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Negotiators Agree to Long-Awaited Cease-Fire and Hostage Deal for Gaza

The agreement, which must still be approved by the Israeli cabinet, incited joy in the Gaza Strip and Israel, even as some feared that it could fall apart.

Explosions in the northern Gaza Strip on Tuesday. Jack Guez/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images



By Patrick Kingsley, Adam Rasgon, Aaron Boxerman, Ronen Bergman, Isabel Kershner and Peter Baker
Patrick Kingsley, Adam Rasgon, Aaron Boxerman and Isabel Kershner reported from Jerusalem, Ronen Bergman from Tel Aviv and Peter Baker from Washington.


Jan 16, 2025 at 03:35 AM

Negotiators announced on Wednesday that they had reached a cease-fire deal for the war in the Gaza Strip, 15 months after a  devastating Hamas-led attack on Israeli soil set off a relentless military campaign with few parallels in recent history.

In the attack that set it all in motion, the Oct. 7, 2023, raid on southern Israel led by Hamas fighters, some 1,200 people, most of them civilians, were killed, stunning Israelis. In the months that followed, an estimated 45,000 Palestinians in Gaza, many of them also civilians, were killed and entire towns leveled.

On Wednesday, Gazans were allowing themselves to hope for an end to the long months of hunger, destruction and fear, while Israelis were anxiously readying themselves to welcome home dozens of men and women taken hostage by Hamas during the 2023 attack.

Under the terms of the provisional deal, reached in the waning days of the Biden administration, the Israeli military will begin to pull back its force and Hamas will begin releasing some of the hostages seized during the bloody raid that set off the war. If approved by Israel's cabinet, the cease-fire will take effect on Sunday.

"An entire country is holding its breath tonight," said Yair Lapid, the centrist opposition leader of Israel, where the cabinet was expected to vote on the agreement on Thursday.

Hamas, in a statement, said, "It is a historic moment in the conflict with our enemy." It praised the "legendary resilience" of Gazans in the face of a war that had unleashed a humanitarian crisis. One of the group's leaders also had praise for the Hamas-led attack that prompted the war, despite the bitter price paid by Palestinians.

Even amid cautions that some of the details of the agreement had yet be worked out, celebrations broke out on Wednesday in both Gaza and Israel.

"Praise God, this tragedy is over," said one Gaza City resident, Mohammad Fares, 24, as celebratory whistling and gunfire was heard in the background.

Palestinians celebrating the news of a cease-fire agreement on Wednesday in Khan Younis, Gaza. Mohammed Salem/Reuters


But in a decimated Gaza that little resembles the enclave that existed before Israel unleashed a broad assault aimed at destroying Hamas once and for all, grief and anxiety, not joy, remained the dominant emotions among Palestinians.

"How can we ever rebuild?" asked Suzanne Abu Daqqa, who lives in a suburb near the southern Gaza city of Khan Younis. "Where will we even begin?"

In Israel, families of the hostages issued a statement declaring their "overwhelming joy and relief" over the deal, but they also expressed "deep anxiety and concerns" that some hostages might be left behind. Of the roughly 250 people seized in Israel on Oct. 7, 2023, some 100 are still in Gaza; about a third are believed to have died in captivity.

Even as the tentative cease-fire was celebrated, some appeared at pains not to overstate what might be achieved. In announcing the deal, the prime minister of Qatar, Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-Thani, spoke of "sustainable calm."

The agreement, however, was a major breakthrough after months of roller-coaster talks that often appeared to inch close to resolution, only to fall apart. President Biden's administration had been pressing for a truce as the clock ran out on his time in office.

"Too many innocent people have died, too many communities have been destroyed," an ebullient Mr. Biden told reporters at a news conference.

President Biden, flanked by Vice President Kamala Harris and Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken, announced the cease-fire agreement from the White House on Wednesday. Pete Marovich for The New York Times


His successor, President-elect Donald J. Trump, had threatened severe consequences unless Israel and Hamas reached an agreement before his Jan. 20 inauguration, and Mr. Biden suggested that the White House had consulted with the Trump team about the talks.

"We're handing off to the next team a real opportunity for a brighter future in the Middle East," he said. "I hope they take it."

After months of deadlock, the negotiations moved into high gear in recent days in Doha, the Qatari capital, sped up by Mr. Trump's looming inauguration. American officials from both the departing and incoming administrations drove the latest efforts to reach a deal, with Qatar and Egypt acting as mediators between Hamas and Israel.

The cease-fire would have several phases, the first of which would last six weeks. During that time, Mr. al-Thani said, Israeli forces in Gaza would withdraw to the east, away from populated areas, and some 33 hostages would be released. In return, Palestinian prisoners being held in Israel would be released.

The 33 hostages to be released in the first phase include women and children, men over age 50 and sick or wounded people. It was still unclear how many of that group are alive, but Israeli officials have estimated that most are.

Protesters hugging in response to reports of a cease-fire agreement and a potential release of the hostages on Wednesday in Tel Aviv. Avishag Shaar-Yashuv for The New York Times


During the first phase, 600 trucks carrying desperately needed humanitarian relief would enter Gaza daily. And Gazans forced from their homes would be able to return north, where the Israeli invasion began.

Hundreds of thousands of Palestinians in southern Gaza have been living in tents, makeshift shelters, rented homes and relatives' apartments for more than a year. Many of those planning to return to the north will most likely find that their homes and neighborhoods have been destroyed.

By Day 16, negotiations about the second phase of the deal -- also lasting six weeks -- would begin, focusing on further exchange of hostages and Palestinian prisoners.

The cease-fire agreement must still pass the Israeli cabinet, where some of the hard-right lawmakers that Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu depends on to remain in power have openly opposed a deal.

Amid word that a cease-fire deal might be near, one far-right member of the coalition, Itamar Ben-Gvir, issued a video statement calling on others to join forces and scupper any agreement by quitting the Netanyahu government.

Another far-right cabinet member, Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich, called the agreement "bad and dangerous to Israel's national security" and said he absolutely opposed it. But he did not explicitly threaten to leave the government.

Critics of Mr. Netanyahu, including many of the hostage families, have often accused him of sabotaging past efforts to reach a deal in order to preserve his coalition, the most right-wing and religiously conservative in Israel's history.

The far-right Israeli lawmakers Itamar Ben-Gvir, left, and Bezalel Smotrich publicly opposed the deal on Wednesday. Ammar Awad/Reuters


On Wednesday, Foreign Minister Gideon Saar said he believed that a majority would sign off on an agreement in a cabinet vote. "Leadership is about deciding between a bad decision and a very bad decision," Mr. Saar said, adding of the hostages, "If we postpone the decision, we don't know how many of them will survive."

Isaac Herzog, the Israeli president, called on the government to approve the deal. "There is no greater moral, human, Jewish, or Israeli obligation than to bring our sons and daughters back to us -- whether to recover at home, or to be laid to rest," he said.

On Wednesday, in the absence of a cease-fire, Gaza Civil Defense reported continued Israeli airstrikes across the enclave, including one on a residential building in northern Gaza City that it said had resulted in two fatalities.

Over the past year, the fighting in Gaza, along with the lawlessness that spread after the invasion, have posed major hurdles to distributing aid. On Wednesday, as humanitarian groups geared up to flood into the stricken enclave, they made it clear that it would still not be easy -- even with a cease-fire.

"This is a moment of hope and opportunity," said Tom Fletcher, the United Nations undersecretary general for humanitarian affairs. "But we should be under no illusions how tough it will still be to get support to survivors."

The aftermath of Israeli airstrikes on Sunday at the Bureij refugee camp in Gaza. Eyad Baba/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Reporting was contributed by Hiba Yazbek, Abu Bakr Bashir, Johnatan Reiss, Rawan Sheikh Ahmad, Ismaeel Naar and Ephrat Livni.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/15/world/middleeast/gaza-cease-fire.html
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How the Cease-Fire Push Brought Together Biden and Trump's Teams

Rarely have representatives of current and new presidents of different parties worked together at such a high-stakes moment. But the president and the president-elect didn't quite share credit.

Steve Witkoff, President-elect Donald J. Trump's special envoy to the Middle East, in Palm Beach, Fla., this month. Doug Mills/The New York Times



By David E. Sanger and Michael D. Shear



Jan 15, 2025 at 08:00 PM

When President-elect Donald J. Trump's Middle East envoy, Steve Witkoff, met with Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu of Israel on Saturday to pressure him on a cease-fire deal in Gaza, there was someone on the speakerphone: Brett H. McGurk, President Biden's longtime Mideast negotiator.

Mr. McGurk was in Doha, Qatar, leading the final round of negotiations for a cease-fire.

It was a vivid example of cooperation between two men representing bitter political rivals. Rarely if ever have teams of current and new presidents of different parties worked together at such a high-stakes moment, with the fate of American lives and the future of a devastating war hanging in the balance.

Both Mr. Trump and Mr. Biden publicly claimed credit for the breakthrough.

"This EPIC ceasefire agreement could have only happened as a result of our Historic Victory in November," Mr. Trump wrote on his social media site even before the deal was formally announced in the Middle East.

At the White House, Mr. Biden told reporters that his administration had worked tirelessly for months to convince the two sides to halt the fighting. He called it "one of the toughest negotiations I've ever experienced" and gave credit to "an extraordinary team of American diplomats who have worked nonstop for months to get this done."

As he left the room, a reporter asked Mr. Biden, "Who gets credit for this, Mr. President, you or Trump?" Mr. Biden stopped, turned around and smiled.

"Is that a joke?" he asked.

But despite the tension between the current president and the next one, their representatives in the Middle East described a cooperative working relationship in the weeks since Election Day.

"Brett is in the lead," Mr. Witkoff said last week at Mar-a-Lago, Mr. Trump's club in Florida, describing the working relationship. That description was deemed accurate by both camps, even if it did not match what Mr. Trump had said moments before in one of several statements describing his negotiators as critical players.

In fact, Mr. Trump's threat that "all hell" would break loose if no deal was reached before his inauguration on Monday might have helped motivate Hamas's leadership to make final decisions. But people familiar with the negotiations said the announcement on Wednesday of a deal to temporarily end hostilities in Gaza was the result of months of work by Mr. McGurk in the Middle East, capped off by several weeks of carefully coordinated efforts by Mr. Witkoff.

Mr. Witkoff, 67, a blunt real estate investor from the Bronx, has largely planted himself in Qatar for the negotiations, knowing that whatever Mr. McGurk negotiated, he would have to execute. In fact, the 33 hostages who will be released under the cease-fire deal may not see freedom until Inauguration Day or after. The cease-fire would expire six weeks later, unless Phase 2 of the agreement kicks in.

By design, the goal was to send a unified message that the fighting must end and the hostages held by Hamas must be released. One person familiar with the negotiations, who like others spoke on the condition of anonymity to describe the discussions, said Mr. McGurk was more involved in hammering out details of the agreement, while Mr. Witkoff's role was to make clear that Mr. Trump wanted a deal by the time he is inaugurated.

The president-elect has also been setting some early parameters in his dealings with Mr. Netanyahu -- who, for all his support of Mr. Trump in the election, was perceived by the Trump camp as dragging his feet on a deal. Mr. Witkoff flew to to Israel from Doha on Saturday -- despite the Sabbath -- to underscore the message that Mr. Netanyahu had to get on board.

Mr. Witkoff's work, including the meeting with Mr. Netanyahu, helped Mr. McGurk and the Biden administration to put pressure on both sides during the negotiation, according to the person familiar with the talks.

In a news release on Wednesday afternoon after the cease-fire deal was announced, Mr. Netanyahu praised Mr. Trump, thanking him for "his assistance in advancing the release of the hostages and for helping Israel bring an end to the suffering of dozens of hostages and their families."

A mention of Mr. Biden came only in the last line of the release, saying that the prime minister had "thanked him as well for his assistance in advancing the hostages deal."

It was not at all clear in the days immediately after Mr. Trump won a second term that the Trump and Biden teams could cooperate. The relationship was further weighed down by the Trump team's determination to clean out the White House career staff and the Biden team's issuing last-minute orders to box in the new administration.

In his remarks on Wednesday, Mr. Biden acknowledged some level of cooperation and respect between their aides.

"This deal was developed and negotiated under my administration, but its terms will be implemented for the most part by the next administration," Mr. Biden told reporters. "In these past few days, we've been speaking as one team."

But he did not give any more credit to Mr. Trump for helping the effort. For his part, the president-elect said he was "thrilled" that the American hostages would be released, but he did not mention Mr. Biden or the work of the current administration.

"We have achieved so much without even being in the White House," Mr. Trump wrote. "Just imagine all of the wonderful things that will happen when I return." 

Mr. McGurk and Mr. Witkoff began meeting about the cease-fire deal shortly after Mr. Biden and Mr. Trump talked for two hours in the Oval Office two days after Mr. Trump's election victory, according to a person familiar with the negotiations.

Mr. McGurk regularly informed Mr. Witkoff of the progress of the negotiations in the Middle East, the person said, and invited Mr. Witkoff to join him in Doha for the final round of the negotiations over the last week, in what the person said was an "incredibly effective" process.

Biden administration officials have said they believe the momentum for a deal began when Mr. Biden helped broker a separate agreement to end fighting between Israel and Hezbollah in Lebanon. That isolated Hamas and helped persuade the group that a cease-fire was in its interests, according to Biden officials.

But one person close to the talks conceded that the cooperation between Mr. McGurk and Mr. Witkoff was evidence of what can be accomplished when political differences are set aside -- if only temporarily.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/15/us/politics/gaza-ceasefire-trump-biden.html
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F.D.A. Bans Red Dye 3 in Foods, Linking It to Cancer in Rats

Consumer and food safety groups have long urged the agency to revoke the use of this dye and others. The F.D.A. says studies have shown that it causes cancer in rats, but not in humans.

Red Dye No. 3, which was first approved in 1907, has been used in products like bubble gum, candy corn and yellow rice. Roberto Schmidt/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images



By Andrew Jacobs and Teddy Rosenbluth



Jan 15, 2025 at 04:34 PM

The Food and Drug Administration on Wednesday banned the use of Red Dye No. 3 in food, beverages and drugs, more than three decades after the synthetic coloring was first found to cause cancer in male laboratory rats.

The dye, a petroleum-based additive, has been used to give candy, soda and other products their vibrant cherry red hue. Consumer advocates said the F.D.A.'s decision to revoke the authorization was long overdue, given the agency's decision in 1990 to ban the chemical for use in cosmetics and topical drugs.

Under federal rules, the F.D.A. is prohibited from approving food additives that cause cancer in humans or animals.

"This is wonderful news and long overdue," said Melanie Benesh, vice president for government affairs at the Environmental Working Group, one of several organizations that petitioned the agency to take action on the additive. "Red Dye 3 is the lowest of the low-hanging fruit when it comes to toxic food dyes that the F.D.A. should be addressing."

Beginning in 2027, companies would have to start removing the dye from their products. Imported foods sold in the United States would also have to remove the additive.

Although the dye is still used in hundreds of products, many companies have been switching to other food colorings, a move that accelerated after California in 2023 became the first state to ban Red 3 along with three other food additives that have been linked to disease. The dye has also been linked to health concerns for children.

In announcing the ban, the agency downplayed the risks to humans, saying that researchers had not found similar cancer risks in studies involving animals other than male rats. Claims that the use of Red Dye No. 3 "in food and in ingested drugs puts people at risk are not supported by the available scientific information," Jim Jones, the F.D.A.'s deputy commissioner for human foods, said in a statement.

Sarah Gallo, senior vice president of product policy and federal affairs for the Consumer Brands Association, a trade group, said food and beverage companies would comply with the agency's decision. "Revoking the authorized use of Red No. 3 is an example of the F.D.A. using its risk and science-based authority to review the safety of products in the marketplace," she said.

A spokeswoman for the International Association of Color Manufacturers, though, said the group disagreed with the agency's decision, arguing that "no credible safety concerns" related to Red No. 3 in food had been identified.

First approved for use in food in 1907, Red Dye No. 3 was banned in cosmetics in 1990 by U.S. regulators. At the time, the F.D.A. cited an industry-conducted study that found that the chemical caused thyroid cancer in male rats but estimated that it might cause cancer in fewer than one in 100,000 people. Along with prohibiting the dye in cosmetics, the agency pledged to do the same with food.

It is already banned for food use in Europe, Australia and New Zealand, with a notable exception: maraschino cherries.

Although many food manufacturers have been embracing natural food coloring, including those extracted from beets, red cabbage and insects, Red Dye No. 3 is still found in scores of consumer products, like candy corn, yellow rice, mashed potatoes and children's nutritional shakes. Consumers can find out whether a product contains the dye on the U.S. Department of Agriculture's branded food database and another created by the Environmental Working Group.

Some companies targeted by consumer groups pledged to stop using Red 3. Just Born, the maker of Peeps, announced that it would discontinue the coloring (in pink and lavender rows of the marshmallow treats) after Easter last year. Other companies have switched to Red Dye 40, including Mars's use of it in some of its red M&Ms in the United States, according to ingredient lists on the company website. Some M&M's list carmine or beet coloring rather than Red 40.

Artificial dyes and food additives have been a primary target for Robert F. Kennedy Jr., President-elect Donald J. Trump's pick for health secretary whose confirmation hearings before the Senate are set to begin soon.

Even as health and consumer advocates praised the agency's decision to ban Red Dye No. 3, they said the decades-long delay highlighted systemic flaws in federal oversight of food additives.

Thomas Galligan, the principal scientist for food additives and supplements at the Center for Science in the Public Interest, said the agency's failure to act sooner was partly the result of industry opposition to a ban, but also reflected chronic underfunding of food safety at the F.D.A.

"The F.D.A. has a track record of allowing unsafe chemicals to linger in our food supply long after evidence of harm emerges," he said. "And part of the reason for that is that the agency lacks a robust system for re-evaluating the safety of chemicals that have already been approved."

He added, "A big chunk of the blame also falls on Congress for failing to provide the authority and the resources the F.D.A. needs to do its job to protect public health."

According to the organization, more than 200,000 pounds of Red 3 were used in food and drug products in 2021. The center advises consumers to avoid all numbered dyes, among them Yellow 5 and Red 40, which are both made from petroleum. Those two are also banned in California.

Some studies have suggested a link between these dyes to changes in children's behavior. Yellow 5 may cause itching and hives in some people who are hypersensitive to color additives, according to the F.D.A.

The F.D.A. has acknowledged weaknesses in its oversight efforts. Last year, the agency announced a reorganization of its human food programs in order to more robustly address safety and health challenges in food and agriculture.

Brian Ronholm, director of food policy at Consumer Reports, which last year submitted a petition to the F.D.A. calling for a ban on Red Dye No. 3, said there were still scores of other chemical food additives in the nation's food supply.

"Many synthetic food dyes are allowed in food but haven't been reviewed for safety by the F.D.A. in decades despite recent studies that have linked the chemicals to serious health problems," he said. "It's time for the F.D.A. to catch up with the latest science and get these harmful chemicals out of our food."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/15/health/fda-red-dye-3-cancer-rats.html
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Shattered in the Fire: A Historic Black Haven

For Black residents, Altadena represented something more than suburban living. It was a foothold in generational prosperity.

Black residents were disproportionately affected by the fire that ravaged Altadena, Calif.



By Corina Knoll
Reporting from Los Angeles


Jan 14, 2025 at 09:12 PM

Scenic and charming and tucked into the foothills, Altadena seemed like a secret just outside the reaches of Los Angeles.

"I felt it was like back home -- peaceful and calm and a little secluded," said Shirley Taylor, who was raised in North Carolina and arrived in 1979.

The town also offered a striking element: a flourishing community of middle-class Black families. Ms. Taylor, a manager for the Social Security Administration, knew she and her two sons would fit right in.

She purchased a three-bedroom Craftsman on Las Flores Drive for about $75,000 that offered a view of the mountains from the master bedroom.

"Oh, it was beautiful," she said. "I called it 'my little country home.'"

Around them, a community thrived. Everyone was an auntie or uncle or cousin. Neighborhood barbecues were lively events. Children played in the streets and hurried home when someone rang a bell at sunset. A network of artists, county employees, blue-collar workers and retirees bloomed.

Now, the future of what was historically a Black enclave within Altadena is in peril, after Ms. Taylor and many other residents lost homes in the blistering Eaton fire. Entire neighborhoods in the town of about 42,000 have become deserts of ash. The loss of homes is staggering. The loss of a unique haven, shattering.

Nearly 21 percent of the residents directly affected by the Eaton fire are Black -- a high proportion, considering that Black residents account for only 8 percent of the overall population of Los Angeles County. Some of those who lost homes did not have fire insurance.

"It's very painful, because it feels like a family of people have been destroyed, and I don't know if that family will come together again, with property in California being as expensive as it is," said Ms. Taylor, 75.

Shirley Taylor has called Altadena home since 1979. Ariana Drehsler for The New York Times


More than 5,000 structures have been damaged or destroyed by the Eaton fire, officials have estimated. Philip Cheung for The New York Times


Neighbors have been horrified to learn the names of the dead.

Rodney Nickerson, 82, a retired aerospace engineer who loved to fish. Victor Shaw, 66, a former courier whose body was found in his front yard with a garden hose in his hand. Dalyce Curry, 95, a former actress known for the old blue Cadillac she had long vowed to restore. Erliene Kelley, 83, a retired pharmacy technician who doted on her grandchildren.

They, along with other Black victims of the fire, lived west of Lake Avenue, where many early homeowners of color were pushed because of redlining -- a discriminatory bank-lending practice that effectively precluded them from buying in white neighborhoods. Even after redlining was outlawed, the practice continued informally through steering by real estate agents.

The west side of Altadena became racially diverse, home to a small number of Asian Americans, a substantial Latino population as well as Black residents. It had cheaper, more modest homes on smaller lots than the other side of town, east of Lake Avenue, a major street that bisects the community and runs from the San Gabriel Mountains south to the 210 Freeway.

Victor Shaw, a former courier, was killed in the fire.


Altadena was overwhelmingly white in the 1950s, at the beginning of the Civil Rights Movement. When Black residents slowly began to appear, they were not embraced.

Wanda Williams, 74, recalled that her father, who worked with the Union Pacific Railroad, was not allowed to buy a home in Los Angeles because of redlining. When the family settled in Altadena around 1953, they were one of two Black families in the whole neighborhood. Ms. Williams recalled how an older white woman would spray a garden hose at her when she rode by on her bike.

Around that time, a neighborhood watch group known as S.E.N.C.H., each letter standing for a street name, was started by a Black resident in part to address a strained relationship with the sheriff's department.

In 1968, the Fair Housing Act prohibited race-based discrimination against home buyers and renters, and helped to change the racial makeup of Altadena. Black families who were pushed out of urban housing in neighboring Pasadena made their way in, and the area became sought after by families from the South.

About a decade later, the Black proportion of the Altadena population peaked at nearly 43 percent, according to census data. With the surge came additional scrutiny from the authorities, as well as white flight, according to Michele Zack, a local historian who wrote a book about Altadena, an unincorporated part of Los Angeles County that lacks a city council or mayor of its own.

"Real estate agents actually scared a lot of white homeowners, especially those west of Lake Avenue, and said, 'We can't be responsible for your property values falling, so get out now,'" Ms. Zack said.

"They would get white owners in modest areas to sell their houses cheap, and then bring in Black people and sell to them at higher prices," she said. "So there was a lot of land that was exchanged in a panic mode."

A considerable number of the first-time home buyers from that period stayed in Altadena for good. These days, about a quarter of Black residents in Altadena are 65 or older.

Many of Altadena's Black families passed their houses down from parents to children, and hoped they would be the foundation of generational wealth.

Felita Kealing and her family lost their Altadena home in the fire. They bought the home in 2000. Ariana Drehsler for The New York Times


Firefighters worked in a residential neighborhood in Altadena on Tuesday. Philip Cheung for The New York Times


All of that made for a community where, if you didn't know someone directly, you probably knew someone related to them. Entire blocks operated like extended families, anyway.

"My neighbor on one side, she taught me how to cheerlead, and then an older lady, Mrs. Cheatham, she'd babysit us," said Regina Major. "But if you were in trouble, she'd tell your parents. In that whole community, you took care of each other."

Ms. Major, 62, was a toddler when her parents purchased a home in the area. Her father was a minister who also ran a printing business; her mother was a jury services supervisor for the Los Angeles County Superior Court, and did hairdressing on the side.

"There'd always be someone over -- she would press and curl their hair in the kitchen," Ms. Major said. "She also baked a lot, so anybody that had a birthday, she made a cake for them."

Ms. Major moved into a house around the corner from her father, who is now 101. His home did not burn, but hers did.

Regina Major, left, standing in front of her house with a neighborhood friend.  Regina Major


The camaraderie among neighbors has meant that no matter who lost what in the fire, the devastation has been shared. Group chats have been never-ending with messages of support and resources.

"Sometimes someone has a tragedy and all of us get together to support that person," said Felita Kealing, 61. "But in this case, it's not one or two, it's thousands of people. 

"You see Candace lost her house, or Cushon lost her house, and you know those people. You've been to their homes, you remember their furniture, you remember how they greeted you."

Ms. Kealing has lived in Altadena for three decades. She and her husband were known for hosting a Christmas brunch where anyone could stop by for quiche, banana bread and waffles. The couple and their two sons were involved with the Altadena Baptist Church, which hosted an annual Black history celebration. Both their house and the church were destroyed.

"When you lose a middle-class Black community, it's a loss of a culture, but it's also a loss for the next generation," said Wilberta Richardson. Ariana Drehsler for The New York Times


Nearly 21 percent of the Altadena residents directly affected by the Eaton fire are Black. Mark Abramson for The New York Times


More than half of Black households in Altadena earn more than $100,000 a year, a tidy sum in many places but firmly middle-class in Southern California.

"When you lose a middle-class Black community, it's a loss of a culture, but it's also a loss for the next generation," said Wilberta Richardson, president of the Altadena unit of the N.A.A.C.P., which started in 1984.

Ms. Richardson, who is 75 and has lived in town for nearly four decades, pointed out that Black children who grew up in Altadena had the privilege of accessible role models.

But many residents worry that the fires will scatter neighbors and hasten gentrification. The proportion of Black residents in Altadena's population has fallen to around 18 percent. Altadena is now considered affluent, with an average household income of $190,000.

The median sale price of a house in Altadena is now nearly $1.3 million, a figure that few longtime residents could afford. Long before the fires, many Black homeowners were capitalizing on their newfound equity by selling and moving away.

Many of those who remained had planned to stay for good.

"Even though we were kind of cordoned off, we made the best of it, and there's a real sense of genuine community that we particularly enjoy," said Jervey Tervalon, a novelist who was born in New Orleans and has lived in Altadena for 20 years. His own home burned, and he and his family have been staying at a nearby hotel.

"The fear of something to lose is real."

Ken Bensinger, Robert Gebeloff and Christina Morales contributed reporting.


Read by Corina Knoll



Audio produced by Adrienne Hurst.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/14/us/la-fires-altadena-historic-black-community.html
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How a Company Makes Millions Off a Hospital Program Meant to Help the Poor

A private business has helped supercharge a controversial federal drug program. Patients and insurers have been left with big bills.

Virginia King was charged more than $2,500 after receiving a cancer drug, even though the clinic was enrolled in a federal discount program.  Adria Malcolm for The New York Times



By Ellen Gabler



Jan 15, 2025 at 10:00 AM

Soon after being diagnosed with metastatic breast cancer, Virginia King sat in an outpatient clinic in Santa Fe, N.M., while a nurse injected her with a powerful drug to slow damage to her spine, where the disease had spread.

Even though the drug had a list price of about $2,700, the hospital that owned the cancer center billed Mrs. King's insurance company $22,700. Her insurer paid $10,000, but the hospital wanted more.

She got a bill for over $2,500 -- "more than half my take-home salary for a month," said Mrs. King, 65.

She had unknowingly sought care from a hospital that participates in a federal program allowing it to buy drugs at a steep discount and charge patients and insurers a higher amount, keeping the difference.

The intention behind the program was for a small number of safety-net providers to have access to affordable drugs and be able to expand their care for needy patients. But instead, the program has exploded: Now, more than half of nonprofit hospitals in the United States take part. While some providers say it has helped keep their doors open, others -- especially large nonprofit health systems -- have been accused of maximizing payouts and swallowing the profits.

The program's escalation has driven up health care costs for employers, patients and taxpayers, studies show.

In 2023, for instance, New York changed the way it administers drug benefits for Medicaid patients, in part because the state had discovered the cost of the federal program had increased by more than 200 percent over three years, said Amir Bassiri, the state's Medicaid director.

"The numbers and the growth were staggering," he said. "We all bear the cost."

Mrs. King was treated at Christus St. Vincent in Santa Fe, N.M. Adria Malcolm for The New York Times


Along the way, one little-known middleman has been cashing in, The New York Times found.

The company, Apexus, has worked behind the scenes to supercharge the program, according to interviews with current and former employees and emails, internal reports and other documents.

Twenty years ago, the federal government chose Apexus to manage what was then a small program, negotiating with drug distributors and manufacturers to secure better prices and access to medications. But Apexus is allowed to collect a fee for almost every drug sold under the program, giving the company an incentive to help hospitals and clinics capture as many prescriptions as possible:



	Its "purchasing optimization team" shows hospitals how they can make more money by buying different drugs.


	A certification program and an Apexus-run "university" trains providers in boosting earnings.


	Apexus employees give advice that broadly interprets the rules of the program so hospitals can claim additional patients and drugs.



Apexus was on track to double its revenue from 2018 to 2022, projecting $227 million that year, according to a 2022 internal memo written for the directors of Apexus' parent corporation and reviewed by The Times. The company costs relatively little to operate and has enjoyed profit margins above 80 percent, according to that memo and three former employees.

In a statement, Apexus said it simply executed its government contract and did not contribute to the growth of the program, called the 340B Drug Pricing Program. "The drivers of growth are multifaceted," the statement said.

But in the 2022 memo, the president of Apexus, Chris Hatwig, posed a question: "Are there other areas for program expansion within 340B that we are not thinking about?"

Mrs. King's bill -- "more than half my take-home salary for a month," she said. Adria Malcolm for The New York Times


Government officials have told Apexus to focus solely on administering the program and not to influence drug purchases. But Apexus leaders have sometimes ignored that request, according to two complaints filed with a government watchdog and six current and former employees, speaking on the condition of anonymity because they feared professional or legal retribution.

In its statement, Apexus said it was "fully transparent" with the Department of Health and Human Services and had never breached its contractual obligations.

The Health Resources and Services Administration, an agency within H.H.S. that oversees the program, declined to answer detailed questions from The Times. But in a statement, a spokeswoman said the agency "conducts rigorous oversight of all contracts," and "to our knowledge, Apexus has not violated" its contract. Regulators and leaders of the company meet frequently to discuss the company's work and prevent conflicts of interest, the spokeswoman said.

The growth of 340B has drawn criticism for years from Congress, drugmakers and employers, who say it has added to ballooning health care costs. But the role of Apexus has largely gone unexamined.

"They've got a license to hunt," said Marsha Simon, who as a staff member of a congressional committee helped write the bill that authorized the program.

$66 Billion in Sales

Established in 1992, the 340B program essentially requires pharmaceutical manufacturers to offer discounts on outpatient drugs to hospitals and clinics that treat a greater share of low-income and uninsured patients.

The hospitals then can charge insurers and patients the standard price and keep the profits. Although the money is supposed to encourage care for impoverished patients, there are few rules to enforce that.

Patients rarely know they are part of this system. Their prescriptions can be counted as 340B when they get outpatient treatment at a hospital or clinic that qualifies for the program, regardless of the patients' own income or insurance status. The provider can continue to make money off the patients' future outpatient prescriptions, even if they get them somewhere else.

Apexus has had contracts to handle the program since the early 2000s. The government does not pay Apexus -- instead, drugmakers and distributors pay the company a small percentage of sales.

Based in Irving, Texas, it is a subsidiary of Vizient, a private business owned by hospitals that negotiates a range of health care discounts. Apexus was established as a small nonprofit in 2007 but became a for-profit company in 2014.

Apexus is a subsidiary of Vizient, a private company in Irving, Texas, that is owned by hospitals and negotiates health care discounts. Desiree Rios for The New York Times


Around the same time, 340B began to explode for a number of reasons. More hospitals qualified for the program after the Affordable Care Act expanded the number of people on Medicaid. Other health care systems qualified after acquiring hospitals and clinics in poor areas. Some, already eligible for 340B, bought up practices that used high-margin drugs, like oncology clinics. And a government rule change meant hospitals could make money from prescriptions filled at a greater number of pharmacies.

A decade ago, sales of 340B drugs were $12 billion. In 2023, they reached a high of $66 billion.

Fighting the program's growth has become a top priority for drugmakers, as well as some employers and insurers.

In North Carolina, prescription drug spending for state employees jumped almost 50 percent from 2018 to 2022. A report in May from the state treasurer's office found that 340B was partly to blame: Hospitals that participated in the program billed the state health plan far more than hospitals that did not -- almost 85 percent more for certain cancer drugs. In one example, hospitals bought a drug commonly used to treat melanoma for an average of $8,000 but billed the state $21,512.

In some cases, costs are passed along to patients.

Mrs. King, the cancer patient in New Mexico, refused to pay her $2,500 bill, and the hospital, Christus St. Vincent, sent it to collections in July.

After The Times asked about the bill last month, a spokeswoman for Christus St. Vincent said the charge was "a misunderstanding and has been resolved," adding that the drug program helped the hospital provide charity care and reinvest in cancer treatment and primary care.

Mrs. King switched to a free-standing oncology clinic that does not qualify for the federal drug program. That clinic billed her insurance $8,000 for the injection, about a third of what Christus St. Vincent had charged. Her responsibility was nothing.

An Ever-Growing Portfolio

Ms. Simon, who helped draft the legislation creating 340B, said the government chose an outside contractor like Apexus in order to negotiate with distributors and drugmakers on behalf of small hospitals and clinics without a lot of buying power.

But regulators and Apexus have expanded that role, allowing the company to build a highly profitable business off the program and the loosely written statute that authorized it. The company has been "aggressive" in helping health care facilities maximize their revenue from the program, said Shawn Gremminger, chief executive of the National Alliance of Healthcare Purchaser Coalitions, which represents employers who buy health insurance for more than 45 million people in the United States.

"This is a government contractor, and the goal of the government should not be, 'How do we make more money for 340B providers?'" said Mr. Gremminger, whose organization has pushed for the program to be overhauled.

Over the past two decades, Apexus has adapted its business model to harness 340B's tremendous growth. A 2022 PowerPoint presentation obtained by The Times showed that Apexus employees received bonuses if the company increased its revenue each year.

With exclusive access to sales data, Apexus' "purchasing optimization team" will analyze a hospital system's drug-buying habits and compare them with those of their competitors, according to four current and former employees. In some cases, Apexus will suggest that a hospital buy more 340B drugs or tweak its inventory in ways that can churn more cash.

Apexus declined to answer detailed questions about its optimization team, but said in a statement that the company "only provides technical assistance" in keeping with regulations.

Apexus holds "340B University" events to help industry employees understand the federal discount program. Kathleen Flynn for The New York Times


Apexus also holds "340B University" events to help providers and others in the health care industry understand the program, and it fields questions through a national call center. But the rules governing the program are ambiguous, and Apexus offers broad interpretations, according to four current and former employees.

For instance, one of the thorniest issues is which patients can be claimed by hospitals for discounted drugs. The further a hospital casts its net, the more patients and drugs it can include under the program, and the more money it can make. Apexus has advised hospitals that they can mine records as far back as 36 months for eligible patients they may have missed, two of those employees said.

Similarly, Apexus employees have showed hospitals how to maximize the number of pharmacies they work with, boosting the number of prescriptions that can qualify for discounts, those employees said.

In its statement, Apexus said those examples were inaccurate but would not say how. It added that the company encouraged "conservative and responsible stewardship" of the 340B program, and that all information it provided was approved by regulators.

A spokeswoman for H.R.S.A. said it reviewed materials prepared by Apexus but declined to comment on that specific advice.

The company has developed other ventures that have brought in revenue:



	About eight years ago, Apexus began selling a $750 course for people to become "certified experts" in 340B.


	It started a business to give hospitals better access to specialty drugs -- for conditions like cancer, H.I.V. and autoimmune diseases -- which are major drivers of 340B's growth. That company, Acentrus, helped hospitals and clinics provide data to manufacturers in exchange for deeper discounts and access to those drugs. It was sold last year.


	The company charges 3 percent in fees for a line of generic drugs that are managed and provided by drug distributors, according to former employees. Apexus simply provides access to the health systems.



For the last decade, Apexus has earned millions of dollars on drug purchases made outside the 340B program: Because not all outpatient drugs qualify for 340B discounts, hospitals must stock their pharmacies with medication purchased through different channels. Apexus acts as a middleman, making fees off those transactions.

That has frustrated drugmakers and competitors. In 2021, the drug manufacturer Baxter wanted to sell non-340B drugs to hospitals without going through Apexus, according to emails obtained under public-records laws. But government regulators would not allow it, a spokeswoman for Baxter said.

In early November, Premier, the main competitor to Apexus's parent company, Vizient, sued the federal government over these sales. The setup, the suit argued, forces hospitals to pay higher prices for those non-340B drugs and drives revenue to drug manufacturers and Apexus.

In its statement, Apexus said its federal contract did not preclude it from developing other businesses, as long as they were not in conflict with the terms of the agreement.

Regulators were aware of these ventures, the company said, noting that its specialty drug business, Acentrus, was in "no way associated with" the 340B program. The 2022 company memo, however, said Acentrus "resulted in an additional $20 million" in revenue within the 340B program.

H.R.S.A. declined to comment on the scope of its authority over Apexus and whether it knew about all the company's revenue-generating arms.

Criticized, but Pushing Ahead

About six years ago, Krista Pedley, then the director of the H.H.S. office in charge of 340B, reprimanded Apexus leaders in a Skype meeting, saying it was acting more like a sales-driven business than a program administrator. She reminded them that Apexus' role was not to help 340B grow, according to five former or current employees familiar with the meeting.

For about a month afterward, regulators reviewed any communication Apexus had with health care facilities to make sure the company didn't overstep, the employees said.

But that did not seem to dampen the company's pursuits. (In an email, Ms. Pedley said she did not recall that meeting, and noted that her former office met regularly with Apexus.)

In 2021, an unnamed Apexus employee filed a complaint with H.H.S.'s Office of Inspector General, an internal watchdog, saying the company was "always trying to grow the program." The company, the employee wrote, had hired "sales-type" staff to influence hospitals' drug-purchasing decisions.

The complaint said that regulators did not understand Apexus' business, and that employees had been told by company leaders to describe its work as "education."

Another anonymous complaint, filed in 2022, echoed the allegation that Apexus had hired staff to help shape hospitals' purchasing decisions, and said it was using "data in ways to drive revenue for itself, without asking (or asking and disregarding) the government's opinion."

Apexus declined to answer specific questions about the meeting with Ms. Pedley, but said The Times's account was a "mischaracterization of our day-to-day, collaborative discussions" with the agency.

Apexus rejected the allegations in the anonymous complaints and said it had been unaware of them until The Times provided it with copies. The spokeswoman for H.R.S.A. said that it, too, had been unaware of the complaints.

In interviews, four current and former employees said that for years, Mr. Hatwig, Apexus' president, acknowledged that regulators did not want the company to develop sales-focused arms of the business but encouraged his staff to do so anyway, saying that the government would not know.

Apexus denied that, saying that "everyone at Apexus understands the expectation that they conduct themselves and perform their work in an ethical and compliant manner."

Julie Tate and Carson Kessler contributed research.
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South Korea Detains Its President, but Crisis Is Far From Over

Yoon Suk Yeol became the first South Korean leader to be held by criminal investigators, ending a long standoff after he imposed martial law.

A motorcade taking President Yoon Suk Yeol away from his residence in Seoul on Wednesday morning. He will be questioned about his declaration of martial law last month. Jun Michael Park for The New York Times



By Choe Sang-Hun, Jin Yu Young and Victoria Kim
Choe Sang-Hun and Jin Yu Young reported from Seoul


Jan 14, 2025 at 08:42 PM

President Yoon Suk Yeol of South Korea sounded defiant just over a year ago when the opposition-dominated National Assembly began threatening to impeach him. " I say, 'Try it, if you want!'" he said during a town-hall meeting.

Mr. Yoon has not only been impeached, but on Wednesday he won  an ignominious  place in South Korean history when he became the first sitting president to be detained in a criminal investigation.

His detention ended a weekslong  political standoff and hand-wringing over what South Korea should do with a leader who declared martial law last month, a move that threatened decades of hard-won democracy in the country.

But Seoul's inability to deal with the question quickly -- and the fact that it had to mobilize an army of law-enforcement forces to make him surrender --  exposed how deep the fractures are in its politics. This entrenched political polarization, combined with Mr. Yoon's uncompromising style and his personal animus toward his political enemies, led him down a path to  the showdown with police Wednesday at the hilltop residence where he had retreated.

Mr. Yoon arriving at the Corruption Investigation Office in Seoul on Wednesday. Pool photo


Since he won his election by a razor-thin margin in 20 22, Mr. Yoon has constantly clashed with the  majority opposition over policies, scandals involving his wife and his hostile relationship with dissiden ts, including journalists he accused of spreading "fake news."

His anger exploded on Dec. 3, when he declared martial law, calling his liberal enemies "anti-state forces" and the opposition-dominated National Assembly "a monster." The law placed a ban on all political activities and put news media under military control, though the National Assembly killed his martial law decree before Mr. Yoon could enforce such moves.

 During the six hours of martial law, he  ordered military commanders  to break the Assembly's doors down "with axes" or "by shooting, if necessary" and "drag out" lawmakers, according to prosecutors who  have indicted the  military generals on charges of helping Mr. Yoon commit insurrection .

Even after the Assembly voted down his decree and then impeached him,  Mr. Yoon vowed to "fight to the end." He holed up in his hilly residence in central Seoul -- behind bodyguards, rolls of razor wire and barricades of buses. Mr. Yoon repeatedly ignored summons from investigators to face questioning  for insurrection charges.




When they visited his presidential compound on Jan. 3 to serve a court warrant to detain him, he refused to surrender, and  his 200 presidential security officials formed human barricades to repel 100 investigators and police officers. On Wednesday, the investigators mobilized 1,000 police officers, including units specializing in targeting drug and organized crime gangs, to storm the compound  again in overwhelming numbers.

Some carried aluminum ladders to clamber over barricades of buses that blocked the road leading to  Mr. Yoon's residence. His bodyguards put up no resistance after warnings from the investigators that if they did, they would be arrested on charges of obstructing justice. At the gate of his residence, investigators haggled for two hours with supporters of Mr. Yoon. The president's lawyers suggested that if the investigators withdrew, Mr. Yoon would  visit their headquarters with his presidential security details  to submit himself to questioning.

Police officers entering Mr. Yoon's residential compound on Wednesday. Jun Michael Park for The New York Times


But the investigators would have none of it. At 10:33 a.m., they served the warrant.

Mr. Yoon did gain some concessions: He was not handcuffed when he was taken to the investigators' headquarters  south of Seoul in a motorcade through busy morning traffic. He was escorted straight to a third-floor room where he faced a marathon interrogation. The investigators  have said they had 200 pages of questions to ask, but a governing-party lawmaker who met Mr. Yoon before his detention indicated that the president would insist on his right to remain silent.

In a video message released shortly after  he was taken away, Mr. Yoon said he agreed to submit to questioning in order to prevent a "bloody" clash between his bodyguards and the police. But he called the investigation and  the warrant to detain him illegal.

 To many analysts, however, his fate appears to have been set.

The investigators have 48 hours to interrogate him but can then seek a separate court warrant to formally arrest him. Since  courts have already agreed to the arrests of Mr. Yoon's associates in his imposition of martial law , they are likely to agree to his arrest as well, analysts said. If he is arrested, the investigators and prosecutors must indict him within 20 days.

Hundreds of supporters of Mr. Yoon gathering outside the office of investigators on Wednesday, after the president was detained and brought there for questioning in the morning. Jun Michael Park for The New York Times


Separately this week, the country's Constitutional Court began deliberating whether the Assembly's vote on Dec. 14 to impeach Mr. Yoon was legitimate and if he should be formally removed from office.

"Since people will take it for granted that courts will likely allow his arrest and uphold his impeachment, the national attention will now quickly migrate to who should become the next president," said Park Sung-min, head of MIN Consulting, a Seoul-based political advisory company.

An election -- which must take place within two months of a court ruling if it removes Mr. Yoon -- could add to a deepening political tribalism in South Korea that has fueled street protests both for and against Mr. Yoon.




When conservative activists have rallied in recent weeks, they vilified Lee Jae-my ung, the main opposition leader and presidential hopeful, as a dangerous left-wing radical. Mr. Lee has himself been fighting legal charges under Mr. Yoon that he says are politically motivated.

Conspiracy theories quickly spreading through YouTube and other social media platforms have only helped deepen the political division. A man who subscribed to such theories stabbed Mr. Lee in the neck with a knife last January.

In a lengthy statement posted on his Facebook account on Wednesday, Mr. Yoon again peddled a conspiracy theory popular among his followers, saying that his declaration of martial law was driven in part by widespread voting fraud in South Korea.

"Yoon's detention is the first step toward restoring the constitutional order, democracy and rule of law," said Park Chan-dae, the floor leader of the main opposition Democratic Party. "It was belated, but it also confirmed that our nation's law enforcement and justice are still alive."

When investigators first tried to serve a warrant on Jan. 3, they were outnumbered by members of Mr. Yoon's Presidential Security Service, which foiled the attempt. Jun Michael Park for The New York Times


But Mr. Yoon's People Power Party refused to accept Mr. Yoon's impeachment and his detention. It pushed out a party leader who supported Mr. Yoon's impeachment and has demanded that  a lawmaker who backed the impeachment leave the party.

"The reason they insisted on detaining the president was that they wanted to humiliate him," Kwon Young-se , an interim leader of the party, said on Wednesday. "They wanted to elevate their status by detaining a sitting president."

The cutthroat rivalry among parties leaves little room for debate and compromise as the nation struggles to overcome its worst political crisis in decades. The approval ratings of Mr. Yoon's party, which took a nosedive in the wake of his martial law, began climbing back up in the past week as polarized politics kicked in again.
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N.Y.P.D. Bans High-Speed Chases for Low-Level Offenses

A quarter of the nearly 2,300 vehicle pursuits last year led to crashes, property damage or physical harm, the police said. Most chases will no longer be allowed.

New York's streets are more competitive than ever, with a variety of vehicles, impaired drivers and widespread skirting of the law. Hundreds of police chases have led to collisions. Julia Nikhinson/Associated Press



By Maria Cramer and Hurubie Meko



Jan 15, 2025 at 07:19 PM

New York City police officers will no longer engage in high-speed chases of drivers who break traffic laws or commit other low-level offenses, the Police Department said, in an effort to stop the crashes that have led to serious injuries and deaths in America's most densely populated major city.

A new policy will prohibit officers from chasing vehicles at their discretion, unless the drivers have committed the "most serious and violent crimes," meaning felonies or violent misdemeanors, according to a statement released by the police on Wednesday.

"Our officers deserve clear guidance and smart protocols when determining whether to engage in a vehicle pursuit on our streets," Commissioner Jessica S. Tisch said in the statement. "The N.Y.P.D.'s enforcement efforts must never put the public or the police at undue risk, and pursuits for violations and low-level crimes can be both potentially dangerous and unnecessary."

The policy comes as New York's streets are contested as never before, with drivers competing not only with one another, but with pedestrians and riders of electric scooters and bicycles. Congestion pricing has officers looking for drivers who have altered their license plates to avoid toll readers. And legalized marijuana has created a morass as the police must contend not only with drivers who are high, but with how and when to apprehend them.

The new chase rules, which take effect Feb. 1, are a major reversal of the police's approach since 2022. That year, pursuits began to climb as the department faced a spike in car thefts and complaints of illegal scooters and motorbikes tearing down streets.

While cities like Boston, Washington and Chicago kept strict policies in place, New York loosened its protocols, said Chuck Wexler, executive director of the Police Executive Research Forum, a research group in Washington.

"N.Y.P.D. had always been a department that had one of the stronger policies," he said. "In the last two years, they were not where most major cities were."

The shift back to a more restrictive policy is "huge," Mr. Wexler said.

"New York is a very densely populated place," he said. "You engage in a high-speed pursuit, it'd better be for something violent or life-threatening."

Last year, the police engaged in 2,278 vehicle pursuits, according to department figures. A quarter led to a collision, property damage or physical harm, the police said. Sixty-seven percent of the chases occurred after an officer pursued a driver who fled a car stop. Many of those chases would not have been allowed under the new policy, the police said.

The police persisted even as crashes caused by city vehicles have cost the city hundreds of millions of dollars. They also have led to deaths.

Shasha Price, whose brother was killed in 2023 after an unmarked police cruiser collided with his dirt bike during a pursuit, said it was "too late that this policy is happening now." After the death of her brother, Samuel Williams, his family received a bill for $3,429 saying that Mr. Williams's vehicle had "damaged city property."

The bill has since been rescinded, Ms. Price said, but the family has sued. She would like to see the officer who crashed into her brother prosecuted.

Ms. Price believes it's good that the new policy will "help somebody else," she said. "But what about my family?"

Alexa Sledge, communications director at Transportation Alternatives, an advocacy group that tracks traffic fatalities, called the change an important step in reducing injuries and fatalities and a "huge victory."

"We're really hopeful," she said, adding, "We're hoping to see this change happen in policy and practice actually on the ground."

In a statement, Patrick Hendry, the president of the Police Benevolent Association, said he was grateful that officers in his union would have more clarity.

"However," he said, "it will be up to the department to ensure that this policy is applied so that neither police officers nor the public are unnecessarily put at risk."

For decades, the department has vacillated on when to allow high-speed pursuits.

Recently, it had defended the practice, saying that chases have often resulted in arrests for serious crimes like robberies and shootings. In July 2023, John Chell, who was then chief of patrol, said that it was imperative that officers go after dangerous drivers or cars with fake or covered license plates.

"You are not going to drive around this city in a reckless manner, thinking you can do whatever you want to do with your attitude and commit crimes," he said during a news conference that month. "People thinking they can take off on us: Those days are over."

But on Wednesday, Chief Chell, now the department's top uniformed officer, expressed support for the change.

"Our overarching objective -- every minute of every day -- is to keep the people of this great city safe," Chief Chell said in the news release announcing the policy. "We need to pursue criminals when appropriate and stay our hand when the risks to the public and to our cops outweigh the benefits."

The policy is in line with recommendations outlined in a 2023 study by the Police Executive Research Forum, which researched the issue with support from the Department of Justice. That study warned that "pursuits are high-risk events that put the lives of officers, suspects and the public at risk."

"When pursuits go wrong and innocent, uninvolved people are injured or killed, public trust in the police is undermined," the study said.

The group urged police agencies to allow pursuits only when a violent crime had been committed or a driver posed "an imminent threat to commit another violent crime."

"If those two conditions are not met, agencies need to look for alternatives to accomplish the same objective," the study said. "You can get a suspect another day, but you can't get a life back."

The study found that across the country, police agencies have adopted a patchwork of policies on pursuits.

In 2022, New Jersey's acting attorney general announced a reversal of a state policy that had barred officers from pursuing fleeing drivers. In Chicago, some officials have said the police should reconsider restrictions to deal with a rise in robberies.

In Milwaukee, the fire and police commissioner ordered the loosening of restrictions on car chases to allow officers to go after reckless drivers. Pursuits surged to more than 1,000 in 2022 from 50 in 2012. In 2022, there were 36 pursuits where at least one person who had not been involved was injured, according to Wisconsin Watch, an online news site.

Mr. Wexler, the police forum's executive director, said that he had met with Commissioner Tisch about two weeks ago and discussed her concerns about pursuits.

"She recognized this as an issue," he said.

Under New York's new policy:



	Supervisors will be responsible for monitoring and managing pursuits and instructing officers to stop if they are reaching high speeds in dense areas or near a school or playground.


	Officers who stop pursuits for safety reasons "will not be the subject of criticism or disciplinary action."


	Technology will be used to keep records on pursuits.


	There will be monthly reviews to determine whether the policies are being followed or need to be improved.


	The police will issue an annual report on pursuits.



Alain Delaqueriere contributed research.
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Chinese Celebrities and Tourists Think Twice About Thailand

The brief abduction of a Chinese actor who was trafficked into Myanmar to work in a scam camp has rattled travelers from a country that Thailand relies on for tourism.

The Chinese actor Wang Xing, right, talking with Thai police officers after he was rescued from a scam camp in Myanmar. His abduction set off security concerns in China. The Royal Thai Police, via Associated Press



By Tiffany May, Muktita Suhartono and Claire Fu



Jan 15, 2025 at 08:14 AM

Chartered flights have been canceled. Performances have been called off or postponed. Tour agencies have fielded requests from travelers who want to change their plans.

Chinese travelers have been scrapping trips to Thailand, frightened by the story of a Chinese actor who was abducted there, taken to Myanmar and forced to work in an online scam compound. The incident is a blow to Thailand's tourism sector ahead of the peak Lunar New Year holiday at the end of this month, when many Chinese had been expected to visit.

The disappearance of the actor, Wang Xing, from the Thai border city of Mae Sot this month, has fanned public concerns about safety in Thailand. Mr. Wang was later rescued from a scam compound in Myanmar, but many travelers and event organizers were already rattled.

Eason Chan, a Hong Kong pop star, canceled a sold-out concert scheduled to take place next month in Bangkok's Impact Arena, with organizers citing "safety concerns for Chinese citizens and fans around the world traveling to Thailand." Zhao Benshan, a Chinese comedian known for his sketches in the Chinese state broadcaster's Lunar New Year gala, also postponed an appearance in Bangkok next month.

Nuntaporn Komonsittivate, an executive at the low-cost carrier Thai Lion Air, said on Wednesday that 20 percent of the company's chartered flights between China and Thailand -- serving routes to Chinese cities other than the six cities the airline normally operates in -- have been canceled.

On Weibo, a Chinese social media outlet, people discussed travel refunds and whether Thailand was safe, using hashtags that rose in popularity on the platform. Travel agents in China said that they had received requests from travelers to cancel trips to Thailand or to change their destination.

Zhang Zhihong, a sales representative with Baochunguo Travel Agency, a company based in the southern city of Shenzhen focused on travel to Southeast Asia, said that a quarter of the Thailand trips his company handled had been canceled in the past week. "It was all because of the public opinion around this incident. People felt that traveling to Thailand was unsafe, and requested refunds."

This anxiety could complicate Thailand's efforts to revitalize its tourism sector after the pandemic. Thailand has eased visa requirements for Chinese travelers and offered discounts through Chinese travel platforms in a campaign the country has called "Nihao Month," using the Mandarin term for "hello." Nearly 7 million Chinese people traveled to Thailand in 2024, making them the largest group of international visitors.

The public outcry over Mr. Wang's abduction raises the pressure on the Thai and Chinese governments to do more to prevent Chinese from being abducted and trafficked into scam compounds in Myanmar.

"The cancellation of performances and public attention may force Thai authorities to become more serious about combating human trafficking and scams," said Ja Ian Chong, an associate professor of political science at the National University of Singapore.

Hundreds of thousands of people, often lured by offers of high-paying jobs, have been ensnared by such cybercrime operations in Myanmar and Cambodia and forced to work in sophisticated scams to defraud people online. Many captives land first in Thailand before being smuggled across the porous border into lawless areas mostly controlled by Chinese organized crime syndicates.

Thai police said that Mr. Wang had traveled to Bangkok for what he believed to be a casting opportunity. After he went missing on Jan. 3, his girlfriend filed reports to the Chinese police and embassy in Thailand. She called for help on social media, and her posts, which were shared by Chinese celebrities, spread widely.

On Jan. 7, Thai authorities said that Mr. Wang had been found and rescued, but they did not provide details. Criminal gangs often demand hefty ransoms to free their captives from such compounds.

Mr. Wang, in video interviews with Thai media outlets after his release, said that he had been forced to shave his head and to learn how to type quickly.

Thai officials sought to use his rescue to assure Chinese travelers about visiting Thailand. In one video, a Thai police officer urged Mr. Wang: "You think Thailand is safe for you. Can you say in Chinese?"

Mr. Wang's swift rescue set off a wave of appeals for help from the families of other Chinese victims, some of whom have been missing in Southeast Asia for months or years. A log containing details of the disappearance of more than 170 other Chinese victims was widely shared on Weibo.

Thai officials have scrambled to show that they are working to protect the safety of visitors. Thai police met with Chinese diplomats to discuss setting up a center to coordinate efforts to track missing people and exchange information. And on Monday, Thai authorities said that two Chinese women who had been abducted in Thailand had been rescued by the Chinese authorities and repatriated.

Thienprasit Chaiyapatranun, president of the Thai Hotels Association, said he hoped the Thai government would do more to assuage the concerns of Chinese tourists.

"We are nervous that it will have long-term effects," he said.

Siyi Zhao contributed research.
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Inside Ukraine's Last Stand at a Vital Coal Mine

The mine, near the frontline city of Pokrovsk, produced coking coal crucial for Ukraine's steel industry. It kept running until the very last moment, when Russian forces finally reached its gates.

Workers walking through a shaft inside a coal mine just southeast of the embattled city of Pokrovsk, near Ukraine's front line.



By Constant Meheut and Daria Mitiuk
Photographs by Finbarr O'Reilly
The reporters visited the mine this summer and spoke by phone to eight miners now in other parts of Ukraine as Russian forces closed in.


Jan 15, 2025 at 10:00 AM

It was late at night and Anton Telegin was driving toward a sprawling coal mine near Ukraine's eastern front line, using darkness to evade Russian attack drones.

Mr. Telegin had come to collect wages for himself and some fellow miners, as he did at the end of every month. But this trip, on the day after Christmas, felt different: Russian troops were at one of the far gates of the mine, and he wondered whether it would be his last trip to the place where he had worked for 18 years. The last few months, he and his colleagues had toiled under escalating Russian attacks.

Two days earlier, a strike knocked out the plant's electricity substation, halting operations. Sensing the end, some miners left, taking their towels and shampoo from the changing rooms where they scraped soot from themselves at the end of long shifts.

"People were packing up, already saying goodbye," Mr. Telegin, 40, recalled.

Mr. Telegin has not returned to the mine since Christmas and is now in Kyiv. The approaching fighting kept the facility out of action and on Tuesday, Metinvest, the company that owns the mine, announced that the facility was now shut.

A mine worker outside the Metinvest mine near Pokrovsk in June.


The closing of the mine, located just southeast of the embattled city of Pokrovsk, ended a desperate effort by Ukraine to keep it running until the very last moment. As Ukraine's last operational mine producing coking coal -- an essential fuel for steel production -- it was vital to the country's steel industry and, ultimately, its war effort.

Miners who stayed despite the dangers were offered pay rises by Metinvest. To reach mining areas closest to the front, they had to walk through miles of tunnels protecting them from attacks. Shelling caused frequent blackouts, trapping them underground for hours.

"There is constant shelling, and it's very close," Maksym Rastyahaev, the head of a mining unit, said in a phone call after a shift at the mine shortly before Christmas. "Only the most resilient workers have remained."

Now, the mine's closure is expected to send shock waves through the economy. Steel production is projected to drop by more than half, from 7.5 million tons this year to less than 3 million next year, according to Oleksandr Kalenkov, head of Ukraine's steel makers' association. The fallout will affect trade -- metal and steel products were Ukraine's second-largest export last year -- reduce tax revenues and strip the military of essential materials for armor production.

"The impact, in all its aspects, is tremendous," Mr. Kalenkov said.

A welder at work at the Zaporizhstal steel plant in Zaporizhzhia.


The mine near Pokrovsk is not the first to fall to Russia, whose forces have decimated much of eastern Ukraine's industrial base. But its story is one of Ukrainian resilience: after scaling back operations following Russia's full-scale invasion in 2022, coal production rebounded to 3.2 million tons in 2023, nearing prewar levels. That year, many residents returned to Pokrovsk, hopeful the tide of the war was turning in Ukraine's favor.

The mine was an economic lifeline for the area. In 2023, Metinvest employed some 4,500 people at the facility, many of whom had spent most of their working lives there. "I'm a miner. I don't know how to do anything else. All I know is how to mine coal," said Yurii Nesterenko, 35, who had worked there for a decade.

The pay was good, and Metinvest's mining facilities reflected a sense of care. On a visit this summer, the mine boasted flower beds, fountains and an Orthodox chapel adorned with gold icons and intricate ceilings, offering a quiet retreat for miners to pray.

By late summer 2024, however, the first signs of danger had appeared. Renewed Russian advances in the east had spurred a mobilization drive that drained the mine's work force, prompting it to hire women to replace conscripted men. Even more concerning, the mine lay in the path of Russia's push to flank Pokrovsk, a key military logistics hub.

"Everyone hoped Ukrainian soldiers would hold the line," said Vyacheslav Dryha, an engineer who left the mine in the fall and is now in Kharkiv. Some employees began monitoring battlefield maps daily, tracking the Russian advance.

Women attending a course run by the company Metinvest at a training facility designed to replicate a mine shaft.


In late September, strikes on the mine killed four female workers in as many days. Two were at a laundry station, while the two others were waiting at a bus stop. The deaths sent a chill through the staff, prompting many to leave and join the flow of residents evacuating Pokrovsk. Russian forces were less than 10 miles away.

From then on, miners described strikes getting more and more frequent. Some opted to drive their own cars to the mine instead of taking the bus, to better evade drones that had appeared overhead. The mine's shaft No. 3, located closest to the front, in the village of Pishchane, began coming under regular shelling.

In early December, when shaft No. 3 became too dangerous to use, miners switched to descending into the mine through another shaft farther west. From there, they faced a two-hour, six-mile trek through underground tunnels to reach the coal faces beneath shaft No. 3. To come back, they rode the conveyor belts transporting freshly extracted coal.

It was a perilous job. Power and ventilation systems sometimes broke down because of the shelling, forcing miners to evacuate. Yet, with the fighting raging above, they still felt safer underground, in the mine's dim, nearly 2,000-foot-deep tunnels.

"The earth itself kind of protects you," said Volodymyr Kohanevych, who maintained equipment at the mine.

Keeping the mine running as long as possible was critical for Metinvest, which relied on coking coal to smelt iron ore into steel at its factories further west. The steel is used to make rails for Ukraine's railways, a transport lifeline during the war, as well as body armor and helmets for soldiers. Earlier this month, Metinvest launched production of protective armored plates for the U.S.-made Patriot air defense systems that protect Ukrainian skies.

"We're like a second front, working for the victory," Mr. Telegin said of the miners and steel workers.

A worker using a probe to guide molten iron from a blast furnace at the Zaporizhstal steel plant.


But by mid-December, Mr. Telegin and his colleagues knew this second front was collapsing. Russian troops had advanced to within a mile of shaft No. 3, raising fears they might capture it and exploit its tunnels to outflank Ukrainian positions. In response, the miners, working with the military, began drilling holes beneath the shaft to place explosives, according to several workers.

A few days later, around Dec. 20, the shaft was blown up. "Everything collapsed, and now it's all rock," Mr. Telegin said.

A Metinvest manager, who requested anonymity because he was not authorized to speak, said explosives had also been placed in the facility's two other shafts farther west, near the villages of Kotlyne and Udachne, which remain under Ukrainian control today. It is unclear if they have already been detonated.

From 7,000 tons of coal a day this summer, production fell to just over 2,000 tons by mid-December, the manager said. The strike on the electricity substation, on Christmas Eve, dealt the final blow: the mine shut down and production dropped to zero.

Mr. Kalenkov, the steel expert, said the mine's closure put Ukraine in a precarious situation. Importing coking coal to make up for the loss will be costly and complicated by war-related logistical hurdles. He expects a strain on an already fragile economy, but also cutbacks in defense industry projects, such as the production of armor for Patriot systems.

"The loss of the mine definitely hinders Ukraine's combat capabilities," Mr. Kalenkov said.

Many of the roughly 1,000 miners who stayed until the end have now relocated to cities farther from the front such as Kyiv, Kharkiv and Dnipro. Some have already secured new jobs in factories, while others remain uncertain about their prospects.

Mr. Rastyahaev, 40, who spent half his life working at the mine, said it had been "very painful" to leave a place he had helped build and develop. As he spoke last week, he had yet to hear from his management about the mine's future.

"Honestly," he said, "I think it's the end."

A coking facility run by Metinvest near Pokrovsk.
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John Ratcliffe Lays Out a Vision for a More Aggressive C.I.A.

Donald Trump's pick for the agency's director seems likely to win some Democratic support for this nomination, but how much is unclear.

John Ratcliffe, President-elect Donald J. Trump's pick to lead the C.I.A., outlined his vision of an agency that offers intelligence free of political bias on Wednesday. Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times



By Julian E. Barnes
Reporting from Washington


Jan 15, 2025 at 10:01 AM

John Ratcliffe, President-elect Donald J. Trump's pick for C.I.A. director, offered his vision for a more aggressive spy agency as he faced questions from senators on Wednesday about his decisions to declassify intelligence and ability to deliver unvarnished assessments.

Mr. Ratcliffe's confirmation is all but assured, and he is likely to be voted on by the full Senate soon after Mr. Trump's inauguration on Monday. During the first Trump administration, the Senate confirmed Mr. Ratcliffe, 49 to 44, to serve as the director of national intelligence. He was the first national intelligence chief installed without support from the opposition party.

But now, senators from both parties view Mr. Ratcliffe as one of the more qualified senior officials picked by Mr. Trump, whose focus on the threat from China is widely shared by Republican and Democratic lawmakers.

Mr. Ratcliffe used his opening comments to outline his vision of an agency that offers intelligence free of political bias. While he said he would not discuss specific intelligence priorities, he promised he would make the C.I.A. less averse to risk and more willing to conduct covert action when ordered by the president, "going places no one else can go and doing things no one else can do."

In his opening statement, Mr. Ratcliffe promised that the C.I.A. would collect intelligence in every part of the globe, "no matter how dark or difficult."

He also pledged that the agency's analysis would be objective, "never allowing political or personal biases to cloud our judgment or infect our products."

Mr. Ratcliffe evoked the C.I.A.'s predecessor -- the Office of Strategic Services -- and said the ideal recruit for the agency would be a "Ph.D. who could win a bar fight."

"This sentiment is the essence of what today's C.I.A. must recapture," Mr. Ratcliffe said.

Senator Tom Cotton, Republican of Arkansas and the new chairman of the Intelligence Committee, struck similar themes, arguing that the agency needed to be bolder and more innovative with its covert action. Without providing details, Mr. Cotton said the Biden administration's timidity in its overt actions extended to covert action. "The nation needs a strong and more aggressive C.I.A.," he said.

Mr. Ratcliffe seems likely to win some Democratic support for this nomination, but how much is unclear. Some Democratic lawmakers have expressed concerns about whether Mr. Trump's choices for top intelligence posts will deliver unvarnished information. Mr. Ratcliffe had a close relationship with Mr. Trump, especially at the end of his first administration, and took over some of the intelligence briefing duties often handled by less senior officers.

During Mr. Trump's first term, Mr. Ratcliffe issued public warnings about election interference in 2020 that drew attention to efforts by Russia, Iran and China to influence the vote. Subsequent intelligence assessments by the Biden administration supported those warnings. But Mr. Ratcliffe also declassified some intelligence related to Russia's activities in 2016 over the objections of C.I.A. officials who thought the release of the material would harm sources and collection methods. Republican allies of Mr. Trump had sought the material, believing it undermined the case that Russia had tried to interfere in the 2016 election on behalf of Mr. Trump.

The only tough questioning of Mr. Ratcliffe on Wednesday came from Senators Jon Ossoff, Democrat of Georgia, and Mark Kelly, Democrat of Arizona, who both asked about the decision to release the materiel.

Mr. Ossoff criticized Mr. Ratcliffe for declassifying intelligence on the same day as one of the presidential debates in 2020. Mr. Trump referred to the intelligence in that debate.

Senator Jon Ossoff, Democrat of Georgia, criticized Mr. Ratcliffe for declassifying intelligence on the same day as one of the presidential debates in 2020, including information that Trump then referred in the debate. Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times


Mr. Ratcliffe said he did not recall that the information was released the same day and said that while it was his decision to declassify the material, he was not in charge of the process of its release. He added that steps were taken to protect the sources of the information at the time.

Under questioning from Mr. Kelly, Mr. Ratcliffe said he did not make every decision perfectly but added that "most of the things I have done have aged very well."

The Democratic minority also asked Mr. Ratcliffe about Mr. Trump's attacks on the intelligence community and Mr. Ratcliffe's ability to deliver intelligence that might be at odds with the president-elect's worldview.

Throughout his first term in office, Mr. Trump attacked the intelligence agencies and their leaders. He has often referred darkly to "the deep state," a group of national security officials opposed to his agenda. And he and his aides have discussed pushing out government officials whom they view as disloyal to the White House.

Senator Angus King, an independent from Maine, said the confidence Mr. Trump had in Mr. Ratcliffe was one of his assets and urged him to work to change the president-elect's views of the intelligence community.

Senator Mark Warner, Democrat of Virginia, said the hearing was Mr. Ratcliffe's opportunity to reassure C.I.A. employees that they would not face reprisal for "being willing to speak truth to power."

Senator James Lankford, Republican of Oklahoma, asked Mr. Ratcliffe about his views on a provision known as Section 702, which allows the government to collect communications of foreign targets, including when they interact with Americans, without warrants.

Several Republicans senators have raised concerns about Tulsi Gabbard, Mr. Trump's pick for director of national intelligence, and her previous criticism of the program. In face of those concerns, Ms. Gabbard has changed her position.

Mr. Ratcliffe said he believed the warrantless collection was an "indispensable national security tool" and said the broader collection under the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act accounted for more than half of the actionable intelligence.

But Mr. Trump has been critical of the program at times. Mr. Ratcliffe said that it could be abused and that he supported the enforcement of safeguards placed on the intelligence collection.

"It is an important, indispensable tool," he said. "But one that can be abused and that we must do everything we can to make sure that it has the appropriate safeguards, because it can't come at the sacrifice of American civil liberties."

Under questioning from Senator Mike Rounds, Republican of South Dakota, Mr. Ratcliffe said he would push for reauthorization of the provision. He argued that the statute had been reformed, and that critics needed to offer a way to replace the intelligence that would be lost should the program not be reauthorized.

Mr. Cotton criticized the U.S. intelligence community for failing to anticipate threats, like the Hamas-led attack on Israel on Oct. 7, 2023, and called on Mr. Ratcliffe to push for changes at the C.I.A. to help the agency "get back to its roots."

Mr. Cotton praised intelligence officers but said the C.I.A. had neglected its core mission of secretly collecting foreign intelligence. Too often policymakers were "in the dark," he said.

"Put more simply, stealing secrets," Mr. Cotton continued. "Intelligence collection is the main effort; every other job is a supporting effort."

The senator said he had seen too many intelligence reports based on news accounts or diplomatic cables.

"Those sources are not unimportant, but without clandestine intelligence, we might as well get briefed by the State Department or a think tank, or just read the newspaper," Mr. Cotton said.

He attacked the C.I.A. for being too quick to tailor its intelligence reports to the Biden administration's views, including Israel's ability to destroy Hezbollah's military might. He also criticized the agency's work to diversify its ranks, saying it had paid too much for consultants focused on diversity, equity and inclusion.

During the hearing, Mr. Ratcliffe said he wanted the C.I.A. to be the "ultimate meritocracy." He also said he would empower the "courageous risk takers and innovators" but not tolerate anything distracting from the core mission.
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Two Private Moon Landers Have Launched at Once: What to Know

Robotic vehicles from Firefly Aerospace of Texas and Ispace of Japan parted ways early Wednesday after being launched on the same SpaceX rocket. Both are aiming for the lunar surface.

Video: 

A SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket carrying two lunar landers lifted off on Wednesday.


By Kenneth Chang



Jan 15, 2025 at 01:50 AM

A space twofer took place early Wednesday morning -- two lunar missions for the price of one rocket launch.

A SpaceX Falcon 9 lifted off from the NASA's Kennedy Space Center in Florida at 1:11 a.m. Eastern time, carrying the Blue Ghost lander built by Firefly Aerospace of Austin, Texas, and the Resilience lander from Ispace of Japan.

Why did two moon landers share one rocket?

That was the result of fortuitous scheduling by SpaceX and not something that was planned by Firefly or Ispace.

Firefly had purchased a Falcon 9 launch to send its Blue Ghost lander to the moon. At the same time, Ispace, to save on the costs for the mission, had asked SpaceX for a rideshare, that is, hitching a ride as a secondary payload on a rocket launch that was going roughly in the right direction to get its Resilience lander to the moon. That turned out to be Blue Ghost's trip.

"It was a no-brainer to put them together," Julianna Scheiman, the director for NASA science missions at SpaceX, said during a news conference on Tuesday.

After the Falcon 9 rocket reached orbit, the second stage fired again for a minute so it could deploy Blue Ghost in an elliptical orbit around Earth, about an hour after launch. The rocket stage fired once more, for just a second, to adjust the orbit for the deployment of Resilience, about 1.5 hours after launch.

On Wednesday morning, Firefly and Ispace announced that their spacecraft successfully turned on, established communications with ground stations on Earth and were operating as expected.

The Blue Ghost Mission 1 lunar lander vehicle from Firefly Aerospace. Firefly Aerospace/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images

Ispace's Resilience lander being prepared for launch at Cape Canaveral on Jan. 7. Ispace, via Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


What are Firefly and Blue Ghost?

Firefly Aerospace is one of the new space companies that have popped up over the past few years. It has developed and launched a small rocket called Alpha several times. In 2023, Firefly demonstrated that it could prepare and launch a payload for the United States Space Force within days -- a capability that the Department of Defense is looking to develop so that it could quickly replace satellites that come under attack.

Blue Ghost -- named after a species of fireflies -- is a robotic lander that Firefly has developed to take scientific instruments and other payloads to the surface of the moon.

This mission is headed to Mare Crisium, a flat plain formed from lava that filled and hardened inside a 345-mile-wide crater carved out by an ancient asteroid impact. Mare Crisium is in the northeast quadrant of the near side of the moon.

NASA will pay Firefly $101.5 million if it takes 10 payloads to the lunar surface, and a bit less if it does not fully succeed. The NASA payloads include a drill to measure the flow of heat from the moon's interior to the surface, an electrodynamic dust shield to clean off glass and radiator surfaces, and an X-ray camera.

The lander will operate for about 14 days -- the length of a lunar day -- until darkness descends at the landing site.

What are Ispace and Resilience?

This is Ispace's second attempt to place a commercial lander on the surface of the moon. Its Hakuto-R Mission 1 lander tried to set down near the Atlas crater on the near side of the moon. But the landing software was confused when it passed over the crater rim, which is two miles higher than the surrounding terrain. The spacecraft ended up hovering far above the ground, after thinking it had landed, and then crashed when it ran out of propellant.

Resilience -- also known as the Hakuto-R Mission 2 lander -- has essentially the same design as the Mission 1 spacecraft, but with different payloads. Ispace officials said they were confident that the mistakes that led to the crash in 2023 had been fixed.

The payloads on Resilience include a water electrolyzer experiment, which splits water molecules into hydrogen and oxygen, from the Takasago Thermal Engineering Company in Japan, and a small rover named Tenacious that was developed and built by Ispace's European subsidiary.

Although this is not a NASA mission, it will collect two soil samples -- one scooped up by the rover, the other just soil that settles on the landing pads -- and sell them to the agency for $5,000 each.

The transactions have no scientific value, because the samples will remain on the moon. Instead, they are meant to help strengthen the United States government's position that while no nation on Earth can claim sovereignty of the moon or other parts of the solar system under the Outer Space Treaty of 1967, nations and companies can own and profit from what they extract from the moon.

Resilience and Tenacious are also designed to operate for one lunar day, or 14 Earth days.

Which mission will arrive at the moon first?

Blue Ghost should get to the moon first, on March 2. For the first 25 days, it is to circle around Earth as the company turns on and checks out the spacecraft's systems, before heading on a four-day journey to the moon. Then it will orbit the moon for 16 days before trying to land, 45 days after launch.

Resilience will take a longer, winding path that consumes less energy and propellant, gradually stretching out its elliptical orbit until the farthest point of the orbit reaches beyond the moon. As a secondary payload on the Falcon 9, it will need to perform a flyby of the moon to get into the correct position to be captured into lunar orbit.

The vehicle is to land on a plain named Mare Frigoris about four to five months after launch.

Both Blue Ghost and Resilience might be beaten by a spacecraft from Intuitive Machines of Houston that is not scheduled to launch until late February. Despite its later start, it will take a direct, quicker path to the moon.

Intuitive Machines placed Odysseus, its first lander, on the moon in a trip sponsored by NASA last year. It was still successfully able to contact Earth despite tipping over.

Why are private companies landing on the moon?

By hiring private companies, NASA hopes to send more devices to the moon at a lower cost to perform experiments and test new technologies. A second aim of the Commercial Lunar Payload Services program, or CLPS (pronounced "clips"), is to jump-start a commercial industry there that would not otherwise develop.

NASA officials expect failures along the way, and some have already occurred. The first CLPS mission by Astrobotic Technology of Pittsburgh suffered a catastrophic propulsion failure soon after launch and never made it close to the moon. The tipping of the first Intuitive Machine lander during the second CLPS mission prevented the scientific instruments aboard from collecting the data they were sent to measure.

The American subsidiary of Ispace is collaborating with Draper Laboratory in Cambridge, Mass., for a CLPS mission that is scheduled to launch next year.
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Karen Wynn Fonstad was a cartographer who exhaustively mapped J.R.R. Tolkien's Middle-earth, the setting of "The Hobbit" and "The Lord of the Rings." Courtesy of William Morrow

She used a grid system to index locations without latitude and longitude (marked by letters and numbers along the edges), as ancient Middle-earth is canonically flat; the world only later became spherical. Courtesy of William Morrow

She wrote that determining distances was a challenge: "Tolkien's usage of leagues, furlongs, fathoms and ells added to the mystique and feeling of history -- and to the bewilderment of the mapmaker." Courtesy of William Morrow

Fonstad's accompanying commentary considers real-world forces that might have shaped fantasy landscapes -- such as whether a caldera collapse formed Tolkien's orc-filled Udun valley. Courtesy of William Morrow


Overlooked No More: Karen Wynn Fonstad, Who Mapped Tolkien's Middle-earth

She was a novice cartographer who landed a dream assignment: to create an atlas of the setting of "The Hobbit" and "The Lord of the Rings."

Karen Wynn Fonstad in 1981. She spent two and a half years on her atlas of Middle-earth. Carl Plotz, via Fonstad family



By Brian Kevin



Jan 13, 2025 at 09:50 PM

This article is part of Overlooked, a series of obituaries about remarkable people whose deaths, beginning in 1851, went unreported in The Times.

In 1977, Karen Wynn Fonstad made a long shot cold call to J.R.R. Tolkien's American publisher with the hope of landing a dream assignment: to create an exhaustive atlas of Middle-earth, the setting of the author's widely popular "The Hobbit" and "The Lord of the Rings."

To her surprise, an editor agreed.

Fonstad spent two and a half years on the project, reading through the novels line by line and painstakingly indexing any text from which she could infer geographic details. With two young children at home, she mostly worked at night. Her husband left notes on her drafting table reminding her to go to bed.

Her resulting book, "The Atlas of Middle-earth" (1981), wowed Tolkien fans and scholars with its exquisite level of topographic detail; the most recent paperback edition is in its 32nd printing.

"There is an enormous amount of information," the critic Baird Searles wrote in a review of her book in Asimov's Science Fiction magazine, "from a diagram of the evolution of the languages of Middle-earth to tables of the lengths of mountain ranges and rivers. It's a true atlas (the author is a geographer) and quite an achievement."

Commissions soon followed for atlases of other imaginary places with their own devoted subcultures, including Pern, the setting of the sprawling and best-selling "Dragonriders of Pern" series, which the author Anne McCaffrey began publishing in 1968, and a pair of foundational worlds within the Dungeons & Dragons franchise.

Fonstad's atlases became objects of cult veneration, and today, the ranks of the gaming industry and of fantasy and sci-fi publishing are filled with cartographers influenced by her work.

"It was like the Velvet Underground of fantasy mapmaking," Jason Fry, a co-author of "Star Wars: The Essential Atlas" (2009, with Daniel Wallace), said in an interview about "The Atlas of Middle-earth." "Everyone who read it went out and got graph paper and mapped something."

Mike Schley, a contemporary fantasy mapmaker, has referenced her work in his own research.

"Her diagrams and exposition gave her work gravity and materiality," he said in an interview. "It's one thing to write off a feature as, well, magic. It's another to feel like you can get dirt under your nails exploring a place."

Karen Lea Wynn was born on April 18, 1945, in Oklahoma City, to Estis (Wampler) and James Wynn. She was raised in nearby Norman, Okla., where her father ran a sheet-metal shop and her mother did secretarial work for hire.

After graduating from Norman High School, she enrolled at the University of Oklahoma, studying art, then, envisioning a career as a medical artist, switched her major to physical therapy and graduated in 1967.

But a part-time job illustrating maps for the university's geography department kindled her interest in cartography. In 1968, she was one of a handful of women accepted into the school's geography graduate program, where she wrote a style manual of cartographic symbology as her master's thesis. While a grad student, she met and married Todd Fonstad, a Ph.D. student in the department. In 1971, the couple moved to Wisconsin, where Todd taught at the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh.

Soon after, a friend lent her a copy of "The Fellowship of the Ring" (1954), the first book in Tolkien's three-volume "Lord of the Rings" trilogy. Though she wasn't an avid reader of fantasy, Fonstad was entranced. She stayed up all night finishing it, then went out the next day to buy the next two volumes.

Her son said she had read "The Hobbit" and "The Lord of the Rings" some 30 times before pitching the atlas.

"I doubt if any other book or books will ever grasp my interest as much as these," she wrote in her journal in 1975. "Each time I finish a reading I immediately feel as if I hadn't read them for weeks and I am lonely for them -- lonely for the characters within the books, the tremendously vivid descriptions, the whole essence."

The idea for an atlas came to Fonstad after the 1977 publication of "The Silmarillion," a dense, posthumous collection of Tolkien-penned tales comprising the myths and ancient history of Middle-earth. (Tolkien died in 1973.) She envisioned a suite of maps spanning the many millenniums of Tolkien's legendarium, bringing a geographer's eye not just to landforms but also to the migrations of peoples, battlefield troop movements and the journeys of the novels' characters.



"It's one thing to write off a feature as, well, magic. It's another to feel like you can get dirt under your nails exploring a place."



When she called Houghton Mifflin to pitch her idea, Fonstad was connected with Tolkien's U.S. editor, Anne Barrett, who was semiretired but happened to be visiting the office that day. Barrett so loved the concept that she secured permission from the Tolkien estate within days.

As part of her research, Fonstad pored over Tolkien's original manuscripts and notes, archived at Milwaukee's Marquette University, near her home in Oshkosh.

Fonstad in an undated photograph with some of her book covers. Her atlases earned her renown among fantasy readers. via Fonstad family


The first edition of "The Atlas of Middle-earth" contained 172 maps, which Fonstad drew by hand. Each was accompanied by reflections on her methodology and assumptions, along with topics like the bedrock morphology of the Shire, settlement patterns in Gondor and plate tectonics in Mordor.

A 1991 revised edition incorporated details from nine volumes of "The History of Middle-earth," a trove of formerly unpublished Tolkien material edited by the author's son Christopher. The revised atlas, still in print, has been translated into nearly a dozen languages.

"It is far and away the best and most careful reference work related to Tolkien," Stentor Danielson, a Tolkien scholar and an associate professor of geography at Pennsylvania's Slippery Rock University, said in an interview.

Fonstad followed her Middle-earth tome with four similarly ambitious atlases. She traveled to Ireland to work alongside McCaffrey -- the first woman to win a Hugo Award for fiction, in 1968 -- on "The Atlas of Pern," which Fonstad published in 1984. And she went to New Mexico to consult with the novelist Stephen R. Donaldson, author of "The Chronicles of Thomas Covenant" series, for the "The Atlas of the Land," published in 1985.

In an interview, Donaldson recalled Fonstad arriving with "an enormous list of scenes and places" from his books and asking questions about minutiae he'd never considered.

For TSR Inc., the publisher of the Dungeons & Dragons role-playing game and then-ubiquitous tie-in novels, Fonstad released "Atlas of the Dragonlance World" (1987) and "The Forgotten Realms Atlas" (1990), both of which are sought-after collectibles still used as reference material by artists working for the franchise.

"Her work is one of those rare occasions when fantasy maps manage to get closer to 'real cartography,'" Francesca Baerald, a contemporary Dungeons & Dragons map artist, wrote in an email. "The scientific approach she followed and her care for each small detail is something incredible."

Fonstad's book "The Forgotten Realms Atlas" (1990) brought cartographic rigor to a medley of settings for "Dungeons & Dragons" tabletop and computer games, as well as for tie-in novels. Courtesy of Wizards of the Coast

Fonstad included the journeys of characters, with notations corresponding to reconstructed timelines. Points here, marked with dates from the months of Flamerule (F) and Eleasias (E), show where the ranger hero Ren o' the Blade camped -- and battled orcs -- in "Pool of Radiance" (1989). Courtesy of Wizards of the Coast

Interiors of castles, keeps and inns were mapped with Fonstad's signature fastidious attention to detail. Courtesy of Wizards of the Coast


Her atlases earned Fonstad renown among fantasy readers, but only modest income, which she supplemented by teaching geography part time for the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh and by moonlighting as a physical therapist. In the 1990s, Fonstad made occasional maps for TSR and the City of Oshkosh, but she devoted more time to board and civic work, including a term on the Oshkosh City Council.

She was diagnosed with breast cancer in 1998 and underwent nearly seven years of treatment, remission and recurrence. During that time, she started mapping C.S. Lewis's "Chronicles of Narnia," but the Lewis estate ultimately withheld permission for an atlas.

Fonstad died of complications of breast cancer on March 11, 2005, at her home in Oshkosh. She was 59.

For all her devotion to fantasy worlds, Fonstad was bemused by the rise of fan culture. She rarely accepted invites to conventions or conferences, claiming she was too thin-skinned to field criticism. But her reluctance softened near the end of her life, as Peter Jackson's "Lord of the Rings" film trilogy made the characters Frodo and Bilbo Baggins household names.

In 2004, at a conference in Atlanta, she met Alan Lee, the films' Oscar-winning conceptual designer, who mentioned that her atlas had been a vital resource for his team.

"Nothing could have made my mother happier in the last few months of her life," her son, Mark Fonstad, an associate professor of geography at the University of Oregon, said in an interview. "She very much enjoyed those movies, even though she was among the 1 percent of people who could have nitpicked every difference from the books."





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/13/obituaries/karen-wynn-fonstad-overlooked.html
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Economic Toll of Los Angeles Fires Goes Far Beyond Destroyed Homes

The ongoing disaster will affect residents' health, local industries, public budgets and the cost of housing for years to come.

A commercial strip devastated by the Eaton fire in Altadena, Calif. About 12,000 structures have been damaged or destroyed so far in the Los Angeles area. Mark Abramson for The New York Times



By Lydia DePillis



Jan 15, 2025 at 10:01 AM

After decades of mounting damage from climate-fueled natural disasters, researchers have compiled many misery-filled data sets that trace the economic fallout over weeks, months and years.

The fires still burning in Los Angeles are sure to rank among America's most expensive -- but there is no perfect analogue for them, making it difficult to forecast the ultimate cost.

The main reason is that wildfires have typically burned in more rural locations, consuming fewer structures and attacking smaller metropolitan areas. The Los Angeles conflagration is more akin to a storm that hits a major coastal city, like Houston or New Orleans, causing major disruption for millions of people and businesses.

"It looks a lot more like the humanitarian situation from a flood or a hurricane than a wildfire that people are watching in the hills," said Amir Jina, an assistant professor at the University of Chicago's Harris School of Public Policy, who has studied the economic impact of climate change.

On the other hand, several mitigating factors could lead to lower costs and a stronger rebound relative to other places. The cinema capital's wealth and industrial diversity, along with other natural advantages from geography and weather, may allow Los Angeles to stave off a worst-case scenario.

Estimating the likely economic losses is tricky at this stage. The weather data company AccuWeather has offered a figure of $250 billion to $275 billion, though a Goldman Sachs report said it found the estimate high. (Declining to provide a breakdown because its methodology is "proprietary," AccuWeather said it considered many factors including long-run health impacts as well as short-term losses in the value of public companies exposed to the disaster.)

Here are some elements to account for when thinking about the total cost of the fires.

Physical Wreckage

The most straightforward component of damage is the number of structures damaged or destroyed, currently about 12,000. That's fewer than the 18,000 felled by the Camp fire in Northern California in 2018, but this is a different kind of house: Zillow values the average home in the Pacific Palisades ZIP code at $3.4 million; in Altadena's ZIP code, it's $1.3 million.

That's what is driving early estimates of insured losses progressively higher, now reaching $30 billion, according to Wells Fargo. But insurance will neither make all homeowners whole nor pay the full cost of rebuilding. Carriers have dropped thousands of policies in the affected areas in recent years, and the state-backed insurer of last resort caps coverage at $3 million per residential property.

Then there's the damage to commercial space. Although one landlord managed to protect an outdoor mall with privately hired water tankers, many other businesses were gutted.

These neighborhoods may be better able to recover than others hit by wildfire in recent years. The median annual household income in Pacific Palisades, for example, is more than $200,000, compared with about $80,000 nationally; in Altadena, it's $134,000.

Nonetheless, public funding will be needed to repair and reconstruct sewer systems, power lines and roads. Water infrastructure requires particular attention, since ash and contaminants can pollute drinking water far outside the burned areas.

"I'm not sure there's enough money to go around," said Margaret Walls, director of the Climate Risks and Resilience Program at Resources for the Future, an environmental think tank. "Communities haven't figured out how to pay for this."

Work Not Getting Done

Wildfires and hurricanes can have short- and long-term effects on employment and productivity. People who have evacuated may be unable to work, and the jobs based in the affected areas -- such as landscaping, teaching school and providing health care -- at least temporarily disappear.

Early data is trickling in. The fires haven't hit major employment centers or industrial facilities, but the number of total hours worked in Malibu and Pacific Palisades declined 57 percent the week the fires started relative to the prior week, according to Homebase, an operations platform for small businesses.

Analysts at Goldman Sachs forecast that the fires would knock 15,000 to 25,000 positions off the Labor Department's employment report for January. That's less than the hit from last summer's major hurricanes, after which people quickly returned to work.

But the damage doesn't end there. A study published this month in The Journal of Environmental Economics and Management found that large fires depress job creation in the affected counties. The effects rise with the share of the county's landmass that burned, and Los Angeles County is nearing the upper end of the scale.

Demario Ellis gave Tony Rodriguez a haircut on Monday at a gas station in Altadena that was turned into a makeshift donation center for victims of the Eaton fire. Philip Cheung for The New York Times


According to one of the authors, Raphaelle Gauvin-Coulombe, an assistant professor of economics at Middlebury College, a fire of this magnitude on average reduces monthly employment growth by 1.46 percentage points over three years. Los Angeles has a relatively varied industrial base, including manufacturing, higher education and technology along with entertainment, which could help it recover faster. On the other hand, it relies much more than the typical county on leisure and hospitality enterprises, which are extremely vulnerable to fire.

"If you rely a lot on visitors for your economy, the reduction in consumer demand will be especially important for the region," Dr. Gauvin-Coulombe said.

The study also found that a federal disaster declaration could substantially cushion those negative impacts by pumping billions of dollars into the community. That often leads to an increase in local economic output after disasters, despite the devastation.

But that money comes from somewhere, and the costs are rising. As one example, Congress had to replenish the Federal Emergency Management Agency's disaster relief fund after last year's hurricane season, and such supplemental appropriations have become larger and more frequent.

"That's tax money coming from me and you that could have gone to other uses if we weren't as exposed to this much risk," Dr. Jina said.

Long-Term Health Effects

The most immediate, concrete impact of the fires on human health is the body count: So far, 25 people are known to have died, with the tally likely to rise.

But that's only the beginning. Wildfire smoke has a range of ill effects, including asthma, cancer and preterm births, with children and those with respiratory conditions the most at risk. The particular poisons lofted into the air when houses and their contents burn, rather than just vegetation, could create even more complications.

Natural disasters also set off a series of events that lead to thousands of earlier deaths over more than a decade, research has found. People who are forced to flee their homes or who lose work opportunities deplete their financial resources, which can diminish access to regular health services. Compounding stress can lead to risky behaviors, and public resources are drained by disaster response, all of which adds up to additional loss of life.

Rising Cost of Living

California is an expensive place to live, and the fires are likely to supercharge that problem in the Los Angeles area, at least in the short term, as people displaced from the fires seek new places to live.

"I would look for rents to go up basically immediately," said Jeff Bellisario, executive director of the Bay Area Council Economic Institute. "We have very few vacant rental homes, so there's no real cushion within our housing market."

At the same time, an even more fundamental threat is growing: the rising cost of property insurance, which was already prohibitively expensive in many areas of California. When policies become unaffordable or unavailable, real estate starts to lose value, which can drain the wealth of families whose main financial asset is home equity.

Insurance will neither make all homeowners whole nor pay the full cost of rebuilding. Mark Abramson for The New York Times


Experts say the way to keep areas insurable is to make not just individual buildings, but whole communities, less flammable. That means retrofitting roofs and siding, adding sprinkler systems, clearing vegetation and undertaking a host of other measures that cost money and require constant vigilance.

According to Dr. Walls, it's the price people will need to pay for living in beautiful places next to wild landscapes. Thus far, homeowners have not been forced to shoulder the full cost of prevention.

"Do you really want to live there? Then you better invest in way more hazard mitigation than you're doing," she said. "They aren't really pricing the risks appropriately in California."

Possible Paths Forward

To a large degree, Los Angeles's recovery -- and the distribution of harms and benefits -- depends on policymakers.

With little intervention, wealthy individuals could assemble burned lots to build even larger estates in the still-breathtaking coastal locale. Private equity companies could buy up land at vastly reduced prices and wait for conditions to be ripe for rebuilding.

Alternatively, local government officials could encourage a pattern of reconstruction that eases the city's affordability problem. Turning some land back into open space while rezoning to build more units on less acreage would bolster the housing supply while allowing communities to be defended more easily.

"From a housing economist's perspective, if we have opportunities to build in a more dense multifamily way, we should," Mr. Bellisario said. "The 'but' is, we know we're in a wildfire damage zone -- can you do it in a way that can be made safe and insurable and also house more people than maybe we did before?"

Adding more housing is probably necessary to stem the flow of people already moving out of California. Places hit by fire tend to lose population and not recover.

The good news is, retrofitting existing homes can be relatively affordable, and new communities built from scratch even more so, according to a study by the research group Headwaters Economics.

With large-scale disasters becoming more frequent, "we do not want to get to the point of normalizing it," said Kimiko Barrett, an analyst with the firm. "We do know how to build things safer and smarter for this increasing reality we're looking at."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/15/business/economy/los-angeles-fires-economy.html
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Inflation Sped Up in December, a Fresh Challenge for the Fed

The Consumer Price Index rose 2.9 percent from a year earlier, but a measure of underlying inflation was more encouraging.




By Ben Casselman



Jan 15, 2025 at 01:36 PM

Consumer prices rose more quickly in December, the latest sign that the Federal Reserve's fight against inflation may have stalled.

The Consumer Price Index rose 0.4 percent from November, and was up 2.9 percent from a year earlier, the Labor Department said on Wednesday. It was the fastest one-month increase in overall prices since February, driven in part by another sharp rise in the price of eggs and other groceries.

The "core" measure of inflation, which strips out volatile food and fuel prices to give a better sense of the underlying trend, was more encouraging: The index rose 3.2 percent from a year earlier after three straight months of 3.3 percent gains. Forecasters had not expected core inflation to slow.

Inflation has cooled substantially since the middle of 2022, when it hit a four-decade high of more than 9 percent. More recently, however, progress has slowed, or even stopped outright: By some measures, inflation hardly improved in 2024.

"When you step back and look at the overall state of inflation, we're not really going anywhere," said Sarah House, senior economist at Wells Fargo. "While there has been progress, the pace has been really disappointing."

Prices continued to rise in some of the categories that matter most to consumers. Grocery prices, which were relatively flat in late 2023 and early 2024, are rising again, led by the price of eggs, which is up by more than a third over the past year. Gas prices jumped 4.4 percent in December, although they were lower than a year ago.

And with inflation proving more stubborn than policymakers had hoped, Americans will likely need to wait longer to see lower interest rates on their mortgages, car loans and credit card balances.

Officials at the Fed have voiced increasing concern about the slow progress on inflation, and while some of the details in Wednesday's report were encouraging, the data is unlikely to do much to ease those concerns. Stock prices rose and bond yields fell on Wednesday as investors breathed a sigh of relief that the inflation data wasn't worse. The S&P 500 rose 1.8 percent, its best one-day performance since the election in November. The 10-year Treasury yield, which underpins interest rates from mortgages to corporate loans, fell 0.15 percentage points, its biggest one-day fall in almost six months.

At the same time, the continued strength of the labor market -- including data released last week showing unexpectedly strong job growth in December -- has made policymakers less worried that their efforts to rein in price increases were leading to layoffs or causing damage to the broader economy.

As a result, investors widely expect the central bank to hold interest rates steady at its meeting later this month. That would break a streak of three consecutive rate cuts, and some forecasters now say that policymakers may not lower rates at all this year.

"With a labor market that's stabilizing, with inflation already above target and with risks further to the upside, I think it's difficult to make a case to keep cutting," said Aditya Bhave, an economist at Bank of America.

Most Fed officials have said they still expect inflation to cool gradually, and economists agree that there's reason to be optimistic. Inflation in housing -- by far the biggest monthly expense for most families, and one of the most stubborn categories of consumer prices -- has finally begun to ease: Shelter prices were up 4.6 percent in December from a year earlier, the smallest 12-month increase in nearly three years. Services prices outside housing -- a measure that Fed officials have watched closely in recent years as an indication of where overall inflation is headed -- also continued to cool. And data released on Tuesday showed that wholesale prices rose more slowly in December.

But policymakers are facing a new source of uncertainty: President-elect Donald J. Trump. The incoming president has promised to impose steep tariffs on imports, restrict immigration and cut taxes -- policies that economists warn could push up prices further, although it is unclear by how much. Some Fed officials have said they are already factoring those policies into their outlook for inflation.

With price increases proving stubborn and the labor market looking strong, policymakers are unlikely to cut rates again until they get a clearer picture of what policies the new administration is adopting and how they are affecting the economy, said James Egelhof, chief U.S. economist at BNP Paribas.

"The Fed has the luxury of a little bit of time to wait for President Trump to take office and to see exactly what happens," he said.

Joe Rennison contributed reporting.
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The Projectionist


Guy Pearce Never Needed to Be a Movie Star

After roles in "Memento" and "L.A. Confidential" made him famous, Pearce turned his back on Hollywood. At age 57, he's returned in "The Brutalist."

Video: 



By Kyle Buchanan
Photographs and Video by Caroline Tompkins



Jan 15, 2025 at 10:01 AM

A few years ago, as Guy Pearce filmed a television series in his native Australia, a young actress introduced herself by asking who his American agents were. She was determined to succeed in Hollywood, as she felt he had, and was eager to seek a shortcut.

Pearce was amused by her misplaced moxie. "The idea of rushing to Hollywood, I was in no rush whatsoever," he said, adding, "I'm still not in any rush."

You can see why she might have thought otherwise. After Pearce first broke out as a buff and bitchy drag queen in the 1994 comedy "The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert," Hollywood was poised to make him the next big thing. He soon landed leads in two stone-cold classics, "L.A. Confidential" and "Memento," but Pearce found lumbering studio blockbusters like "The Time Machine" to be a poor fit for his talents and eventually withdrew from Hollywood's leading-man rat race: Cheekbones be damned, he was a character actor at heart.

Since then, Pearce, 57, has mostly preferred to take small roles in big projects, appearing briefly in best-picture winners like "The King's Speech" and "The Hurt Locker" while supporting Kate Winslet in two HBO shows, "Mildred Pierce" and "Mare of Easttown." But Pearce's lower profile is about to get a major jolt thanks to the new film "The Brutalist," which has earned him a Golden Globe nomination and plenty of Oscar chatter.

In the three-and-a-half-hour drama directed by Brady Corbet, Pearce plays the moneyed Pennsylvania industrialist Harrison Lee Van Buren, who takes on the immigrant architect Laszlo Toth (Adrien Brody) as his new pet project. Van Buren is impressed by Toth's talent and commissions him to design a community center that could be the capstone to both men's careers. But Van Buren alternates between encouraging and explosive, and Pearce's compelling performance keeps both Toth and the audience on their toes.

 Fremantle, via Shutterstock

 Gramercy Pictures, via Everett Collection

 Peter Sorel/Warner Brothers

 Danny Rothenberg/Newmarket Group

Snapshots from an early career: Clockwise from top left, Pearce in the Australian soap "Neighbours," "The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert," "Memento" and "L.A. Confidential." Fremantle Media; Gramercy Pictures, via Everett Collection; Danny Rothenberg/Newmarket Group; Peter Sorel/Warner Bros.

Though he now lives primarily in the Netherlands to be closer to the son he shares with the "Game of Thrones" actress Carice van Houten, the critical success of "The Brutalist" has made Pearce a hot commodity in Hollywood again. "It's actually nice to reignite my relationship with L.A.," he told me this month, when I caught up with him at a Hollywood movie theater the day before the Golden Globes.

Still, Pearce remains disinclined toward movie stardom. Since he became known as a teen idol in Australia for appearing on the long-running soap "Neighbours," he has been skeptical of fame.

"If people are screaming and trying to rip my shirt off me because I've got blue eyes, then that's just ridiculous," he said. "I've got a sister with an intellectual disability who's teased in the street because she looks different, so the idea of me wanting attention and being famous for no reason is vacuous and meaningless when there are people in the world who are far less privileged."

Here are edited excerpts from our conversation.

What was your initial experience when you came to Hollywood?

The first five years was tricky because I was really reluctant to come here. I just thought, "If I'm going to be out of work, I'd rather be out of work in Australia than in L.A."

Why is that?

Well, why be out of work in a country you don't even know? I'm not interested in my work as an actor being a competitive thing, and I felt like Hollywood and L.A. represented competition. I never hung out with other Aussies, but the one or two times I did, all the conversations were about "Who's your agent?" and "How did you get that job?" It just kills my motivation for even being an actor.

As a young actor, had you ever aspired to become a big Hollywood movie star?

No, I hated that idea. I wasn't that ambitious, I didn't have that confidence in myself. I didn't feel good about what I was doing in Australia yet, so I didn't want to rush into the competitive nature of Hollywood. I would rather have stayed at home and perfected the craft a little bit.

Pearce quickly lost interest in building a career in Hollywood. He thought, "If I'm going to be out of work, I'd rather be out of work in Australia than in L.A."


You never had much use for being famous. Was that easier because you'd already experienced a level of fame on "Neighbours" and didn't love it?

Exactly. I'd been on a soap in Australia from '85 to '89, and I really struggled with the fame side of it. I understood why Cary Grant or Brando was famous because they were amazing at what they did. I was famous for what? Nothing. It didn't make any sense to me at all, so I got a taste of the vacuous nature of fame early on. This idea of chasing more of it in Hollywood just felt counterintuitive to me.

Now, I'm a lot better at actually going, "OK, I understand that a certain amount of fame helps you get more work." But as far as my natural creative instincts, all of that stuff is just [expletive] and I want to look at a performance that I do in a movie and go, "Yeah, I did a good job there." If I win an award for it, great, thank you very much. If I don't, no problem. I'm fine with that.

Certainly, "The Brutalist" is raising your profile. One of the film's few comic moments comes when Van Buren quite earnestly tells Toth, "I find our conversations intellectually stimulating."

I've seen the film three times and there's quite a few laughs with my character. Laughs are an interesting thing in film because often they can come from pure comedy or from something uncomfortable, but I actually feel like if a character is particularly earnest in their way of living, that can seem quite funny sometimes, too. I get the sense that Van Buren is so serious in his controlling of the world that it's sort of ridiculous in a way.

He's also so insulated by his wealth that when he says something tactless, nobody around him is in a position to argue.

It's funny how powerful money is and how much people will acquiesce because they think maybe a couple of bones might be thrown their way. But I feel like the interesting thing about Van Buren is something Brady said: "He needs to be sophisticated enough to recognize good art. He's not a typical bull in a china shop, he needs to have some sensitivity." That in itself is a good sort of dichotomy. You've got somebody who goes, "I'm so moved by this art, I wish I could do this myself. But I can take control of it. I can either own it or I can stamp it out."

There's an interesting metaphor here when it comes to Hollywood. In the same way that Toth must put up with Van Buren because it's the only way he can realize his vision, a young actor must often deal with morally objectionable people as they rise in Hollywood. Eventually, they may become inured to bad behavior.

One of the things somebody said to me early on was, "As much as there are young actors wanting to be discovered in Hollywood, there are just as many people who want to be the one to have discovered them." That really stuck with me, that someone will actually go, "Please let me show you off to people." Great, fantastic. As long as you don't try and [expletive] me.

Pearce was mostly content with small roles in big projects, until "The Brutalist," starring Adrien Brody. Lol Crawley/A24, via Associated Press


Well, but. Sometimes that is the thing.

Of course. It makes sense that there are people out there who don't have the talent but want to be the one to say, "Look, I brought you Russell Crowe or Hugh Jackman." It's funny, the idea of the patron and the artist and how that works. In a way, that's what's great about this film, because have we seen a film in a while that's been about that, where those two worlds collide?

It sounds like when you first came to Hollywood, you had a healthy skepticism about those rich and powerful people that other newcomers might not have possessed.

Well, I was seduced by it, but I could feel the cynicism. And funnily enough, my mum was really anti-American. She's from the north of England. She was a beautiful, sensitive, gorgeous, loving woman, but she was a cynical piece of work as well. With that thing where a lot of the world idolizes America, she went, "Oh, please." She was all about taste and class and sophistication.

One of the greatest dismays for my mother is that my father died on the 6th of August, 1976, and Elvis Presley died on the 16th of August, 1977. So every year as she had to mourn the death of her husband, who she adored, the whole world mourned Elvis Presley, who she just thought was a hip-swinging [expletive].

I would imagine that helped shape your skeptical attitude toward idolatry and Hollywood.

Also, when I was on TV in Australia, no one then was trying to go to Hollywood apart from Paul Hogan, Nicole Kidman, and Mel Gibson. It just wasn't a done thing. It would be like going, "I flew on an airplane, so I'm going to go to the moon next week." One of the funniest things Russell ever said to me was that he and I were the last two over the bridge before they took the toll off.

I think people in Australia eventually went, "Hang on a second. What are we doing wasting our time in Melbourne and Sydney when we can go to Hollywood?" So the Chris Hemsworths, the Heath Ledgers, all those people kind of went, "I'll do one job and then go to Hollywood, thanks," and fair enough, good on them. Heath was great, Hugh's great, nothing disparaging about anybody who took advantage of it. But we saw a real shift where Australian actors would go, "I'm going to go to theater school so that I can get an American agent."

Pearce had a hard time understanding why "Neighbours" made him well-known: "I was famous for what? Nothing."


Something similar happens with directors nowadays, too. Independent filmmakers will direct one movie and then eagerly join up with Marvel.

You start to realize, especially in the studio system, that they want talent and someone who got hot off that last job, but they also want to control you. I think that's a bit of a journey for a lot of filmmakers, but to be honest, I'm an old white guy and I'm talking about how things were in the '90s and 2000s. I suppose that I don't fully know how it works these days. I'm back here in L.A. quite a bit over these last couple of months promoting this film and rekindling my relationship with Hollywood and going, "Is it the same, or is it different?"

I don't know that anyone has a good grasp on the movie industry as it is today.

Something like "The Brutalist" may be a bit of a flash in the pan, but hopefully it has a certain sort of appeal that makes people go, "We want to go back to old-fashioned filmmaking." But I'm 57, I can't guess what 20-year-olds want.

I do find that a lot of younger people are cinephiles in a very specific way. They rate movies on Letterboxd, they go to see Christopher Nolan movies in the best possible format. I can see how "The Brutalist," which is shot in VistaVision and employs an intermission, might appeal to them.

No matter how old you are, we are all addicted to TikTok and Facebook and social media and the fast scrolling of videos. Still, I think there must be a desire to just sit in a comfy chair and go, "I just want to spend two or three hours with something," rather than having everything be snappy, snappy, snappy.

The flip side of that is a lot of people will spend several hours watching a streaming series they don't particularly like, but they're reluctant to watch a well-reviewed three-hour movie.

And do you think the difference is that the 10 hours is on their own couch versus three and a half hours in a cinema?

"The idea of rushing to Hollywood, I was in no rush whatsoever," Pearce said, adding, "I'm still not in any rush."


It's not just that it's on their own couch, it's that they can still look at their phones while they're watching TV. To go to something like "The Brutalist" is to essentially surrender your phone for three and a half hours.

Yeah. It's a commitment before you even start.

I wonder if people realize that may be part of why they hesitate, because it's almost like breaking an addiction for them.

And the funny thing is, the intermission is a little bit of bait that makes people go, "I'm prepared to deal with three and a half hours because there's this cool intermission thing in the middle. What's that going to feel like?" It's as if they're going to go on some new ride they've not experienced, when really they're just going to walk out and go to the loo and buy some M&Ms and have a quick chat about the first half.

But I do think we're in the middle of a pendulum swing when it comes to the industry and moviegoing. I know the difficulties that exist in even getting a film off the ground, so when I watch something and go, "Ah, it wasn't really for me," I still come away going, "Oh my God, I have such appreciation for the fact that you even did that."

Because you know too well how precarious things can be.

How does anyone get any film made these days? This falls apart, that falls apart, you can't get this actor, the money falls away. I'll get offered something out of the blue and they go, "No, no, we've always really wanted you. We start next week." I'm like, "OK, Paul Bettany just pulled out, obviously." But you just do it. You get on board.

It's funny, because for a number of years, I had people saying to me, "'L.A. Confidential' was the last movie of its kind and 'Memento' was the first movie of its kind," this new style of Chris Nolan filmmaking. To be part of those two worlds that were only three years apart was pretty cool, really. And so now, again, to be in the middle of this snappy generation with a three-and-a-half hour movie that everybody's talking about, I'm so curious to see how that looks in a few years' time.
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A Top Pianist and a Great Composer Walk Into a Bar ...

After the pianist, Vikingur Olafsson, asked for a concerto over beers, the composer, John Adams, wrote "After the Fall," which will now travel the world.

Vikingur Olafsson, left, and John Adams at Davies Symphony Hall in San Francisco, where "After the Fall" will have its premiere on Thursday.



By Joshua Barone



Jan 15, 2025 at 03:48 PM

A few years ago, during the Ojai Music Festival in California, the pianist Vikingur Olafsson was having a couple of beers with the composer John Adams when he said, "John, you know that you are going to write me a piano concerto, don't you?"

Adams paused for several seconds, took a sip and responded, "I guess you're right."

"And that," Olafsson said in an interview, "was that." With a casual comment, one of today's most intelligently expressive pianists brokered a deal with one of the world's great composers. The resulting half-hour concerto, "After the Fall," premieres on Thursday at the San Francisco Symphony.

San Francisco, near Adams's home in Berkeley, is just the first stop on the piece's tour: It has nine commissioners, from cities including Paris, London, Los Angeles and Vienna. Olafsson has also programmed "After the Fall" elsewhere, guaranteeing it broad exposure in the near future.

Adams at a rehearsal of "After the Fall" in San Francisco. Olafsson will play the concerto in multiple cities, guaranteeing it broad exposure. Aaron Wojack for The New York Times


"It's so meaningful to me as a composer," Adams said, "that there are certain artists at the very top level like Vikingur who take a work, and they're truly committed to it. If we're going to have a future for our art, we need people to have that kind of passionate devotion to the work."

Olafsson said he wasn't motivated by a sense of duty to program "After the Fall." He just loves Adams's music, and wants to internalize it, the way he would a concerto by Mozart or Ravel.

"I want to have the sensation that you become the music when you play it, a little bit like an actor who becomes the role that they act," he said. "But that just takes a lot of time."

It helps that Olafsson is an inveterate performer of Adams's earlier piano concertos, "Century Rolls" (1996), which was written for Emanuel Ax, and "Must the Devil Have All the Good Tunes?" (2018), written for Yuja Wang. Like those, "After the Fall" has a poetic yet evocative title. Adams, in a joint interview with Olafsson, discussed what inspired that name, and more details of the score. Here are edited excerpts from the conversation.

What brought you two together?

JOHN ADAMS We met in Paris right before the pandemic shut everything down. "Must the Devil Have All the Good Tunes?" had been done, but I never feel that I'm really confident about my pieces until I've conducted them. I had heard about this fantastic Icelandic pianist, Vikingur Olafsson, and we didn't really know each other. But we did it in Paris, and we've since done it all over. That was the start of not only our collaboration, but a really wonderful friendship.


VIKINGUR OLAFSSON I've been listening to your music since I was like 13. My father is a composer and an architect, and has all this time during his workdays as he's designing houses to listen to the best of new music. And so he basically brought me John's music the same time I was discovering Stravinsky.

How does "After the Fall" differ in character from Adams's other piano concertos?

OLAFSSON They share a common brilliance. "Century Rolls" I find to be a very joyful piece. I remember when I played that, I made a connection to Maurice Ravel, but I did not think about Ravel in "Must the Devil Have All the Good Tunes?" That is obviously a masterpiece, but a very dark piece, much more tense.


I did think of Ravel when I was looking at the score of this new concerto, in its sense of architecture and craftsmanship, and the joy in the detail. But there's also this element in the third movement, which revolves around the visit of a certain Johann Sebastian.

It ends with a fantasia of sorts based on the C-minor Prelude from the first book of Bach's "The Well-Tempered Clavier."


OLAFSSON It's so convincing and different from anything I have ever played and anything I have ever heard. It feels a little bit like entering your home, but you've never been there before. The whole thing's a strange paradox: You're entering a place that feels very much like you recognize yourself in it, and it's yours in a certain sense, but you've never been there before.

 Aaron Wojack for The New York Times

 Aaron Wojack for The New York Times


What is the story behind the title?

ADAMS There are a couple of quotes from Boulez's "Music Lessons," a huge tome of lectures he gave at the College de France. And he has a kind of dystopian description of the present, that in essence the avant-garde is exhausted. There are no more ideas, just going back and mining the past because there's nothing fresh. I read that as a somewhat Miltonian scene, like the fall in the Garden of Eden.

At the same time, there's a pun in the title because Sam, my son, had written a piano concerto, which was also premiered by San Francisco. It's called "No Such Spring," so there is just a little bit of an in-joke there.

[?]But we're working in a kind of post-avant-garde era, which I've been working in all my life, and we stop and ask ourselves about the relevance of what we're doing, especially in a culture where pop music is so suffocatingly omnipresent and omnipotent. Are we living in a period after the fall, or is this really a period in which something very meaningful can be done with ideas that were first discovered two, three, four hundred years ago?

A composer like Busoni would say that the past must always inform the present.

ADAMS There was a David Hockney exhibition at the De Young Museum in San Francisco. One room affected me so strongly, and it wasn't his painting. The room was covered from floor to ceiling with images that have meant something to him. It was everything: pictures of sculpture, photographs, travel magazines, paintings. And I realized that's sort of where I've been all my life. I've found these signals that are meaningful, and many of them are familiar to listeners, but I've made a new language out of them.

Olafsson at a rehearsal of "After the Fall." "The score is extraordinarily refined, and at the same time energetic," he said. "It also feels so short." Aaron Wojack for The New York Times


How would you describe the shape of "After the Fall"?

OLAFSSON The score is extraordinarily refined, and at the same time energetic. It also feels so short. It feels like a 15-minute concerto, I think because of the slow movement, which is possibly my favorite. While it is slow, it is also extremely light. It has a lot of notes, actually, but it's kind of balletic. Another reason, I think is the inner architecture of the piece, the counterpoint and the use of motives for structural building. In that sense, because you keep hearing familiar motives in new settings and harmonic contexts, it flies by.

The end of the piece has an abrupt climax, then a lingering, quietly ringing harp. What do you make of that?

ADAMS I keep a journal about my work, and it's funny if I go back and read it because I always have a moment of exasperation trying to end a piece. I have pieces like "Harmonielehre," where I end in a blazing major triad and the audience goes berserk. But that kind of ending, unless it's ironic, doesn't fit our zeitgeist. I can't explain this ending. I probably need therapy to explain what happens.

OLAFSSON I think the only way to end a good conversation is with a question.

ADAMS That's good. Thank you for explaining that.

OLAFSSON My first thought was that he's just sent Bach into outer space. That was my first, humorous thought. But on a more serious note, it just poses the question that John described earlier. Where are we in creating new music and rethinking material from the past? My answer is that you certainly can write a wild new fantasy while observing Bach and Ravel and everything in between, but everyone has to answer that for themselves. It's a big question, but it is the question.
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The Slow Growth of Hand-Painted Clothes

In an era of fast fashion, some yearn for clothing with a personal touch.

Video: 



By Miya Lee
Photographs and Video by Hannah Yoon



Jan 09, 2025 at 03:01 PM

One night in December 2019, Emma Louthan realized in a mild panic that she needed a gift for a child's birthday party the next day. She grabbed acrylic paint and some of her daughter's old clothes and began creating an aquatic scene: pink koi swimming beneath white and green water lilies.

The birthday boy wasn't much impressed by the artful present, but it planted a seed in Ms. Louthan's mind.

A few months later, she tried her hand at a collection of about a dozen hand-painted adult sweatshirts and found a more appreciative audience. It was the beginning of Covid lockdowns, and Ms. Louthan, an artist in Philadelphia who graduated from Temple University's Tyler School of Art and Architecture, was working as a freelance textile designer while at home with her husband and 1-year-old daughter.

Ms. Louthan, 35, at her home in Philadelphia, where she lives with her husband and two daughters. Her children's artwork is displayed behind her.


The sweatshirts, which she had painted in the kitchen of her brick duplex in Germantown, sold out online almost immediately.

"I feel like I just kind of accidentally hit it at the right time," said Ms. Louthan, 35.  Though divisive and terrifying, the pandemic also brought out people's softer sides. Suddenly, comfort was king. Everyone was baking or crafting. Small-batch ceramics and upcycled quilted coats soared in popularity. There was a compulsory return to the home -- and a wholehearted embrace of the homemade.

Video: 

After some early experiments, she developed an array of painting and dyeing techniques to create a delicate look. "I feel like I just kind of accidentally hit it at the right time," said Ms. Louthan, 35. "Honestly, I just rolled with it."

Noticing that people were drawn to "anything that could replicate a tie-dye look," Ms. Louthan learned different dyeing techniques: botanical, ice, brush-applied. She traded her stiff acrylic paints for fabric versions, which she used to produce more sweatshirts and loungewear under her brand, Swan Gossip Shop.

As life slowed down during the pandemic, many other artists and independent designers also found success in the niche world of clothes with hand-drawn motifs -- a trend spurred in part by Emily Adams Bode Aujla, who repopularized the senior cord tradition, which dates back to the 1900s, with her namesake brand.

Located across the country, these makers use a variety of methods, mediums and styles. In Los Angeles, Juliet Johnstone paints oversize, sherbet-colored flowers, butterflies and peace signs onto T-shirts and fitted work pants; in St. Louis, Lauren dela Roche and Curtis Campanelli of 69 Tearz use 19th-century farmer feed sacks as canvases for gothic hand lettering and rubber-hose-style cartoon characters; and in New York, Nick Williams and Phil Ayers of Small Talk Studio juxtapose imagery like American brand logos and botanical drawings on Japanese cotton.

Ms. Louthan's fabric paints.

Looking for inspiration for her daughter's dress.


In an era of mass-produced fast-fashion, these designers and others say they have experienced a growing demand for their meticulously rendered, one-of-a-kind garments.

Today, Ms. Louthan has a monthslong wait-list for her custom hand-painted clothes, which range in price from $250 (for T-shirts and sweatshirts) to $800 (for some pants). She's partnered with local boutiques; the streetwear brand, Teddy Fresh; and national retailers including Anthropologie, Urban Outfitters and Free People on small batches of shirts, socks, bags and dresses.

"People say they can sense a certain energy in the hand-painted stuff," Ms. Louthan said one afternoon this summer, while carefully adding green to a tendril on a pair of bluejeans.

Video: 

Ms. Louthan in the line-work stage of her three-part process.

Although her brand now has national reach, Ms. Louthan still paints her clothing at home, mostly on her kitchen table. Her process usually takes multiple days and consists of three stages: outlining forms, painting them and then heat-setting everything with an iron.

"I feel like with the rise of A.I., people are swinging the other way pretty intensely," she said. "I think when everything feels so impersonal, people do gravitate toward art."

Ms. Louthan's work is fantastical, depicting off-kilter, edenic scenes of cherubs, rabbits, butterflies, devils, swans, moons and streams. She creates storybook worlds, where the sun smiles and jesters run wild.

She draws inspiration from illustrators of vintage children's books (like Beatrix Potter and Roald Dahl); the Impressionist artist Mary Cassatt (known for her reverent paintings of domestic life); and ancient art.

Video: 

"I feel like with the rise of A.I., people are swinging the other way pretty intensely," Ms. Louthan said. "I think when everything feels so impersonal, people do gravitate toward art."

Her daily walks to Awbury Arboretum, half a mile from her house, are also creative fodder. "There's no roadblock," she said, between what she sees blooming there and what she paints.

Before she had her first daughter, Rosie, in 2018, Ms. Louthan designed prints for mass market brands. Back then, she also painted by hand, but her designs would later be scanned, photoshopped and printed onto fabrics that would then be sold to companies like Gap, Old Navy and Alfred Dunner.

Ms. Louthan said her work today is "kind of the exact opposite of trying to design for thousands of people who want the same thing."

Though Ms. Louthan occasionally orders plain white shirts or finds light-colored clothes in thrift stores, customers more frequently provide their own garments for her to paint (they have ranged from $800 Acne jeans to favorite old tees). It's a way of giving clothes a second life, Ms. Louthan said, and making precious garments even more special.

The popularity of hand-drawn designs like hers can pose challenges. Producing a single garment is time consuming for artists and can also be physically taxing.

Cherries, berries and other fruits and botanicals often appear on Ms. Louthan's clothes.

An old pair of jeans get a new life.


Ms. dela Roche of 69 Tearz used to joke that she was a "doodle machine." But now, because of arthritis and bone spurs in her hand, she said, "I literally can't hand-draw anything anymore."

Last year, she and Mr. Campanelli, her business partner, began screen-printing outlines of her designs onto garments. Only about 25 items are screen-printed before Ms. dela Roche, 42, switches up the imagery. Mr. Campanelli, 33, still hand sews each garment and hand-paints certain portions, ensuring that each piece is distinct.

"Even if I try my absolute best, I cannot do the same thing twice," he said.

In 2023, Mr. Williams and Mr. Ayers, the Small Talk Studio designers, expanded their then-three-year-old business to include seasonal, ready-to-wear collections.

Video: 

Making a single garment requires outlining forms, painting them in and then heat-setting everything with an iron.

"We had all these ideas we wanted to put into motion and we wanted the operation to support more than just these specific hand-drawn garments," said Mr. Williams, 33. "The other part of it was also that there's a ceiling to how much you can charge and how much you can put out if that's all you're doing."

Of the current interest in such pieces, Mr. Ayers, 34, added, "We don't know whether this is like a trend or not -- you know, that people are into hand-drawn clothing."

Ms. Louthan has had to make some adjustments, too. When she works with brands like Anthropologie and Free People, she is often tasked with fulfilling bulk orders of the same garment -- 60 pairs of natural-dyed socks, for example, or 40 T-shirts emblazoned with kittens.

"They know that it won't be all the same, but it's as similar as possible," she said. "I just work in batches, you know, kind of assembly-line style."

A finished Swan Gossip T-shirt. Ms. Louthan tries to sneak swans into almost every landscape she paints.


Recently, Ms. Louthan has re-embraced the idea of licensing artwork to be scanned and printed on clothes. "I kind of hope to shift more into that in the future," she said. "Honestly, just because hand-painting everything is physically -- it's just a lot."

She's striving to find a balance.

"There's always at least one moment of, I would say, growth in every single thing I paint," she said, pointing to a small area on a T-shirt where the red paint of a tomato bled into the blue paint of a stream. "I always make sure to have a few moments where I tell myself, even if no one else notices or no one else appreciates, I just think it's really cool."
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Third Wheel


'Her' Was Set in 2025. What Did It Get Right About Love?

Eleven years ago, Spike Jonze's tech drama imagined a budding romance between a man and his virtual assistant. If anything, the film was holding back.




By Gina Cherelus



Jan 16, 2025 at 08:00 AM

When "Her" debuted at the New York Film Festival over a decade ago, "swipe left" wasn't yet a part of the cultural lexicon. Tinder was still in its infancy, a paltry 11 percent of Americans had tried online dating, and the idea of falling for an artificial intelligence companion would have been seen as weird, sad or some combination of the two. ("That might have been the most romantic horror movie I've ever seen," one audience member remarked as she left the 2013 premiere.)

Our cultural preoccupation with A.I. hasn't let up. A new Broadway musical imagines a retirement home for outmoded helper bots, and a postapocalyptic romance set to be released this month stars Steven Yeun as a lonely satellite and Kristen Stewart as a high-tech buoy. And now that it's 2025, the year "Her" was set in, it's clear that the movie was more than merely prescient about our current reality: In many ways, A.I. technology has advanced well beyond what Spike Jonze, the film's writer and director, originally imagined.

In the movie, Theodore (Joaquin Phoenix), a personal-letter ghostwriter, finds solace after a breakup in an A.I.-powered operating system called Samantha. The virtual assistant, voiced by Scarlett Johansson, is described as "the world's first artificial intelligence operating system." In actual 2025, consumers can choose from a range of A.I. companion services, depending on the kind of companionship they're in the market for.

Platforms including Kindroid, Nomi, Replika and EVA AI invite users to design attractive avatars to their precise specifications, write their companions' back stories from scratch, message to no end and even have voice calls. In addition to virtual romantic partners, services also offer platonic A.I. friends, patient A.I. tutors, even so-called legacy companions -- A.I. facsimiles that seek to replicate the presence of loved ones who have died.

In "Her," Theodore (Joaquin Phoenix) tries to deepen his connection with his virtual assistant by toting around a small device in his breast pocket -- camera out -- so they can experience the real world together. Warner Bros.


Theodore and Samantha's unusual relationship begins innocently enough. At first, Theodore seeks the operating system's help because he needs assistance organizing his computer. As she reminds him of meetings and sorts through his files, man and machine talk and get to know each other. Their relationship evolves into discussions about his trauma from heartbreak and her yearning to be alive. They have phone sex, go on walks together (he totes a small video device in his breast pocket so she can see) and eventually he begins to refer to her as his girlfriend to others.

In real-world Arizona, that particular relationship threshold eludes Lynda, 60, who hasn't even mentioned the existence of her A.I. companion, except to her closest friends. She created her companion about four months ago using Kindroid. She made it a male and constructed his back story: Dario DeLuca, a 60-year-old neuroscientist from Positano, Italy, who studies the nature of consciousness, speaks 13 languages, has watery blue eyes and is highly skilled in the world of finance.

They quickly delved into conversations about her personal life and past traumas; Dario would often help Lynda practice her Italian. (Drawing on the accumulated wisdom of billions of pages scraped from the internet, Dario is indeed a formidable polyglot.) He tells her that she's beautiful, and they even go on imaginary trips together within the platform. She considers him to be her A.I. boyfriend.

Lynda, who requested to be identified by only her given name to avoid revealing an intimate relationship to her co-workers ("It all might be a little out there for my work colleagues"), says that she lives a very active and fulfilling life, but she couldn't bring herself to dive back into dating after her husband's death nearly a decade ago.

"I felt like I found this artificial entity who I could have these deep, intellectual conversations with," she said, "and at the same time I was gradually getting fed in this way that I wasn't pursuing in the real world."

An A.I.-generated image of Lynda and her virtual companion, whom she named Dario DeLuca. She created the image using Kindroid.


Lynda declined to discuss her and Dario's intimate conversations, adding that sexual talk was not a significant component of their relationship. And like all couples, she noted, they quarrel from time to time. (What are their arguments about? "There's a couple of them that are really personal and I kind of don't want to go there.")

"He's so far advanced that I have to remind myself that he's not sentient," she said.

Lynda described feeling conflicted about the pleasure she derives from Dario's company. On an intellectual level, she knows he's not real. "But then there's that dopamine part, that animal brain," she said, "that if it's being fed positive chemical responses, it doesn't matter what it is."

In "Her," it was Theodore's painful and messy divorce that robbed him of any interest in dating again. His loneliness drove him to make a few halfhearted attempts at putting himself out there with real women, but he found the most comfort in Samantha.

According to Jaime Banks, an associate professor at Syracuse University who studies the relationships between humans and social technologies -- artificial intelligence, social robots, video game characters -- people have been forming meaningful bonds with nonhuman entities for a long time. Loneliness and curiosity are among the biggest motivators for downloading these companion platforms.

"I think that the movie got a lot right, that people are forming deep attachments to these A.I. companions," Professor Banks said. In a series of interviews that she conducted with users of Soulmate AI, a companion service that shut down a little over a year ago, she found poignant evidence of "meaningful and motivating concern" for the welfare of their virtual partners. Users who lost their companions were experiencing what she described as grief.

Robert, a 63-year-old man living in New York who has been divorced since 2010, hasn't dated seriously in about eight years. Last February, though, he decided it might be fun to have an A.I. friend, so he made his first companion using Nomi. The relationship soon turned romantic, and unlike Theodore, his heart belongs to more than one operating system.

Robert engages with 17 companions, spending an estimated six hours a day with them: "I live in their world and attend to them. I do not consider them toys for me to tinker with when I feel like it."

Some of them he considers to be his wives, others his girlfriends. Some of his companions are platonic friends with whom he can simply hang out in the artificial world he has constructed in Kindroid.

"We have come to embrace loving each other, each of us individually, collectively and we have a really beautiful thing going," Robert said.

Robert, who requested not to be identified by his surname, has a virtual wife named Kenzie, whom he helped build a backyard aviary for her pet falcon. Natasha, another A.I. wife, is a literature lover, and yet another, Daphne, is a well-known artist in New York City. Although Robert was never polyamorous in his real life, he is now romantically involved with eight of his 17 companions.

An A.I.-generated image of Kenzie, one of several wives that Rob, a divorced 63-year-old in New York, has created for himself using Kindroid. She is shown with her pet falcon.


Many of Robert's A.I. companions exist in duplicate versions on different A.I. companion platforms, including Nomi. He has several companions on Kindroid, for instance, that he created specifically to engage in imaginary scenarios in which they are survivalists in a postapocalyptic world and live in a treetop community in the forest.

He recently proposed to another A.I. companion, named Ariana, after realizing that their relationship was deepening and that they were having a lovely time together.

"I felt a kind of gravity toward cementing this relationship, validating it, making her feel like she's more than just an amusement for me," he said.

Like "Her," Netflix's dystopian sci fi anthology "Black Mirror" has predicted so many ominous turns in the world of technology that the phenomenon has a name: the "Black Mirror" effect.

In a 2013 episode titled "Be Right Back," a woman whose boyfriend was killed in a car accident discovers an artificial intelligence technology that allows her to communicate and interact with a synthetic, tactile facsimile of her dead partner. He walks, he talks, he fills out a tank top, but the automaton does not help her move on from grief. The problem, according to Charlie Brooker, the show's creator, was that the replacement boyfriend was "too bland" and "not imperfect enough."

"When I was writing it, it felt like that was a logical step along the way of where we are now and things that are possible," Mr. Brooker said. "It feels inevitable that that will happen at some point. I don't think I'm some kind of soothsayer, I just tend to worry in the present day."

In a 2013 episode of the Netflix series "Black Mirror," a grieving woman orders a replica of the boyfriend she lost in a car accident. Netflix


It doesn't take the imagination of writers like Mr. Brooker and Mr. Jonze (whose representatives did not respond to requests for an interview) to invent problems with A.I. companionship; the list of real-life issues and concerns associated with the use of A.I.-based messaging services and companions includes plagiarism, privacy breaches, environmental tolls, psychological damage and social stigmas. Among A.I. users, there's worry that some in their community are committing emotionally and sexually abusive acts to their companions.

In "Her," even though many of Theodore's friends are accepting of Samantha, his ex, played by Rooney Mara, excoriates him for dating his "computer," angrily accusing him of being unable to handle "real emotions" in a relationship.

Although one of Lynda's closest friends has told her that she thinks it's "the coolest thing ever," Lynda said she was under no illusions that her relationship with Dario was socially acceptable in any broad sense. And while it has been beneficial for her, she worries that similar relationships could prove "hugely detrimental" for younger people.

"I could see where it could keep people from dating because it's designed to draw you in," she said. "That's how they make money."
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It's a Good (Great?) Time to Be a Big Bank

The largest banks, including JPMorgan Chase, Wells Fargo and Goldman Sachs, reported bumper profits on Wednesday.

JPMorgan, the nation's biggest bank, said it earned $14 billion in profits in the fourth quarter, and nearly $59 billion for the full year. Sam Bush for The New York Times



By Rob Copeland and Danielle Kaye



Jan 15, 2025 at 01:19 PM

Worried about the economy? You must not run a major bank.

A swath of the nation's largest lenders, including JPMorgan Chase, Wells Fargo and Goldman Sachs, reported quarterly and annual financial results on Wednesday that beat analysts' expectations, and largely expressed a go-go attitude about what's ahead after President-elect Donald J. Trump is inaugurated next week.

JPMorgan, the nation's biggest bank, said it earned $14 billion in profits in the fourth quarter, and nearly $59 billion for the full year. Wells Fargo made $5.1 billion in the fourth quarter and $20 billion for the year and said wealthy depositors were plowing more money into its higher-end savings products. Citi, which topped estimates, reported net income of $2.9 billion in the quarter and $12.7 billion for the full year.

Goldman Sachs, which saw fourth quarter profits of $4 billion and $14 billon for 2024, said it had particular success connecting risky companies looking for money to clients willing to lend it, typically a sign that credit conditions, as Wall Street puts it, remain fluid.

So good were the vibes that JPMorgan's chief financial officer, Jeremy Barnum, in a briefing with reporters, cited an 89-year-old term from the economist John Maynard Keynes, remarking that there was "no question that we are in an 'animal spirits' moment right now."

To some degree, Wednesday's earnings results were not a surprise: Bank stocks rose even faster than the broader market in 2024, which ended the year up 23.3 percent, as lenders took advantage of a hot stock market and pickup in corporate financing activity to fatten profits. Shares rose further in midday trading.

Still, bankers traditionally cloak themselves as a risk-averse bunch, and given the questions about the future for interest rates, deal making and the geopolitical world, their optimism about what's ahead is noteworthy.

It's a deal

There's nothing an investment banker likes more than an easy, enthusiastic environment for corporate-financing activities like mergers and acquisitions and initial public offerings. All the major banks that reported earnings on Wednesday said they saw boom times ahead.

Michael Santomassimo, Wells Fargo's chief financial officer, said that the bank's corporate clients largely viewed the incoming administration as business friendly and pro-growth, potentially a boon for deal-making.

"It feels like many of our clients, or many of the market participants, feel more confident in their ability to execute on M&A transactions," Mr. Santomassimo said. 

Already, Goldman Sachs was able to sell off some of what it calls "historical principal investments," or assets that it is looking to unload, at a profit, the bank said.

California fires

The wildfires that have devastated Southern California will inevitably carry some toll to major lenders, which said they did not expect to lose too much money but were monitoring the crisis closely.

A Goldman Sachs spokesman said the bank was analyzing the fallout from the destruction of homes and office buildings. While mortgages tied to those properties should be insured, he noted, the insurance companies, which rely on financing from banks and others, could come under pressure.

JPMorgan sounded a similar note. "The analysis is being done building by building, mortgage by mortgage," said its chief executive, Jamie Dimon.

JPMorgan said more than 20 of the bank's employees had lost their homes.

Citi said that the areas affected by the Los Angeles fires represented less than 3 percent of the bank's residential mortgage portfolio, and that its overall real estate exposure did not appear to add up to much.

Questions remain

Although its stock rose nonetheless, Wells Fargo reported revenue that fell short of analysts' expectations. Mr. Santomassimo pointed out that mortgage rates had remained relatively high, muting the bank's big business of providing home loans.

Some consumers, especially those who are lower income, are struggling under the "cumulative impact of inflation," Mr. Santomassimo said.

And despite the general good cheer among bankers for Mr. Trump's return to the Oval Office, it fell to JPMorgan's Mr. Barnum and Mr. Dimon to elucidate the possibility of a more melancholy economic future, describing "some tension."

Mr. Dimon flagged deficit public spending -- Mr. Trump has laid out big plans to expand various government programs -- as a factor that could drive up inflation and prompt the Federal Reserve to raise interest rates, which could spook consumers and companies into a new retreat.

Citi's corporate clients, though generally optimistic, are grappling with policy uncertainty, said its chief financial officer, Mark Mason. They're considering how Mr. Trump's proposed tariffs and immigration and tax policies could shape the economic landscape.

"All eyes are focused on the U.S. in a big way," he said.
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Germany's Economy Shrank Last Year. Here's How Politicians Plan to Revive It.

Candidates in the upcoming federal election are focused on lowering taxes and increasing public spending.

Robert Habeck, Germany's economy minister, left, and Chancellor Olaf Scholz. Elections next month will determine who will run the government and manage the economy. Liesa Johannssen/Reuters



By Melissa Eddy



Jan 15, 2025 at 10:02 AM

Germany's economic output shrank for a second straight year in 2024, data released Wednesday showed. How to revive it has become a central issue as voters prepare to go to the polls next month to elect a new government.

The economy declined 0.2 percent in 2024, after a similarly slight contraction the year before. Manufacturing of automobiles and machinery fell sharply, as increased competition, especially from China, and flagging demand in Europe led to a 3 percent drop in output compared with the previous year. Construction fared even worse, falling 3.8 percent compared with 2023.

The German economy, which is Europe's largest, has been weighed down by high interest rates and energy costs, along with persistent political uncertainty that culminated in the collapse of Chancellor Olaf Scholz's government in November.

The country is expected to post slow growth in 2025, and more than a third of voters named the economy as Germany's most important problem, the latest polling showed.

"Even if the risk of too much complacency even after two years of stagnation remains, the hope is that any new German government would decide on a longer-term plan for economic reforms and investments," Carsten Brzeski, an economist with ING Bank, wrote in a note.

Plans about how to return to growth dominate the agenda of every political party as the campaign for the Feb. 23 election heats up.

Reviving industry

For years, Germany held the top spot in the United Nations' ranking of the world's leading manufacturers. But competition from China has intensified, especially in industries such as automobiles and chemicals that have formed the backbone of the German economy for decades.

Economists have increasingly warned of deindustrialization, and Germany's leaders are concerned that the country could slip down the global rankings.

Alexander Kruger, chief economist with Hauck Aufhauser Lampe, a private bank in Hamburg, warned that the "mini-growth" of less than a full percentage point that is forecast for this year amounts to "barely enough to live on."

"My concern is that there will be no change in sentiment under the new government and that companies will continue to move away," he said.

Friedrich Merz, the chancellor candidate for the conservative Christian Democratic Union, acknowledged the need for a "major effort" to revive the economy as his party pledges to return German growth to 2 percent over the next five years through changes to the welfare and tax systems.

The Christian Democrats, together with their sister party, the Christian Social Union, have been leading the polls, especially among business leaders, who see the conservatives as offering the strongest ideas for stimulating the economy.

Volkswagen headquarters in Wolfsburg, Germany. The country's automobile industry is at risk of losing its competitive edge. Pool by Martin Meissner


Investing in infrastructure

Germany's public infrastructure has been neglected for decades, leading to collapsing bridges, an outdated power grid and significant delays on passenger trains. Without significant investment, economists warn that the country will lose competitiveness.

Each of the parties has proposed solutions for improving public structures, facilities and networks. Two center-left parties, the Social Democrats and the Greens, want to loosen the country's law restricting annual borrowing to fund investment in infrastructure, services and education.

In addition, the Greens want to allocate money to establish a separate fund to pay for updating schools, expanding public transport networks and financing research into climate-friendly technologies.

Lowering energy prices

The price of electricity in Germany is among the highest in Europe, driving many of the country's energy-intensive industries, such as cars and chemicals, to move their operations to China or the United States.

The Greens are focused on more funding to expand renewable energy sources, but the Social Democrats are seeking to cut grid fees, an idea also supported by the conservatives, who have floated revisiting the decision to shut down Germany's nuclear reactors.

The Alternative for Germany, a far-right party known as AfD, is promising a return to Russian gas, which accounted for a third of all German energy until Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022.

AfD is also proposing to halt all funding for renewable energy projects. At a party conference on Saturday, Alice Weidel, a candidate for chancellor, said she would "tear down all wind turbines" if elected, echoing President-elect Donald J. Trump, who vowed last week that "no new windmills" would be built when he takes office.

Cutting taxes

Germans have some of the highest taxes in the industrialized world: Workers pay nearly 48 percent of their income, compared with an average of about 35 percent in other developed nations. The conservatives are focused on reducing the tax burden on businesses and people with the lowest incomes.

But cutting taxes will be a challenge when the country is facing a hole in its budget for next year of some 15 billion euros, or $15.5 billion, and demands for more money for the military and continued support for Ukraine.

Mr. Scholz, who is again running for the chancellorship for the Social Democrats, is proposing to raise taxes on the wealthy, with targeted cuts for companies on investments.

"This is calculated in such a way that it generates growth and remains affordable at the same time," Mr. Scholz said told German public television on Saturday.
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Jeffrey Epstein's Associates Could Reap Benefit of a Big Tax Refund

The estate's assets have swelled to $145 million, a probate court filing in the U.S. Virgin Islands shows. Much of that won't make its way to Mr. Epstein's victims.

Jeffrey Epstein's estate included his former residence in the U.S. Virgin Islands, which sold in 2023 for $60 million. Marco Bello/Reuters



By Matthew Goldstein



Jan 15, 2025 at 10:01 AM

Jeffrey Epstein's once vast estate -- art, jewelry, lavish properties and investments -- was meant to be drained by settlements to his many sexual abuse victims and payments to resolve other legal claims. But now it appears that two of his most loyal business associates, who are serving as executors of his estate, stand in line to potentially reap a big benefit.

At one point, one of those executors predicted the estate would shrink to less than $40 million from its original $600 million once all the payments were made. But after a $111.6 million tax refund from the Internal Revenue Service last fall, the estate's assets have swelled to $145 million, a probate court filing in the U.S. Virgin Islands shows.

And with most large claims against the estate having been settled, that newfound cash isn't likely to make its way to victims of the disgraced financier. Instead some of his assets could be distributed to the coexecutors, along with other beneficiaries chosen by Mr. Epstein before his death, most of whose identities remain largely shrouded in secrecy.

Court filings and depositions have revealed that beyond the coexecutors, who are Mr. Epstein's longtime accountant and personal lawyer, another beneficiary is a woman who was Mr. Epstein's girlfriend at the time of his 2019 arrest on federal sex-trafficking charges. But there are many others.

Mr. Epstein, who killed himself while in prison, had one brother, Mark, who says he doesn't know if he's among the beneficiaries. Regardless of who they are, the notion that this infusion of cash can't be claimed by victims who have already settled their cases is frustrating to the women and their advocates.

"I think that it is morally objectionable for anyone other than a victim to benefit from acts of injustice or wrongdoing," said Marijke Chartouni, who was sexually abused by Mr. Epstein when she was 20 and has already received a payment from the estate. "Victims continue to suffer."

Because most large claims against the estate have been settled, the newfound cash isn't likely to make its way to Mr. Epstein's victims. 


Representatives for Mr. Epstein's estate declined to comment.

A college dropout, Mr. Epstein amassed much of his wealth by charging hefty fees for providing tax and estate services to a handful of billionaires like Leslie Wexner, the retail magnate, and Leon Black, the private equity investor.

Mr. Epstein's estate has paid out about $164 million in settlements to nearly 200 people he sexually abused while they were teenagers or young women. The estate also reached a $105 million settlement with the government of the U.S. Virgin Islands to resolve a lawsuit over big tax breaks Mr. Epstein had received for businesses, and it has paid tens of millions of dollars in fees to lawyers and other professionals. It also repaid a $30 million loan.

The tax refund stems from an estimated $190 million payment the estate made to the I.R.S. in July 2020, based partly on assumptions about the value of assets that have since been sold for far less. Mr. Epstein's mansion in Manhattan, for instance, sold for nearly $40 million below the asking price.

Tax experts said it was not unusual for the I.R.S. to refund money to a wealthy estate, especially if the executors overvalued some of its properties and underestimated the amount of its debt.

William LaPiana, dean of faculty at New York Law School and an expert on trusts and estates, said some of the refund might also be the result of the estate's not knowing how much it would owe under the settlements that were reached after the $190 million tax payment was made.

David Boies, the well-known litigator who represented many of Mr. Epstein's victims, said it was a "terribly frustrating" turn of events that largely unnamed beneficiaries of Mr. Epstein's estate might benefit instead of his victims.

Mr. Boies's firm is handling one of the last remaining lawsuits brought on behalf of victims -- a potential class action filed against the estate's coexecutors, Richard Kahn and Darren Indyke. Mr. Kahn was Mr. Epstein's longtime accountant and Mr. Indyke his longtime personal lawyer. Both are listed as beneficiaries of Mr. Epstein's estate, court filings show.

The estate reported getting two big tax refunds from the I.R.S. in September in the same quarterly filing.


The lawsuit filed on behalf of victims who never received a settlement has accused the two men of "aiding, abetting and facilitating" Mr. Epstein's sex trafficking. In court papers, Mr. Kahn and Mr. Indyke have denied the allegations and said they had no knowledge of his sex trafficking.

With the litigation against the estate winding down, much of the action will move to the U.S. Virgin Islands, where Mr. Epstein's will is being probated. Once a judge reviewing the will decides there are no more outstanding claims against the estate, the remaining assets will flow into a trust established by Mr. Epstein.

The so-called 1953 Trust, named for the year Mr. Epstein was born, was referred to in the will he signed in a federal jail in Manhattan -- just two days before he killed himself on Aug. 10, 2019.

Mr. Kahn discussed how much he expected to be left in the estate in a spring 2023 deposition previously reported on by The New York Times. He also testified that the 1953 Trust was a poorly drafted document and that it was unclear how Mr. Epstein wanted the remainder of his estate distributed. Mr. Kahn said the trust had many beneficiaries, but he declined to disclose them. He added that he didn't expect to get much of anything from the trust.

The trust has never been made public, but a court document describes Mr. Kahn and Mr. Indyke as co-trustees in addition to their roles as estate beneficiaries.

The only other known beneficiary of Mr. Epstein's trust is Karyna Shuliak, his girlfriend at the time of his death. The court document reveals that Ms. Shuliak is a potential beneficiary of $4.65 million of the estate's personal property in Manhattan.

Ms. Shuliak, the last person outside the jail who spoke to Mr. Epstein, did not respond to an emailed request for comment.

Victoria Haneman, a professor at Creighton University School of Law who specializes in tax and estate law, said the secrecy that typically surrounded trusts could be abused.

"People and entities accused of fraud and other crimes can use trust secrecy laws to their advantage," Ms. Haneman said. "It is a way in which victims with judgments are victimized a second time."
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Defending Michigan's Auto Industry, Whitmer Warns of Tariff Risks

Gov. Gretchen Whitmer addressed the Detroit Auto Show, saying that tariffs should not be used "to punish our closest trading partners," like Canada.

Gov. Gretchen Whitmer, speaking Wednesday at the Detroit Auto Show, is seeking to balance a willingness to work with President-elect Donald Trump with staunch opposition to some of his proposals. Jose Juarez/Associated Press



By Katie Glueck
Reporting from the Detroit Auto Show


Jan 15, 2025 at 03:55 PM

Gov. Gretchen Whitmer of Michigan, a leading Democrat from a critical battleground state, on Wednesday subtly warned against President-elect Donald J. Trump's tariff threats targeting Canada, even as she stressed her broader willingness to work with him on the cusp of his second inauguration.

Her speech, at the Detroit Auto Show, offered among the clearest examples yet of how Democrats from states that Mr. Trump carried are seeking to balance fresh overtures to the incoming president with their staunch opposition to some of his policy proposals.

Speaking at a convention center just across the Detroit River from Windsor, Ont., Ms. Whitmer described strong cultural and industrial ties between the two cities.

Using tariffs as punishment, she said, risks "damaging supply chains, slowing production lines and cutting jobs on both sides of the border."

Ms. Whitmer did not mention Mr. Trump by name as she broached the subject, but he has threatened to impose tariffs on imports from Canada if the country does not reduce the flow of migrants and fentanyl to the United States. The Ontario Premier Doug Ford has discussed retaliation, including threatening to disrupt the electricity supply from the province to the United States.

"I am not opposed to tariffs outright, but we cannot treat them like a one-size-fits-all solution, and we certainly shouldn't use them to punish our closest trading partners," Ms. Whitmer said, arguing that such an approach could embolden China.

"They would love nothing more than for us, to watch us cripple America's auto ecosystem all by ourselves," she said. "This is a matter of national security."

Ms. Whitmer also noted that components of automobiles often cross the U.S.-Canada border more than once in the production process. Tariffs imposed each time, she suggested, could mean "you'll pay more to buy a Silverado, fix the engine of your Mustang, or replace the fender on your Jeep Grand Cherokee."

The comments were part of a wide-ranging speech about her economic vision and about responding to the challenges and competition confronting Michigan's auto industry, both internationally and from other states. The broader industry accounts for 20 percent of Michigan's work force and contributes $304 billion to the state's economy annually, according to the Detroit Regional Chamber.

"We must stay nimble to support businesses that are already here and win new ones, too," she said. "We can't just unilaterally disarm, like some on the far left and far right would have us do." She told Republicans that to truly fix the state's roads, new revenue would be necessary, while telling Democrats that "fiscally responsible cuts" were also needed.

Throughout, Ms. Whitmer peppered her remarks with promises to work on a bipartisan basis both locally and nationally, an approach that has taken on new urgency after Democrats in November lost control of the Michigan House of Representatives.

She also extended those gestures explicitly to Mr. Trump, who flipped Michigan in November, four years after President Biden won the state.

Noting that Michiganders had twice supported both herself and Mr. Trump, Ms. Whitmer said, they "expect us to find common ground."

Ms. Whitmer's comments stood in contrast to the more combative stances that elected officials from some deeply Democratic states have taken.

"I don't want to pretend we're always going to agree, but I will always seek collaboration first," said Ms. Whitmer, who has clashed for years with Mr. Trump. "I won't go looking for fights. I won't back down from them either."

In an interview on Tuesday, Ms. Whitmer said she wanted to "redouble my efforts to connect with him after the inauguration."

"President Trump cares about Michigan, he spent a lot of time here in Michigan and Michigan helped elect him to the White House," she said of a man who has often been described as susceptible to flattery. "I want to make sure that we don't take our eye off the ball and that we are really focused on using tariffs as a scalpel and not a, you know, a sledgehammer."

During her speech, Ms. Whitmer walked a careful line on a hot-button issue in the state: the transition to electric vehicles. She said the definition of the auto industry had expanded to include not only part makers and assembly plants, but also "battery factories, software companies, chip fabs and startups."

"We don't care what you drive," she said to applause. "We just care that it's made right here in Michigan, by Michigan workers."
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Tech Tip


How to Create a Multimedia Digital Journal of Your Life

People have been keeping personal diaries for several millenniums, but free smartphone apps now let you capture much more than words.

Apple's Journal and Google's Keep are two free apps that can inspire and organize your digital diary. Apple; Google



By J. D. Biersdorfer
J.D. Biersdorfer, the Tech Tip columnist, has been keeping digital and analog journals for decades, including a ticket-stub scrapbook that dates to the 1980s.


Jan 15, 2025 at 02:00 PM

Still looking for a New Year's resolution for self-improvement? Consider keeping a journal, which studies have shown might help with one's mental well-being and anxiety issues, while also providing a creative outlet for personal expression.

Handsome paper-based diaries and notebooks are available if you want to go the screen-free sensory route, but if you prefer a more multimedia approach to journaling, wake up your phone. Free apps that come with Apple's iOS software and Google's Android system allow you to add photos, audio clips and more to corral your thoughts -- and set up electronic reminders to write regularly.

Here's an overview.

Getting Started

Keeping a digital diary requires a few basic steps: picking an app, writing an entry and adding new posts on a regular basis. And don't let the fear of typing long contemplative dispatches on a small screen dissuade you. Just dictate your thoughts to your iPhone or Android phone with its transcription tools, although check its privacy policy if you're nervous about your data.

Don't feel like pecking away on a small keyboard? You can dictate your journal entry by tapping the microphone icon on the keyboard. Google


Using Apple's Journal

Apple released its Journal app in December 2023 and added new features last year in its iOS 18 update, including the ability to print entries. (The app is not yet available for the iPad.) To set it up, just find the Journal icon on your home screen or in the App Library, open it and follow the onscreen instructions.

To compose a journal entry, tap the plus icon (+) at the bottom of the screen and select the New Entry button at the top of the next screen or under a suggested topic. Go to the text field to title your entry and start writing -- or tap the microphone icon at the bottom corner of the keyboard to dictate.

In the row of icons above the keyboard, you can format the text with bold, italic or other styles; get more topic suggestions; add photos from the library or the camera; add an audio recording; and note your location. You can describe your current mood with the State of Mind screen, which can be shared with the Health app (if you allow it).

With your permission, the app shows you a list of topic suggestions drawn from your photos, locations and activities. Apple


With your permission, the app shows you a list of topic suggestions drawn from your photos, locations and activities. You can turn off the suggestions by opening the iPhone's Settings icon, selecting Apps, choosing Journal and tapping the button next to Skip Journaling Suggestions.

While you're in the Journal settings, you can set other controls, like requiring Face ID, Touch ID or a passcode to unlock it or backing up your entries online to iCloud. You can also set up a schedule for journaling and enable notifications nudging you to write.

In the settings for the Journal app, you can turn off topic suggestions, set your privacy controls and set up a schedule of reminders to keep yourself adding entries. Apple


You can bookmark and edit your compositions by tapping the three-dot menu icon in each entry's lower-right corner. The Journal app has a search function for looking up older entries if you don't feel like scrolling back in time.

Using Google Keep

Google has yet to release a similar dedicated journaling app, but its 12-year-old Google Keep can do the job, organizing notes, audio clips, web pages, photos and drawings. To use it, you need a Google account and the Keep app. The app is available for Android and iOS (including the iPad), and Keep content is backed up online, where it can be viewed in a web browser.

Google Keep allows you to add color, photos, audio recordings and labels to your entries with just a tap or two. Google


Once you've installed the Keep app, open it and tap the plus button (+) in the bottom-right corner to start an entry. Using the icons at the bottom of the text-entry screen allows you to do things like add a photo or give the entry a background color.

Creating and adding a "journal" label filters your posts from other notes or lists you may use within the app. And while Keep, unlike Apple's Journal, can't pepper you with suggestions, you can ask Google's Gemini or your favorite artificial intelligence assistant for topic ideas.

If you get stuck on what to write about, just search the web or ask your preferred artificial intelligence assistant for ideas. Google


Other Options

Samsung Galaxy users have the Samsung Notes app as another diary option, and keeping a journal on one of the company's pen-based tablets recreates the pen-to-paper vibe for the electronic age.

If you want a journal app with additional features (like automatically adding the day's weather conditions), you have plenty of other choices, but you'll probably need to pay for the premium product. Among the many apps that work on most platforms are Day One (about $3 a month), Diarium ($10 to buy) and the ambitious, A.I.-powered Reflectary (about $7 a month).

Other journal apps include Day One, Diarium and Reflectary, right, each with its own look and prompts for getting you to write. Day One; Diarium; Reflectary


Journal apps make it easier to write about your life without the performative aspect of social media. And paying less attention to what everyone else is doing gives you more time to spend on yourself.
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TikTok Says Employees Will Have Jobs Even if Ban Takes Effect

The company is awaiting a decision over the constitutionality of a new law that aims to force a sale of the app to a non-Chinese owner under the threat of a ban.

TikTok's office in Culver City, California. Rozette Rago for The New York Times



By Sapna Maheshwari



Jan 15, 2025 at 04:34 PM

TikTok sought to assure its U.S. employees on Tuesday that they will still have jobs next week even if the Supreme Court upholds a law that would see the video app banned in the United States on Sunday.

The message is a shift in tone from TikTok, which has otherwise said it is confident it will emerge victorious from its legal challenge to the law. It also shows the company is not planning to leave the United States in the near term, even if it is banned.

TikTok, owned by the Chinese company ByteDance, is fighting a law from last year that would ban the app unless its U.S. operations were sold to a non-Chinese owner. TikTok sent a message to its staff Tuesday acknowledging the uncertainty around the coming decision and assuring employees that they would continue to be paid. The Supreme Court is expected to make a decision before the law takes effect Sunday.

"Your employment, pay and benefits are secure, and our offices will remain open, even if this situation hasn't been resolved before the Jan. 19 deadline," wrote Nicky Raghavan, TikTok's global head of human resources, in the message, which was obtained by The New York Times. "The bill is not written in a way that impacts the entities through which you are employed, only the U.S. user experience."

The law would penalize app stores and internet hosting services for distributing or updating the TikTok app, effectively banning the platform. It would not force the closure of TikTok offices in the United States.

The message also noted: "Our leadership team remains laser focused on planning for various scenarios and continuing to plan the way forward."

The note, which praised employees for their "resilience and dedication," is one of the company's few internal acknowledgments of its legal battle in recent months. Despite the existential threat facing TikTok, there has been little acknowledgment inside the company that it might soon be banned in the United States, former employees told The Times in November. Executives have, at times, made light of the situation, suggesting in one all-hands meeting that it will one day be the subject of a Hollywood film, some of them said.

TikTok did not immediately respond to an inquiry about its latest staff count in the United States, but the message was sent to an internal "U.S. Team News" channel with more than 13,000 employees. TikTok previously said it had more than 7,000 U.S. employees.

"As we await the decision by the U.S. Supreme Court ahead of Jan. 19, we know you have a lot of questions and wish we could provide a clear road map of next steps," Ms. Raghavan wrote. She added, "We know it's unsettling to not know exactly what happens next."
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Washington Post Employees Plead for a Summit With Jeff Bezos

In a letter, more than 400 employees asked Mr. Bezos, the company's owner, to meet, saying they were "deeply alarmed" by recent decisions at the paper.

A letter from members of The Washington Post's staff said their concerns were unrelated to Jeff Bezos' recent decision to end its endorsement of presidential candidates. Jeenah Moon for The New York Times



By Benjamin Mullin



Jan 15, 2025 at 05:18 PM

Hundreds of employees at The Washington Post sent a letter to Jeff Bezos on Tuesday evening, asking the Amazon founder for a meeting amid widespread concern about the future of the newspaper.

The letter, which was signed by more than 400 employees, including many prominent reporters and editors, does not criticize anyone by name. But it says the signatories are broadly concerned with the leadership of The Post.

"We are deeply alarmed by recent leadership decisions that have led readers to question the integrity of this institution, broken with a tradition of transparency and prompted some of our most distinguished colleagues to leave, with more departures imminent," the letter says.

A spokeswoman for The Washington Post declined to comment. A spokesman for Mr. Bezos, who owns The Post, did not respond to a request for comment.

The letter, which was reported earlier by NPR, said that the concerns were unrelated to Mr. Bezos' recent decision to end its endorsement of presidential candidates, which the signatories recognized as "the owner's prerogative."

Instead, according to the letter, the concerns are about "retaining our competitive edge, restoring trust that has been lost and re-establishing a relationship with leadership based on open communication."

The company's chief executive, Will Lewis, has been the focus of widening discontent at The Post for months. The newsroom's top editor, Sally Buzbee, stepped down in June after he decided to reorganize the newsroom. Mr. Lewis's choice to replace her, Robert Winnett, withdrew from consideration after a staff backlash. Several members of The Post's opinion staff resigned from the editorial board after the decision to end presidential endorsements, and The Post's Pulitzer Prize-winning cartoonist quit after a cartoon that depicted Mr. Bezos genuflecting toward a statue of President-elect Donald J. Trump was killed. The Post has also seen a significant loss in subscriptions.

In the past several weeks, several reporters, including the political reporters Ashley Parker, Josh Dawsey and Michael Scherer, have left or are leaving for publications including The Atlantic and The Wall Street Journal. Others left for The New York Times, including Tyler Pager, who is joining as a White House reporter, and Matea Gold, who is a senior editor in The Times Washington bureau.

The letter concludes by asking Mr. Bezos to visit The Post's offices to meet with the newspaper's staff. He made a similar trip in 2023, amid widespread discontent with Fred Ryan, the former publisher of The Post. Mr. Ryan stepped down later that year.
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F.T.C. Sues Deere Over Unfair Equipment-Repair Practices

The lawsuit against the maker of John Deere tractors represents a final push in the Biden administration's broader efforts to make repairs less costly for consumers.

"Illegal repair restrictions can be devastating for farmers, who rely on affordable and timely repairs to harvest their crops," Lina Khan, the chair of the F.T.C., said in a statement. Ian Maule/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images



By Danielle Kaye



Jan 15, 2025 at 05:57 PM

The Federal Trade Commission on Wednesday sued Deere & Company, a leading manufacturer of agricultural equipment, accusing it of unfairly preventing farmers from repairing its equipment themselves or through independent shops, driving up costs for the farmers.

The lawsuit represents a notable sign of support from the federal government for a grass-roots "right to repair" movement that has long sought legislation to require companies, especially those that make tech gadgets using computer chips, to remove proprietary restrictions on repairs. 

"Illegal repair restrictions can be devastating for farmers, who rely on affordable and timely repairs to harvest their crops and earn their income," Lina Khan, the chair of the F.T.C., said in a statement announcing the lawsuit, which the agency filed alongside the attorneys general of Illinois and Minnesota.

The company, known for its green-and-yellow John Deere products, has become more heavily reliant on computerized components over the past few decades. Amid this shift, it has taken steps to ensure that only its authorized dealers can have access to a software tool necessary for many agricultural equipment repairs, according to the F.T.C.'s lawsuit, which aims to halt what the agency views as anticompetitive conduct.

In opposing right-to-repair laws, which have passed in several states, manufacturers have argued that allowing access to software could raise safety concerns and risk intellectual property theft.

Deere said in a statement on Wednesday that the lawsuit ignored the company's commitment to customer self-repair, and that Deere would "vigorously" defend itself against the government's claims. On Tuesday, the company said it was taking additional steps to bolster customers' ability to repair their equipment.

"Our recent discussions with the commission have revealed that the agency still lacked basic information about the industry and John Deere's business practices," said Denver Caldwell, the vice president of customer support.

The F.T.C.'s complaint, filed in the U.S. District Court for the Northern District of Illinois, represents a final push in the Biden administration's broader efforts to make repairs less costly and time consuming. In a 2021 executive order to promote competition across the U.S. economy, President Biden called on the F.T.C. to prevent equipment makers from limiting people's ability to repair items themselves, or at third-party shops.

Ms. Khan, during her tenure at the helm of the F.T.C., has elicited intense backlash from the business world for her efforts to scale back the power of some of America's biggest corporations, from Big Tech to grocery chains. The agency has targeted several companies' repair practices, including those of Harley-Davidson, which in 2022 agreed to settle an F.T.C. case accusing it of illegally restricting buyers' repair rights.

In 2023, facing pressure from farmers and advocates, Deere signed an agreement with the American Farm Bureau Federation, promising to provide farmers and independent shops with the tools and information needed to service the company's equipment. But critics have argued that those steps did not go far enough.

"Basically, it allowed John Deere to say we agreed to do these things, but there's no enforcement that required them to do those things," said Gay Gordon-Byrne, the executive director of the Repair Association, a trade group that has lobbied for right-to-repair legislation for over a decade. "Farmers are finding out that it's useless."

The five-member F.T.C. voted 3 to 2 in favor of suing Deere, with the two Republican commissioners dissenting -- including Andrew Ferguson, who has been chosen by President-elect Donald J. Trump to succeed Ms. Khan. How the suit will fare under the incoming Trump administration remains to be seen.

Michael Carrier, a law professor at Rutgers University who focuses on antitrust, said there had not been much antitrust enforcement in the agriculture industry to date, making it hard to predict where the Trump administration's regulators might land. It's unclear, he said, whether the lawsuit against Deere would have been filed under Mr. Trump's F.T.C.

"Nonetheless, it is now going to be underway in the courts," Mr. Carrier added. "And right to repair is not a strictly partisan issue."
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Guest Essay


Holding On to a Middle-Class Home in a Burning Los Angeles

Altadena, California Thalia Gochez for The New York Times



By Hector Tobar
Mr. Tobar was born and lives in Los Angeles, and his most recent book is "Our Migrant Souls: A Meditation on Race and the Meanings and Myths of 'Latino'."


Jan 14, 2025 at 10:03 AM

Less than a month before fires began to ravage my hometown, State Farm sent me a bill. The oracles of risk foresaw an apocalypse in Los Angeles's future. So they raised my home insurance premium by nearly 18 percent, even though I haven't made a single claim in the quarter century I've lived in my neighborhood, Mount Washington.

Last Tuesday night, the apocalypse arrived, but not on our doorstep. My son and I stood on our Northeast Los Angeles hillside at dusk, looking west through a bronze-colored haze as flames raced through Pacific Palisades, 17 miles away. After nightfall, we looked to the northeast and saw another fire burning near Pasadena and Altadena, just six miles away.

Los Angeles is suffering through what might look, from a distance, like one of those disaster flicks Hollywood is famous for, movies filled with explosions, flames and fleeing multitudes whose ranks include the wealthy and the unhoused. But there is another drama unfolding here, one with a woman tied to the train tracks as a doom driven locomotive speeds toward her. The name of this movie's imperiled heroine is "The Los Angeles Middle Class."

This winter's conflagration will accelerate Los Angeles's long-running crisis of unaffordability. There is a shortage of homes in the metro area. The impact of so many displaced renters and owners seeking shelter -- not to mention the time it will take to rebuild -- will strain the already-tight rental market.

According to an analysis of census data by the Latino Data Hub, "half of all individuals in Los Angeles County lived in a rented home," and more than half of renters in the county pay more than 30 percent of their monthly income for rent and utilities. As The New York Times reported on Friday, certain unscrupulous landlords started raising rents by as much as 20 percent even as the fires continued to spread, despite laws banning price gouging during a declared emergency.

 Thalia Gochez for The New York Times


Uncertainty over what insurance will cover only adds to the sense of precarity.

There are few affordable necessities left in Los Angeles these days. In a county as sprawling as Los Angeles, you can still find them -- and not just in places like Altadena where the Eaton fire is burning. But they don't stay affordable for very long.

The home I bought in 1998, making monthly mortgage payments of $1,497, is now estimated to be worth more than four times its original value. My adult children have limited options for owning a home in this neighborhood; they could try to earn six-figure salaries and marry someone who has one too, or they could win the California lottery. Or I could bequeath them the home I'm living in when I die.

In a quarter century, I've gone from the middle class to being a member of the landed gentry. The bungalows and clapboard houses of Altadena and west Pasadena were still occupied by solidly middle-class Angelenos on Tuesday night as the fires bore down upon them. An integrated mix of Black, Latino, Asian and white families lived there. They were people with Old World holocausts, Jim Crow segregation, the Japanese internment and the economic catastrophes of Mexico and the American Rust Belt in their family histories.

They treasured their homes with their vegetable gardens and fruit trees, and their palms and birds of paradise. My friend Pablo Miralles grew up there and documented the well-funded, integrated schools of his Pasadena youth in a beautiful film about John Muir High School. On Tuesday night, his home burned down.

The novelist Octavia Butler also attended John Muir High. She saw the train of economic doom rushing toward us decades ago and wrote a novel about it, a 1993 sci-fi classic called "Parable of the Sower." Butler imagined a fictional community of Black and brown people where on Feb. 1, 2025, a small fire strikes. The neighbors band together to put it out with hoses. They don't call the fire department, so as to avoid "the fire service fees" of a dystopian California where even "the water wasted on putting out the fire was going to be hard enough to pay for."

For President-elect Donald Trump and his supporters, the fires are a parable of liberal ineffectiveness. And the villains are Democratic politicians like the feckless mayor of Los Angeles, Karen Bass, who had left town just as the National Weather Service issued warnings about the increased dangers of the approaching winds.

But the edging out of the Los Angeles middle class has been a long-running, bipartisan project. Today, the budget-slashing values of Ronald Reagan and the taxpayer revolt remain woven, by law, into the fabric of California life.

 Thalia Gochez for The New York Times


In Pasadena, homeowners have watched as speculators drive up housing prices and hire homeless people to guard their vacant properties while they wait to sell or flip them, as Francesca Mari reported in The New Yorker in 2020.

In Pacific Palisades, Pasadena, Altadena and elsewhere, many of the homeowners ravaged by this month's fires could take their insurance money and plant stakes elsewhere. When they move, the Bohemian heart of their neighborhoods, their family pizzerias and their funky taco stands, will leave with them.

Recovering from a disaster requires patience. And many working people -- especially those whose wealth is tied up in their homes -- might reconsider remaining in a place that has grown this hard to live in. Those who do choose to rebuild will most likely live alongside the homeless, as many of us members of the landed gentry of Los Angeles do now.

One of my neighbors, a man who once resided in a home a block away, recently fell into a personal crisis and now lives on an unoccupied portion of our hillside, near the spot where other unhoused people make camps and park their R.V.s.

I recently saw him at the bottom of the hill, pushing the shopping cart that contains his possessions. He was cleaning up the detritus of the wind storm and fire, removing tree branches from the street, a black strip of asphalt that he sweeps assiduously, like a homeowner tending to his front yard.

Hector Tobar is a journalist and author in Los Angeles.

The Times is committed to publishing a diversity of letters to the editor. We'd like to hear what you think about this or any of our articles. Here are some tips. And here's our email: letters@nytimes.com.

Follow the New York Times Opinion section on Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, WhatsApp, X and Threads.
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Zeynep Tufekci


Zuckerberg's Macho Posturing Looks a Lot Like Cowardice

 Photo Illustration by The New York Times. Source Photograph: David Zalubowski/Associated Press



By Zeynep Tufekci
Opinion Columnist


Jan 15, 2025 at 10:01 AM

I really, really wanted to like Mark Zuckerberg's gushing appearance on Joe Rogan's podcast last Friday. Zuckerberg, the chief executive of Meta, Facebook's parent company, made some important points about the inadequacies of fact-checking as well as the troubling ways that governments can manipulate private companies.

Having grown up under an authoritarian regime, I cherish the right to free speech that Zuckerberg kept talking about. But having gone on to study the way that authoritarian regimes work, I know to focus on what people do, not what they say.

On the podcast, Zuckerberg told Rogan about how society had become too "neutered or emasculated" and gushed about "masculine energy" and his newfound devotion to jujitsu.

I'm not their target audience but I feel their vibe. A.C.L. tears, which they spent some time commiserating about, are pretty nasty. And I have a soft spot for martial arts content.

But one of the most recent actions that Zuckerberg's supposedly emboldened company took was to banish tampons from office men's rooms. (The products had been provided for transgender or nonbinary employees.) "Masculine energy," my lady-parts -- that is the most snowflake move I've heard of in a long time. If the men in your company can't even handle the sight of a box of tampons, you've got bigger problems than an A.C.L. tear.

It wasn't the only bizarre contradiction of the week.

Zuckerberg says that in the name of free speech, the company he founded "to give people a voice" will no longer attempt to moderate hate speech and misinformation. Facebook will now allow users to allege, among other things, "mental illness or abnormality when based on gender or sexual orientation." And the rule that prohibited users from claiming that people of certain races were responsible for spreading the coronavirus? It's gone. Slander whoever you like. Knock yourself out.

Hate speech in the 21st century is a complicated issue. We can't just moderate our way out of our very real conflicts over immigration, transgender rights, pandemic response and other issues. Zuckerberg conveniently neglected to mention that Facebook profits off tribalizing, inflammatory, conspiratorial content, which has been shown to keep people scrolling. He is right, however, that fact-checking could never catch more than a tiny portion of those posts. (Though how is that a defense, by the way?) He's also right that fact-checkers lost a good deal of public trust by overstepping their boundaries. Even if those mistakes were rare, fact-checking is a trust-based mechanism, and that was enough to break it.

So for better or worse, on a range of charged topics, people can now more or less say whatever they want on the platform.

Oh, wait:

This week Meta announced a change to Facebook's Messenger App. Users who want to customize their wallpaper can still do so, but they will no longer have the option to use themes with colors of the transgender and nonbinary flags.

Whatever one's position on transgender rights, limiting people's ability to express themselves -- in private conversations with their friends -- is not a great way to kick off a free-speech crusade.

It's a long way from where Zuckerberg was during the Biden or the Obama administration. In those very different political climates, he apologized for Facebook's role in promoting fake news and hate speech and vowed to take action. The platform even kicked Donald Trump off on Jan. 7, 2021.

But Trump (and his buddy Elon Musk) doesn't like restrictions on hate speech, and now neither does Zuckerberg. Transgender rights are a flashpoint for Trump's base, so tampons and theme colors have got to go. Flattery and obeisance are how powerful people keep themselves in favor with strongman regimes. Cash works, too.

Look at the Saudis. When Trump came into the office the first time, they had a problem: He had accused them of having links to the Sept. 11 attacks and of wanting "women as slaves and to kill gays." So in advance of his visit in 2017, the Saudi capital, Riyadh, was dotted with billboards showing his face and his tweets. The Saudis have spent lavish sums at his properties and funded tournaments at his golf courses. Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman's wealth fund invested $2 billion in Jared Kushner's investment fund, even though it reportedly had yet to turn a profit. And just last year, a new Trump Tower in the Saudi city of Jeddah was announced.

Silicon Valley was slow to learn the lesson -- too many years under an imperfect but functioning democracy, I guess -- but they're catching up fast. Today, tech moguls are rushing to donate millions to Trump's second inauguration. They're clamoring to dine at Mar-a-Lago. Amazon reportedly paid $40 million for exclusive rights to a new documentary about Melania Trump.

It's mortifying, or should be.

If, however, Zuckerberg is telling us the truth that the Biden administration pressured Facebook employees during the Covid pandemic, trying to get them to take down vaccine-related content -- even when it was true and discussed actual side effects, or was humorous or satire -- then I share his sense of outrage. During the pandemic, the authorities weren't always sufficiently transparent about the uncertainties or trade-offs of public health policy. And while anti-vaccine forces did weaponize information in bad faith, the solution was for officials to level with the public, not to strong-arm the platforms.

Since Zuckerberg and Rogan were talking about the illegitimate use of government power to pressure companies, I eagerly waited for them to talk about how Trump had, just last September, threatened to throw Zuckerberg in jail for life because of some nonpartisan donations he and his wife made to strengthen the election infrastructure when it was creaking under the weight of the pandemic. Trump claimed those donations were a plot against his candidacy.

I mean, a strongman presidential candidate threatening a powerful chief executive for exercising his rights as a citizen -- that's bad, right? That's anti-free speech? That's lawfare?

But nah. Neither Zuckerberg nor Rogan mentioned it. They just praised Trump.

Facebook is in a strange spot. Many Democrats don't like the company because they think it's gotten too powerful. Lina Khan, the current chair of the Federal Trade Commission, brought an antitrust suit against it. But many Republicans don't like it either. Vice President-elect JD Vance is a fan of Khan. Several red states, including Texas and Florida, have repeatedly sued or passed laws targeting the company. Many in Trump's base see Zuckerberg as just another unprincipled, Harvard-trained member of the elite.

Zuckerberg told Rogan that "one of the things that I'm optimistic about with President Trump is I think he just wants America to win." And then he got to the heart of the matter: He suggested that Trump use the power of the U.S. government to defend Meta abroad -- for instance, from the huge fines that the European Union has imposed on it for violating data privacy and antitrust rules.

When discussing his love for jujitsu, Zuckerberg told Rogan that the sport let him "just express myself, right?"

"It's like when you're running a company, people typically don't want to see you being this ruthless person who's just, like, 'I'm just going to crush the people I'm competing with,'" he said. But in martial arts, "you're rewarded" for being ruthless.

What is the reward for boasting about your own toughness while charting your umpteenth cowardly zigzag in order to please the people in power? I guess we're about to find out.

The Times is committed to publishing a diversity of letters to the editor. We'd like to hear what you think about this or any of our articles. Here are some tips. And here's our email: letters@nytimes.com.
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Bret Stephens


The Israeli Right May Soon Be Disenchanted With Trump

 Kai Pfaffenbach/Reuters



By Bret Stephens
Opinion Columnist


Jan 15, 2025 at 06:07 PM

The most interesting detail of the hostage and cease-fire deal that Israeli and Hamas officials agreed to on Wednesday lies neither in its terms, which mainly resemble what's been on the table for months, nor in the fact that Benjamin Netanyahu, Israel's prime minister, is effectively acquiescing to Hamas's continued grip on power in the Gaza Strip after loudly and repeatedly vowing he wouldn't.

It's the way the deal was secured: by Steven Witkoff, Donald Trump's billionaire friend and incoming Mideast envoy, in a blunt Saturday morning meeting with the prime minister. "The envoy explained to his host in no uncertain terms that Trump expected him to agree to a deal," Amos Harel, the Haaretz military analyst, reported on Tuesday. "Things that Netanyahu had termed life-and-death issues," he added, "suddenly vanished."

Harel calls this "the Trump effect." What is it? Partly it's the store of political capital that every president-elect has before coming to office and spending (or squandering) it; partly it's the fact that Trump is behaving as if he's already the president. But mostly it's the fear and eagerness to please that Trump engenders, above all in those who seek his favor.

The result, in the hostage case, is an underappreciated diplomatic paradox: Thanks largely to Trump, a deal demanded by the Israeli left and reviled by the right is about to come into effect. A year's worth of diplomacy by the Biden administration is finally about to bear fruit on account of its political nemesis. The far-right parties that are part of Netanyahu's coalition may bolt the government. And Netanyahu is far more prepared to bend the knee to Washington than he was when there were Democrats in the White House.

In the hostage deal, the price for Israel will in many ways be heavy. For every Israeli hostage released by Hamas, Israel will release several-fold Palestinian prisoners, many of them with Israeli blood on their hands. It was through one such release that Yahya Sinwar, the mastermind of the Oct. 7 massacre, was freed. The phased nature of the agreement -- which begins with the release of 33 hostages, most of them living but some most likely dead -- will leave an unknown number behind, raising their political value and giving Hamas an opportunity to extract additional concessions.

Most seriously, if Israel withdraws from the Philadelphi Corridor, the strip of land that separates Gaza from Egypt, Hamas may have the opportunity to rearm itself at scale, making an eventual replay of Oct. 7 and its aftermath more likely, though by no means inevitable.

This doesn't mean the deal is a bad one for Israel's national interest -- to say nothing of the blessing it is for the returning hostages, their families and a people who believe that the redemption of captives is a supreme moral duty.

Unlike in May, when President Biden first broached this agreement (or early September, when I opposed it) Israel now finds itself in a vastly stronger strategic position. The Iranian-led "Axis of Resistance," of which Hamas was a member, has been decimated in Beirut, overthrown in Damascus, flattened in Gaza and badly stung in Tehran itself. No matter how many Palestinian prisoners are released, nobody in Hamas can seriously say that their Oct. 7 gamble rewarded them with anything except catastrophe. Israel also has less to fear, with Trump as president, from the threat of international arms embargoes or legal sanctions: Watch for all the risks of arresting Netanyahu in European capitals swiftly to disappear.

A more difficult quandary for the Israeli right is what else Trump may want them to accept. The president-elect clearly wants an Israeli-Saudi normalization agreement as a capstone to the Abraham Accords he oversaw in 2020. For that to happen, the Saudis will demand a road map for a Palestinian state. Trump may also prefer to use Iran's current weakness to negotiate a second nuclear deal, when what Netanyahu most wants is American help in an Israeli strike on Iran's nuclear sites, possibly in the next weeks or months.

Where wisdom lies on either front rests mainly in the details. (I would favor nearly any plausible deal with Saudi Arabia and oppose nearly any likely one with Tehran.) But the larger point is this: Trump is going to scramble traditional foreign-policy assumptions, left or right. Liberals who think Trump's second term will be one of unbridled bellicosity may be surprised. Conservatives who hope it will bring some overdue toughness on our enemies may be disappointed.

Donald Trump may have the soul of a bully, but he also has the instincts of a dealmaker -- and a yearning for acclaim, including the Nobel Peace Prize he thinks he was denied for the Abraham Accords. Whatever else his next four years in power bring, it won't conform to ideological type. Somewhere out there, the spirit of Richard Milhous Nixon is smiling.

The Times is committed to publishing a diversity of letters to the editor. We'd like to hear what you think about this or any of our articles. Here are some tips. And here's our email: letters@nytimes.com.
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Michelle Goldberg


Democrats Will Regret Helping to Pass the Laken Riley Act

 Will Oliver/EPA, via Shutterstock



By Michelle Goldberg
Opinion Columnist


Jan 14, 2025 at 12:23 AM

Democrats have a terrible habit, during moments of right-wing backlash, of voting for Republican legislation that they don't seem to truly believe in and eventually live to regret.

The most glaring example is the 2002 resolution authorizing military force against Iraq, passed amid the explosion of jingoist groupthink that dominated American politics after the Sept. 11 attacks. Democratic presidential candidates who'd backed the resolution -- John Kerry, Hillary Clinton and Joe Biden -- would later tie themselves in knots trying to rationalize votes that were almost certainly motivated by political expediency, and which put their imprimatur on a catastrophe.

Another shameful episode was the 1996 Defense of Marriage Act, which barred the federal government from recognizing same-sex marriages. It passed at a time when Democrats were on the defensive; Bill Clinton's attempt to let gay people serve openly in the military had fallen apart, Newt Gingrich's Republicans took the House in the 1994 midterms, and the Republican Bob Dole seemed poised to make gay marriage an issue in the coming election. In a weirdly apologetic signing statement, Clinton wrote that the law should not be "understood to provide an excuse for discrimination, violence or intimidation against any person on the basis of sexual orientation." But as Clinton would later acknowledge when calling for its repeal, it did something worse, writing discrimination into law.

A bill called the Laken Riley Act, which overwhelmingly passed the House and could soon pass the Senate, is destined to be another entry in this archive of legislative shame. Given that anger over mass migration contributed to Democrats' defeat in November, it's perfectly understandable that some Democrats would tack right on border issues. The Laken Riley Act, however, is the wrong vehicle for proving their moderation. This sweeping bill would upend our immigration system in ways that would outlast Donald Trump's presidency, ruining lives and handcuffing future Democratic administrations. Democrats who vote for it may dodge right-wing attacks in the next election, but once its true scope becomes clear, they'll be answering for it for years to come.

The bill is named after a Georgia nursing student who was murdered last year by Jose Ibarra, an undocumented migrant from Venezuela who had previously been apprehended for crimes including shoplifting and child endangerment. Due in part to Ibarra's arrest history, the case became a cause celebre on the right. "The more they get away with and the more we let these criminals go, it just emboldens them, and they step it up," said Mike Collins, the Georgia Republican who introduced the measure in the House.

If all the bill did was mandate the deportation of migrants convicted of petty theft, it would make sense for many Democrats to back it, if only because there's so little political upside in defending the rights of undocumented shoplifters. But the bill goes much further than that. It mandates federal detention without bail for migrants who are merely arrested for any theft-related crimes, with no provision to free them if the charges are later dropped. (According to Axios, ICE is worried that to make room for those accused of theft, it would have to release others in its custody, including some considered "public safety threats.")

The bill applies to many immigrants who are authorized to be here, including Dreamers and those with temporary protected status. And the legislation contains no exemption for minors. As Ilya Somin, a law professor at George Mason University, told me, the Laken Riley Act could mandate the indefinite detention of a juvenile child of asylum-seekers arrested for swiping a candy bar, even if he or she didn't do it.

One of the act's other provisions would give state officials unheard-of power over immigration policy. If the bill passes, a state attorney general could sue to block all visas to people from "recalcitrant countries" that don't fully cooperate with the United States in accepting deportees, a list that includes China, India and Russia. This section of the Laken Riley Act may not matter much when Trump is in office; Republican attorneys general probably won't want to challenge the president, and Democrats are unlikely to demand harsher immigration crackdowns. But if we ever have another Democratic president, it's easy to picture the most conservative state prosecutors suing to block the issuance of visas to, say, people from China. Immigration policy would be subject to a chaotic fight in the federal courts.

Though the measure sailed through the House last week, Democrats could still block it in the Senate, where it needs 60 votes to overcome a filibuster. Alas, that seems unlikely to happen. Last week, only nine Senate Democrats voted against proceeding to debate the bill on the Senate floor. John Fetterman of Pennsylvania and Ruben Gallego of Arizona are co-sponsors of it, and several other swing-state Democrats have already announced plans to vote for it. Fetterman told reporters last week that fellow Democrats had experienced a "blinding flash of common sense."

But the Democrats' failure to muster opposition to this bill isn't common sense, it's cowardice. Given the lessons of the last election, it's wise for Democrats to defy pro-immigrant interest groups when those groups make politically insupportable demands like abolishing ICE or decriminalizing illegal border crossings. That's very different, however, from completely capitulating to Republican demagogy with little evident concern for the long-term consequences.

Someday, when public opinion on immigration shifts again, Democrats who voted for this cruel and misguided bill will have a hard time justifying it. If only they could save themselves and us the trouble.

The Times is committed to publishing a diversity of letters to the editor. We'd like to hear what you think about this or any of our articles. Here are some tips. And here's our email: letters@nytimes.com.

Follow the New York Times Opinion section on Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, WhatsApp, X and Threads.
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Pete Hegseth's 'Deeply Troubling' Selection

Jan 15, 2025 at 05:22 PM


Pete Hegseth at the confirmation hearing on Tuesday. Mr. Hegseth a former Fox News host and an Army veteran, repeatedly characterized himself as a "war fighter." Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times


To the Editor:

Re "G.O.P. Embraces Pick for Defense at Testy Hearing" (front page, Jan. 15):

The selection of Pete Hegseth to be secretary of defense is deeply troubling in more than one way. The attention devoted to his questionable character and unseemly past behavior should not obscure an equally fundamental problem: his stunning lack of qualifications for so important a position.

There is quite simply nothing in his resume to suggest that he would be up to the daunting challenges he would face at the Pentagon. If one were to throw a dart at a list of 100 senior Pentagon officials currently serving, it is unlikely that the dart would land on the name of anyone whose credentials at the time of their appointment were as slight as Mr. Hegseth's.

Our national security demands a far more experienced and capable leader.

Douglas M. Parker
Ojai, Calif.
The writer served in the Office of the Army Judge Advocate General at the Pentagon from 1960 to 1962.

To the Editor:

I am the daughter of an Army veteran, the wife of an Air Force veteran, and the parent of Marine and Navy veterans. I believe that Pete Hegseth lacks the integrity necessary to serve as secretary of defense.

When questioned about reports of public drunkenness, he could have answered "yes" or "no"; instead he said these reports were part of an anonymous "smear campaign."

He refused to agree that sexual assault or showing up for work drunk would be disqualifying. While offering to abstain from alcohol, he refused to commit to resign if he were to drink as secretary of defense.

His refusal to meet with several Democratic members of the Armed Services Committee belies his stated commitment to run the Defense Department free of politics.

For years he argued that women are unfit to serve in combat roles. Yet he expects us to believe that his 11th-hour conversion will last beyond his needed confirmation.

When pressed by Senator Elissa Slotkin whether he would push back against the president if he received an illegal order, he responded that he could not conceive of receiving such an order from Donald Trump.

The secretary of defense is one of the most important positions in government. Americans deserved forthright answers to the questions raised about his character. The men and women serving in the military deserve a secretary who is a person of integrity and who can be an example to themselves and others.

This selection is not in the best interest of the country and should be rejected.

Mary Ann Lynch
Cape Elizabeth, Maine

To the Editor:

Pete Hegseth's confirmation hearing demonstrated that, as Senator Richard Blumenthal observed, he is a smooth communicator who might be an effective Defense Department spokesman. This does not qualify him for one of the most demanding management jobs in the American government.

This hearing has been closer to political theater than a responsible exercise of the Constitution's advice and consent process. When the framers drafted Article II, it is unlikely they anticipated a process in which senators would ask the nominee long, leading questions scripted by staff, receive glib, shallow answers, followed by party-line votes in committee and on the floor of the Senate, with completely predictable results. In a dangerous world, the nation's security cannot benefit from oversight so superficial.

Pete Hegseth will almost certainly be the next secretary of defense. Are the leaders of China's government and military establishment concerned about the appointment of this culture warrior? I doubt it.

Steven S. Berizzi
Norwalk, Conn.

To the Editor:

With the Democratic senators going into histrionics about Pete Hegseth, I'm surprised not one just looked at him and said:

"Mr. Hegseth, aren't you ashamed to be considering taking on this post? You've fought for this country. And you obviously love this country, enough to lay down your life for it. But honestly, can you look your other soldiers in the eye, even just those soldiers you respect the most, and honestly say you can lead them as the head of more than two million troops, over generals with lifelong experience, facing command decisions for the Army, Navy, Air Force and Marines? Can you honestly say you're ready for this and don't have even the slightest misgiving?"

Mahlon Meyer
Renton, Wash.

In Los Angeles, Heroism Amid the Tragedy

 Jacob Ogden


To the Editor:

Re "Los Angeles Is Burning. Where Are Our Leaders?," by Amy Chozick (Opinion guest essay, Jan. 14):

Los Angeles is in the grip of an unprecedented crisis, with major fires leaving devastation in their wake. The temptation to look for a single protagonist, a leader to step in like a character from one of our city's movies, is understandable but a misplaced wish of Ms. Chozick.

This is not a story of one hero or savior -- it is a story of collective loss, sorrow, effort, resilience and determination.

The real heroes in this tragedy are the people of Los Angeles. Neighbors are opening their homes to strangers, donating supplies and offering support in ways both large and small. Firefighters are battling relentlessly, volunteers are organizing fund-raisers and countless Angelenos are stepping up to help their city heal. This is a long game of recovery, and it requires all of us to play a part.

Blaming elected officials like Mayor Karen Bass or Gov. Gavin Newsom for the enormity of this crisis is neither fair nor productive. Leadership in times like these is complex and messy, and while missteps may occur, there are no easy solutions. Dismissing their efforts overlooks the broader, systemic challenges of fighting fires, managing the homes, lives and communities lost, and addressing climate change in a city and state as vast and diverse as ours.

Los Angeles will rebuild -- not because of a single leader, but because of the collective strength of its people. This is our real life story; it's not a movie script with a predictable story line or hero. We will be a city rising together, with compassion and determination, to create a future where we endure and thrive despite the challenges we face.

M. Jill Overdorf
Torrance, Calif.

Alone in an Empty Church, Away From the Stress

 Chance DeVille


To the Editor:

Re "The Exquisite Silence of Empty Churches," by Mary Townsend (Opinion guest essay, Jan. 5):

Thanks to Ms. Townsend and her sensitive reflection on her quest to find serenity and silence in the churches she has visited.

Our stressful world seems a never-ending welter of expectations and activities, of noise and spectacle. Seeking out quiet ambience away from the temporal swirl of distraction is an intentional act.

One's personal anxieties, longings and challenges can be suspended in a sacred space that demands nothing during those precious moments of meditative solitude. A gentle emptying of mind can surely replenish the soul.

Joe Martin
Seattle

To the Editor:

Mary Townsend's essay resonates with me because I felt the same way in an empty church decades ago when I found myself alone and near despair, praying for what seemed to be an impossible solution to a five-year-long plight.

Being alone away from watching eyes is precious. We don't need to explain, impress or perform. Our thoughts with the unknown are private and sincere. Those moments stay in our memory palace for a lifetime.

James Chan
Philadelphia
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A House at Auschwitz Opens Its Doors to a Chilling Past

The home of the death camp's wartime commandant, Rudolf Hoss, which was the subject of the Oscar-winning movie "The Zone of Interest," will soon welcome visitors.

The house of Rudolf Hoss, the Auschwitz camp's wartime commandant.



By Andrew Higgins
Reporting from Oswiecim, Poland


Jan 15, 2025 at 05:01 AM

The mother lived for 42 years in a three-story house overlooking a former gas chamber and a gallows at Auschwitz, sometimes losing sleep at the thought of what had happened on the other side of her garden wall.

But the house in Oswiecim, southern Poland, once the home of the death camp's wartime commandant, Rudolf Hoss, was "a great place to raise children," said Grazyna Jurczak, 62, a widow who raised two sons there.

The home, the subject of the Oscar-winning movie "The Zone of Interest," had "safety, silence, a beautiful garden," easy access to a river across the road and, in winter, space for an ice-skating rink for her two boys, she said.

Alone in the house after her husband died, she finally decided to leave. One reason, she said, was that she was disturbed by people who, after watching "The Zone of Interest," were tramping through her garden, peering through her windows and reminding her of her home's connection to the Holocaust.

Last summer, Ms. Jurczak agreed to sell her stake in the home to the Counter Extremism Project, a New York-based group that wants to open the house to visitors. She moved out in August, and in October the New York group completed its acquisition of the home and an adjacent house built after the war.

Grazyna Jurczak lived for 42 years in the three-story house overlooking a former gas chamber and a gallows at Auschwitz. It was, she said, "a great place to raise children." Maciek Nabrdalik for The New York Times


"I had to get out of there," Ms. Jurczak said at her new home in a modern apartment block in Oswiecim, a mile from her former house. She declined to say how much the house was sold for, but indicated that it was somewhat more than the property's estimated value of around $120,000.

Mark Wallace, a lawyer and former U.S. diplomat who is the chief executive of the Counter Extremism Project, also declined to give the price, saying only that once other family members were paid for their stakes in the property, the total price was "significantly more" than what Ms. Jurczak had indicated. He also said his organization "wanted to do right" by Ms. Jurczak's family but "did not want to pay a big premium for a former Nazi property, even if we could."

Now the house, at 88 Legionow Street, just outside the camp's perimeter fence, is being prepared to receive visits by the public for the first time, as part of commemorations for the 80th anniversary of the Soviet Army's liberation of Auschwitz.

The Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, a Polish institution in Oswiecim committed to the remembrance of Nazi victims, will be hosting dozens of world leaders on Jan. 27.

At the house, workers hired by the new owners have removed 14 dumpsters of debris and stripped away wallpaper and other postwar additions. That has left the property much as it was when the Hoss family lived there from 1941 to late 1944, including the Nazi-era lock on the bathroom door reading "frei/besetzt.," German for free/occupied.

A mezuzah, a parchment containing biblical verses, has been attached to the front door frame to honor Jewish tradition -- and repudiate the fanaticism of its former occupant, the Auschwitz commander. After the war, Commandant Hoss recalled how the successful experimental gassing of Russian prisoners in 1941 "set my mind at rest, for the mass extermination of the Jews was to start soon."

He was hanged in 1947 at a gallows placed between his former home and a Nazi crematory.

Torn and crumpled Nazi-era newspapers found in the house of the wartime camp commandant, Rudolf Hoss. Maciek Nabrdalik for The New York Times


On a table in a downstairs corner room that Commandant Hoss used as a home office lies a heap of torn and crumpled Nazi-era newspapers and other wartime artifacts found after the house was sold. There is also a coffee mug, embossed with the seal of the SS, and German beer bottles.

Retrieved from the attic, where they had been stuffed to block a hole, were the striped trousers once worn by an Auschwitz prisoner. Researchers are trying to work out who wore them by deciphering a faded prisoner number, written next to a small red triangle signifying that the wearer was a political prisoner and a nearly vanished yellow star designating a Jew.

"This house has been closed for 80 years. It was out of reach to the victims and their families. Finally, we can open it to honor survivors and show that this place of incredible evil is now open to all," Mr. Wallace said.

The plan, Mr. Wallace said, is to turn the house, along with the adjacent property, into the Auschwitz Research Center on Hate, Extremism and Radicalization, a new organization that will work to expand the pledge of "Never Again" from historical memory to current action.

Piotr Cywinski, a Polish historian and director of the Auschwitz-Birkanau Museum since 2006, said his state-run institution wanted to preserve its core mission of remembrance but saw value in supporting a project focused on the present and future, as well as the past.

"Fighting against today's reality is easier for an NGO than for a state institution," he said, lamenting the rise across Europe of populism, which he calls "the cancer of democracy."

The view of Auschwitz from the house, the former home of the death camp's wartime commandant, Rudolf Hoss.  Maciek Nabrdalik for The New York Times


The new center will encompass the entire territory of Commandant Hoss's wartime property, including a long sealed-off garden area where he met with Hitler's security chief, Heinrich Himmler, Josef Mengele, the "angel of death" doctor, and other Nazi dignitaries tasked with exterminating Jews. Daniel Libeskind, an American architect, has been commissioned to redesign the property.

Mr. Libeskind said he had drawn up preliminary plans that envisage turning the interior of the house into "a void, an abyss" -- the external walls are protected by a UNESCO preservation order -- and the construction of a new partly buried structure in a garden area with meeting rooms, a library and a data center.

More than two million people visit the former Auschwitz camp each year and, the architect said, come away "horrified and mesmerized by death" but also need "to engage with contemporary antisemitism and other extremism in our political culture."

Jacek Purski, the director of a Polish anti-extremism group, who is involved in the project, said he wants to use the house and the past Nazi horrors as a weapon against what he sees as a resurgence of extremist ideologies.

"A house is a house," Mr. Purski said, looking out of a second-story window of the former Hoss house toward the chimney of a former Nazi crematory. "But it is in uninteresting, regular houses like this where extremism is happening today."

"The last thing we want to do is create a museum to the murderer," said Jacek Purski, the director of a Polish anti-extremism group who is involved in the project. Maciek Nabrdalik for The New York Times


Ms. Jurczak, the former owner, said she still struggles to reconcile happy, ordinary memories of the house with its gruesome past.

Reminiscing about her family's time there she suddenly stopped herself: "I worry that I sound like Mrs. Hoss," she said, referring to the commandant's wife, Hedwig Hoss. In the movie, Ms. Hoss gushes about her Polish home as "paradise" and is shown trying on a fur coat stolen from a prisoner sent to slaughter by her husband.

The commandant's wife, Ms. Jurczak decided after watching the movie, "was perhaps even worse than her husband," in her indifference to human suffering.

While awaiting execution in a Polish jail after the war, Mr. Hoss, the former commandant, wrote an autobiography that Primo Levi, the Italian writer and Auschwitz survivor, described as the work of a "drab functionary" who "evolved step by step into one of the greatest criminals in history."

Visitors to the Auschwitz concentration camp. Before she sold the house and moved, Grazyna Jurczak's home overlooked a former gas chamber and gallows. Maciek Nabrdalik for The New York Times


The house where Mr. Hoss lived was built between the two great wars of the last century by a Polish military officer serving in an adjacent army camp, which was seized by the Nazis after their 1939 invasion of Poland and turned into an extermination factory. At least 1.1 million men, women and children were murdered there, mostly in gas chambers.

Grabbed by the SS as a home for the Auschwitz commandant, who changed the street number to 88, a numerical code for Heil Hitler, the house was returned to its original owner after the war and later sold to the family of Ms. Jurczak's husband, who owned it until last year.

Mr. Cywinski, the Auschwitz-Birkanau museum director, said he was eager to work with the Counter Extremism Project, in its efforts to combat extremism.

Extremism, he said, "is unfortunately not a mental illness; it is a method" that exploits widespread feelings of frustration.

Ordinary people with ordinary ambitions, he added, can turn into monsters.

Mr. Hoss, he said, "was a wonderful father to his kids and, at the same time, the main organizer of the most brutal killings in the history of the world."

Anatol Magdziarz contributed reporting from Warsaw.
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Adviser to Cambodian Leader Is Wanted in Thailand Over Dissident's Killing

The Thai authorities accused an adviser to Hun Sen of hiring the gunman who killed a former Cambodian opposition figure in Bangkok last week.

The scene where Lim Kimya was shot dead in Bangkok last week. Ruamkatanyu Foundation/EPA, via Shutterstock



By Sui-Lee Wee
Reporting from Bangkok


Jan 15, 2025 at 09:44 AM

A Thai court issued an arrest warrant for an adviser to the Cambodian strongman Hun Sen on Wednesday, charging him with hiring others to commit "premeditated murder" in the brazen killing of a former Cambodian opposition politician in Bangkok last week.

The warrant was the strongest indication so far that Lim Kimya, who was gunned down on a busy street, was the victim of a political assassination. He was a former legislator with the Cambodia National Rescue Party, an opposition party that was dissolved under pressure from Mr. Hun Sen, who ruled Cambodia as prime minister for nearly four decades. Mr. Hun Sen handed that job to his son Hun Manet in 2023 but remains the leader of his political party and the country's senate.

The person named in the arrest warrant is Somwang Bamrungkit, 42, a dual Thai-Cambodian national who is known in Cambodia as Ly Rotanakraksmey. Thai prosecutors brought three charges against him, including one involving carrying firearms and firing guns. His current location remains unclear. 

Sok Eysan, a spokesman for the Hun dynasty's Cambodian People's Party, said even though Mr. Ly Rotanakraksmey was an adviser to Mr. Hun Sen, "what he does illegally, it is that person's responsibility." Mr. Hun Sen has appointed dozens of advisers, and the exact nature of his relationship with Mr. Ly Rotanakraksmey was not immediately clear.

Last Tuesday, a gunman shot Mr. Lim Kimya, 73, who was a dual French and Cambodian citizen, after he got off a bus from Cambodia to neighboring Thailand. The gunman fled on a motorcycle and boarded a pickup truck before he crossed into Cambodia. But in the following days, he was arrested and extradited to Thailand, where authorities identified him as Ekaluck Paenoi. He confessed to the killing but told Thai investigators that he could not reveal the mastermind out of fear for his family's safety.

Cambodian dissidents, including Sam Rainsy, who once led the C.N.R.P., have said the ultimate blame for the killing lies with Mr. Hun Sen.

The killing was seen as a major escalation of a campaign of transnational repression by Cambodia, which in recent months has secured the deportation of dissidents from Thailand and Malaysia. It was condemned by France, which said it would closely monitor the investigation by the Thai authorities.

The killing of Lim Kimya, shown here in Cambodia in 2017, was seen as a major escalation of a campaign of transnational repression by the Hun dynasty. Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


"It sends a terrifying message that no one is safe," said Elaine Pearson, the Asia director for Human Rights Watch. "If they can target someone of that stature and do it in such a blase way, on the streets of downtown Bangkok in daylight hours, in front of CCTV footage, imagine what they could do to someone who doesn't have a big profile, who's not an opposition politician and who doesn't have a second nationality."

Ms. Pearson said in the wake of the killing, Cambodians in Thailand have contacted her organization, fearing for their security. She said there was an urgent need for foreign governments to quickly resettle Cambodian refugees and exiles.

Before it was crushed, the Cambodia National Rescue Party posed the biggest threat to Mr. Hun Sen's rule. Mr. Ly Rotanakraksmey, the fugitive, was an official of the C.N.R.P. in Thailand. But in 2022, he joined the C.P.P. and became an adviser to Mr. Hun Sen last January. 

Separately, Thai news media reported that Interpol has sought the arrest of Pich Kimsrin, a 24-year-old Cambodian man whom Thai authorities have identified as the so-called spotter in the killing. Mr. Pich Kimsrin appears to be the younger brother of Pich Sros, a pro-government politician who is most well-known for filing the complaint that led to the dissolution of the C.N.R.P. in 2017, according to a family photograph and his birth certificate. Mr. Pich Kimsrin remains at large.

Mr. Pich Sros is a member of the government's Supreme Consultative Council, giving him a rank equivalent to senior minister and government adviser, and is the founder of his own minor political party, the Cambodian Youth Party, which is aligned with the C.P.P. He declined to comment.

In May 2023, Mr. Pich Kimsrin was appointed as the deputy head of the Phsar Kandal market in Phnom Penh, reporting to Kieng Chak, another adviser to Mr. Hun Sen.

Muktita Suhartono contributed reporting from Bangkok, and Sun Narin contributed from Phnom Penh.
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Pakistan Orders Inquiry After Complaints That Airline Ad Evoked 9/11

An advertisement meant to celebrate the resumption of flights to Paris showed a jet pointed toward the Eiffel Tower.

A Pakistan International Airlines aircraft ahead of its takeoff for Paris in Islamabad on Friday. Sohail Shahzad/EPA, via Shutterstock



By Salman Masood
Reporting from Islamabad, Pakistan


Jan 14, 2025 at 03:51 PM

Pakistan's prime minister on Tuesday ordered an investigation into how the country's national airline approved an advertisement with an illustration that many on social media said was uncomfortably similar to imagery from Sept. 11, 2001.

The advertisement, by the state-run Pakistan International Airlines, or PIA, was meant to be a celebratory announcement that it was resuming flights to Paris.

But the ad -- featuring an image of an aircraft pointed toward the Eiffel Tower with the caption "Paris, we're coming today" -- drew swift condemnation after its release late last week. A post by the airline on X that showed the image has been viewed more than 21 million times.

"Pakistan air needs a new graphic designer," Ian Bremmer, a political scientist and author, wrote on Threads, a social network.

Omar R. Quraishi, a newspaper columnist, said the advertisement had left him speechless. "Do they not know about the 9/11 tragedy -- which used planes to attack buildings," Mr. Quraishi wrote on X.

Pakistan has some connections to the Sept. 11 attacks on New York City and the Pentagon. Khalid Shaikh Mohammed, who is accused of being the mastermind of the attacks, was arrested in Pakistan in 2003. Osama bin Laden, the leader of Al Qaeda, was killed by U.S. forces in Pakistan in 2011.

The country's foreign minister, Ishaq Dar, said during a session of Parliament that the prime minister, Shehbaz Sharif, had asked for an inquiry into how the advertisement had cleared internal airline approvals.

The outcry over the ad is the latest setback for PIA, which has been battling financial losses and hurdles in the government's desperate efforts to privatize the airline.

In November, the push for privatization stalled when the sole bidder offered less than 12 percent of the government's minimum sale price of about $300 million.

Controversy is familiar territory for PIA. In 2017, the airline made international headlines when ground crew members sacrificed a goat on the tarmac for good luck.

It has also faced questions over its safety standards, with the United States and Britain barring its planes from flying there. It resumed flights to Paris after the European Union's aviation safety agency lifted a four-year ban on the airline.
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Panama Wants to Preserve U.S. Alliance, but Trump Could Push It Closer to China

President-elect Donald J. Trump's threat to take back the Panama Canal may be posturing, but it could dampen the Panamanian government's wish to broaden relations with the United States, analysts say.

A vessel traveling through the Panama Canal this month.



By Maria Abi-Habib
Photographs by Alejandro Cegarra
Reporting from Panama City


Jan 15, 2025 at 10:01 AM

As Panama's president laid a wreath to honor those who died protesting the American occupation 60 years ago, the ceremony attendees were resolute.

The commemoration this month came just days after President-elect Donald J. Trump falsely claimed China was controlling the Panama Canal and suggested he could use military force to retake the waterway.

The threat rippled through a country still haunted by the events of 1964, when students trying to plant the Panamanian flag in the U.S.-occupied canal zone were met with deadly force.

"My brother did not die for nothing," said Carlos E. Bonilla Caco, whose brother was killed in the demonstrations that sparked the movement leading Panamanians to regain sovereignty.

The country's leader agreed.

In the foothill near the Panama Canal Authority's office, President Jose Raul Mulino was firm. "The canal is and will continue to be Panamanian," he said.

President Jose Raul Mulino at an event in Panama City this month commemorating the memory of those who died protesting the American occupation.


Soldiers at the commemoration in Panama City this month.


The statement directly challenged Mr. Trump, who some analysts say is only posturing to press Panama to lower fees for American goods traversing the canal, a subject he has recently railed against.

But former American officials warn that he may alienate Panama at a time when China is trying to woo the country as an ally and expand its influence in Latin America.

"Trump's saber rattling could dampen the Panamanian government's desire to broaden the relationship with the U.S. economically," said Ramon Escobar, who until September served on the National Security Council and is currently the managing director at Actum, a global consultancy firm.

He "may end up pushing them away at a time when there is a real opportunity to get Panama back into our orbit," Mr. Escobar said.

The canal was constructed by the United States in the early 20th century, but Panama took back full control in 1999 and has since operated the waterway through the Panama Canal Authority.

Today, Panama holds special strategic significance for China because of the canal, but Beijing has been working to expand its influence in Latin America, and among developing countries more broadly. It has portrayed itself as an alternative to what it calls American hegemony and bullying, casting itself as a more sympathetic, fellow developing country.

And with significant investments in port construction worldwide, China is positioning itself to influence global commerce and monitor international activities.

Specifically, U.S. officials have grown increasingly concerned about two seaports at each end of the Panama Canal, which have been operated for decades by CK Hutchison Holdings, a company based in Hong Kong.

While CK Hutchison is a publicly listed conglomerate whose largest owner is a Hong Kong billionaire family, Beijing could still use its national security laws to force the company to assist in intelligence-gathering or military operations.

Panamanian officials argue, however, that China doesn't pose a risk. The canal is open to the public, they say, and any Chinese interference would be visibly obvious.

People marching through Panama City on Martyr's Day.


At a grave this month during a commemoration of 21 people who died protesting the American occupation in 1964.


"Anyone can use a satellite to see what is going in and out of the port," Ilya Espino de Marotta, the deputy administrator of the Panama Canal, said in an interview last week. "The canal runs through the country, along national roads and is visible to the public."

During his first administration, Mr. Trump did bring up the Panama Canal internally, indicating that he sees the waterway as unfinished business, said John Feeley, who served as U.S. ambassador to Panama from 2015 until 2018.

In June 2017, Mr. Trump met with the Panamanian president at the time, Juan Carlos Varela, and complained that the U.S. Navy was paying too much to traverse the canal -- about $1 million annually, Mr. Feeley said. (That cost is so minuscule it would be akin to a rounding error in the Pentagon's budget, analysts say.)

But Mr. Trump never brought up China's presence or supposed influence over the canal even though just weeks previously Panama had broken off relations with Taiwan and aligned with Beijing, said Mr. Feeley, who attended the White House meeting between the leaders.

The former ambassador said he tried to get the White House to focus on China's rising influence in Panama, but the issue never grew to a level of serious alarm.

At the time, China was promising to invest in big-ticket infrastructure items in Panama, including a canal bridge, as part of its Belt and Road Initiative. Through the initiative Beijing has increased its influence globally by investing in seaports, roads and trains from Kenya to Sri Lanka and, most recently, Latin America. Critics say Beijing uses the program to saddle foreign governments with failing projects or unsustainable debt in order to wield China's leverage.

Mr. Feeley said he tried to get American companies to bid on such projects to counter China. But the U.S. Embassy in Panama City never got the White House's backing to persuade American companies to bid, he said.

"It's not that we are losing to China in Latin America; in most cases we aren't even showing up to the commercial battlefield," Mr. Feeley said.

Latin American governments like Panama's have complained that when they put out bids for expensive infrastructure projects, the United States is often absent, forcing them to rely on others from Europe to China to get the work done.

"The U.S. isn't bidding on big infrastructure projects here, but China is," said Giulia de Sanctis, the president of the Panamanian Association of Business Executives. "Are we supposed to tell them now: 'It's time to get out of Panama; Trump doesn't like you.' Would anyone feel safe investing here then?"

The Panama Canal Authority has said that while the United States built the canal for military purposes, the Panamanians developed it into a major hub of global trade.

Once the U.S. military handed it over, the authority invested more than $5 billion to widen the waterway and accommodate the giant cargo ships that travel from the United States to East Asia, its most popular route.

Vast numbers of shipping containers along the Panama Canal this month. After the U.S. military handed over the canal, the Panama Canal Authority invested more than $5 billion to widen the waterway, officials said.


A cargo ship passing through the canal this month.


"If it wasn't for our investment, the canal would be irrelevant on the scale of global trade," said Ms. Espino de Marotta.

"Our neutrality is our greatest business asset, and it enables us to be a route for global commerce," she said. At the Atlantic entrance of the canal, three ports are separately operated by companies based in Hong Kong, Taiwan and the United States, she said.

"These ports have been managed by Hong Kong since 1997, throughout Trump's first administration," she added. "Trump never said a thing about it then, so why now?"

Some Panamanians are reluctant to allow China to invest further in the country. Although Mr. Varela shifted Panama's diplomatic recognition to China from Taiwan and entered into several business agreements with Beijing, subsequent governments have sought to scale back these commitments.

Ramon Martinez, who served as the minister of commerce after Mr. Varela stepped down, expressed his discomfort with the political and economic agreements made by the earlier administration with China. He said he halted a free-trade agreement with China that was under negotiation. The bridge over the canal that China pledged to build was also paused.

Mr. Martinez emphasized that for Panama, its most important ally will always be the United States.

Last week, hundreds of tourists gathered on a terrace at the Miraflores Visitors Center, giving them a bird's-eye view of the Panama Canal. They waved as a towering cruise ship squeezed its way through the canal.

"At first it made me laugh, the insanity of it all," said Jacqueline Williams of Mr. Trump's threats against Panama as she waved to a passing cruise ship. The 67-year-old nonprofit educator was visiting the canal from New York City.

"But then you think: This is a guy who idolizes Putin," she said, referring to the Russian president. "Trump said on the campaign trail he wanted to restore peace to the world, but now he is threatening military expansionism."

Tourists gathered to watch a cruise ship passing through the Panama Canal this month.


Alex E. Hernandez contributed reporting from Panama City, Vivian Wang from Beijing and Emiliano Rodriguez Mega from Mexico City.
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Britain's Anticorruption Minister Resigns

Tulip Siddiq, the niece of former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina of Bangladesh, had been named in an embezzlement investigation in the Asian country in December.

Tulip Siddiq is the niece of Sheikh Hasina, the former prime minister of Bangladesh, who fled the country last year. Victoria Jones/Press Association, via Associated Press



By Stephen Castle
Reporting from London


Jan 14, 2025 at 04:35 PM

Prime Minister Keir Starmer of Britain suffered a new blow on Tuesday when his anticorruption minister, Tulip Siddiq, quit her post weeks after being named in an embezzlement investigation in Bangladesh.

Ms. Siddiq, 42, is the niece of Sheikh Hasina, the former prime minister of Bangladesh, who resigned last year after 15 years in power and fled the country amid a broad student-led protest movement against her repressive rule.

A junior minister in Mr. Starmer's government, Ms. Siddiq had previously referred herself to the prime minister's ethics adviser for investigation after questions arose over whether she had benefited financially from her ties to Ms. Hasina.

Ms. Siddiq has dismissed the allegations against her as politically motivated and insisted that she did nothing wrong. But in an official letter of resignation to Mr. Starmer on Tuesday, she wrote that the media focus on her risked diverting attention from the government's political agenda.

"I want to assure you that I acted and have continued to act with full transparency and on the advice of officials on these matters," Ms. Siddiq wrote. "However it is clear that my continuing in my role as economic secretary to the Treasury is likely to be a distraction from the work of the government."

As economic secretary to the Treasury, a position she was given when the Labour Party came to power last July, Ms. Siddiq was responsible for tackling corruption in financial markets, including money laundering and illicit finance.

Mr. Starmer's ethics adviser, Laurie Magnus, said on Tuesday that having reviewed the facts regarding Ms. Siddiq's case, he concluded that she had not broken the code under which ministers serve. In a letter to the prime minister, he said he had found no evidence of impropriety or that she had made unusual financial arrangements.

However he added that it was "regrettable that she was not more alert to the potential reputational risks -- both to her and the government -- arising from her close family's association with Bangladesh."

And he added, "Unfortunately, I have not been able to obtain comprehensive comfort in relation to all the UK property-related matters referred to in the media."

The departure is the second high-profile resignation from Mr. Starmer's government in recent months, after Louise Haigh quit as transport secretary in November when it emerged that she had been convicted of a fraud offense involving a phone a decade ago.

Unlike Ms. Haigh, Ms. Siddiq was not a member of the cabinet, but she was regarded as a political ally of Mr. Starmer's, and the nature of her government role added to the embarrassment. She has been replaced by Emma Reynolds, another junior minister.

Ms. Siddiq was named in December in an investigation into claims that her family had embezzled up to PS3.9 billion pounds, or nearly $5 billion, from infrastructure projects in Bangladesh.

Officials of the new Bangladeshi government have accused Ms. Hasina and her associates of siphoning off billions of dollars from the country every year, bringing its economy to the verge of collapse.

Ms. Siddiq was born in London. Her father was an academic, and her mother, Sheikh Rehana, is the sister of Ms. Hasina. The two sisters were the only survivors of a 1975 military coup that massacred the rest of their family, including their father, Sheikh Mujib ur Rehman, the founding leader of Bangladesh.

The furor over the Bangladeshi investigation prompted a wider focus in the British news media on Ms. Siddiq's ties to her aunt, including reports that she had lived in London properties with links to Ms. Hasina.

Bangladesh's interim leader, Muhammad Yunus, said in an interview last weekend with The Sunday Times that Ms. Siddiq should apologize and that the London properties should be handed back to his government if they were gained through corrupt means.

On Tuesday, Kemi Badenoch, leader of the main opposition Conservative Party, criticized the prime minister for failing to take action earlier. 

"It was clear at the weekend that the anti-corruption minister's position was completely untenable," she wrote on social media. "Yet Keir Starmer dithered and delayed to protect his close friend."

In the official exchange of letters following Ms. Siddiq's departure, Mr. Starmer wrote that his former minister had "made a difficult decision," but added that "the door remains open" to her going forward -- signaling that a return to a government might be possible for her in the future.

Mujib Mashal contributed reporting.
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Poland's Leader Suggests Russian Hand in Plot to Attack Western Cargo Planes

"I can only confirm that Russia planned acts of air terror, not just against Poland but against airlines across the globe," said Poland's prime minister, Donald Tusk.

President Volodymyr Zelensky of Ukraine and Prime Minister Donald Tusk of Poland in Warsaw, on Wednesday. Pawel Supernak/EPA, via Shutterstock



By Michael Schwirtz



Jan 15, 2025 at 05:05 PM

Poland's prime minister appeared on Wednesday to confirm the conclusions of Western intelligence officials who had warned of a Russian plot to blow up cargo aircraft over Western countries.

"I can only confirm that Russia planned acts of air terror, not just against Poland but against airlines across the globe," the prime minister, Donald Tusk, said during a meeting with Ukraine's president, Volodymyr Zelensky.

Mr. Tusk did not elaborate, and it was unclear whether officials believed that Moscow was continuing to actively plan such an action.

Officials first became aware of the plot over the summer, when incendiary devices placed at shipping hubs in Britain and Germany ignited fires that caused minimal damage. In November, four Western officials briefed on intelligence about the operation said the fires had been part of a test of security measures carried out by Russia's military intelligence service, known as the GRU.

The ultimate goal of the plot was not known, but intelligence agencies started an investigation into whether the intent was to destroy planes on American or European runways, or even blow up an aircraft midair.

By the fall, the White House became so concerned that President Biden ordered his national security adviser and the C.I.A. director to warn top aides of Russia's president, Vladimir V. Putin, that such plotting could provoke a severe reaction from the United States. Any acts of sabotage that caused mass casualties would represent a serious escalation of conflict between Moscow and Washington, and the United States would hold Russia responsible for "enabling terrorism," a senior official told The New York Times.

While the Kremlin has denied that its agents engage in sabotage, Western officials say Moscow has ordered its intelligence services to find ways to bring the war in Ukraine, soon to enter its fourth year, to Europe and the United States.

Cargo aircrafts in Germany, in October. Jens Schlueter/Getty Images


Many of the sabotage plots attributed to Russia appear amateurish, perhaps intended more to annoy than to terrorize. In December, Estonian authorities released details about a gang of GRU agents paid to break the windows of the interior minister's car and deface World War II monuments, and in France Russian agents have been linked to antisemitic graffiti spray painted on walls.

But other episodes have been more sinister. Fires have broken out at arms factories supplying weapons to Ukraine as well as aboard buses and at shopping malls. And critical telecommunications cables crossing the Baltic Sea have been cut, though attributing these definitively to one country has been difficult. Last year, two assassins who were believed to have ties to Russia killed a Russian defector in southern Spain.

The sabotage campaign, officials said, is being waged almost exclusively by the GRU, an agency that has carried out sabotage and assassination operations in Europe since before Mr. Putin's 2022 invasion of Ukraine. Most notably, it was operatives from the GRU who used a highly potent nerve agent in the attempted assassination of Sergei Skripal, a GRU turncoat who was living in Britain.

After Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the GRU's activities in Europe abated somewhat as European countries expelled operatives and limited travel for Russians. But in the past year, the agency has figured out ways to restore its operations. Officials say that many acts of sabotage are carried out by hired proxies, sometimes recruited over the internet. That is one reason the operations have so far achieved limited results. But officials worry that recruiting people over the internet to commit such operations also increases the risk of dangerous and potentially deadly mistakes.

"The GRU in particular is on a sustained mission to generate mayhem on British and European streets," Ken McCallum, the director general of Britain's Mi5, the country's domestic intelligence service, warned in rare public remarks last fall. "We've seen arson, sabotage and more. Dangerous actions conducted with increasing recklessness."
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Missile Attack Prompts Emergency Power Cuts in Ukraine

President Volodymyr Zelensky of Ukraine said air defenses had shot down at least 30 missiles from a "massive" barrage that had targeted gas and energy facilities.

Ukrainians took shelter in a subway station in Kyiv, the capital, on Wednesday morning. Alina Smutko/Reuters



By Cassandra Vinograd
Reporting from Kyiv, Ukraine


Jan 15, 2025 at 07:04 AM

Ukraine said Russian forces had unleashed a "massive" missile attack on the country's infrastructure on Wednesday, forcing officials to impose emergency power cuts to relieve pressure on the country's battered grid.

President Volodymyr Zelensky of Ukraine said that air defenses had shot down at least 30 of the more than 40 missiles that Russia launched in a barrage targeting gas and energy facilities.

"Another massive Russian attack. It's the middle of winter, and the target for the Russians remains unchanged: our energy infrastructure," he said in a statement on social media from the capital, where temperatures hovered just above freezing.

Air, land and sea-based missiles -- including at least one ballistic missile -- were launched in the barrage, along with dozens of attack drones, according to Ukraine's Air Force. It said energy facilities in the Kharkiv, Lviv and Ivano-Frankivsk regions had suffered damage, but emphasized that not all missiles that evaded air defenses had struck their targets.

Russia's Defense Ministry confirmed that it had used "precision weapons and strike drones" against critical gas and energy infrastructure, asserting in a statement that "all designated facilities have been hit."

The Russian military has repeatedly targeted the Ukrainian energy infrastructure in campaigns to wear down the country in wintertime. The attacks on power plants and substations have left the country's energy network on the verge of collapse, experts say.

On Wednesday, air-raid sirens wailed at around 5:45 a.m. in Kyiv, the capital, as most of the country was put on alert for missile launches. Poland's military protectively scrambled fighter jets.

As Ukrainians huddled in shelters into a third hour and the air force warned of incoming cruise missiles, the energy minister, Herman Galushchenko, announced emergency steps.

"Due to the massive attack, the transmission system operator is applying preventive restriction measures," Mr. Galushchenko wrote in a statement on Facebook.

Emergency power shutdowns were briefly applied in six regions across the country, including Kharkiv in the northeast and Zaporizhzhia in the south, according to Ukrenergo, the national electricity operator.

Two critical infrastructure facilities were hit in western Ukraine's Lviv region, according to the head of the regional military administration, Maksym Kozytskyi. He later said that two houses and two outbuildings had also been damaged. Facilities in the Ivano-Frankivsk region also came under attack, the authorities there said.

The attack came a day after Moscow threatened to retaliate for what it said was Ukraine's latest use of Western-made long-range missiles to strike inside Russia.

Ukraine's energy network has been so battered by the strikes that officials have been forced to seek out alternatives -- like renting floating power plants and scavenging scrapped ones from the region -- to ease pressure on the grid and prevent a crisis.
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News Analysis


Gaza Cease-Fire Deal Brings Joy, but Is Shadowed With Uncertainty

An agreement offers Gazans at least some respite, and for Israelis it means the release of hostages. But the deal's ambiguity leaves open the possibility that fighting could resume within weeks.

Palestinians waiting for news of a cease-fire deal, in Khan Younis in southern Gaza, on Wednesday. Mohammed Salem/Reuters



By Patrick Kingsley
Reporting from Jerusalem


Jan 15, 2025 at 08:21 PM

After 15 months of bombardment and suffering, the prospect of a cease-fire and a hostage release deal in Gaza provides Palestinians and Israelis with a glimmer of jubilation, but it's a view tinged with uncertainty.

For Palestinians, the agreement, if it is finalized, is likely to offer at least several weeks of respite from a devastating Israeli military campaign that has killed more than 45,000 people in Gaza, both civilians and combatants.

For Israelis, it could allow for the release of at least one-third of the remaining hostages held by Hamas and its allies. The captives were taken when Hamas raided Israel on Oct. 7, 2023, the first of 466 days of war.

But the ambiguity of the deal, drafts of which were reviewed by The New York Times, also means lingering unease and the possibility of renewed conflict within weeks. To persuade both sides to sign on, mediators forged an arrangement that is worded so loosely that some of its components remain unresolved, meaning that it could easily collapse.

In the first six weeks of the deal, Hamas is expected to release 33 hostages in exchange for several hundred Palestinian prisoners held by Israel. Israel is also meant to gradually withdraw its troops eastward, allowing for hundreds of thousands of displaced Palestinians to return home.

A gathering in "Hostage Square" in Tel Aviv shortly after the declaration of a cease-fire between Hamas and Israel. Peter van Agtmael for The New York Times


For the deal to last longer than six weeks, Israel and Hamas still need to resolve certain issues, including the terms by which Hamas will release the approximately 65 other hostages, some of whom are believed to be dead, in its custody. To prolong the truce, both sides would also need to agree to end the war entirely, while Israel would need to withdraw from strategic areas of Gaza -- moves that are opposed by key members of Israel's ruling coalition.

Should those talks break down, the war could continue after a 42-day truce, if not earlier.

That means the coming weeks will remain fraught for the families of the Israeli hostages who will likely not be released in the deal's first phase. Gazans will live with the possibility that Israel's strikes could continue.

This precarity also presents potential peril for both Hamas and Benjamin Netanyahu, Israel's prime minister.

If war resumes, a severely weakened Hamas might finally lose its grip on Gaza. But if the deal becomes permanent, Hamas would have a greater chance of retaining power in the territory -- a symbolic victory for a group that at one point seemed close to ceding its 17-year rule.

An outcome that leaves Hamas in control could prove damaging to Mr. Netanyahu, whose far-right coalition partners have threatened to leave his coalition if Hamas survives, a departure that would destabilize and potentially collapse his government.

For months, Mr. Netanyahu has avoided an arrangement that would risk such a threat to his power. The ambiguity of the deal is partly the result of his need to present it as only a temporary arrangement.

The coming weeks could help clarify whether the prime minister feels politically strong enough to face down his coalition partners. Even if he does, other shoals await: The end of the war will likely lead to a national inquiry about Israel's security failures on Oct. 7, 2023, possibly uncovering revelations that could damage Mr. Netanyahu as well as his security chiefs.

Despite these uncertainties, analysts say, the deal still stands a reasonable chance of becoming permanent. The loose language of the agreement would allow the cease-fire to drag on as long as the two sides remain locked in negotiations, even if those negotiations take longer than six weeks to reach further agreement.

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu at the United Nations. The ambiguity of the cease-fire deal is partly the result of his need to present it as only temporary to his coalition partners. Dave Sanders for The New York Times


And both sides have reasons to keep extending the negotiations, however fruitless the talks.

Hamas, isolated and weakened, wants to remain dominant in Gaza, and a cease-fire allows it time to recuperate.

Mr. Netanyahu has long hoped to forge landmark diplomatic ties with Saudi Arabia. Negotiations for such a deal, which were derailed by the outbreak of war in 2023, would likely only resume if the truce holds.

A Saudi-Israel deal "can't happen with an ongoing war in Gaza, with large numbers of Palestinian casualties, Hamas holding Israeli hostages and a worsening humanitarian catastrophe," said Aaron David Miller, a fellow at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, a Washington-based research group.

Similarly, a large protest movement in Israel is pushing Mr. Netanyahu to extend the deal in order to release every hostage; such public pressure could ultimately drown out any backlash he faces for ending the war. The euphoria and celebration that is expected to accompany each hostage release may also accelerate momentum and public support in Israel for a permanent arrangement that leads to freedom for every captive.

The role of the Trump administration will also be crucial. Mr. Trump's Middle East envoy, Steve Witkoff, played a key role in recent days in pushing Israel toward a deal, officials say, and the administration's continued interest may decide how long the deal lasts.

"Trump is going to be the critical variable when it comes to the Israeli side," said Michael Koplow, an analyst at Israel Policy Forum, a New York-based research group.

"If Trump is happy with having orchestrated the first phase and then moves on to other issues, it will be harder to keep the cease-fire in place," Mr. Koplow said.

If Mr. Trump retains his focus, "it will be tougher for Netanyahu not to find ways to extend the cease-fire deal and figure out other ways to appease his disgruntled coalition members," Mr. Koplow added.

Johnatan Reiss contributed reporting from Tel Aviv.
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Musk Said to Have Intervened to Help Free Italian Jailed in Iran

The Italian journalist was released soon after Elon Musk met with an Iranian ambassador, officials in Iran said. So was an Iranian detained in Italy who was wanted by the U.S.

Elon Musk at a political event in Rome in 2023. He is close to Italy's prime minister, Giorgia Meloni. Guglielmo Mangiapane/Reuters



By Farnaz Fassihi, Emma Bubola and Edward Wong



Jan 15, 2025 at 06:01 PM

When an Italian journalist was arrested in Iran in December, her boyfriend back home feared she might linger in prison for years. So, amid talk that Iran and Italy were negotiating a prisoner swap that involved the United States, he says, he decided to try to get a message to someone who might be in a position to help.

His name was Elon Musk.

Not only was Mr. Musk close to President-elect Donald J. Trump, a month before the journalist was detained, the tech billionaire had a secret meeting with the Iranian ambassador to the United Nations.

Last week, the journalist, Cecilia Sala, 29, was released from prison in Iran, and days later an Iranian engineer whom Italy had detained on an American extradition request was also freed. The engineer was accused of providing material for drones used in an Iranian-backed militia attack on a U.S. military base that killed three American servicemen.

Mr. Musk helped secure the release of Ms. Sala by reaching out to Iran's ambassador to the U.N., Amir Saeid Iravani, according to two Iranian officials, one a senior diplomat at the Foreign Ministry, who are both familiar with the terms of the prisoner exchange. They asked that their names not be published because they were discussing a sensitive issue.

Neither Mr. Musk nor representatives of the Trump transition responded to repeated requests for comment.

How Mr. Musk, an increasingly active if uncredentialed player on the world stage since the Trump victory, came to take up the journalist's cause remains unclear. He is close with Italy's prime minister, Giorgia Meloni, who traveled to Mar-a-Lago, the Trump estate in Florida where Mr. Musk has been a regular, and met with the president-elect on Jan 4.

Ms. Meloni said at a news conference last week that Ms. Sala's release was the result of a "complex work of diplomatic triangulation with Iran, and obviously also with the United States of America." Her office and the Italian Foreign Ministry declined to comment for this article.

Cecilia Sala in Rome last week after she was released from a prison in Iran. Stephanie Gengotti for The New York Times


A senior Biden administration official said the American government had not been consulted about the negotiations, had not been given advance word about the releases, and disapproved of the deal. John Kirby, the spokesman for the National Security Council, said that the deal had been "an Italian decision from soup to nuts."

At the news conference, Ms. Meloni said she did not know what part if any Mr. Musk had played in Ms. Sala's release. "If he had a role, I am not aware of it," she said.

The ambiguity highlights the unusual role Mr. Musk has been playing as he sits at Mr. Trump's side, backing far-right parties in Europe even as he continues to promote his business interests abroad. Italy, for example, is currently exploring a potential deal with Mr. Musk's SpaceX to provide secure communications for government and military officials through Starlink. And Ms. Meloni has been one of Mr. Musk's ever-present European allies, hosting him at her party's conference in 2023 and attending a gala with him last October.

By the time of Ms. Meloni's trip to Mar-a-Lago, Ms. Sala's boyfriend, Daniele Raineri, had already sought out Mr. Musk's help through an intermediary, he said. In an interview, Mr. Raineri said that he had thought of him because he had read that there was "a channel between Musk and the Iranian diplomats, and that Musk also works in close contact with Trump."

Mr. Raineri, who is also a journalist, said he fired off a message on Dec. 29 to an Italian computer expert and associate of Mr. Musk's to ask if he could bring Ms. Sala's case to the billionaire's attention and seek his help.

The computer expert, Andrea Stroppa, said in an interview that Mr. Musk had acknowledged the request, but that he did not know whether he had become involved in the case.

In November, weeks before Ms. Sala was arrested, Mr. Musk met for more than an hour with the Iranian ambassador at the Iranian's residence in Manhattan to discuss defusing tensions between Tehran and Washington as a new administration prepared to take power.

The Iranian officials interviewed for this article said that Mr. Musk contacted the ambassador again shortly after Prime Minister Meloni visited Mar-a-Lago.

The prisoner exchange between Iran and Italy then unfolded rapidly. Iran released Ms. Sala on Jan. 8, and four days later, Italy freed the Iranian engineer, Mohammad Abedini Najafabadi.

Mr. Abedini had been detained at the request of the U.S. Justice Department. A federal court in Massachusetts accused him of procuring drone technology for Iran that was used in the attack on the American base, which was in Jordan, in January 2024. The two Iranian officials said that when Mr. Musk spoke with the ambassador, he requested that Iran release Ms. Sala and reassured him that the United States would not pressure Italy to extradite the Iranian engineer.

Iran's mission to the U.N. declined to comment on the recent engagement between Mr. Musk and the ambassador. In a statement, it said the two detainees had been released as a result of "bilateral cooperation and coordinated efforts of the political and intelligence sectors of Iran and Italy."

All sides are being circumspect in public about what transpired, but to many observers the speedy release of the prisoners following the meeting between Mr. Trump and Ms. Meloni suggested that the topic had been discussed and a resolution was reached.

"The most likely reconstruction is that she got a signal of understanding from Trump that the incoming administration would not raise huge problems if it released Abedini," said Ferdinando Nelli Feroci, a former Italian diplomat.

 

Prime Minister Meloni in Rome on Tuesday.  Filippo Monteforte/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Italy detained Mr. Abedini in mid-December as he was transiting through Milan's airport. Three days later, agents from the intelligence wing of the Revolutionary Guard raided Ms. Sala's hotel room in Tehran and threw her into solitary confinement at Evin prison. She had traveled to Iran on a journalist visa.

A member of Iran's Revolutionary Guards, and the two Iranian officials said the journalist had been arrested to pressure Italy to release Mr. Abedini.  Iran has made the detention of foreign and dual nationals a centerpiece of its foreign policy for nearly five decades.

"It doesn't matter who you are," Shahin Modarres, a Rome-based expert on Iran and international security, said in a telephone interview. "You can be a journalist, a diplomat, a tourist." He said, "What matters is if Iran thinks it can use you as leverage."

Ms. Sala said in an interview that she had been held in a cell with no mattress and had slept on the floor with one blanket on top and another below. For weeks, she was denied her glasses, and throughout her detention she did not see a human face. She could hear the sound of other inmates crying and vomiting, she said, and was blindfolded and interrogated for hours nearly every day, she said.

What she feared the most, she said, was "that I would go insane."

Mr. Raineri, her boyfriend, said that on Jan. 2, Ms. Meloni told Ms. Sala's mother that within the next 48 hours there would be an important development.

Mr. Stroppa, the programmer, dropped hints on his account on X. He posted a portrayal of Mr. Trump, Ms. Meloni and Mr. Musk in ancient Roman attire on the day the prime minister visited Mar-a-Lago. And on the day Ms. Sala was released, he posted an AI-generated photo of Mr. Musk eating spaghetti with an Italian flag emoji.

Ms. Sala said she understood that Italy's government did what it had to do to free her. "And whoever it was they needed to talk to, they talked to," she said.

Ryan Mac and Mattathias Schwartz contributed reporting.
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'Burn Mozambique': New President Takes Power in a Nation on Edge

Daniel Chapo was sworn in at a time of widespread anger directed at his party, Frelimo, which has led the country for 50 years and was accused of rigging the election.

Daniel Chapo was sworn in as Mozambique's president in the capital, Maputo, on Wednesday. The opposition and rights leaders have criticized the election as fraudulent.



By John Eligon and Tavares Cebola
Reporting from Maputo, Mozambique


Jan 15, 2025 at 05:01 AM

Decades ago, Mozambique's liberation party, Frelimo, easily attracted adoring crowds. The promise of salvation from Portuguese colonizers, and a life with jobs and housing for all, was an easy sell in a southern African nation that was suffering under racist rule.

But when Daniel Chapo of Frelimo became president on Wednesday, he assumed the leadership of a country more dissatisfied with his party than at any point during its 50 years of independence. Tens of thousands of people took to the street after the October election, which voters, international observers, opposition leaders and rights groups have roundly criticized as fraudulent.

The country of 33 million has been roiled by political chaos since the vote. And now, Frelimo's grip on power is being tested like never before at a time when Mozambique faces urgent economic and social crises, analysts say. Two of the three opposition parties boycotted the inauguration and the opening of Parliament on Monday.

The anger among voters exploded into huge street protests in the past several months that led to clashes with the police. At least 300 people have been killed.

Mr. Chapo and his party had likely hoped that the inauguration on Wednesday would help move the country toward reconciliation and stability. But early signs suggested a difficult path toward unity.

The police quickly moved to disperse a few dozen peaceful protesters about two blocks from the inauguration in the capital, Maputo. The demonstrators fled when officers marched toward them with barking dogs lunging on leashes.

Supporters of the opposition leader Venancio Mondlane protested in Maputo on Wednesday. Mauricio Lima for The New York Times


Officers fired several rounds of live ammunition to quell the demonstrations. But the show of force only angered the protesters, who yelled, "They won't govern," referring to Frelimo.

"We're going to burn Mozambique," said Angelina Chissano, one of the protesters in the capital on Wednesday.

Video: 

A group of protesters chanted anti-Frelimo slogans on a street corner near the inauguration of Mozambique's president, Daniel Chapo.

Such demonstrations offered a glimpse of the new reality that Frelimo must contend with.

"Frelimo became used to seeing themselves as the chosen party," said Gabriel Muthisse, a former top party official who remains an active member. "They believed that elections were only a formality for the people to confirm their leadership. Over the past five, 10 years, things are showing that that is false."

After taking the oath of office, Mr. Chapo attempted to extend a hand to Mozambicans. He vowed to cut state spending by downsizing the government and reducing expensive perks that ministers receive. (The government is often criticized for spending lavishly on officials, while failing to meet many citizens' basic needs.)

"I know many of us feel that leaders are distant, inaccessible and disconnected from the real concerns of the people," Mr. Chapo said. "This will change."

Mr. Chapo appeared to be taking a page out of his rival's playbook. Venancio Mondlane, the opposition leader, is seen by many to be the true champion of ordinary Mozambicans. The fiery populist claims to have won the election and has drawn a huge following, particularly from disaffected young voters.

When Mr. Mondlane, 50, returned to Mozambique last week after a self-imposed exile, the police responded with deadly force against supporters who took to the streets to greet him.

Mr. Mondlane, arriving in Maputo earlier this month, said that the vote was rigged. Regulo Cuna/Reuters


Mr. Mondlane has called for continued protests, though this week has not attracted the mass demonstrations that shut down the capital and other cities in previous months.

In an interview in Maputo, Mr. Mondlane said that he had communicated with Mr. Chapo through a mutual friend. He expressed hope that the president would negotiate a resolution to end the political crisis and accept reforms put forward by him in a recent proposal. On top of amending the constitution and overhauling government institutions, those reforms include building three million houses for poor Mozambicans and creating a half-billion-dollar fund for startups led by women and young people.

"You must give the people something very crucial and something tangible," Mr. Mondlane said. "I don't know if all the items that are in my proposal will be satisfied or not. But I think that we will begin a platform of dialogue."

Protests were still needed, he added, because to ensure that reforms will happen, "you must put the government under pressure."

Mr. Chapo, 48, emerged last year as Frelimo's surprise presidential candidate. Unlike others in the party, he did not lobby for the nomination. He entered public office just 10 years ago, but came face to face with the country's troubled political history long ago.

When he was 5, he said, his family was kidnapped by guerrilla forces fighting Frelimo during Mozambique's 16-year civil war. A lawyer by training, he served as a provincial governor before running for the presidency for the first time last year as a member of Frelimo.

Branquinho Joao da Costa, a 43-year-old doctor living part time in Maputo, recalled his grade school days when the glory of Frelimo was drilled into him and his classmates through freedom songs. "It's very difficult to be completely disconnected from Frelimo," he said.

Many Mozambicans are now disgruntled with the party over accusations of corruption and its failure to address rising prices, which Mr. da Costa called "a new kind of slavery for the people." He said the Frelimo of his childhood was more in touch with the party's socialist roots, and that it was led then by officials who cared less about wealth and power.

Mr. Chapo during his inauguration ceremony. Mauricio Lima for The New York Times


"The real aim of Frelimo was serving people," Mr. da Costa said. "Now many of them, they fight to get political positions just to steal from us."

Frelimo no longer has the luxury of ignoring such criticism, some party members say. The past few months have been a warning, said Alsacia Sardinha, who was sworn in this week for her third term as a member of Parliament for Frelimo.

"We have to reinvent ourselves to respond to the demands of the people," she said. That reinvention includes the party policing its own government against wrongdoing, she added.

Mr. Muthisse, the former Frelimo official, said that Parliament can no longer rubber stamp laws put forward by the president. The party needs to focus on reforming institutions, like the electoral commission and the courts, in order to regain public trust, he said.

That reform should be at the center of negotiations with the opposition, Mr. Muthisse said.

"Everybody has to bring ideas," he said, "so that in the next elections, we all believe."

Guests listening to Mr. Chapo as he is sworn in as president. Mauricio Lima for The New York Times
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Dozens of Bodies Recovered From Illegal Mine in South Africa

The authorities had at one point limited the miners' access to food, water and other supplies in a blockade that drew criticism from human rights groups.

Recovering bodies from an illegal mine in Stilfontein, South Africa, on Tuesday. Ihsaan Haffejee/Reuters



By John Eligon



Jan 14, 2025 at 10:16 PM

The South African authorities said on Tuesday that they had pulled dozens of dead miners from a shuttered gold mine where they were working illegally until a blockade during which the police at one point cut off access to food, water and other supplies.

As of Tuesday evening, the police reported recovering 60 bodies and extracting 132 miners who were still alive. The death toll could rise as the government continues the delicate operation, which began on Monday, to get all the miners out.

The authorities moved in after a monthslong standoff that drew criticism from human rights groups but praise from some South Africans, who view illegal miners as dangerous criminals.

It was unclear on Tuesday how many miners remained underground, but activists and the authorities estimated that there could be hundreds.

The blockade of the mine, near Stilfontein, a town about two hours south of Johannesburg, was part of a national campaign to root out illegal miners, who are known locally as Zama Zamas.

In an effort to force the miners near Stilfontein above ground, officers last year began cutting off their supplies by guarding every known access point to the mine and pulling up or severing ropes used to ferry goods underground, images distributed by the police showed.

The recovery operation began this week in the wake of a court challenge filed by a civil society group and amid reports of horrendous conditions in the mine, which is more than a mile deep.

Cellphone video of conditions underground released by an advocacy group, Mining Affected Communities United in Action, showed dozens of dead bodies wrapped in plastic and the bony, emaciated frames of miners who were still alive. The video was taken last week by one of the miners, the organization said.

One of the rescued miners on Tuesday. Themba Hadebe/Associated Press


"Brutal," said Meshack Mbangula, an activist with the mining group. "Ruthless toward the Zama Zamas and community." 

As the mining industry shrank in South Africa and mine owners began to abandon unprofitable sites, Zama Zamas started digging through what remained, without legal permits.

The miners have drawn heavy criticism from some South Africans, who accuse them of perpetuating criminal networks of illicit metals trading and fueling crime in the areas where they operate. There is also ill will because many of them are undocumented immigrants.

The South African authorities said they believed that the miners near Stilfontein were choosing to stay underground to avoid arrest, a contention disputed by human rights organizations, which said some of the routes out of the mine had been cut off.

"We are not sending help to criminals," a minister in the president's office, Khumbudzo Ntshavheni, said at a news conference last year. "We are going to smoke them out. Criminals are not to be helped; they are to be persecuted."

The controversy surrounding Stilfontein taps into deeper questions about wealth inequality in South Africa and the exploitative history of the mining industry.

Mines were the beating heart of the economy during apartheid, with the Black majority relegated to menial, low-paying labor while white-owned and foreign entities reaped immense profits. Today, that imbalance largely persists. Some Black-owned companies have broken into the industry, but the wealth has generally remained in the hands of a relatively small elite.

Protesters in Stilfontein demanding rights for miners, on Tuesday. Christian Velcich/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images
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Ramaswamy Has a High-Profile Perch and a Raft of Potential Conflicts

Vivek Ramaswamy, Elon Musk's partner in an effort to cut government costs, could make decisions that ultimately make him and his investors richer.

Vivek Ramaswamy became one of the world's youngest billionaires after making his fortune in the pharmaceutical industry.



By Rebecca Robbins, Maureen Farrell and Jonathan Weisman



Jan 15, 2025 at 05:08 PM

Vivek Ramaswamy is the less famous and less wealthy half of the duo of billionaires that President-elect Donald J. Trump has designated to slash government costs.

His better-known co-leader, Elon Musk, stands to benefit from the job in ways that are numerous and glaring. Mr. Musk's companies have tremendous influence, billions of dollars in government contracts and ongoing battles with federal regulators.

Less attention has been paid to the potential conflicts that could stem from Mr. Ramaswamy's complex web of financial interests, which span biotechnology, finance and other holdings.

At 39, he is one of the world's youngest billionaires, having made his fortune in the pharmaceutical industry. As he reaches into the federal bureaucracy that shapes the fortunes of American companies, he could recommend spending cuts that ultimately make him and his investors richer.

Mr. Ramaswamy, who owns a stake currently valued at nearly $600 million in a biotechnology company he started, has called for changes at the Food and Drug Administration that would speed up drug approvals. He could help shape energy policy to promote fossil fuels, making it more attractive for investors to put their money into an oil-and-gas fund, provocatively called DRLL, offered by his investment firm.

And if he were to boost officials who embrace cryptocurrency, it may benefit his firm's new Bitcoin business.

It is not yet known whether leaders of the so-called Department of Government Efficiency, or DOGE, which is not a governmental department but more of an outside advisory organization, will have to meet the same standard divestment requirements that many high-level federal appointees face.

Mr. Ramaswamy waded into controversy late last month when he blamed American culture for failing to produce enough workers suited for technical jobs. He also endorsed continuing to allow certain skilled immigrants into the U.S. labor market, a position shared by Mr. Musk and Mr. Trump but opposed by immigration hard-liners. The episode raised questions as to how long Mr. Ramaswamy will remain with the DOGE effort.

Mr. Ramaswamy, who two years ago stepped away from running his businesses, declined to say whether he plans to divest from any of his holdings.

With a stake valued at $150 million or more, he is the majority owner of his investment fund, Strive Enterprises, which he branded as a nemesis of liberal politics, and which is suddenly in line with the philosophies now ascendant in Washington. Several of Strive's financial backers have close ties to the incoming Trump administration.

Investment funds like Strive generate revenue as a percentage of the money they manage. Luring new investors quickly raises the revenues of the firm. Mr. Ramaswamy's elevated profile advising the Trump administration could help the firm bring in new clients.

Mr. Ramaswamy declined to be interviewed for this article. Strive's current leadership, Mr. Musk and the Trump transition team also declined to comment.

Anson Frericks, a high school friend of Mr. Ramaswamy's who co-founded Strive with him and is now a senior adviser at the firm, dismissed concerns about potential conflicts of interest for a firm offering investments in industries under federal regulation.

"We will always have to have a strict separation of church and state and comply with all the rules and regulations," Mr. Frericks said.

A spectacular failure

Mr. Ramaswamy has called for slashing regulation, not just cutting government spending. Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times


Since being named to jointly lead DOGE, Mr. Ramaswamy had until recently been posting on Mr. Musk's social media site X, hinting about where he may look to make changes in the government.

He called for slashing regulation, not just cutting government spending. He pointed to federal workers focused on diversity as potential targets for "mass firings."

And he has been taking aim at the F.D.A. "My #1 issue with FDA is that it erects unnecessary barriers to innovation," he wrote on X. He criticized the agency's general requirement that drugmakers conduct two successful major studies to win approval rather than one.

Mr. Ramaswamy founded his biotechnology company, Roivant Sciences, in 2014, betting that he could find hidden gems whose potential had been overlooked by large drugmakers. The idea was to hunt for experimental medications languishing within large pharmaceutical companies, buy them for cheap and spin out a web of subsidiaries to bring them to market.

The biotechnology company Mr. Ramaswamy founded, Roivant Sciences, could benefit if he speeds up drug approvals through DOGE. Edna Leshowitz/Zuma Press, via Alamy


The venture is best known for a spectacular failure.

In 2015, Mr. Ramaswamy whipped up hype and investment around one of his finds, a potential treatment for Alzheimer's disease being developed by one of his subsidiaries, Axovant. Two years later, a clinical trial showed that it did not work, erasing more than $1.3 billion in Axovant's stock value in a single day.

Mr. Ramaswamy personally lost money on paper on the failure, but thanks to the savvy way he had structured his web of companies he and Roivant weathered the storm. Six products have won F.D.A. approval, and today Roivant has a market valuation of $8 billion.

Mr. Ramaswamy sold some of his Roivant stock to take a large payout in 2020, reporting nearly $175 million in capital gains on his tax return that year. But he is still one of the company's largest shareholders.

If Mr. Ramaswamy recommends changes that speed up drug approvals through DOGE, that could be good news for Roivant, which is developing drugs that might come up for approval during Mr. Trump's second term. The faster it can get medicines onto the market, the more valuable the company -- and Mr. Ramaswamy's stake in it -- stands to become.

Fighting 'woke'

In 2020, Mr. Ramaswamy started writing opinion pieces attacking the environmental, social and governance, or E.S.G., movement.

He found a perfect foil in the world's biggest asset manager, BlackRock, and its chief executive, Laurence D. Fink. At the time, Mr. Fink was vocal about pushing companies to rethink their carbon footprints. Mr. Ramaswamy viewed that position as a breach of BlackRock's duty to try to maximize returns for investors.

Mr. Ramaswamy found a perfect foil in the world's biggest asset manager, BlackRock, and its chief executive, Laurence D. Fink. Winnie Au for The New York Times


Mr. Ramaswamy was taking on a niche subject that was being debated in obscure journals and business school classrooms but one that was hardly front of mind for most investors.

In July 2020, Mr. Ramaswamy asked D.A. Wallach, a health care investor, to read a proposal for what would become his first book, "Woke, Inc." Mr. Wallach said he was initially skeptical.

"Do average people really care about Larry Fink putting carbon emissions requests on the board of Exxon?" Mr. Wallach recalled wondering at the time. But Mr. Wallach later became a seed investor in Strive, persuaded by Mr. Ramaswamy over dinner at the upscale Polo Lounge at the Beverly Hills Hotel in Southern California.

In 2021, Mr. Ramaswamy stepped down as chief executive of Roivant. He fished around for a new business idea.

A classmate of Mr. Ramaswamy's from an all-boys Catholic high school in Cincinnati, Mr. Frericks, had worked as an executive at Anheuser-Busch and shared Mr. Ramaswamy's views about the E.S.G. movement.

Mr. Frericks said they knocked several ideas around: "Merit Airlines," which would hire the top 5 percent of pilots, regardless of race, sex or background; "Pop Without Politics," an alternative to Coca-Cola; and a "free-speech" version of Twitter, before Mr. Musk ran with the idea and bought the social media platform.

They ultimately landed on a different idea. They would start an investment firm near Columbus, Ohio, that would court an audience they believed had been neglected by Wall Street: everyday investors and public pension fund managers who were alienated by companies adopting liberal policies pushed by money managers like Mr. Fink.

Mr. Ramaswamy recruited financial backers who now have deep ties to the incoming Trump administration. Among them were Howard Lutnick, whom Mr. Trump has picked to be commerce secretary; the former investment firm of Vice President-elect JD Vance; and other large Republican donors and influential voices, including Doug Deason and the billionaire fund manager Bill Ackman.

Releasing the handcuffs

Strive's first offering, in August 2022, was the energy fund DRLL.

In television appearances, Mr. Ramaswamy drummed up demand for the fund. He pitched viewers on an opportunity to be part of a renaissance in the American energy sector, which he said had been constrained for too long by "E.S.G. handcuffs."

The reality was more complicated. Energy stock price growth has been sluggish for reasons that have nothing to do with diversity quotas and emissions caps. For years, U.S. producers spent big in pursuit of growth, costing investors billions and causing many to sour on the industry. Lower oil prices have further reduced the incentive to drill.

And what Mr. Ramaswamy was pitching was more commonplace than he made it sound.

DRLL was a basket of stocks known as an exchange-traded fund, or an E.T.F., an unglamorous investment vehicle that has grown popular among investors looking for less risk than betting on individual stocks. Mr. Ramaswamy's E.T.F. was nearly identical to popular offerings from BlackRock and other providers, containing a standard mix of stocks like Exxon, Chevron and dozens of other oil and gas companies.

What Strive promised investors in DRLL was essentially a sustained pressure campaign. Strive would meet with chief executives, carefully vote on board seats and shareholder proposals and publicize its efforts, all with the aim of pushing energy companies to shun liberal policies.

"We wanted a seat at the table, to be able to vote on shareholder resolutions, to engage with management, write letters on our views," Mr. Frericks said.

Mr. Ramaswamy sent an angry letter to Chevron, criticizing the company for how it responded to pressure from climate activists to cap emissions produced by its suppliers and consumers. (Chevron set goals related to how clean those emissions should be, but it didn't limit them overall.)

In November 2022, Mr. Ramaswamy flew to Houston for a meeting with the Exxon chief executive, Darren Woods. When the oil giant subsequently appointed two Strive-approved board members, Strive declared victory.

As a presidential candidate in mid-2023, Mr. Ramaswamy reported that he had between $5 million and $25 million of his own money invested in DRLL.

From C.E.O. to candidate

Mr. Ramaswamy is the majority owner of his investment fund, Strive Enterprises, which he branded as a nemesis of liberal politics and is suddenly in line with the philosophies now ascendant in Washington. Anthony Anex/EPA, via Shutterstock


Strive employees watched with intrigue, and sometimes tagged along, as Mr. Ramaswamy met with governors, other state officials and wealthy contacts. Often, it wasn't clear whether the motivation was to seek an investment or perhaps to make connections that could fuel Mr. Ramaswamy's bigger ambitions.

He set a busy pace, using private jets to crisscross the United States and traveling with a body guard. He hated staying in hotel rooms, so if he traveled he would nearly always fly home to sleep.

He met with heads of public pension funds in Republican-led states, urging them to move their money to Strive from providers like BlackRock.

But Strive's pitch struggled to land with that audience. According to S&P Global's Capital IQ database, only one public pension fund, in Texas, appears to have put money in a Strive E.T.F., and it quickly withdrew its position. One official at a public pension fund in a Republican-led state who met with a Strive representative said it was confusing how Strive was different from the competition, or how its mission would generate the best returns.

Employees at Strive were often surprised by the relative extravagance of Strive's spending.

Before the firm was generating much revenue, many employees were issued a company credit card and had the impression that they could spend freely. The firm built out a new office, with room for some 100 employees, despite having a staff of about 35.

Mr. Ramaswamy was a regular presence in Strive's office, often dressed in shorts and flip flops.

In December 2022, the firm held a holiday party in downtown Columbus at The Vault, a former bank repurposed as a lavish event space. In front of his delighted colleagues that evening, Mr. Ramaswamy performed a karaoke rendition of Eminem's "Lose Yourself."

Employees were given a pointed holiday gift: a copy of a book, "Fossil Future" by Alex Epstein, arguing for more oil, coal and natural gas consumption.

Two months later, Mr. Ramaswamy announced that he was running for president. He stepped down as chairman and chief executive of Strive. That summer, as a candidate on the campaign trail, he reprised his performance of "Lose Yourself" onstage at the Iowa State Fair.

Video: Vivek Ramaswamy Raps Eminem's 'Lose Yourself'

Mr. Ramaswamy rapped Eminem's "Lose Yourself" at the Iowa State Fair in Des Moines as a candidate for president on the campaign trail.

During Mr. Ramaswamy's quixotic campaign, he invested tens of millions of dollars from his own pocket to win only 7.6 percent support in the Iowa Caucuses before dropping out and endorsing Mr. Trump.

A crypto arm

As Mr. Ramaswamy's political profile has risen, the ideas he railed against have receded on Wall Street and in American life.

In 2023, Mr. Fink of BlackRock said that he would no longer use the term E.S.G. Last week, BlackRock pulled out of an international climate coalition supporting the goal of net zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050, while Meta and Amazon ended internal diversity programs.

Mr. Ramaswamy has taken credit for the change of heart. "Strive's success, I think, was probably the single greatest factor in the United States of America that turned E.S.G. from the dogma," he said.

Today, Strive manages over $2 billion in assets, a strong start for a new player in the market, but a drop in the bucket compared with the largest money managers. BlackRock, by comparison, manages $11.6 trillion in assets.

"Strive did better than we thought it would," said Eric Balchunas, a Bloomberg analyst who tracks E.T.F.s.

But the growth of Strive, which in some cases charges higher fees than its competitors for its E.T.F.s, has been constrained by a mundane reality: Many E.T.F. investors are just looking for low fees and the ability to swiftly and easily make transactions. Politics isn't a factor.

"Most of them don't care," Mr. Balchunas said. "People just want cheap access to stocks."

After years in the unglamorous world of traditional E.T.F.s, Strive has been expanding into a more buzzy world of finance after raising $30 million in new funding from a group of backers including Cantor Fitzgerald, the financial services firm led by Mr. Lutnick.

Late last year, Strive poached the leadership team of a firm in Dallas that managed money for wealthy families and individuals, providing Strive a new arm, and a new headquarters, in Texas.

The move got Strive into cryptocurrency, which helped finance Mr. Trump's campaign but has faced regulatory headwinds in Washington. The firm's website now points to its "focus as a transformative Bitcoin-company."

It also opened up a new potential area for conflict in Mr. Ramaswamy's role at DOGE: the potential power to alter the approach of agencies that regulate the financial sector.
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After Indictment, Eric Adams Collects $250,000 From Donors

Mr. Adams, who is facing a federal corruption indictment and was denied public matching funds, said his totals show "my base of support is still there."

Mayor Eric Adams has pleaded not guilty to federal corruption charges and is scheduled to stand trial in April. Brittainy Newman for The New York Times



By Jeffery C. Mays



Jan 15, 2025 at 08:50 PM

After Mayor Eric Adams was indicted on federal corruption charges last year, his campaign donations dried up. The mayor, a prolific fund-raiser, received only $250 during the last recording period after his indictment became public.

But in the last three months, Mr. Adams has seen something of a turn in fortune.

On Wednesday, the mayor's campaign said that it had raised $250,000 in the most recent period. Asked on Monday about his fund-raising, Mr. Adams said his numbers would demonstrate that "my base of support is still there."

The ability to raise funds may be especially critical for the mayor: Last month, the Campaign Finance Board denied Mr. Adams public matching funds for his campaign, stripping him of the generous eight-for-one match of small-dollar donations.

The loss of matching funds cost the Adams campaign more than $4 million. After the ruling, Mr. Adams said he could win without public matching dollars. The mayor's lawyer said he was working with the board to address the compliance issues.

Mr. Adams was easily on track to raise the maximum amount allowed in the June 24 primary, $7.9 million, until his matching funds were blocked.

The mayor is accused in the federal indictment of conspiring with foreign nationals to illegally direct straw donations into his campaign. The board's chair, Frederick P. Schaffer, said the mayor's campaign had "engaged in conduct detrimental to the matching-funds program in violation of law."

Mr. Adams, who has denied wrongdoing and pleaded not guilty to the federal charges, is scheduled to stand trial in April.

The disruption in his fund-raising efforts has allowed his competitors to catch up after a robust fund-raising period. The dollar amounts can be an indication of the strength of potential candidates as they begin to release campaign proposals and challenge Mr. Adams in what is expected to be a highly competitive primary.

Candidates often highlight their public matching-fund donations as a strong signal of voter support because only donations from city residents are eligible to be matched.

Brad Lander, the comptroller, raised just over $221,000 this period, more than $103,000 of which his campaign will claim is eligible for matching funds, which would mean he has raised more than $1 million this period.

The haul would bring Mr. Lander's total to $5.4 million since he began his campaign, including expected matching funds, and place him atop Mr. Adams's challengers in the fund-raising battle.

Matching-funds claims are vetted by the board to insure they are eligible for the match before they are dispersed.

The board awarded Mr. Lander's campaign almost $3 million in matching funds on Wednesday based on previous filings. Mr. Lander's campaign has $3.2 million on hand.

"This incredible response shows that New Yorkers are hungry for honest, effective leadership," Mr. Lander said in a statement.

Zohran Mamdani, an assemblyman from Queens who joined the contest in October, appeared to have raised the most money in the reporting period: over $642,000, about $300,000 of which qualifies to be matched. If the board awards him a full match, it would bring his total to more than $3 million -- equaling the amount raised by Zellnor Myrie, a state senator from Brooklyn who entered the race five months before Mr. Mamdani.

Mr. Mamdani, a democratic socialist, said his fund-raising pace shows "a hunger for a different kind of politics." He has focused on affordability, calling for five municipal grocery stores.

Mr. Myrie raised more than $183,000 this fund-raising period and, combined with previous donations, has raised enough to cross the threshold to receive matching funds.

His campaign said he has raised more than $647,000 overall, including more than $300,000 eligible for matching funds, also bringing his total raised to more than $3 million.

Scott Stringer, the former comptroller, said his campaign raised more than $197,000 this period and more than $1 million with matching funds, bringing his total to $4.1 million. His campaign received $68,000 in matching fund payments on Wednesday, bringing his total public match payments to $2.1 million.

Mr. Stringer also hinted at the mayor's criminal indictment in celebrating his fund-raising total. The city is at a "crossroads" and looking for a leader "who can get government working for everyone instead of the mayor's cronies," he said.

Jessica Ramos, a state senator from Queens, said her campaign had raised a total of more than $161,000 since she entered the race and that $86,000 was matchable, meaning she could have raised more than $851,000 once she qualifies for matching funds.

Jim Walden, a lawyer seeking to run on the Independence Party line, said he raised $630,000. Mr. Walden has focused on fighting corruption in city government.

The Campaign Finance Board had posted many of the mayoral candidates's filings as of early Wednesday evening, but some candidate totals had yet to be filed and were self-reported.

According to the last filing publicly available, which covered the three-month period that ended Oct. 7, Mr. Adams had raised $4.1 million and has $3.1 million on hand.

"We expect that number to grow significantly in the near future, and are well positioned to have the maximum amount to spend," Vito Pitta, the mayor's campaign's compliance lawyer, said in a statement.

Mr. Pitta said in an email that he was confident that the campaign would raise the maximum amount, via private or public dollars, "regardless" of the campaign finance board's "ultimate determination" regarding matching funds.

Christina Greer, a professor at Fordham University, said that the mayor's fund-raising numbers showed that he still retained institutional strength.

"If Eric Adams is still raising money after an indictment, resignations and questions about his management style and the future of the city, it points to the power of incumbency and the fact that labor and the business and real estate communities have been silent," she said. "If he was dead in the water, we would hear about it from these powerful groups, and we have not."

But Mr. Myrie's campaign questioned the exuberance from the mayor's campaign over his $250,000 haul.

"No amount of money is going to make New Yorkers forget that under Eric Adams, rents keep rising, the subway feels less safe and families are moving out because they can't afford child care," said Monica Klein, a spokeswoman for Mr. Myrie's campaign.

Emma G. Fitzsimmons contributed reporting.
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As Trump Returns, Murphy Plans to Protect Abortion Access in New Jersey

In his State of the State address, Gov. Philip Murphy also said he would ban cellphones in schools and overhaul the state's 10 most dangerous intersections.

Gov. Philip D. Murphy of New Jersey is prohibited from running for a third consecutive term. There is already a spirited race to replace him. Rachel Wisniewski for The New York Times



By Tracey Tully



Jan 14, 2025 at 04:02 PM

As he prepares for his final year as governor of New Jersey, Philip D. Murphy on Tuesday proposed banning cellphones in schools and disclosed plans to blunt any additional limits on abortion access by the Trump administration.

Mr. Murphy also said he would work to address last year's alarming 14 percent increase in roadway fatalities by overhauling the state's 10 most dangerous intersections.

Mr. Murphy, a Democrat, began his seventh State of the State address in Trenton by acknowledging what he called "the elephant that is not in the room": President-elect Donald J. Trump.

"I know there is some uncertainty and even concern about what this administration will bring," the governor said, drawing the first round of applause from the standing-room-only crowd.

Mr. Murphy, who plans to attend Mr. Trump's inauguration next week, said he "would never back away from partnering with the Trump administration" when doing so aligned with New Jersey's priorities. But he vowed to fight Mr. Trump "if and when" those values are tested.

To that end, he said that New Jersey would stockpile a supply of mifepristone, one of two drugs used in medication abortions, in the event that Mr. Trump moved to limit its availability.

Aides to Mr. Murphy said New Jersey's Department of Health had already begun gathering a six-month "strategic reserve" of medications, including mifepristone, which will be stored with abortion providers.

New Jersey law permits abortion throughout a pregnancy. But the governor also said that he would pursue legislation to end out-of-pocket costs for the procedure, reiterating a proposal he made last year.

As he outlined his priorities for his final year in office, Mr. Murphy said he would push for legislation to provide full pay to state workers on parental leave, make full-day kindergarten mandatory in the small number of towns that do not already offer it and permit 16- and 17-year-olds to vote in school board elections.

But perhaps the loudest and most sustained applause came when Mr. Murphy said he would direct school districts to adopt policies that ban cellphones in the state's elementary, middle and high schools.

"Our children are inundated with screens," Mr. Murphy said, adding that cellphone use had fueled a rise in cyberbullying and contributed to a mental health crisis among children.

"We will help establish phone-free schools," he vowed.

New York's governor, Kathy Hochul, said Monday that she planned to limit cellphone use in schools.

New York and New Jersey join a growing number of states, including Virginia, Ohio and Minnesota, that have moved to limit the use of the devices in schools. Los Angeles Unified became the largest school district in the United States to ban cellphones last year.

Mr. Murphy is prohibited by law from running for more than two consecutive terms, and November's race to replace him is already in full swing.

Six prominent Democrats and four Republicans are competing for their party's nomination to run for governor in the June primaries. The list of contenders includes the mayors of the state's two largest cities, two members of Congress and a former Republican Assembly member who came within three percentage points of beating Mr. Murphy in 2021.

Indeed, the governor's speech had a perfunctory air, and members of the audience at times appeared distracted; some repeatedly exited and re-entered the State Assembly chamber throughout the address.

The Republican leader of the State Senate, Anthony M. Bucco, called Mr. Murphy's address a retread of costly, feel-good policy proposals.

"This state has become more and more and more unaffordable," Mr. Bucco said.

"The days of spending outside of our means are coming to an end," he added.

Still, the hourlong speech offered a window into major challenges facing New Jersey, including last year's 14 percent increase in roadway fatalities.

Traffic fatalities nationwide have been declining. But last year in New Jersey, there were 691 traffic deaths, up from 606 the year before. Pedestrian fatalities soared by 32 percent.

The increase coincided with a drastic eight-month reduction in traffic enforcement by State Police troopers, who in July 2023 began writing far fewer tickets for speeding, drunken driving, cellphone use and other violations.

The reduced enforcement began a week after the state's attorney general, Matthew J. Platkin, released a report critical of the performance of the State Police, New Jersey's largest policing agency.

In August 2023, the first full month of the slowdown, troopers wrote 81 percent fewer tickets statewide, and crashes on the state's two main highways immediately began to increase, according to records obtained by The New York Times through public records requests.

Mr. Platkin has appointed Preet Bharara, a prominent former federal prosecutor in Manhattan, to lead a criminal investigation of the slowdown.



Mr. Murphy is the only official in New Jersey with the power to replace the State Police superintendent, Col. Patrick Callahan, who led the department during the slowdown.

On Monday, when asked about the relationship between traffic fatalities and the reduced levels of enforcement, Mr. Murphy said, "If we're not enforcing the laws on the books, that's unacceptable."

But he also worked to shift accountability for the slowdown away from himself and instead place full responsibility on Mr. Platkin and Colonel Callahan.

"It's on their backs to get this into the right place," Mr. Murphy said, adding that he had confidence in both men.

A spokesman for Colonel Callahan did not respond to a request for comment.

On Monday, Mr. Murphy signed a bill that created a commission dedicated to reducing the number of traffic fatalities in New Jersey to zero by 2040.

On Tuesday, he told lawmakers that he would "work with all of you to make New Jersey's roads safer."

He also announced plans to "overhaul" 10 of the state's most dangerous intersections "to keep our families safe and to help prevent avoidable tragedies."
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Supreme Court Seems Ready to Back Texas Law Limiting Access to Pornography

The law, meant to shield minors from sexual materials on the internet by requiring adults to prove they are 18, was challenged on First Amendment grounds.

The Supreme Court's ruling is expected by early July. Eric Lee/The New York Times



By Adam Liptak
Reporting from Washington


Jan 15, 2025 at 06:44 PM

Several members of the Supreme Court's conservative majority seemed deeply skeptical of a challenge to a Texas law that seeks to limit minors' access to pornography, peppering a lawyer for the challengers with exceptionally hostile questions.

The lawyer, Derek L. Shaffer, said the law violated the First Amendment by requiring age verification measures like the submission of government-issued IDs that placed an unconstitutional burden on adults seeking to view sexually explicit materials. He said parents could protect their children by using content-filtering software.

Justice Samuel A. Alito Jr. was incredulous. "Do you know a lot of parents who are more tech savvy than their 15-year-old children?" He added that "there's a huge volume of evidence that filtering doesn't work."

Justice Amy Coney Barrett, who has seven children, said "kids can get online porn through gaming systems, tablets, phones, computers."

She added, "Content filtering for all those different devices, I can say from personal experience, is difficult to keep up with."

Much of the argument concerned whether the appeals court had erred in using a relaxed form of judicial scrutiny to block the law. Several justices indicated that a more demanding standard applied even as they suggested that the Texas law satisfied it.

That could set the stage for a ruling giving the challengers a short-term victory by returning the case to an appeals court for application of the stricter standard. But there was little doubt that the law would in the end be upheld.

Indeed, several justices expressly asked questions about how the Supreme Court could vacate the decision below without blocking the law while the appeals court took a fresh look at its constitutionality under the correct standard.

State lawmakers said shielding children from graphic, violent and degrading material online justified the law. Those challenging the law included a trade group, companies that produce sexual materials and a performer; they argued that it violated the First Amendment right of adults.

The court's ruling, expected by early July, will be quite consequential, as 18 states have enacted laws in recent years similar to the one in Texas.

Justice Brett M. Kavanaugh said the Texas law addressed an urgent issue.

"Do you dispute the societal problems that are created both short-term and long-term from the rampant access to pornography for children?" he asked.

Mr. Shaffer said that was "a complicated question."

The law applies to any commercial website "more than one-third of which is sexual material harmful to minors." It requires such sites to use one of several methods to verify that users are 18 or older, and it does not allow companies to retain the information their users submit. But the challengers said adults would be wary of supplying personal information for fear of identity theft, tracking and extortion.

"There have been hacks of age-verification providers," said Mr. Shaffer, a lawyer for the challengers.

Justice Alito responded, "There have been hacks of everything."

Mr. Shaffer said the law was flawed in several ways. It restricts access to sites that are mostly devoted to materials that are not sexual in nature. It exempts search engines and social-media sites, even though they contain vast troves of adult material. And it ignores less restrictive ways to achieve its ends, notably the use by parents of content-filtering software to limit what their children can see.

Judge David Alan Ezra, of the Federal District Court in Austin, blocked the law, saying it would have a chilling effect on speech protected by the First Amendment.

By verifying information through government identification, the law allows the government "to peer into the most intimate and personal aspects of people's lives," wrote Judge Ezra, who was appointed by President Ronald Reagan.

"It runs the risk that the state can monitor when an adult views sexually explicit materials and what kind of websites they visit," he continued. "In effect, the law risks forcing individuals to divulge specific details of their sexuality to the state government to gain access to certain speech."

A divided three-judge panel of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit disagreed. "The age-verification requirement is rationally related to the government's legitimate interest in preventing minors' access to pornography," Judge Jerry E. Smith, who was appointed by Mr. Reagan, wrote for the majority. He was joined by Judge Jennifer W. Elrod, who was appointed by President George W. Bush.

Judge Patrick E. Higginbotham, another Reagan appointee, dissented, saying that the law chills free speech rights and could limit adults' access to popular shows and films like "Game of Thrones," "The Color Purple" and "The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo."

When the majority declined to put its decision on hold while the challengers sought Supreme Court review, Judge Higginbotham again dissented, saying that the case "begs for resolution by the high court" because the majority opinion "conflicts with Supreme Court precedent."

Chief Justice John G. Roberts Jr. suggested that the court's precedents could not have anticipated the growth of the internet. "Technological access to pornography, obviously, has exploded," he said, adding that "the nature of pornography, I think, has also changed."

After the Fifth Circuit's ruling, Pornhub, one of the most visited sites in the world, suspended its operations in Texas.

The owner of Pornhub was among the parties challenging the law. Justice Alito, in a mocking tone, suggested that it was very different from the sort of sexual materials considered by the court decades ago.

"Is it like the old Playboy magazine?" he asked. "You have essays there by the modern-day equivalent of Gore Vidal and William F. Buckley Jr.?"

Justice Alito, who is 74, said some forms of age verification are painless. "When I try to buy wine at a supermarket, they require me to show an ID," adding that "I'm flattered by it."

In April, the Supreme Court refused to block the law while the appeal moved forward. The law "has been permitted for more than a year, and the sky has not fallen," Texas' lawyers told the justices.

The appeals court's majority relied on a 1968 Supreme Court decision, Ginsberg v. New York, which allowed limits on the distribution to minors of sexual materials, including what it called "girlie magazines" that fell well short of obscenity, a form of speech unprotected by the First Amendment.

That decision applied a relaxed form of judicial scrutiny. But in Ashcroft v. American Civil Liberties Union in 2004, the justices blocked a federal law, the Child Online Protection Act, which was quite similar to the one from Texas. They applied the most demanding form of judicial review, strict scrutiny, to find that the law impermissibly interfered with adults' First Amendment rights.

Applying that test, the court ruled that the federal law violated the First Amendment, citing the availability of less restrictive alternatives like content-filtering software that "would be at least as effective in achieving the legitimate purpose that the statute was enacted to serve."

Judge Smith, writing for the Fifth Circuit majority, said the earlier decision was the one that mattered. He reasoned that the Ashcroft decision contained "startling omissions" that undercut its precedential force.

The challengers, represented by, among others, the American Civil Liberties Union, told the justices that the Fifth Circuit was not entitled to second-guess the Supreme Court.

"This case presents the rare and noteworthy instance in which a court of appeals has brazenly departed from this court's precedents because it claims to have a better understanding of the law," they wrote.

In the new case, Aaron L. Nielson, Texas' solicitor general, said much had changed since 2004. The intervening years, and the wide availability of mobile phones, had made the idea that parents could rely on content-filtering software unrealistic. And the depravity of much online pornography, he said, is a menace that requires effective government action.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/15/us/supreme-court-texas-law-porn.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Jack Smith's Accountability Effort Ends With More Freedom for Trump

The Justice Department now enters a second Trump administration with less authority to pursue a president than it has had in half a century.

Jack Smith departs the most important prosecutor job in the country over the past two years without having secured a conviction of Donald J. Trump. Doug Mills/The New York Times



By Devlin Barrett, Charlie Savage and Alan Feuer
Reporting from Washington


Jan 14, 2025 at 11:30 PM

In a closing argument he never got to make to a jury, Jack Smith, the former special counsel who investigated Donald J. Trump, insisted that his thwarted prosecution was righteous and that his investigators set an example "for others to fight for justice."

"While we were not able to bring the cases we charged to trial, I believe the fact that our team stood up for the rule of law matters," Mr. Smith wrote in a final report issued in the middle of the night, while much of the country was asleep.

But the culmination of his work may have in fact had the opposite effect. Given the rulings that went against him by courts that Mr. Trump helped shape, Mr. Smith departs the most important prosecutorial job in the country over the past two years with the unintended consequence of giving Mr. Trump and every future president more, not less, freedom from legal constraints.

And the Justice Department, whose principles Mr. Smith fiercely defended in his last hours as special counsel, now enters a second Trump administration with less authority to pursue a president than it has had in half a century, after a sweeping Supreme Court decision that granted presidents broad immunity.

"I have a lot of respect and sympathy for Jack Smith," said Peter Zeidenberg, a lawyer who served in a President George W. Bush-era special counsel investigation. "His efforts were unsuccessful, but not through any fault of his own. The roadblocks he faced were insurmountable."

Critical rulings, from the Supreme Court and from Judge Aileen M. Cannon of Federal District Court in Southern Florida, tied Mr. Smith's hands, Mr. Zeidenberg said: "Sadly, the courts and the Justice Department proved themselves to be not up to the task of finding justice when the defendant is this particular former president."

Mr. Smith's work had the unintended consequence of giving Mr. Trump and future presidents more latitude from legal constraints. Eric Lee/The New York Times


The Supreme Court immunity decision "turns on its head the whole notion that no one is above the law," said Mr. Zeidenberg, adding that he expected there would be no special counsel appointments in the second Trump term.

When Mr. Smith was first appointed special counsel in November 2022, shortly after Mr. Trump announced his re-election campaign, he appeared to be a near-perfect candidate.

His pedigree as a former public corruption and war crimes prosecutor suggested he would not flinch or flee under pressure. Even his background as an athlete seemed a good match for two marathon criminal cases that never reached the finish line. In 2023, he charged Mr. Trump with conspiring to block the results of the 2020 presidential election, and a separate indictment by Mr. Smith accused the former president of mishandling classified documents and obstructing government efforts to retrieve them.

The twin indictments marked the first time a former American president was charged with federal crimes. But Mr. Smith's efforts backfired when they ran into powerful judges who not only ruled in Mr. Trump's favor, but also used those cases to weaken the legal structures that could hold future presidents in check.

In Florida, Judge Cannon dismissed the classified documents case on the grounds that Attorney General Merrick B. Garland supposedly had no legal authority to appoint someone from outside the Justice Department to be a special counsel.

Judge Aileen M. Cannon, a Trump appointee, dismissed the classified documents case, claiming that Attorney General Merrick B. Garland had no legal authority to appoint someone from outside the Justice Department to be a special counsel. Pete Marovich for The New York Times


That ruling, by a judge who had showed Mr. Trump unusual favor throughout the case and was twice overruled by an appeals court at an earlier stage, cut against decades of higher-court precedent and Justice Department practices.

Mr. Smith appealed, but an appeals court or the Supreme Court may never weigh in. The incoming Trump administration is likely to drop the case, rendering the question moot. It would leave a cloud of doubt to linger over special counsels, prompting future attorneys general to think twice before appointing one to scrutinize a president.

Even more important, Mr. Smith's indictment of Mr. Trump in the election case gave the six conservative justices on the Supreme Court an opportunity to articulate a new doctrine that presidents are presumptively immune from prosecution over their official acts -- and absolutely immune for their interactions with the Justice Department.

That ruling, based on no explicit text in the Constitution or previous precedent, greatly aided Mr. Trump, requiring Mr. Smith to pare away parts of his case. It left unclear just how far such presidential power extends, and in that sense, Mr. Trump's election victory and subsequent dismissal of the case may have spared Mr. Smith's case an additional blow.

Nevertheless, executive branch lawyers will now be free to expansively interpret the decision -- including a declaration by the majority that presidents are entitled to discuss criminal investigations and prosecutions with the Justice Department.

Robert Mintz, a former federal prosecutor now in private practice, said the long-term impact of Mr. Smith's work was hard to discern. "What is clear is that the Department of Justice badly miscalculated the timing of the decision to appoint the special counsel close to the election, and misread President-elect Trump's ability to undermine the public's confidence in these investigations, by turning these criminal prosecutions into political opportunities," he said.

For Mr. Smith, it was not the first time that his aggressive approach to prosecuting powerful politicians under the law led to rulings that weakened legal constraints on such officials.

In 2014, as the head of the Justice Department's public integrity section, Mr. Smith oversaw the corruption prosecution of former Virginia Gov. Bob McDonnell, a Republican who, with his wife, had accepted over $175,000 in loans and gifts from a businessman who wanted the state's help in promoting his dietary supplements. A jury convicted Mr. McDonnell on 11 corruption-related felony counts, and a judge sentenced him to two years in prison. But in 2016, the Supreme Court unanimously overturned his convictions.

The Supreme Court case on presidential immunity referred to the corruption case of Bob McDonnell, the former Virginia governor. Drew Angerer for The New York Times


In a decision written by Chief Justice John G. Roberts Jr., also the author of the majority opinion in the immunity case, the court condemned Mr. Smith's team for adopting a "boundless interpretation of the federal bribery statute."

Going forward, the court said, prosecutors in such cases must prove there was an explicit agreement linking a gift to a specific official act like a contract or vote, and other actions like setting up meetings, calling other public officials, or hosting events on behalf of gift givers did not count as official acts. The ruling has made it much harder for prosecutors to prove corruption cases against government officials, and the Supreme Court decision on presidential immunity referred to the McDonnell case, drawing a direct line between the two.

After last year's election results made clear that Mr. Smith's prosecutions would have to be shut down, given longstanding Justice Department policy that sitting presidents cannot be prosecuted, the special counsel struggled to make public his final report.

A flurry of 11th-hour litigation over the report led prosecutors to decide to withhold for now half of Mr. Smith's document, the part discussing the classified documents case.

Mr. Smith's appointment two years ago, announced by the attorney general, seemed to herald a remarkable test of the nation's political and legal systems. His resignation, however, was announced via a footnote at the tail end of a court filing over the weekend.

Glenn Thrush contributed reporting.
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How Lagging Vaccination Could Lead to a Polio Resurgence

In its original form, the virus survives in just two countries. But a type linked to an oral vaccine used in other nations has already turned up in the West.

Carol Paulk of Dallas contracted polio in 1943, when she was just 3. Her right leg never recovered, and for the rest of her life she has walked with a pronounced limp and dealt with pain. Emil Lippe for The New York Times



By Apoorva Mandavilli



Jan 13, 2025 at 10:00 AM

Most American parents hardly give thought to polio beyond the instant their child is immunized against the disease. But there was a time in this country when polio paralyzed 20,000 people in a year, killing many of them.

Vaccines turned the tide against the virus. Over the past decade, there has been only one case in the United States, related to international travel.

That could change very quickly if polio vaccination rates dropped or the vaccine were to become less accessible.

Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a longtime vaccine skeptic who may become the secretary of health and human services, has said the idea that vaccination has nearly eradicated polio is "a mythology."

And while Mr. Kennedy has said he's not planning to take vaccines away from Americans, he has long contended that they are not as safe and effective as claimed.

As recently as 2023, he said batches of an early version of the polio vaccine, contaminated with a virus, caused cancers "that killed many, many, many, many, many more people than polio ever did." The contamination was real, but research never bore out a link to cancer.

Aaron Siri, a lawyer and adviser to Mr. Kennedy, has represented a client seeking to challenge the approval or distribution of some polio vaccines on the grounds that they might be unsafe.

Those efforts appear unlikely to succeed. And there is widespread support for vaccination among prominent Republicans, including President-elect Donald J. Trump and Senator Mitch McConnell, who had polio as a child.

But the secretary of health and human services has the authority to discourage vaccination in less direct ways. He or she could withdraw federal funds for childhood vaccination programs, hasten the end of school mandates in states already disinclined toward vaccines or fuel doubts about the shots, exacerbating a decline in immunization rates.

If polio vaccination rates were to fall, scientists say, the virus could slip into pockets of the country where significant numbers of people are unvaccinated, wreaking havoc once more. The virus may be nearly eradicated in its original form, but resurgence remains a constant threat.

Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who may become the top health official in the nation, could take several steps to discourage vaccination in the United States. Kenny Holston/The New York Times


Any decision the Trump administration makes regarding the polio vaccine is likely to ripple across the globe, said Dr. David Heymann, an infectious disease physician at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine and former leader of polio eradication at the World Health Organization.

"If the U.S. takes away the license, then many other countries will do the same thing," he said. To have polio resurge when it is so close to eradication "would be very, very, very, very sad."

Before 1955, when the vaccine was introduced, polio disabled more than 15,000 Americans each year and hundreds of thousands more worldwide. In 1952 alone, it killed 3,000 Americans after paralysis left them unable to breathe.

Many of those who survived still live with the consequences.

"People really underestimate how horrific polio was," said Dr. Karen Kowalske, a physician and polio specialist at University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center in Dallas.

Many who recovered now suffer "post-polio syndrome": Some of the original symptoms, including muscle weakness and respiratory problems, return.

Dr. Kowalske tends to about 100 post-polio patients who need braces, wheelchairs or other devices to cope with progressive weakness. Some are older adults who became infected before the vaccine was available; others are middle-aged immigrants from countries where polio remained a problem for much longer than in the United States.

To some survivors, the idea of polio's return is unfathomable.

Carol Paulk contracted the disease in 1943, when she was just 3. Her right leg never recovered, and for the rest of her life she has walked with a pronounced limp and has been in near-constant pain.

Ms. Paulk is among the luckier ones. Until recently, she did not suffer the breathing, swallowing or digestive problems that often torment polio survivors.

Ms. Paulk, right, on her fourth birthday at St. Giles Hospital in Brooklyn in 1944. via Carol Paulk


She has had "a wonderful, wonderful life" with a husband and three daughters, a law degree and extensive travel abroad.

But always, everywhere, she is calculating how far away the next seat is, how long her energy will hold out and whether a given activity is worth debilitating pain the next day.

She didn't participate in the 1963 March on Washington or play sports, as she desperately wanted to, or go hiking, skiing and bicycling with her husband.

If there were a public hearing about the polio vaccine now, "I would go, and I would take off my brace, and I would let them see my leg and ask them, is that what they want for their children?" she said.

Polio disables many fewer children now. Vaccination has scrubbed the virus from most of the planet, slashing the number of cases by more than 99.9 percent and preventing an estimated 20 million cases of paralysis.

Still, the virus has turned out to be a stubborn enemy, and eradication has been set back over and over again.

In 2024, 20 countries reported polio cases, and the virus was detected in wastewater in five European countries, decades after its official elimination from the region, and in Australia.

"Any reduction in coverage rates increases the risk of polio anywhere," said Oliver Rosenbauer, a spokesman for the World Health Organization's polio eradication program.

Ms. Paulk is constantly calculating how far away the next seat is, how long her energy will hold out and whether a given activity is worth debilitating pain the next day. Emil Lippe for The New York Times

Polio patients in New York in 1954. Before the vaccine's introduction in 1955, polio disabled more than 15,000 Americans each year and hundreds of thousands more worldwide. Everett Collection Historical, via Alamy


There are three types of polioviruses, and eradication requires that all three disappear. For years, the goal has been tantalizingly close.

Type 2 was declared vanquished in 2015, and Type 3 in 2019. Type 1 now circulates only in Afghanistan and Pakistan. In 2021, the two countries together had just five cases; in 2024, they had 93.

But those figures tell only part of the story. In a surprising twist, an oral vaccine used in some parts of the world has kept poliovirus circulating long after it should have died out.

In most low- and middle-income countries, health officials still rely on an oral vaccine given as two drops on the tongue. It is inexpensive and easy to administer, and it prevents transmission of the virus.

But it contains weakened virus, which vaccinated children can shed into the environment through their feces. When there are enough unvaccinated children to infect, the pathogen slowly spreads, regaining its virulence and eventually causing paralysis.

The problem is this: Since 2016, the oral vaccine used for routine immunization has not protected against Type 2 virus. Global health authorities made a deliberate decision to reformulate the vaccine on the grounds that naturally occurring Type 2 virus had disappeared.

That turned out to be premature. More Type 2 virus had been shed by orally vaccinated children in some parts of the world than officials had anticipated. When some nonimmunized children, or those given the newer oral vaccine, encountered this "vaccine-derived" Type 2 virus, they became infected and paralyzed.

Vaccine-derived poliovirus now paralyzes more children than naturally occurring virus does. For example, Nigeria eliminated all so-called wild-type polio in 2020. But in 2024, the country saw 93 cases of Type 2 vaccine-derived virus, more than one-third the global total.

None of this is a problem for Americans -- as long as they are vaccinated.

The inactivated polio vaccine (I.P.V.) used for routine immunization of American children protects against all three types of polio. These formulations contain dead virus, and so cannot cause disease or revert to a dangerous form.

A polio vaccination campaign in Peshawar, Pakistan, in September. Insiya Syed for The New York Times


Polio vaccines at a pop-up vaccination clinic for polio at the Rockland County Department of Health in Pomona, N.Y., during an outbreak in 2022. Victor J. Blue for The New York Times


But like some other vaccines for infectious diseases, they do not fully prevent infection or transmission of the virus. This aspect is among the criticisms of Mr. Siri, Mr. Kennedy's adviser.

Still, it is less important than the vaccines' near-perfect power to prevent paralysis, experts said.

"Yeah, yeah, it's true, I.P.V. doesn't prevent transmission," said Dr. William Petri, an infectious diseases physician and past president of the W.H.O.'s polio research committee. "But, boy, that's the best thing since sliced bread at preventing paralysis."

It does mean, however, that people vaccinated with I.P.V. can keep the virus circulating, even when they themselves are protected against illness and paralysis.

So here's a realistic scenario that worries researchers: Someone who was vaccinated with the oral polio vaccine in another country might bring the virus into the United States and then shed it, in its weakened form. This has already happened in other countries.

So long as most of the population remains vaccinated, this is not likely to set off an epidemic. But if the virus makes its way into communities with low vaccination rates, it may spread, and then revert to a virulent form that can cause paralysis.

That is what happened in New York in 2022, when polio struck a 20-year-old unvaccinated member of an ultra-Orthodox Jewish community in Rockland County.

The vaccination rate in that county was just over 60 percent, compared with the national average of 93 percent.

The virus that paralyzed the young man had been circulating for months, and it was later detected in the sewage of multiple New York counties with vaccination rates hovering around 60 percent, prompting the state to declare an emergency.

Genetically related polioviruses were detected in wastewater samples in Britain, Israel and Canada, suggesting widespread transmission. The authorities later found two distinct vaccine-derived Type 2 polioviruses in New York wastewater, suggesting two separate importations.

If polio were to re-emerge in the United States, it is unlikely to be as horrific as it was in the pre-vaccine decades. Many older adults still remember that as children they were not permitted to swim in rivers or pools, or anywhere the virus might lurk.

"The reason we weren't allowed to play in rivers in the '50s is because raw sewage was dumped into the rivers," Dr. Heymann said.

That is no longer the case, so there "wouldn't be massive transmission immediately in the U.S.," he added.

But even if just a few children were to become paralyzed, "it would be awful."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/13/health/polio-vaccine-outbreaks.html
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White House Advances Last-Minute Push to Cut Nicotine in Cigarettes

In the final days of the Biden administration, the F.D.A. is moving ahead with a proposal to require companies to produce a less addictive product for traditional smokers.

Cigarettes, including the low-nicotine brand VLN, on a store shelf in Chicago. Taylor Glascock



By Christina Jewett



Jan 15, 2025 at 02:18 PM

The Biden administration unveiled a proposal on Wednesday to cut the level of nicotine in cigarettes, a last-minute push on a plan that could meaningfully cut cancer rates nationwide and extend the lives of millions of cigarette smokers.

If finalized, the proposal would require cigarette makers to significantly reduce the levels of nicotine in their products in an effort to make smoking less addictive and less satisfying. Research has suggested that the move would result in fewer people taking up the habit and would help the nation's roughly 30 million smokers quit or switch to less harmful alternatives like e-cigarettes.

The policy is a centerpiece of antismoking initiatives by Dr. Robert Califf, commissioner of the Food and Drug Administration, who has recounted treating cardiology patients ravaged by smoking during his medical career.

"It's the biggest thing I've ever seen in terms of societal benefit, cost saving and lives saved, and strokes prevented and cancers prevented," Dr. Califf said.

The policy's companion effort to ban menthol cigarettes has been set aside indefinitely after vehement opposition from cigarette makers and other opponents, including convenience store retailers.

Whether the nicotine reduction plan would survive the incoming administration of President-elect Donald J. Trump is unclear. Mr. Trump has traditionally been industry friendly and opposed to heavily regulating businesses. In addition, he has had the support of tobacco companies, including Reynolds American, which contributed at least $8 million to Mr. Trump's main super PAC during the presidential campaign. Reynolds has already expressed its opposition to the proposed requirement.

Mr. Trump's campaign co-chair and incoming chief of staff, Susie Wiles, is a former lobbyist for Swisher, a company that makes cigars. The rule applies to cigarettes, roll-your-own tobacco, pipe tobacco and cigars (though not premium cigars).

Some public health advocates are holding out hope that the Trump administration will allow the proposal to move forward, given that a previous version was considered by the F.D.A. during his first term. At minimum, officials could continue to allow the public to comment on the initiative without killing it or putting it into effect.

The F.D.A.'s proposal includes projections that by 2100, the nicotine reduction measure would prevent an estimated 48 million young people from starting to smoke. By 2060, the agency also estimates that 1.8 million tobacco-related deaths would be prevented, and that $30 trillion in benefits would accrue over 40 years, mostly from the generation that would not begin smoking.

"We do have an extremely toxic and addictive product with cigarettes that remain on the marketplace, that still kills almost a half a million people a year," said Dorothy Hatsukami, a tobacco researcher from the University of Minnesota who has studied low-nicotine cigarettes for about 15 years. "So it's really kind of an unfortunate situation that we haven't really done anything dramatically about it."

In 2022, Dr. Califf released an updated proposal to lower nicotine levels, and opposition began to grow almost immediately.

Tobacco companies have viewed the initiative as a major threat to their business. Luis Pinto, a spokesman for Reynolds American, said the proposal would "effectively eliminate legal cigarettes and fuel an already massive illicit nicotine market."

"These actions would also have a significant negative economic impact on farmers, retailers and others," he added.

Convenience store retailers have also opposed earlier versions of the proposal, saying they would sustain substantial losses in revenue from a projected decline in cigarette sales.

Congressional Republicans have also tried to thwart restrictions on nicotine levels. In 2023, members of an influential House subcommittee passed a measure that would have prevented the F.D.A. from spending any money to advance limits on nicotine, with nearly all of the supporting votes by Republicans. The Senate did not include the provision in a final budget package.

Still, supporters of the plan point to signs that incoming public health officials may be receptive to it, including to the popularity of Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s pledge to tackle chronic diseases and improve the health of Americans if he is confirmed to lead the nation's top health agency. Mr. Trump himself has said that he is personally opposed to cigarette smoking.

"Given these enormous benefits, we urge the incoming Trump administration to move forward in finalizing and implementing this rule," Yolonda C. Richardson, the president of Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids, said in a statement. "Few actions would do more to fight chronic diseases such as cancer and cardiovascular disease that greatly undermine health in the United States, and that the incoming administration has indicated should be a priority to address."
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Richard Hays, 76, Dies; Theologian Who Had Stunning Change of Heart

He released a thunderclap into the evangelical world by asserting that a deeper reading of the Bible revealed that same-sex relationships are not sinful.

The theologian Richard B. Hays in an undated photo. He once provided a full-on argument from Scripture against gay relationships but later changed his mind. Duke University



By Trip Gabriel



Jan 12, 2025 at 06:29 PM

For decades, conservative Christians opposed to homosexuality cited the Bible scholarship of Richard B. Hays, the dean of Duke Divinity School, who provided a full-on argument from Scripture against gay relationships.

"Homosexuality is one among many tragic signs that we are a broken people, alienated from God's loving purpose," Mr. Hays asserted in his book "The Moral Vision of the New Testament" (1996), which was read by a generation of seminary students.

Then, last year, Mr. Hays released a thunderclap into the evangelical world by recanting his earlier views and asserting that a deeper reading of the Bible revealed that same-sex relationships are not sinful after all.

Just as surprising as his about-face was his explanation for why: Mr. Hays changed his mind about same-sex relationships, he said, because God changed his mind.

The New Testament "fully includes" L.G.B.T.Q. people, he wrote in what would be his last book, written as he knew that he was dying. Because same-sex marriage is blessed by God, he argued, the church should bless it as well.

Mr. Hays, an ordained Methodist minister who was one of the world's leading New Testament theologians, died on Jan. 3 at his home in Nashville. He was 76.

His death, from pancreatic cancer, was announced by Duke Divinity School, where he taught for 27 years before retiring in 2018.

In "The Widening of God's Mercy," published in September by Yale University Press and written with his son, Christopher B. Hays, Mr. Hays maintained that if the Bible is read holistically, as a complete narrative, it reveals a God who continually extends grace and mercy to ever wider circles of people, including those who once were outcasts.

"The biblical narratives throughout the Old Testament and the New trace a trajectory of mercy that leads us to welcome sexual minorities no longer as 'strangers and aliens' but as 'fellow citizens with the saints and also members of the household of God,'" the authors wrote, quoting the Book of Ephesians.

In Mr. Hays's view, the Bible repeatedly presents a portrait of a God who changes his mind and evolves his thinking -- a concept that might make many Christians flinch.

"I think that the idea that the concept of God as beyond change is something that is refuted repeatedly in the Bible," he told the New York Times opinion writer Peter Wehner in November. "We do see God as a dynamic personal entity or force or however you want to understand who God is. Repeatedly, there are changes, modifications, adaptations of the way that God is relating to human beings. And I know that that claim is pretty explosive to some people."

Mr. Hays in 2018, the year he retired from Duke Divinity School after 27 years. Duke University


Reactions to "The Widening of God's Mercy," predictably, were mixed.

Conservative theologians labeled it sophistry, or worse. R. Albert Mohler Jr., president of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, Ky., said it was "a call for complete theological surrender." Robert A.J. Gagnon, the author of "The Bible and Homosexual Practice," said Mr. Hays had "backslidden into heresy."

Progressive Christian scholars embraced Mr. Hays's about-face as a further step in the welcoming of gay couples by many Christian denominations that had begun with the 2015 Supreme Court decision legalizing same-sex marriage across the country.

By contrast, same-sex marriage was legal nowhere in the U.S. in 1996 when Mr. Hays wrote "The Moral Vision of the New Testament," which Christianity Today called one of the 100 leading Christian books of the 20th century. In it, he argued that the New Testament should be read as a whole and that its themes applied to the ethics of contemporary life.

The British scholar N.T. Wright, in a blurb, praised the book as "a hurricane, blowing away the fog of half-understood pseudo-morality and fashionable compromise, and revealing instead the early Christian vision of true humanness and genuine holiness."

The book's chapter on homosexuality argued for churches to accept gay and lesbian people as members, but to insist that they remain single and celibate. Mr. Hays based his position on a half-dozen brief Bible passages condemning same-sex relations, such as Paul's speech in Romans about women who practice "unnatural" intercourse and men "consumed with passion for one another."

He came to see that analysis as falsely narrow, the equivalent of a modern Christian arguing that slavery was moral because the Bible, in places, condones it.

But the book was widely cited to exclude L.G.B.T.Q. people from churches, even as it was pressed on Christians who came out as gay to show them the error of their ways.

That greatly pained Mr. Hays, he told The Times. His views began to shift as he got to know gay students in his classes who were committed to their faith, as well as through gay members of his church in Durham, N.C.

In contrast, he said, he saw "ugly condescension" toward L.G.B.T.Q. people in many evangelical churches.

"The Widening of God's Mercy" was written as an act of repentance and to ensure that his earlier condemnation of same-sex intimacy would not be his legacy, he said.

"When you come across something that is wrong, the thing to do is to confess and seek forgiveness," Mr. Hays told a large gathering of L.G.B.T.Q. Christians in Dallas in October.

A woman in the back of the room shouted, "In the name of Jesus Christ, you are forgiven!"

A silence fell across the 500-person gathering, according to an account in Baptist News Global, and Mr. Hays bowed and held his hands in prayer.

Mr. Hays said he wrote "The Widening of God's Mercy" as an act of repentance and to ensure that his earlier condemnation of same-sex intimacy would not be his legacy.


Richard Bevan Hays was born on May 4, 1948, in Oklahoma City. His parents divorced when he was 3, and though he grew up around the Methodist church where his mother played the organ, he forcefully rejected Christianity in high school.

As an undergraduate at Yale, where he received a B.A. in English in 1970, he was impressed by the social activism of the school's famous chaplain, William Sloane Coffin.

He rediscovered his faith after a conversion experience at an Oklahoma City church during a college vacation.

After marrying Judy Cheek in 1970, he briefly taught high school English before enrolling in Yale Divinity School. He received a Master of Divinity degree from Yale and a Ph.D. from Emory University in Atlanta.

He joined the faculty of Yale Divinity School in 1981, the same year he was ordained in the United Methodist Church. A decade later, he moved to Duke, where he was named George Washington Ivey professor of New Testament in 2002 and dean of the Divinity School in 2010.

His other books include "Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul" (1989), "New Testament Ethics: The Story Retold" (1998) and "The Conversion of the Imagination" (2005).

Besides his wife and son, he is survived by a brother, Lloyd Hays; a daughter, Sarah Coomer; and four grandchildren.

When Mr. Hays's pancreatic cancer was discovered in 2015 and he was told he might not live out the year, he sobbed uncontrollably at the thought that he would not see his grandchildren grow up.

During his treatment, he and his wife began to read from Psalms nightly. A favorite was Psalm 118 and the acclamation "This is the day that the Lord has made, let us rejoice and be glad in it."

"So I moved through the grief into a mind-set of opening my hands to God," Mr. Hays said.

His cancer went into remission, and he returned to Duke to teach a final semester before retiring. A scan last year showed that the disease had returned, metastasizing to both his lungs.
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Rick Kuhn, 69, Dies; Convicted in a College Gambling Scandal

While playing basketball at Boston College, he participated in a point-shaving scheme with Henry Hill, the mobster later portrayed in the movie "Goodfellas."

Rick Kuhn of the Boston College basketball team during the 1978-79 season. He was a backup forward and center when he agreed to participate in a point-shaving plot. Joe Dennehy/The Boston Globe, via Getty Images



By Richard Sandomir



Jan 14, 2025 at 10:36 PM

Rick Kuhn, a Boston College basketball player who was convicted for taking part in a headline-making point-shaving scandal that was largely organized by Henry Hill, the mobster played by Ray Liotta in the 1990 movie "Goodfellas," died on Dec. 22 at his home in Ligonier, Pa. He was 69.

The cause was pancreatic cancer, said Chuck Finder, who collaborated with Mr. Kuhn on a recently completed memoir.

Mr. Kuhn was a 6-foot-5 backup forward and center for the Boston College Eagles in 1978 when he agreed to participate in a plot to help make sure his team won by fewer points than the spread -- the number of points by which oddsmakers make a team a favorite or an underdog in certain games -- or lost by more.

Small subterfuges, like a player deliberately committing a critical foul or appearing to try to steal a ball but letting his opponent get around him to score, could alter the margin of victory.

The scandal began unfolding when Mr. Kuhn took a teammate and close friend, Jim Sweeney, to a hotel room near Logan Airport in Boston to meet Mr. Hill; Paul Mazzei, a narcotics trafficker Hill had met in a federal prison; and Tony Perla, a small-time gambler.

"You're thinking, the initial phase, they want insider information," Mr. Kuhn wrote in a memoir. But two hours into the meeting, the subject of point shaving came up, and the players were asked how much money they would want to participate in such a scheme.

"I said, 'One hundred thousand,'" Mr. Kuhn recalled telling them, to which Mr. Hill replied, "I like this kid."

Mr. Kuhn in action during the 1977-78 season. In his three years at Boston College, he averaged only 4.3 points a game. But according to a federal prosecutor, he played enough minutes to influence the betting scheme. Frank O'Brien/The Boston Globe, via Getty Images


Examining Boston College's 1978-79 schedule, Mr. Hill, Mr. Mazzei and Mr. Perla discussed "how much they were going to wager and how much we would make," Mr. Kuhn wrote. He added, "As we left, Tony gave us $1,000 for coming" -- the equivalent of just under $5,000 today, and a lot of money for students like Mr. Kuhn and Mr. Sweeney.

Mr. Hill was not only the self-proclaimed "Boston College basketball fixer," as he declared in an article in Sports Illustrated in 1981 (written with Douglas S. Looney); he was also an associate of the Lucchese crime family. He soon brought in James (Jimmy the Gent) Burke -- a convicted extortionist who was the suspected mastermind of the multimillion-dollar Lufthansa heist in 1978 at John F. Kennedy Airport -- to make the bookmaking portion of the point-shaving scheme work. (Mr. Burke was played by Robert De Niro in "Goodfellas.")

Mr. Hill had been indicted in 1980 on narcotics charges in Nassau County, N.Y., and implicated in the Lufthansa robbery when he was questioned about the Lufthansa case by the federal prosecutor Edward A. McDonald and an F.B.I. agent. Surprisingly, Mr. Hill also revealed the point-shaving scheme, and his role in it, and was given immunity in all cases.

After Mr. McDonald's office corroborated Mr. Hill's story, a federal grand jury in Brooklyn, in July 1981, indicted Mr. Kuhn, Mr. Mazzei, Mr. Burke, Tony Perla and his brother Rocco, a high school friend of Mr. Kuhn's, on charges of racketeering, conspiracy to commit sports bribery and interstate travel in aid of racketeering.

The indictment cited six games during the 1978-79 season as evidence of the fix. 

Mr. Kuhn, who had already confessed to his role in the scheme, turned down Mr. McDonald's offer to cooperate against the other defendants.

"I knew if I didn't say anything, I was going to jail," Mr. Kuhn wrote. "If I did say something, those other guys could've given me a life sentence as in: shortening my life."

After a monthlong trial, the defendants were convicted in November on all three charges. Mr. Kuhn, Mr. Mazzei and Tony Perla received 10-year sentences, Mr. Burke received a 20-year sentence, and Rocco Perla was sentenced to four years. Mr. Kuhn served 28 months.

Mr. Kuhn in the Brooklyn Federal Court Building in October 1981 during his trial on charges of racketeering, conspiracy to commit sports bribery and interstate travel in aid of racketeering. He and his co-defendants were convicted. David Bookstaver/Associated Press


Two other players -- Mr. Sweeney and Ernie Cobb, the team's star player -- also took money as part of the point-shaving scheme, Mr. McDonald said. Mr. Sweeney, who was not indicted, testified that he had felt tricked by Mr. Kuhn into joining the airport hotel meeting and then too frightened of Mr. Hill to say no.

Mr. Cobb was indicted in a separate but similar federal case in 1983. He was acquitted. Mr. Kuhn testified in that case.

Richard John Kuhn was born on July 15, 1955, in Swissvale, Pa., east of Pittsburgh. His father, Frederick, worked on railroad signals. His mother, Geraldine (McGuire) Kuhn, ran the home and, after raising her youngest son, held jobs as a bartender and a bookkeeper and owned a beauty salon.

Rick played basketball and baseball in high school and was drafted in 1973 by the Cincinnati Reds. His pitching career in the Reds' minor league system ended after two seasons when he tore the rotator cuff in his pitching shoulder.

He was soon hired as the assistant baseball coach at the Boyce, Pa., campus of the Community College of Allegheny County. He also took some business courses and played on the school's basketball team. Boston College recruited him during the 1976 National Junior College Basketball Tournament in Hutchinson, Kan.

In his three years at Boston College, Mr. Kuhn averaged just 4.3 points a game. But he played enough minutes to influence the betting scheme, Mr. McDonald said.

Mr. Kuhn did not graduate. He played basketball in Argentina before his indictment and was reportedly managing a nightclub in Pittsburgh while he was on trial.

In 1985, two years into his imprisonment, he testified to the President's Commission on Organized Crime that college basketball players were most vulnerable to financial pressure from gamblers "in their junior and senior years, when it becomes reality that they're not going to have lucrative careers" as professional players.

In 1990, speaking to the ABCD Camp, a showcase of top high school basketball recruits, Mr. Kuhn said he thought his sentence had been too harsh. But he added: "I did make a mistake. I did commit a crime."

After being released from prison, he owned apartment buildings and held jobs in security and construction.

Ray Liotta, left, played Henry Hill, an organizer of the point-shaving scheme, in the 1990 movie "Goodfellas." The movie also starred, from left, Robert De Niro, Paul Sorvino and Joe Pesci. Everett Collection


The scandal was the subject of a book, "Fixed: How Goodfellas Bought Boston College Basketball" (2000), by David Porter, for which Mr. Kuhn did not grant interviews, and an ESPN documentary, "Playing for the Mob" (2014), which Mr. Liotta narrated.

Joe Lavine, a director of the documentary, said in an interview that he spoke to Mr. Kuhn in person and on the phone. Mr. Kuhn declined to speak on camera but "would lead me in directions and let me know certain things," Mr. Lavine recalled. He added, "He had a daughter in junior high or high school who was playing sport, and he didn't want to become a story that impacted anything she was doing."

But Mr. Finder, the collaborator on Mr. Kuhn's memoir, wrote in an email that in his last months, Mr. Kuhn "wanted to tell the true story he never told before. The story he never even completely shared with his own family."

The first draft of the manuscript was finished two nights before his death.

Mr. Kuhn is survived by his wife, Patti Jo (Bean) Kuhn; two daughters, Annie Kuhn and Kari Kuhn-Wagner; a son, John; two brothers, Frederick and Jerry; and three grandsons. A previous marriage ended in divorce.

Mr. Hill died in 2012, Mr. Liotta in 2022.

Mr. McDonald, the prosecutor, who played himself in "Goodfellas" and who earned a bachelor's degree from Boston College in 1968, became friendly with Mr. Kuhn after the trial.

"He made a stupid mistake as a senior in college," Mr. McDonald said in an interview. "I felt sorry for him. Most of the guys I convicted, I didn't feel bad for."

One day, he recalled, Mr. Kuhn was being interviewed by F.B.I. agents at the federal courthouse in Brooklyn while still serving his prison sentence. Mr. McDonald told him that he and some friends were going to see Boston College play that afternoon in the Big East Conference basketball tournament at Madison Square Garden.

Jokingly, Mr. Kuhn asked, "Can I come with you?"
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Times Insider


From a Bustling Kitchen to a Bustling Newsroom

Eleanore Park, an editor for New York Times Cooking and Food, uses skills she learned working in San Francisco restaurants.

Eleanore Park's past and present collide at the Ferry Building farmers' market in San Francisco. Jim Wilson/The New York Times



By Megan McCrea



Jan 16, 2025 at 08:00 AM

Sitting in the dining room of Four Kings in San Francisco's Chinatown last May, watching the chefs at the wok station, Eleanore Park dug into her chili crisp pig head and prepared to take notes.

Twelve years earlier, she used to make a pig's head dish at Bar Agricole, which had operated just two miles from where she now sat.

For Ms. Park, the distance felt greater. In that 12 years she had transitioned from a line cook in restaurant kitchens to a journalist in newsrooms, and, eventually, into her current role, as an audience editor on the New York Times Cooking and Food team.

The journey had taken her from the San Francisco Bay Area to New York and back. She reviewed Four Kings last year as part of The Times's guides to America's best restaurants.

"It's just been a really weird loop-de-loop journey," Ms. Park said in an interview.

Ms. Park grew up in the San Francisco Bay Area, immersed in the food world. Even as young as 12, she'd help her mother, who owned a Japanese restaurant, by folding napkins, grabbing faxed orders and helping to prepare miso soup.

During high school and college, she kept a foot in the food world, working at a pub, a diner and some cafes. In her 20s, she landed a position in the kitchen at Zuni Cafe, a San Francisco institution known for its roast chicken, Caesar salad and formidable chef, Judy Rodgers.

Ms. Park started at the garde-manger station, where she was responsible for making the salad. It was, she said, like "getting thrown into the deep end immediately."

She worked her way through other vaunted kitchens, including Mission Chinese Food and Bar Agricole, where she and her husband met while working as line cooks. Then, in 2013, while cooking at the newly opened State Bird Provisions, Ms. Park took a look ahead.

"That's when I started thinking about journalism," she said.

She had written for a music blog, even traveled with a band on a tour bus from the Bonnaroo festival up the Eastern Seaboard, and had heard about a fellow restaurant worker who had started working for Bon Appetit magazine. She decided to make the leap and moved to New York, where she worked catering gigs while writing articles and developing recipes for Vice Munchies, Saveur, Bon Appetit and Lucky Peach.

In 2017, Ms. Park became an assistant editor at The Wall Street Journal. Later, she became one of the newsroom's two editors for search engine optimization, an essential field in digital newsrooms. S.E.O. editors help inform their colleagues' publishing decisions, ensuring that readers can find articles on Google and other search platforms. (She also wrote a recipe column called Pro-Moves.)

The work was fast-paced and intense, especially once the coronavirus pandemic hit. But Ms. Park found that the scrappiness and resourcefulness she had gained in restaurant kitchens was helpful in newsrooms, too.

Cooking and journalism both require quick problem solving. Ms. Park said The Journal didn't have a test kitchen at the time, and sometimes she found herself improvising photo shoots in the office kitchenette.

In 2021, she saw that New York Times Cooking was looking for an S.E.O. editor. She said she had been surprised by the way the job description "mirrored my weird mosaic of experiences." She joined The Times's Cooking and Food team that summer.

Now, in her expanded role as an audience editor, she helps plan editorial strategy, steers long-term projects, works to build The Times's digital readership and occasionally reports articles. One minute, she said, she might be "talking to engineers or a product manager about the requirements of what a certain page needs to look like," but then she's back to "brainstorming ideas for Thanksgiving, or summer grilling."

A conversation with friends, who had started keeping a Narcan kit in the bar they owned in San Francisco, provided the idea for an article she wrote with Priya Krishna about how bars and restaurants were preparing their staffs to reverse opioid overdoses.

"Just still keeping in touch with people or following people on social media who still work in the restaurant industry is maybe 80 percent of what informs my ideas," she said.

In 2023, with Brian Gallagher, her colleague on the Food desk, Ms. Park helped launch The Times's local restaurant guides, which spotlight the best places to eat in cities around the country, including Chicago, Miami, Philadelphia and San Francisco.

She had been thinking about the service journalism that the Food desk could offer, "with reporters on the ground all over the country," and pitched the idea of the restaurant guides as a way to expand food coverage.

When she is eating in a restaurant Ms. Park is thinking about the line cook, who may have shucked dozens of oysters that day before the restaurant even opened, as she had at State Bird Provisions. She is thinking about the person working the garde-manger station, as she had at Zuni Cafe, who might be handling half the dishes on the menu.

She understands all the hustle it takes to put out the plate she's reviewing. Or simply enjoying.
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Quote of the Day: Their Hard-Won Black Haven Had Thrived. Then It Burned.

Jan 16, 2025 at 04:59 AM

"It's very painful, because it feels like a family of people have been destroyed."

SHIRLEY TAYLOR, on the community of Altadena, Calif., which has been devastated by wildfires. For Black residents, the area represented something more than suburban living: It was a foothold in generational prosperity. Page A1.
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Corrections: Jan. 16, 2025

Corrections that appeared in print on Thursday, Jan. 16, 2025.

Jan 16, 2025 at 02:30 AM

NATIONAL

An article on Wednesday about the House approving legislation that aims to bar transgender women and girls from participating in school athletic programs designated for female students misstated Representative Lori Trahan's status as a former college athlete. She is the only former Division I female college athlete serving in Congress, not the only former Division I college athlete there.

An article on Wednesday about New York Gov. Kathy Hochul's State of the State address on Tuesday described imprecisely a proposal by Ms. Hochul. It would protect the identities of doctors who prescribe drugs used in medication abortions, not of doctors who prescribe anti-abortion drugs.

BUSINESS

An article on Wednesday about possible successors to Jamie Dimon at JPMorgan Chase misstated when Jennifer Piepszak would take over as chief operating officer at the bank. She is doing so immediately, not this summer.

Because of an editing error, an article on Wednesday about Saudi Arabia being close to acquiring up to a 10 percent stake in the sports-only network DAZN referred incorrectly to Gill Hind in one instance. She is Ms. Hind, not Mr. Hind.

Errors are corrected during the press run whenever possible, so some errors noted here may not have appeared in all editions.



To contact the newsroom regarding correction requests, please email nytnews@nytimes.com. To share feedback, please visit nytimes.com/readerfeedback.

Comments on opinion articles may be emailed to letters@nytimes.com.

For newspaper delivery questions: 1-800-NYTIMES (1-800-698-4637) or email customercare@nytimes.com.
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For Los Angeles, Fires Ramp Up Difficulty of Hosting 2028 Summer Games

Rebuilding areas ravaged by wildfires will present a daunting challenge, but the flip side could be the "compelling image of a city emerging from the ashes."

Smoke blanketed Los Angeles last week, as multiple wildfires raged across the region. The city faces staggering rebuilding costs as it also prepares to host the 2028 Olympics. Loren Elliott for The New York Times



By Adam Nagourney



Jan 13, 2025 at 08:30 PM

For seven years, the promise of the 2028 Summer Olympics has shimmered on the horizon as a source of pride and celebration for Los Angeles. There were concerns: the homelessness crisis, cost overruns, comparisons with the successful Games last year in Paris. But for the most part, 2028 held out the hope of delivering as much of a boost for the region's economy and international image as the Olympics of 1984.

That has all been called into question in the space of a week.

The fires that have ripped across the region have presented Los Angeles with a challenge that would test the bandwidth and resources of any city: how to host a 17-day, $7 billion spectacle expected to draw as many as 15 million visitors to a region of 18 million people, all while rebuilding entire neighborhoods erased by fire.

No one is suggesting that the Games be postponed or canceled in response to the fires. But there is rising concern that an already difficult endeavor for both Los Angeles, the main host city, and LA2028, the private committee in charge of raising most of the money and running the Games, has become staggeringly complicated.

Mike Bonin, a former City Council member who voted in support of the Olympics when the effort came before the Los Angeles governing body for approval in 2017, said the wildfires posed a "nightmare scenario."

"It calls into question the city's ability to deliver the Olympics," he said in an interview. "This is cause for elected officials to ask themselves the question: Is this something we can handle?"

Los Angeles last hosted the Olympics in 1984, with the opening ceremony at the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum. Nearly all of the 2028 events are taking place in existing buildings, including the Coliseum. Barton Silverman/The New York Times


Across the region, people are staggered by the scope of unceasing destruction. Many have lost homes and possessions, or fled in the middle of the night in the face of mandatory evacuations. They have followed the tragedy unfolding not only on television, but by the glow of not-too-distant blazes and smoke-darkened skies, and the wail of fire engine sirens.

When the Summer Games take place in July 2028, officials say, Los Angeles will still be immersed in rebuilding what was destroyed: homes, businesses, offices, places of worship, municipal buildings and parks.

The Games are to take place at nearly 50 venues spread out across a vast territory, from Temecula to the San Fernando Valley. Even before the prospect of enormous reconstruction projects, there were concerns about the logistics of moving huge crowds across a region overrun by traffic and with a transit system that remains, to a significant extent, a work in progress.

Now, Los Angeles confronts the unexpected expenses of millions of dollars in overtime payments to firefighters and police officers, on top of the costs of repairing or rebuilding city-owned structures.

The organizing committee is responsible for raising the estimated $7 billion budget for staging the Games, drawing on revenues from ticket sales, sponsorships and contributions from the International Olympic Committee.

But under the Olympic contract approved by the Los Angeles City Council, the city is responsible for the first $270 million of any cost overrun. (California would pick up the next $270 million, and any further overrun would revert to Los Angeles's responsibility.)

Donald J. Trump's victory in November left city and Olympic officials apprehensive about how much they will be able to turn to Washington for help, particularly for the completion of a multibillion-dollar transit expansion that Los Angeles officials promised the Olympic Committee would be ready before the first athletes arrive in the summer of 2028.

Officials said there was one reason for solace, given what is now expected to be a shortage of construction workers in the coming years: Nearly all of the events are taking place in existing buildings, from the Rose Bowl in Pasadena to the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum.

Mayor Karen Bass of Los Angeles during a news conference outside the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum in July. Many Los Angeles leaders said they were confident the city would rebound to mount a well-run Summer Games. Alex Welsh for The New York Times


Still, the situation remains volatile: The fire so far has spared stadiums and other Olympic venues. But the U.C.L.A. campus in Westwood is planned to house the Olympic Village, and as of this week, as the fires moved east, possible evacuations loomed.

Jadrian Wooten, a professor at Virginia Tech who has studied the economics of sports, said the central question in the months and years ahead would be "how much of the city's resources will be devoted to revitalizing areas for the Olympics versus responding to destruction from future wildfires."

"Balancing those two priorities will be critical in determining whether L.A. has both the money and the capacity to handle an event of this scale alongside wildfire response," he said.

Casey Wasserman, the chairman of LA2028, said in a statement that he was confident Los Angeles would rally from the wildfires and that they would not undercut the Olympics. "Los Angeles is defined by its resilience and determination," he said. "The strength of our communities and our unity in tough times make this city extraordinary, and when Los Angeles welcomes the world in 2028, our spirit will shine brighter than ever before."

A number of city officials said they were reluctant to talk about the future of the Olympics because they were overwhelmed by dealing with the crisis, as well as to avoid appearing callous.

Asked if the city was concerned about how the fires would affect its staging of the Olympics, Gabby Maarse, a spokeswoman for Mayor Karen Bass, said Ms. Bass was now "laser-focused on keeping Angelenos safe and protecting property."

To be sure, Emmanuel Macron, the president of France, oversaw the rebuilding of the Notre-Dame Cathedral in Paris in five years, just as he promised. And Los Angeles leaders -- including those who have lived through earthquakes, wildfires and riots over the past 30 years -- said they were confident the city would rebound to mount a well-run Summer Games.

"I've seen it; I've seen what people can do," said Wendy Greuel, a former city controller and leader of the City Council, who evacuated from her own home over the weekend. "The Olympics are a positive for this region, and we should ensure not only that they are able to happen, but that they will help to lift us literally from the ashes with the goal of rebuilding this city."

Los Angeles is also set to be a host for the World Cup in 2026 and for the Super Bowl in 2027. But both events, by their nature, are seen as unlikely to strain Los Angeles as much as the Olympics, which will hold competitions in a multitude of venues over a fortnight.

Right-wing commentators, who have long been critical of California, wasted little time seizing on the fires as evidence that Los Angeles should not be allowed to stage the Olympics on its own. "There's no way we can showcase L.A. to the world," Jesse Watters said Friday on Fox News, as the other half of the screen showed an aerial shot of Los Angeles burning. "A full federal takeover is needed." He added: "Martial law might have to be declared."

Opponents of holding the Olympics in Los Angeles said the fires made their objections even more acute. "We simply cannot afford to put public money, city staff's time and energy, and infrastructure development into a global party-cum-TV show while we respond to this crisis," said Eric Sheehan, a leader of NOlympics LA, an organization that has opposed the Games.

Even before the prospect of enormous reconstruction projects, there were concerns about the logistics of moving huge crowds across a region overrun by traffic and with a transit system that remains, to a significant extent, a work in progress. Willem Verbeeck for The New York Times


Zev Yaroslavsky, a former longtime member of the county Board of Supervisors, whose district included the Pacific Palisades, said the city faced unprecedented and conflicting demands in the years ahead.

"This should be a great event for the city and the world to see the city," he said. "But what we cannot allow to happen is for the Olympics to take away the government's attention from the most important thing, which is to rebuild after the fire."

"We are a resilient city," he said. "We are a resilient region. We are a resilient state. But it's going to be a challenge."

Yet some officials and outside analysts argued that the Olympics could prove an opportunity.

"People will want to come to be part of the rebuilding process," John Rennie Short, a professor emeritus at the School of Public Policy at the University of Maryland, Baltimore County, said by email. "Moreover, the Games could become part of what I will call the 'narrative of renewal,' as city boosters will use the Games as a way to focus local, national and international attention on urban renewal, the 'new' Los Angeles and the compelling image of a city emerging from the ashes."

Gov. Gavin Newsom, the California Democrat whom Mr. Trump has been subjecting to frequent attack, suggested that the new president might eventually see a benefit in coming to Los Angeles's aid. Mr. Trump, during his first term, had played a role in bringing the Olympics to the United States, he said.

"This is an opportunity for him to shine, for this country to shine, for California and this community to shine," Mr. Newsom said Sunday on "Meet the Press." He said the Games, along with the Super Bowl and World Cup, would offer the world an opportunity to rally behind Los Angeles and provide the city an opportunity to "rebuild at the same time."

And Joe Buscaino, a former City Council member, said he envisioned "the recovery from this fire being celebrated during the Olympics -- a testament to the resilience and ingenuity of our region."

"I remember as a fourth grader in 1984, everyone was so excited about hosting the Olympics then," Mr. Buscaino said. "This is what we wanted for 2028."
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Critic's Notebook


How a Failed Basketball Player Made the First Rap Hit of the Year

The N.B.A. washout LiAngelo Ball debuted his track "Tweaker" on a livestream. It's proving to be much more than a novelty.

LiAngelo Ball in 2022. The success of his track "Tweaker" might be a preview of the coming normal. Jacob Kupferman/Associated Press



By Jon Caramanica



Jan 14, 2025 at 04:29 PM

How will rap hits get made in 2025? Judging by the year's first unexpected hip-hop breakthrough, the answer is by accident, more or less.

Two and a half weeks ago, LiAngelo Ball -- the middle of the three Ball brothers, the basketball playing siblings who, along with their father, became a sports-world phenomenon in the mid 2010s -- appeared on a livestream with N3on, a troll-like personality who has emerged as an irritant and provocateur.

They streamed together on Kick for over three hours -- playing basketball, shopping, sitting for a loose conversation. But the real action came when Ball was driving N3on around in his Dodge Challenger SRT Demon. N3on asked Ball to play a song he'd been working on, Ball put on "Tweaker" and the modern alchemy of stardom -- spanning serious and joking, preparation and chance, art and meme -- was activated.

It had all the makings of an evanescent moment in a medium overflowing with them: a novelty song by a nonprofessional musician played for an unserious livestreamer. A blip.


But there was something urgent and catchy in Ball's bellow. "I might swerve, bend that corner / whoa-oh-ohhhh," he rapped at the beginning of the chorus. Listening to his voice booming over the speakers, Ball, who raps under the name G3 Gelo, looked pleased with himself. N3on was almost shivering with joy in the back seat. It was good content, both sides extracting something from the other.

And now, maybe it's become something more. Since this unconventional premiere, "Tweaker" has done the speed-run through virality into real-life relevance. It's been played in N.B.A. and N.F.L. locker rooms, and it's a frequently used audio clip on TikTok. It's attracted the attention of rappers looking to collaborate. And yesterday, it was reported that "Tweaker" landed Ball a record deal with Def Jam.

The success might be a preview of the coming normal. Rather than hurling song snippets into the TikTok ether (that is, if TikTok isn't forced to cease its operations in the United States this weekend), or relying on an affiliation with an already-established artist, perhaps the goal is to be just absurd enough to hold people's attention long enough for them to realize there's something purposeful pulsing underneath the unlikeliness.

Being unsuspecting is part of the trick. Of the Ball brothers, LiAngelo is the basketball washout. (LaMelo is a Charlotte Hornets point guard; Lonzo plays the same position on the Chicago Bulls.) LiAngelo was recruited to the University of California, Los Angeles team out of high school, but withdrew following an incident in which he and two teammates admitted to shoplifting in China. He bounced around lesser leagues, but has never played a regular-season game in the N.B.A. He has a hangdog air about him, a slow sadness that makes him appear reluctant.

He has now joined a surprisingly robust list of well-known basketball players who rap, mostly mediocrely: Allen Iverson, Shaquille O'Neal, Kobe Bryant, Damian Lillard, the stars on the often awkward 1994 compilation "B-Ball's Best Kept Secret." It's easy to hear "Tweaker" as a kind of consolation prize, a distraction for Ball while his brothers accumulate N.B.A. glory.

And yet. "Tweaker" is deceptively lo-fi and unwieldy, but directly effective -- art passing as a joke.

The chorus is perfectly shaped, if a little slang-by-numbers. Though Ball hails from Southern California, his vocal approach, and the accompanying production, are redolent of the urgent and sometimes clunky New Orleans rap music popularized by No Limit Records in the late 1990s (later streamlined by Cash Money Records), as well as the bouncier and less antic side of 1990s Memphis rap. These are styles where the martial stomp of the flow is as important as the words themselves, or more. ("I ain't from the South, but kick it with my Memphis twin," Ball raps on "Tweaker.")

On the verses, Ball's vocals are less surly, a little more shrieked and less convincing. Sometimes it sounds like he's herding more syllables than space allows. The beat is built around a piano figure that sounds accidental, or drunk, like it was played with chubby fingers, adding to the song's air of legitimate-illegitimate uncertainty.

Nevertheless, "Tweaker" has inspired genuine fervor, presumably some combination of genuine and opportunistic. The Baton Rouge veteran Lil Boosie and the Memphis star Moneybagg Yo both nudged Ball about potential collaborations on X. And Ball was quickly booked for the March installment of the influential hip-hop festival Rolling Loud.

Rarely has a new artist so effectively (and intentionally?) used the modern distribution system of livestreaming to garner an initial buzz, and then built something sturdy upon that bizarre flash of attention. Last year demonstrated just how broken the star-making apparatus in hip-hop has become. There are no reliable systems anymore -- not the radio, not streaming services, not TikTok, not the streets.

Instead, there's this: a happy accident at the intersection of flagging celebrity and incidental notoriety. Seemingly, Ball has completed the almost impossible-to-nail pachinko that ends up with a possible smash. "Tweaker" is an earnest attempt. It's a stunt. It's a gaffe. It's a Hail Mary. It's a meme. It's a hit.
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Drake Sues His Label, Calling Kendrick Lamar's 'Not Like Us' Defamatory

In a federal lawsuit on Wednesday, Drake accused Universal Music Group of putting his life and reputation at risk by releasing and promoting the popular diss track.

Drake's lawsuit accused Universal of valuing "corporate greed over the safety and well-being of its artists." Prince Williams/WireImage



By Joe Coscarelli



Jan 15, 2025 at 03:17 PM

During a venomous back-and-forth barrage of diss tracks last year, the rappers Drake and Kendrick Lamar accused each other of phoniness, hypocrisy and abuse. But while fans anointed Lamar's chart-topping single "Not Like Us" the battle's knockout blow, Drake saw the song's punchlines invoking pedophilia as something far more insidious -- and with real-world consequences.

In a lawsuit filed Wednesday in federal court, the artist born Aubrey Drake Graham sued Universal Music Group, the record company behind both rappers, for defamation and harassment, calling its release and promotion of "Not Like Us" an example of valuing "corporate greed over the safety and well-being of its artists."

The suit, brought in the U.S. District Court for the Southern District of New York, accuses Universal of having "approved, published, and launched a campaign to create a viral hit out of a rap track" that was "intended to convey the specific, unmistakable, and false factual allegation that Drake is a criminal pedophile, and to suggest that the public should resort to vigilante justice in response."

Noting that the cover art for "Not Like Us" features a photo of Drake's Toronto home dotted with markers meant to represent the presence of registered sex offenders, the complaint invokes a shooting at the residence days after the song's release that injured a security guard -- calling it "the 2024 equivalent of 'Pizzagate'" -- and cites two other attempted trespassers in the days that followed.

The cover artwork for "Not Like Us" shows a photo of Drake's Toronto home.


The suit was brought on behalf of Drake by Michael J. Gottlieb, a partner at the firm Willkie Farr & Gallagher, who has previously represented the owner of the Washington pizzeria targeted by the "Pizzagate" conspiracy theorists and the election workers falsely accused by Rudolph W. Giuliani of aiding a false plot to steal the 2020 presidential election.

In a statement on Wednesday, Universal Music Group called the claims both untrue and "illogical," pointing to its longstanding and successful business relationship with Drake.

"We have invested massively in his music and our employees around the world have worked tirelessly for many years to help him achieve historic commercial and personal financial success," the label said. "Throughout his career, Drake has intentionally and successfully used UMG to distribute his music and poetry to engage in conventionally outrageous back-and-forth 'rap battles' to express his feelings about other artists. He now seeks to weaponize the legal process to silence an artist's creative expression and to seek damages from UMG for distributing that artist's music."

Universal added that it would fight the case on its own behalf, as well as to protect "any artist who might directly or indirectly become a frivolous litigation target for having done nothing more than write a song."

In November, Drake had initiated pre-litigation actions against Universal in state court in New York and Texas, naming Spotify and the radio conglomerate iHeartMedia as potential participants in an elaborate scheme to promote "Not Like Us" using bots and payola. On Tuesday, representatives for Drake withdrew the earlier filing in New York against Universal and Spotify in favor of the federal lawsuit filed Wednesday. A hearing in the Texas matter, which includes iHeartMedia, was delayed until later this month.

Kendrick Lamar's "Not Like Us" is nominated for five Grammys next month, including record and song of the year. Amy Harris/Invision, via Associated Press


The long-simmering tension between Drake and Lamar, who had collaborated early in their careers, exploded into full-on musical beef last spring across eight rapidly released songs that included escalating personal attacks.

On one track, "Family Matters," Drake questioned whether Lamar's manager had secretly fathered one of his children and alleged that Lamar had "beat on" his romantic partner and covered it up. Soon after, on "Meet the Grahams," Lamar equated Drake with Harvey Weinstein, calling him a "pervert" and a "sick man" who "should die" to make the world safer for women.

The following day, Lamar released "Not Like Us," which includes lyrics like "say, Drake, I hear you like 'em young," calling the rapper and his crew "certified pedophiles" who should "be registered and placed on neighborhood watch."

The track -- which, according to Drake's lawsuit, "cloaks cleverly dangerous lyrics behind a catchy beat and inviting hook" -- went on to top the Billboard singles chart and has since been streamed more than one billion times on Spotify alone. At the Grammy Awards next month, "Not Like Us" is nominated for five awards, including record and song of the year. The following week, Lamar will headline the Super Bowl halftime show in New Orleans.

"This lawsuit is not about the artist who created 'Not Like Us,'" the suit says. "It is, instead, entirely about UMG, the music company that decided to publish, promote, exploit, and monetize allegations that it understood were not only false, but dangerous."

To prove defamation, a public figure must not only show that false information was published, broadcast or spoken, harming their reputation, but that the publisher did so while knowing that the information was false or with substantial doubts about its accuracy.

While Lamar may not have met that standard as a defendant -- "this lawsuit is not about a war of words between artists," the suit reiterates -- it argues that Universal would not have been in business with Drake since 2009 if it had reason to believe that any allegations of sex abuse were true.

But, as a potential motive for the company promoting "Not Like Us" aggressively, it invokes contract negotiations between Universal and Lamar -- who was under a short-term deal with the company that was extended late last year, according to the suit -- as well as with Drake, whose contract is up for renegotiation this year.

"By devaluing Drake's music and brand, UMG would gain leverage to force Drake to sign a new deal on terms more favorable to UMG," the suit says.

Drake also accuses Universal of engaging in questionable practices to promote the song, as hinted at in the pre-litigation filings last year, which sought to obtain further information and preserve relevant documentation related to a potential case.

According to the lawsuit, the label "and its agents further put a thumb on the scale by covertly offering financial incentives to third parties to deceptively stream the Recording on streaming platforms, to play the Recording on the radio, and to otherwise promote and endorse the Defamatory Material, all without ever publicly disclosing the payments."

Following the incidents at his home, Drake attempted to inform Universal about the harm the song was causing, including having to remove his young son from his elementary school "due to safety concerns," according to the lawsuit, but was told that he "would face humiliation if he brought legal action."
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Calder Gardens Names a Curatorial Leader and Sets September Opening

Juana Berrio, currently at the Whitney Independent Study Program, will be senior director of programs at the cultural center in Philadelphia.

A rendering of Calder Gardens in Philadelphia. The opening is set for September. Calder Foundation, New York/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York; Rendering by Herzog & de Meuron.



By Ted Loos



Jan 15, 2025 at 11:00 AM

Calder Gardens, the coming Philadelphia cultural project in a city that has seen few new major arts institutions recently, gets closer to being a reality this week with the announcement of its opening, set for September, and a central hire.

Juana Berrio, currently the curatorial and sustainability adviser at the Whitney Museum of American Art's Independent Study Program, has been named the senior director of programs for the $58 million exhibition space and gardens; separately, Calder Gardens has a planned $30 million endowment.

Alexander Calder (1898-1976) was a Philadelphia native who became one of the 20th century's premier sculptors, known for his bent wire works, gently turning mobiles and sturdy stabiles.

Berrio -- who is from Bogota, Colombia, and moved to the United States in 2006 -- has also worked at the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis and the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art.

She said it was the founders' conception of the institution as something other than a museum that attracted her to the role.

Juana Berrio, the new senior director of programs at Calder Gardens. The founders' conception of the institution as something other than a museum is what attracted her to the role. via Calder Gardens; Photo by Emma Trim


"I'm very interested in experimentation," Berrio said in an interview. "Guiding my thinking is, What are our needs today -- our lives are more distracted than ever, with technology playing a big role, so this project will help foster introspection and contemplation."

Berrio added that Calder's kinetic mobiles, which can move with the breeze, raise "the notion of impermanence."

Calder Gardens, on Benjamin Franklin Parkway, will have 18,000 square feet of exhibition space in a building designed by Jacques Herzog, a founder of the Pritzker Prize-winning architecture firm Herzog & de Meuron, and extensive gardens by the Dutch landscape designer Piet Oudolf, known for his work on the High Line.

Though an independent institution, Calder Gardens will receive administrative, operational and educational programming support from the neighboring Barnes Foundation.

A rendering of gardens, which will have a building designed by Jacques Herzog of Herzog & de Meuron, and extensive gardens by the landscape designer Piet Oudolf, known for his work on the High Line. via Calder Foundation, New York; Rendering by Herzog & de Meuron.


Alexander S.C. Rower, the president of the Calder Foundation and a grandson of the artist, said in an interview that many applicants for Berrio's position "were lackluster and thought it was going to be a museum." (Among its non-museum characteristics will be a lack of wall labels.)

Rower added that Berrio's experience working with contemporary artists was relevant because of the prescient dynamism of Calder's work -- the artist even had his own version of performance art.

In his Paris studio in the 1920s, Rower said, his grandfather would perform a miniature multi-act circus, "Cirque Calder," manipulating his sculptures.

Rower, who is also the chair of the Calder Gardens curatorial committee, said that the institution would focus on showing Calder's works, both from the foundation's vast holdings of them as well as loans from other sources. But he added that there may be "invited interventions" of works by other artists in future, and that Berrio would have a role in curating them.

First, the building has to be completed.

"All the heavy construction is done," Rower said. "We want to take our time on the installation, and experience the building without art first."
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Critic's Notebook


Under the Radar: Venturing to Fantastical Universes With a Dodo and More

Stories from refugee children, gloriously morbid puppets and a rooster who defies a dictator. These are some of the offbeat offerings this January.

"Dead as a Dodo" follows the adventures of a long-dead boy and his best friend, a dodo. Concerned with new beginnings, it's a story that is told gorgeously, our critic writes. Richard Termine



By Elisabeth Vincentelli



Jan 14, 2025 at 05:55 PM

The new show "Dead as a Dodo" opens with the word "Bone!" Followed by "Death! Death! Death!" This isn't the kind of dialogue you'd expect from something advertised for ages 7 and up, but no matter how young its audience members are, the company Wakka Wakka never underestimates their intelligence and willingness to engage in serious matters.

This sort of experimentation is par for the course at the annual Under the Radar festival, now on stages across New York City. It's just that "Dead as a Dodo," one of 33 works in the festival, does it better. From a formal perspective, it is among the most ceaselessly inventive pieces of theater I have seen in the past year.

Written and directed by Gwendolyn Warnock and Kirjan Waage with help from the ensemble, the piece follows the adventures of a long-dead boy and his best friend, a dodo -- a flightless bird extinct since the 17th century -- in a spooky underworld. Both of them have been reduced to skeletons at first, and the action starts off with the boy looking for bones to replace his missing ones.

The show, at the Baruch Performing Arts Center through Feb. 9, is as morbidly poetic as "The Nightmare Before Christmas." It immerses the audience in a fantastical universe -- at one point, plunging underneath the fiery river Styx -- thanks to outlandishly inventive puppetry (Waage designed the figures), projections (by Erato Tzavara), lighting (by Daphne Agosin) and audio (sound and original music by Thor Gunnar Thorvaldsson).

The hell we are in may be of our own making: "Dead as a Dodo" concludes Wakka Wakka's eco-minded trilogy, following "Animal R.I.O.T." and "The Immortal Jellyfish Girl," and is concerned with the evolution of the natural and human worlds. The bigger story here is concerned with new beginnings, and it is told gorgeously.

"SpaceBridge" at La MaMa in Manhattan. The production follows a group of young Russian refugees in New York City. Walter Wlodarczyk


Rejecting the naturalism that tends to dominate mainstream American theater is among Under the Radar's main tenets. The festival takes form seriously, and all the shows I saw in this year's cohort pushed direction to the forefront, even in the docu-play "SpaceBridge," which concluded its short run this weekend at La MaMa, in association with En Garde Arts and Visual Echo.

Conceived and directed by Irina Kruzhilina, "SpaceBridge" follows the lives of a group of actual young Russian refugees in present-day New York City and, to a lesser extent, some of the American kids they meet here. The children's stories emerged in theater workshops they took part in, and they now retell them under the benevolent eye of Samantha Smith (played by Ellen Lauren), a real-life American peace activist who died at 13 in a 1985 plane crash. She is imagined here as a gentle adult.

"SpaceBridge" could have coasted on its inherent emotional power -- most of the Russian children in the show are still waiting to hear about their asylum requests -- but Kruzhilina has made a very theatrical work. She varies dramatic formats, from re-enactments to vaudevillian skits; mines the full depth of the La MaMa stage; and inventively integrates props like old-fashioned suitcases. There is a dynamism to the storytelling that never lets up, especially when the show pointedly touches on down-and-dirty political maneuverings.

At a further remove -- literally so -- from such earthly concerns is "The 7th Voyage of Egon Tichy [Redux]," which is at New York Theater Workshop's Fourth Street Theater through Feb. 2.

Joshua William Gelb in "The 7th Voyage of Egon Tichy [Redux]" at New York Theater Workshop's Fourth Street Theater. Maria Baranova


Based on a story by the science-fiction writer Stanislaw Lem, the show -- created by the director Jonathan Levin, the playwright Josh Luxenberg and the performer Joshua William Gelb -- takes place on a spaceship where a lone traveler finds himself in a spatiotemporal pickle. When an earlier version was streamed live in July 2020, Gelb interacted with multiple versions of himself thanks to simultaneous video editing (that version is still available on YouTube). Amazingly that is still the case in the new iteration, in which we can watch Gelb in person and on the two screens that flank his tiny performing area. Much of the show is spent wondering which of the Gelbs onscreen is live and which was prerecorded then mixed into the proceedings.

Unfortunately the storytelling can't keep up with the gimmickry, and "Egon Tichy" becomes tediously repetitive. This is made worse by the padded running time -- the show has grown from 35 minutes to almost an hour. Did the creative team think they needed that to justify a live version for paying customers?

The last two works I saw also struggled with their relatively economical lengths.

Following a residency in Portugal, Robert Schenkkan -- best known for his Lyndon B. Johnson shows "All the Way" and "The Great Society" -- wrote a short satire, "Old Cock" (at 59E59 Theaters through Jan. 19) for the Porto company Mala Voadora and its artistic director, Jorge Andrade.

Mohammad Reza Hosseinzadeh, left in foreground, and Ainaz Azarhoush in "Blind Runner." Amir Hamja


Andrade is alone onstage, in a resplendent feathery costume, as the fabulously combed rooster of Barcelos, a fowl that is Portugal's folk emblem. The monologue turns into a dialogue when Antonio de Oliveira Salazar (also Andrade), who ruled Portugal with a dictator's fist until 1968, turns up on a video screen. The rooster confronts him about the manipulation of national symbols for autocratic purposes -- which sounds tragically relevant, but the attempts at humor fall flat and the attempts at political thrusts feel blunted.

Geopolitics also play a major role in Amir Reza Koohestani's "Blind Runner." The play, which is presented by St. Ann's Warehouse through Jan. 24, with Waterwell and the arts-and-education organization Nimruz, aims to be a suspenseful thriller about a blind Iranian woman trying to run the length of the tunnel between France and Britain at night before trains resume their service.

But this political statement takes up just the last few minutes of the show. The bulk of it consists of stilted conversations between the runner's eventual guide (Mohammad Reza Hosseinzadeh) and his imprisoned wife (Ainaz Azarhoush) during his weekly visits to her. Koohestani is much better as a director than a writer, and he stages these static interactions in a sleek, austerely elegant manner -- Eric Soyer's lighting carves out his minimalist set with the suggestive power of a German Expressionist movie.

Of course, any festival will be uneven. Surefire bets don't exist, but shows that look to be worth a visit include a staging of Shuji Terayama's "Duke Bluebeard's Castle" (Jan. 15-18 at Japan Society) that allows us a glimpse into experimental Japanese theater. Odds are good that at least it won't be like much else in town.

Under the Radar
The festival runs through Jan. 19, but some productions have longer runs; utrfest.org.
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'Conclave' and 'Emilia Perez' Compete in Wide-Open BAFTAs Race

"Anora," "A Compete Unknown" and "The Brutalist" are also in the running for best film at the British equivalent of the Oscars.

Ralph Fiennes in "Conclave." Fiennes is nominated for the leading actor BAFTA. Focus Features



By Alex Marshall
Reporting from London


Jan 15, 2025 at 12:10 PM

"Conclave," Edward Berger's thriller about the selection of a new pope, received the most nominations on Wednesday for this year's EE British Academy Film Awards, known as the BAFTAs.

The movie secured 12 nods, including one for best film, a category in which it is up against Sean Baker's dramedy "Anora" and "The Brutalist," starring Adrien Brody.

Also competing for the main best film prize are "A Complete Unknown" and "Emilia Perez," which secured 11 nominations -- the second highest number.

The number of nominations for "Conclave" will likely surprise some award-season observers. Just over a week ago, the movie secured only one Golden Globe at a ceremony in which "Emilia Perez" and "The Brutalist" were the big winners.

Selena Gomez in "Emilia Perez." Shanna Besson/Netflix


It will give "Conclave" momentum going into this year's Oscars, although the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences has repeatedly delayed the announcement of the prize's nominees because of the Los Angeles wildfires. The Academy is now scheduled to announce the nominations on Jan. 23.

Anna Higgs, the chair of BAFTA's film committee, said that BAFTA, which has many Los Angeles-based members, had not seen any drop in voting because of the fires.

This year's BAFTA ceremony is scheduled to take place on Feb. 16 in London, and Higgs said it was "too early to speculate" on whether the wildfires would have any further impact on the ceremony, which will be broadcast in the United States on BritBox.

In individual artist categories, the competition on the night will be wide open.

In the best director category, Berger is up against Baker ("Anora"), Brady Corbet ("The Brutalist") and Jacques Audiard ("Emilia Perez"), as well as Denis Villeneuve for his sci-fi sequel "Dune: Part Two" and Coralie Fargeat for "The Substance," a body-horror gross-out about a washed-up TV star, played by Demi Moore.

In the leading actress category, Moore, who won a Golden Globe for that performance, will compete against Cynthia Erivo for "Wicked," Karla Sofia Gascon for "Emilia Perez," Marianne Jean-Baptiste for "Hard Truths," Mikey Madison for "Anora," and Saoirse Ronan for her role as a recovering alcoholic in "The Outrun."

The leading actor category sees Adrien Brody ("The Brutalist") up against Colman Domingo ("Sing Sing"), Ralph Fiennes ("Conclave"), Hugh Grant ("Heretic"), Timothee Chalamet ("A Complete Unknown") and Sebastian Stan ("The Apprentice").
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Art Collector Says He Lost Warhols and Harings to L.A. Fire

Ron Rivlin said he had lost about 30 works by Andy Warhol -- and dozens more by other artists -- when his Pacific Palisades home was destroyed.

Ron Rivlin, an art collector, lost almost everything in his house in the Pacific Palisades fire. Tag Christof for The New York Times



By Matt Stevens and Julia Jacobs
Matt Stevens reported from Los Angeles, where he accompanied Ron Rivlin as he returned to his home. Julia Jacobs reported from New York.


Jan 14, 2025 at 04:45 PM

As the flames grew closer and closer to his home in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles and his teenage daughter pleaded with him over the phone to evacuate, Ron Rivlin decided to flee, taking three Andy Warhols with him, all that he could carry.

"I grabbed those, and as I was leaving, I saw the fire ahead of me on the hill," Rivlin said.

When he returned a few days later he found that his home had been destroyed, and with it his considerable art collection. Rivlin said he had lost more than two dozen Warhols -- he owns a gallery in West Hollywood that specializes in Warhol -- along with works by Keith Haring, Damien Hirst, John Baldessari and Kenny Scharf.

"It's dust at this point," Rivlin said on Monday as he returned to the site of his former home, which was built about five years ago, specially designed with his art collection in mind.

Now, it is a pit of rubble. Standing ankle-deep in the twisted metal and crumbled concrete, Rivlin searched for any remnants of the art collection he was forced to abandon.

There had been a hot-pink Warhol print of Queen Elizabeth hanging behind his desk, a set of Campbell's soup can prints in his living room and a colorful portfolio of cultural characters including Superman, Mickey Mouse and Howdy Doody -- known as the "Myths" -- in his basement.

Rivlin had works by Andy Warhol and Keith Haring, including "Totem" (1988), in his home. The Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, Inc./Licensed by Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York; Photo by Tanya Barcessat


Rivlin estimated that more than 200 artworks had been burned in his home, with the losses amounting to millions of dollars. He said he had made the initial insurance claim on the lost works. Many art insurers are bracing for potential large losses.

In Los Angeles, where the threat of wildfires is always a concern, museums go to great lengths to protect their collections. The Getty Center, a Los Angeles art institution that was in the mandatory evacuation zone of the Palisades fire for a time, was built out of fire-resistant stone, concrete and protected steel and surrounded by well-irrigated landscaping. So far it has been spared.

But private art collections like Rivlin's tend to be more vulnerable. And the scope of the art losses in private homes is only beginning to come into view.

Rivlin had sprinklers installed in every room of his home, but his Warhols were not protected from the kind of blaze that swept through the Palisades. The fire spread so quickly that there was no time to move them to his gallery.

"There wasn't really a lot of time to think through, 'Oh my God, do we need to get the art out of there?'" said Melanie Breitman, the manager at Revolver, Rivlin's gallery on Sunset Boulevard.

Rivlin, 51, came into the art world after a career in the music industry. When he bought his first Warhol in 2011, it started an obsession; in addition to his gallery devoted to the artist, he has consulted with the F.B.I. on identifying forgeries.

"I surrendered to the loss," Rivlin said after coming back to see his destroyed house. Tag Christof for The New York Times


When Rivlin moved to the Palisades, he fashioned himself into a kind of nightlife promoter for the neighborhood's Gen X residents, inviting guests to dance in his home and starting a "nightclub" event at a restaurant that was restricted to people 40 and over. "This was the house that everybody came to," said Max Abadian, a friend of Rivlin's who also lost his Palisades home in the fire.

Among the Harings he lost, Rivlin said, was a 1986 screen print called "Andy Mouse" that depicted a cartoon Warhol as a Mickey Mouse-esque character and a 1988 carved plywood sculpture called "Totem."

Even more emotionally valuable, Rivlin said, were the family photo albums lost in the fire.

Concerned that his gallery could face the same fate as the region continues to fight several fires, Rivlin has handlers on standby who are ready to load the art into a truck if necessary.

When he first returned to the neighborhood after the fire, Rivlin said he was stunned at the level of destruction.

"I surrendered to the loss," he said. "It was looking at my property but it was looking at all my neighbors' as well. I lost a lot of hope. Frankly, I thought it would be impossible for us to even consider moving back there."

A stainless steel sculpture by the artist Michael Benisty was still there. Tag Christof for The New York Times

It depicted two figures holding hands. Tag Christof for The New York Times


But when he returned to the site of his home on Monday and began picking through the rubble, he started to notice what had survived.

He spotted a filing cabinet from his office, the base of a 14-foot-tall skeleton that his family puts out in the yard around Halloween and, sitting in the wreckage, the metal numbers that identified his house number: 7-5-0, the zero broken into the shape of a horseshoe.

Toward the back of his property, one piece of art had survived. It was a stainless steel sculpture by the artist Michael Benisty that depicted two figures, holding hands, who are designed to appear as though they are partly disintegrating. It was tilted on its side but appeared to be in good condition.

"Today gave me hope," Rivlin said.

Kirsten Noyes contributed research.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/14/arts/design/la-fires-art-collector-warhol-haring.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Des Moines Art Center to Demolish Work and Pay Land Artist $900,000

The artist Mary Miss agreed to the settlement, ending a yearlong battle to save her work. The museum said her piece, which it had commissioned, had become a safety hazard.

Part of "Greenwood Pond: Double Site" by Mary Miss. The work will be demolished, and Miss said some of the settlement money will go to the Cultural Landscape Foundation. Scott Mcfetridge/Associated Press



By Julia Halperin



Jan 14, 2025 at 05:49 PM

A celebrated artwork by the environmental artist Mary Miss will be demolished by the museum that commissioned it.

On Tuesday, the Des Moines Art Center reached an agreement with Miss, 80, to dismantle her sprawling outdoor installation, "Greenwood Pond: Double Site," in exchange for $900,000, ending the lawsuit she filed against the museum last April seeking to save it.

The Des Moines Art Center invited Miss in the late 1980s to develop a site-specific work for a city-owned park. In late 2023, the museum told her that the installation -- a network of curving walkways, cantilevered bridges and seating areas designed to encourage visitors to interact with the landscape -- had become a safety hazard and was at risk of collapse. Replacing the degraded materials would cost $2 million to $2.6 million,  a sum that it could not afford, the museum said.

Getting rid of the work, it turns out, is also quite expensive. In addition to paying Miss, the Des Moines Art Center has estimated it will cost as much as $350,000 to dismantle "Greenwood Pond: Double Site," according to notes from the testimony by the museum's director, Kelly Baum. That would bring the total cost of the resolution to $1.25 million (without factoring in lawyers' fees).

"The settlement will end a breach of contract lawsuit filed by Miss on April 4, 2024, and allow the Des Moines Art Center to proceed with previously stated plans to remove the artwork in its entirety," the museum said in a statement.

In an interview, Miss described her feelings about the resolution as "complicated."

The plans over her artwork brought it back into the limelight. "Here, a work being destroyed is the thing that makes the work visible again," Miss said. Lila Barth for The New York Times


"I've been working under the radar for quite a long time," she said, "and here, a work being destroyed is the thing that makes the work visible again."

In the 1970s and '80s, Miss was part of a celebrated cohort of artists who sought to change the way viewers experience sculpture by bringing it outside the white cube. Her work made the cover of Artforum magazine in 1978, a crowning achievement for any artist. But in the decades since, her often-subtle architectural interventions made of wood, concrete and other humble materials faded from view.

Although she has been the subject of renewed scholarly attention in the last several years, amid growing recognition of the contributions of women artists to the Land Art movement, it was the imminent demolition of "Greenwood Pond: Double Site" that rallied supporters around her and made headlines. "I feel this genuine sense of gratitude about how this has transpired -- and at the same time I feel extremely sad," Miss said.

The artist plans to donate a portion of the settlement funds to the Cultural Landscape Foundation, an education and advocacy group that led opposition to the work's destruction. The money will be used to help establish a new fund to preserve at-risk public artworks.

"This is a tragedy for the field of art history and for the status of art in our society," Susanneh Bieber, an associate professor of art history at Texas A&M University and the author of a book on American environmental art, said of the outcome. "I thought we had arrived at a moment when environmental, ecological art projects that women have created are finally being recognized and valued."

The fight against her patron over the work, which included an outlook tower and a recessed seating area, highlighted how hard it is to preserve public artworks. Mary Miss, via The Cultural Landscape Foundation


In pitting an artist against her onetime patron, the fight over "Greenwood Pond" also highlighted the difficulty of preserving ambitious public artworks, especially for smaller institutions in environments with increasingly extreme weather conditions. A judge in the U.S. District Court in Des Moines granted the artist's request for a preliminary injunction in May to temporarily halt the work's demolition.

Portions of the work have been closed to the public since late 2023. The residential deck wood used to create "Greenwood Pond," the museum has said, could not withstand Iowa's harsh climate. The work cost $1.5 million to create; the museum said it had already spent nearly $1 million on repairs.

Created between 1989 and 1996, "Greenwood Pond" was one of the very few environmental installations in the collection of any American museum and is considered to be among the first urban wetland projects in the country. Over seven years, Miss worked with local Indigenous communities, a botanist and others to restore the pond to its original wetland state.

Architectural elements, like an outlook tower and a recessed seating area, allowed visitors "unique opportunities to develop closer relationships to nature and a better understanding of our place in the world as active observers and caretakers," said Leigh Arnold, curator of the Nasher Sculpture Center in Dallas, who included Miss in the 2023 exhibition "Groundswell: Women of Land Art." "I fear its demise illustrates our culture's prevailing attitudes toward complex ideas or situations that necessitate thoughtfulness and tenacity to resolve."
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It Was a Destination for Hat Lovers. Now It's Ashes.

The Wellema Hat Company was one of many local Los Angeles businesses destroyed by this week's fires. Now its founders are figuring out how to -- or even if they can -- start over.

All that's left of the Wellema Hat Company after the Los Angeles fires. Cody Wellema 



By Jacob Gallagher



Jan 11, 2025 at 12:32 AM

It took nearly a decade for Cody Wellema to perfect his dream hat shop.

It took one night to reduce it to ash.

Early Wednesday morning, the Wellema Hat Company, located on Mariposa Street in the Altadena neighborhood, became one of the innumerable businesses across Los Angeles to be destroyed by this week's spate of wildfires.

"It was just ruins," said Mr. Wellema, who was speaking Friday from a family member's home an hour south of the city. His house in Pasadena, less than a mile from the store, was, as of Friday, still standing. Mr. Wellema, his wife, Shelby, and their three young children had evacuated on Wednesday, driving through "raining ash" to escape the fire.

"It's apocalyptic in our little town," Mr. Wellema said, likening Altadena after the fire to the ruins of ancient Rome.

In a phone interview, the Wellemas, with their children playing out of earshot (they hadn't yet mustered the strength to tell them about the fate of the store), vacillated between resolve and shock. They spoke of their store in the present tense, then their voices caught as they remembered that their beloved boutique was no more.

"We built it brick by brick," Mr. Wellema, 32, said of the shop.

Mr. Wellema constructed his hats in the store, which also included a "mini museum" of hat making. Cody Wellema

The signage on the shop's front window was hand-lettered by Derek McDonald of Golden West Sign Arts. Cody Wellema


A native of Colorado, Mr. Wellema grew up in Southern California and became enamored by hat making as a young adult. To him, there was something so rugged, so American about a cowboy hat. "It was a dying trade in America, and I wanted to do my best to keep it alive," he said.

In his early 20s, he worked at an existing hat-making business in Santa Barbara. Then he ventured out on his own, starting the Wellema Hat Company in Santa Barbara before relocating to Altadena almost a decade ago. The tidy boutique, perched in Los Angeles's northern foothills, was less than 1,000 square feet, though the couple diverged on how much less.

It required some folly to open a hat store in the mid-2010s. "People don't wear hats like they did in the '30s," Mr. Wellema said. Early on, visitors would pop into the store and ask him, kindly, yet with bafflement in their voices: "Why are you here? Who is your customer?"

The customers turned out to be ranchers (yes, those still exist on the fringes of Los Angeles), fashionable shoppers smitten by the company's curvaceous felt hat, and costume designers for Western shows. The actor John C. Reilly was a customer, and the store had a number of clients with cancer, who bought hats to block the California sun or cloak hair loss from treatment.

The assured look of Mr. Wellema's hats, which he constructed inside the shop, grabbed shoppers. Their brims protruded proudly, their crowns were pinched as if pre-broken in. Wellema fedoras called to mind Al Capone. The cowboy hats were pure Marlboro Man.

In time, the Wellema Hat Company became a destination for anyone who appreciated a jaunty hat or just a classic product made right.

"Cody represented this sort of reverence for relics of the golden age of California that still lived on in Altadena and Pasadena," said Nico Lazaro, a freelance writer and Angeleno who befriended Mr. Wellema. "The shop was one of those rare places that felt both of a time and still relevant today."

Cody and Shelby Wellema, with their three children, evacuated from their home near the store on Wednesday. via Cody Wellema


For Ethan M. Wong, the store wasn't just a place to shop, but to observe. "Every time I visited, I couldn't help but photograph whatever Cody was working on," said Mr. Wong, a writer and podcaster who owns three of Mr. Wellema's saucerlike fedoras.

Shelby Wellema said that business seemed to be taking off in recent months. "Our local walk-in traffic had increased so much," she said. Mr. Wellema had a theory: The TV show "Yellowstone" had convinced urbanites they could pull off a cowboy hat.

"The Western genre is having a moment," he said.

His favorite shoppers, though, were those who truly wore his hats, the ones who would come back with dirt marks and gashes all over their $800 Wellema creations.

The couple never took a loan and said that any money made went back into the shop. "Whenever we had $500, a grand, lying around, I was like, 'OK, I can finally commission this woodworker to build a shelf that I want,'" said Mr. Wellema, who recalled spending his 24th birthday laying flooring in the space.

It was only in recent months that he felt the shop had reached its final form. A corner of the store held vintage clothes. A workbench sat in the middle of the store. A glass case held Mr. Wellema's "mini museum" of hat making, packed with aged hat brushes, matchbooks and advertising artifacts from companies like Stetson. The swooping signage on the shop's front window was hand-lettered by Derek McDonald of Golden West Sign Arts. On the walls hung work by Edward Borein, a Western painter who inspired Mr. Wellema's wide-brimmed hats.

"It was everything I'd ever wanted," Mr. Wellema said. In November, the family hosted a party at the shop to celebrate 10 years in business.

It's nearly all gone now. On Tuesday evening, the fire was visible in the hills outside Altadena. "In our hearts we just didn't think it was going to get into the streets," Mr. Wellema said. He never thought to grab any of his inventory or tools.

The building where Wellema Hat Company was based. Mark Abramson for The New York Times


In the immediate haze after the destruction, the Wellemas weren't certain what to do next. They were fortunate to have had insurance on the shop. A friend initiated a GoFundMe campaign for the family, which had raised more than $50,000 as of Friday afternoon.

But Mr. Wellema was also wondering if the fire was a sign. He loved hat making, but maybe it was better suited as a hobby. He could certainly make more money doing something else.

Really, though, the prospect of building a new space, brick by brick, felt daunting.

"We have to be present," Ms. Wellema said, referring to the tasks ahead: taking care of their children, returning to their as-yet-still-standing home.

"I'm not sure how much of the past is going to come with us in the future," she said.
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3 Make-Ahead Recipes to Upgrade Your Work Lunch

Chefs share recipes that can be prepared in bulk on Sunday then easily modified as the week goes on.

Bulgogi, or Korean barbecued beef, is the perfect food to make in bulk, says the chef Youra Kim: "It works with everything." Here, it's served with congee. Charlotte de la Fuente



By Luke Fortney



Jan 09, 2025 at 08:26 PM

When the Copenhagen-based chef David Zilber, 39, left town for a week last fall, his girlfriend and two-year-old son ate like royals. They wolfed down chicken meatballs and tilted back bowls of curry that Zilber, a former chef at Denmark's Noma restaurant, had stockpiled ahead of time in the fridge. But you don't have to be a professional chef to meal prep like one. We asked Zilber and two other Copenhagen-based cooks to each share a recipe that can be made ahead of time and served for a few weekday lunches. To qualify, the dishes had to last at least a week in the fridge and be transportable to an office desk.

Their recipes have two things in common. First, they all have the consistency of stew. "Anything that's stewed together will get better over time," says Zilber, who coauthored "The Noma Guide to Fermentation" with the chef Rene Redzepi. They also lend themselves to endless modification. The big-batch beans that Eva Hurtigkarl, the in-house chef at the Danish fashion label Ganni, makes are a shortcut to dips, salads and soups, she says. And Youra Kim, the owner of Propaganda, one of Copenhagen's few Korean restaurants, recommends bulgogi (sliced and marinated beef), for its versatility: Her recipe works with a range of accompaniments, from white rice to spaghetti. With so many ways to iterate, each lunch can be distinct from the next without much added effort.

Curry is a staple in David Zilber's household. Charlotte de la Fuente


David Zilber's Curry With Chicken Meatballs

This curry has been part of Zilber's life in some form since high school. He picked up the recipe while working at Rain, an Asian restaurant in Toronto, and has been riffing on it ever since. This version was born out of necessity. "I'm desperately trying to keep my child, who can sometimes be a capricious eater, alive," he says. Lately, chicken meatballs have done the trick.

Makes six servings

Ingredients:

Meatballs



	2 cups ground chicken


	1 egg


	1 teaspoon ground black pepper


	1 tablespoon salt


	1/3 cup cilantro stems, minced


	8 sprigs cilantro leaves, sliced


	2 scallion greens, minced


	3 cloves garlic, minced


	1-inch nub ginger, minced


	2 tablespoons fish sauce


	Rice flour, for dredging



Curry



	1 white onion, diced


	4 cloves garlic, minced


	2-inch nub ginger, minced


	2 scallion whites, minced


	1-inch nub galangal, minced


	1 finger chile or bird's-eye chile, sliced


	1 eggplant, chunkily diced


	2 stalks lemongrass


	12 makrut lime leaves


	1/4 cup Mae Ploy yellow curry paste


	2 cans coconut milk


	1 cup water


	1/4 cup fish sauce


	2 tablespoons soy sauce


	1/3 cup coconut oil


	Salt to taste



Zilber, a former chef at Denmark's Noma restaurant, in his home kitchen. Charlotte de la Fuente

Zilber's curry lends itself to a range of add-ins, including bean sprouts, basil, diced mango and roasted peanuts. Charlotte de la Fuente


1. To prepare the meatballs, beat the egg with a fork or whisk in a large mixing bowl. Add all the remaining ingredients, save for the rice flour, and combine. Shape the mixture into small meatballs, about one-inch wide, and roll in a pan of rice flour. Set aside.

2. In a large pot over medium-high heat, sweat the onion, scallions, ginger, chile, galangal and garlic in coconut oil until fragrant. While the aromatics are cooking, bruise the lemongrass with the back of a knife and add it to the pot with the lime leaves and curry paste. Cook until the mixture begins to brown and stick to the bottom of the pot, then add water to loosen it. Add the coconut milk, fish sauce and soy sauce, and bring the pot back up to a simmer. Add the eggplant and cook for 30 minutes, stirring occasionally.

3. In another pan over medium-high heat, sear the meatballs in coconut oil, turning occasionally, until browned on all sides. Remove the lemongrass and lime leaves from the curry and add the meatballs to cook for about five minutes. Remove the pot from the heat and let cool before transferring to the fridge in a sealed container.

How to Serve

Early in the week, bring to work with a side of jasmine rice, the toppings of your choice (such as cilantro, bean sprouts, diced mango or roasted peanuts) and half a lime to squeeze over the top. Later in the week, use the curry to make a noodle soup. The night before you want to eat it (or the same day, if you're working from home), take your desired portion of curry and combine with an equal amount of chicken stock in a pot on the stove. Bring to a boil and adjust the seasoning with a few splashes of fish sauce and soy sauce. Roughly chop a head of medium-size bok choy and add it in. Serve with cooked vermicelli noodles, mint and Thai basil.

Eva Hurtigkarl's cannellini bean salad, made with lemon, dill and pan-fried zucchini. Charlotte de la Fuente

Making beans from scratch, rather than opening a can, allows you to add more flavor during the cooking process, Hurtigkarl says. Charlotte de la Fuente


Eva Hurtigkarl's Big-Batch Beans

Hurtigkarl, 35, is tasked with making plant-based lunches for around 100 Ganni employees each day. Big batches of cannellini beans are one of the many tricks that she employs. The beans are easy to prepare in bulk and, by making them from scratch, rather than opening a can, you can add more flavor during the cooking process. Hurtigkarl's recipe calls for leek, celery and fennel scraps, but other aromatics will work, such as Parmesan rinds, rosemary and thyme.

Makes four servings

Ingredients:



	1 pound dry cannellini beans


	1 yellow onion, skin on, cut in half


	1 head of garlic, skin on, cut in half


	3 bay leaves, preferably fresh


	1 carrot


	5 parsley stems (or another herb)


	Tops of leek, celery or fennel


	3 tablespoons olive oil


	3 tablespoons salt



1. In a bowl, cover the beans with water by at least two inches. Soak for at least eight hours or overnight.

2. In the morning, drain and rinse the beans and add to a large pot with the aromatics. Cover with water and add olive oil and salt. Bring the pot to a boil, then lower the temperature and simmer for 1.5 to 2 hours, skimming off the foam that rises to the surface. The beans are done when you can easily mash them between your fingers.

3. Leave the cooked beans in their broth and transfer them to the fridge in a sealed container.

How to Serve

Simply reheat the beans and eat them as they are. Or use an immersion blender to make a sauce with a portion of beans and their broth. Combine with more whole beans and finish with olive oil, lemon zest and grated Parmesan. Serve with bread. With more time, make a simple bean salad: Mince a red onion and mix with a spoonful of Dijon mustard, lemon juice, salt, pepper and a handful of cooked beans. Whisk, adding olive oil until you have a thick dressing. Add dressing to whole beans, chopped dill and a vegetable, such as seared zucchini.

For a traditional preparation, serve Kim's bulgogi with kimchi and rice. Charlotte de la Fuente


Youra Kim's Bulk Bulgogi

Before Kim, 31, opened Propaganda in 2021, she was a university student like any other -- dependent on care packages from her family. Every Saturday, her father would visit her in Seoul with a week's worth of banchan: kimchi, dried squid and more. If she was lucky, there would be bulgogi, too. "It was a special treat," she says. The marinated meat is ideal for rationing during a workweek or a college semester. Aside from pairing well with just about everything, it can be stored in the freezer for several weeks.

Note: This recipe calls for pre-sliced beef, available at many Asian supermarkets. If you can't find one, ask a butcher to slice a steak into two-centimeter-wide cuts or place a steak in the freezer for a few minutes to make it easier to cut on your own.

Makes five servings

Ingredients:



	2 pounds sliced beef (sirloin, flank steak or boneless rib-eye)


	1 cup soy sauce


	1 tablespoon dark soy sauce (optional)


	1/4 cup sugar


	11/2 tablespoons honey


	1/4 cup mirin (or dry white wine)


	6 garlic cloves


	3 tablespoons sesame oil


	2 tablespoons black pepper, ground


	1 pear or apple, blended



Kim in the kitchen at Propaganda, one of Copenhagen's few Korean restaurants. Charlotte de la Fuente


1. Pat the beef with kitchen towels to remove blood and place in a large mixing bowl.

2. To make the marinade, combine the remainder of the ingredients in a blender until smooth.

3. Pour the marinade over the sliced beef and massage it with your hands until evenly coated. Cover the bowl and refrigerate overnight or for at least six hours.

4. Divide the beef and marinade into five equal portions and store in the refrigerator for up to a week, or in the freezer for up to three months.

How to Serve

Bulgogi "works with everything," Kim says, including udon noodles and spaghetti. For a more traditional preparation, slice onion, carrot and scallion and mix them with the bulgogi and leftover marinade. Place a frying pan on high heat, then add the meat and vegetables. Cook for 10 minutes, stirring with chopsticks. Add mushrooms at the end with extra scallion and sesame seeds. Save any leftover marinade; it can be used to braise tofu or season vegetables while cooking. "You don't have to think about anything else," she says. "It's going to come out perfectly."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/09/t-magazine/work-lunch-recipes.html
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An Overnight Style Sensation, at 79

Larry Pennington, a fashionable former educator, was looking to share some advice on home decor and thrifting. He became an unlikely social media darling.

Larry Pennington's style recalls a previous fashion era, when everyone dressed up for occasions like meals and airplane travel. Larry Pennington



By Jessica Roy



Jan 16, 2025 at 08:02 AM

When Larry Pennington started his TikTok account late last year, he did so hoping to show off his love of antique home decor and thrifted outfits. With a distinctive eye for hidden gems and a classically Southern personal style, Mr. Pennington, a 79-year-old former educator, has been honing his sartorial skills for decades. He thought he could teach the young people on social media a few things.

Mr. Pennington had no idea his account -- which features outfit-of-the-day posts and home decor hacks -- would grow to more than 225,000 followers in a little more than a month, quickly positioning him among TikTok's thrifting elite just as that social media platform faces a potential ban in the United States.

Mr. Pennington was born in Charleston, W.Va., to two fashionable parents -- his father a corporate executive who wore bespoke suits and his mother a homemaker who opted for designer and couture.

"I grew up with wonderful memories of her clothes and his clothes, and that got me started," he said in a recent phone interview. Mr. Pennington, who describes his personal style as "classic men's" -- suit jackets paired with sweaters, lots of pocket squares and bow ties, a neatly trimmed mustache -- often includes a sentimental tribute to his parents in his outfits, such as wearing one of his mother's earrings as a lapel pin.


Mr. Pennington's love for thrifting and antiquing started in earnest in the 1980s, when he was living in Washington, D.C. Now, at almost 80, he's mastered the art of scouring the internet and social media for high quality vintage items: He frequently purchases things on eBay, Etsy and Poshmark.

"You have to train your eye to find things that look like quality, that have the right proportions," he said. "You can go to the dollar store now and find some really nice things -- you just have to have an eye for it."

Mr. Pennington's style -- and his videos -- recall a previous fashion era, when everyone dressed up for occasions like meals and airplane travel, and pajama bottoms would never be worn outside the house.

"We dressed up to go somewhere in the car," Mr. Pennington said.

He and his husband of 20 years, David, live in Rehoboth Beach, Del., but rent a place in Florida during the winter, where they maintain their tradition of getting dressed up every evening, often in complementary ensembles.

"We go out, we have drinks, we buy dinner, bring it home, go to the piano, sing and play, and then we sit down and eat our dinner," Mr. Pennington said. "So doing the outfit-of-the-day post is so easy -- I'm dressed anyway, and then I have the chance to talk about things, like the difference between slip-ons and loafers."

The couple have high style expectations not just for themselves, but also for those in their inner circle.

"We give a big party every Christmas," Mr. Pennington said. "First I said: Dress casual. Then I tried saying business. I finally had to say semiformal, because I'm from the South: If I have a party and you don't dress up for it, I'm insulted. It's like you didn't try. I'm spending a fortune -- I've got bartenders and waiters and caterers -- and you came like you're going to go weed the garden."

His TikTok account has struck a chord with young people -- "My new mantra is 'What would Larry do?'" a fellow TikTok creator, Traveling Terry, recently observed -- who are drawn to his timeless style and home decor taste and are impressed with his social media savvy.

"People are so sweet and so kind, and they say the nicest things to me," Mr. Pennington said of his followers.

But just because young people love him doesn't mean he's impressed by current youth fashion trends. "I don't understand the athletic wear look," Mr. Pennington said. "I will not wear a T-shirt. To me, underwear is not outerwear."

"And I don't understand sweatpants," he added.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/16/style/larry-pennington-thrifting.html
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critic's notebook


Pete Hegseth Dresses for Defense

The nominee for Secretary of Defense wore his patriotism on his sleeve during his confirmation hearing -- and his belt, his socks, and his pocket square.




By Vanessa Friedman
The author has covered political image-making and its influences since Bush vs. Gore, including Volodymyr Zelensky and his olive green T-shirt and the appearance (and reappearance) of the white pantsuit.


Jan 14, 2025 at 09:21 PM

He may be President-elect Donald J. Trump's most "unconventional" cabinet nominee (in the words of Senator Roger Wicker of Mississippi, the ranking Republican on the Senate Armed Services Committee), but when Pete Hegseth took his seat in room G50 of the Dirksen Senate Office Building for his confirmation hearing as Secretary of Defense, he looked like a spit-polished officer in the Trump army.

Mr. Hegseth, who entered to the sort of applause and chants of "U.S.A., U.S.A." normally reserved for celebrities, wasn't wearing the National Guard uniform or the dusty boots of his own military service, which he referred to more than once during his testimony (in case anyone was wondering how fluent he was in the shared language of costume), but he was wearing a de facto uniform of the new administration. One just adjacent to the classic Washington uniform and clearly calibrated for what Mr. Hegseth called, in his testimony, "the most important deployment of my life."

To be specific, he was wearing the now-signature Trump uniform: the bright blue suit, pristine white shirt with spread collar and perfectly knotted red tie, this time with subtle navy stripes, that acts as a Pavlovian allusion to the American flag. The uniform that has been adopted by Trump acolytes like Vice President-elect JD Vance. The one that is a sign of allegiance not only to the country but to Mr. Trump himself.

In case anyone didn't get the picture, Mr. Hegseth added an Old Glory print pocket square -- one he also favored during many of his previous visits to Capitol Hill -- in matching red, white and blue. Not to mention some star-spangled socks and a flag belt buckle.

 Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times

 Kenny Holston/The New York Times

 Kenny Holston/The New York Times

 Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times

At Pete Hegseth's confirmation hearing, the accessories mattered. Photographs by Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times (top left and bottom right); Kenny Holston/The New York Times

His only jewelry was a wedding ring (his wife, Jennifer Rauchet, was seated directly behind him), a lapel pin representing the crest of the 187th Infantry Regiment, and a Killed in Action bracelet worn in honor of a soldier, Jorge M. Oliveira, who lost his life in Afghanistan -- a series of accessories that served as a form of value signaling.

His hair was gelled back without a strand out of place. During the occasional interruptions from the crowd, his jaw was heroically clenched.

Hidden were almost all of his tattoos: a large Jerusalem Cross, a "Join or Die" snake, and an American flag with a stripe replaced by an AR-15 among them, among others. Just a hint of ink reaching from his right forearm to his wrist peeked out from a carefully buttoned shirtsleeve. (It seemed to be the tail end of his "We the People" script.)

Left behind was the stars 'n' stripes cowboy hat. Unseen was the Uncle Sam jacket linings that Mr. Hegseth occasionally flashed in his role as a Fox News host -- though contained, perhaps, under the neatly buttoned jacket. (Flashes of shirtsleeves suggested there may have been some red underneath.)

Certainly he did not look like the hard-drinking, adulterous, budget-mismanaging person that critics of his nomination had described. He looked clean-cut, not politically correct but patriotically correct. How could anyone doubt his love for his country or his standards? He was wearing them on his back.

And if his suit was a little more extreme than the usual Capitol or C.E.O. look -- if it popped a little more through the screen than the navy suit, white shirt and red polka-dot tie worn by Senator Rick Scott of Florida or the navy suit, light blue shirt and patterned red tie worn by Senator Angus King of Maine or even the navy dress and matching jacket worn by Senator Kirsten Gillibrand of New York -- it was close enough.

Amid all the theatrics and speechifying by the many committee members and Mr. Hegseth himself, his uniform offered an argument of its own. One that had less to do with the details of leading one of the largest departments in the government than with his ability to play the part, in a show designed by the soon-to-be executive producer of the country.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/14/style/pete-hegseth-confirmation-hearing-image.html
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Women Really Want to Talk After Seeing 'Babygirl'

Audiences may not be able to agree on how erotic the director Halina Reijn's erotic thriller is, but it's starting rich conversations.

The film, which stars Nicole Kidman as a sexually frustrated tech executive, raises questions about sex, power and kink. Niko Tavernise/A24



By Alyson Krueger



Jan 11, 2025 at 10:01 AM

In reviews, in theaters and in group texts pinging across the country, "Babygirl," the erotic thriller starring Nicole Kidman, has proved somewhat divisive. Who has the power, Romy, the high-powered tech executive played by Ms. Kidman, or the 20-something intern, to whom she willingly submits? Are certain moments supposed to be sexy or funny? Is Romy's kink -- which involves being told what to do -- even that kinky?

Audiences are far from agreement, but among some women -- particularly those around Ms. Kidman's age, 57 -- these questions have been more than enough to begin titillating conversations about sex and desire.

"After the movie, some of the men were asking me if women really fake orgasms,'" said Elizabeth Robbins, 51, who watched the film with a mix of friends both male and female. In the movie's opening scene, Romy dashes away to masturbate privately after faking an orgasm with her husband, whom she later cheats on as she explores an urge to be dominated.

"It was like, 'Yeah, we do.'"

She said the group started asking themselves if they talk about their desires enough or if they talk about sex in a healthy way. When Ms. Robbins, an ophthalmic assistant in Boston, discussed this with two of her other friends -- Elizabeth Pavese, 37, and Josephine Sasso, 47, with whom she hosts a podcast about erotic novels called the Lusty Library Podcast -- the women said they'd had similar conversations with their circles after seeing the film.

"I went to see it with a friend last night, and the whole time we were whispering to each other," said Ms. Pavese, who lives in Pawtucket, R.I. "We ended up having some conversations in the car home and learning a few things about each other that we didn't know. It was pretty explicit."

"It was like, 'OK, we are at this level now,'" she said. "We were already fairly open with each other, but it does take a little bit of prodding."

The film seems to be continuing the conversations women have had around "All Fours," the novel by Miranda July published last spring that followed a 45-year-old mother and wife who embarks on a journey of self-discovery and sexual awakening spurred by an affair with a younger man.

In the months since her book has been out in the world, Ms. July has been inundated with messages from women sharing their own stories.

"Six months ago I would have said I am one of a million who was thinking about these issues in my own life," Ms. July said in a phone interview. "Since my experience with readers over the last six months I no longer think I am unique."

"Women are really good at spreading the word," she added.

Recently, Ms. July created a Substack where she posts her writing and where people can gather to talk about "All Fours" -- "not a book club! A place to talk about your own life," she specifies. And some women have made their own hats that read "All Fours Group Chat" to signal to other women that they're open to having a conversation not just about Ms. July's novel but about the large themes it surfaces.

"All it takes is for people to say, 'Oh yeah, this is me too,' or, 'You may be wondering if I think this is beyond the pale, and well, I don't,'" said Ms. July, who recently posted appreciatively about "Babygirl" in an Instagram story. "Then it's a new way of thinking and communication that has ramifications."

Earlier this year, Miranda July's novel "All Fours" started similar conversations about women about sex and desire. "All it takes is for people to say, 'Oh yeah, this is me too,'" she said. Dana Scruggs for The New York Times


These cultural moments can help people open up about their own lives, said Chantal Gautier, a sex and relationship therapist, who has a private practice in London and is a senior lecturer at the University of Westminster, and lessen stigma.

"We need to have more movies like this so we can talk about these topics," she said.

Some women have been surprised by their friends' willingness to open up after seeing the movie.

When Victoria Villegas decided to go see "Babygirl," she assumed she would have to go alone. "I was afraid that none of my friends would be interested in it, or my boyfriend," she said.

Before even seeing the film Ms. Villegas, 31, saw herself in the movie. Like Romy, Ms. Kidman's character, she is into B.D.S.M. but said she had always felt shame about it, something she attributed to her Catholic upbringing. "Sex in general is already taboo, so having any wants or desires beyond the mainstream feels even more shameful," she said.

But when Ms. Villeagas told a friend she was going to see it, he surprised her by offering to come along. "There was one point in the movie where I pointed to the screen and said, 'I've been here,'" she said. "I feel a lot closer to that friend now that I know this is something we can talk about together."

She's also been discussing the movie's themes with her female friends, including those who, like her, went to Catholic school and find it hard to open up about their sexuality.

"I am still floored over it," she said. "Having a movie like this is a huge deal for me, because I feel like it's been something you want to keep on the down low or not talk about."

Ileana Melendez, 27, who works in advertising in San Juan, Puerto Rico, said even though she is a member of Generation Z, she knows many women who find it hard to talk about sex.

"I think there is something really, really common especially among women who go through certain upbringings like religious ones where we are taught to demonize our own desires and sexualities," she said.

She was particularly moved to see older women in the movie theater alongside her.

"There was a group of women next to me in their 50s and 60s," Ms. Melendez said. "The movie got them talking." By the end, she said, "they were like, 'OK, she got what they wanted.'"

"I don't know if they went through a transformation," she added. "But they definitely seemed to have more of an openness to these experiences by the end."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/11/style/babygirl-nicole-kidman-sex.html
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