and shockingly easy to prepare, all the makings of a holiday-party star. Traditionally enjoyed as an appetizer, baked brie can also be the main course for dinner, particularly when vegetables are alongside for nutritional balance.
Get the recipe: Baked Brie With Pepper Jam
As so succinctly described by its name, the dish is primarily cheese that is baked until lusciously gooey. Brie is the go-to, but any bloomy rind cheese, such as camembert or cambozola (a cross between camembert and gorgonzola), will do.
While melted cheese is great, the excitement really comes from its pairing with some sort of flavor enhancer. Jam is common, but some other ingredients that can be used in place of or in conjunction with the fruit spread include toasted nuts, fresh herbs, pesto, olive tapenade, honey (or another liquid sweetener), or any sort of flavorful condiment, paste, spread or sauce. The only thing to keep in mind is to stay away from anything too liquidy that might inhibit a crust (if you're including one, and I always do) from getting brown and crisp.
In my version, I found spicy-sweet pepper jam to be a great choice to balance the richness of the cheese. A few out-of-the-box ideas that might also be worth a try include ssamjang (a savory, spicy and sweet Korean condiment), harissa (a hot sauce popular in North Africa) and remoulade (a spicy and tart sauce from New Orleans). The possibilities are limited only by your imagination.

Wrapping the brie with puff-pastry dough. (Peggy Cormary for The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky for The Washington Post)


Some iterations of baked brie stop there, but I always envision it "en croute," or wrapped in a crust. Puff pastry is the standard, adding drama as its laminated layers expand during baking. But creative cooks have also used delicate layers of phyllo or a buttery pie crust to put their own spin on the traditional version.
While you could certainly make your own puff pastry, store-bought is the way to go for ease and convenience. One of the most widely available brands is Pepperidge Farm, whose puff pastry uses vegetable-based fat, but some prefer the flavor of those that use butter instead, such as Dufour. Whichever is available to you and within your budget will work just fine.
For those new to working with puff pastry, the most important rule is to not allow it to get too warm, which could impair its ability to, well, puff. Store-bought dough comes frozen, so it's best to follow the package instructions for thawing and then not to leave it at room temperature for too long.
A hunk of decadent cheese plus a few tablespoons of flavorful flair all wrapped in crisp, delicate pastry -- plus a quick brush with an egg wash to give it a golden sheen -- adds up to a simple-to-prepare, gastronomic gift for you and your guests.
Get the recipe: Baked Brie With Pepper Jam
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The 33 best things to do in D.C. this weekend and next week
Holiday markets, concerts, parties and movies continue this week, but Scrooges can still enjoy a hot chocolate crawl, tango class or "Mario Kart" competition.
By Fritz Hahn, Sophia Solano, Adele Chapin, Chris Kelly | 2024-12-12
Holiday events continue to pack the calendar this week, with more markets, movies and sing-alongs than there are bulbs on your tree. But there are options for those unready (or unwilling) to get into the Christmas spirit just yet: shows at DC9 and Echostage, a Britney Spears-themed drag brunch, a hot chocolate crawl, a tango lesson, and a "Mario Kart" Grand Prix.
If you're still lacking in holiday cheer, see our guides to your D.C. holiday bucket list, holiday markets and outings in D.C.'s most festive neighborhoods, plus the best area light displays and performances of "A Christmas Carol," "Messiah" and "The Nutcracker."
CJM After Sunset: Light Up the Night at the Capital Jewish Museum
Get a head start on Hanukkah at the Capital Jewish Museum's December after-hours party, where you can compete in a dreidel tournament (the winner gets a bottle of olive oil) or prep for gift giving by creating wrapping paper with stickers and stencils. Tickets include access to all exhibitions, including the newest, "JewCE: The Jewish Comics Experience," and museum curators and Gather DC's Rabbi Amalia Mark lead Hanukkah-themed spotlight talks for visitors. Test your taste buds at a blind olive oil tasting, or order an olive oil martini for $9 at the cash bar, where beer and wine are also available. Purchase fried chicken sandwiches and other snacks from the Royal Rooster food truck, but save room for sweets: Visitors take home complimentary sufganiyot as a treat. 6 to 9 p.m. $15-$25.
'An Irish Christmas' at the Kennedy Center
Multi-instrumentalists John Doyle and Mick McAuley, members of the Irish American supergroup Solas, cap another year of extensive touring with a holiday celebration at the Millennium Stage. The event, which features traditional Irish tunes on accordion, guitar and more, is currently standing room only. 6 p.m. Free.
Step Afrika's 'Magical Musical Holiday Step Show'
There is no seasonal celebration like Step Afrika's "Magical Musical Holiday Step Show" -- and the company boasts that it is "the world's first holiday show highlighting the African American tradition of stepping." Forget calling birds: At this irresistible in-the-round experience at Arena Stage, lords and ladies dressed as nutcrackers and fairies leap and stomp their way across the stage with marching band precision, while drummers drum and DJ Nutcracker's beats keep the energy high. Previous years have included epic dance battles, routines set to the percussive rhythm of scraping snow shovels and audience-participation line dances. It's a joyous event for the whole family. Through Dec. 22. $59-$109.
'In Slavery's Wake' at the National Museum of African American History and Culture
The National Museum of African American History and Culture's upcoming exhibition "In Slavery's Wake: Making Black Freedom in the World" goes beyond America's borders, looking at the history of slavery through a worldwide lens, incorporating 190 objects, 250 images and 10 multimedia displays to show both the experiences of Black freedom fighters across the ages and the way this legacy of oppression shaped societies around the globe. After its D.C. debut, the exhibit will travel to museums and cultural institutions in Brazil, Senegal, South Africa and the United Kingdom. Through June 8. Free; reserve timed-entry passes online.
'A Night of Klezmer' at the Kennedy Center
Brooklyn's Michael Winograd returns to the Kennedy Center's Millennium Stage for another rollicking klezmer performance, providing an early taste of Hanukkah. The clarinetist brings along his band, the Honorable Mentshn, for an evening devoted to their unique spin on Yiddish folk music and Jewish celebration tunes. A limited number of tickets will be available the day of the performance. 6 p.m. Free.
Baltimore Symphony Orchestra and Troupe Vertigo's 'Cirque Nutcracker' at Strathmore
It's Tchaikovsky's classic with a twist: an airborne Sugar Plum Fairy and an acrobatic Mouse King. Los Angeles-based circus company Troupe Vertigo teams up with Baltimore's premier symphony for a high-flying rendition of "Cirque Nutcracker." Friday at 7:30 p.m.; Saturday and Sunday at 3 p.m. $22-$86.
Holiday Classics series at AFI Silver Theatre
AFI Silver Theatre's Holiday Classics series includes most of the films you'd expect, from "It's a Wonderful Life" to "Die Hard," but adds extras, like a screening of "Metropolitan" followed by a Q&A with director and screenwriter Whit Stillman and, at selected screenings, introductions by Jeremy Arnold, the author of Turner Classic Movies' "Christmas in the Movies." Through Dec. 24. $5-$13.
McLean Symphony's 'A Christmas Festival' at Capital One Hall
The Northern Virginia community ensemble's annual concert this year features "'Twas the Night Before Christmas" with the full symphony orchestra, plus music from Christmas classics like "Home Alone," "The Polar Express" and "It's a Wonderful Life." The evening ends with sing-along carols. 7:30 p.m. $40; $5 for children 18 and under; $30 for seniors and educators. 
A Beer-y Holiday Sing-Along at Denizens Brewing Co.
Join the DMV Beer Choir at the Riverdale pub for an evening of holiday sing-alongs as you sip craft beer and hard seltzers -- no rehearsals required. 8 p.m. Free.
Eastport Yacht Club Lights Parade
This boat parade has delighted Annapolitans and visitors for more than four decades, with dozens of watercraft strung with lights to make them resemble the leg lamp from "A Christmas Story," lighthouses and, inevitably, festive crabs. Participants -- with many sailors in costume -- make their way around the City Dock, the Naval Academy and Spa Creek. 6 to 8 p.m. Free.
Gingerbread house decorating at Hotel Zena
Calling all cookie architects: Head to 14th Street's Hotel Zena for a gingerbread house decorating workshop, where you'll be equipped with decorating essentials like icing, candy canes and gumdrops to jazz up a premade gingerbread house. The family-friendly event includes all the tools you'll need to whip up a masterpiece to take home to your dining room table. There's a bit of incentive to get extra creative, too, since the decorator with the best design wins a $50 gift card to the hotel's Figleaf restaurant. 1 to 4 p.m. $65.
Cathedral Choral Society's 'Joy of Christmas' at Washington National Cathedral
Washington National Cathedral's house classical performers celebrate the season with three concerts throughout the weekend. The program includes the U.S. premiere of "Sounds of Stardust," a new composition by Britain's Alexander Campkin about his experience living with multiple sclerosis. Saturday at 2 and 7 p.m.; Sunday at 4 p.m. $25-$100.
The Washington Chorus's 'A Candlelit Christmas'
The local singers are celebrating their 15th annual candlelit holiday performance with shows at two locations this weekend. Featuring National Capital Brass and Percussion, side-by-side high school choruses, and other guests, these shows are family-friendly and prone to sell out early. If you miss Saturday's performance at Strathmore (7:30 p.m. $15-$89), try Sunday's show at the Kennedy Center (4 p.m. $15-$126). There are also performances at the Kennedy Center on Dec. 21 and 22.
Holiday Movie Parties at Alamo Drafthouse
If you're the kind of person who likes to recite favorite lines along with the actors on-screen, head to Alamo Drafthouse for one of its Movie Parties, where such behavior is encouraged and the theater even hands out props. This weekend brings interactive screenings of "Elf" (Saturday and Sunday) and "National Lampoon's Christmas Vacation" (Sunday) to theaters in Northeast Washington and Crystal City, as well as a Sunday brunch screening of "It's a Wonderful Life." Through Sunday. $11-$16.
Four Tet and Anthony Naples at Echostage
All club nights are not created equal, and not all big room nights have the decks manned by the likes of Tiesto. On some nights, there's someone like Four Tet, the alias of English producer-DJ Kieran Hebden, who brings a cerebral edge to electronic dance music, with pointillist synths and beats that shuffle, stutter and surge. He'll be joined by protege Anthony Naples, a New York DJ who emerged with the esoteric sounds of "outsider house" but knows how to get crowds moving, especially ones full of revelers ready to give over to the groove. 9 p.m. $60-$70.
Sapphic Holiday Market at Metrobar
Shop from local LGBTQ+ vendors at Metrobar's Sapphic Holiday Market, hosted by events organizer QueerTalkDC. Vendors include Refined Rat Studios (which offers portraits of patrons reimagined as rats), Animal Party Kiki Books (with a make-your-own glitter station) and Island Girl Sweets (selling bottled coquito). 4 to 7 p.m. Free.
Holiday party at Cynthia
Close out the year at the new H Street bistro (previously Irregardless) with a holiday celebration featuring DJ Tony T. Hear hits from the 1960s through the '90s, and spread a little extra cheer knowing your cover charge is donated to Ward 6 Public School Parents Organization and ChAMPS (Child and Adolescent Mobile Psychiatric Service). 9 to 11 p.m. $15; $10 with a receipt from an H Street NE restaurant. 
Winter Waterland at Water Park
The winter celebration at National Landing's Water Park features visits from Santa and Mrs. Claus themselves. Bring the kids to ice skate, try treats from a hot chocolate bar, take photos in an interactive booth, makes arts and crafts, and hear performances from the Arlington Philharmonic at 4 and 6 p.m. 4 to 8 p.m. Free.
Holiday Market at All Souls Bar
Local favorites like Bold Fork Books, An Made, Manifest Bread, Happy Ice Cream and Ham Choi Market populate the Shaw saloon for a market with a distinctly local flair. Noon to 4 p.m. Free.
Cocoa Crawl in Takoma
Try creative takes on the favorite seasonal drink at participating Takoma locations, such as Cielo Rojo's Mexican hot chocolate with chili, the Girl and the Vine's boozy butterscotch hot chocolate with brown-butter-washed scotch, Muoi Tieu's Vietnamese egg coffee, or Red Hound Pizza's orange and cinnamon hot chocolate paired with an orange and cinnamon soft serve. Prices and sizes vary by business. 1 to 4 p.m. Free.
Gingerbread Decorating Party at Cork Wine Bar
Decorate your own gingerbread house -- without the mess of doing so from home -- at Cork's annual holiday party. The ticket price covers one gingerbread house kit for up to two adults or two adults and one child, plus hot chocolate, hot cider and sweet holiday treats. Wine and other food are available for purchase. 10 a.m. to noon or 2 to 4 p.m. $60 per gingerbread house.
No/Mas at DC9
One can read the band name No/Mas two ways: a plea for cessation and a defiant response (No! More!). Both are at play when listening to the D.C. band, which melts down the extreme sounds of grindcore and death metal into quick-and-to-the-point attacks inspired by the likes of Slayer and Napalm Death. After a year of nonstop touring, No/Mas is back home with fellow brutal bands Violencia, Disrotter and Posicion Unida. 7:30 p.m. $15.
'The Nutcracker' ice sculptures at CityCenterDC
Sure, you've seen the Sugar Plum Fairy onstage. But have you seen her in ice? CityCenterDC's Christmas display expands this weekend with a collection of large, handcrafted, Nutcracker-themed ice sculptures, including those of a candy cane throne, ballet slippers and holiday drums. Through Sunday. Free.
Made in Arlington Winter Market at Museum of Contemporary Art Arlington
Shop from local vendors, participate in arts and craft projects, grab a bite from food trucks, or dance to holiday records spun on vinyl by DJ Cinema Hearts. Exhibitions will be open in the museum galleries. Noon to 3 p.m. Free.
Give N' Giggle at Songbyrd Music House
Washington-based comedian Yannick hosts a lineup of local talent for a cause: Entry is free, provided you bring a toy to donate to Watha T. Daniel Public Library. Scheduled performers include Benny Nwokeabia and Jasmine Burton, though last year's show featured an unexpected guest when Def Comedy Jam's Tony Woods made an appearance. 1:30 to 3:30 p.m. Free with donation.
It's Britney, Brunch! at Red Bear Brewing
Drag queen Desiree Dik hosts, but this brunch is all about Britney Spears. Watch performers such as Indiana Bones, Ana Mosity and Blanca Gemini Valentino dance to the princess of 2000s pop's hit tracks while chowing down on Red Bear's steak hash, Nutella French toast or brewer's burrito. Tickets include two drinks. Doors open at 11 a.m. $35.
Washington Bach Consort's 'The Christmas Story' at Strathmore
The consort's signature work is once again staged at Strathmore Music Center. Hear Johann Sebastian Bach's Christmas oratorio, or come an hour early for Bach scholar Michael Marissen's lecture, "Talking Bach." 3 p.m. $35-$99.
Wax Jaw at DC9
The result of a year of writing and recording was "Between the Teeth," an October 2023 EP that's tinged with as many sun-kissed melodies as gnarly moshable moments. For a first release, it achieves a lot: melding (or, as front man Shane Morgan puts it, "Waxifying") members' diverse influences and setting the tone for the slew of live shows Wax Jaw has since hosted along the coast and in Canada. But Morgan is already looking ahead to next year's project. The yet-to-be-named 2025 album is still in the works, but Morgan says it introduces complex, dynamic songs and songwriting (including, excitingly, synths) to explore more mature themes. What's been released so far hints that the band is blending its signature nihilistic goofiness with genuine political takes. 8 p.m. $15.
Foodman at Rhizome
As Foodman, Takahide Higuchi pushes the limits of electronic music and sonic collage, bringing together everything from Chicago footwork to Japanese folk music to the permutations of the house-techno continuum and beyond. The results are playful, buoyant and charmingly confounding. The Japanese DJ-producer shares both a bill and a third-eye-wide approach with Sir E.U and Dolo Percussion, an experimental rapper and a production alias of Andrew Field-Pickering, respectively, who are doing their best to keep their corner of D.C. weird. 7 p.m. $15-$35.
'Mario Kart' Grand Prix at Fantom Comics
The Dupont Circle comic shop's final Mario-themed fundraiser of the year benefits those affected by four recent typhoons in the Philippines. Hosted in collaboration with local Philippine activist group Katarungan, the event is also open to those not participating in the grand prix. Bring a face mask and, if you have them available, Switch controllers. 6:30 p.m. $10.
Milonga at Dupont Underground
Head down the stairs to the subterranean venue for a milonga, a gathering of tango dancers and celebration of Argentine culture. At the event sponsored by the country's embassy, a ticket includes a class with prominent Argentine dancer Victor Rua Espada. 8:15 to 10:30 p.m. $10.
Repeal Day Tour on Capitol Hill
The neighborhood's celebration of the ratification of the 21st Amendment, which lands a bit after the anniversary (Dec. 5), requires your comfiest 1930s-style shoes. The walking tour/bar crawl/costume contest starts at Union Pub before moseying around Capitol Hill and landing at Barrel, all punctuated by lectures on the history of prohibition by historian Robert Pohl. 5:30 to 8 p.m. $45.
Belgian holiday beer tasting at the Sovereign
Belgium's brewers embrace the holiday season with gusto, creating an array of beers that are released only at this time of year. The Sovereign, which specializes in Belgian beers year-round, hosts its annual Belgian Holiday Bash on Wednesday, with more than a dozen offerings from breweries like De Ranke and St. Bernardus, and some curious offerings -- an Oud Beersel lambic brewed with pine buds and a strong ale from Thiriez with three kinds of black pepper. This side of the pond is represented by a pair of offerings from Allagash. All beers are available by the glass. Beginning at 5 p.m. Free admission; beers priced individually.
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'All We Imagine as Light': A glowing tale of sisterhood in modern India
Payal Kapadia's powerful drama marks the emergence of a new filmmaking voice.
By Ty Burr | 2024-12-12

Kani Kusruti, left, and Divya Prabha in "All We Imagine as Light." (Janus Films/Sideshow)


With the delicacy and power of a good short story, Payal Kapadia's "All We Imagine as Light" brings us into the lives of people we might otherwise never consider and brings us out richer for the experience. The first film from India to win the Grand Prix at the Cannes Film Festival, it has also picked up steam on the awards-season circuit, a rising acclaim that may overshadow the movie's subtle, perceptive charms. Making her fictional feature debut as a writer-director, Kapadia unveils a storytelling style that whispers rather than shouts and whose empathy for the unseen women among us is a balm to the soul.
The women in question are three nurses in Mumbai, two of them roommates -- the stoic, shy Prabha (Kani Kusruti) and Anu (Divya Prabha), who's younger, bolder, more modern -- and an older co-worker, Parvaty (Chhaya Kadam), who's being forced out of her apartment by developers. The urban sprawl of Mumbai is as much a character as the women are, and Kapadia fills the opening minutes of "All We Imagine as Light" with the voices of a city that, like New York, pulls a reversed diaspora toward it like filings to a magnet. The voices speak in the many languages of India -- Gujarati, Bhojpuri, Bengali, Marathi, Malayalam, Hindi, Tamil -- and they testify to Mumbai as a place to escape heartbreak, to send money back home, to rob a person of time, to belong without quite belonging.
So it is with Prabha and Anu. The former has a husband she barely knows from an arranged marriage; he's working in Germany, and she hasn't heard from him in over a year. Early in the movie, a gift from him arrives in the form of a fancy rice cooker that's too big for the women's modest kitchen; it's stored under the sink, where, one night, a disconsolate Prabha takes it out and embraces it the way you might smell the sweater of someone you miss.
At the run-down but efficient hospital where they work, Prabha is a model of hardworking kindness, professional and too reserved to gossip or go to the movies with the other nurses. She's flattered by the attentions of a courtly visiting doctor (Azees Nedumangad) but too proper to do anything about it. Anu, by contrast, has a taste for flashy clothes and music and can shock Prabha with her flirtatiousness. Her secret -- which everyone in the hospital except Prabha seems to know -- is that she's seeing a young Muslim man, Shiaz (Hridhu Haroon). In India's regimented society, where you only date someone you're going to marry and Hindus don't marry Muslims, Anu is courting scandal.

Divya Prabha and Hridhu Haroon play lovers courting scandal in "All We Imagine as Light." (Janus Films/Sideshow)


"All We Imagine as Light" cooks along quietly for a while, sustained by the director and cinematographer Ranabir Das's eye for composition -- a shot of Prabha against a nighttime window, the city distant and alive beyond her, is still imprinted on my retinas -- and by the slowly building tensions between the roommates. Prabha, Anu and Parvaty are all in limbo, saving other people's lives while waiting for their own to happen, and the implication is that this is the naturally unnatural state of existence in Mumbai. "You'd better get used to impermanence," one of those voices says at the beginning. Limbo never ends.
Except in "All We Imagine as Light," it does. In the film's final third, Parvaty loses her battle with the builder, and the other two accompany her back to her rural seaside village down the coast from Mumbai to help her set up house. There, the simmering fever breaks. Anu and Shiaz connect with a wellspring of erotic love far more ancient than any city, and Prabha has a reconciliation with the husband who's not there, his empty outline filled in via a ghostly bit of magical realism that's too good and too weird to spoil.
Throughout the film, the piano music of the late Ethiopian nun Emahoy Tsegue-Maryam Guebrou ripples like a secret passed between friends. Likewise, "All We Imagine as Light" is the kind of movie one experiences in solitude even when sharing it with others. As with dwellers in a great metropolis, it makes strangers and accomplices of us all.
Unrated. At AFI Silver Theatre and Cultural Center. Contains brief nudity. 118 minutes.
Ty Burr is the author of the movie recommendation newsletter Ty Burr's Watch List at tyburrswatchlist.com.
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'The End' is a musical family drama for the postapocalypse
Documentarian Joshua Oppenheimer's first narrative fiction film is a daring mixed bag.
By Ty Burr | 2024-12-12

Tilda Swinton and Michael Shannon in "The End." (Felix Dickinson/Neon)


"The End" fits right in with a movie year of major follies ("Megalopolis") and big swings ("Emilia Perez"). It's a 21/2-hour postapocalyptic musical that takes place in a bunker deep underground among the last surviving family on Earth, and some of the questions it answers are: Can Michael Shannon sing? (Yes, and ably enough to survive karaoke night at his local bar.) Also: What happens when a gifted documentarian tries his hand at fiction? (Well, this.)
That director is Joshua Oppenheimer, whose brilliant pair of movies about the Indonesian genocide of the 1960s were both Oscar-nominated (and both times lost out to pop music documentaries, poor guy). Oppenheimer audaciously confronted the aging killers of the 1965-1966 Suharto regime with genre reenactments of their own crimes in "The Act of Killing" (2012) and with one of their victim's unyielding relatives in "The Look of Silence" (2014). Co-writing with Denmark's Rasmus Heisterberg ("The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo"), he continues to mix-master mash-up techniques in his first narrative movie whenever one of his characters opens their mouth to express their thoughts, dreams and regrets in song.
Does it work? No, except for when it does. The family in "The End" has been living in its elegantly furnished multiroom bunker at the bottom of a salt mine for 20 years, long enough for Son (George MacKay of "1917") to grow to adulthood without ever having seen the world upstairs. Father (Shannon) is a button-down patriarch whose work in the oil industry has had something to do with the unspecified Armageddon that has destroyed the planet, and Mother (Tilda Swinton) is a neurasthenic people pleaser living in a fog of denial, medications and old-master paintings she insists on constantly rearranging.
The other inhabitants of this netherworld are Friend (Bronagh Gallagher), an acquaintance of Mother's who has become Son's one confidante over the years; Doctor (Lennie James), who subjects everyone to health checks and occasional verbal abuse; and Butler (Tim McInnerny), who is a butler. Into their privileged Eden -- sustained by a farm-aquarium setup for food -- comes Girl (Moses Ingram), a survivor from topside who upends the family's delicate dynamic and reveals the latticework of lies that keep them from coming apart at the seams.
The musical numbers are part of those lies, the characters bursting into songs with lyrics like "together our future is bright!" as if to will away the unthinkable. Oppenheimer's lyrics, set to music by Joshua Schmidt (stage musicals "Adding Machine" and "Midwestern Gothic"), have a sub-Sondheimian lilt to them, but the melodies are unmemorable and sometimes more recitative than song. These people are quite literally whistling in the dark.

From left, Tim McInnerny, Michael Shannon, George MacKay, Tilda Swinton, Bronagh Gallagher and Lennie James sing their troubles in "The End." (Neon)


When the filmmaker's Big Idea clicks, it can make for a powerfully touching sense of loss, as in a duet where Son coaches Father into a memory, perhaps invented, of his first meeting with Mother. MacKay gives the strongest performance in "The End," in part because his character is the one person who dramatically evolves, his love for Girl forcing him to confront the myths he's been told since childhood about his parents' moral purity and Father's responsibility for the disasters that continue to unfold overhead.
Father and Mother, by contrast, wilt under the fresh air and brute realities Girl brings with her, and Oppenheimer finds drama the same way he did in his twin documentaries -- by letting complacent evil come face to face with itself until it can no longer deny the truth. Shannon is good in a seeming change of pace from his hyperintense roles, and Swinton gives Mother's dissolution a wracked pathos, as if Mary Tyrone, the addict matriarch of Eugene O'Neill's "Long Day's Journey Into Night," had wandered into a Mad Max movie. Ingram is excellent as Girl, coping with her own load of survivor's guilt, but the fact that she's Black and the family is upper-class White is left either unexplored or so subtextual that it's in the sub-subbasement.
In the end, Son is the only person here who's never lived in the real world, has never had to make a choice, and is therefore free from guilt -- except for that which he's inherited, a notion that gives "The End" a dawning undertow of horror even beyond its postapocalyptic setting. Oppenheimer has made a chamber play of and for the damned, and while it never fully escapes the laboratory of ideas, it shows a daring and lethally sharp creative mind at work. More, please.
Unrated. At area theaters. Contains language, apocalypse now. 148 minutes.
Ty Burr is the author of the movie recommendation newsletter Ty Burr's Watch List at tyburrswatchlist.com.
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The best of art exhibitions in 2024
Highlights of a transformative year in art included expansive landscapes, gilded altarpieces and an exhilaratingly more inclusive Venice Biennale.
By Philip Kennicott, Sebastian Smee | 2024-12-12
In the nation's capital, as well as around the country and internationally, ambitious curators backed by dynamic institutions staged exhibitions that transformed our idea of art, both contemporary and historical. These were some of the big-impact shows that we found most pleasurable and provocative.

"Edges of Ailey," at the Whitney Museum of American Art, honors Alvin Ailey's dancing and choreography, but it also goes deeper. (Ron Amstutz)


The Whitney's Alvin Ailey show (continuing through Feb. 9) is a canonization, and entirely deserved. Along one wall of the huge fifth-floor gallery, videos of the artist's choreography play in a loop. But the rest of the show documents a far bigger story, Ailey as a source and subject, an intellectual force, a collaborator and muse. He was everywhere, on Broadway, at the opera, an interlocutor with poets, photographers and novelists. The curators approached this show with an exciting thesis -- Ailey's stage was the world -- and they have more than proved it. -- Philip Kennicott
It's a rare exhibition that rewrites art history. This deeply researched, visually dazzling show at Clark Art Institute in Williamstown, Massachusetts -- presented in collaboration with the Louvre -- was about a virtually forgotten revolutionary-era French artist who was born into slavery and rose to the top of the art world. -- Sebastian Smee
The Metropolitan Museum of Art's major exhibition devoted to the Harlem Renaissance situated this great moment of American creativity in an international context, including work by European artists who both inspired and were in dialogue with their Black counterparts in New York. Organized by the brilliant curator Denise Murrell, the show felt like one of the major events of the season, a rare window into not just visual culture, but also the larger historic, social and economic forces that make a renaissance possible. -- P.K.

Pierre Bonnard, "Coffee," 1915. A two-venue exhibition in Texas and D.C. took a novel approach to the French painter's work. (Tate, London)


Leading the viewer on a carefully choreographed journey from expansive landscapes to shared interiors and then into the most private domestic spaces of bedroom and bathroom, this two-venue exhibition -- at the Kimbell Art Museum in Fort Worth and the Phillips Collection in Washington, D.C. -- presented a new and deeply resonant approach to Pierre Bonnard's paintings. -- S.S.
Christina Ramberg's unique combination of erotic heat and deadpan displacement made her cartoon- and fashion-inspired paintings some of the most original of the 1970s. "Christina Ramberg: A Retrospective," at the Art Institute Chicago, was a tight overview of the late Chicago-based artist's too-brief career. It didn't just confirm her importance -- it enhanced it. -- S.S.

Caspar David Friedrich, "The Abbey in the Oakwood," 1809-1810. A fine show at Berlin's Alte Nationalgalerie celebrated the 250th anniversary of the German artist's death, and a version of that show will come to New York next year. (Andreas Kilger/Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Nationalgalerie)


Even people who only occasionally dip into the art world will know his most famous work, the circa 1818 "Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog," a solitary figure on a high promontory looking out over a majestic sea of clouds. Caspar David Friedrich was the great painter of romanticism, a German artist all too ardently loved by the Nazis for all the wrong reasons. In Germany, the 250th anniversary of his death was celebrated with several exhibitions, including a fine one at Berlin's Alte Nationalgalerie. Fortunately, the Metropolitan Museum of Art will bring a version of that show with other additions to New York in February. -- P.K.
Sometimes it just feels like a circus, or high-end art fair, but the 2024 Venice Biennale was well served by the strong vision of its curator, Adriano Pedrosa, the first South American and openly queer person to organize the world's preeminent art gathering. He opened things up, inviting more artists, from more countries, and included not just new work but also art that he felt had been unfairly overlooked or excluded in the past. The main pavilion and Arsenale exhibitions were strong, cohesive and fascinating, and one left feeling like the art world still has some vigor. -- P.K.

At the Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago, an exhibition of Nicole Eisenman's work provoked laughter, tender feelings and deep worry. (Shelby Ragsdale/MCA Chicago)


A mid-career survey of Nicole Eisenman, the sarcastic, scabrous, funny and poignant painter and sculptor, provoked cutting laughter, tender communal feeling and deep worry at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago. Eisenman's range and talents are unmatched by any other contemporary painter. -- S.S.
This beautiful, spiritually charged survey of gilded altarpieces from a hilltop city in 14th-century Italy has had everyone buzzing since it opened in the fall. "Siena: The Rise of Painting, 1300-1350," at the Metropolitan Museum of Art through Jan. 26, brings together rare pieces by Duccio, the Lorenzetti brothers and Simone Martini and opens fresh perspectives on the story of Western art's beginnings. Unprecedented. Revelatory. Overwhelming. -- S.S.

"Paris 1874: The Impressionist Moment," on view at the National Gallery of Art in D.C., frees impressionism from the boxes it is often put in. (Tierney L. Cross for The Washington Post)


Too often, the standard narrative of impressionism follows a Hollywood script: Bohemian artists discover a new way to see the world, and ultimately triumph over the stale, tired, oppressive forces of traditionalism. "Paris 1874: The Impressionist Moment" (on view at the National Gallery of Art through Jan. 19) is, instead, a "tale of two exhibitions," according to the curators' pithy summary. Juxtaposing work from the first impressionist show with some of the best pieces from the annual Salon of 1874 -- the main art world event at the time -- the National Gallery puts impressionism in a wider, far more meaningful context. And visitors can be forgiven for admiring, even perhaps preferring, some of the artists who were happily immune to the avant-garde. -- P.K.
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'Marvel Rivals' has a surprise star -- a deadly land shark named Jeff
"Marvel Rivals," a new third-person hero shooter video game, features one powerful and malevolent character that's riling people up online: Jeff the Land Shark.
By Herb Scribner | 2024-12-11

A picture of Jeff the Land Shark in Marvel Rivals. (NetEase/Courtesy NetEase)


It's all fun and games until you see a shark fin swimming toward you.
Since its launch last week, the new third-person shooter video game "Marvel Rivals" has attracted millions of players who are battling as some of the most popular comic book heroes: Iron Man, Captain America, Magneto, Scarlet Witch and so many more. But one crusader -- a pesky little land shark known as Jeff -- has stolen the spotlight, giving Marvel (and the hero shooter genre) a much-desired win.
In Rivals, a free-to-play hero shooter for PC, Xbox and PlayStation 5, players battle in head-to-head combat or complete objectives and challenges. Think "Overwatch," but instead of guns, you're using Hulk's mighty fists.
Jeff, meanwhile, eats people -- or throws them off a cliff.
His character is defined as a "strategist" who sprays water on his teammates to help them recover during battle. But his ultimate power is what's breaking brains and (likely) controllers. Once he unlocks this finishing move, the shark yells, "It's Jeff!" and creates a whirlpool swallowing any heroes caught in the tide -- only to spit them into the air or off the map entirely. In rare cases, Jeff can K.O. an entire team of opponents in one go.
The massive reaction to Jeff has made its way to all corners of social media. Many love him, calling him an MVP or the GOAT. Rapper Sexyy Red says Jeff is "so cute."
But others have grown to hate him, sick of getting victimized by what they see as cheap moves. "If Jeff the Land Shark has no haters it's because I have died," one X user wrote. One clip of Hulk beating Jeff to smithereens in an act of revenge amassed millions of views and thousands of likes on X and TikTok.
The relative success of "Marvel Rivals" -- and the viral debate around its evil-cute breakout star -- is something of a bright spot for recent Marvel properties and the beleaguered live-service and hero shooter genres. Sony's big-budget hero shooter "Concord" became an industry cautionary tale this year when it was shut down for lack of interest, in part because its characters and tone failed to resonate with players.
"It's very fitting that he's divisive in the game," said Quinn Hesters, an editor and writer on all things Marvel for the pop culture site Gatecrashers, citing Jeff's comic book history.
In the comics, Jeff started as an evil land shark monster created by the villain M.O.D.O.K. (a mechanized organism designed only for killing). He was eventually adopted by heroes including Deadpool, and became a member of the West Coast Avengers. Jeff now has his own comic book series and is generally seen as a charming heroic sidekick with a trickster side, having stolen Captain America's shield and eaten the Infinity Gauntlet.
"I feel like a proud father watching this character go from being introduced in an obscure, short-lived comic book to becoming the breakout character of a hit game," said Hesters, whose Bluesky profile picture shows Jeff dressed like Wolverine.
According to Zhiyong Feng, lead combat designer for the game, Jeff was added to the Rivals late in development after designers felt the game's roster was a little thin and needed another hero. Jeff was chosen because he is well-liked among Marvel comic books fans, Feng said in an email.
Developers nearly axed the design of Jeff's most powerful move because of complications that arose after he swallowed opponents. "Fortunately, our development engineers managed to implement it perfectly, and we are very grateful for that," Feng said. (NetEase said it monitors and reviews data daily about its characters, and will keep an eye on Jeff's strength to see if it needs to be changed.)
"Let's be real, Jeff's a little legend," said Annina Cremona, a Twitch content creator and community manager for independent gaming publisher Wired Productions. "If people are hating on him, it's probably because he's good at what he does and prevents them from getting kills. Deep down, even the anti-Jeff crowd has to respect him a bit."
"He's just living his best land-shark life," she said, "and occasionally having a snack on the enemy team."
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The best video games of the year
Our critic's picks for the best 10 video games of 2024 include some of the best narratives, small-team innovations and mechanical polish in years.
By Gene Park | 2024-12-11
Many gamers declared 2023 one of the best years for games, and I agree the quality standard was high. I think 2024 is the more interesting year.
The best games of last year were wonderful, near-perfect reiterations of templates, formulas and intellectual properties. But big-budget game development is in a crisis of ballooning costs, shrinking profits and production cycles that can last up to a decade.
With fewer blockbusters to crowd out attention this year, smaller projects and independent studios found audiences seeking bold new ideas. "Helldivers 2" from Arrowhead sold 12 million copies in just three months, dispelling all notions that daily-engagement "live service" games like Fortnite and Call of Duty are the only path to multiplayer success. An upstart studio in China, Game Science, sold even more copies of its debut project, "Black Myth: Wukong," embraced by a Chinese market hungry for homegrown games.
The following 10 games offer different lessons for the industry, while also being the finest batch of games in years.
Emerging out of a troubled development cycle and a decade of work, "The Veilguard" is the most interesting blockbuster game of the year. It was once planned as a multiplayer game, and the bones of those abandoned ideas can protrude in nasty ways through its structure. It also removed many role-playing elements that endeared fans to the series. Yet BioWare, a once beloved but troubled studio, and game director Corrine Busche managed to reconstruct it all into a coherent, strong action experience with a gentle heart in love with its diverse, dynamic cast. Sometimes that diversity is handled in messy ways, like the game itself. But perfection is the enemy of greatness, particularly in representation, and "The Veilguard" will be an important game for many people.
What if a grab bag of charming indie games (see "UFO 50," below) took place in Hawaii, starred Japanese gangsters and had a much larger budget? The eighth title in the growing Like a Dragon series is filled with fully formed games within games. "Dodonko Island" is basically Animal Crossing, except you're constructing homes and neighborhoods for adult Japanese people. This game also has two variations of the Pokemon franchise and a Crazy Taxi tribute based on Uber Eats-style businesses, along with your usual poker and mah-jongg tables and fully functional arcade games like "Virtua Fighter 5." It helps that it's still the best crime drama series of the medium, with its sweeping, thorough examinations of Japanese masculinity.

(Nintendo)


The first official Zelda game starring the title princess is also the first title directed by a woman, Tomomi Sano. It was a slower year for Nintendo, yet its flagship series returned to classic form. An innovation in "Echoes" allows us to copy objects and monsters to navigate the world. The top-down perspective forced Nintendo to revisit and innovate on its classic dungeon templates. This may not be the most important game of the year, but it is an important evolution in the Zelda series.
"UFO 50" -- like others on this list a celebration of mechanics over anything -- is an indie anthology series of 50 games that feel ripped out of the first decade of games. It reminded me of when my grandmother gave me a box of Nintendo games, a seemingly boundless box of adventure and fun. Most of these games are at least a few hours long, offering incredible value per dollar. This includes "Porgy," a large exploration-based game like Metroid, and "Grimstone," Final Fantasy-like game with Western elements.

(Fellow Traveller)


This indie game by Sunset Visitor and written by Pinki Li and Conor Wylie is perfectly described by a Tumblr post: It "boldly asks the question of what if a slightly awful teenage girl became the most important person in the world." It's a gentle meditation on cultural diaspora communities, told through a striking red, white and blue sci-fi art direction, probably the best of the year. If the horror game "Mouthwashing" has the year's best-written narrative, "1000xResist" is a close second, told through a far more ambitious structure fusing visual novels with classic adventure game design.
Sony's emerging mascot character is another example of classic, perfected game design, this time in the platformer space. It's filled with references to other PlayStation brands, which can water down what makes this game special. But fluid level design and economical button assignments make this the best platformer since Mario's last outing in 2017. Through its numerous game references, "Astro Bot" is a stark reminder of amazing PlayStation games now ignored for big-budget projects, and its game design manifests why that greatness can still exist.

(Square Enix)


The middle sequel of a trilogy, "Rebirth" is the grandest blockbuster game of the year, with more than 400 pieces of music, hundreds of hours of excellent voice acting and direction, and a full array of gaming experiences. It's also the best Square Enix fantasy game in two decades, since "Final Fantasy X" on PlayStation 2. The denouement is watered down by trying to please too many audiences (veterans of the original game and newcomers) and spoils what is otherwise a perfect example of Final Fantasy's ability to leave us hopelessly in love.

(Playstack Games)


Created by a single IT worker, "Balatro" is the purest video game of the year with a beautifully built system of rules that force us to rethink and reimagine every part of the standard 52-card deck. It shattered productivity for millions of players. Its hypnotic and snappy user interface makes this a joy to play; as developer LocalThunk told me, he loves "elegant, synergistic systems." This isn't just a digital version of a card game. Only a video game could mutate joker cards with superpowers the way "Balatro" does.
This is not just the best-written game of the year, but of the past several years. The less you know about "Mouthwashing," the better, especially at a brisk three-hour playtime. Created by seven people (Wrong Organ), it resembles the great tragic American plays, a digital "Death of a Salesman" that traps you in a maddening examination of unchecked ego, the cataclysm it can wreak, and the people who enable or ignore it. Its use of digital effects reinforces how this stage play could only be told as an interactive game. It is a repugnant and potent portrait of humanity's ugliest qualities and will stay in your memories for a very long time.

(Sega)


It's a miracle that a game about the complexities of developing democracies and political assassinations also managed to be a thrill ride with near-perfect role-playing systems. "Metaphor: ReFantazio" is excellent and exciting in all the ways a video game can be, from its robust class-based battle mechanics to a rousing musical score sung in Esperanto, the language of unity. That even the music reflects the game's themes is a testament to how "Metaphor" is a rigorous and dense study of collective activism and the challenges of governance for a diverse population.
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For her solo debut, singer-songwriter Katie Gavin looks inward
She'll perform at the Atlantis on Dec. 13.
By Olivia McCormack | 2024-12-11

Singer-songwriter Katie Gavin. (Chris Pizzello/Invision/AP)


Katie Gavin didn't necessarily want to embark on a solo adventure with her debut solo album, "What a Relief." But there were songs that seemed to demand it.
The 31-year-old singer-songwriter, best known for being in the queer pop trio Muna alongside Josette Maskin and Naomi McPherson, found herself with songs that didn't work for the band. "I just felt like it was important for me to validate that part of myself," she says in a Zoom interview from her Los Angeles home.
If Muna is a gay night out, "What a Relief" is a night in with red wine and a heated blanket. The album, which was released in October, explores experiences and feelings usually reserved for a personal diary.
In "As Good As It Gets," a single featuring indie singer Mitski, Gavin asks: "Do I disappoint you?/ Am I not what I seemed?/ I get disappointed, too/ When love is not what I dreamed." It's a love song of the most realistic caliber, exploring the banality of long-term romance.
Getting Mitski involved was easy. Phoebe Bridgers, who owns Gavin's label, Saddest Factory Records, suggested that the song be a duet. Gavin reached for the stars and over text asked Mitski, who responded minutes later that she was in. They recorded both the song and the music video remotely.
The song came out of Gavin's relationship at the time and her feeling that it wasn't always as perfect as the love stories depicted in movies -- her realization that just because love is hard and sometimes overwhelming doesn't mean it's not something to strive for. "I was interested in that question of expectations and whether we are better off trying to adjust our expectations to our reality," Gavin says.
This melancholic ode to love reflects what is best about Gavin as an artist: a new perspective on a heavily traversed topic, deep vocals that soak into the guitar backing and something new to gain from the song every time you hear it.
"I've always been interested in trying to find shades of love that are uncharted in music. I love trying to shine a light on things that people experience that they don't hear in songs," Gavin says.
Dec. 13 at 8 p.m. at the Atlantis, 2047 Ninth St. NW. theatlantis.com. Sold out.
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Museum and gallery exhibits in the D.C. area this week
Check out what's on tap at area museums and galleries.
By Washington Post staff | 2024-12-11

"Paris 1874: The Impressionist Moment" is on view at the National Gallery of Art through Jan. 19. (Tierney L. Cross for The Washington Post)


The following special exhibitions are on view at area museums. For a complete list of all permanent, indefinite and long-term exhibitions, please consult individual museum websites. Museums marked with an * are free. Note: The National Geographic Museum and the Smithsonian's Arts and Industries Building are temporarily closed for renovations.
*ANACOSTIA COMMUNITY MUSEUM
"A Bold and Beautiful Vision: A Century of Black Arts Education in Washington, DC, 1900-2000," through March 2. Artifacts and original artworks highlight this exhibition honoring African American artist-educators. 1901 Fort Pl. SE. anacostia.si.edu
CAPITAL JEWISH MUSEUM
"JewCE: The Jewish Comics Experience," through March 23. This exhibition highlights comic book superheroes who came from the minds of Jewish creators, writers and artists, as well as contemporary graphic novels that explore Jewish themes.
The museum features two ongoing exhibitions about Jewish history, from 1790 to today, and how to build a better future in the National Capital Region: "What Is Jewish Washington?" and "Connect. Reflect. Act." 575 Third St. NW. capitaljewishmuseum.org
*DUMBARTON OAKS
"Striking Designs: Communicating Through Coins," through May 31. An exploration of how the Roman and Byzantine Empire used money to spread ideology.
"The White House," through June. This installation by Colombian artist Santiago Montoya features 12 houses of varying sizes -- 11 made of coal and one made of white chocolate. 1703 32nd St. NW. doaks.org
* FOLGER SHAKESPEARE LIBRARY
"Imprints in Time," through Jan. 5. This display features rare books and manuscripts from the eclectic collection of Stuart and Mimi Rose.
"Little Books, Big Gifts: The Artistry of Esther Inglis," through Jan. 19. The artistic, literary and social networking achievements of Inglis, a working mother of eight who was William Shakespeare's contemporary, are on view. 201 East Capitol St. SE. folger.edu
*GEORGE WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY MUSEUM AND TEXTILE MUSEUM
"Irresistible: The Global Patterns of Ikat," through Dec. 21. Ikat textiles from nations around the world are on display in this celebration of the ancient resist-dyeing technique.
"Art Uncovered: Visionary Textile Scholars and Their Archives," through April 5. A global selection of letters, photos and more from the Arthur D. Jenkins Library's archives.
"A Tale of Two Houses," through May 17. An exploration of two houses central to D.C. history: the Woodhull House in Foggy Bottom and George Hewitt Myers's Kalorama residence. 701 21st St. NW. museum.gwu.edu
*HIRSHHORN MUSEUM AND SCULPTURE GARDEN
"Revolutions: Art From the Hirshhorn Collection, 1860-1960," through April 20. This collection presents 208 artworks made during a period defined by evolutions in science, philosophy and mechanization.
"Osgemeos: Endless Story," through Aug. 3. This full-floor presentation tracks the collaboration and artistic trajectory of Brazilian identical twins Gustavo and Otavio Pandolfo.
"Basquiat x Banksy," through Oct. 26. The exhibition highlighting two paintings, one by Jean-Michel Basquiat and one by Banksy, marks the first time either artist's work has been presented at the museum. Seventh Street and Independence Avenue SW. hirshhorn.si.edu
INTERNATIONAL SPY MUSEUM
"Bond in Motion," through April. A celebration of the James Bond film franchise featuring props and scale models alongside cars, motorcycles and more 007 vehicles. 700 L'Enfant Plaza SW. spymuseum.org
KREEGER MUSEUM
"The DMV Collects the DMV," through Feb. 1. This celebration of the Washington Print Club's 60th anniversary features the work of 49 artists who lived in the D.C. region or built their careers there. 2401 Foxhall Rd. NW. kreegermuseum.org
HILLWOOD ESTATE, MUSEUM AND GARDENS
"Fragile Beauty: Art of the Ocean," through Jan. 5. This exhibition includes works that evoke the water, as well as pieces created with oceanic materials. 4155 Linnean Ave. NW. hillwoodmuseum.org
*LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
"Collecting Memories: Treasures From the Library of Congress," through December 2025. The David M. Rubenstein Treasures Gallery's first exhibition examines the ways in which cultures preserve memory. Thomas Jefferson Building, 10 First St. SE. loc.gov
MUSEUM OF THE BIBLE
"Sacred Words: Revealing the Earliest Hebrew Book," through Jan. 12. The oldest known Hebrew book, featuring Sabbath morning prayers and liturgical poems, is on display.
"Billy Graham's Canvas Cathedral," through Jan. 26. A reflection on Billy Graham's evangelistic campaigns in the late 1940s.
"The Megiddo Mosaic: Foundations of Faith," through July 6. This interactive exhibit showcases an ancient mosaic floor discovered by archaeologists in 2005. 400 Fourth St. SW. museumofthebible.org
*NATIONAL ARCHIVES MUSEUM
"Power & Light: Russell Lee's Coal Survey," through Dec. 7, 2025. A display of more than 200 images of coal communities from American documentary photographer Russell Lee. 701 Constitution Ave. NW. museum.archives.gov
NATIONAL BUILDING MUSEUM
"Capital Brutalism," through Feb. 17. An exploration of the Metro system and seven D.C. buildings designed in the polarizing brutalist style.
"Frank Lloyd Wright's Southwestern Pennsylvania," through March 17. This exhibition shines a light on projects the architect designed for the region from the 1930s through the 1950s.
"Brick City," through spring. U.K.-based artist Warren Elsmore uses Lego pieces to re-create destinations from all seven continents, including New Orleans during Mardi Gras and medieval Japanese castles.
"Mini Memories: Souvenir Buildings From the David Weingarten Collection," through 2025. A showcase of 400 miniature building souvenirs from nearly 70 countries.
"House & Home," ongoing. A collection of photographs, models, films and objects that examine American homes both familiar and unconventional.
"Building Stories," ongoing. This immersive exhibition dives into the world of architecture, engineering, construction and design as depicted in children's books. 401 F St. NW. nbm.org
*NATIONAL GALLERY OF ART
"Gordon Parks: Camera Portraits From the Corcoran Collection," through Jan. 12. A display of 25 portraits taken by groundbreaking photographer Gordon Parks between 1941 and 1970.
"In the Library: Life in the Impressionists' Paris," through Jan. 17. A selection of some 40 photographs and prints capturing the art scene in late 19th-century Paris.
"Paris 1874: The Impressionist Moment," through Jan. 19. A presentation of 130 works, including paintings from Paul Cezanne, Claude Monet and Camille Pissarro, examines impressionism's origins.
"Spirit & Strength: Modern Art From Haiti," through March 9. Haiti's significance to the African diaspora is put on display in this exhibition featuring 21 recently gifted works. Sixth Street and Constitution Avenue NW. nga.gov
*NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY AND CULTURE
"Reclaiming My Time," through February. An exhibition highlighting work by contemporary Black designers about issues of cultural heritage, bodies at rest, labor and leisure.
"Reckoning: Protest. Defiance. Resilience.," ongoing. The exhibition focuses on the Black Lives Matter movement and art that depicts resistance and protest. 14th Street and Constitution Avenue NW. nmaahc.si.edu
*NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AFRICAN ART
"From the Deep: In the Wake of Drexciya With Ayana V. Jackson," through Jan. 6. Artist Ayana V. Jackson uses animation, immersive video, installation, sound and scent in an exhibition inspired by the 1990s techno band Drexciya, whose albums imagined a mythical aquatopia populated by descendants of pregnant African women thrown (or who jumped) overboard into the Atlantic during the Middle Passage.
"Bruce Onobrakpeya: The Mask and the Cross," through Jan. 21. A showcase of Nigerian sculptor and printmaker Bruce Onobrakpeya's earliest commissions from the late 1960s.
"John Akomfrah: Five Murmurations," through Aug. 24. The Ghanaian-born, London-based artist and filmmaker addresses the covid-19 pandemic, the murder of George Floyd and the worldwide protests in support of Black Lives Matter in this visual essay of our times.
"Benin Bronzes: Ambassadors of the Oba," through Dec. 31, 2026. Nine bronze artifacts taken by the British during the Benin Punitive Expedition of 1897 are on display as part of a long-term loan from the National Commission for Museum and Monuments in Nigeria. 950 Independence Ave. SW. africa.si.edu
*NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AMERICAN HISTORY
"Forensic Science on Trial," through June. An exhibition breaking down how forensic science has been used in more than 150 years of trials.
"Presente! A Latino History of the United States." The Molina Family Latino Gallery is the first gallery space of the new National Museum of the American Latino; it tells U.S. history from the perspective of members of the diverse Latino community and covers themes such as immigration, identity and legacy. Constitution Avenue NW, between 12th and 14th streets. americanhistory.si.edu
*NATIONAL MUSEUM OF THE AMERICAN INDIAN
"Sublime Light: Tapestry Art of DY Begay," through July 13. The first retrospective of the Navajo fiber artist's career features 48 tapestries spanning three decades of work.
"Unbound: Narrative Art of the Plains," through Jan. 20, 2026. Historical hides, muslins and ledger books from the Great Plains are presented alongside 50 contemporary works commissioned by the museum. Fourth Street and Independence Avenue SW. americanindian.si.edu
*NATIONAL MUSEUM OF ASIAN ART
"An Epic of Kings: The Great Mongol Shahnama," through Jan. 12. An exhibition featuring 25 folios from the Shahnama, the celebrated medieval Persian manuscript.
"Striking Objects: Contemporary Japanese Metalwork," through Jan. 11, 2026. Works from the collection of Shirley Z. Johnson highlight the ways in which modern Japanese metalworking is used in traditional methods. 1050 Independence Ave. SW. asia.si.edu
*NATIONAL MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY
"Lights Out: Recovering Our Night Sky," through December 2025. Photographs, objects, models and interactive elements are used to explore the effects of light pollution.
"Dazzling Diversity," through Dec. 16, 2025. Early natural history books from the Smithsonian Libraries and Archives put scientific knowledge of the insect world on display.
"Cellphone: Unseen Connections," through 2026. This exhibition, about the way phones connect us to the natural world, features multimedia installations, a sprawling graphic novel and more than 750 objects. 10th Street and Constitution Avenue NW. naturalhistory.si.edu
NATIONAL MUSEUM OF WOMEN IN THE ARTS
"Suchitra Mattai: Myth From Matter," through Jan. 12. An exhibition pairing the Guyanese-born artist's recent work, including mixed media and sculpture, with objects sourced from D.C. collections.
"Samantha Box: Confluences," through March 23. This display highlights the Bronx-based photographer's black-and-white work exploring race, gender, class, and sexuality.
"In Focus: Artists at Work," through April 20. Video documentaries explore the creative processes of eight contemporary artists. 1250 New York Ave. NW. nmwa.org
*NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY
"Brilliant Exiles: American Women in Paris, 1900-1939," through Feb. 23. An exhibition highlighting the feats of 60 American women who traversed the Atlantic in the early 20th century in pursuit of creative freedom.
"This Morning, This Evening, So Soon: James Baldwin and the Voices of Queer Resistance," through April 20. Curated by Pulitzer Prize-winning writer Hilton Als, this collection explores the interconnected lives of Baldwin, Lorraine Hansberry, Bayard Rustin and other queer civil rights activists.
"Picturing the Presidents: Daguerreotypes and Ambrotypes from the National Portrait Gallery's Collection," through June 8. This exhibition features photographs of 11 U.S. presidents.
"Felix Gonzalez-Torres: Always to Return," through July 6. The artist's work is presented in D.C. for the first time in more than 30 years, with a focus on his groundbreaking portraiture.
"Recent Acquisitions," through Oct. 26. This display showcases 21 additions to the museum's collection, all representing female subjects or made by women. Subjects include singer Beyonce Knowles-Carter, Supreme Court justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, writer Octavia Butler and actress Greta Garbo.
"Star Power: Photographs From Hollywood's Golden Age by George Hurrell," through Jan. 4, 2026. This exhibition highlights the work of Hurrell, a Hollywood photographer whose portraits captured the likes of Clark Gable, Spencer Tracy and Joan Crawford. Eighth and F streets NW. npg.si.edu
*NATIONAL POSTAL MUSEUM
"Baseball: America's Home Run," through Jan. 5. This exhibition dives into the surprising ways baseball and postal history have intersected since the early 20th century.
"Voting by Mail: Civil War to Covid-19," through Feb. 23. This election-year exhibition features objects spanning three centuries that have been used to help U.S. citizens vote by mail. 2 Massachusetts Ave. NE. postalmuseum.si.edu
PHILLIPS COLLECTION
"William Gropper: Artist of the People," through Jan. 5. Dozens of works from Gropper, the son of immigrants from Romania and Ukraine, comment on 20th-century sociopolitical issues.
"Breaking It Down: Conversations From the Vault," through Jan. 19. This eclectic exhibition presents more than 90 works from historic and contemporary artists. 1600 21st St. NW. phillipscollection.org
*RENWICK GALLERY
"Subversive, Skilled, Sublime: Fiber Art by Women," through Jan. 5. Works of cotton, wool, polyester and silk are presented in an exhibition that considers an alternative history of American art.
"Contemporary Craft at the Renwick Gallery," ongoing. More than 100 works composed of fiber, ceramics, glass, metal, wood and other materials showcase handmade art of the 21st century.
"Janet Echelman's 1.8 Renwick," ongoing. The American sculptor's fiber and lighting installation projects shadow drawings in colors that move from wall to wall. Pennsylvania Avenue and 17th Street NW. americanart.si.edu
*SMITHSONIAN AMERICAN ART MUSEUM
"Artist to Artist," through May 18. This rotating exhibition highlights eight artist pairings, each of which features two figures whose trajectories intersected at a key moment.
"Pictures of Belonging: Miki Hayakawa, Hisako Hibi, and Mine Okubo," through Aug. 17. An examination of the art from three trailblazing American women of Japanese descent.
"The Shape of Power: Stories of Race and American Sculpture," through Sept. 14. A collection of 82 works created between 1792 and 2023 examines how sculpture and race in America have intersected.
"Sightlines: Chinatown and Beyond," through Nov. 30, 2025. This gallery overlooking D.C.'s Chinatown neighborhood highlights Asian Americans' cultural impact on the nation's capital.
"Isaac Julien: Lessons of the Hour -- Frederick Douglass," through 2026. A joint purchase by the Portrait Gallery and the Smithsonian American Art Museum, this five-screen video installation uses period reenactments to create a portrait of the activist, writer, orator and philosopher Frederick Douglass. G and Eighth streets NW. americanart.si.edu
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'Mouthwashing': A repugnant, tragic play that wants to hurt you
'Mouthwashing,' a brief but brutal video game from studio Wrong Organ, is a sci-fi horror fable about men swaddled in narcissistic delusions.
By Gene Park | 2024-12-11

The screensaver wall with a scorching red sunset is one of the first images conceived for "Mouthwashing," a dramatic horror game developed by the seven-person team at Swedish studio Wrong Organ. (Critical Reflex)


If you're someone who keeps a personal list of your most hated fictional characters, "Mouthwashing" -- a three-hour fable so repugnant and painful, you feel it deep in your bones -- may have you revise it.
With five characters and set across only six rooms, the PC-only game reminds me of an Arthur Miller play, a portrait of human indecency told through allegory. Like a space-age, late-stage capitalist twist on "Death of a Salesman," it's about men swaddled tightly in narcissistic delusions, shielded from reality. It's a different sort of American Dream, where everything fails you.
Written by Johanna Kasurinen and made by the seven-person team of Swedish studio Wrong Organ, "Mouthwashing" is a story best left for you to experience, even from the first few minutes. But broadly speaking, it's about survivors inside a crashed spaceship meant to deliver goods for an Amazon-like intergalactic service.
The capitalist critique, present in so much art, does not take center stage, nor does the game's playfulness with the horror mascot subgenre, popularized by "Five Nights at Freddy's." Those tropes belie the character drama and what these five characters do to one another. Make no mistake, cold corporate capitalism still informs and sets the stage for the conflict. If apathy and negligence infect everything at every level, ships of all kinds will crash.
The game is essentially a first-person adventure novel as you navigate one of the shipmates throughout its late-'90s PlayStation polygon art style. Light and gory puzzles with navigation challenges make up "gameplay," and a few end up feeling a little disruptive to the story, but never for too long. Focusing on a small cast with an economical narrative excited the team, said Kasurinen, Wrong Organ narrative designer and art lead, in an interview.
"What made 'Mouthwashing' an attractive idea for us right from my initial pitch was how it takes a very limited setting, characters, interactivity and then twists it out of shape as much as possible to create the unique aspect of it," she said. "You experience the story almost like a puzzle itself."
The game uses tools of cinema in a nonlinear narrative told through flashbacks and perspective changes among unreliable narrators. She's right that the story is a puzzle, demanding players to be attentive listeners to the characters and the situation. The brilliance of this story is that, if you miss certain details, the game holds a mirror to you and leaves you questioning your own emotional intelligence.

Swansea sits in the broken recreation room of the Tulpar, the crashed spaceship setting of "Mouthwashing." (Critical Reflex)


Beyond cinematic tricks, the game's low-polygon style opens the door for a dreamlike smearing of textures, color and shapes across your screen to reinforce a world of delusion and self-deception.
"We used a lot of the mechanics that are unique to video games to make it work. We leaned into the limitations of a low-poly game of this budget," she said. "We'd always ask ourselves, 'How can we use pretty mundane video gamey things, like the first-person POV, objective markers or datamoshing" -- the technique that creates smeary, glitchy video effects -- "to tell the story and underline the themes?'"
Since Halloween, the game has become a viral hit. It's a testament to the game's coherent writing and vivid visual metaphors that so many streamers and creators have understood its themes. There are also many players who miss the aforementioned details, inciting spirited debate and online arguments. The reception has far exceeded the team's expectations.
"I would say the most surprising is the sheer power of fandom and its insane creativity. It's such a powerhouse of both fun and extremely touching creations," said Rita Lebedeva, founder of publisher Critical Reflex.
One question many streamers usually utter by the end of the experience: "What kind of people would make this kind of game?"
So I asked Kasurinen, who explained that the initial concept of the game was inspired by a previous project that "showed signs of collapsing" well before they killed it.
"It was that state of a team of people trying to convince ourselves, 'We can still fix this if we just try harder,' when everything was already limping and on fire, that eventually planted the seed," she said. "It's one thing to even try to pitch a horror game about mouthwash, but finding a group of talented people who are willing to take seemingly stupid ideas like that and fully commit to aiming for the jugular in terms of execution is when you know you've found something special."
The game does indeed go for the jugular, and your heart will be bleeding out for weeks.
(Spoiler alert: The rest of this article discusses the specific characters and themes of "Mouthwashing.")

Anya sits in the entertainment room of the Tulpar, a spaceship making deliveries for an intergalactic Amazon-like company in "Mouthwashing." The game unravels a nonlinear narrative across several months. (Critical Reflex)


"Mouthwashing" is a gantlet of emotional torment as it forces the audience to endure playing through the eyes and body of Jimmy, a manipulative narcissist who commits horrifying acts to other shipmates and absolves himself of any responsibility. Kasurinen said she sees many people talk about how "we all know a Jimmy," and although she agrees with the sentiment, "the more interesting but challenging question is, 'Can you see any of yourself in him?'"
"For myself, it's definitely true," she continued, adding that of course she hasn't done anything close to what Jimmy does. "But I can certainly get pathetically jealous. I can get insecure and self-pitying to a vicious degree. I can act aggressive and defensive in the moment, then regret it the next day. Those are the kinds of awful, clinging emotions I wanted to explore with Jimmy. I always want to be writing about uncomfortable things, about aspects of myself or others that I find distressing, shameful, contradictory. Things that I think a lot of people can identify with but aren't usually put into words."
Then there's the ship captain, Curly, the affable top-rated employee and longtime friend to Jimmy. He represents the enabler, someone who did not act, either out of cowardice or a lack of awareness. There is fiery online debate on Curly's choices (here is one Reddit thread), in which some players have seen their own experiences.
"Curly represents the kind of good-intentioned downplaying that is unfortunately common but very human," Kasurinen said. "In the real world, it can and does escalate to where people like him are defending perpetrators or use their power to cover up for misbehaving friends while still thinking they are doing a good, generous thing. ... Good intentions don't mean a whole lot after the situation has already gotten massively out of hand."
I proposed to Kasurinen that the game's message seems to be, "Take responsibility." The game itself blasts the two words in loud, bold text splashes across the screen. It's a recurring "mission objective." It's what the audience, as Jimmy, fails to do.
She reminds me: There is another sentence that erupts in the player's face like an alarm. Not an objective, just a hostile wish. "I hope this hurts." The game begins with text setting the time and place of this tragic play, and then that phrase, so crude and direct: "I hope this hurts." Who is saying this? It's another detail up for debate. Kasurinen calls it the "instigating concept" of this cutting tale.
"At the risk of sounding pretentious, the medium is the message," she said. "I hope certain people in the gaming industry play this game. I hope they see themselves. And I hope it hurts. I hope it hurts, hurts, hurts."
Maybe that's the only way to get through to some people. This game hurts because it understands your pain.
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With Noah Brown out for a while, Commanders add a wide receiver 
Washington brings in K.J. Osborn, who was a solid contributor for the Vikings before a disappointing season with the Patriots.
By Sam Fortier | 2024-12-12

K.J. Osborn has had a down year in 2024, with just seven catches for the Patriots. (Nick Wass/AP)


The Washington Commanders' No. 2 wide receiver, Noah Brown, probably will miss the rest of the season with a kidney injury, Coach Dan Quinn said, so the team bolstered its depth Wednesday by claiming K.J. Osborn off waivers from the New England Patriots.
New England cut the 2020 fifth-round pick, who has just seven catches for 57 yards in seven games this season. Osborn started his career with the Minnesota Vikings, averaging 53 catches for 615 yards over a three-season stretch.
It didn't work out how either side wanted in New England; he was occasionally a healthy scratch. Osborn (5-foot-11, 200 pounds) is not a plug-and-play replacement for Brown (6-2, 225).
Brown hurt himself in the third quarter of Washington's Dec. 1 blowout win over the Tennessee Titans, when he ran a comeback route along the sideline, dived for the ball and landed hard on his left side. The team quickly ruled him out with a rib injury. Quinn credited Brown and the medical staff for addressing the "serious injury."
"Fortunately he's going to be okay," Quinn added.

Washington Commanders receiver Noah Brown (bottom of screen) suffered a serious kidney injury in the third quarter of a blowout win over the Tennessee Titans that is probably season ending. (Sam Fortier/TWP)


The Commanders have lost two key offensive weapons in as many games. It will be a challenge to keep the unit humming against the New Orleans Saints' solid defense Sunday without Brown or running back Austin Ekeler, who's on injured reserve with a concussion.
Brown is difficult to replace. He was the team's biggest receiver and mostly lined up outside right, opposite Terry McLaurin. He ranks third on the team in targets (56), catches (35) and yards (453). Quarterback Jayden Daniels trusted him on third down, and Brown showed a knack for drawing defensive pass-interference penalties; he had six, tied for second in the league behind only Minnesota's Justin Jefferson (eight).
Brown's toughness and competitiveness shined in the running game, too.
Offensive coordinator Kliff Kingsbury probably will replace Brown situationally. Osborn can line up all over -- as he did during his best years in 2021 and 2022 -- and he could give Kingsbury more flexibility. Or the coordinator could expand the outside roles of Dyami Brown, a vertical and seam threat, and Olamide Zaccheaus, who's slight but also tough and competitive.
Kingsbury also could lean further into the team's two- and three-tight-end sets to take the stress off the wide receivers.
This is a major opportunity for rookie Luke McCaffrey -- who has spent most of his season in the slot -- to prove he can produce in a bigger role. The third-round draft pick's best game came in Week 3, when he had three catches for 44 yards against the Cincinnati Bengals.
The team also has Jamison Crowder working back from injury and two receivers with more size -- Mitchell Tinsley (6-1, 205) and Brycen Tremayne (6-4, 212) -- on the practice squad.
"We've got a pretty deep crew there, and so that helps where guys can play into different spots," Quinn said. "You've probably seen some guys play outside, some guys play inside, and so having a deep crew allows you to do that. But Noah does have some specific size and speed traits that are unique to him."

Saints defensive end Chase Young was a force Sunday against the New York Giants. (Vera Nieuwenhuis/AP)


Defensive end Chase Young, the No. 2 draft pick by Washington in 2020, will get his second chance to face his old team Sunday. In the first game, on Dec. 31, 2023, with the San Francisco 49ers, Young played 26 snaps and registered two stats: one assisted tackle (on a short run) and one pressure/quarterback hit (on a 25-yard pass).
This time, he's coming in hot. Young had 10 pressures last week in a win at the New York Giants, which tied a career high and was the most by a Saints player in the past two seasons, according to Zebra Sports. Six of his pressures came in 2.5 seconds or faster, which were the most quick pressures by a Saints defensive lineman since 2018. The team awarded him a game ball for what interim coach Darren Rizzi called his best game with the team.
Despite his strong pressure metrics, Young, who signed a one-year, $13 million contract with the Saints in the offseason, has just 3.5 sacks and 19 quarterback hits.
"Strong edge-setter," Quinn said. "A guy who can absolutely bring it -- tight-end side, openside runs and then [the] chop-club [move]. So, a big athletic player. And they've got a nice defensive line with some guys that can move and rush and put them into different locations, and Chase is right in the middle of all that."
Rizzi is being coy about who will start at quarterback. During a cryptic news conference Wednesday, he didn't rule out a return for Derek Carr (concussion/hand) and said backups Jake Haener and Spencer Rattler are competing this week. Haener entered last week when Carr was injured on a hard fall in the second half.
Quinn didn't seem worried about the uncertainty of whom his team will face at quarterback. He said that while the Carolina Panthers used to dramatically change their scheme between quarterbacks Cam Newton and Derek Anderson, the Saints are more similar from player to player under first-year coordinator Klint Kubiak.
"[The calls] won't be all the same, but there'll be a lot of the same," Quinn said. "So that's where we put our time and our effort in. From the specific players who are studying the other ones, we've got the film on all three, so that's how you have to prepare. It takes a little extra for the players, but you have to really train for what they do best and then work back from there."
Over the past week, Daniels got active in the community. The rookie quarterback hosted a toy drive at home in San Bernardino, California, during the bye week, and then Tuesday he went with teammates to Children's National Hospital in Northwest Washington.
"It's dope," he said of his community work. "I love being able to see the joy on kids' faces. And obviously during different circumstances, obviously at the children's hospital yesterday, just be able to go out there and bring some joy with them, interact with them. And then back home, be able to get some toys to some people that might be less fortunate and might be struggling to provide for their kids with some toys. So it was dope to be able to be a part of that."
A reporter asked Quinn about the Saints' offense aside from their quarterback, and he spent his entire answer focused on running back Alvin Kamara, who excels in the Saints' zone-run scheme that's similar to the one Mike Shanahan used to run in Washington.
"This is a fantastic player," Quinn said. "The speed off the ball, putting your foot in the ground -- that's Alvin, and that's his speed. He can really stick his foot in the ground and jab. And then the other side is him as a receiver. It's not just screens, but when you can put a running back out in the slot or outside and throw the ball down the field, that changes things. So he's a fantastic fit in a good system. He's one of those rare players. Whatever system you have, he's going to play well. But there's certain ones that fit guys more. So he's the focal point to me."
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